
  


  
    
  


  
    On a coal-black night, on a desolate stretch of Arizona high way, two last-chance lovers die badly.


    In these, the final, cruelest moments of his earthly existence, Dan Cody watches as the lifeblood of his lady is sucked down by the thirsty desert sands. In an instant, his heart and his redemption have been blown away by a postmodern witch and her sadistic goth-giant companion on their gore-soaked joyride to immortality.


    But even as one life ends in pain and anguish for Dan Cody, another begins. He is about to join those chosen to walk beneath the shadow of the Crow’s wing. Revenge will be the sole reason for his return; revenge on two who are speeding into the night in a ’49 lamb’s-blood Mercury on the fast track to Hell… or Nevada. And though Kyra Damon and Johnny Church have embraced evil with a zealot’s fervor, they under estimate the power of what’s pursuing them from beyond the grave—the rough beast that’s now slouching toward Vegas with murderous rage in its dead eyes.
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    A Life of Fire


    There was a man who lived a life of fire.


    Even upon the fabric of time,


    Where purple becomes orange


    And orange purple,


    This life glowed,


    A dire red stain, indelible;


    Yet when he was dead, He saw that he had not lived.


    —Stephen Crane,


    The Black Riders and Other Lines
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    Scorpion Flats, Arizona


    Seventy-five miles south of Tucson


    November 4, 2000

  


  IT STARTED THIS WAY, IN THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT. IN THE MIDDLE of nowhere.


  It started this way, with a man named Dan Cody driving a battered Jeep down a lonely stretch of highway.


  It started this way, with an armload of roses scattered atop a worn canvas bag that lay on the passenger-side floorboard of that Jeep.


  It started this way, with an armload of roses riding shotgun…and a worn canvas bag filled with a thousand writhing scorpions.


  


  To Dan Cody, the roses were frightening. Pooled in bruised shadows and silver-white moonlight, their petals were moist and full as a dozen wet, openmouthed kisses.


  And just as dangerous, too. Cody knew that.


  Beads of sweat gleamed on his upper lip. He wiped the back of his dusty right hand across his mouth and smelled the dirt and dried sweat that smeared his rough, tanned skin. He inhaled deeply, and for the duration of that breath he was transported to the cool midnight canyons and inky desert crevices he’d so recently visited.


  The smell of dirt was to Cody a brief respite from the roses’ cloying perfume.


  He didn’t much like that smell, but he could not escape it tonight.


  He would not escape it.


  Tonight it was his destiny.


  Cody wiped his hand on his black denim-clad thigh, and his hand returned to the steering wheel…where it belonged, where it was comfortable. But he couldn’t stop thinking about the roses. They were strange things, born far away from the desert. Valentine hearts from a land that was fresh and cool and green. In this hard and barren place, nothing survived that couldn’t live broken and twisted and ruined by the relentless beatings of sun and wind.


  The desert was a land Dan Cody knew well.


  It was the land where Dan Cody had been born, twenty-five years ago, and had died, twenty-five years ago.


  And perhaps, just perhaps, tonight he would be born again.


  It started this way, thought Dan Cody, as he drove into the deep end of midnight.


  It started this way….


  


  The old Jeep tore blacktop as Dan drove toward the woman who haunted his thoughts during the day and waited in his dreams every night.


  One busted headlight was dark and blind above the Jeep’s twisted bumper; the other headlight was flared to BRIGHT—a cyclopean eye that spotlighted all the things that hid in the night and just as quickly abandoned them to the darkness—


  First: a rusted road sign pockmarked with shotgun fire.


  Second: a patch of teddy bear cholla and prickly pear cactus.


  Third: a memorial tribute Cody had driven by many, many times.


  Once Dan had stopped by the roadside memorial in the bright light of day, had knelt on the hard-packed dirt stained with motor oil. He wasn’t much on prayers, but he’d said one before the plain white crucifix with its faded wreath of plastic flowers that encircled a fifth-grade photograph of a smiling, dark-haired girl.


  A pretty little girl whose short life had come to an end on this road. A girl who’d never lived to enter junior high with the rest of her class. A girl who’d never had the chance to fulfill her dreams of becoming a doctor or an equestrian, dreams that Dan had read about on a yellowed, plastic-protected newspaper obituary stapled to the crucifix.


  As if you can sum up dreams like that, Dan had thought bitterly as he’d squinted against the sunlight on that far-off day, staring at the faded photograph of a girl whose beautiful blue eyes seemed achingly familiar to him.


  Dan Cody knew he had changed on that day. It was as if he had found a lost part of himself here, on this road, in the gaze of a dead girl whose eyes could have been twins to another’s…a woman whose eyes were every bit as beautiful and blue and bright.


  The cross was nestled in a patch of cholla where a drunk driver, nodding at the wheel like a downed cork in a bottomless bottle, had swerved off the road and onto the scrub-choked shoulder. The driver—sleeping, lost in a dream—had plowed into the blue-eyed child who was collecting pop bottles on a moonless night.


  There had been no skid marks. None at all. The pavement was dry, and clean. A straight shot into nowhere. The driver, dead himself—metaphorically, if not physically—hadn’t even seen his victim.


  But Dan Cody had seen her, and he saw her still. Though he tried not to, Dan sometimes imagined her last moments as he drove the solitary highway: the girl kneeling on the shoulder, red dust staining her knees, counting deposit bottles that would supplement her mother’s welfare checks. Her blue eyes reflecting headlights that bleached her skin white as a desert flower. Her last breath, drawn deeply…and held. Then a flash of pop bottles exploding like firecrackers against a black backdrop of sky, and death in the form of a half ton of steel smashing through the child as easily as if she were a tumbleweed that had come head to head with a tornado.


  Sometimes, in Cody’s mind, the girl would hear the car as it approached. She would look up, unable to do anything else, and fear would devour her like helpless prey.


  But sometimes, in Cody’s mind, the girl would not hear the car.


  She wouldn’t look up, wouldn’t see death coming for her.


  Tonight—many nights—she did not.


  Dan Cody knew it was better that way.


  


  The Jeep raced forward, the cyclopean headlight beam washing the darkness, and there was more to see…


  A red tangle of roadkill waited just beyond the memorial cross: something bucked from the blacktop by a hungry bumper, something that had come to rest beneath barbed cactus shadows just as the little girl’s corpse had on that night long, long ago. Something that might have been the bloodstained carcass of a coyote…or a demon…or an angel blasted out of the sky by shotgun fire.


  Out here, in the desert, it all amounted to the same.


  For a split second, the carcass gleamed in the harsh headlight glow, and in that split second Dan saw a large black bird that might have been a crow…or something else entirely…pecking at the dead carcass.


  Dan Cody paid the Crow no mind. He didn’t have time for thoughts of roadkill or carrion birds. The Jeep raced forward and took Cody with it, his attention solidly on the highway ahead, and the night ahead, and the cloying perfume of roses.


  To Dan Cody, the Crow was nothing more than a momentary infobite that flared in his mind and then was gone: bird.


  Bird. A simple image, a simple definition.


  Because Dan Cody wasn’t much on supernatural portents.


  But the black bird saw things differently. It had seen Cody, and from a long way off.


  For the night, they say, has eyes.


  The Crow swallowed a gobbet of blood-congealed meat as the Jeep raced by, leaving a wake of acrid exhaust.


  Soon the bird’s feathers were painted by the glow of red tail-light fire.


  And soon, it was dark once again.


  But even in the shadow of midnight, the Crow knew Dan Cody.


  The black bird dropped the dark red strand of meat and spread its wings.


  Then it took flight, following the man as he drove east through the desert.


  


  Dan Cody drove on, his eyes fixed on the thin white line that snaked down the center of the highway. An albino snake. That’s what the white line was. Right now, it seemed the controlling force in Cody’s life.


  Where that albino snake was leading him, and what he would do when he got there…that remained to be seen. Dan had considered his actions carefully, night after night, as he traveled other dark highways—the highways of the human soul, the human heart.


  One thing was certain, Dan couldn’t put off his journey any longer


  That would mean another night alone, in the dark.


  He closed his eyes briefly, opened them again, and the lids felt like sandpaper scraping the surfaces of his corneas.


  Not another night alone.


  Cody had known fear before, but never like this. Yet something drove him forward, and kept his foot hammered down on the gas, and kept him on this lonely stretch of nothing with an armful of roses and a bag of twisting scorpions at his side.


  Dan knew there was good reason to be afraid. His moment of truth would arrive very soon. It seemed that his entire life had led him to this moment. And when the moment was gone, his life would change forever.


  One way, or another.


  Flying above the Jeep, the Crow knew this to be true.


  The Crow knew everything.


  


  The desert wind blasted over the windshield and combed the wild tangle of Cody’s black hair. Except for a white slash of scar tissue that tore across one dark eyebrow, his face was a series of sharp angles tanned by the desert sun.


  When Dan was a teenager, strangers had said that his was a handsome face.


  People who knew Dan had said something else.


  But Dan wasn’t the kind to care what other people said. He’d been doing hard time since leaving the last in a long series of foster homes at the age of sixteen. Since that time he’d added the scar over his eyebrow—or, more precisely, another man had added it for him.


  Dan had a couple dozen other scars that weren’t so visible.


  Some of those scars had been inflicted by women.


  Some of the scars you couldn’t see at all, unless you knew what you were looking for.


  It was the same way with Dan’s Jeep, which had been doing hard time right along with its driver. It wasn’t much to look at, and it didn’t have a lot of extras. Mostly, what it had was 345,000 miles on the odometer. What it didn’t have was a passenger seat.


  Until recently, Dan Cody had never really seen the need for one. He’d always defined a passenger as nothing more than a liability with a pulse. So where a passenger seat should have been, Dan stored a couple boxes of books—Cormac McCarthy and Elmer Kelton, Jim Thompson and Stephen Crane—and an eclectic collection of cassette tapes that comprised a soundtrack to live by. The Old97’s and Calexico, Johnny Cash and Ennio Morricone and Curse of Horseflesh.


  There were other things in the Jeep, as well. A duffle filled with Dan’s clothes. A sleeping bag, and a tent designed for a single person. Camping supplies—one knife, one fork, one spoon, one cup. Food…enough for one person.


  A Colt Double Eagle Mark II pistol was wedged under the driver’s seat, and a Winchester Model97 shotgun lay in the rear bed.


  After all, this was the Wild West, and a man alone couldn’t be too careful.


  


  Another silent mile and the Jeep’s headlight shone on a dented road sign with shotgun blasts for punctuation:


  


  SCORPION FLATS


  POPULATION: 43


  


  Hard bricks of tension walled Dan’s body: the back of his neck a twisted spire, his shoulders the warped foundation.


  Keep driving, he told himself. Keep driving.


  Bleached light ripped through the holes in the sign and rushed on into the black night, branding the outstretched wings of the Crow as it circled and swooped low.


  In a single wingbeat, the Jeep roared past the road sign and a dozen trickles of illumination were severed in rusted holes, leaving the sign—and the bird—to darkness.


  A sharp blade of fear carved the confidence of both man and bird.


  What lay ahead for both would not be easy.


  But it wasn’t far now.


  A hundred yards, as the Crow flies…


  Black-eyed and cloaked in midnight, the bird saw the Jeep’s brakelights flare. The vehicle slowed as it entered a little shitsplat of a town and banged off the highway into a parking lot.


  Set back from the lot were gas pumps and a squat adobe, its tan walls painted turquoise and Indian paintbrush orange by the glowing neon sign above the door:


  


  SPIRIT SONG TRADING POST


  


  Below were other signs, hand-painted and posted in the windows: AUTHENTIC NATIVE AMERICAN GIFTS, HANDICRAFTS, ART, SOUVENIRS, FOOD AND GAS.


  A glance at the gas gauge needle told Dan Cody that it hung far south of empty. But maybe he wouldn’t need any gas. The way Cody saw it, he’d reached his destination. This was the end of the road he’d been traveling for a long, long time.


  He had nowhere else to go. He killed the engine before he could change his mind, set the emergency brake, and stepped out of the battered Jeep. He took a few steps, listening to the unexpectedly lonesome sound of crunching gravel beneath his work boots.


  Second thoughts. Dan didn’t usually have them. But he was having them tonight.


  He stopped at the front end of the Jeep and stared at the building. He listened to the subtle little pings of the cooling radiator. The light desert wind whistled off the desert and dried the sweat on his hands, cooled the back of his khaki-colored T-shirt. The wind lifted the edges of the canvas awning that ran around the flat tiled roof of the trading post, and painted eagle feathers soared on the canvas sky as if they were taking flight.


  Suddenly cold, Dan grabbed his coat and slipped it on.


  It was late. No lights on inside the little adobe. The building looked deserted.


  Maybe the woman had closed shop for the night, tired of waiting for one last tourist to gas up.


  Or maybe she was just tired of waiting for Dan Cody. Yeah, maybe that’s the way it was. And maybe Dan should leave now, pretend he’d never come here at all. Drive back down that old highway he knew so well, back to the place where the picture of the dead girl with the blue eyes smiled into the darkness, her smile a firefly spark in the moonlight.


  Forget about the woman with blue eyes like the girl’s.


  Forget about the roses and the scorpions.


  Yeah, and forget about living, he told himself. Just go ahead and goddamn die.


  No. The woman was inside the trading post. Dan couldn’t see her through the shadowy glass, but he could feel her presence.


  Somewhere in the distance, the Crow cawed.


  Help me out, Dan thought. Caw once for yes. Twice for no.


  But the Crow didn’t make another sound. It wasn’t giving advice to anyone.


  Not yet.


  


  Behind the windows of the Spirit Song Trading Post, three people watched Dan Cody as he stood by his Jeep, fifty feet away.


  “That him.” said the man called Johnny Church.


  Statement, not a question.


  “Yes,” Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin said, and it seemed to her that with a single word she had determined Dan Cody’s fate.


  Leticia closed her eyes, tried not to let the heat that pricked behind her sockets become an uncontrolled brush fire of tears. She couldn’t let the strangers see her cry. They would use her tears against her. She did not know how they would do that, but they would.


  And then Dan Cody would die.


  And there’d be no one to blame but Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin.


  “I knew that cowboy was your boyfriend.” Church struck an exultant fist dead center to his left palm. “Fuckin’ knew it, ’cause he looks just like your type—one hundred percent shitkicker.”


  Church talked like he looked; a muscular bullet-headed bastard with a clipped military haircut, a band T-shirt, and a black leather biker jacket that smelled like he’d slept in it the last two months. To Leticia, the man looked like a Halloween costume come to life—a black leather Frankenstein with brands and tattoos instead of stitches, piercings instead of metal bolts and clamps…a man cobbled together from personal nightmares.


  “Can I tell ’em or can I tell ’em, babe?” Church called to a darkhaired woman who stood behind a display of beautifully feathered kachina dolls.


  The woman didn’t say anything. Not yet. Above her head, in the half-dark, was a birch bark sign carved with the words: Awanyanka Ina Make. In the Crow language, the words meant: Protect Mother Earth.


  Leticia had carved the sign herself, with a knife very much like the ones that rested on the shelves of the display cabinet behind the counter. Mountain Clan Crow knives in leather sheathes tanned to a dull sheen with willow bark and birch oil. Curved steel blades honed to wicked killing edges that could carve through flesh with the same ease a fish slices through cold mountain water.


  “Asked you a question, Kyra,” the man said. “Can I tell ’em or can I—?”


  “Oh, you can tell ’em, Johnny,” the woman replied in a low, teasing voice that was less a sound than a slither of snakes down Leticia’s spine.


  “Damn straight I can,” Johnny Church said.


  Aged hardwood floorboards groaned in protest as the woman walked the store’s aisles. Her hands brushed through racks of fringed doeskin jackets. Her fingers whispered across braided com husk and sweet grass baskets…and glided over porcupine quill boxes…and lingered sensuously on the curved secrets of soapstone carvings.


  Her black nails scratched across incised patterns on Hopi clay pottery.


  Leticia’s anger flared. She wanted to tell the goth bitch: Get your dead white hands off my people’s art.


  Johnny Church had called the woman Kyra. Leticia hadn’t heard a last name. She didn’t need to. She doubted either intruder went by the name they were born with. They were the kind of people who erected their own personae, barbed wire walls around bloodless hearts.


  Kyra made her way from the back of the trading post to the front window. Of course, she was dressed in black. Black leather jacket, black shirt, black pants. Her face was heroin-chic angular, painted with care, the pale skin drawn too tightly over model-high cheekbones brushed with silver glitter. Her hair was long and luminous, with a crimson-black sheen that looked wet in the moonlight, like a reflection on a puddle of blood. A chain circled her neck—small chromed links, twisted round and round, coiled tightly like a silver snake bent on strangling her.


  Though she hated herself for it, Leticia had to admit that the junkie-thin woman scared her a lot more than the man with the powerful biceps and broad shoulders. Of the two, she was obviously the one in control. Anyone could see that. Even a dead man.


  But Leticia kept her eyes fixed on Johnny Church. He was the one with the weapons. The weapons Leticia could see, anyway. And he was standing right in front of her, an ugly, unavoidable fact of life.


  “This doesn’t have to happen,” Leticia said. “It’s not too late. Just let me talk to Dan. He’ll leave.”


  “Fuck that.”


  “Then let me lock the door. If he can’t get in, he can’t cause any trouble. He doesn’t know for sure that I’m here, and he hasn’t seen me. He’ll think I’ve closed up, gone home early—”


  Church spat laughter. “Do you really expect me to believe a locked door is going to stop someone like that?”


  Church gestured at Dan Cody, still standing beside his Jeep. Still staring into the dark eye of the adobe’s front window.


  That window was threaded with dream catchers, red willow hoops webbed with nettlestalk cord dyed red with bloodroot and wild inner plum bark. The dream catchers, which traditionally were suspended from a child’s cradle board, were good luck charms of a sort, said to trap evil forces. But to Leticia, staring at Dan through slashes of blood-red cord, the dream catchers looked more like the crosshairs of a shotgun.


  “Why the hell is he just standing there?” Church demanded. “Why doesn’t he come in?”


  Leticia didn’t answer.


  Dan, don’t come in here, sweetheart, she thought. Bad fucking medicine. Stay away.


  Church swiveled neatly and stared straight into the depths of Leticia’s blue, blue eyes. He raised a .357 Magnum vertically until the barrel was parallel to his hard chiseled features. “I’ll ask you one more time,” he said. “What’s the cowboy waiting for?”


  “I told you, I don’t know.”


  “I’m not going to kill him, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Church said. “Believe me. The last thing I want is another man’s blood on my hands. Murder’s bad karma…the kind of shit that gets you in serious trouble with the watchdogs of eternity, and then you end up spending your next life as some penance-chasing no hope who wipes the asses of lepers or something. No fuckin’ thanks. That ain’t for Johnny Church.”


  The big man lowered the .357 and smiled. Slowly, fully, as if coldly amused. He had a perfect smile, and he knew it. But his perfect smile did nothing to put Leticia at ease. The stranger’s eyes were pale and cold and gray as the dead side of the moon.


  “Didn’t mean to get all metaphysical on you, Pocahontas,” Church said, and then he turned to Kyra. “I can’t fuckin’ take this, Ky. You think this cowboy knows what’s going on? You think maybe a little bird told him?”


  Kyra was silent a moment, her intent green eyes trained on the man in the parking lot. “No,” she said finally. “This cowboy doesn’t know shit.”


  “If you’d just let me talk to him,” Leticia said. “I can make him go away.”


  “Get this straight, Pocahontas. No talk. No smoke signals, either.” Under any other circumstances Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin would have scalped a man for less of an insult than that, or so Dan Cody liked to kid her. This time, she hardly noticed the slander. She said: “I swear that I can make him leave.”


  “I already told you: we’re not taking that chance.”


  “Please—”


  Johnny grinned pitilessly. “How ’bout ‘pretty please with a cherry on top’?”


  “But—”


  “Hold on, Pocahontas,” Kyra said. “Here comes your mystery date.” Leticia turned to the window, saw Dan Cody through dream catcher crosshairs. His worn leather jacket was open in the warm night air, revealing a well-toned torso.


  Kyra smirked. “Will your date be a dreamboat…or a dud?” Leticia didn’t even hear the snide remark; she saw the bag of scorpions in Dan’s left hand.


  The roses in his right.


  Oh, God, Leticia thought, and a cold hand closed over her heart. “It doesn’t look like the cowboy’s got a gun,” Johnny said. “But it’s hard to know for sure.”


  Leticia’s bright blue gaze speared the big man. “You said you wouldn’t hurt him—”


  “Don’t worry, Pocahontas.” Church tapped the barrel of the .357 Magnum to the side of his head, then flashed Leticia another Ultra Brite smile. “Just do what I tell you, and this will all be over soon.”


  


  A moment before, in the parking lot, Dan Cody thought: This will all be over soon.


  While Leticia Hardin begged Johnny Church to leave Dan alone, the object of that debate had returned to the driver’s side of his Jeep, where he’d reached under the seat for a heavy leather glove, which he drew over his left hand, buckling it at the wrist. Then Dan had bent across the seat, just as a final please crossed Leticia’s lips, and he’d gathered up the canvas bag with his gloved hand, the roses with the hand that was naked.


  He’d left his pistol behind. He’d left his shotgun behind.


  He figured he didn’t need them.


  Not tonight.


  Tonight, his business was with roses and scorpions…and a blue-eyed woman named Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin.


  Dan headed toward the neon-lit trading post, roses in one hand, scorpions in the other. He gripped the roses tightly, so apprehensive that he didn’t even notice as a sharp thorn punctured his lifeline.


  It’s all right, Cody, he told himself.


  This will all be over soon.


  


  “Well color me yeller and call me Custer,” Johnny said. “No wonder the son of a bitch was holdin’ back. Looks like your cavalry man’s bringing you a boo-kay of flowers, Pocahontas!”


  “Roses.” Kyra Damon let out a derisive little snort. “He should have brought Indian Paintbrush, to go with the decor.”


  Johnny let loose a donkey laugh, and Kyra pulled out the WaltherPPK she’d tucked under her black leather belt. The little automatic was fully loaded, and while Kyra didn’t intend to use it, she liked to be prepared.


  Instant respect, Kyra thought, her finger finding the trigger. Just add bullets.


  That’s what this was about. Aim a gun at someone’s head and they were markedly more open to suggestion. That’s the way it would be with the cowboy. As in: Get your ass on the floor, motherfucker. And give it a good long lick while I tie your motherfucking jack-off hands behind your back, because you and that floor are gonna get real down and dirty before we’re done. That’s better, amigo. Now don’t make a move and you won’t get hurt. Much.


  Kyra’s black lips played with a smile that was definitely on the south side of sneer. She eased one of the dangling dream catchers out of her line of sight. The desert rat walking toward the trading post didn’t really look like much of a threat, but something about him made her tattoos tingle—


  After all, this was the Wild West. And sure, the roses the guy was carrying were nothing to worry about…but there was that canvas bag, too. No reason to believe the cowboy would bring a piece along on a date—leastwise, not that kind of a piece—but he could have a.45 or two stashed in that scruffy-ass bag.


  Or maybe the .45s were tucked under his leather jacket, snuggled in a pair of shoulder holsters like a couple of fat rattlesnakes warm and cozy in their burrows.


  Maybe. Because in the world Kyra Damon knew, almost anything was possible.


  Maybe, but not this time. No way this guy knew what was waiting for him…Kyra’s patented sixth sense had told her that.


  No way…unless the Crow had warned him somehow.


  Suddenly, the chromed chain around Kyra’s neck seemed way too tight, and she could hardly breathe. Get a grip, girl, she told herself. The Crow hasn’t told this guy shit. This cowboy’s alive, and the living can’t hear the black bird’s music.


  Dan Cody was alive, and that was Kyra’s protection. As far as she was concerned the cowboy was going to stay that way. Let Pocahontas think what she wanted… Hell, let her imagination run the fuck away with hen Whatever edged up the intimidation meter another level worked just fine for Kyra Damon—


  Outside, Dan Cody’s boots rattled across gravel…then rapped over solid cement as he approached the trading post.


  Kyra watched him come. She knew better than to choke like this…knew there was nothing to worry about…knew just as well that her heart was in her fucking throat.


  Outside, a determined slap of a leather strap on leather jacket as Cody swung the canvas bag over his right shoulder as if it were packed full of ammo.


  Kyra swallowed hard, trying to choke her heart back into her chest. What is it about this guy, anyway? she asked herself. It’s as if he’s looking straight through me. As if he’s saying, “I know you’re in there, bitch. And in one short minute. I’m gonna open my bag, and pull out my gun, and blow you away with one well-placed shot—”


  Kyra could almost hear the taunting cackle of the Crow in the distance.


  Stop it, Kyra. Right this fucking minute. You’re being stupid. Stupid, because this guy doesn’t know shit. If he knew you were waiting for him, he wouldn’t have brought long-stemmed roses. He’d have brought a long-stemmed assault rifle. Make that a dozen long-stemmed assault rifles and a box of chocolate-covered grenades—


  “Let’s get ready to rrrrrrumble,” Johnny said.


  Kyra shot her partner a quick glance. “Stay cool, Johnny. Remember what we’re here for.” Then she turned to Leticia: “Don’t do anything stupid, and you and your cowboy will get to live another day. You got me?”


  The Native woman nodded, her eyes gleaming with anger. Kyra bristled. The cowboy was one thing, but this was another. No way was Kyra letting this little bitch get to her. “I’ll bet you’d just love to scratch my eyes out,” she said. “But I’ve got news for you, Pocahontas—the sweetest kittens have the sharpest claws.”


  “And Ky’s got the sharpest claws of all.” Johnny laughed. “I got the scars to prove it.”


  Kyra swallowed hard, and it was like she was choking down her heart. The sound of Johnny’s laughter calmed her. He had a sexy laugh. Pocahontas, sullen-faced, said nothing. In this light, her eyes didn’t look blue at all. They looked black.


  Black as a Crow’s wing—


  Outside, a rasping sound hacksawed the silence.


  Kyra whirled toward the window. In the parking lot, the night flapped over the cowboy’s shoulders, talons raking his long dark hair.


  Not the night, Kyra realized with a terrified start.


  The Crow.


  The motherfucking Crow.


  


  “Damn it, get out of here!” Dan said, twisting away from the clawing bird.


  Three scything flaps of its wings and the Crow was twenty feet away, on the other side of the parking lot.


  Dark there, an empty landscape knotted with shadows.


  Dan squinted. Wait just a minute. That landscape wasn’t quite as empty as it first appeared.


  The bird flapped its wings, then landed on something that looked like a steel hunk of midnight.


  Dan stopped in his tracks and stared across the parking lot.


  The bird was perched on a cherried-out ’49 Merc.


  


  “Great,” Kyra Damon said. “Just great. The son of a bitch just saw the car.” She paused, peering through the dusty glass. Then; “Looks like he’s gonna walk over there and check it out. Son of a bitch!”


  Johnny Church shrugged. “So what? There’s nothing strange about a car in a parking lot. Even if it is one hot fucking rod, if I do say so myself”


  “Yeah, nothing strange about a car,” Kyra said, turning on Johnny with unexpected ferocity, “but the feathered bastard sitting on the hood is something else entirely.”


  Leticia Hardin’s eyes moved from the man to the woman, then back to the man. Watching. Waiting. Weighing reactions.


  “Relax,” Johnny told Kyra. “The bird can’t do anything to us as long as we play by its rules. What does it weigh? A pound, maybe two? Its guts wouldn’t even fill a diaper.”


  “Never underestimate your opponent.”


  “Yeah, yeah. I’ve heard that.” Johnny walked over to the window where Kyra stood, looking outside.


  “Easy, Johnny,” Kyra warned. “Keep out of the cowboy’s line of sight.”


  “Christ almighty. Would you relax already? Now that the idiot’s finally moving, he won’t be a problem. He’ll come through the door, I’ll whack him on the head, tie him up, and then—”


  Behind the counter, Leticia made a small, tentative movement.


  Kyra’s eyes locked on her like dead bolts while Johnny Church, who seemed not only to possess a perfect smile but perfect hearing and reflexes as well, pivoted on his heel and aimed the .357 at the center of the Native woman’s forehead in less time than it took Leticia to blink one blue eye.


  Leticia froze.


  “Uh uh, Pocahontas,” Johnny said. “You stay where you are. You try anything, and I mean anything, and your boyfriend will get hurt real bad. Oh, I won’t kill him. I promised you that. But what I’ll do to him will be worse than dyin’. You can believe me on that one.”


  Leticia didn’t move.


  Johnny lowered the gun. “There’s a good little Indian.”


  “Fuck you,” Leticia spat, unable to still her tongue.


  “Anytime, Pocahontas. Your teepee or mine?”


  “Shut up, both of you,” Kyra hissed. “Johnny, if the cowboy looks inside the car, we’re gonna be in serious shit.”


  “Oooh, my Spidey senses are tingling,” the big man said. ‘‘Can’t-seem-to-think-"


  “I’m telling you this, Johnny; if the Crow gets a message to this cowboy…”


  “And I’m telling you this; the guy doesn’t even know when to get a haircut, for fuck’s sake. He sure as hell doesn’t know how to talk to a fucking bird, even one that made the trip from the far side of eternity. And the bird can’t talk to him, ’cause he ain’t dead.”


  “But you know the bird will try. The Crow’s not stupid, Johnny. It knows what we’re doing, and it won’t go gentle into this good night. Not without a fight.”


  “As long as we don’t give it a corpse to work with, the bird can’t do shit.”


  “A bird?” Leticia interrupted. “You’re worried about…a bird?”


  Kyra Damon turned and regarded the woman with cold eyes. For a moment, she’d almost forgotten the little piece of meat was there.


  Pretty little thing with pretty little blue eyes.


  Blue eyes that couldn’t see a thing.


  “You’re part Indian, right?” Kyra said.


  “What the hell business is it of yours what I am?”


  “What tribe do you belong to?”


  “What kind of question is that?”


  Kyra, losing patience, abruptly cocked her gun and aimed it in Leticia’s direction. “I said what tribe.”


  Leticia stared down the short barrel of the PPK. “Crow,” she said quickly. “I’m half Crow. But what does that have to do with anything?”


  “Then birds must be kinda sorta sacred to you, huh?”


  Leticia didn’t answer, but that was all right with Kyra. “Let me tell you a thing or two, Pocahontas. Your mother was Julia Dreams the Truth—a full-blooded Crow of the Mountain Crow Nation. Born in Montana, just a burning eagle feather away from the Valley of the Little Bighorn.”


  Leticia said, “If you know that, then why—?”


  Kyra cut her short. “Your daddy, of course, was a white man. A white Irish-American with blue eyes that he passed on to you. And an Irish temper, too, if your smart mouth is any indication. And that’s as close to an answer as you’re going to get right now. The rest you’ll just have to wait for.” Kyra took a little breath, smiled nastily. “That is, if you think you can stand the suspense.”


  “Look, if this thing is about race…If you two don’t like the color of my skin, then take it out on me. Leave Dan out of it.”


  Johnny laughed. “This ain’t about race, Pocahontas. Not unless you’ve got bird blood runnin’ through your veins.”


  “You’re both crazy,” Leticia said. “Flat out crazy. You come in here with guns in your hands, but you say you don’t want my money. Then you demand to know what tribe I’m from, but you say this isn’t about racism. If you’re not on some kind of trans-American ethnic-cleansing road trip, then just what the hell is this about?”


  The bitch was way past terrified, Kyra could tell, and that terror was giving her strength.


  “Better watch it,” Kyra warned.


  “Is it Dan? Is he the one you’re after?”


  “I think you’ve asked enough questions for now.”


  “You’re right. I have asked enough questions. Now I want answers.”


  The blue-eyed Crow woman stared at Kyra, waiting for answers, defiance burning in her eyes.


  Kyra shook her head.


  Defiance.


  Kyra wondered if she’d still see that when she cut those blue eyes right out of Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin’s pretty little head.


  


  Outside, the Crow cawed a warning, but it was a warning the man could not understand.


  This came as no surprise to the dark messenger. The man was not dead—not in the literal sense, though the Crow knew the man had counted himself among the walking reanimated for many years—and only the dead could truly understand the rasping music of the Crow.


  Still, the bird had to try to warn the man. Its beak parted, and its brittle cry tore at the silence, but the man only smiled.


  “All right,” Dan Cody said. “I give up. Which one are you— Hekyll or Jekyll?”


  This isn’t about me, the Crow called. Don’t look at me. Look at the car. Look closely…


  The man did just that, sauntering toward the Mercury. But though the man was looking at the car, he wasn’t really seeing it at all. What he saw was all surface—a classic lead sled alive with gleaming purple paint, slick and shiny as the gutted flesh of a newly slaughtered lamb. Hellfire flames painted on the hood. Whitewall tires, and vintage fender skirts, and blue-dot taillamps. Tinted windows that reflected the world like a deep black memory. What the man missed was the car’s dark soul—the stink of brimstone that clung to the dual-exhaust lake pipes. The scorching heat of those painted hellfire flames even as the engine, encased in a coffin hood, cooled cold as a grave.


  There were splashes of blood on the whitewall tires, and the blue-dot taillamps glowed eerily under the white light of the moon. And inside, hiding behind tinted glass, was a shriveled thing suspended from the rearview mirror by a knotted hank of its own hair, a thing that rotated on that long black strand like a shish kebab on Satan’s own rotisserie, a thing that watched Dan Cody with stitched-open eyes that never blinked.


  A shrunken head, bewitched and undying, a servant of a woman with a tarnished soul.


  A woman who now waited in the Spirit Song Trading Post.


  A woman with a WaltherPPK pistol trained on the back of Dan Cody’s head.


  


  The Crow wished that the man could see all this and understand, but Dan Cody knew nothing of the supernatural world. He knew nothing of reanimated shrunken heads. What he knew was what he could see. What he could feel. And what he felt right now was envy, pure and simple.


  “Man,” Dan said aloud, admiring the Merc. “What a beaut.”


  He stepped back, staring at the black bird perched on the hood. He brushed his long brown hair back from his face. “You nearly took my head off,” he said. “You tryin’ to tell me I need a haircut?”


  Someone is, the bird replied grimly, feeling Johnny Church’s presence in the trading post. And worse.


  Dan smiled, because he couldn’t hear—let alone understand— the bird’s words. “It’d serve you right if I got my shotgun and separated you from your fine feathers, my friend.”


  Yes, the Crow cawed. Get your shotgun. You’ll need it. But not for me. For those two inside, the two who have your woman. They want her eyes. They want my secrets—


  Still, the man didn’t hear the bird’s warnings. What he heard was a whole lot of cawing, and it wasn’t a pleasant sound.


  “Lucky for you I don’t have much time tonight.” Dan patted the bag of scorpions. “I’ve got to keep a date. But if I were you. I’d find another place to hang out. The owner of that Merc won’t be happy when he sees what you’ve done to the paint job.”


  Dan turned away, headed for the trading post. The Crow screamed, talons raking the Merc’s hood, steely beak chipping paint as purple as the meat of a gutted animal. If only the man would look inside the Mercury, just open his damn human eyes and look. If he would only see the shrunken head, its lips parted in a hellish grin—


  If he would only look.


  He’d see that grin parted over teeth filed to points like razor-sharp bamboo poles. He’d see the shrunken head’s eyes, shining with eldritch hatred…


  The Crow turned a black eye to the black glass. The bird saw clearly. The shrunken head swung on a length of black hair, back and forth, back and forth.


  The Crow screamed at Dan Cody’s back.


  Dan Cody kept walking.


  Walking toward his death.


  “This time we have you. Crow,” said the shrunken head, its voice a whisper driven by a bellows located in hell. “This time, the feathers are going to fly.”


  The Crow slammed its beak against the windshield, spearing nothing but its own frustrated reflection.


  The shrunken head laughed.


  “This time you’re the one who dies,” it said, twisting on its long black hair. “You, and no one else.”


  


  The steel barrel of the .357 Magnum nudged Leticia’s spine like a solid lump of black ice, and she shuddered.


  One final reminder—that’s what that nudge meant.


  Johnny Church stepped away from the register, positioning himself behind a revolving rack that held southwestern greeting cards. “Remember what I told you,” Church whispered. “You keep your mouth shut and do what I say, and your boyfriend won’t get hurt. It’ll all be over soon.”


  Leticia stared back at him, eyes hard. Liar, she wanted to say. You’re a damned liar. A person didn’t walk into a place with a pair of loaded guns and no expectations. These two maniacs had expectations, all right. What they might be, Leticia didn’t know. But she knew one thing: those expectations were about to be met. One way or another.


  If only Dan had arrived before the intruders. He would have known what to do as soon as the couple entered the trading post. He would have grabbed the sawed-off shotgun Leticia kept tucked away under the counter and—


  The woman named Kyra turned from the front window. In the glow of glass-filtered moonlight, her hair spilled down her slim shoulders like crimson-black streams of blood. “Looks like luck is with us tonight,” she said. “The cowboy’s not interested in the car. He’s heading this way.”


  “All right,” Church said. “Now we’ll get down to business.”


  Leticia glanced through the window. It was just as the darkhaired woman had said. Dan had turned away from the vintage Mercury and was coming toward the trading post.


  A few more ticks of the clock and his hand would be on the door. He would push it open without bothering to knock, and the wind chimes tied to the handrail would clink musically as Dan entered the trading post. He wouldn’t even notice Johnny Church standing there behind the greeting cards, wouldn’t pay any attention to the woman standing in the shadows. He wouldn’t notice either of them, not with a dozen roses in his hand.


  Roses, Leticia knew, that were for her.


  Roses, Leticia knew, that could only mean one thing to a man like Dan Cody.


  Leticia felt sick. She knew exactly what the roses meant. The same way she knew what the bag of scorpions meant. But it wouldn’t make a difference. Not tonight. None of it would matter at all. By the time Dan noticed the terror shining in Leticia’s eyes it would be too late—


  “C’mon,” Kyra coaxed. “Hurry up, cowboy.”


  Leticia swallowed hard. Maybe she should try for the shotgun. She could try to take out both intruders. But they were on opposite sides of the store. If she missed Johnny Church, which she probably would— given her sweaty hands and raw nerves—Kyra would splatter her brains all over the woven Navajo tapestry that hung behind her head.


  Wait.


  The scorpions—


  Leticia let her glance fall on the display box that stood behind the cash register. Twenty scorpions lurked there, each one with its stinging barb raised and ready to strike, each one encased in plastic resin.


  The scorpion paperweights were Leticia’s most popular item. Tourists loved them. Leticia’s dad, despite his arthritic fingers, kept himself busy casting the critters, but he was too old to collect them anymore.


  Dan Cody played scorpion wrangler when he had the chance, scouring the salt wash plains and yawning canyons on cool, dark nights with little more than a black light, a pair of long-tipped stainless steel forceps, a canvas bag, and a whole lot of persistence. Dan had presented Leticia with a thousand of the wriggling creatures the first time he’d asked her out—two hundred and twenty-five dollars’ worth in a glass jar, all wrapped up with a fat red ribbon. Without the scorpions to back him up, he probably never would have summoned the courage to ask her out at all.


  Sure, roses would have been a lot more romantic than a thousand venomous arthropods—red ribbon or no red ribbon. But as Leticia Hardin had learned, roses meant something special to Dan Cody—


  But Leticia didn’t have time for memories. Not now. If she spent too much time in the past, her future would turn to dust. What she had to do was warn Dan. Before he came any closer, before his strong, tanned hands touched the handrail and he pushed the door open, before those wind chimes rang out like tiny screams in the night.


  There was only one way to do that.


  Leticia’s right hand moved toward the display cabinet by the cash register.


  This time, her hand didn’t shake.


  This time, her hand was steady.


  Leticia’s fingers closed over a large, heavy paperweight. She held the paperweight tight, tighter, until the scorpion trapped within it would—had it not been frozen between five hand-cast layers of rock-hard crystalline resin—surely have been crushed to death in a woman’s fist.


  


  Dan couldn’t wait to see the glimmer in Leti’s eyes when he handed her the roses.


  He wouldn’t have to say a word. She’d know what they meant.


  Maybe she’d say something, maybe she wouldn’t. It wouldn’t matter.


  Because she’d slip her hand into his, and he’d put his arm around her shoulders, and together they’d go to the work room. Dan would dump the scorpions into the terrarium. Then Leti, arms full of the moist, fragrant red flowers, would look down into the writhing mass of arachnids and spot a little something extra gleaming there.


  A wedding ring.


  By the time she turned to him, forgotten roses falling from her arms in a perfumed red rain, he’d have his answer. He wouldn’t need to hear it from her lips. He’d see it there, shining in her blue eyes.


  And then…


  Then he didn’t know what. He hadn’t been able to finish the dream.


  Alone all his life, he’d never been one for words. But he imagined that he should think of something to say. Think of it now, while he could think.


  He’d tell Leti what she meant to him. Tell her how much he loved her.


  Love. The word made Dan’s mouth as dry as a dead riverbed. He parted his lips, tried to add a few words to that most dangerous of words. Two more words. Just three words, all together, but they were all the words anyone ever needed.


  I love you.


  Dan said the words, whispered them under his breath, and they sounded small and strange and inadequate in that empty desert place with the cold light of the moon overhead and the night wrapping around him like the big black wings of that rasping bird. Dan wanted to laugh at himself; at the fear that welled up in his heart when the words spilled through his lips like thick red blood drawn by rose thorns:


  I love you.


  “I love you,” Dan said aloud, and overhead he heard the circling black bird caw back.


  “Not you, shithead,” he called up to it, and this time he did laugh. But though the laugh brought him relief from the tension, it was a false relief Because his heart was full of old wounds and scars, and painful longings and long nights, and strange new thoughts and strange new emotions, and plain disbelief that anyone, anyone, could have gotten to him like this, when everyone—everyone—knew that Dan Cody walked alone.


  She’s just a woman, Dan, he reminded himself He paused, staring at the dark windows of the Spirit Song Trading Post. It’s not like you’ve never had women before.


  And then a smaller, deeper voice rang through him like a blade on solid stone: But you’ve never loved one, have you?


  The truth was, Dan Cody had never loved anyone. Not in twenty-five years spent walking a world of barren, sun-scalded plains. A world where the only voices he heard were the wail of the wind and the howl of the coyote, where his only companions were the hollow echoes of his solitary footsteps, where the only language he knew and understood was the language of self-preservation.


  He saw himself as kin to those tortured trees that grew out in the desert, roots eternally thirsty, backs beaten down to desolate stumps by endless years in the driving sun.


  For twenty-five years Dan had learned the lessons of that desert sun. He learned from hard experience that the sun took, and took, and took, and never gave back. It warped and twisted everything it touched with its hard white eye, and it claimed everything for its own.


  But it never gave back.


  Until now.


  For it had been in the desert that Dan Cody had found Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin. And it had been in the desert, under the heat of that hard, white eye, that Dan Cody had discovered love.


  “I love you,” he whispered, and the wind took his breath with the scent of lush red roses and carried the words into the deepening night.


  “I love you, Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin,” Dan said, and this time the words were solid. Strong. Right.


  Fifteen feet in front of him, the glass door shattered.


  Leticia’s scream from inside the building: “Dan! Watch out!”


  Before Cody could move, or even think, he saw another woman facing him through the front window. She was stained turquoise and orange in the reflected neon glow of the trading post sign, and she was raising a gun, and as she fired the front window exploded and neon-painted glass rained down in a brittle avalanche and for one perfect moment Dan thought the woman was shattering like a smashed mosaic, silver moonlight and neon flesh splintering in a bloodred rain.


  But that was only an illusion. The woman was a rock-solid reality.


  She lowered her weapon just slightly, smiling at Dan with cruel black lips.


  “I won’t miss again,” she said.


  Her black-nailed fingers squeezed the trigger


  A second bullet sang through the night.


  From above, the Crow screamed as the slug slammed into Dan Cody’s shoulder He was punched backward by the impact, the breath knocked out of him, roses flying from his hand in a scarlet arc like the hot spray of blood that gushed from his wound.


  Cody, still on his feet but just barely, gripped his blasted shoulder with a hand that rapidly filled with blood. The woman came toward him almost leisurely, glass shrapnel crunching under her boots, the smile still writhing on her face. Her pistol dipped lower, and Dan’s eyes traced the next bullet’s trajectory before the woman pulled the trigger:


  Left kneecap, dead center


  Dan tried to move. If he could just get out of the way…just run…if he could get to the Jeep, grab his shotgun…


  Overhead, the Crow clawed the air, screamed a warning—


  Dan barely heard it, wouldn’t have understood it if he had.


  The woman fired again, and Dan’s left knee exploded in an agonizing torrent of bone and blood and smashed cartilage.


  The damaged leg buckled instantly, uselessly, beneath him.


  Dan hit the ground hard. The woman kept coming, pistol gripped in her hand. In a fraction of a second Dan saw everything: Leti inside the store, screaming his name over and over until her cries sounded like the caw of the Crow. Dan’s true love struggled in the cold embrace of a muscular man sheathed in black leather Leti’s long black hair whipped the man’s face like the barbed tail of a scorpion as she kicked, bit, tore, fought like a wild animal… but her struggles were in vain.


  The man jerked back Leti’s head by a fistful of hair. Then he raised his gun hand and slammed a pistol butt against her skull. Instantly the screaming stopped, and the sudden silence that swelled in its wake was far, far worse.


  Dan watched Leti fall like something dead, her head smacking the hardwood floor with a sickening thud. The big man turned, satisfied with his work, and stepped over the motionless body. Leticia Hardin’s hot blood gleamed wetly on his raised pistol barrel as he walked to the open doorway.


  Dan gasped. Wincing, he tried to get up, but there was no way he could stand. His destroyed knee was a seeping red mess of smashed bone and severed ligaments, and he might as well have tried to climb Mount Everest.


  “Goddamn!” Dan said, because all the sweet words in the world were now gone from his memory. “Goddamn son of a bitch!”


  He’d been shot twice by the woman with the cold green eyes, and now a bullet-headed man with features that might have been carved from tombstone granite was coming to join in the slaughter Dan knew there was no way he could turn the tide. He’d never make it to his feet, let alone get to the Jeep fifty feet behind him, let alone get the shotgun he’d left behind in the backseat for an armful of flowers that now lay scattered across the blacktop like so many drops of blood.


  In a split second, he’d lost everything.


  All the remained was the bag of scorpions, still twisted around his right shoulder


  Maybe, just maybe, that would be enough.


  Dan tried to reach for the bag, but his shoulder was a mess. He couldn’t get his arm to work.


  The woman came toward him. Her boots crunched over broken glass, the sound like footsteps on the wings of hard-shelled beetles. “Take it easy, cowboy,” she said as she passed him by. “I’m way past done with you.”


  She stopped short, about five feet from the spot where Dan lay.


  She raised her gun and aimed at the Crow.


  Circling above, the bird saw her, cawed in anger.


  “Lookit the black bastard, Kyra!” the bullet-headed man shouted from the doorway. “He doesn’t even know what to do! He’s scared of you!”


  The woman opened fire.


  “Get out of here, you bastard!” she screamed. “No one here is going to die!”


  Dan stared at the two strangers, one on either side of him, both watching the black bird. This was his chance. He reached for the drawstring that sealed the scorpion bag. Willed his wounded arm to work, even though it felt like a block of lead—


  Come on, Cody, he told himself. Come on, come on…


  Dan held his breath, working the knotted drawstring with numb fingers. Then he bit at it, loosening the knot with his teeth, pulling at the snakelike length of rope that squirmed free of his mouth as if it had a will of its own.


  The woman called Kyra screamed at the bird, which was circling high above the trading post. “We’re playing the game my way tonight, and there’s not a goddamned thing you can do about it!”


  One careful tug and the knot uncoiled, and Dan tore the drawstring free.


  A black mouth opened up in the canvas.


  The gunman wasn’t looking at Dan. Neither was the woman. She was only five feet away. If he could get her to drop her gun…and if he could manage to grab it…


  It was a long shot, but it was Dan’s only chance.


  Carefully, quietly, he cuffed the mouth of the bag, folding it back. Once, twice, until the bag was much shallower than it had been, until its wriggling contents brimmed within, and finally began to spill over the side.


  A scorpion scuttled over Dan’s hand and dropped to the ground. Before another could make the trip, Dan drew back his arm as far as he could and flung the contents of the bag at the woman. Fistfuls of angry scorpions rained down on Kyra Damon.


  


  Stingers lashed Kyra’s flesh, her clothes. Pain carved her scalp like a sculptor’s knife as the arachnids’ barbed tails twisted in her hair, wicked and poisonous as Medusa’s serpentine curls, stinging again and again and again as other scorpions burrowed under her collar, pricking the soft skin there, traveling the dull white hollow of her throat and the smooth curve of her breasts, marking their trails with angry welts as they descended her hips and thighs, spilling over her with exquisite slow agony, like boiling honey.


  Or so it seemed. In reality, it all happened very quickly. So quickly that the darkest shadowed corner of Kyra’s soul could hardly enjoy the experience at all.


  In a heartbeat, it was over. Gravity took charge. The diamond ring Dan Cody had bought for his lady love rang against the ground at Kyra’s feet, but she didn’t even hear the sound. Her skull was alive with pain. Poison seemed to pulse in her brain, and there was nothing she could do but surrender to the symphony that swelled within her.


  The music of raw agony lashed Kyra’s throat as she screamed.


  And then her pain was as real as the gun in her hand.


  She had shared her pain with the world, but she would not surrender to it.


  Instead, the pain fueled her. Made her stronger.


  And she needed to be strong. Above, she heard a brittle caw… a sound as wounded and exultant as her own screams.


  The Crow was coming for her.


  Kyra bit her lips, steadied herself in the cold heart of pain. And she didn’t drop her gun. Instead, she held the pistol before her, firing again and again at the big black bird as it dived at her, raking its talons across her scalp and lacerating the flesh.


  


  The bird’s scream tore the night as it climbed high in the sky, retreating.


  It had all happened so fast. The scorpions had fallen, scorching Kyra’s flesh like acid rain, but the woman hadn’t even dropped her gun in face of their assault. Obviously, Dan hadn’t had a chance to pick it up, and now it didn’t matter because the gun was empty.


  The woman ran a hand through her crimson-black hair, tossing one last scorpion to the blacktop. The arachnids scrambled across the parking lot. She turned toward Dan, and she actually managed a smile.


  Dan swallowed hard. He knew scorpions, and he knew what they could do. He’d been stung himself countless times, and while it was true that the arachnids’ sting was in most cases on a par with a honeybee’s, it wasn’t the kind of injury you just shook off.


  Especially when you’d been stung dozens of times, as the woman had.


  Dan did the math. Multiplied the initial pain caused by a single sting by twenty…thirty…forty and fifty. But his calculations did him no good, for they didn’t match up with his reality.


  That reality was a woman, and she was walking toward Dan.


  And she was smiling.


  Dan wasn’t smiling. Not at all. Uh-uh. No way this could be happening, no way the woman could be doing what she was quite obviously doing. Not with scorpion neurotoxins screaming through her nerve cells. Not with welts boiling red on her alabaster skin. In Dan Cody’s book the woman should have dropped to her knees by now, and she should have been wearing the expression of a woman who’d just been pounded with a clawhammer a couple dozen times, and she should have been screaming her fucking head off—


  The pain had to be incredible—


  Welts bloomed on the woman’s cheeks like angry roses, but she kept on smiling as if she were wrapped in a morphine kiss. “Nice try, amigo,” she said smoothly. “Normally, somebody pulled a stunt like that, I’d make sure they spent a long time dying. But today the gods are smiling on you. I’m not going to kill you. That wouldn’t be the smart thing to do. I’m just going to let you lie there and bleed awhile.”


  “That’s right,” said the man in black leather as he walked toward the woman. “You’re gonna live to a ripe old age, cowboy. You ain’t gonna walk too good, though. Not on what’s left of your knee.”


  The man placed a heavy boot on Dan’s injured leg and pressed down hard. A gristly crack sounded as Dan’s ankle snapped like a willow branch. He almost blacked out. It would have been a relief to black out. But he didn’t. Dan clenched his teeth, fighting the agony that burned straight through him, and the man stared down, marveling at Dan’s pain, grinning like a satanic jack-o’-lantern.


  “They’ll be a real pair, huh, Ky?” the man said. “Cavalry Man with his gimpy leg, and Pocahontas with both eyes carved out of her head. Talk about the blind leadin’ the lame. Or is that the lame leadin’ the blind?”


  The woman just shrugged and reached under her leather coat, pulling out a wicked-looking knife. Dan recognized it immediately—a Mountain Clan Crow blade in a leather sheath tanned to a dull sheen with willow bark and birch oil. It had come from the Spirit Song Trading Post.


  Kyra slipped the knife free and ran a thumb over the long, curved blade. “Sorry about your sweetheart, cowboy,” she said. “But that little girl’s got a couple things I need. They’re blue. They’re pretty. And right now they don’t see a thing.”


  Dan stared up at the strangers. The three words he’d wanted to say to Leti were trapped inside his heart like burning coals, and there was no way he could get them out. Not now. Maybe not ever.


  Only one word crossed his lips now: “Why?”


  “That’s the same thing your girlfriend asked.” The woman laughed. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told her—your girl’s an Indian, right?”


  “Yes. But what difference does that make—?”


  “I’ll save you the trouble of asking, stud: no, we’re not on some kind of trans-American ethnic-cleansing road trip, like your girlfriend thought. You see, I knew your woman’s bloodlines before I ever got here. Fact is, it was a shrunken head who led me to the doorstep of Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin. She’s just what I need. Her daddy was a white Irish-American, and her mama was a full-blooded Mountain Clan Crow. And when those two got together…bang! A blue-eyed Crow!”


  “Do we have the luck of the Irish or what?” The man called Johnny laughed. “Turns out that a blue-eyed Crow is just what the witch doctor ordered.”


  Crazy, Dan thought. They’re goddamned maniacs—


  Behind them, Dan heard a sudden movement.


  Footsteps on broken glass.


  Kyra whipped around, gun in hand, but her pistol was empty.


  “Get away from him,” Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin said over a raised shotgun barrel, “and drop your motherfucking guns before I blow both your heads clean off.”


  


  Church stared. The little Crow bitch with the blue eyes stood in the doorway of the Spirit Song Trading Post, a sawed-off pump action shotgun with a pistol grip clutched tightly in her hands. Damned if she didn’t look like she knew how to use it, too.


  Church grit his teeth. The bitch shouldn’t even have been conscious. The way he’d clocked her, he’d pretty much written her off. But here she was. Eyes wild, blood-matted hair gleaming on the side of her head…and with a shotgun.


  He glanced at Kyra.


  She nodded slightly.


  “Okay,” Kyra said. “You win.”


  She made a show of tossing her pistol. It arced through the night sky, a flash in the dark, then skidded across the pavement like a stone skipping across an asphalt sea.


  The sound of steel scraping pavement distracted Leticia for a split second—only a second. But it turned out that one second was all that Johnny Church—the man with the perfect reflexes and perfect smile—required.


  In that second, Church raised his .357 and squeezed the trigger.


  The Magnum recoiled in his hand, spitting its own special brand of venom.


  He blew Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin right out of her moccasins.


  


  “I didn’t want her dead,” Kyra said.


  “I didn’t see much choice.” Church scratched his blond crew cut with the barrel of his .357. “Looked like a her or us kinda situation to me.”


  Kyra stood there…a silent, indecisive moment beneath cold white shards of moonlight. Then: “You’re right, Johnny. But alive would have made this a lot easier. Now we have to worry about the Crow getting its claws on her.”


  “Can’t you drop some mojo on her body or somethin’?” Church asked. “I mean, you got the power, right?”


  Kyra sighed, threw her head back, closed her eyes, and let that cold white moonlight seep into her. She stood that way for a long moment, until the light slashed to her core and set her at ease.


  It was true. She did have power. She knew many secrets, wanted to know many more. She had sacrificed for the knowledge she had gained. She had pushed herself to the brink of human endurance and beyond, past the point where scorpion venom was a danger, past the point where any kind of pain was a negative, but she wasn’t satisfied, nowhere close to it, because she knew there was more out there waiting for her, power others didn’t dare dream about—


  “Ky?” Johnny said. “Did you hear me? I mean, you can handle this, can’t you?”


  Kyra sighed. Sometimes Johnny drove her crazy. Sometimes he seemed like a kid’s action figure. All muscle, no mentality. But she didn’t have time for complaints. Not now. Composing herself, she opened her eyes and stared at Johnny Church.


  “Yeah,” she said. “I’ve got more than a little mojo. And I will work up something. I don’t know what the fuck I’ll work up, but I’ll work it up. I didn’t want any complications tonight, though. I just wanted to get what we came for and hit the open highway.”


  “So let’s do it.”


  “It’s not that easy,” Kyra said. “It’s not like I’m Buffy the fucking Vampire Slayer or Sabrina the Teenage Witch. I can’t just wiggle my nose. These things…take time. Energy. A subtle alignment of supernatural forces. A certain quietude of surroundings—”


  “Yeah, well, quietude of surroundings—or whatever the fuck they call it on those New Age meditation tapes of yours—is a little luxury we don’t have, Ky. This place may seem like a secluded piece of nowhere, but I’ll tell you this: in the desert, sound travels for miles. Screams travel, too. So do gunshots. You can bet your boots that the local Eastwood will hop on his horse and slap leather mighty quick, little missy.”


  Kyra stared down at the knife. Johnny Church may not have been right about a lot, but he was right about this. There was no time to attend to the Crow bitch now.


  “We got us a job to do,” Johnny said. “We’re burning moonlight.”


  Kyra didn’t say a word.


  After all, they did have a job to do.


  “Shit, would you look at Hopalong Cassidy?” Johnny said with an amused snort. “Appears our cowboy’s still got some giddyup, after all.”


  Kyra stared at Dan Cody. She had to hand it to the bastard. While she and Johnny were talking, the wounded man had started crawling toward his raggedy-ass Jeep.


  The cowboy didn’t have a whole lot of give up in him.


  Kyra thought it over while the man bellied across the parking lot. No question about it—they’d have to locate an undisturbed place where Kyra could cast a spell of protection on the woman’s corpse. That meant they’d have to take the Injun bitch’s body with them, in order to prevent the Crow from resurrecting the dead woman.


  Kyra smiled, realizing that a spell for two wasn’t any more difficult than a spell for one. The cowboy could come along for the ride, no problemo. The Merc’s trunk was big. Plenty of room for two in there.


  Kind of a sweet little ending for these star-crossed lovers, actually. Kind of romantic, death and fate and heartaches of the eternal variety. Just like Romeo and Juliet, if Shakespeare could be believed…


  At that moment a sparkle of reflected moonlight caught Kyra’s eyes, and she noticed the wedding ring on the pavement at her feet.


  She bent low, scooped it up, and showed it to Johnny.


  “Our cowboy’s sure no big spender,” Johnny scoffed. “Hell, I’ve got tongue studs that cost more than that ring.”


  Kyra nodded. The tiny diamonds embedded in the ring sure didn’t look like stars fallen from the night sky. But something told her that she should keep the wedding band, and she slipped it in the pocket of her leather coat.


  “Well?” Johnny asked. “What’s the plan?”


  Kyra pursed her black lips. “I see it this way—the girl’s dead, and we can’t have a wedding just for one, can we?”


  Johnny grinned. “That just wouldn’t be Christian.”


  “So I reckon we’d better do the Christian thing, then.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Bury them…together.”


  Johnny Church raised the .357 and set his sights on the cowboy’s back.


  “You wouldn’t shoot a cowboy in the back,” Kyra said. “You wouldn’t do that, would you, Johnny?”


  “Forget all that code of the West bullshit, babe,” Johnny said. He cocked his pistol.


  “Welcome to the new millennium, buckaroo.”


  A second later a shot rang out, and the echo was lost in the wide silence of the desert.


  


  Dan Cody never saw death coming.


  It was better that way.


  Better that he died while inching painfully toward life, even if he was crawling on his belly.


  And there was the end to a dream, summed up just like that.


  


  It might have ended this way, in the middle of the night, in the middle of nowhere.


  It might have ended this way, except for one thing—a Crow that circled high in a midnight expanse pierced with gleaming stars. Not at all patient, that Crow, but silent…its mournful caw trapped in the hollow bones of its chest like the three words that had been locked in a dead cowboy’s head.


  It was too late, now, for avian warnings from above. But like Dan Cody, and like Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin, the Crow didn’t have a whole lot of give up in him.


  The bird circled lower as Kyra Damon went about her nasty business with the Mountain Clan Crow knife. Its dark eyes gleamed like tiny black diamonds as it saw all there was to see, and then some.


  The Crow watched as the remorse-challenged killers piled the bodies of Dan Cody and Leticia Hardin into the trunk of the cherried-out ’49 Merc. It watched as the killers tossed a blood-soaked bouquet of roses on top of the corpses and laughed.


  It watched as Johnny Church slammed the trunk and picked up the resin-encased scorpion that Leticia Hardin had thrown through the trading post window, and it watched as Church thunked that scorpion paperweight on top of the Merc’s dashboard like some obscene souvenir.


  And it watched as demon taillights flared alive, and exhaust coughed up a phlegm of brimstone, and the death car roared away from the silent parking lot and into the desert night.


  Not much was left behind to tell the tale.


  Bloodstained cement, and broken glass, and broken dreams.


  Sand scorpions.


  They crawled over gravel and cracked asphalt, scurrying like a fistful of shadows.


  The Crow swept down and trapped a shiny black arachnid in its talons. The scorpion squirmed and stung, but the Crow was impervious to the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune.


  Swiftly, efficiently, the Crow crunched through the tiny predator’s chitinous exoskeleton, sucking dark poison as if it were vintage bordeaux.


  The poison tasted good.


  It tasted like vengeance.


  Part 2
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    In the Desert


    I saw a creature, naked, bestial,


    Who, squntting upon the ground,


    Held his heart in his hands,


    And ate of it.


    I said. "Is it good friend?"


    "It is bitter-bitter." he answered,


    But I like it


    Beenuse it is bitter,


    And because it is my heart."


    —Stephen Crane,


    The Black Riders and Other Lines

  


  one
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    Three miles north of Scorpion Flats, Arizona

  


  THE ’49 MERCURY DIDN’T LOOK LIKE A HEARSE. NOT AT ALL. BUT WITH two corpses locked in a trunk painted the color of spilled lamb’s blood, that’s exactly what it was.


  Kyra Damon knew that. After all, she’d helped Johnny Church the corpses in the trunk. Now the cowboy and his little Crow put maiden rested beneath a gleaming shroud of Detroit steel, two corpses curled atop a plastic drop cloth that prevented their all-too human blood from leaking onto the spare whitewall tire.


  Lovers locked in death’s own embrace. A man and a woman, baptized in each other’s blood, their cooling lips separated by an impossibly long inch.


  Those lips would never touch again. Not if Kyra Damon had anything to say about it. But the Crow was another story. Kyra knew all too well that the bloody tableau locked within the Mercury’s trunk was the Crow’s favorite meal. The bird fed on carrion. It drew sustenance from the death of the innocent, the fucking scavenger. Kyra and Johnny had played right into the black bird’s twisted little claws when they’d killed the cowboy and the Indian at the Spirit Song Trading Post.


  Johnny had pulled the trigger, but that didn’t matter, Kyra was the brains of the outfit. She knew that, even if Johnny was a little unclear on the concept.


  She was the one who had messed up, and messed up good. I might as well have set the two lovers on a checkered tablecloth for the Crow’s midnight picnic, she told herself sarcastically. Tossed in some candles and a bottle of sacramental wine, while I was at it.


  And then there was dessert: the wedding ring the cowboy had bought for his lady. A real unfulfilled promise. The perfect motivation for vengeance…and resurrection.


  Kyra sighed. Yeah, it was a full-course meal, all right, but there was no use crying over spilt blood. There was no way to turn back the hands of time and play the game again. What was was. Fate had forced Kyra’s hand, and the same eternal commodity had forced the death of both Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin and Dan Cody. The way Kyra saw it, in hard black and white, she’d had no real choice in the matter.


  If she were to fulfill her vision and steal the Crow’s power, then she had to have Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin’s eyes.


  The eyes of a blue-eyed Crow…


  And whatever fate demanded as bounty for those eyes, that was the price Kyra had to pay.


  Damn the consequences.


  The Native woman’s eyes were the first step toward gaining powers that would bring Kyra everything she’d ever dreamed of. She had hoped to pluck those eyes from their owner’s skull sockets without killing the woman—or anyone else in the process.


  Not that Kyra Damon was a skilled surgeon or anything, but going in she’d figured that all she had to do was pop a couple eye balls, do a little cutting…


  And Kyra was an expert at cutting.


  She’d designed a few of Johnny’s scars, done all that bloody work herself.


  Hey, anything for art.


  So cutting wasn’t a problem. She and Johnny had prepared for the task. Late one night they broke into a Tucson pharmacy, where they stocked up on behind-the-counter pain medications—plenty of Tylenol 3 with codeine Surgical steel scissors, forceps, gauze, bandages, antiseptic. They filled a little black leather bag, planning to deliver Leticia Hardin into anesthetic oblivion before they per formed the back-room operation.


  That was the plan. Snip out Hardin’s pretty blue orbs quick as a wink, dial the paramedics, and hit the road before their victim’s first scream slashed through the desert sky like sheet lightning on a hot summer night. Had everything gone as Kyra intended, the deal would have ended up like one of those urban legends you hear about—the one with the guy waking up in a bathtub filled with melting ice, a ragged red X stitched on his backside, minus one kidney snatched for transplant.


  That was the way it was supposed to go. No one was supposed to die at the Spirit Song Trading Post. Kyra was smarter than that. She hadn’t intended leaving any Crowbait behind like so much roadkill on the highway of eternity.


  Of course, things hadn’t gone down that way. The whole deal had been fucked up right from the start: they’d pressed the Hardin woman hard, found out the only person likely to show up after closing time was her boyfriend And just like that the boyfriend had appeared out of black midnight as if he’d been carried on the wings of the Crow. And then things had really gone bad, and Kyra had ended up with her flesh lashed by scorpion stingers, arachnid venom pulsing through her veins.


  Well, like the Boy Scouts said you had to be prepared. And Kyra was big on preparation. That little word had blazed a trail down the dark path she’d been traveling for many moons.


  Kyra smiled. You didn’t have to be a witch to cast a spell, especially something as elementary as a spell of protection. Kyra knew that. You didn’t need to believe in God or Satan or Mother Earth or Father Christmas or the Tooth Fairy or anything at all. In most cases, all that mystical mojo was as simple as baking a cake—requiring nothing more than the right ingredients and the right cookbook.


  Hey, if you had some patience, a library card and a little money for materials, you were all set.


  No, a little scorpion venom wasn’t going to kill Kyra Damon. It was sustenance to her dark soul, and it flowed through twined veins hidden just beneath her skin, traveling a dark river that ran to one throbbing source—a cold heart with a steady driving beat.


  Still, killing the couple could cost Kyra plenty. It wouldn’t be the first time in her life she’d paid a steep price to get what she wanted. She’d paid a price for her dark powers, and the secrets that came with them. She’d paid a price for Johnny, and for Raymondo, too. She’d even paid a price for her own cold heart, and with every steady heartbeat she paid just a little bit more.


  In this game, she knew she’d have to pay. Ante up, big time. Because this was about life and death…and all the secret things that lay beyond the veil.


  This was about the Crow.


  Kyra shivered, a taunting wing-brush of dusky feathers across her soul.


  She was prone to premonitions. And she didn’t have to look the rearview mirror to know that something was trailing the Merc like a ragged, wind-tangled black kite tied to the bumper.


  Besides, the shrunken head that hung from the rearview mirror was already doing that bit of surveillance work for Kyra. Menacingly lit from below by the glow of dashboard lights, the head hung between Johnny and Kyra by its knotted hair, swinging back and forth like some diabolical pendulum, its tiny eyes trained on the dark slab of night framed by the Merc’s rear window.


  “We’ve got company,” the head said through stitched lips.


  And it was right.


  


  Desert wind cooled the Crow’s wings as it swooped down on the Mercury.


  Driven by unnamed instincts that pumped through its beating wings like black fire…driven by the primitive concept of tribal retribution buried deep in the base of its avian brain. driven by the ancient thirst for vengeance.


  Driven to catch the car, and the dead man inside.


  A corpse who would become the black bird’s designated avenger.


  For in the world of the Crow, vengeance was plural… not singular.


  It took two, working together…man and bird.


  But to revive its human counterpart, the Crow required strength, concentration, and contact.


  The Crow’s scream tore the night as the bird closed on the Mercury. The Crow beat its wings, reached out with its talons, strained every muscle as it neared the car. It saw its own reflection in the gleaming paint, felt the pain of the dead couple locked within, knew exactly what actions were required to take that pain away.


  Black talons raked the trunk. Claws on steel: just for a second. Then the Mercury accelerated, lake pipes billowing a sickly yellow exhaust that stank of brimstone.


  The car pulled away, and the bird was momentarily blinded by a dervish of hell fumes. But the Crow fought through the smoke, its wings a blur of motion, still moving forward, closing on the trunk once more.


  Once again, the bird’s reflection gleamed on the chrome bumper, dark body painting the chrome letters on the trunk as the Crow screamed, spreading its wings, ready to light on the speeding vehicle.


  The Merc’s engine roared. Instantly, five feet separated the bird from the automobile.


  But the bird closed again, with desperate speed and agility.


  A moment too late.


  Red flames flared from the lake pipes, singeing the Crow’s feathers to black tar. The Merc was gone in a hellfire burst, leaving the bird behind—two pounds of muscle and blood and feathers and hollow bones tumbling through the air.


  An ordinary bird would have been doomed. But the Crow was no ordinary bird Though its talons scraped pavement and sparked like knives, the bird’s dark wings never touched ground.


  The Crow climbed through the night air. Moonlight washed its singed wings, wings that sprouted new feathers in less time than it took a slug from a 357 Magnum to rip through a man’s heart.


  A mile ahead, demon taillights flared.


  Black wings that glowed as brightly as gunmetal beat furiously as the Crow fought to close the distance.


  


  “I guess the Crow didn’t know that this ride is supercharged by Satan,” Johnny Church laughed. “That’ll teach ol Tweety Bird to fuck with a gearhead who’s got a devil woman ridin’ shotgun and a shrunken head for a pit crew!”


  Kyra Damon nodded. “All you have to do is rig your engine with a little nitro and a hellfire chaser. Why, that’s enough to put a hitch in anyone’s get along.”


  Her own laughter joined with the blond killer’s, and the sound was a dark symphony to Kyra’s ears. Impulsively, she leaned over and kissed Johnny C on the throat. He smelled good: hot and sweaty and male, and she liked the way his carotid artery pumped beneath the tanned skin almost as much as she liked the smooth, muscular bulge of his biceps.


  Johnny’s full lips curved into a smile as Kyra’s hand traveled the slick length of his leather-clad thigh coming to a rest close to his crotch.


  Teasing now, moving closer, petting a tight, hot leather bulge. You know just the spot, baby, Johnny said thigh muscles tightening.


  And she did.


  The Merc headed northwest, a blood clot pumping down a dark vein of highway. The sultry smells of the desert-windswept canyons, gnarled mesquite, sun-baked earth-rushed through the open windows and wrapped around Kyra like cool-scented sheets on a summer s night. Life is good, she told herself, digging her dark polished fingernails into Johnny’s hard thigh. The black bird’s fucked, and life is good.


  And life-eternallife-is what all this was about Living for fucking-ever, and then some. That was the concept soon to become a reality, and for the first time the absolute inevitability of the whole idea slammed Kyra in an unadulterated rush that was more intoxicating than any chemical high ever experienced by mere mortals.


  “This is sweet.” Kyra grinned deliciously, ran both hands through her long scarlet-black tresses “Fucking sweet!” Johnny grinned back, let out a whoop of pure exhilaration.


  “Hold on!” he screamed as he floored the accelerator.


  Kyra thought: It doesn’t take much to get Johnny Church’s testosterone pumping Guns, girls, and ammo…and a little thing called immortality.


  No, it doesn’t take much at all.


  Kyra’s thoughts turned to the black bird perhaps just so much roadkill back there on the highway. Even if the Crow still lived, it couldn’t harm her now. She wouldn’t let it. She was too close to her dream. And she was too smart for the bird, and-


  Screw the Crow, Kyra thought. She wasn’t going to waste another second thinking about it. Because on a night like this, any. thing was within Kyra Damon’s reach. On a night like this, she knew she would live forever.


  But there was another passenger on Kyra and Johnny’s road trip to immortality—a cursed counselor Kyra had found long ago, one who was fated to be her guide and he was determined to have his say, as well.


  “It’ll take more than a little hellfire to stop the Crow,” said the shrunken head. “Mark my words—it’ll be back, and soon.”


  Kyra glared at the desiccated thing suspended from the rearview mirror. “You’re getting a really smart mouth, Raymondo.”


  “Maybe I am. But maybe you’re head’s swelling a little bit, Кута.”


  “Shut your dead mouth, Raymondo” Johnny’s voice was a barbed-wire rasp. “Ky knows what she’s doing.”


  “Please, Johnny,” Raymondo said. “This is an adult conversation: You’d do better to keep your eyes on the road and slow down a little bit. All the speed in the world won’t stop the Crow, and this highway isn’t a racetrack, nor is it the set of Speedway, Hot Rods to Hell Death Race 2000, or-”


  Johnny sucked a hard breath and floored the accelerator


  “Fuck you,” he told the head.


  “No, fuck you,” Raymondo retorted.


  Kyra shook her head. “Hey Johnny, you think maybe we should have left Raymondo in the window of that antique shop in New Orleans?”


  “If you had, you’d both be in serious shit now,” Raymondo said. “Or maybe you’re somehow unperturbed by the idea of a Night of the Living Dead castoff tearing through that sweet cheetah-skin upholstery covering the backseat.”


  Johnny snorted.


  “Here’s the way I see it, Johnnyboy,” Raymondo went on, warming to the subject. “After the ambulating dead man chews his way through your precious upholstery, he’ll no doubt hand you a one-way ticket to eternity.”


  Johnny swore. “What kind of shit are you shovelin’ now, short cake? How’s some dead man gonna get to me when I know he’s comin-”


  “Let me tell you, Johnny. He’ll get to you because that’s the only thing in the world he wants to do. That’s a requirement of vengeance, eternal-style, and nothing less will satisfy the Crow. That dead cowboy will do you like no one’s ever been done before. He’s going to bash your head in with a tire iron till it looks like a plate of well-cooked pasta with red sauce, heavy on the meat. I mean, your skull may be thick, Johnny, but it’s not that thick. He’ll crack it eventually, and then he’ll start scooping, and-”


  “Bite me, little man.”


  But Raymondo was not so easily deterred. “Then, Johnnyboy, when the Crow’s sidekick is done preparing that order, he’ll make Kyra here eat the plate of pasta that used to be your head.” The shrunken head grinned. “Extra red sauce? Perhaps a nice pinot noir, my dear?”


  “Get real,” Johnny said. “You saw what happened back there at the trading post—it was the Crow who ran, not us.”


  Raymondo endeavored to let the matter drop. He stared at the backseat, at the crazy amalgam of belongings Kyra and Johnny required for their one-way road trip a couple battered suitcases crammed with clothes (nearly all of them black), Johnny’s store house of guns and explosives (Church swore that survivalists had the best swap meets, and he definitely knew where to shop), Kyra’s potions and powders and talismans and relics.


  Among this singularly Amerikkan shrapnel lay a coffin-shaped matte black box with a red velvet lining. This was one of Johnny Church’s prized possessions: a limited edition boxed set containing a collection of CDs by a punk band out of some New Jersey hell hole. The Blasphemers were, as far as the shrunken head was concerned, Johnny Church’s kind of band all the way-big, muscular morons who toted their instruments as if they were machine guns. Heavy on the Halloween gimmickry, with a double dose of death’s head packaging.


  All this came courtesy of the band’s lead singer and one-man brain trust, Erik Hearse. Hearse and his boys had risen from nothing in the mid-seventies and early eighties with an act that featured guillotines and strippers and bloodthirsty brain-splitting guitar work, and they’d stuck around long enough to enjoy a revival with the latest horror rock crowd. At present Hearse was as hot as hot got—with a major label deal, a guaranteed track on any horror movie soundtrack CD, and a line of merch that ranged from T-shirts to video games to comic books, shot glasses, and condoms.


  It was all a lot of crap, Raymondo thought. Including the coffin shaped box set, which included the band’s signature songs, plus enough outtakes and live tracks to send a hero-worshipping idiot like Johnny Church to his knees with his head bowed Muslim-style toward the New Jersey hellhole that had given birth to Hearse and his raw, driving music.


  Such was the depth of Johnny’s belief. Raymondo knew that to Just as he knew that the time had come to use that belief be true against the poor, overstimulated musclehead.


  “`Black Mariah´”, Raymondo mused out loud. It was the title of one of the band’s hardcore punk-pop masterpieces, to hear Johnny Church tell it. To Raymondo, it was nothing but a trash heap’s worth of noise.


  “Huh?” Johnny said, missing the connection. “What the fuck are you goin’ on about now, Raymondo?”


  “`Black Mariah,´” the shrunken head repeated ominously. “Put it on, Johnnyboy. Let’s hear it one last time. Because that’s what you’re driving tonight, and pretty soon you’ll be as dead as your passengers.”


  “Get real, Raymondo.”


  “Are you afraid of the truth, Johnnyboy?”


  “Truth?” The driver waved a scornful hand. “Dropped that word from my vocabulary a long time ago, little buddy. Along with a fistful of other words: conscience and morality, guilt and innocence, responsibility and obligation. While I was at it, I shit-canned all those little phrases most people live by: A penny saved is a penny earned… Brush after every meal… Truth, justice, and the American way. Said adios to ten fingers’ worth of commandments, too. Thou shalt not kill’ was one of my favorites. I tell ya, Raymondo, the only church I attend is the Church of Johnny. To me, every day is about nothing more than me and mine.”


  “So that’s how it is.”


  “That’s how it is.”


  “Do you mind a bit of friendly advice, Johnnyboy?” “And what’s that, Raymondo?”


  “I think you and yours better watch your self-absorbed asses.”


  “Huh?”


  “Check the rearview, genius.”


  “What?”


  “Eternity’s hot on your backside,” said the shrunken head. “In fact, it’s almost here…”


  


  The Crow was exhausted.


  Chasing a bewitched automobile over miles of hard desert territory, choking on brimstone smoke. burning in hellfire that could slow anyone down, even a messenger from the far side of death.


  But rest was a luxury that this messenger could not afford.


  This time, the Crow would not be denied.


  Weary wings fought brisk downdrafts as the black bird tried to close the distance. The Mercury was far ahead, moving fast. The black bird’s lungs burned with effort, but it would not stop the bird was made for pursuit.


  The Crow could do little else. It was a creature of instinct, built for one purpose by forces unknown and unknowable. Its mission was a simple one. Find those who had been wronged in death—those who were worthy of a second chance—and set the wrong things right.


  That was the way of it tonight. Two people had been wronged. But tonight it didn’t end there.


  Two lovers had been wronged, but another had been wronged, as well.


  The Crow.


  The black bird had been wronged by a woman named Kyra Damon. She was a threat, a predator like no other the Crow had ever faced. If the Crow was to survive, it would have to stop Kyra Damon in her tracks.


  Righteous anger set the bird’s heart pounding as it overtook the Mercury.


  Black eyes focused on the sealed lid of the trunk directly below. The Crow forgot Kyra Damon and her companions, the forces bent on its immediate extinction. Instead, the bird concentrated its energies on the dead man locked in the trunk.


  One instant was all it would take.


  A meeting, a melding, a focus joined.


  A spark in the darkness, flaring to a vengeful fire that in a handful of seconds would rage out of control.


  The bird dived toward the car. Again its reflection gleamed on the polished trunk, but this time a man’s reflection waited beneath the bird’s.


  Brown eyes met black on a slab of Detroit steel that shone like the polished lid of a coffin.


  The Crow’s claws scraped metal, and the dead man’s hands curled into fists.


  The man screamed…and so did the bird.


  


  Dan Cody sucked a ragged breath, filling the clammy bellows of his lungs with an acrid mixture of odors: hot exhaust and stagnant air; his own sweat and the stink of death; the sweet black perfume of Leti’s hair and the iron-filing smell of clotted blood that slicked her scalp.


  Dan lay there, shaking, locked in his lover’s dead embrace atop a plastic drop cloth. It was pitch-black inside the trunk, and Dan couldn’t see a thing.


  Not with his own eyes. But he need to have another pair of eyes now. These were black as polished obsidian, and they saw everything—Dan’s own reflection, and the reflection of a bird painting the trunk of the car with its shadow…and black wings soaring through a desert night, and a canopy of stars…


  A spark flared in Dan Cody’s heart, fought to tinder his soul fought to burn brightly…


  Bird and man joined as one. Dan’s hands twisted into claws. The wild desert wind whispered beneath his beating wings. Black feathers sprouted from his wounded shoulder, his exploded knee. His talons were strong and sharp and long, and they strained toward the Mercury’s trunk one more time, ready to ignite a wildfire of vengeance-


  Gunfire exploded in the night.


  A bullet tore feathers and broke ribs, ripping through the Crow’s body.


  Pain eclipsed Dan Cody’s senses.


  His first breath died in his throat, along with the scream of rebirth.


  The bird was gone.


  The spark was gone.


  For the second time that night, Dan Cody died.


  


  The wind tore at Kyra’s crimson-black hair, whipping it against her face like a lash, but she didn’t care. She leaned through the Merc’s She leaned through the Merc’s open passenger-side window, staring at the receding ribbon of highway with a smoking gun clutched in her hand.


  In the distance, a wounded bird writhed in pain. Kyra saw it there on the blacktop—just for a second—black and bloody in the glow of a grapefruit moon…and then the bird was taken by darkness.


  Kyra grinned, cold wind ripping through her tangled hair as she leaned backward out the window, eyes turned to the hungry black sky overhead.


  A lot of stars up there. A lot of sky. The heavens, that was what some people called it, and that made Kyra Damon laugh. Because, at the moment, she felt as if every inch of that marvelous star-spattered eternity was her own black domain.


  Moonlight glinted on the chrome link necklace looped thirteen times around Kyra’s neck. Satisfied, she pulled her head inside the Merc and dropped the .357. The gun made a solid, satisfying thunk as it hit the floorboards.


  Johnny Church snatched up the resin-encased scorpion he’d taken from the trading post, used it to beat a voodoo rhythm on the dashboard. “Man,” he said. “Did you see those feathers fly?”


  “Kyra’s quite the sharpshooter,” said Raymondo. “I’ll admit that. But the hexed bullets didn’t hurt.”


  “Dead man’s tears,” Kyra said. “I only needed a few.” She smiled at the shrunken head, and one last teardrop rolled down its cheek. “Thanks, Raymondo. I’m glad you decided to join the team.”


  “Anything for you. Besides, it’s your way or the highway, as our feathered friend just learned.”


  “Do you think the Crow’s really dead?” Kyra asked. “Think we finished him this time?”


  “Better believe it, sweet thing,” Johnny said. “That bird’s road pate.”


  “Don’t be so sure,” Raymondo cautioned. “It might look like pate to you, but I say all we did was buy a little time between appetizers. Believe me—Crow isn’t off the menu yet.”


  “Are you serious, Raymondo? Kyra blew a hole right through that little fucker. Separated his wing-bone from his reanimation-bone.”


  “Trust me on this one, Johnnyboy.”


  “Man, if I’d known that, I would have stopped the damn car and backed over the bird a few times. Made damn sure it was dead.”


  Kyra sucked a sharp clean breath between her teeth, held it a moment, then released it. “There’s more to it than that, Johnny. A lot more.”


  “Then what are we gonna do? How are we gonna get rid of the bodies? How are we gonna keep the Crow from peckin’ the fucking life back into them?”


  “I’ve got a few ideas,” Raymondo said.


  The shrunken head sketched it out for them. Kyra listened to Raymondo’s dry little voice, found music there, and elsewhere. In the purr of the Mercury’s well-tuned engine, in the hushed whisper of whitewall tires on a lonely desert highway.


  The wind rushed through the open window, and Kyra closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, the rich smell of sage and pinon filling her lungs like a dusty perfume. She knew Raymondo was right. The Crow wouldn’t surrender so easily. Kyra could almost see the bird back there on the road, knitting itself together, sinew by sinew, muscle by muscle, feather by feather.


  The wing-bone connecting to the reanimation-bone.


  Kyra wasn’t sure where it would all lead. Anxiety gripped her— perhaps a systemic effect of the scorpion attack, perhaps not.


  Perhaps it was only fear she felt.


  And perhaps that fear was well-placed.


  Kyra’s fingers drifted to her cheeks, drifted over the welts left by the arachnids’ lashing telsons. Their barbed tails had done her damage, spell of protection or not. That damage was not as severe as it might have been, and the lingering reminders that she bore on her flesh would fade soon enough, but it was the venom that burned beneath her wounds that concerned her now.


  For the venom, she understood quite suddenly, was of her own making.


  She could no more escape it than she could escape the Crow.


  Even if she managed to destroy the black messenger, another might travel the dark highways in its wake, and another…the birds might trail her until white daylight was black with wings, relentless as a pack of hellhounds on her tail.


  The birds had no choice.


  They had to follow.


  They were creatures like no others…


  Driven by unnamed instincts that pumped through their beating wings like black fire…driven by the primitive concept of tribal retribution buried deep in the base of their avian brains…driven by the ancient thirst for vengeance.


  This drive was inherent to the ancient code, part of the Crow’s lore that had been passed on through the ages as a species-specific memory. Kyra Damon was well-versed in the details. She had to be, if she were to succeed in her mission.


  To succeed, she’d have to destroy the entire Corvid clan. She knew how to do that. Knew the avenues to travel, the precautions to take.


  For once, near death, Kyra Damon had glimpsed the realm of the Crow.


  And, like no one else who had ever walked this earth, she had lived to tell the tale.


  Kyra winced, strangling on the memory, her breath trapped in her chest. The Crow had caused her great pain, pain she could never forget. But remembering that pain was just as dangerous, for memory made the pain much too real, and suddenly Kyra’s chrome necklace seemed much too tight, its thirteen loops encircling her throat like a hangman’s noose—


  Kyra exhaled sharply, drew a deep breath of clean desert air.


  Her hand went to her throat, and the pulse beat she found there was wild and alive.


  Johnny, ever attentive, turned his eyes from the road and said: “What’re you thinkin’ about, Ky?”


  “Revenge,” Kyra said, staring down the white line that split the midnight highway. And then she reached in the backseat, rifling through the tangle of guns and potions and powders and talismans, and her fingers closed around a black book, its tattered cover ridged and cracked with tiny fissures like scars…or the almost imperceptible gaps between a Crow’s feathers.


  Kyra closed her eyes. Touching the book was almost like touching the Crow itself.


  She was so close now. Closer than she’d ever been.


  Kyra didn’t say another word.


  Neither did Johnny.


  But he laughed, and there was a nasty tone to his laughter that Kyra liked.


  She liked it a lot.


  two


  [image: star_2]


  
    Arizona Highway 90


    46 miles southeast of Tucson

  


  AT THE SHRUNKEN HEAD’S DIRECTION, JOHNNY CHURCH DROVE north toward the bright lights of Tucson. More specifically he headed for Interstate 10, which would take them through Tucson to Phoenix. While the Interstate was definitely more risky than the deserted secondary roads they usually traveled, it was a hell of a lot more direct. And Johnny Church liked direct.


  Church was riding high on blood and adrenaline and the thrill of the kill. Sure, the main roads were way more cop-intensive, but Johnny wasn’t afraid of the law tonight. Not any man-made law, that is. Besides, the plan was to dump the corpses long before they reached the Interstate.


  Get rid of the Crowbait ASAP. Yeah. That was all right with Johnny Church.


  Where and when that would happen, Johnny didn’t have a clue. Kyra had said that her instincts were driving her north and west, and Johnny trusted Kyra’s instincts. They were strong, and she knew when to listen to them. The signs would come. They always did. And until they did, Johnny was content to put the pedal to the metal.


  There wasn’t much to see out here—dark plains and scrub-covered hills and dry, sandy washes. They passed silently through the sleepy desert communities of Mescalero and El Vado. The residents—mostly Mexican Americans—were nowhere in sight. For all Johnny knew, these might have been ghost towns—the bones of adobes and a few scattered pottery fragments all that remained to mark their place in the sands of time.


  Just north of Yucca Valley, Raymondo told Johnny to take the next right. The next right turned out to be an unmarked dirt road. It wasn’t much more than a rutted trail, really. Judging by the potholes, Johnny figured it hadn’t been traveled since the days of Wild West stagecoaches and goddamned stinking mule trains.


  The Merc bounced over a wooden bridge spanning a dry arroyo choked with stones. Crumpled beer cans glittered in the starlight. The road wasn’t any better on the other side of the bridge—the whitewalls kicked up clouds of dust that hung behind them like dirty shrouds. Johnny clicked on the high-beams, saw nothing ahead but dirt road and a whole lot of wide, wide lonesome.


  He wondered if they were headed for a cemetery or something, maybe even a boot hill from the old days. That would be cool in Johnny’s book. They could deep-six the Injun chick and her cow-boyfriend in a patch of unhallowed ground, cover them over with the bones of some serious outlaw badasses who would keep them in line. Imprisoned beneath jailhouse ribcages that had once contained the hearts of the Clantons and McLowrys and their badass brethren, Johnny figured that Hardin and Cody wouldn’t be escaping their earthly bonds anytime soon.


  Not even the Crow could do anything about that. If the black bird so much as tried to mess with the grave, those same outlaw badasses would dig their way out of the ground, cut down the fine-feathered fuck with their six-shooters, then eat themselves a little Crow…


  Oh, yeah. Johnny pictured the scene as the car bucked over the dirt road. He didn’t have a hard time doing that, because there were only two things in the world at which Johnny Church excelled.


  Killing…and dreaming. Mrs. Church’s only child had always dreamed to hit the sky, but most of the time reality had an ugly way of shooting those dreams down…just like those imaginary gunslingers slaughtering the Crow.


  Just like now. Because even though Johnny couldn’t see his destination through the Merc’s dusty windshield—he could smell it.


  And no boot hill cemetery smelled this bad. Johnny wrinkled his nose. “Jesus, Raymondo, where the hell are we going?”


  “We’re going to get rid of some trash.”


  Johnny grimaced. Man, the dead head’s creepy-crawly voice always got to him. Part cheesy sci-fi theremin, part all-too-real seance…


  “You know about trash…don’t you, Johnny?”


  “Yeah, I know about trash, ya dumb little—”


  “And you know where you take trash, don’t you, Johnny?”


  What a stupid question, Johnny thought. Shit, everyone knows where you take trash.


  Johnny was about to tell Raymondo where to get off when he caught the smug look on the shrunken head’s face. Instantly, he knew that the head was going to make him look like a moron again. It wasn’t exactly a rare event, and the most perplexing thing about it was that Johnny could never seem to do anything that would stop it from happening. He could never fucking win: no matter what he said, Raymondo would figure a way to make him look like a moron.


  So, really, there was only one thing Johnny could do.


  He raised the middle finger of his right hand, and thrust it in Raymondo’s face.


  “Johnny Church’s patented postmodern peace sign,” Raymondo said. “I’ve seen it before and I’ll see it again…but it doesn’t answer my question.”


  Johnny kept his mouth shut. This time he wouldn’t say a word. He wouldn’t get mad, he wouldn’t—


  “Maybe you don’t know where you take trash, Johnnyboy,” Raymondo said. “Maybe your kinfolk never learned you. Maybe Ma and Pa Church liked their trash.”


  Johnny wanted to slap the little bastard, knock his head against the windshield like an egg, see his brains running down the glass like yolk—


  Raymondo charged on: “Maybe around the Church hacienda, trash was something that wore a see-through nightie and high-heeled slippers and answered to the name of Ma. That the way of it, amigo?”


  “Raymondo, that’s enough,” Kyra said sharply…but she didn’t mean it. Johnny could see that. Ky was choking back laughter, and that infuriated Johnny, made him all the more determined that somehow, someday, he’d crack Raymondo’s shrunken skull. He hated this low-man-on-the-totem-pole shit, hated Kyra and Raymondo treating him like some distant number three who was just along for chauffeur duty. Once they got through this, once things really changed and he got himself some power of his own that didn’t come from the barrel of a gun—


  “Sorry, Kyra,” Raymondo said, derailing Johnny’s train of thought. “I was just trying to teach young Mr. Church a thing or two about modern hygienic practices—”


  “You take the trash to the goddamned dump,” Johnny said, because now he couldn’t help himself. “That’s what my mom did. And she didn’t wear no see-through nightie or no high-heeled slippers while she did it, you fuckin’ perv—”


  “Thirteen points!” Raymondo interrupted, his voice low and sonorous, as if he were channeling the spirit of some netherworld game show host. “Give that boy a personalized tombstone!”


  “I’d rather have a fuckin’ gas mask.” Johnny cranked up the window. “This place stinks.”


  


  Johnny followed a ripe midnight trail, through piles of plastic garbage bags that gleamed like fat black beetles.


  Mountains of waste towered here. Wooden chairs bristled with broken spines that scratched at the sides of Johnny’s ’49 Merc. A Barbie doll lay facedown in a dogshit sandwich. The windows of a battered Victorian dollhouse framed a rat orgy writhing within. Bloated, toadlike footstools swam in fungus seas. A stained, reeking mattress from a Mexican bordello lay like a raft in a sluice of liquefied garbage and putrefaction. And the flies…they were everywhere, their fat, blue-black bodies eagerly spreading filth and disease.


  Man, Johnny wanted to do a job on this place. Take some of the black market grenades he’d bought from that white supremacist up in Idaho and light up the whole dump.


  Of course, Johnny wouldn’t do that. To say the grenades had cost him an arm and a leg was an understatement. Hey, he wasn’t going to waste them on entertainment. He’d save his precious little pineapples until he ran into a situation where he really needed ’em…some situation where he wanted to cost some other motherfucker an arm and a leg, literally.


  Still, the dump freaked him good. The place was like the flipside of last year—the corrupt result of a million magazine ads and hardsell sales pitches that suckered people into the malls and onto the Internet with promises of the American Dream. Money leveraged out of credit card accounts, heavily mortgaged dream homes crammed with junk…and all of it ended up here while Bob and Betty Suburbs continued to pay interest on a decent—or not so decent—burial for the fruits of disposable income.


  The All-American dumping ground. Christ, the Dead Kennedys said it best: Fresh Fruit for Rotting Vegetables.


  Naturally, the dump was starting to give Johnny the creeps.


  “Looks like my kind of place,” Raymondo said.


  “Yeah, this is sweet,” Kyra agreed, hardcore to the end. “Real sweet.”


  Sweet was not a word Johnny Church would have used to describe this place. But hey, he was the hired hand on this little side trip, not the head honcho. Guns, ammo, and action were one thing; a mondo juju roadshow in the town dump was quite another.


  That kind of deal called for Kyra Damon’s peculiar talents.


  And—Johnny grudgingly admitted—Raymondo’s.


  “Park it here,” Raymondo said.


  Johnny did. “Man,” he said, “this sure ain’t no Garden of Everlastin’ Fuckin’ Peace. This place is pretty putrid.”


  Raymondo chuckled. “Maybe so, but it’s the perfect location for our needs. Now, untie me. I’ve got to make sure you do this right.”


  “I’ll do it right,” Johnny said, bristling. “I don’t need no pint-sized watchdog on my back.”


  “Actually, I’ll be around your neck…and you damn well better do this right. We wouldn’t be here at all if it weren’t for Johnny Church and his itchy trigger finger. You’re the one who wasted those two sacks of excrement in Scorpion Flats. And now you’re the one who’ll bury them.”


  With supreme effort, Johnny kept his mouth shut. But his right hand tightened into a fist, spiderweb-tattooed knuckles bulging, fingers alive with heavy silver rings. Man, just once he’d like to bust Raymondo’s tiny black jawbone, tear through his mummified flesh, mash his brains like a bowl of monkey pulp.


  Kyra Damon’s hand dropped over Johnny’s trembling fist like a cool white sheet.


  “Do what Raymondo says, Johnny. And then we can get the hell out of here.”


  “Not soon enough for me,” Johnny said, relaxing a little under Kyra’s touch. Standing this close, he could feel her warmth. Her long dark hair smelled like night-blooming jasmine and something subtler, darker.


  Infinitely darker.


  Johnny sucked a deep breath. Man, when this shit was over…when his own personal mojo was thoroughly stoked—


  When he and Kyra were immortal—


  “Soon,” Kyra whispered, her eyes burning like green embers. “Soon. But first—why don’t you make like a good husband and take out the trash?”


  


  Johnny Church had, since the age of fourteen, worn the obligatory punk fashion accessory—the dog collar—around his thick neck. Black leather, chrome studs and buckle, and a leash ring that slapped against his gullet when he walked.


  Johnny untied Raymondo’s wiry black hair from the rearview mirror, threaded it through the chrome ring on his collar, and tied it in place. He wasn’t particularly enthused about doubling up with the rancid little fuck. The whole deal reminded him of some old horror movie or something.


  Johnny was heavily into the retro-horror scene. It wasn’t exactly an interest he’d stumbled on all by his lonesome. Erik Hearse, the lead singer and guitarist for The Blasphemers, was big into horror, too. Hearse was a major collector He owned a mansion stuffed with lobby cards, posters, models, videos and laserdiscs, plus props that had been used in classic fright films. To say Hearse had it all and then some was an understatement. Hell, the singer had even married a horror movie actress, some chick who did Italian vampire flicks.


  So Erik’d know just how Johnny felt—if the singer had happened to be hanging around the dump, that is. He’d understand Johnny’s cinematic frame of reference when it came to excursions of the two-headed variety.


  In this case it was simple, your basic Creature Features double bill: The Thing with Two Heads and The Incredible Two-Headed Transplant. Johnny was sure that Hearse would agree—both guy-with-two-heads movies made for extreme psychotronic kicks. But of the two, it was The Thing with Two Heads that Johnny enjoyed most.


  What he didn’t enjoy was playing Rosey Grier to Raymondo’s Ray Milland.


  Raymondo seemed to know it, too. “C’mon, Johnnyboy. Time to tote that barge and lift that bail.”


  Shit, sometimes Johnny thought that the little fuck was psychic. The shrunken head even sounded like Ray Milland…with his voice channeled through a theremin, of course.


  Raymondo Milland.


  Church snatched his keys from the ignition and stepped out of the car, the heavy soles of his motorcycle boots squelching a soggy flap of cardboard into a puddle of decomposing muck. Man, the smell out here was enough to put the curl in anyone’s pubes.


  Johnny walked to the back of the Merc and unlocked the trunk. He raised the lid and stared down at the corpses that lay on the plastic drop cloth he’d used to protect his precious vintage baby from leaking bodily fluids.


  The Indian chick’s back faced Johnny.


  “Nice ass,” Raymondo said, dangling from Johnny’s collar. “Too bad it’s grass…”


  The corpses had shifted during the wild ride. Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin’s head was now scissored under Dan Cody’s left arm. Her long black hair fell over her face in a shiny pall, one side of it sticky with blood from Johnny’s pistol-work.


  Johnny rolled the dead woman on her back. The pretty blue eyes that had once looked straight through him had been hastily removed, courtesy of Kyra Damon’s brand-new Mountain Clan Crow knife. Leticia’s left cheek was carved to the bone, face washed in a river of blood that had seeped down a hollow cheekbone hill, filling the dead woman’s half-open mouth with a clotting reservoir deep enough to drown the loudest scream.


  Hardin’s chambray shirt—blue as her plucked eyes and embroidered with a bright, traditional Native design—was soaked with blood. The shot from Johnny’s.357 had exploded the Crow woman’s rib cage. Guts had leaked out all over the damn place.


  “Damn it,” Johnny said. “How am I supposed to get her out of there without getting blood all over my trunk?”


  “Why don’t you make like a good doggy and lick up the mess?” Raymondo suggested. “Or if you’re finicky. I’m sure we could find a straw somewhere around this place.”


  “Smart-ass.”


  “Uh-uh, Johnnyboy. There’s where you’re wrong. I don’t have an ass. Not anymore. I lost that shriveled portion of my backside on the Amazon River. That was during the 1919 expedition. Piranhas chewed their way through my hindquarters. Didn’t finish me off, though. I can thank the cannibals for that—”


  “Put a lid on it. Head. I don’t have time for your personal fuckin’ memoirs right now. I’m kinda busy.”


  Johnny reached around Leticia Hardin’s corpse, grabbing the heavy-duty flashlight that lay beside the jack. Shadows jumped eerily as he switched it on and aimed the beam at Dan Cody.


  Leticia’s cowboyfriend was a mess…even by Johnny Church’s standards, and that was saying something. Cody lay on his back, his head pointing toward the backseat, his face lost in darkness. The left leg of Cody’s jeans was stiff with drying blood from thigh to ankle, his knee a riot of exploded bone and crimson jelly. The leg wound was peppered with bits of grit and gravel, a result of Cody’s desperate belly crawl across the parking lot. His leather jacket was torn, the shoulder beneath it a mess of gleaming white bone and bloody meat where the slug from Kyra’s WaltherPPK had ripped through solid muscle.


  Johnny stared at the cowboy’s corpse, shaking his head. Though he couldn’t see it, Johnny knew there was another hole blasted through the back of the leather jacket. After all, Johnny had put the .357 slug there himself. That was too bad. Cody’s jacket was pretty hardcore, even if it was a little beat up. Now, with all that gore on it… well—


  “Man,” Johnny said. “I should have shot him in the head.”


  Or maybe not. Johnny smiled. After all, the .357 bullet hole lent Cody’s jacket a sort of badass Terminator look that was pretty cool. And he could repair the tear in the shoulder with some chain link, or maybe some anarchy pins. Shake up a six-pack, hose down the coat with warm beer. Yeah. That’s what he’d do. No way he’d get rid of this coat.


  But all that could wait for later. Johnny skinned off his pricey leather jacket with the metal Blasphemers badge and set it on top of the Merc’s gleaming purple roof, well out of harm’s way.


  No way he was getting any blood on that baby.


  On his flesh, now that was something a little different. It was easy to wash bloodstains off flesh. Just one of the facts of life, like sweat or semen.


  “Here goes,” Johnny said.


  Setting the flashlight on the ground, its beam pointing up at the sky, Johnny rolled the Indian chick onto her back and lifted her out of the trunk as easily as one of the cornhusk dolls at the Spirit Song Trading Post. He tossed the corpse over his shoulder, and Pocahontas’s hair swept down his back like a black cobweb.


  “All right, Raymondo. Where to?”


  “Up there, stud.”


  Up “where?”


  “If I had hands, I’d chart our course with a sextant, even draw you a map. Since I don’t…well, you can just start walking, Johnnyboy.”


  “Back off, Raymondo.”


  “I’m so frightened.”


  “I’m warnin’ you, dickhead—”


  “Please.” The shrunken head laughed. “Let’s get serious, Johnny—if you even dreamed you could take me on, you’d have to wake up and apologize—”


  “Stop it, the both of you.” It was Kyra’s voice, and it came from behind. “I need it quiet. Can’t you see I’m trying to work?”


  There was a nauseating, gaseous belch as a dead rat’s swollen body popped under Johnny’s pivoting boot heel, but Johnny hardly heard it as he turned his attention in Kyra’s direction. Stark naked and lean as a panther, Kyra stood in front of the Mercury. Her skin was bathed in a clean white headlight glow, and a junkyard cat was cradled in her arms, and she rocked the clawing animal like a baby—back and forth, back and forth—wild white light haloing her sleek curves.


  Johnny licked his lips. Kyra was a nightmare silhouette with a pulse. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. She leaned over the hood of the car, her eyes trained on the pages of that big black book, the one that had brought them to this place on this night, the one that had lured a feral cat into Kyra’s unyielding embrace, the one with a tattered cover ridged and cracked with tiny fissures like scars…or the almost imperceptible gaps between a Crow’s feathers.


  There wasn’t much in the world that scared Johnny Church, but Kyra’s book did the job and then some. It gave him the all-over creepy-crawlies, and not in a good way. He didn’t know the name of the book, couldn’t read the language it was written in. He didn’t want to know. The book was Kyra’s baby, and Johnny didn’t even like touching it. The big gearhead didn’t know exactly what kind of skin the cover was fashioned from, but he had his suspicions. All he knew for sure was that the book radiated its own strange warmth, like a dying man racked with fever, as if it hid a wild, beating heart somewhere in its pages.


  Kyra’s cold eyes scanned those fevered pages, and words spilled from her lips, words written in the blood of long-dead sinners. Then Kyra closed the book, and she turned, dancing, the cat still cradled in her arms, and she turned again, moonlight washing the sharp angles of her face.


  Kyra smiled at Johnny, her white teeth gleaming.


  Johnny shivered as she lifted the stray cat by the scruff of its neck, raising it to her black lips.


  The cat yowled…but not for long.


  Cartilage crunched as Kyra’s teeth closed on the cat’s windpipe.


  The feline’s hissing wail chopped to silence.


  Johnny grinned, forgetting about the book. Man, this kind of action he could understand. Forget the creepy book. This was the real deal, better than any spookshow stage-o-rama Erik Hearse could cook up. Talk about your Blood Feast for the new millennium. One look at this gorefest and Herschell Gordon Lewis himself would be thoroughly stoked—


  Kyra held the cat above her head, stood under a bright red rain.


  “I hope she’s had all her shots,” Raymondo said.


  “Which one?” Johnny asked. “Kyra or the cat?”


  


  Johnny Church, breathing hard, hauled Leticia Hardin’s corpse toward a cathedral of garbage.


  Yeah. That’s what the trash mountain looked like. It loomed in the darkness like a gothic dream gone bad—rotting two-by-fours formed clumsy arches while rusting road-sign spires twisted skyward to whatever God or Devil waited there. Scrap metal formed twisted pews. The congregation scuttling toward the bashed cardboard pulpit was a family of cockroaches.


  “So are we there yet?” Johnny asked. “Pocahontas here is startin’ to get heavy.”


  “Almost. Just a little farther.”


  Johnny paused a moment, the dead girl swinging half off his shoulder as he squinted into the darkness. He could make out the dim outline of something at the top of the trash heap cathedral, backlit by the bone-yellow moon.


  The thing looked like a teetering obelisk.


  “What the hell is that?” Johnny asked.


  “In the parlance of the funerary trade, that’s a sepulchre,” Raymondo said. “Head for it, my boy.”


  Johnny sucked a deep breath and kicked aside a television set with a busted screen. Then he trudged forward, slipping and sliding over squelching piles of plastic garbage bags.


  Man, walking on this shit was like walking on the distended bellies of dead bovines.


  Man, Johnny was way past tired of it.


  Almost there now. At the tips of his crud-covered boots lay a soiled piece of blue-black carpet that looked like a tongue unfurled from a dead giant’s mouth. Johnny stepped onto it, wiped his feet, then humped the last fifteen feet to the top of the trash cathedral.


  Grunting, he dumped the Indian chick’s corpse on a broken recliner. Her head fell back, and her sightless eyes seemed to stare straight at the obelisk…or sepulchre…or whatever you wanted to call it.


  Johnny just called the damn thing a freezer.


  It was a Westinghouse. Johnny leaned against it, trying to catch his breath.


  “This is why we came all the way up here?” he asked. “This freezer?”


  “This is it.” Raymondo’s tiny eyes scanned the rancid valley that stretched below them, and for once he was almost friendly. “You did good, Johnnyboy. Looks like you’re King of the Mountain now. You might even say the world is your oyster.”


  “Nah,” said Johnny. “It just smells like one.”


  One more trip down the trash mountain to retrieve the cowboyfriend’s corpse.


  


  One more trip up, and that sucker was so damn heavy that Johnny could hardly make it. He had to make several stops, skin sheeted in sweat, muscles burning, and when he did move his boots seemed to sink deeper and deeper into dump slime with every step.


  “Son of a bitch!” he yelled, voice echoing off the mounded walls of refuse. “Motherfucking son of a—”


  “Remind me to buy you a guest pass for Gold’s Gym next time your birthday rolls around,” said the shrunken head. “You could use some serious work on your cardio endurance.”


  “Yeah, I’d like to see you haul two dead bodies up a skyscraper’s worth of trash.” Johnny wheezed, dumping Cody by the freezer. The body landed hard, so much dead weight, and Johnny kicked Cody’s corpse as hard as he could, thoroughly enjoying the solid, satisfying thud his boot made when it connected.


  “That’s mature, Johnny. It’s not like the man can feel.”


  “Yeah, well I sure as hell can feel. And that felt good.” Then he bent low and tore the leather jacket off the motionless body.


  Raymondo sighed. “All right, leather boy, you got your souvenir. Now put the bodies in the freezer.”


  Johnny did as he was told, his muscles aching like hell as he wedged Cody and his woman into the dented old Westinghouse. The quarters were a little cramped, but hey, Johnny didn’t think there’d be any complaints.


  “Just goes to show my mother was right,” said Raymondo. “Right about what?”


  “It’s dangerous to play in old refrigerators.”


  Somehow that hit Johnny as funny. Damn funny. He laughed. So did Raymondo. Tiny tears squeezed from his eyes.


  “Man,” Johnny said, “I didn’t know they even had refrigerators way back in nineteen-fucking-nineteen.”


  “They didn’t,” Raymondo said. “But if there’d been any around, my dear old insufferable mother would have warned me about them.”


  Now that the job was done, Johnny was starting to feel pretty good about things. The two of them had accomplished something important together, something that required a little muscle and a little brainpower. Teamwork kind of stuff Maybe they’d even bonded a little.


  Yeah. Maybe. Or maybe not. But for the moment, at least, Johnny didn’t have the urge to grind Raymondo’s skull in his sizable fist, and Raymondo didn’t want to chew a hole in Johnny’s jugular.


  “Better lock them in, Johnny. I saw a pile of chain over there by those shot-up traffic signs.”


  “Sure,” Johnny said, because it was actually a good idea. He wrapped the stout chain around the appliance. Then he tipped the white box onto its back, securing the ends of the chain under the freezer’s own weight.


  Nobody was getting into that freezer without a lot of effort.


  Nobody human, anyhow.


  Johnny wasn’t quite sure about the Crow.


  “I’m kinda worried about the bird, Raymondo. I mean…if you’re right and the Crow’s still alive, what’s it gonna take to stop him?”


  “Take a look down below. You’ll see exactly what it takes.”


  At the base of the trash mountain, under the Merc’s bright headlights, Kyra Damon danced. Her pale face was a symbolist painting of black cat blood, and her naked body was a canvas for the moonlight. She whirled, and she twisted like a wild thing that had never been born of woman, and she whispered words memorized from a book bound in human skin.


  Kyra’s own personal anthem blasted through the stereo speakers, obliterating all else. Forget Erik Hearse, this truly was the Devil’s Dance—a poisonous mix of slashing violins and guitar strung with a strangler’s favorite catgut.


  Peter Warlock’s “Capriol Suite for Guitar and String Orchestra.” Johnny knew what the music meant to Kyra, understood how much pain each note contained.


  Kyra fed on the music. She writhed as the violins lashed her, and her breath caught in her throat as a cascading garrote arpeggio drew tight around her neck, and her power gave birth to darkness.


  A black maelstrom descended en masse over the dump.


  Johnny saw their wings gleaming in the darkness. He saw their eyes, black and evil and trained on Kyra Damon.


  Only on Kyra Damon, because they were hers—and hers alone—to command.


  “Son of a bitch,” Johnny said, and he grinned at this sweet little piece of irony. For what Kyra’s words had called up from the rank roosting places of the dump was a flock of carrion crows.


  A. k. a.: eaters of the dead.


  Warlock’s “Capriol Suite” gave way to “Bransle.” One by one, the birds joined in a ragged black formation, forming an ever-spinning circle around the woman. Kyra raised her arms and threw back her head, and she made strange gestures as if she were some kind of conductor and the birds her avian symphony of destruction.


  Once Kyra had told Johnny about the tribunal of the crows. How the birds would suddenly turn on one of their own for reasons beyond the realm of human understanding. A crime, a sickness, a weakness…Whatever the motivation, the judgment of the bewitched bird’s all-too-mortal counterparts was harsh—and final.


  Harsh and final. That was the law, the way of Kyra’s book. These junkyard birds would guard the corpses of Dan Cody and Leticia Hardin with their lives. And if their mythic counterpart came sniffing around…why, he’d better watch his supercharged tail feathers, Johnny figured.


  All at once the carrion crows began to caw, the harsh cacophony of their screams obliterating the classical music that spilled from the Merc.


  “That’s some sweet song, eh, Johnnyboy?” Raymondo asked.


  “Oh, yeah.” A smile twisted across Johnny’s lips. “It’s sweet, all right.”


  The full moon hung behind him, the color of an aged scar. It cast Johnny’s long black shadow over the bloated corpse of suburbia…and his shadow stretched all the way to Kyra Damon’s live, electric flesh.


  Johnny couldn’t help himself He screamed into the night, screamed as if his throat were full of violins, matching the cries of the gathering crows. He screamed long and loud and hard, until his voice was ruined and his throat was raw.


  When he was done, the shrunken head said, “You’re a real piece of work, Johnnyboy.”


  “Yeah,” Johnny croaked. “Yeah, I am.”


  He grinned, raised his fist to the night.


  He screamed again, raw and ruined, like he was at a dark concert in hell.


  And the crows rose up as one.
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    Eight miles north of Scorpion Flats


    Sixty-seven miles southeast of Tucson

  


  BONES WELDED BY RIGHTEOUS HATRED…


  Heart mended by unwavering faith in everlasting love…


  Nascent connective tissue joining muscle and bone, fresh feathers blossoming like silky black flowers from wounds that seemed too deep to heal…


  … the Crow rose once more.


  


  The black bird was stronger now. Rejuvenated. Wings unfurled, it rode the cresting night wind over the dump, searching for the mortal remains of the man called Dan Cody.


  The lamb’s blood-colored ’49 Merc was long gone, along with its three outlaw passengers. But the Crow scented the stink of brimstone exhaust, and it followed the tread-prints of whitewall tires, and it traced the footprints of Johnny Church and Kyra Damon as easily as cloven hoof tracks left by Satan himself


  The air was ripe with the odor of dark enchantment and animal blood. The Crow had no doubt that evil rooted in the fertile soil of this land of broken dreams.


  And though it was cautious, the Crow was not afraid.


  The bird dipped low in the night, circling a twisted cathedral made of trash.


  And suddenly there it was…the thing the bird sought. There…at the very top of the cathedral, penned by rusting road-sign spires and leaning plywood arches and twisted scrap-metal pews.


  A battered Westinghouse sepulchre, where two wronged lovers lay locked in death’s bloody embrace.


  


  Kyra Damon’s carrion army watched the intruder from a hundred hidden perches, waiting to strike with one will.


  The white obelisk towered above them like an object of worship. What lay within, the birds did not know. They knew only that the obelisk’s contents had drawn the Crow like so much bait. The bait would trigger the ancient deathtrap found in the pages of Kyra Damon’s grimoire, and the carrion crow would destroy their enchanted brother. If they failed in this mission, the force of their mistress’s anger would rip their beating hearts from their chests and tear their wings from their sockets and scatter their bones to the four corners of the earth, where the beasts of the field would devour their flesh…


  If they failed in their mission.


  But they would not fail. They were many against one. Large, strong, carrion birds who drew sustenance from the dead, who drank blood from cooling bodies even as the scarlet fluid steamed in the chill night air. Their beaks were sharp and their talons long. The brighteyed intruder was smaller by far, almost delicate by comparison.


  But the Crow was not weak. This the carrion tribe knew. The spirit bird possessed an unnatural strength. The Crow had come here to share that strength with another. When it did that, the Crow would be weak…and vulnerable.


  And that was when the carrion tribe would strike.


  Feathers rustled against the wind as the Crow began its descent, dark body cleaving the night like a hatchet.


  There was danger below. The Crow knew it the same way it knew that lightning followed thunder.


  The black bird cawed a long, loud warning, breaking the silence.


  Danger be damned.


  The Crow did not have time for fear.


  It landed on the battered Westinghouse freezer.


  Nothing inside the box but death and pain. Tools of the dark bird’s trade.


  And then the sensation came again, a subtle spark of avian senses, a jolt transmitted to the Crow’s brain over a prescient tangle of nerves. Danger. The bird raised its head, trained black eyes upon the dark landscape below. All was quiet. Still, the Crow sensed the blight of evil like the presence of disease, and it waited for that evil with the patience of a predator.


  But patience was not always a virtue. The Crow knew this to be true. Races often went to the swift.


  And the Crow was swift. It raised its beak to the heavens, turned its eyes to the stars.


  And then its beak fell as swiftly as a guillotine blade.


  Once, twice, clacking against the hard white shell of the freezer.


  Something moved within. Something stirred…


  The Crow thought of an egg, ready to hatch.


  


  Inside his tomb, Dan Cody’s eyes flicked open.


  Dead or alive, Dan couldn’t tell. Both forces surged within his body, fighting like a wild riptide in his blood.


  He didn’t know where he was. He smelled the coppery stench of coagulated blood, the dank stink of an airless tomb. And he smelled Leti’s perfume, light and sweet and warm as a desert flower after a spring rain.


  Dan couldn’t see a thing. Not in the darkness.


  And yet…somehow…he saw everything. A rising flood of memory closed over him—the pain and the horror; the love and the hope; the dying pulse of a severed dream.


  Dan reached out with stiff, bloody fingers and gathered Leti’s face to his chest, and his strong shoulders heaved with sobs, and he stared blindly into the blackness and searched for the dimmest glimmer of light.


  But Dan could not find it. No matter how hard he tried. The cool glow of the moon, the brilliant power of the sun…all the light in the universe wouldn’t have made a difference, because Dan Cody saw what waited for him in this new world that existed between life and death.


  This world was black.


  


  The Crow heard the despairing cries of the man within the sepulchre. Its heart was heavy even while it rejoiced, for this was always the way of those newly baptized in the Crow’s dark waters.


  The bird settled on top of the white box and spread its glossy black wings, waiting. Newly regenerated, the wings shone sticky-bright in the moonlight. Dark feathers gleamed with gossamer threads of restorative fluids. The feathers dried under the caress of the night wind.


  The man called Dan Cody wore skin, not feathers. But the Crow knew it would be the same for him, as well.


  Inside the chained box, the choking sobs slowly abated.


  A deep silence penetrated the still of the night.


  This silence, the Crow knew, was the first sign of a dawning awareness. A new perception born of death, nurtured by life. The man, like the bird, would heal…though the Crow knew from long experience that the man would find this healing superficial. Dan Cody’s scars ran much deeper than flesh, for the ravaging effects of past pains were irreversible.


  In time, however, the perceptions of bird and man would join as one.


  In time.


  Still, time was of the essence. Quietly, the bird concentrated its supernatural energies on the dead man’s core triumvirate—his body, his brain, and his soul. The Crow repaired not only the grievous damages sustained by the man’s flesh, but endowed that flesh with the superior skills and abilities necessary to the journey ahead.


  The exertion required for this undertaking was essential.


  It was also exhausting.


  The task burned every resource the Crow possessed.


  And when the black bird was exhausted, the carrion tribe’s attack came.


  Suddenly, savagely, without warning.


  And the Crow was trapped in the heart of a black-winged cyclone.


  


  Within the suffocating prison, Dan Cody heard the Crow’s screams.


  Screams. That was too simple a word. These were sounds of rage and pain and despair, sounds that echoed in Dan’s head like clawfuls of broken glass.


  In truth, his blood ran cold. Because the screams were speaking to him.


  No…not screams, Dan realized suddenly. Not screams at all.


  Caws. Cries for help. That’s what the sounds were. The realization was part of a new consciousness that pulsed within Dan.


  A moment before that consciousness had been very strong. Now it was growing weaker, like a dying breath.


  Like a whisper.


  I helped you… came the caw. I helped you…now you must help me.


  A new pulse throbbed through Dan’s veins. The pulse of vengeance, hard and fierce, driven by the heartbeat of retribution for wrongs past and present.


  That’s right, Dan… I helped you…now you help me…


  Dan was trapped in the darkness, but he was not alone anymore. There was another, as close as his own pulse. Another who had helped him, and who needed his help now.


  The Crow’s cries were fading like the moonless shadow of midnight.


  Dan Cody would not live in darkness a moment longer.


  He would have light.


  


  The Crow screeched, fighting for its freedom as the carrion birds attacked from every quarter, a black hailstorm of pecking beaks and raking talons. So vicious was their assault, so unrelenting, that the possibility of flight—and escape—became a distant dream.


  Greasy black feathers swirled down on the dump, turning it into a sea of dark enchantment. Beneath a solid wall of fury, the Crow fought a losing battle as the killer birds battered its weakened body.


  Still, the Crow fought. It tore, whirled, bit, gouged eyes. It spit chunks of birdflesh from its beak as if they were scalding red coals, and great numbers of the dark army fell beneath its slashing talons. But the carrion killers were too many, their collective weapons too strong. They were backed by the power of Kyra Damon’s wrath, and that wrath was unending.


  The Crow was losing the battle.


  Soon, it would lose its life…and with it, Dan Cody’s.


  The bird cawed one final, frantic plea for salvation.


  But the cry, like the Crow, was lost behind a blurred curtain of beating black wings


  


  The heavy chains that bound the Westinghouse burst as the freezer door exploded off its hinges. Dan Cody moved into the blackness, searching for the light. But there was no silver glow from the stars above to greet him, no constellations glimmering millions of miles away. Only an ebony storm raining from the sky, with slashing wings clapping like thunder.


  Carrion crows.


  Hundreds of them.


  Once again, the Crow’s screams found Dan’s ears.


  Crows all around him, but this voice was different.


  This voice spoke only to Dan Cody.


  I helped you, Dan. Now you help me…


  Dan picked up the length of chain that had secured the freezer door. He stepped into the hurricane of birds. They filled the sky, obliterated the stars. Their wings pulsed with the rhythm of hate. Surely a crippled bird and a reanimated dead man could never stand against them.


  But so intent were the predators on their wounded prey that they didn’t even notice the man with the solid steel chain until it was too late. Dan Cody moved forward, swinging the chain like a death-scythe, carving a path through tangled thickets of wings and talons. Joints crunched. Backs broke. Wings snapped. And a hundred crows crashed into heaped piles of trash. Shrieks of agony filled the night, but the birds—driven by Kyra Damon’s power— did not flee from the battle.


  They turned from the Crow and attacked Dan as one. Cody grunted, moving ever forward, his wounds healing as fast as the bird’s could inflict them, the chain whistling above his head. Its hard steel links battered skulls and snapped bones, but the birds did not turn from their murderous task and neither did the dead man. He moved forward still, crunching lifeless beaks beneath his heavy boots, and above him the chain flashed in the moonlight, slick with the boiling black blood of the carrion birds’ fallen brethren.


  Bodies hailed down around the man until he was ankle-deep in feathered corpses.


  Still he came on like something unleashed from the gates of hell. The birds pecked ferociously, eager for a taste of his flesh, but the man hardly noticed their attack. With his free hand he tore the crows from his body in impatient handfuls, tossing them aside like crumpled black paper.


  The caws grew sparser. The man grew stronger, his heart thudding wildly. He was covered in the blood of his enemies, but he did not care. Fresh sweat stung his eyes, and his muscles burned with exertion, and heat pumped through his body with every breath he drew.


  But he did not care.


  It felt good to be alive again. Very, very good.


  I helped you now you help me!


  The chain whirled on. Dan looked to the sky.


  I helped you now you help me!


  The sky was black…but now stars waited there, shining brightly.


  I helped you now you help me!


  Now there was light, if only from the stars, if only from the bone-colored moon. Dan swung the chain and chopped the final remnants of winged darkness from the sky, and the last carrion crow fell at his feet, and he kicked its corpse aside.


  Then there was no sound in the dump but Dan Cody’s ragged breathing…and the painful rasping of one lone black bird.


  The Crow fluttered weakly on the ground, several feet from where Dan stood.


  Dan’s arms ached from exertion, but he bent down and gently lifted the wounded bird. The Crow’s eyes were closed. Still, the bird’s steely beak found Dan’s lifeline, traced the shallow, callused gully there.


  Dan said nothing. There was nothing that needed to be said. He only smoothed the bird’s feathers with a gentle hand. Soon the Crow’s body grew warm beneath his touch, and he could almost feel a dark pulse beating beneath its feathered flesh.


  It was a strong pulse.


  Dan knew.


  He shared it now.
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    Yucca Valley, Arizona

  


  THE CROW CIRCLED IN THE NIGHT SKY BLACK WINGS GLEAMING LIKE some unnatural constellation that couldn’t be charted by mortal eyes.


  Dan watched it, wondering at the bird’s strength. Somehow, they were connected. Dan couldn’t understand how, but he sensed the Crow’s thoughts urging him onward.


  But Dan wasn’t ready to move. Not yet.


  The bird had brought him back from beyond the veil. He knew that. One tap of its beak upon his chained prison and the fatal gunshot wound to his chest had scarred over, and his heart had begun to beat again. Another tap and the tom ligaments and smashed cartilage in his knee healed. One final tap and his shredded shoulder muscles knit together, filling his flesh like cold, hard cemetery marble.


  Dan was strong now, strong enough to pound a chained freezer door off its hinges. But his strength did not bring him joy, for the Crow had not resurrected Leticia. Her corpse still lay inside the white tomb.


  Her skin was stained crimson, and Dan was reminded of the roses he’d brought for Leti just a few hours ago. Hours. Dan shook his head. It seemed that a hundred thousand years had passed since the moment he’d bought the flowers.


  In that moment, the world had been new and full of promise, and death had been nothing…nothing at all. But now death was everything, and Dan was left with nothing. The burst of exhilaration that had coursed through his veins as he’d killed the carrion crows was gone, and he didn’t know if he could ever get it back without Leticia at his side.


  “Why?” he asked, his voice bitter.


  The Crow spread its wings, dropped from the sky, lighted on Dan’s shoulder. You are asking why I resurrected you, and not Leticia.


  “Yes.”


  I can bring only one soul back from the grave. I had only two choices.


  “Why choose me?”


  “Would you have Leticia stand here in your place?


  “”Yes, goddamn it!”


  “Really, Dan Cody? Would you really want Leticia to feel what you’re feeling now?


  Dan fell silent, his heart pumping pain, regret, sorrow.


  “No,” he whispered.


  “Now she sleeps. And her sleep is sweet, and she sleeps in a place where pain can never wake her.


  The bird spread its wings and left Dan’s shoulder. A few flaps and it landed on the ground. It cawed again, calling Dan, and he walked to the place where the bird waited.


  The Crow’s black beak worried the garbage. It pecked through a sack of trash from a suburban home—Halloween candy wrappers, a child’s drawings of vampires and werewolves, an empty tube of fake blood, a set of plastic vampire fangs…


  The Crow discarded these things with busy twists of its beak. Deeper in the bag, under a torn piece of cardboard stamped with suitably gothic script, were two small plastic containers of foundation makeup, only partially used.


  One stark white. One jet-black.


  The Crow tapped each container in turn, then nudged them toward Dan’s feet.


  Dan looked down, between his scuffed Wolverine work boots. The boots were now dappled with bloodstains, fine droplets gone nearly black on sand-colored suede.


  As if waiting, the Crow cocked its head and stared at Dan with black eyes like bullets. Dan couldn’t look away from the eyes set in the bird’s tiny skull, for what he saw there was more than darkness.


  He saw another man, face painted, a stranger whose expression was equal parts harlequin, demon, and angel.


  Without thinking, Dan bent low and picked up one of the containers. The Crow’s voice filled his head. I can help you, the bird said. “But you must help me. We must work together. Do you understand?”


  Dan didn’t speak. The wind picked up. Brittle shards of garbage churned in the night. Dan saw the man with the painted face standing before him like a ghost delivered by the night, and he saw other men…and other women. Each of them had faced the moment Dan faced now, and each of them had chosen to walk beneath the shadow of the Crow’s wing.


  Dan saw their faces, felt their stories pour over him like healing waters. He knew they were fellow travelers, for the bitter memory of loneliness pulsed in their veins…but they were no longer alone. They had joined with the Crow, and the bird had delivered them from the jaws of death, giving each of them a second chance.


  A chance to set the wrong things right. A chance to escape their loneliness and reclaim their love. A chance to live again, in the righteous fire of vengeance. And to die again…in peace everlasting.


  A chance to sleep in a place where pain could never wake them.


  I can guide you, the Crow promised. Please believe me, Dan.


  Dan stared at the make-up container nestled in his palm. Vampire—that’s what the manufacturer had named the dead-white color


  Dan swallowed hard. Halloween was in the past, and he wasn’t a monster


  He was a man.


  Dan dropped the makeup container on the ground.


  What are you doing, Dan?


  “What I’ve always done.”


  He turned his back on the bird, and he walked away…alone this time.


  He walked to the one place in the world he had to be—Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin’s unhallowed tomb. Dan’s love lay bent on the freezer’s floor, legs twisted beneath her at a tortured angle, long dark hair framing empty eye sockets that seemed to bleed tears.


  “Oh, God,” Dan whispered. “Oh, God—Oh, God…”


  Nothing could have prepared him for the horror of this sight; the brutal ugliness, the abominable violation. This was the work of monsters. Vengeance forgotten, Dan fell to his knees, sobbing.


  “Why didn’t you let me die?” he cried. “Oh, God, why didn’t you let me die?”


  I can guide you, the Crow promised, dark wings whispering over Dan’s shoulders as it landed on the sepulchre. I can help you find the peace you seek.


  The words hit Dan like a hard slap. He turned on the bird, his anger flaring as he pointed at the freezer “Can you really help me find peace after this?”


  The bird cocked its head and looked at him. Its beak seemed a welded point, like a nail, and the voice that had filled Dan’s head was suddenly nowhere to be found.


  “The truth, Crow,” Dan demanded. “I want the truth from you. Can you help me find peace after this?”


  Still no answer.


  “Talk to me, dammit!”


  The bird cawed—raw, primal, an angry cry needing no translation.


  Dan turned away. “I guess I have my answer.”


  If that is the answer you want, the bird said. I don’t pretend to know everything, Dan. I can’t predict the future… I can’t chart the course of your immortal soul. But I do know this: Leticia’s murderers are strong, and they’re alive, and they’re out there. Kyra Damon and Johnny Church are out there, when they should be in here. In this box.


  Dan stared into the bird’s eyes for a long, hard moment.


  Then he walked up to the freezer.


  He lifted Leti’s cold body.


  Her hair fell back, and moonlight lit her face.


  Dan Cody started down the trash mountain, the dead woman cradled in his arms.


  “Come on, if you’re coming,” he said over his shoulder


  The bird hesitated only slightly before giving a loud, answering caw.


  Dan didn’t say another word. He just kept walking.


  The Crow followed.


  Like a shadow.
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  NEAR THE ENTRANCE OF THE DUMP STOOD A TRAILER OF CORRUGATED steel. The door was locked. Dan Cody fixed that with one stout kick.


  The office inside was plain and utilitarian: wood-paneled walls, a desk, a telephone, ashtrays. There was a door behind the desk. It opened onto a lounge area/shower room partitioned by a row of old metal lockers that looked like they’d done duty in a high school gym. There wasn’t much more to the lounge area than a coffee table, a battered portable TV, a sofa, and a couple of vending machines along the wall.


  Gently, Dan lay Leticia’s body on the sofa. Then he turned on the hot water in the shower until it blasted steam, peeled off his filthy, bloodstained jeans and khaki T-shirt, and grimly scoured himself long and hard, until the water—at first tinted pink with his own blood—ran clear


  When Dan was done he tore the padlocks off each of the lockers and scrounged through the contents, coming up with a change of clothes and twenty-three dollars, a scratched pair of sunglasses with very dark lenses (and that was good, for even the moonlight seemed too bright for him now), and a denim jacket.


  Dan didn’t know how far he was from Scorpion Flats. He couldn’t chance picking up the Jeep, anyway…or his guns. The law was probably all over the Spirit Song Trading Post by now. The local sheriff was a real hardass who didn’t much like Leticia Hardin’s desert-rat boyfriend. For all Dan knew, the sheriff could be looking for him after discovering his Jeep at the scene of the crime. The Wyatt Earp wannabe was probably ready to shoot first and ask questions later.


  Dan knew he had to start moving if he was going to catch the couple in the ’49 Merc. But there was something he had to do before he could begin his pursuit.


  A woven Navajo blanket covered the back of the sofa. He wrapped Leti in it, lifted her once more, and carried her outside. A bulldozer was parked near the trailer, and a backhoe. Behind them was a battered Chevy Apache pickup truck. By the looks of it, Dan wasn’t even sure the truck would run.


  But the Crow was sure. It perched on the hood, waiting for Dan.


  Cody opened the passenger door and eased Leti inside. Then he gave the Apache a closer look.


  Color? Primer, coated with a fine layer of dirt and rust, leaving the truck the color of a scab. Tires? About the best that could be said was that there were four of them, each one nearly bald. Bumper stickers? Requisite GOD BLESS AMERICA and NATIONAL RIFLE ASSOCIATION placards pasted on the tailgate. Tape deck, cell phone, A/C? Forget it. Those things weren’t important to an ambulating dead man, anyway.


  Keys? In the ignition, which was definitely a plus.


  Dan glanced in the truck bed. A bunch of rusty tools were piled there. Dan tossed most of them out, saving only a shovel and a pick.


  Satisfied with his inspection and not seeing any other options even if he had not been satisfied—Dan got behind the wheel, cranked the ignition, and listened as the rattling engine warmed and the gas gauge needle climbed to a just over half of a tank.


  Leti’s corpse leaned against him, her head on his cold, hard shoulder


  It was almost as if she’d fallen asleep.


  Dan closed his eyes. He wanted nothing more than to join Leti in a deep, anaesthetizing sleep. “Now she sleeps,” he whispered, “and her sleep is sweet, and she sleeps in a place where pain can never wake her”


  Dan opened his eyes. For a long moment, the Crow stared at him through the dirty windshield. Then it rose into the night, dark wings silhouetted against the bone-colored moon.


  Cody slipped on the scratched sunglasses, saw jagged slashes over the Sea of Tranquillity.


  He jammed in the clutch and put the truck in gear.


  He pulled onto the packed dirt trail that exited the dump.


  He followed the Crow.


  


  It felt better to be moving, to feel the cold night air on his face as he raced down the highway. The Crow led Dan south, then east. Soon he passed a sign—YUCCA VALLEY, POP. 14,300—and he knew instantly where he was.


  Northwest of Scorpion Flats, which meant he was not all that far from the middle of nowhere.


  He hit the gas hard and raced ahead of the bird, the Apache’s engine complaining. The Crow fell in behind, content to let the man take the lead…for the first part of this journey was the man’s business, not the Crow’s.


  The Crow’s business was with a pair of killers named Kyra Damon and Johnny Church. For his part, Dan Cody did not know where the killers had gone. That didn’t matter to him.


  Not now.


  Not yet.


  Cody had to finish his journey with Leti before he could begin his journey with the Crow.


  He owed her at least that much.


  


  The Crow trailed the Chevy truck southeast on Arizona Highway 80, past El Vado and Mescalero and through the Mule Mountains, east of Bisbee, east of Double Adobe, to a secluded canyon of sandstone and mesquite.


  Cuervo Canyon. Crow Canyon, in Spanish. Leti had practically grown up in the place. Her mother had claimed the territory in the name of the entire Crow Nation. Named it, too. That was the story Leti told Dan, anyway, and he was willing to bet that it was true.


  Now the canyon’s name seemed nothing more than a bitter joke. The time when he and Leticia had laughed about it was lost in the past.


  He killed the engine near a twisted sandstone tower The black bird perched on rocks that had endured the ravages of time, a silent sentinel, and to Dan the bird seemed just as eternal as the stone tower He wondered what ravages the Crow had suffered, and what strengths it called on to endure. He wondered what powers governed it, what forces granted its ability to bestow the gift of resurrection.


  He wondered what the price of that gift would be.


  He got out of the truck, cradled Leticia’s body in his arms.


  Later, he’d come back for the pick and shovel.


  For now he’d walk.


  Walk to the place where he first met Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin in the amber glow of a summer afternoon.


  


  At the time, Cody was working under contract to an arachnologist with the University of Arizona, a woman who was heading an ongoing research project concerning the medicinal applications of scorpion venom.


  Different from a lot of the jobs Dan had had. Better, because it meant he could work outdoors, alone and undisturbed.


  And that was how Dan Cody liked it best: alone and undisturbed. He’d been alone pretty much all his life, from the time his parents had died—first his dad, from chronic alcoholism, and then his mom, from more of the same. Foster care and group homes being what they were in the state of Arizona, Dan had found himself jerked from one foster home to another, depending on who wanted the DBS check that month.


  Dan passed several years that way. The older he got, the harder it got. A lot of homes didn’t want teenagers, and on the day he turned sixteen Dan decided he’d be better off on his own. He walked out of a Tucson rathole, and he never looked back. For all he knew, the bastards who owned that house might still be collecting a check for his keep.


  He did whatever it took to get by. He clocked time as a ranch hand in several New Mexican outfits, worked for the U. S. Park Service, even busted heads at country and western bars as a bartender/bouncer/whatever-comes-through-the-damn-door-I’ll-deal-with-it troubleshooter


  But none of those jobs ever lasted more than a few months. And that was okay, because Dan Cody didn’t like to linger too long in any one place. Mostly what he liked to do was travel, and he drove the back roads of the American southwest in a battered Jeep he’d bought third hand.


  Eventually he found himself settling in southern Arizona, bartending at a rough and tumble roadhouse outside the Tucson city limits. That was where he met Dr. Emily Carlisle, just off a five-day dry spell in the desert. She’d been photographing scorpions for a book on the clinical toxicology of the Centruroides sculpturatus, and her arthritis—Devil’s Claw herbal remedies notwithstanding—was killing her


  But Jack Daniel’s seemed to take the edge off the good doctor’s pain, and because it was a slow afternoon in the bar, Emily and Dan Cody got to talking. First about the sunset, which could barely be seen through the dirty window with the buzzing neon sign that read: JOHNNY RINGO’S.


  Then they got to talking about the things that lay under that glowing sunset. The mountains. The deserts. The arroyos. The vast emptiness that was Arizona…and how much wonder that emptiness held.


  Dr. Carlisle was a heavily tanned, blue-jeaned widow in her late sixties. Cody figured she might have been Barbara Stanwyck’s stunt double from The Big Valley. Besides being a tenured professor at the University of Arizona, Carlisle conducted research at Desert Station in the Tucson Mountain Park. A tough-minded realist, she shared an intense love of the Sonoran Desert with Dan Cody. And while Dan’s education had, until now, been strictly out of the school-of-hard-knocks tradition, he soon discovered he was interested in Dr. Carlisle and what she had to teach him. There was something about Emily that he identified with. And Dan didn’t identify with many people.


  Turned out Carlisle had been just about everywhere, done just about everything. She’d been involved with Sonoran Arthropod Studies, Inc., the Southwestern Research Station of the American Museum of Natural History, the National Academy of Science. She’d even had a hand in Biosphere2’s ill-fated desert ecology program. Most of these positions included a heavy load of teaching, but Carlisle didn’t have a lot of patience for grad students trying to brown-nose their way into cushy summer work programs. So she’d accepted a position in the U of A’s entomology department, specifically the university’s Desert Station, where she could focus her considerable talents on theoretical and practical research. She’d stuck with the job for three years, and that was a long time for a restless spirit like Emily Carlisle.


  But while Dr Carlisle was more than talkative about her professional life, she was considerably closemouthed about her personal life…a quality with which Dan Cody had more than a passing acquaintance.


  Dan respected Emily’s privacy. He let her say what she wanted to say, and nothing more. She respected his reticence and reciprocated in kind. And on that sleepy afternoon in a quiet bar, a friendship was built over shots of bourbon that could have taken the sting out of any scorpion’s tail.


  After that, Dan found himself inventing excuses to visit Saguaro National Park, where Dr Carlisle spent most of her weekends. More often than not he’d find the tough old silver-haired scientist in her dusty jeans and mountain boots, hiking trails with her backpack and water bottles and notebooks, blending into the desert horizon as if she were a part of it.


  As it turned out. Dr Carlisle’s progressively worsening arthritis—not to mention a backbreaking stack of unsorted research material—was catching up with her When she told Cody she needed someone to help out not only around the lab but particularly with the time-consuming task of collecting specimens, Dan didn’t have to say a thing.


  A woman of few words, Emily Carlisle took one hard look at him and said bluntly; “You’ll do, if you want the job.”


  And just like that, Dan Cody found himself transformed from dead-end drifter to scientific research assistant. Usually, he’d set out in his Jeep to hunt scorpions in the early evening, mainly visiting the research and educational field sites and desert stations reserved for the University of Arizona faculty and students.


  Sometimes Dr. Carlisle would send him to other areas in search of more exotic fauna. Dan preferred these assignments, for they usually took him places he’d never seen. Places where bloody cliffs met turquoise sky and the air smelled of sunwarmed sandstone and desert scrub, where the trails were more often traveled by lizards than men and the silence stretched past forever, like a lost echo.


  And then one morning Dr Carlisle said, “I want you to drive out to Cuervo Canyon, Dan.”


  “Never heard of it.” Dan studied the detailed map Emily handed him. “Looks like it’s pretty far south of Tucson. Anything you’re looking for in particular?”


  “You’ve got a good eye, Cody. Just bring back anything interesting.”


  “Anything?”


  “Anything interesting,” Emily repeated. “Now, you’d better get started. You’ve got a long drive ahead, and I’ve got a meeting with my department chair”


  “When?”


  “Fifteen minutes ago.”


  Emily shooed Dan out of her cluttered office without another word. He reached the secluded canyon by late afternoon, parked his Jeep at the entrance, and hiked a good long way through scrub and creosote bush with his backpack and equipment. At one point he unexpectedly came face to face with a desert mule deer as he rounded a stark canyon wall. The animal, no more than ten feet away, stared at him boldly, velvet eyes unblinking, while Dan stood stock still and held his breath.


  Damn thing’s probably never seen a human before, Dan decided.


  Then the creature bounded away through the rocks, swallowed up by the turns in the canyon, and the moment was gone. For his part, Dan figured he’d found as good a place as any to wait for nightfall.


  He dropped his backpack. Soon twilight would arrive, clawing the sky with ragged streaks of indigo and yellow. Dan sat down, drank from his canteen, and thought about the deer. And he thought about the sky. And that was all he needed to think about while he waited for nightfall, when the scorpions would emerge to claim their territory.


  He got out his gear: the ultraviolet light and the collection equipment he used to hunt creatures whose evolutionary fate had been set hundreds of millions of years ago by the stinging tips of their tails.


  Fate. That was a word that stuck in Dan’s thoughts like a barbed cactus spear He got to thinking that maybe his own fate had been set years before like pictographs etched on a cave wall, that maybe the trail he’d walked was the only trail he would ever walk, and the way he’d walked it was the only way he could ever walk it, in the same way that scorpions could only come out at night when the rest of the world was asleep. It was how they were built. How he was built.


  Fate, and that was that.


  And then Dan saw the woman, in the last amber light of the afternoon. At first he thought he’d imagined her. She was picking her way through the far edge of the canyon with a pack slung over her back, wearing faded jeans and a white shirt and heavy hiking boots like the ones Dan wore. The sunlight washed her glowing skin, and her long dark hair blew back from her face in the hot afternoon breeze.


  She came toward Dan, unaware of his presence there in the lonely canyon. He found himself standing still, so still, holding his breath the same way he’d held it when he saw the mule deer


  Not wanting to frighten her away.


  She was the most beautiful woman Dan had ever seen, and she kept on coming.


  She’d see him any second. She had to. She’d see him and the—


  “Oh, shit!” she said, nearly jumping out of her skin.


  Dan had to laugh. “I didn’t mean to scare you. Actually, I was trying really hard not to.”


  They made small talk. The woman looked Dan over without being overly obvious about it, and Dan tried to do the same. She was of Native American descent. But there was a little something else in the mix, because she had blue eyes. And she looked about Dan’s age—in her twenties, anyway. She smiled at him, and the smile was a little uneven, and the skin around her eyes and mouth was finely lined, as if she’d spent a lot of time outdoors.


  And there were those eyes. A deep, deep blue, like a cool drink of water to a thirsty man.


  Pretty soon, she saw the black light.


  Pretty soon, she said, “Scorpion wrangler, huh?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Tough way to make a living.”


  “There are tougher ways.”


  “Yeah, I know…” She hung on to her smile, shifted the canvas bag attached to her backpack. “But when it comes to scorpions, the competition can be fierce.”


  Dan eyed the bag. “That so?”


  “Don’t know how you see it. But if you ask me, these canyons are kind of like fishing holes. And I fished this sucker dry last night.” She had him and she knew it. But she didn’t just walk away, and that was just as well, because Dan Cody suddenly found himself wanting to hold on to her.


  She tilted her head to one side. Long dark hair fell from her face in glossy ribbons. “You don’t look like one of those university boys,” she said.


  “I don’t?”


  “No, you don’t.”


  Dan smiled, but she’d hit a nerve he didn’t know he had. “I don’t look smart enough…is that it?”


  “You said it, not me,” the woman replied lightly. “So what are you up to, gringo?”


  Dan’s expression turned somber. “Actually, I work for a pharmaceutical company,” he lied. “We’re doing some preliminary clinical trials with scorpion venom. We’re hoping to find a cure.”


  “A cure for what?”


  “Smart-asses.” Dan paused for effect. “They say even serious cases like yours seem to respond to treatment.”


  The woman stared at him for a long, deadpan moment.


  Then she burst out laughing.


  Dan did, too.


  “All right, all right,” she said. “You got me, gringo. I’m sorry. I just meant to say that you don’t look like the typical dork entomology student with the brand-new pair of hiking boots and the brand-new specimen cup and the brand-new bottle of SPF 45 sunblock. Trust me. I’ve seen enough of them to know the look. And you look…”


  She stopped, considering Dan.


  “You look like you belong here,” she said finally.


  Dan realized he’d been holding his breath again. “So do you,” he said, not drawing another until he got the words out.


  A moment passed between them. Dan couldn’t take it—he looked away.


  “So,” she said. “Gringo. What are you doing out here?”


  “I have a contract with one of the professors at the University of Arizona. Emily Carlisle. I round up scorpions, bring ’em in, and she uses the little suckers in her research.”


  The woman raised one coal-black eyebrow. “Don’t tell me— Dr Carlisle’s the one working on a cure for smart-asses.”


  “Actually, Emily’s kind of a smart-ass herself”


  “Uh-huh…and she’s the one who sent you out here tonight?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Off your usual beaten path, is it?”


  “Yeah… How’d you know?”


  “Well, all I’m saying is that Cuervo Canyon’s a long drive from the U.”


  “Yeah. In fact, that’s just what Emily said.”


  “Then in this case your friend the doctor knows what she’s talking about.” The woman stretched and reshouldered her pack. “It was nice talking to you, but I really have to get going. Happy hunting.”


  She turned and started walking. Dan watched her go. He could see strongly defined shoulder muscles through that white cotton shirt, the hem of it flapping in the hot wind, and he liked the way the woman’s hair fell over her back in a long black curtain like a bird’s wing. She was smart, and funny, and just a little mysterious—


  And she was leaving.


  Dan shouted after her, and she turned.


  “What about you?” he asked. “What’s your story?”


  “My story?”


  “I mean the scorpions. You make house pets of the things?”


  “No.” She patted the canvas bag. “Paperweights.”


  Instantly, Dan thought she must be kidding. She was way too smart to be bug wrangler for some tourist trap. A woman like this, she could have worked for a pharmaceutical company or a university, minus the pocket protector


  Dan had to know the real answer, but the woman turned again. Just like the mule deer he’d seen earlier.


  She was leaving. Definitely—


  “Adios, gringo,” she called over her shoulder.


  Dan left his stuff and hurried after the woman, who had started down a different trail than the one Dan had used to enter the canyon.


  That meant that there was another entrance somewhere.


  The woman was heading for her vehicle. Maybe it wasn’t too far off.


  She was heading out of Dan’s life. Maybe forever.


  “Wait a second,” he called. “Where are you from? What’s your name?”


  The woman didn’t even turn. “If you really want answers, you’ll find a way to get them. After all, we’re in the same business. It’s a small pond… Didn’t I tell you sometimes the holes run dry?”


  Dan squinted through the fading sunlight.


  He knew that the woman was right.


  The same way he knew that he didn’t want her to go.


  And then she was gone, in a flash of sunlight that burst over the top of the canyon like liquid gold.


  And there was nothing to prove that she’d been there at all.


  


  Paperweights, the woman had said.


  As clues went, even a straight-ahead guy like Dan Cody could run with that one. For the next two months, he stopped at every tourist trap in southern Arizona. Southern New Mexico, too, because Cuervo Canyon was near the state border. He hit every trading post, barradorio, gas station and mini-market he could think of, trying to get a line on the scorpion wrangler with the blue, blue eyes.


  But he came up dry every time. No one seemed to know who the woman was.


  So, like any good detective, Dan returned to the scene of the crime. He spent his spare time in the dry, still heat of Cuervo Canyon, hoping to find the cool oasis of the mystery woman’s eyes.


  But the desert held on to its secrets. The woman didn’t return. So Dan branched out, hit the neighboring canyons, arroyos, washes, wastelands, mountains, and valleys, still searching…


  And he came up dry every time.


  After two months of searching, Dan Cody figured enough was enough. If he kept this up, he’d be certifiable by summertime.


  But for Dan, metaphorically speaking, summer was already here. It was long and it was hot, and the scorching heat baked straight through his soul until his heart was as dry as an empty clay cup.


  Dry as the desert wind that blew endlessly through Cuervo Canyon.


  Though he didn’t want to admit it, Dan had never been so thirsty in his life.


  


  It was Emily Carlisle who finally led the horse to water, on a blistering afternoon when Dan dropped off a bag of scorpions at the primitive field office four miles southeast of Desert Station in Tucson Mountain Park.


  Emily handed Dan his paycheck, and they did a little catching up. They talked about how busy they’d both been the past few months, though Dan didn’t mention anything about the scorpion wrangler he’d met at Cuervo Canyon. When they finished with the chitchat they talked shop, discussing the stretch of desert where Dan had picked up the latest batch of scorpions.


  Soon Dan said his adios and headed for the door.


  Emily said, “Mind if I ask you a personal question, Dan?”


  Dan turned. “Shoot.”


  “Why don’t I ever see you with anyone?”


  “What are you talking about?” He grinned. “I’m always surrounded by company. In fact, there are about a hundred of my closest friends squirming around in that bag on your desk. And they’re pretty anxious to get acquainted with you.”


  Emily laughed. “Hell, Dan, you know that isn’t what I meant.”


  “Yeah…I guess I do.”


  “So?”


  “So, what?”


  “Dan, I don’t pry into your life, do I?”


  Dan hesitated. He knew what was coming, and he didn’t like it. Maybe it was time to cut out of here, anyhow. He’d saved up some money. He could quit this job, find another—


  “Dan?”.


  He sighed. “No, you don’t pry. Dr. Carlisle. And I appreciate that. In fact, I return the favor, because I could ask you the same question if I wanted to. How come I don’t ever see you with anyone?”


  “Fair enough.” Emily inhaled deeply, gathering herself “I promise that someday I’ll tell you my story. But right now we’re not talking about me. We’re talking about you—”


  “No, you’re talking about me.” Dan sighed again, wishing Emily would drop the whole thing, or change the subject.


  Maybe he’d try the latter himself. “Being alone’s not so bad,” he said.


  “Name me one good thing about it.”


  “Keeps me from drinking too much.”


  “How’s that?”


  “I’ll tell you. Doc. You hang around people and you end up talking. Your throat gets dry, and then you need something to drink.”


  “Uh-huh…”


  “It’s simple—you don’t talk, you don’t get so thirsty.”


  “You’re not thirsty, Dan?”


  Dan held on to his grin, but it was weak around the edges—a sandstone cliff crumbling under its own weight. “I told you,” he said. “Being alone’s not so bad.”


  “That’s the biggest load of bullshit I have ever heard in my life.”


  “Maybe so, but it’s my bullshit.”


  “When’s the last time you were out with a girl, Dan?”


  “I don’t see that’s any of your business.”


  “I’m just asking.”


  “You can ask what you want, but that doesn’t mean you’re gonna get an answer”


  “When’s the last time you got fucked, Dan?”


  Dan actually blushed. “Jesus, Emily—”


  “Did I shock you, Dan?” She chuckled. “I bet you didn’t think a dull old academic desert rat like me could ever stumble upon a word like that.”


  “That’s not it,” Dan said. But that was exactly. He’d had conversations like this plenty of times. They usually ended with him walking out a door and never coming back through it. But there was something about Emily Carlisle that kept him from doing that. He understood exactly what she was trying to say, in her own inimitable roundabout manner. She might not have said so in so many words, but Emily Carlisle cared about Dan Cody.


  And he cared about her. So he gave the woman an answer, and she listened attentively. He told her about the woman he’d met in Cuervo Canyon two months before. He told her how hard he’d tried to find that woman. He told Emily about all the tourist traps, trading posts, barradorios, gas stations, and mini-markets that he’d checked off his list. He told her about all the canyons, arroyos, washes, wastelands, and valleys he’d crossed.


  He told her how much he needed to see that elusive woman’s blue, blue eyes.


  When he finished, Emily said, “She wants to see you, too.”


  Dan was silent a full minute. Then: “How do you know that?”


  Emily smiled. “She told me.”


  “She—”


  “Told me. The woman you’re looking for, Dan, is named Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin. She’s a former grad student of mine.” Dan could hardly think straight. Suddenly everything fell into place: Emily’s mysterious little comment on the day she’d first sent him to Cuervo Canyon: “You’ve got a good eye, Cody. Just bring back anything interesting.” The surprised gleam in Leticia Hardin’s eyes when Dan first mentioned Dr Carlisle.


  But why hadn’t the woman said anything to him about knowing Emily?


  She probably didn’t like the idea of being “fixed up” any more than you do, idiot, Dan thought. And that’s probably why she took off like she did. I’ll bet she headed straight for a phone, called Emily and read her the riot act—


  “Emily Carlisle, you scheming arachnologist,” Dan said.


  “I didn’t almost win the Nobel Prize for nothing,” Emily reminded him.


  “So this Leticia, she’s a grad student…but she told me she collected scorpions for paperweights. She slumming or something?”


  “She’s a former grad student. And she does collect scorpions for paperweights. She’s been doing it since she was eight years old. Her dad casts them and sells them at the Spirit Song Trading Post. Highway 80. Outside of Scorpion Flats.”


  Scorpion Flats. Dan struck his fist to his palm. “Goddamn it!”


  “I guess you didn’t look everywhere.” Emily smiled, taking Dan’s tanned hand in her own warm brown one. For the first time, he noticed the set of thick white gold and turquoise rings on the third finger of her left hand. “I’ll tell you this, Dan Cody,” she said. “A woman can’t wait forever. Take it from me: I know that girl. She won’t.”


  A man can’t wait forever, either, Dan thought.


  But he said: “Scorpion Flats?”


  Emily Carlisle smiled, patting the back of his hand before she released it. “Right. Scorpion Flats. Now get out of here. I have work to do.”


  Dan got.


  


  First date: Dan Cody brought Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin a bag of scorpions, and she laughed and said she’d get more use out of them than a fistful of roses. They went for a drive, and they hiked down into the twisting sandstone heart of Cuervo Canyon. There they built a fire and cooked dinner over it: rare mesquite-grilled steaks and roasted corn and sweet peppers. To this they added prickly pear salsa and something Leticia called Bacheeitche bean cakes, which she said were handed down from a traditional family recipe.


  Dan just said the cakes were damn tasty. They washed down the meal with a six-pack of Mexican beer


  Leti explained that she was half Crow Indian on her mother’s side. The blue eyes she’d inherited from her dad. “He’s just a plain old paleface from Tucson,” she said with a loving smile. “But man, can he cook some mean Bacheeitche bean cakes!”


  Dan opened another bottle of beer for each of them, and they talked and laughed like they were long-lost friends who’d met up on a lonely trail ride. For his part, Dan had never wanted to tell anyone as much as he told Leticia. Everything he told her, it was like emptying some place inside where things had lingered much too long. Everything she told him, it was like filling that place back up with something fresh and new.


  Leticia talked about her mother, a nationally renowned Native American painter, Julia Dreams the Truth. She talked about her father, who’d seen an exhibition of Julia’s paintings at the Desert Rose Gallery in Tucson and decided right there on the spot that he had to know the woman behind the “Spirit Dance” watercolors. She talked of her parents’ great love, explained how they’d opened the trading post together, told Dan how wonderful it had been growing up in a place like that.


  And then she spoke of her mother’s death, and her father’s despondency in the years that followed. Dan learned that Leticia had dropped out of grad school to take the reins of the Spirit Song when her Dad’s old bronc-bustin’ rodeo injuries forced him into semiretirement.


  “Listen to me go on,” she said finally. “I must be boring you to death.”


  “No,” Dan said. “It’s great listening to you. I really love it.”


  And then he fell silent. She’d told him so much about herself, and her family. He’d told her things, too. Things he’d done, places he’d been, disappointments he’d endured. But when it came to family…and to love…he didn’t know what to say.


  When it came to family…and to love…Dan worried that he had nothing to say at all.


  “You know,” Leticia said softly, warm firelight painting her face, “my mother’s people made their shields from rawhide. But the Crow warrior’s shields were stronger than the animal skins from which they were fashioned. The strength came from spiritual power, the same power that created the earth.”


  Dan laughed uneasily. “Yeah…well, maybe sometime you could paint up one of those shields for me. I seem to go through a lot of them.”


  “Maybe I could do that, Dan. Or maybe I could teach you how to do it yourself Sometimes young warriors painted symbols on their shields, things they’d seen in visions…Have you ever seen anything in a vision?”


  “Only you,” Dan said, and on impulse he took her in his arms, and he kissed her, and her kiss was as sweet as mountain spring water to his thirsting Ups.


  When the night grew cold they wrapped themselves up in an old Navajo blanket and stared at the full white moon. They held hands like two shivering little kids, and Dan felt Leticia’s warm body next to his, her head leaning against his shoulder, and he couldn’t remember a time when he’d had anything like this, anything close to this.


  If this were fate, he’d take it…


  


  Dan held Leticia now.


  Held her close, wrapped in a Navajo blanket, even as his arms ached from shoveling hard, dry dirt, ached from carrying her cold, stiff body…


  But he couldn’t let go of Leticia. Not now.


  Not yet.


  He sat at the heart of Cuervo Canyon, in the place he’d first met Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin. He sat by her open grave, where night-shrouded spires speared the silver eye of the moon, where that very same moon wept silver teardrops that splashed down the rocks to the dry canyon floor.


  And then it was time. The black bird circled high overhead, calling to him, and Dan knew that he had to leave Leticia. Gently, he placed the bundled blanket inside the grave. And then he took up the shovel and buried the only woman he had ever loved.


  When he finished, he dropped the shovel, and it rang against the stones.


  Dan remembered another sound, one heard in the parking lot of the Spirit Song Trading Post. The subtle chime of a wedding ring landing on blacktop, a wedding ring that would never touch its intended’s skin.


  Dan looked down at Leticia’s grave.


  A single scorpion skittered across the freshly churned earth.


  It did not linger


  Neither did Dan Cody.


  Neither did the Crow.
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    US Federal Highway 93


    Eleven miles northeast of Hondonada, Arizona

  


  JOHNNY CHURCH TENSED BEHIND THE WHEEL OF THE LAMB’S blood-colored ’49 Merc.


  Man, his sacro-fuckin’-iliac was killing him.


  An’ the back bone’s connected to the butt-bone Johnny hummed, drumming his left fist lightly on the steering wheel. Yeah, well, the pain was no big surprise. Humping a couple of bodies up a trash mountain could do that to a man. Not only that, he was sweating buckets. Perspiration basted Johnny’s back to the cheetah-print seat covers.


  He turned up The Blasphemers on the Merc’s stereo. Erik Hearse’s voice screamed through the speakers. The song: “Killer’s Prayer” Johnny was ready to kill, too. The way he felt now, he might as well have been slathered in boiling barbecue sauce.


  Sticky. Hot. Chopped on like a hunk of meat.


  Yeah. That was how Johnny felt. It was like he had a couple of racks of Texas ribs under his skin, slabs of not-so-succulent cowflesh that some crazy chef had split with a finely honed cleaver and then tossed on a grill, cooking them over hellish coals until the bones blackened and the meat was dry as jerky.


  Johnny didn’t know how much more he could take. Kyra was into covering some serious ground tonight. She wanted to put some significant mileage between her sweet little ass and the dump. They’d made about 175 miles since Yucca Valley, and Johnny had driven every one of them.


  First scorching blacktop on Interstate 10. Next a black shadow beneath the city lights of Tucson and Phoenix, finally disappearing into the desert. Then they hit the 93 juncture which, though paved, was in bad need of repair. A few miles of that and Johnny’s teeth were knocking against the top of his skull. Sounded like an old blues dude playing the spoons up in there.


  Jesus Christ, thought Johnny, but he didn’t have much choice in the matter Kyra didn’t like to drive, and Raymondo couldn’t drive. In fact, the shrunken head was the worst backseat driver Johnny had ever had the misfortune of meeting. Sometimes Raymondo swore that he could steer better with his tongue than Johnny could with his hands.


  Well, even if the shriveled little turd could do that, he’d never get the chance. Not as long as Johnny was sucking wind. No one—but no one—piloted the Merc but the man who presently sat behind the wheel. The custom lead sled was Johnny’s baby, and he’d clocked much miles on the odometer since stealing it from an anal-retentive stockbroker in Dallas.


  Along with a power tie, Johnny remembered that the man had worn both suspenders and a belt. How could you trust a man who couldn’t even trust his own pants? Johnny sure couldn’t give that kind of cat a break. He’d left the stockbroker spitting his bonded teeth in a parking lot outside a sports bar with a threat of more cosmetic dentistry bills to come should classic-car boy be stupid enough to contact the police. That was risk-taking Johnny Church-style, but the risk had paid off So far as Johnny knew, the baby-booming prick was still making the payments on Johnny’s ride.


  Since then, Johnny had run up a good fifty grand, mileagewise. Usually he didn’t mind the long drives, but tonight it was as if every one of those 50K were gaining on him. Tonight, even Johnny Church had his limits. After all, he was only human.


  Just barely.


  And just barely, in this case, was more than enough. Johnny was whupped, and he knew it. Especially after the mayhem in Scorpion Flats. Especially after hauling two dead bodies up a mountain of garbage at the dump. Especially after thinking about charred ribs and sticky-sweet barbecue sauce while he burned blacktop like black tar heroin.


  Thinking about his aching ribs, there was only one thing Johnny Church wanted now.


  “I’m hungry,” he said. “We gotta get something to eat.”


  “There’s a place up ahead,” Raymondo said.


  “I want some ribs.”


  “They’ve got ribs.”


  “You better not be messing with me, Raymondo. I’m hungry, and I don’t mess around when I’m hungry.”


  “I wouldn’t mess with you, Johnnyboy.” Raymondo laughed, twisting on his hank of hair “Certainly, I know better than that.”


  


  Ten miles down the highway, on a back road outside Hondonada, Johnny came to a cemetery.


  “What the fuck are we doing here?”


  “You said you wanted ribs, Johnny,” Raymondo purred. “They’ve got plenty of ribs here, if you’re willing to dig for them.”


  Johnny was tired of Raymondo’s shit. He pulled his .357 and aimed it at the shrunken head. “I don’t dig long pig,” he said. “I ain’t no cannibal, and I’ve about had it with your sick-ass jokes.”


  Kyra’s cool white fingers closed over Johnny’s right hand. “Put the gun away, sweetheart. I’ve got your ribs. They’re in the bottom of the ice chest. I bought them this afternoon in Bisbee when you were in that gun store stocking up on cartridges.”


  “She almost forgot the barbecue sauce.” Raymondo smacked his wrinkly black lips. “I sent her back for it.”


  Johnny slammed his gun on the dashboard. “You’re both fuckin’ lucky.”


  “No,” Raymondo said, “you’re lucky. Kyra got your favorite: El Diablo Fire Brand. Extra Screamin’ Suicidal Spicy. It’ll put some lead in your pencil.”


  Johnny tore Raymondo off the rearview mirror, not bothering to untie the head’s long black hair Raymondo yelped in pain. “Watch the coiffure, gothboy!”


  “Don’t worry,” Johnny said brutally. “I’ll fix you up with an extra helping of barbecue sauce. It’ll grow long and luscious hair on your little ol’ noggin’, believe you me.”


  For once, Raymondo kept his mouth shut. Johnny stepped out of the Merc with the shrunken head gripped tightly in his fist. “All I have to do is squeeze,” he whispered. “Make that python handshake you had down in the Amazon seem downright limp-wristed.”


  “It wasn’t a python, Johnny. As I’ve told you a thousand times, piranhas got me. Then the cannibals got hold of what was left, and they tossed me in a pot with those missionaries, and by the time I ended up in the witch doctor’s talented hands there wasn’t enough left of me to fill a shoebox—”


  “Whatever,” Johnny said. “Let’s get moving. I’ll pick out some kindling for the campfire. Those wooden crosses over there are probably dry as a padre’s fart.”


  Johnny got the cooler out of the backseat, carried it and the head to a sandstone slab about ten feet from the car. Then he pinned Raymondo to the spine of a barrel cactus and searched for a makeshift barbecue.


  A couple of stout urns sat on either side of the sandstone slab. Johnny dumped a cake of dry dirt from one, then half-filled it with charcoal, adding a little graveyard mesquite for flavor He squirted lighter fluid over all, tossed a lit match.


  “Flame on,” Raymondo said.


  Orange fingers of fire leaped from the briquettes. Johnny got his grate and set it over the top of the urn. A little dried blood had leaked off the plastic drop cloth onto the grate, but Johnny figured it’d burn off.


  Another ten minutes and the big carnivore had a couple slabs of meaty ribs on the grill.


  Fragrant smoke rose in the desert night.


  “Damn, those ribs smell good,” Johnny said.


  “They’d smell better with some El Diablo,” Raymondo pointed out.


  “Who’s cookin’ these ribs, you or me?”


  “I’m just saying…”


  “Yeah, and I’m just tellin’.”


  Five minutes passed in sullen silence.


  Finally Johnny stalked past Raymondo, stomped over to the car


  He came back with the bottle of barbecue sauce.


  Raymondo grinned as Johnny slathered the ribs with El Diablo. Church was as predictable as Budweiser at a ball game. The way Raymondo saw it, Johnny cared about exactly three things, in descending order. When he was hungry, he cared about his stomach. When he was full, he cared about the snake that hung slightly south of his stomach. And when that white reptile had spit its venom and was sated, Johnny cared about the stolen Mercury, which he fretted over the way a prom queen frets over her complexion.


  But the fretting never went on long, because soon enough Johnny would be hungry again. Like now. And that was pretty much all there was to Johnny Church.


  Raymondo’s lips split into a leathery sneer. Kyra Damon, though…now there was another set of cares altogether In some respects, Kyra’s cares were just as basic as Johnny Church’s…and at the same time a lot more complicated.


  Because the things Kyra Damon didn’t care about greatly outnumbered the things she did care about.


  She didn’t care about Raymondo. And she didn’t care about Johnny Church—not really, no matter what she might tell him when she wanted something from him. She didn’t care about heaven, or hell, or God and his angels, or Satan and his devils. And she definitely didn’t care about anything or anyone who stood in her way.


  As far as Raymondo could see, there were only two things Kyra did care about.


  She cared about herself


  And she cared about the Crow.


  And that was it.


  


  Kyra Damon leaned against the sandstone mausoleum. The stone still held the warmth of a desert sun that had set hours ago. A stack of Día de los Muertos sugar skulls sat piled at her feet—remnants from the past week’s Feast of All Souls—their surfaces fused to a glittering, crystalline hardness.


  Kyra smiled down at the little skulls. The heady scent of orange and yellow cempasúchil—flowers of the dead—wafted from a withered bouquet set in a vase on the wall. Kyra smelled the flowers, noticing an inscription on the door of the mausoleum, an ancient verse for the dead. Kyra traced it with her hands as she read it by the light of the Lux Perpetua candles that burned in little red glass lanterns hanging from the eaves of the mausoleum:


  
    We only come to dream, we only come to sleep.


    It is not true, it is not true


    That we come to live on Earth.


    Where are we to go from here?


    We came here only to he born,


    As our home is beyond,


    Where the fleshless abide.


    Perchance, does anyone really live on Earth?


    The Earth is not forever, but just to remain for a short while.
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  Fate Kyra thought, and the land of the Crow suddenly seemed less than a wingbeat away. Fate brought me here tonight.


  She reached down and scooped up one of the candy skulls. Little grains of sugar stuck to her fingers like sweet, sweet sand. Her teeth scraped against those of the skull. Hard candy dissolved on her hot, probing tongue. Then she bit down, and the sugar jaw crumbled, and pure white heaven filled her mouth.


  A little taste of the land of the dead, Kyra told herself, smiling secretly.


  Suddenly she felt stronger, completely alive. But it wasn’t just the sugar high. The true strength came from the things she and Johnny had done tonight. Namely, stealing the Crow woman’s eyes. It was a single step, but Kyra had taken it, just as she’d taken other steps in the past—trusting in the dark secrets she found in the grimoire, trusting in the power those secrets gave her, even trusting in the man and the severed head that the bewitched book had led her to. Each of those steps had made a difference. Already, Kyra had damaged the hateful black bird, weakening the blood that coursed through its veins.


  She felt a new strength.


  The same way she felt the power of the Indian bitch’s severed eyes.


  Kyra had taken the eyes from Johnny’s ice chest. Now they waited cool and pretty in her pocket. Her fingers found them both, and she knew that there was no more time to waste. She had to follow the forces that had guided her to this place, the same ones that had led her to Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin. She had to trust those forces, and the sacrifices they demanded.


  Kyra’s tongue snaked across her full lips.


  The taste of sugar lingered like a sticky-sweet memory.


  Kyra raised a severed blue eyeball, stared at it long and hard.


  A little taste of the land of the dead…


  


  Raymondo watched Johnny turn the ribs, then slather them with more barbecue sauce. The meat hadn’t been cooking that long, but it was just about done.


  Blood rare was how Johnny liked his butchered bovine. Just cripple it and drag it across the fire he liked to say.


  Soon enough, Johnny knifed the first rack of beef off the grill dumped it on a paper plate, and tore into it. Raymondo eyed the meat, licking his tiny lips. “Times like this make me wish I still had a stomach.”


  “All the more for me,” Johnny said indifferently, hucking the first clean bone at Raymondo’s head. He dug into a second, and pretty soon his chin was painted with rusty sauce. He chugged half a can of Bud, and what didn’t make his mouth washed his chin clean.


  “Man,” Johnny said. “I love my meat.”


  


  In the mausoleum, Kyra waited.


  Guidance would come to her She knew it would. A message. A secret. A command…The dark forces she had chosen to follow always provided her with direction when she did as they demanded.


  But this time it was different.


  This time the only thing that came was pain.


  It bloomed behind Kyra’s green eyes, like black roses heavy with blood. The imaginary petals spread, touching nerves never meant to be touched, and the soft velvet brush of each petal was a new agony. Kyra bit back a whimper as blood seemed to well in her sockets, pooling there, filling every recess with red tears that could never be shed. And then the flowers were fully open and they filled her skull, and the smell of them was like sweet rot, and the pain was nearly unbearable, as if their perfume drew scorpions not born of this world, scorpions that had traveled with Leticia Hardin from the land of the dead, scorpions that crawled over Kyra’s eyes, stinging angrily, hunting for the black perfume locked inside her skull, perfume that was forever prisoner in the secret chambers of Kyra’s imagination.


  But Kyra was not afraid of the pain.


  For pain, she knew, was transformative.


  Kyra closed her eyes and joined with it. She bit her lip, but she did not cry out. The taste of sugar was long gone from her tongue, and Leticia Hardin’s scorpions were loose in her brain, and the pain was like no other she had ever endured—


  Kyra dropped to her knees.


  Her eyes flashed open.


  One moment her irises were green…and then they were quite suddenly blue…


  And then the flowers in Kyra’s head seemed to wither, and the blood tears dried to nothing, and the scorpions crawled away…When she rose, she was stronger than she’d been before.


  And she was hungry.


  


  Kyra walked toward the funereal barbecue pit, not saying a word.


  Still, Raymondo couldn’t help but notice the way she stared at Church’s muscular shoulders, his bulging biceps.


  Modem women, the head thought. They’ve grown as dull as men. All they care about is a man’s body.


  Of course, Raymondo didn’t have a body. Right now, he would have given every scrap of his intellect for one of those ninety-eight-pound-weakling “before” physiques pictured in the old Charles Atlas ads, if only Kyra would turn her gaze upon him.


  Only ninety-eight pounds, he’d tell her. “But every ounce is pure lovin’.”


  But that was only a dream. At the moment, and forevermore, Raymondo weighed more like 9.8 ounces, soaking wet. He cursed every piranha that ever swam the black waters of the Amazon. He cursed every heathen savage who had ever dined upon human flesh. He even cursed the missionaries, whose reckless disregard for native culture had earned Raymondo a place in a cannibal’s stew pot. And most of all he cursed the aged witch doctor who had raised him from death’s quiet slumber with feathered fetishes and dead man’s dust and a rattling necklace of demon bones. The doctor hadn’t been much more than a dwarf himself, but that hadn’t stopped him from shrinking Raymondo down from six-foot-two with a slice of the knife and some particularly bad juju. Raymondo’s days of being a big man were over. The only part of him that grew anymore was his hair, and that was a curse as well. If Kyra wasn’t combing it or braiding it like the hair of some outre Ken doll, then Johnny Church was yanking it out by the roots.


  Johnny went after another rib, and then another, oblivious to all other concerns, including Raymondo’s. When the first rack was nothing but a pile of pinkish bones charred black in the fire, he started in on the second. When he was halfway through the second, he took a third rack from the ice chest and tossed it over the coals.


  And all the while Kyra watched, her pale cheeks flushed to the color of roses, black-nailed fingers toying with that tight chain choker that circled her neck.


  She looked as hungry as Johnny Church.


  Something about her eyes, Raymondo thought. And then he saw what that something was, clearly, in the flickering light cast by the barbecue’s flames.


  Kyra’s eyes were blue.


  “You want some ribs, Ky?” Johnny asked, still oblivious.


  “I’m not in a food mood, Johnny. I’ve already eaten.”


  “You don’t know what you’re missing.”


  “Neither do you,” Kyra said slyly, toying with her necklace. “And you’re missing a lot.”


  “Huh?”


  Kyra’s new blue eyes sparked. “Just because I said I’ve eaten, Johnny, that doesn’t mean I’m not hungry.”


  “I don’t get you.”


  “You will, if you’re a good boy.”


  Kyra turned and walked toward the mausoleum.


  She walked slowly, one hand still on the chrome necklace’s delicate links, uncoiling the thin chain from around her neck.


  As she reached the threshold, she dropped the necklace on the ground.


  And quite suddenly, the strangest thought sprang into Raymondo’s mind.


  Bait for the trap, he thought. Bait for the trap…


  


  Johnny stood at the mausoleum’s entrance, staring through the ornate, wrought iron gate at the woman within.


  Kyra Damon, supine and still as death on a sandstone vault strewn with spent rose petals, could have passed for an erotic work of funerary art—a seductive statue with bare thighs spread invitingly wide, her skin as smooth as translucent pearl.


  Her nakedness—except for a black leather bustier and lace-up dominatrix boots—didn’t surprise Johnny any more than it had at the dump, when Kyra had chowed down on that stray cat.


  Not that Johnny minded. A cat entree or a naked woman…it was all cool with him.


  Johnny’s eyes lingered approvingly over his companion’s lithe lines. Hey, if Kyra Damon wanted to fuck him in a mausoleum, who was Johnny Church to rain on her funeral parade?


  Moonlight illuminated the arched, stained glass window on the opposite wall. A portrait of the Madonna and Child stared serenely down on Kyra. The Christ Child’s hands were outstretched, an amber halo glowing above its gleaming glass curls. Moonbeams shone through the Virgin’s eyes and poured luminous pools of blue light onto Kyra’s bare white breasts.


  Beneath the window stood an elaborate altar draped with Spanish lace. White tapers in silver sconces flickered there. Golden light glowed softly against sandstone walls, painting the framed portrait of the dead woman whose sharp eyes seemed to stare disapprovingly at the unredeemed sinner who stood in the doorway of her final resting place.


  Yeah, well, dead’s dead. That was Johnny’s take on the situation, and all the Santeria shit in Mexico—or whatever this crap was— didn’t mean squat to a man who had only three gears.


  Johnny unbuckled his chrome-studded leather belt, let it drop to the ground with a heavy clink. “Time to shift into second,” he said.


  His right foot lashed out. There was a harsh metallic clang as the wrought iron door squealed open and smashed against the inner wall, and a smattering of ancient sandstone showered to the floor


  Kyra sat up suddenly, crimson-black hair slashing her throat like thin lines of blood. She raised a beckoning finger, and her nails were long and black and shiny as beetles.


  “There’s a good boy,” she whispered. “Come to Mistress.”


  Johnny, ever obedient, did exactly as ordered. That was the way this game was played. Right now it was the way things were—Ky the top, Johnny the bottom—but pretty soon…Well, pretty soon it would be another way.


  The way it would be when they were equals.


  The way it would be when they shared the power of the Crow.


  Kyra hooked a long finger in the chrome ring on his dog collar Johnny started to pant. He couldn’t help himself Kyra looked like a bitch in heat.


  “You’re such an obedient boy, aren’t you?”


  “Yes, Mistress.”


  “You’d do anything I asked, wouldn’t you?”


  “Yes, Mistress.”


  “Because I’m stronger than you, aren’t I, Johnny? Right now I’m stronger than you can imagine, and I could make you do anything…anything—”


  “Yes.”


  She laughed. “But I won’t. Not tonight. Because you’ve pleased me tonight. You’ve done everything I asked. Tonight all I want is for you to be strong, Johnny.”


  The big gearhead didn’t need to hear another word. He slapped Kyra’s fingers off the dog collar, grabbed a good handful of that long dark hair and roughly thrust Kyra’s head backward.


  Blue eyes sparkled up at him like shards of smashed stained glass.


  “Man,” he said, because he couldn’t believe it. “What happened, Ky? How’d that Hardin woman’s eyes end up in your head? How’d—?”


  “We’ll talk later,” Kyra said. “Right now, there’s something else we need to do.”


  Crimson-black hair swung down over the edge of the vault, cutting the air like a gleaming pendulum blade. Johnny leaned over Kyra. His lips were close to her throat, the one part of Kyra that was rarely naked.


  “You really do want it bad. Don’t ya, little girl?”


  “What do you think, you son of a bitch?”


  Johnny bit her. Hard. Kyra gasped sharply as his teeth closed on her warm flesh, but Johnny couldn’t slow down. He was way past ready to explode. He ripped Kyra off the vault by her hair, twisting her around so her delicious little backside was facing him.


  Johnny didn’t say a word. He didn’t have to. He wrapped a muscular arm around Kyra’s exposed throat. Tight, but not too tight. Just the way she liked it. And then he growled—deep and guttural, as if some primeval darkness had been unleashed within him— and he was rewarded with a sexy little shudder


  Oh, yeah. Johnny Church was pure male. Guaran-fuckin’-teed.


  He slapped Kyra’s ass, hard enough to leave red fingerprints.


  “Nasty dog,” she said with mock severity, and Johnny grinned, secure in the knowledge that he was one lucky man. Insatiability, versatility, and a sinner’s eye for twisted venues. Kyra Damon had it all, and she was reaching out for more every second.


  More strength. More power Kyra had taken everything she wanted, the same way she took the Crow woman’s eyes. Now she’d made those eyes her own. Johnny didn’t know why she’d done that, or how. He didn’t care.


  It didn’t make any difference, really. Because he was in on this deal. He and Kyra were partners, the very best kind. Everything she latched onto was going to come his way, too. Johnny’d make damn sure of that.


  Pretty soon, he’d have some power of his own.


  He stared down at Kyra, imagined her wearing his brand for life.


  Yeah. It wasn’t hard to imagine.


  Johnny grinned. When he had his own black mojo, this was the way it would be. Exactly.


  This way. His way.


  He pulled her toward him with one hand, but she twisted out of his sweaty grasp and slipped onto the vault. A second later there was a boot heel against Johnny’s solar plexus.


  “Uh-uh, stud,” Kyra said, shoving him hard, because she wasn’t one to give up so easily, and that made Johnny all the hotter Hestumbled backward, slamming into the dead woman’s altar. Oranges bounced across the sandstone floor. A plaster statue of Jesus exploded at Johnny’s feet. Maria Elena Ramirez’s photograph landed facedown in a crackle of shattering glass.


  “You trying to piss me off, Ky?”


  Kyra smiled a razor blade smile. Her eyes locked on Johnny’s, and she nodded slightly…just like she had back at the Spirit Song Trading Post, seconds before Johnny pulled the Magnum’s trigger and blew that Indian bitch right out of her moccasins.


  Johnny knew what that nod meant.


  It meant: Do what you want to do.


  Do what you have to do.


  License to do what the black muse demanded. That’s what Kyra called it.


  License to take charge. That’s what Johnny called it.


  Kyra’s new eyes burned through him. She lay back on the vault, parting her raised thighs, revealing her shaved sex—a glistening, pierced, hot pink flower. Staring, Johnny peeled off Dan Cody’s gore-splattered leather jacket, dropped it on the floor of the tomb. Slid out of his Blasphemers T-shirt, his leather pants.


  He stood before her, naked, his muscles pumped with exertion and desire. Waiting.


  “Come,” Kyra said. “Now.” And Johnny moved toward her like an animal freed from a cage. Soon she was beneath him, and he felt the wild beating of her heart as he pressed against her. She wrapped her arms around him and raked his bare flesh with sharp black fingernails that might have been talons. Angry scarlet welts wept down his back.


  Do what you want to do.


  Do what you have to do.


  It’s for both of us, Johnny assured himself. It’s what nature demands of a man, and a woman. Primal and undeniable. It’s what Kyra wants, deep down there in her gut and her stained soul, what she really needs—


  Kyra’s hands drifted to Johnny’s neck. She unbuckled the heavy, chrome-studded dog collar. The silver caught the moonlight. Black leather snapped in her hands.


  “You ready for me, Johnny?”


  Man, was he ever. His heart pounded like a jackhammer.


  Kyra slapped the buckle hard across Johnny’s face. He drew in a hard breath as a divot of pain throbbed deep in his cheekbone.


  “I just asked you a question, Johnny.”


  “I’m ready.”


  “Then do it.”


  Johnny slapped her. “I don’t need your permission. I’m not asking for it. Not anymore.”


  Johnny yanked the dog collar from Kyra’s hands and pressed it to her windpipe…right across the pale lavender scar she almost always concealed with a necklace or a scarf


  The scar a hangman’s noose had left on Kyra’s very white neck.


  Man, sometimes Johnny couldn’t believe that someone with Kyra’s confidence had tried to kill herself He still didn’t know why she’d done it. Not really. Oh, he knew the kind of hate she kept locked inside her heart. He knew the way that kind of hate could burn…just like sulfuric fucking acid.


  But, hey, like someone said—life is tough and then you die. Johnny hadn’t had it easy either, but the idea of killing himself had never crossed his mind. For Johnny, life was about making up for disappointments, not giving in to them. He wanted to run the clock down, drive it hard and fast and get what he could while the getting was good—


  “Harder,” came Kyra’s strangled whisper.


  “Anything you want, babe.” Johnny grit his teeth, pressed the stiff leather band against Kyra’s scarred throat, the force of his weight behind it.


  Hard, harder as hard as she wanted it.


  Ten seconds ticked by. Twenty…then thirty.


  Do what you have to do.


  Do what you want to do.


  Kyra’s eyes were different now. They were blue, and they hadonce belonged to another woman. But the look that came into them was more than familiar to Johnny.


  It was a look he’d never forget as long as he lived.


  It was the same look Johnny had seen when he walked into his busted-up little apartment house in San Francisco’s Mission District one night and discovered a woman he didn’t even know hanging there in a nasty little piss-soaked stairwell, rope knotted around a banister, feet dangling inches above a threadbare carpet, green eyes bulging like she could suddenly see everything in this world and the one that lay beyond.


  Everything there was to see.


  In the mausoleum, Kyra opened her mouth, tried to breathe. Johnny didn’t let her. Her fingernails dug into his hips, made crescent moons of blood that glistened on his hot skin. She pulled him close, then inside. He slid in easily, came within seconds, an explosion of pure pleasure that seemed to shatter his skull as if it were made of sugar.


  A couple seconds later, it was the same for Kyra.


  Johnny released the collar, hands shaking.


  Kyra gasped, filled her lungs with huge gulps of air.


  Johnny stared at her, spent. She opened her mouth, and he knew exactly what she was going to say.


  The same two words she’d said when he cut her down in that shitty little stairwell.


  Those words weren’t thank you.


  All Kyra said was: “The Crow…”


  


  Kyra closed Leticia Dreams The Truth Hardin’s eyes as the leather strap pressed down on her neck.


  Inside her mind, everything was dark.


  Dark and electric.


  First, she saw the things she always saw, the bright flashes of memory that came as the air died inside her and her lungs began to burn like napalm.


  A man. A classical musician. Her father, a violin tucked beneath his chin. Strong fingers, lean and beautiful, clasped around a bow as she waits, breathless. The sound: Peter Warlock’s “Bransle.” The sensation: rapture, and love, and a reverence for hands that can make such exquisite music.


  Later. The same hands turning angry. Striking Kyra (though Kyra is not yet her name), throwing his child across the room like a broken instrument.


  And a woman comes. Kyra’s mother Hair swinging like severed catgut strings. Screaming at an artist whose favorite medium is human pain.


  The girl who will be Kyra. Frightened, barefoot, running down a spiral staircase. Shouts and threats chasing after her.


  Later A voice, strung-out soprano, on the telephone. A hand tight around Kyra’s small wrist. “It won’t be forever. Mom,” Kyra’s mother said. “Just until we get back from Europe. He can’t create with a child around. She irritates him. If you can just take her for a while.”


  Another voice, a man’s, tenor A moaning Marat in the bulging claw-foot bathtub, percussion of hissing water drops against tiled floor, the shrill strains of an original violin suite echoing against a vaulted ceiling. “I have lost all, I have lost all…”


  Years pass among relatives. One year after another, spent in the silent solitude of a closed room. Books about music, and an, and banished tribes. Books about death. Later, books about sorcery. The casting of spells. The performance of rituals. The transcendence of the soul. Secret verses and esoteric songs. Sunrise, sunset…through all the solstices and all the equinoxes. But nothing brings back what she has lost.


  A voice remembered. Tenor “I have lost all, I have lost all…”


  All but the pain. And the pain settles in her heart like a hard black seed until it takes root and bears fruit, and she eats of the fruit, and the fruit stains her lips black, for the fruit is poison…


  There is no way to escape this world of the living in which she walks, no way to find the world of the dead. No way to escape the taunts of children at the philistine school she attends, children who laugh and speak in whispers about the girl who dresses in black.


  Later. Older children who laugh not at her but at death itself who dance like Día de Los Muertos skeletons in empty warehouses. They smile their ecstasy smiles and listen to her deepest secrets. Then they use her, and use her again, until they are finished and there is nothing left to use, and still the danse macabre continues, for there is always another empty warehouse, always another empty drug.


  No sorcery. No spells. No transcendence of the soul.


  Nothing at all, but the cool black surf of drugs in veins beneath her pale skin.


  But still she survives…on the streets now, reduced to walking bones amidst the stink of human sewage. Filth and degradation. Begging for money. Pound of flesh traded for anything that could make her feel, if only for a hot surging moment. And always someone else who wants to use her. But there is nothing left. Nothing left and she has no more to lose.


  So she stops selling herself.


  Instead, she gives herself away.


  To those in the cult.


  Ritual sex majick. That’s what these men claim to practice, and they take Kyra for an acolyte. There are thirteen men and Kyra, and they take the only thing she has that is still worth taking with words that lie, words that promise power.


  But the thirteen men in the cult have no power. Not really. They only have cocks, like all other men. And they have cameras, cameras with which they make videos, recording their ceremonies for a select clientele.


  Smoke and mirrors is what it all amounts to. No majick at all. Only men in robes gang-banging a little strung-out goth girl. A power fantasy for the weak, set to the music of a supplicant’s eager whimpers, played out on a stage set with altar, rack, and other singular devices of the torturer’s trade.


  Kyra does not realize this at first, of course. She is afraid, and she is much too weak to discover the truth through all the lies. She only knows that it comes to her, unbidden.


  This time, the truth finds her.


  For it lives in a book used by the men, a book written in Latin from which their more learned members recite wicked prayers they cannot begin to comprehend. To them, the book is only window-dressing, a script to be recited in empty voices.


  But the book itself is not empty. It is bound in the tattered hide of a sinner, and it is not like the men at all. Instinctively, Kyra knows this. She cannot read Latin, but she understands that the book has power, understands that it is calling to her and her alone—


  Kyra studies the book when the men have finished with her, when they need sleep as all men do. She flips its faded leaves one by one, studies strange symbols and drawings she cannot begin to understand. She is drawn to the book at every free moment, when the men drink their wine, and when they tell their lies, and when they turn to other women—


  Which, of course, they do. For they are not what they say they are, these men, and they do not even believe the words that slip from their mouths, and so they tire of Kyra.


  They turn to other women. Once more, Kyra finds herself on the street. But she will not stay there. Not now. Not when the book’s secrets call her. So she waits for the right moment, and it is not hard; it is not hard to wait because the men in the cult don’t even know what they have, not really. To them, the hook is no more than a prop.


  She waits for a moonless night, waits outside the cult house in the cold until the eager whimpers of her replacement fade within its dark walls.


  The chanting ends soon afterward, and Kyra is sorry for that. The voices that carry the words are empty, but the words themselves are from the book, and they strengthen Kyra’s resolve.


  Soon the lights dim, and Kyra steals into the house.


  All is quiet, save for the quiet slosh of gasoline in the large plastic can she carries at her side. She finds the book, and it is as warm to her touch as an expectant lover. She holds it to her chest, and there is no sound at all now, but she can almost hear the words that live within, and she can feel the true power those words hold.


  But there is power in silence, as well. Kyra knows this. And she is silent as she goes about the house with the gasoline, silent until she stands at the front door, silent until a single wooden match rasps against scarred wood.


  She waits in the street as the flames speak their own quiet language. Waits until old wood crackles, then roars. Waits until she hears the screams of the drunken and the drugged inside the burning walk, waits until thirteen men—and one unfortunate woman-—have been roasted alive.


  She waits in silence, a smile on her lips.


  For now the book belongs to Kyra.


  But she is disturbed to find that the book will not surrender its secrets so easily, for she is not yet ready for it. The book demands much of her. It demands her passion, and it extracts a quality she never knew she had—discipline.


  Latin does not come easily to Kyra, but it comes. First there are only words strung together, patterns and combinations she struggles to decipher. But Kyra is persistent, and one day meaning comes And on a day soon after, as Kyra turns the leaves of the dusty tome, the leaves flake away from her fingers like sheets of aged skin and shed their knowledge in lines penned in blood.


  She learns of the uses of the flesh, and the limits of flesh, and how the flesh is transformed through death.


  And she learns about the Crow.


  And when she closes the book at last, she knows what she must do. She must take the greatest chance she has ever taken. Trust in the greatest mystery of all.


  Trust in her own death, and the restorative power of the Crow.


  Kyra’s way waits in the stairwell, in the rope, in the tipping chair that clatters to the floor, in the noose that tightens around her neck. And as her body becomes heavier, her soul reaches above the shitty little Mission District stairwell like a small black bird, and she finds the one she has sought.


  The Messenger. The Avenger.


  The Crow.


  The one who can set a wrong life right.


  For Kyra’s life has been wrong for a long, long time, lost in the shrieks of a dying violin.


  And she sees the bird through eyes filming with death, sees it circling far, far above in the night sky, sees it looking down on her through the apartment building roof which has become the lid on a glass casket.


  As the bird swoops down through the walls of the apartment building she feels the rush of its wings, hears the brittle smash of glass as it breaks through the barrier. She sees its expression as it swoops above the rope, the chair, her body—


  And it caws: No…no…not for you…not for you…


  The bird turns from Kyra, shunning her. She struggles. The noose tightens. She wants an answer, needs to know why she has been refused.


  You wronged yourself, Kyra. You wronged yourself, and I am not for you…not for you…not for you…


  She sees the Crow’s world, a place of fog and forests. She wants to visit that world, longs to bond with the black bird, and she reaches out for the bird but she cannot catch it, cannot trap so much as a single feather in her clawing hand.


  And the Crow flies away, and the black bird’s world is gone, and she is alone again. Alone with her pain, which seems deep and eternal.


  And dark. And transformative. For the darkness reaches out, and there is something else in it besides pain, something that has lived in the stolen book. And it takes hold of Kyra’s tattered soul and gives her something she can hold.


  A vision.


  A vision that throbs in Kyra’s skull, a vision that delivers a messenger very different than the Crow.


  His name is Johnny Church, and he is a stranger, and by that one random altruistic act his unimportant life is forever changed. For when Johnny Church cuts down Kyra Damon and breathes new life into her lungs, he sets into motion a series of events that no mortal can control. It is a spider’s snare spun from the pages of a book written by evil men long dead, and it has given birth to a woman and a vision made to fulfill dark needs that have grown and ripened between tattered covers with no help from mortal man, and from that moment on the vision becomes a part of Kyra, inseparable, the way that enchanted pages are bound in a skin-covered book, or feathers are bound to the flesh of a bird.


  It is a vision that she sees, even now.


  A vision that begins with the blue eyes of a Crow.


  Kyra sees it clearly as dead oxygen bums in her lungs.


  And her black heart thump-thumps in her chest.


  And a man—a man no more than a stranger she has come to know, really—gasps and moans…and spills his life seed inside her.


  


  Johnny Church grinned as he slipped the leather dog collar around his neck and buckled it tight.


  Goddamn, but he felt good. He never came in anyone the way he came in Kyra Damon.


  He knew he’d done her right, too. Ky wasn’t giving him any shit now. She lay there on the vault—black leather bustier pushed up around her breasts, dark hair pooled on sandstone, pale body shimmering with a sheen of sweat—and with a pair of sparkling blue eyes that had once belonged to another woman she stared into the Madonna’s stained glass eyes as if they contained all the mysteries of the universe.


  Johnny Church, he didn’t care too much about the mysteries of the universe. What he cared about was his stomach. After expending all that energy, it was kind of empty again. But that was all right, because piled on the altar—which he’d nearly knocked over during his wild session with Kyra—were; Todos Santos offerings left by the dead woman’s relatives.


  Brightly painted wooden bowls containing lemons and limes, chocolates and maize dough cakes baked in the shape of little people. An unopened bottle of tequila. And the icing on the cake: las calaveras. Candy skulls. They were everywhere. Piled on the altar, lolling on the floor. Grinning madly, their sugared eyes’ sockets peering in all directions.


  Kinda like Blasphemers skulls, Johnny thought, remembering the signature bonehead on his T-shirt. He wondered what Erik Hearse would have made of the skulls. They’d have been perfect as scary/comic props in a Blasphemers video.


  Johnny shook his head. Too bad he hadn’t remembered to press PLAY on the Merc’s CD deck before trotting over to the mausoleum like a dog on a leash, but his dick had been the part of his anatomy calling the shots at that particular moment.


  It wasn’t calling the shots now. Johnny snatched a sticky hand full of Mexican chocolates from a lacquered red and yellow bowl. “Not a bad spread,” he said, popping a chocolate into his mouth. “We could have had dinner here. They got dessert and everything.”


  Reclining on the dead grandmother’s tomb, Kyra held the stem of a withered red rose between her fingers. “Still thinking about your stomach, Johnny?”


  “Uh-uh. Now I’m thinkin’ about the Merc.”


  Kyra raised an eyebrow. “The Merc?”


  “As in, when are we gonna get in it and hit the fucking road?”


  Kyra laughed. “Why don’t you let me put some clothes on first?”


  “If you insist. But I kinda like you like this.”


  “Oh, you do?” Kyra stretched like a cat, then slipped off the vault in one graceful movement. “Which do you think moves better—me or the Merc?”


  “Which do you think?” Johnny groaned as Ky pressed against him like warm, liquid night. “I might not be able to drive for a week after the little workout you just gave me.”


  “You’d better be able to drive.”


  “Oh, yeah? Where is it we’re going, sugar?”


  A sparkle flashed in Kyra’s blue eyes.


  “Why, we’re gonna hitch our wagon to a star,” she said.


  


  Kyra coiled the chrome necklace around her throat as she walked over to the barrel cactus where the shrunken head waited, still twisting on that red-hot spike.


  Raymondo raised a withered eyebrow. “Did you scratch your itch, my dear?”


  Kyra nodded, rubbing the scar on her neck, a dull purple band which now bore distinctly fiery highlights. “Scratched it and then some.”


  “You sure?” Raymondo asked. “I mean, if Johnnyboy didn’t measure up tonight, I could always give you a little head.”


  Kyra laughed out loud. She plucked the shrunken head off the cactus, raised it to her lips and gave it a little kiss. “You know, Raymondo, you’re kinda cute…for an unrepentant hellspawn.”


  “Yeah. I’m cute…but only from the neck up.”


  Kyra stared up at the black curtain of sky, pinned to the heavens by a scattering of stars. She did that every night…every night that was clear, anyway. Of course, on all those other nights, she hadn’t had expected to see anything special.


  Tonight was different.


  Tonight, she had the blue eyes of a Crow.


  “You’re already drawing on the vision’s power,” Raymondo said.


  “Yes…but I’m not sure what it is. Or where it will lead me.”


  Kyra inhaled deeply. Her skin was like polished alabaster now. The scorpion welts had vanished along with the pain that had transformed her. So had the anxiety she’d felt earlier. The sex had done that, providing her with much-needed release. She didn’t know exactly what had stirred that particular hunger—the book, or perhaps just her own twisted libido. She only knew the hunger had been satisfied.


  And she was satisfied. Her expression was as placid as a statue’s. Her eyebrows were dark wings, but the eyes beneath them were inviting blue pools that welcomed the night’s reflection, the moon, the stars, everything…


  She blinked several times, holding Raymondo in her hands, staring down at him as if he were a Magic Eight Ball with secrets to tell.


  He looked up into her stolen eyes and smiled a withered smile.


  “Do you think I’ll see anything?” she asked. “I mean, will it be different now?”


  “It’s your vision, Kyra. You know better than I do what you’ll see or what you won’t.”


  “Sometimes I wonder if I know anything at all.”


  “You know plenty. You knew you had to find those eyes, didn’t you?”


  “Yes. But you told me where to look.”


  “True…but this time you don’t need me. This time, you know exactly where to look. This time, if your vision is pure, you won’t even need an astronomy chart.”


  Kyra didn’t look at Raymondo.


  She looked at the stars, at the patterns within the stars…


  “My vision is pure,” she said, completely calm now. And it was so. For the stars glimmered in the sky…and they took wing…and they came to Kyra Damon from a place ninety million light-years distant, deep within the heart of the ancient constellation Corvus.


  The second part of Kyra’s vision—a Crow made of light, flying through a river of midnight.


  “It’s time to follow the night,” Kyra said solemnly.


  “Where will we go?” Raymondo asked.


  Johnny Church had asked the same question, back in the sandstone mausoleum.


  Kyra said, “Wherever we must go.”


  “Then let’s get gone.”


  Kyra nodded, turned toward the Merc. “Johnny,” she called. “It’s time.”


  “I got you, babe.” Johnny chugged the dregs of a Budweiser, crumpled the can in his big hand and tossed it at a tombstone. Then he slipped behind the wheel and started the engine.


  Kyra cradled Raymondo in her hands as she hurried to the car, and when they were both inside she didn’t let go of him. She held the shrunken head as if he were something precious and delicate, her hands trembling, her breaths coming short and fast.


  Raymondo closed his eyes, rocking in Kyra’s embrace. Her hands were warm and soft, and they smelled of withered roses and broken promises…


  And dreams that were meant to be realized.


  seven
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    Santa Catalina Mountains


    The Tueson Valley, Arizona

  


  DR. EMILY CARLISLE’S HOME LAY AT THE FOOT OF THE SANTA Catalina mountains, its adobe walls blending perfectly with juniper and pine-clad slopes that rose in ragged ridges just north of Tucson. The rambling property was a solid ninety-five-mile drive from Cuervo Canyon in the Chihuahuan Desert…ninety-five miles from the spot where Dan Cody had buried Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin in a shallow sandstone grave.


  Not just ninety-five miles. Ninety-five miles filled with bitter highways and empty black skies…and a dead hollow where Dan’s heart used to be. Ninety-five miles of canyons that opened into caverns of remorse that ran deep as the bottom of Dan’s soul.


  He floored the Chevy Apache’s accelerator and made the trip in just under ninety minutes, give or take a speed limit or two. By the time he passed through the gate of unfinished latillas and made the half-mile unpaved drive to Emily’s house, the stolen junker was ready to cough its last right there in the driveway.


  Dan cut the engine beside a stone fountain that dominated the courtyard. He sat in silence while the engine cooled, staring at the house, at the glazed windows with their Aztec-print curtains…the ancient wisteria vines that wrapped around the beams that supported the tiled roof… the pueblo-style portales where Dan and Leticia and Emily had sat in old wicker chairs and sipped ginger iced tea on hot desert afternoons…sitting there, together, in the cool shadow cast by the Santa Catalina Mountains’ wooded slopes…


  It was a beautiful house, and more.


  It was the home Emily had shared with her husband, Eldon.


  It was the kind of home Dan had once dared to dream of for himself… and Leticia.


  He had been here—alone, or with Leti—many times. Always at Dr. Carlisle’s invitation. Turned out the old desert rat was a damn fine cook: she specialized in southwestern fare, heavy on the chipotle chilies and mole.


  Dan remembered those dinners together. The nights when the three of them had sat around the pine table in Emily’s kitchen, a cast iron pot of pinto beans simmering on the potbelly stove as the old woman wove stories about her adventures on the scorpion trail. Tales of grace and humor, daring and determination. He remembered Leti’s bright eyes and eager expression as she listened to stories she had heard from Emily’s lips a dozen times or more…but would never hear again.


  Other memories waited here. Leti questioning Emily about the cottonwood New Mexican Santo in the kitchen window, always eager to explore another belief, always searching for another way to see the world…Leti quietly sharing her own Native American beliefs in her low, engaging voice.


  Dan remembered all of it as if had happened just yesterday…the gleam of the polished copper pots and pans that hung on the walls…and the fragrant odor of drying herbs by the sink…and the pinon wood fire that warmed adobe walls the color of palo verde…and the echo of Leti’s laughter.


  Always the echo of Leti’s laughter.


  But that laughter seemed hollow now. Unreal. To Dan it seemed as if the sound of Leti’s laughter, like the memories of those perfect nights, belonged not to him, but to some other person. Someone who could still believe in the existence of love and hope and life.


  Someone who was still alive.


  Because now Dan Cody was dead.


  He didn’t have the sense to lie down, maybe, but…


  Dead was the simple truth of it.


  Leti was dead, too. Buried in the cold hard ground of Cuervo Canyon, ninety-five miles south. Same place where Dan had buried those precious commodities love and hope and life.


  Dan stepped out of the Apache, hesitant. He’d never dropped in on Dr. Carlisle before: four o’clock in the morning, dead and unannounced.


  Emily, how ya doin’? Sorry to get you out of bed, but, hey. I’m in kind of a jam here. Leticia and me got ourselves wasted tonight by a devil woman and her gun-totin’ action-hero sidekick and well, things got kinda messy there for a little while. The black leather bitch cut Leti’s eyes right out of her head, and then she and her boyfriend blasted a few holes in my hide, and to make a long story short your favorite young couple ended up locked in a freezer in the county dump…


  No, really, Em, I’m all right. I’m just dead. And well, see, I have to borrow a couple guns…and by the way, I’ll need your car, too, because the talking bird who resurrected me is gonna lead me to those self-styled Starkweather and Fugate bastards, and then I’m gonna blow their murderin’ asses south of kingdom come.


  Oh, yeah, Em…I might be a little late for work tomorrow, too…


  Oh, yeah.


  Yeah.


  This was going to go over real well.


  Dan could picture Emily’s face. By the time he was done with his impromptu Tales From the Crypt script she’d probably be wishing she’d done a thorough background check before hiring him. Had him fill out some forms. Any history of mental illness, Dan? Heavy drug use? Paranoid delusions? Video game abuse? Watching-the-Gulf-War-on-TV Syndrome? Maybe some cheap, movie-of-the week revenge fantasies with yourself cast in the starring role as the Avenging Hero?


  Christ. Maybe he should just leave, hot-wire a truck somewhere. Get the hell out.


  Right, and have the highway patrol snatch him a hundred miles down the road.


  He didn’t have time for that. He rubbed his hand over the stubble on his chin, staring at Dr. Carlisle’s Dodge Durango. The shiny new black truck was parked in the driveway. Dan needed it. That, and a couple of her late husband’s guns.


  Dan sighed. There was no way around it, really. He’d just have to make the best of a seriously fucked situation. Keep Dr. Carlisle out of it as much as he could. For her own protection—not only from the local law enforcement, who would probably contact her as soon as they discovered she knew both Leticia Hardin and Dan Cody, but from those two psychopathic supernatural-born killers.


  No way would Dan ever let anything bad happen to Dr. Carlisle.


  No way was he going to live through this night a second time.


  Determined now, his footsteps echoed across the courtyard. He climbed the steps that rose beneath the corbel and came to the front door, a hand-hewn panel of stained ponderosa pine hung by simple wooden hinges.


  A bleached white ram’s skull hung there on a nail, staring at him with empty eyes.


  Some door knocker.


  But Dan didn’t have to knock.


  Because the door had already opened, spilling a square of yellow light across the courtyard.


  Emily Carlisle stood on the portales in a cotton nightshirt, wrinkled jeans, and bare feet.


  A tremble of surprise in her voice…and concern: “Dan…what in the world are you doing here?”


  Dan opened his mouth, and for the first time in his life—or the first time in his death—he found himself saying three words he never thought he’d say.


  The words did not come easy.


  Dan stared at the woman who had already done so much for him.


  “I need help,” he said.


  


  “I still don’t believe it,” Emily said a half hour later.


  They were sitting in the living room with its vaulted ceiling and amber-washed walls, Dan on a burnished cowhide sofa and Emily standing by the fireplace beneath a shield made of skinned animal hide.


  The older woman was still dressed in her nightshirt and hastily donned jeans. She clutched a ragged shred of Kleenex in her right hand. Her eyes were haggard and hollow.


  As Dan had expected, the news of Leti’s death had hit the woman at least as hard as the .357 slug he’d taken at the Spirit Song Trading Post. At the moment, Emily Carlisle looked every one of her sixty-seven years, and then some.


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “I really didn’t want to have to bring you into this, Emily. I know how it must sound.”


  “If I wasn’t a scientist,” she said for the tenth time in as many minutes. “Christ, I sound like I just stepped out of some old sci-fi movie.” She stared at him, eyes wide. “Jesus, Dan. Am I dreaming this?”


  “I wish you were. I wish I were. But it’s real. You know me, Emily. You know I wouldn’t lie to you.”


  “No,” she said, after a moment’s consideration. “No, you wouldn’t.”


  Emily sat down in the matching cowhide armchair next to Dan. The coffee table, like the front door, was an aged plank of ponderosa pine. Emily stared at the everyday things resting on top of it. Reading glasses, a cold cup of herbal tea. Scatter of professional journals and papers. Physician’s Guide to Arthropods of Medical Importance. Biosystematics of the Hadrurus Hirsutus. A beat-up Tony Hillerman paperback; Dance Hall of the Dead.


  She stared at the book numbly. Dan knew that Emily’s reality, as well as his own, had shattered into a million irretrievable pieces. In the wake of his visit, she would have many, many hard nights ahead of her, and Dan hoped that someday her heart would heal the wounds caused by Leti’s death—and his own.


  “Leticia,” Emily said, as if reading Dan’s mind. “Oh, God, that sweet, beautiful—”


  She started to choke up. Lapsed into silence.


  “It’s all right,” Dan said. “It’s all right.”


  “I hope…I hope she didn’t suffer—”


  “She never saw it coming,” Dan said. “It happened so fast, she couldn’t have felt a thing.”


  His tongue told the lie, but his memory dredged up the truth.


  Dan bit his lip, kept those memories inside.


  That pain was private. He alone would carry it.


  “Emily,” Dan said with real regret, “I really wish I could stay…but—”


  “Of course,” she said. “You don’t need to say another word. I’ll get the guns.”


  She disappeared through a double archway that led from the living room to her study. Dan knew where she was going. Emily kept her late husband Eldon’s antique firearms collection locked in a Colonial-style Mexican chest with a picture of the archangel San Miguel crushing a fiery red devil beneath his bare feet. Seemed like an appropriate archetypal image to Dan:


  The forces of good…winning out against the forces of evil.


  Emily had shown Dan the collection once: an assortment of Colt Army and Navy pistols dating back to the Civil War, some earlier pieces from the War of 1812. All of them cleaned, oiled…ready to go.


  Dan sighed. Waited. Sat there in silence on the cool cowhide sofa and stared at the brightly painted shield over the fireplace. The traditional Crow shield was one of Julia Dreams the Truth’s contemporary re-creations. Leti had given it to Emily the previous Christmas.


  The shield’s strength came from spiritual power, Leti had told Dan. The same power that created the earth. Sometimes young warriors would paint symbols on their shields, things they’d seen in visions… Have you ever seen anything in a vision?


  Yeah, Dan thought grimly. It’s big, and it’s black, and it caws like a son of a—


  “I think these will do,” Emily said, returning with two guns: an antique Colt .45 and a sawed-off shotgun of considerably more recent vintage, the latter with a few boxes of shells.


  “Just like Jesse James’s gun,” Dan said, taking the six-shooter.


  “Not ‘just’ like. Eldon said that Jesse himself once carried that pistol.”


  Dan raised an eyebrow. “You sure Eldon wasn’t exaggerating a little?”


  “Who knows? But maybe the shade of that old outlaw will bring you luck, just the same.”


  “Yeah, well, if I remember the story correctly, Jesse James got shot in the back.”


  “So did you, Dan.”


  An awkward pause.


  And then laughter.


  “I still can’t believe any of this. I just know I’m going to wake up in a minute, and then—”


  “You’re awake, Emily.”


  “I wish I wasn’t.” She handed him a set of keys. “To the Durango.”


  “Thanks. I mean that.”


  “I know. I hate losing you, Dan. Dead or alive, you’re one hell of a scorpion wrangler.”


  He smiled awkwardly, felt tears pricking behind his eyes. “Better get going,” he said.


  She reached out and took his hand. “You know, Dan, in the desert loneliness is a contagion. It’s not healthy.”


  “I don’t need to worry about my health. I’m dead, remember? A healthy body is the last thing I need to worry about.”


  “I’m not talking about you, Dan. I’m talking about me.”


  Dan hesitated, not knowing what to say.


  Emily said, “Remember that day I pressed you so hard, asked you all those questions? The day I told you Leticia’s name? You wanted to ask me some questions, too, but I wouldn’t let you.”


  Dan remembered well enough. “You said that someday you’d tell me your story. But you don’t have to do that, Emily. I wouldn’t ask you to do that—”


  “I want to, Dan…before you go.”


  Dan didn’t say a word. Emily looked at him for a long moment, and then she looked at the front door.


  “You know, there isn’t a day goes by, not one hour, not one minute, not one second I don’t think about Eldon Carlisle and the years we had together. We built this house stone by stone. Set that front door on its hinges ourselves. Opened up a whole new life for me. Nineteen fifty-five that was, and that door’s still there. Eldon picked me up in his arms and carried me over the threshold, and forty-five years later I watched him being carried over that same damned threshold, heading for a pine box. And I remember thinking: This is it? This is all?


  “For the longest time after that I thought I’d died, too. But then I came to the hard realization that a pine box doesn’t sleep two…just one. And like it or not, that’s just the way it is.


  “I’ll tell you something, Dan Cody.” Emily smiled through her tears. “And you listen to this old desert rat. You find those sons of bitches who did this to you. You do what you have to do. But don’t do it just for Leti. Do it for you, Dan. Do it for your soul. Do it so you and Leti can be together, the way you were meant to be…do it so you can find some kind of peace together, in the afterworld. Because that’s how I want to remember you both.”


  Emily pressed his hands tightly, and Dan felt her heavy white gold and turquoise wedding rings dig into his flesh.


  “Together,” she said. “I want to remember you together.”


  Dan brushed a tear from his eye, and Emily did the same…and when the moment passed, Dan picked up Eldon’s guns and the ammunition.


  Emily glanced at the weapons. “Just a minute, Dan,” she said suddenly. “I have something else you’re going to need.”


  She left the room. Dan heard her footsteps echoing on the hardwood floor.


  A few minutes later, Emily returned with a coil of sturdy rope.


  “What’s this for?” Dan asked.


  Emily found Dan’s eyes.


  “I’ve heard they hang witches,” she said.


  Dan shouldered the rope, Kyra Damon’s smirking face branded in his memory.


  “I’ve heard that, too,” he said.


  Then he picked up Eldon Carlisle’s guns and headed through the front door.


  Emily followed him across the threshold.


  


  Emily held the young man tightly to her chest for one long, hard moment before releasing him to the cool mountain night.


  Dan smiled at her, but the smile was tight across his dead features, and his eyes were edged with the hard truth of what lay behind him, and what lay before him.


  Neither of them said anything.


  There was nothing more to be said.


  In another moment, Dan Cody had crossed the portales, crossed the courtyard to the Dodge Durango.


  The door creaked open.


  The door slammed shut.


  Keys turned in the ignition. Headlights flared in the darkness. The truck backed up, crunching gravel. Turned. Headed down the driveway and out to the highway, carrying the shadowy figure behind the wheel out of Emily Carlisle’s life forever.


  “Vaya con dios,” she whispered. “Go with God…and don’t go alone.”


  A brittle caw sent a shiver over Emily’s spine.


  The Crow soared high, higher in the dark sky…high above the racing vehicle…a harsh black outline against the ragged evergreens that blanketed the mountains.


  One caw.


  Then it was gone.


  Part 3
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    From the Land of the Farther Suns


    Behold, from the Land of the Farther Suns


    I returned.


    And I was in a reptile-swarming place


    Peopled, otherwise, with grimaces.


    Shoulders above in black impenetrableness.


    I shrank. loathing.


    Sick with it.


    And I said to him.


    "What is this?"


    He made answer slowly,


    "Spirit, this is a world:


    This was your home.


    —Stephen Crane.


    The Black Rider and Other Lines

  


  one
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  THEY FOLLOWED THE CONSTELLATION NORTHWEST.


  Three of them in a hellborne street-rod—Johnny Church and Kyra Damon and Raymondo the shrunken head—chasing stars through desert night.


  Kind of like the three wise men, Johnny thought. Three adventurers, seeking out their own special mystery hidden somewhere beyond the desert sands.


  Yeah. That’s the way it was. Almost, anyway. Because Kyra didn’t have any frankincense or myrrh or any of that crap, and Raymondo wasn’t wearing a shrunken turban on his shrunken head, and Johnny sure as shit wasn’t driving any fucking camel.


  No way. Johnny Church was driving a ’49 Mercury Sport Coupe Custom. And that meant he was moving.


  So were the stars. The constellation named for the Crow moved through the night like a beacon. Kyra said the stars were part of the vision, and Johnny didn’t doubt her. He’d seen falling stars, sure, but never anything like this constellation. These stars moved.


  At first Johnny tried to catch them, flooring the Merc until the lake pipes roared and the big engine screamed. But every time Johnny accelerated, the constellation did the same. So he slowed down. And when he did that, the constellation lingered as if waiting for him.


  Him or Kyra…or maybe even Raymondo, the little shit. Maybe the stars were waiting for all three of them, because all three of them saw the constellation. Kyra had seen it first, of course, with her stolen eyes. But once she pointed it out to Johnny and Raymondo, they saw it, too.


  Their mojo was cookin’, trio-style. That’s the way Johnny saw it. As far as he was concerned, it was just another sign of the power that was waiting for him somewhere down the black highway.


  And that was a relief. Because Johnny had already had a hard night. Ditto for Kyra and Raymondo. They’d all pulled their share of the weight during their run-in with the black bird, the cowboy, and the Indian. They were all tired. Wherever the stars were taking them, they’d get there…and soon enough.


  Johnny always felt most comfortable when he was behind the wheel. And to tell the truth, he felt a little better after the stop at the graveyard, too. Hey, a couple brews, a few racks of ribs, and an hour spent screwing like a sex-starved coyote could do that for a boy.


  Johnny rolled down the windows and popped a Blasphemers CD into the player as the Merc blasted through Wickenburg. No one in that tired town even noticed, but Johnny didn’t care. The way Johnny saw it, he could drive forever as long as he had Erik Hearse’s voice lashing him.


  Yeah. Hearse was the man. Johnny was definitely ready to take a page from the master’s book. He had himself all that money, $20K in tattoos, a cool old house that rated real high on anyone’s spook-o-meter, and just lately he’d gotten his very own handpicked blood-spattered bride.


  Talk about your ultimate collectable. Hearse’s wife was an actress named Lilith Spain. Her father had been an Italian splatter actor who turned producer, and her mother was an English rose who’d starred in a dozen of her husband’s features, some that ranked right up there—to connoisseurs of the genre, anyway—with the best work of Mario Bava and Lucio Fulci.


  Lilith was an actress just like her mom, though she hadn’t had the success of the legendary Amanda Irons. That didn’t matter to Johnny, though, because the chick sure looked good in leather. Johnny owned a couple bootleg tapes of her S&M vampire movies, both the regular and harder-to-find (and much prized) hardcore versions.


  Yeah. Hearse’s wife was something, all right.


  But so was Kyra Damon.


  And Kyra was all his.


  Johnny cranked up the volume and sang along, his own raspy voice clawing his idol’s like a hungry pretender’s. Man, if you asked Johnny, it was a duet that was something to hear.


  But that didn’t mean his passengers were up for a nonstop horror show blitzkrieg. After fifteen miles of high-decibel madness, Kyra and Raymondo demanded an aural change of menu.


  “Screamin’ Jay Hawkins,” Raymondo said. “That boxed set Kyra bought me in Albuquerque. Cue up ‘I Put a Spell on You’…or maybe ‘Frenzy.’ ”


  “Uh-uh,” Johnny said. “Traded Screamin’ Jay at that record swap in Las Cruces.”


  “What?” Raymondo shrieked. “What’d you trade him for?”


  “The Forbidden Dimension.”


  “Dammit, Johnny, those were my CDs! And you’ve already got three FD CDs!”


  “Correction—I had three. I used ’em for skeet targets that night we camped at White Sands. Blasted every damn one of ’em right out of the sky, too. Even Jackson Phibes can’t sing around a .357 slug.”


  “Well put on some Martin Denny, then,” Raymondo said, still upset. “Or that Voodoo Lounge comp—”


  “You and that Tiki stuff. Let me ask you, Raymondo: Did you like Martin Denny before those cannibals shrunk your head?”


  “You’re a little off base there, Johnny. As I’ve told you a thousand times, they shrunk my head in 1919. Martin Denny was still eating tutti-frutti babyfood.” The shrunken head sighed wistfully. “But truth be told, I liked Monsieur Denny as soon as I heard him. I was hanging in a Tiki bar in Hawaii in 1959. Strictly window dressing, you understand. I didn’t dare open my mouth in those days. The first time I heard ’Quiet Village,’ the trade winds were blowing softly off the blue Pacific and the smell of mai tais was in the air—”


  Johnny snorted laughter. “Man, wake up and smell the millennium one of these days, would you?”


  But that was all he said because, hey, Johnny was in a pretty good mood. He could stand to be a little magnanimous. If his passengers wanted something different, he’d give it to ’em.


  Johnny reached down, ejected The Blasphemers CD, and slipped it into a case featuring Erik Hearse in a particularly cadaverous pose. One-handing the wheel, he thumbed through the CD rack that sat between Kyra and him on the Mercury’s front seat.


  He passed up The Cure. Nine Inch Nails. No Fluffy No and Feared Dead and Remorseless. Some classical shit of Kyra’s. Then he came across The Doors’ Strange Days. Yeah, that one was even moldy enough for Raymondo’s taste.


  Johnny liked the idea, too. Especially tonight. Check it out— Jim Morrison in the desert. The lizard king, slithering after a wandering star.


  Johnny grabbed the CD case and pinched it open.


  Kyra snatched the silver disc before the big gearhead could touch it.


  With a sharp flick of her wrist, she tossed it out the window.


  Johnny swore. “Why’d you do that?”


  “I’m not listening to any crotch grabbers,” Kyra Damon said. “Not tonight.”


  Raymondo laughed. A miniaturized, dry hiss of a cackle, actually…but it ripped at Johnny’s ears like a chain saw.


  Johnny glanced in the rearview mirror. The CD was back there, glimmering in the reflected glow of the taillights, running down the road like the gingerbread boy in that kid’s story.


  And then it was lost in the dark.


  Kyra popped a CD into the player.


  Peter Warlock’s Capriol Suite for Guitar and String Orchestra. One of her psycho daddy’s daughter-bashin’ theme songs. Kyra had already played it once tonight. At the dump, in the middle of that wild cat-eatin’, spell-castin’ nightmare.


  But, as it usually was with Kyra Damon, once wasn’t nearly enough.


  Johnny grabbed the steering wheel and held on tight.


  It was going to be one of those nights, after all.


  


  Marana. Pichacho. Phoenix coming up.


  The Dodge Durango rode smooth, and Dan Cody drove fast.


  He didn’t listen to music.


  He listened to the Crow.


  The bird was flying northwest, and Dan was following it.


  “Where are we going?” he asked.


  Wherever they lead us.


  “What happens when we catch them?”


  You’ll get your revenge.


  Dan drove, thinking about it. Pain burned through him like a wildfire. The terrible sensation urged him forward, but it took from him, too. He wondered if there would be anything left of him when that fire was gone—when he’d pulled the trigger time and time again and watched Kyra and her man fall to his bullets.


  What would remain of Dan Cody in the wake of that hell? A man? An avenger delivered from his pain? Or would there only be a walking corpse…and a couple of guns…and a pile of spent cartridges that were as empty as a dead thing that wasn’t smart enough to stay dead?


  And what was the purpose of vengeance? Dan Cody didn’t want revenge. In truth, that wasn’t what he wanted at all.


  He wanted Leticia.


  He wanted an end to his pain…and the pain his love had endured on this side of the veil.


  Dan hoped Leticia didn’t feel that pain in death. The bird had promised that was the way of it. Now she sleeps, the Crow had said. And her sleep is sweet, and she sleeps in a place where pain can never wake her.


  Dan’s hands tightened around the steering wheel. He stared at the Crow, flying low above moonlight-scalded blacktop.


  “What do you want?” Dan asked. “What is it that drives you?”


  No answer from the bird.


  “Is it revenge?”


  No. The word was like the whisper of a wing. Not revenge.


  “What, then?”


  No answer came.


  Not one that Dan Cody could understand, anyway.


  For the Crow’s only answer was a tortured caw.


  To the dead man, it almost sounded like a scream.


  


  Wikieup flashed past in a scream of violins. Kyra closed her new blue eyes and listened to the music wailing from the stereo. The Merc echoed with its plaintive cries, and so did Kyra’s thoughts…carrying her to the stars.


  She wondered where the constellation—and her new eyes— would lead them. Kingman was just ahead, but she couldn’t imagine a vision mundane enough to culminate in a visit to that particular Arizona shitsplat.


  But if they continued west out of Kingman, there were several more interesting possibilities—the Mojave Desert, or Death Valley, or Las Vegas. Maybe even Los Angeles or San Francisco, or some point farther north.


  But if they went east once they hit Highway 40…well, Kyra doubted they’d do that. If the stars wanted to take them east, they would have taken Highway 17 out of Phoenix.


  Unless, of course, the stars preferred the scenic route. If that were the case, maybe they were headed for the Grand Canyon. Maybe they’d circle back to the Painted Desert, or the Petrified Forest, or Canyon de Chelly…


  No. The very idea was ridiculous. They were heading west out of Kingman. Kyra was sure of it.


  West…and north…and…


  The strings wailed, and Kyra clenched her eyelids tightly. The pain—ever transformative—was returning, dull slice by dull slice.


  It was coming, unbidden, the same way it had descended upon her in the mausoleum. Of that she was sure. But she wasn’t sure of its source. Not this time. Kyra sensed that there was more to this pain than darkness. This time, it bore the cold sting of vengeance—


  Roses bloomed in her skull, and blood welled in her brainpan like a million unshed teardrops, and Leticia Hardin’s scorpions returned, scrabbling behind Kyra’s eyeballs, pinchers closing around her optic nerves.


  Scorpion stingers slashed her with each violin stroke, but she did not cry out. Soon another sound smothered the violins, a sound that was inside Kyra’s head. A pounding as strong as her father’s fist, and every percussive blow of it hammered her deeper into darkness.


  She held her breath and listened to the beat.


  The sound of a Crow elder’s hand on a drum made of stretched animal hide.


  The sound of the black bird’s heartbeat.


  Kyra’s breath burned in her lungs, but she couldn’t manage to exhale. The vision that burned in her brainpan was too strong, eclipsing even the most basic demands of human biology.


  She saw them clearly, locked in her head: A woman and a man. Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin and Dan Cody. Leticia in traditional Crow ceremonial dress, her hair in dark black braids, her face glowing with happiness. Cody in Johnny Cash black and a string tie, his expression as solemn as his clothes…but his fingers trembling with joy he had never felt before in life.


  He’s dead, Kyra told herself. The cowboy is dead…and so is his bitch. They’re buried in a dump, and this isn’t real.


  A voice—small but sure—in tempo with the drumbeat.


  “With this ring…” the voice said.


  No! Kyra cried, the word trapped in her head.


  “With this ring, which is made of summer’s heat and winter’s snow, which is made of tears and laughter and dreams and sorrows and happiness…”


  No!


  “Dan…Leticia…this token of your undying love joins you together in strength that can never be challenged. With this ring I thee—”


  “NO!” Kyra cried as her eyes flashed open. She exhaled sharply. Then she gasped, filling her lungs, chest heaving.


  The CD was over. It was quiet in the car.


  It was quiet in her head, as well.


  Quiet as death.


  “Kyra,” Johnny said. “Hey, did you have a bad dream or something?”


  Kyra didn’t answer. She stared through the windshield. The sky was no longer black. It was purple as an innocent child’s bruise, but still the stars waited just ahead on the horizon, drawing her forward.


  A sign flashed by on the right:


  


  LAS VEGAS 54 MI.


  


  Kyra jammed her hand into her coat pocket. She found Dan and Leticia’s wedding ring there, waiting for her touch.


  “Kyra?” Johnny’s voice again. “Hey, darlin’, don’t mess with my head. Are you okay?”


  The ring was hot to the touch. It seemed to burn Kyra’s black-nailed fingers, and it spoke to her the same way her vision had, and she couldn’t get it out of her pocket fast enough.


  “Kyra?”


  “Shut up, Johnny!” she said, her voice as sharp as a knife.


  In the dull first light of another desert morning, Kyra Damon stared at the ring. The tiny diamonds glimmered clean and white before her eyes, and she nearly laughed at the idea that such pauper stones could have any power at all.


  But they did. She remembered the words, like the drumbeat. Undying love…strength that can never he challenged…


  The tiny stones sparkled before Kyra’s eyes.


  And then the diamonds turned black.


  Kyra’s equally black heart thudded in her chest, pounding like a renegade drumbeat. She closed her eyes and slipped the ring onto her finger, just to see how it would feel.


  It was, of course, a perfect fit.


  Just like the blue eyes in her skull.


  When Kyra opened her eyes, the Crow constellation was growing dimmer in the coming morning light. But that was okay with her. She knew where she was going now—the same place any woman of Kyra’s disposition went with a wedding ring and a man.


  Her destination was less than fifty-four miles away. Las Vegas, Nevada. The quick ’n’ nasty wedding capital of America.


  She was sure of it.


  Kyra clutched the ring. She glanced over at Johnny. He glanced back, a worried look on his face. Besides his expression, he didn’t look any different. Not at all.


  She laughed, thinking, You don’t realize just how worried you should he, Johnny C.


  “You okay?” Johnny asked again. “I mean, you about scared me half to death. It was like you were having some kind of seizure or something, and then you yelled No! like some nightmare was trying to eat you alive—”


  “It wasn’t a seizure, Johnny. And it wasn’t a nightmare.”


  “Then what was it?”


  “Pull over,” Kyra said. “And I’ll tell you.”


  


  Dan slammed on the brakes, and the Durango seized up like a gut-shot horse.


  A thunderstorm churned in his skull. His eyes were closed, but lightning flashed behind them, striking to the root of his cerebral cortex, and a memory of a day that never was caught fire in his soul.


  The Crow elder’s drumbeat bringing a crowd of people together at the mouth of Cuervo Canyon…a crowd who have come to see only two…


  Emily Carlisle at Dan’s side, whispering in his ear, telling him that everything will be okay if he’d just be smart enough to take a couple steps and say a couple words…


  Dan knowing he can do it, knowing that with all his heart and soul as he walks toward Leticia. He travels a gauntlet of Leticia’s family and friends…near-strangers who frighten him, but Leticia has promised that these people will be his friends, too, and he believes her promises, they are the only promises he has ever believed in his entire misguided life…


  And then there she is, waiting for him, a smile on her beautiful face, a smile glowing like the first sunrise that kills winter and brings spring…and Dan is alive now because he knows her smile is for him…Leticia has given it to him, and it is the greatest gift he has ever received, and no one can take it from him and that smile is all he wants, all he has ever wanted.


  The ring is in his pocket.


  He’s sure it is, but he is so nervous…he has to check.


  He reaches down, hoping no one will notice.


  Fingers brush black denim.


  No ring in his pocket…nothing there at all…and suddenly the friends he never had are gone and the desert sky is darkening and the Crow drumbeat in his head quickens and his heart beats a tortured rhythm along with it…and he looks up to find Leticia’s blue eyes one more time…


  He finds the eyes, but they are set in the wrong face.


  The face of a woman who wears a black wedding dress.


  Kyra Damon smiles at Dan. “I see by your outfit that you are a cowboy,” she says, paraphrasing the old song. ‘And you see by my eyes that you’re way too late.”


  “No,” Dan says. “It’s a trick. It’s not possible. Not today-”


  Kyra looks up at the sky. The Crow circles there, high above. When Kyra’s eyes find the bird, it shrieks as if shot and its wings beat a rhythm that is nothing compared to the beating of the drum and Dan blinks one time and when he opens his eyes the bird is gone.


  “The Crow lied to you,” Kyra says. “It tried to use you. I won’t do that.”


  “I don’t believe you,” Dan says.


  “Believe what you want, cowboy. I’m telling you the truth. A man should know the truth before he dies. And that bird is a damn liar.”


  Kyra points to the heavens, to the patch of sky where the Crow had soared just moments before. The last flicker of daylight evaporates like water on a hot skillet, and the sky is as black as cast iron.


  A handful of stars gleam there. A constellation Dan has never seen from his part of the world. A constellation that can’t be seen from the desert where he has lingered too long. But he has read about this group of stars, always hoped that he would see it one day.


  Still, he can’t remember the constellation’s name.


  Until Kyra reminds him. “Those stars are named for the Crow: Alchiba. Kraz. Giengh Ghurab. Algorab. Minkar…” She raises a slim-fingered hand, and the stars dance in the sky. “I own them now,” she says. “The same way I own your bitch’s eyes. The same way I’m going to own the black bird. That’s the only truth you need to understand, cowboy. Now you’re ready to die.”


  A heavy hand falls on Dan’s shoulder, roughly spinning him around before he can protest.


  Johnny Church stands there in a suit the color of an electric eel. “Sorry, Tex,” he says. “The lady’s telling the truth—the bird did lie to you, and it is time to die. Besides, you ain’t near cool enough to rate an invitation to this party. To tell the truth, Tex, you’re about as square as a Kraft single.”


  Johnny smiles, raises his white tarantula hands.


  He holds Dan’s ring in one.


  In his other he holds a .357 Magnum.


  Not that there’s an element of choice involved…this certainly isn’t that kind of situation.


  Johnny uses the gun…


  


  At least there wasn’t an argument about what song was most appropriate for the moment.


  “Can’t Help Falling in Love.” Elvis. Uh-huh-huh.


  Of course, Johnny didn’t own any Elvis CDs. He had to find a pay phone, call an oldies station in Vegas and request the tune. But hey…it wasn’t like it was the first time some love-struck couple had done that on their way to Vegas.


  They waited for the song, out there in the middle of nowhere, and it was worth the wait. The King’s voice drifted from the speaker set in the Mercury’s passenger door, filling the quiet desert the way no other voice could.


  Where they were was no place special. Just sand and scrub and nothing much under a steely sky. Dawn was coming on, but it was taking its own sweet time and the stars were lingering and—


  “The song won’t last forever, Johnny,” Kyra said. “If we’re going to do this thing right, you’d better get moving.”


  “Sure, Ky.” Johnny dropped down on one knee. Yeah. That was the way you did it…if you were going to do it right.


  Johnny reached out and took Kyra’s delicate hand between his callused fingers. Then he looked up at her. Man, she was beautiful. Those sexy lips, painted black. Her hair, a wild fiery tangle cascading over her shoulders. Those eyes…


  It was weird, seeing those blue eyes set in Kyra’s face. They were blue and clear as a summer sky but they were Kyra’s eyes now. Johnny was almost certain about that, yet it seemed that the Crow woman was looking through them, seeing Johnny down there on his knees…


  “The song, Johnny,” Kyra said. “It’s almost over.”


  He nodded, still holding on to her hand. It felt different, somehow. Stronger. Johnny didn’t feel stronger, though. Sure, he saw the stars in the sky the same way Kyra did, but he didn’t feel different at all. Hell, his sacro-fuckin’-iliac had launched another murderous attack. Hauling those damn corpses up a mountain of garbage had just about done him in, and then there was all that driving, and even the fucking had taken its toll—


  He didn’t have time for complaints, though. He knew that. Kyra was right. The song was almost over.


  Johnny opened his mouth. There were a hundred things he wanted to tell Kyra Damon—what she meant to him, and all the dark mysteries he wanted to explore with her after they’d stolen the Crow’s power. He wanted to talk about how it had been for them before, and how it was now, and how it would be when they were really equals—


  He opened his mouth, ready to say those things. But he found, quite suddenly, that there was only one thing that needed to be said.


  “I want this to last forever,” Johnny said. “I want us to last forever.”


  Kyra didn’t say a word.


  “That’s what I want.” Johnny held her hand so tight. “That’s what you want, too…isn’t it, Ky?”


  Kyra smiled.


  A single tear spilled from one blue eye, rolled down her cheek, fell to the ground and left a stain on the sand.


  But Kyra barely noticed.


  Because the tear belonged to another.


  


  Kyra looked up at the constellation, just a few tiny pinpricks fading in the morning light. She thought about Johnny’s question, knowing instantly that she couldn’t give him an answer he could understand.


  She felt different somehow. She’d seen new stars in the sky…but somehow she could hardly see Johnny at all. She didn’t know what the full force of the Crow’s dark powers would do to her. She didn’t know what she’d want when that power pulsed within her like her own sinful heart.


  Kyra was seeing through the eyes of another now. She knew that. And sure, her new eyes might spill another woman’s tears. But they belonged to Kyra now. Her blood fed them, and they joined to her nerve endings, and her brain, and her soul.


  Her vision had, quite literally, brought her a new way of seeing things. Her vision would guide her to the black bird’s power, too. And if that meant she had to do some things she thought she’d never do—like wear a man’s wedding ring—well, then she’d do those things, as well.


  She’d get what she wanted. No matter the price.


  Johnny’s hand shook while he waited for his answer. Kneeling before Kyra, he wore the expression of a man hanging on a meat hook.


  That’s what he looked like—a piece of meat, a big slab of muscle and gristle.


  But under that meat Johnny still had a pulse, and somewhere buried deep, a heart.


  “Till death do us part, right?” he asked, his voice barely a whisper. “And once we finish with the Crow, we’re never gonna die…so that means forever, right?”


  “Forever,” Kyra said, “is the longest time.”


  It wasn’t an answer at all. Not really.


  Johnny Church couldn’t understand that, though. He’d hear what he wanted to hear. Kyra’s cryptic words would be answer enough for him. Those words were all he’d get. Because Johnny wanted one thing, and the vision wanted something else. Something that might seem the same on first glance, but something that was really very different…


  Kyra released Johnny’s hand.


  It fell away, like something dead, and Kyra wiped her cheek, smearing that misplaced tear with the back of her hand.


  She looked at Johnny.


  He looked small, down there on his knees.


  He’d never looked small before.


  Now he was almost shrunken, somehow…almost like Raymondo.


  Almost hollow…like a mortal man.


  


  A car horn blared behind the Durango, and Dan’s eyes flashed open.


  A battered pickup screamed around him, and a beer car thrown from the passenger window smacked the Durango’s front bumper.


  Stalled in the middle of the road was no place for Dan to be. He started the engine, then pulled the Dodge onto the shoulder.


  He sucked a few deep breaths. The dream of Cuervo Canyon was seared in his memory like a brand. His wedding, stolen by Johnny Church and Kyra Damon. His bride’s eyes gleaming in the dark-haired woman’s head…Leti’s wedding ring destined for that same woman’s finger.


  Maybe dream wasn’t the right word for the things he’d seen. Maybe the right word was vision…


  Dan didn’t know. Vision was Leti’s word, not his. He wanted to think it through before he traveled another mile. He turned the wheel and left the road. He headed west, into the desert, away from the road, away from other men.


  But he couldn’t leave the Crow behind. The black bird soared above him, cawing its distress.


  Where are you going? it called. We have to hurry if we’re going to stop Kyra Damon. We don’t have much time.


  Dan swallowed hard. His throat was dry…dry as a dead man’s gullet. Still, he kept driving, rocks banging hard in the truck’s wheel-wells, fat tires hissing over sand.


  Finally, he pulled to a stop. The Crow circled above him.


  Dream or vision?. Dan wondered. Reality or imagination?


  A hundred other questions churned in Dan’s skull. He couldn’t answer one of them. Not by himself. To find an answer, he’d have to trust another. He didn’t know if he could do that, either.


  He opened his mouth. There was only one thing to say, and he’d say it to the Crow.


  “Kyra Damon said you lied to me.”


  She’ll say anything to stop us.


  The Crow swooped over the hood of the Dodge. The first glimmer of morning sun cast a shadow there, and the bird rose in the burnt scarlet sky.


  That was when Dan saw the stars. The Crow constellation, gleaming the way it had in his dream…or his vision.


  It didn’t belong in this sky at all, but there it was.


  Gleaming even as the sun rose in the east.


  And moving.


  “Tell me about the stars,” Dan said. “Tell me how Kyra Damon stole them from you.”


  We have to hurry—


  “Tell me what she’s after.”


  We don’t have time for this—


  “Tell me the truth, or I’m not going anywhere.”


  The Crow cawed, nothing but a rusty bark. No answer at all.


  “Have it your way,” Dan said. He took Eldon Carlisle’s pistol from its holster, and he stepped out of the Dodge Durango. His boots hit desert sand, his stance set wide. He raised the pistol, aiming at the sky—past the scarlet horizon, through the purple haze, beyond the bright blue face of morning, to a small cluster of stars.


  No, the Crow cried. You don’t understand—


  “Then make me understand, dammit.”


  No-


  Dan opened fire. The big Colt bucked in his hand, and the bullets flew far but they could never reach the stars.


  That was Dan Cody’s truth, and he believed it. He had always lived in the real world, or at least a world he imagined was real. A world where bullets could never reach the stars, and black-feathered crows could not blur the borders of Life and death, and dead men could never, ever, under any circumstances, rise like Lazarus and walk.


  It was a world where the eyes you were born with were the same ones socketed in your skull when you died. A world where vision—like perception and its stubborn twin, reality—never changed.


  That had been Dan Cody’s world for nearly twenty-five years. It hadn’t changed until he met Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin. Leti understood dreams and visions and perceptions. She understood that reality did not come with set parameters, or an owner’s manual, or a money-back guarantee. And, most of all, she understood Dan Cody.


  Now Leti was gone. And Dan didn’t know what kind of world he had entered in the wake of her death, and his own.


  But someone knew…


  The Crow circled high above Dan’s head.


  High enough for a bird…but lower than any star.


  Dan redirected the barrel of the Colt .45.


  The metal sight fell in line with the Crow’s wings…and it was just as dark.


  Dan’s finger trembled on the trigger.


  “Tell me the truth,” he said. “Now.”


  two
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    Las Vegas, Nevada

  


  THE CROW CONSTELLATION LOOMED ABOVE LAS VEGAS, AND Johnny Church’s ’49 Mercury raced toward the city as if it were some dark Bethlehem.


  There was no outrunning daylight, though. Not for Church, who hunched behind the wheel like a black leather gargoyle…not for a jabbering exhibit of the cannibal’s lost art that went by the name of Raymondo…not even for a woman like Kyra Damon. Inevitably, the stars faded from view, and soon Kyra blinked a single sandpaper blink and when she opened her stolen eyes the constellation Corvus was quite suddenly gone.


  As if someone shot it right out of the sky, Kyra thought. But that was impossible. The constellation would return when darkness fell, and when that happened she would find the exact destination that her vision demanded.


  It would be difficult, but Kyra knew she could wait one more day for that to happen. Until then…well, it wasn’t like it was hard to find a place to stay in Vegas, or a thousand twisted ways to occupy her time.


  Kyra could certainly use some rest, if she was up to such a mortal pursuit. Not that she’d really have time for sleep. There was a lot to do in the space often or twelve hours, before darkness blanketed the desert and her clear blue Crow eyes turned once more to the stars.


  Kyra smiled. There was time for everything, really. Time to get things done, and time to enjoy the moment. She’d earned that time, the same way she’d earned the things she was determined to take from the Crow, the same way she’d earned every precious, desperate moment of life that she’d ever enjoyed or endured.


  Kyra Damon had bought every ticking second of it with anger and rage, with bullets and blood and a big piece of her soul. It was hers. All of it. She knew that now. She saw it clearly with eyes she’d stolen from another woman, a woman who probably hadn’t even understood the depth of her own power.


  Everything Kyra had ever wanted was finally within her reach.


  She’d have it all, and soon.


  But that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to take the time to enjoy the moment.


  After all, it wasn’t every night that a girl got herself married…and Kyra wasn’t thinking of anything quite so mundane as her impending nuptials with Johnny Church. That kind of union didn’t matter to her. Men and women stood in front of ministers and slipped rings on their fingers all the time, then they slipped them off and called a lawyer. That was nothing new.


  No, mortal marriage didn’t interest Kyra Damon, any more than Johnny Church did. That wasn’t what this was about, not at all, though poor Johnny couldn’t understand that.


  Johnny was interested in making Kyra Damon his own. First, last, and always.


  But Kyra was interested in another kind of union.


  A union with a black bird.


  A union with its power.


  Daylight broke over the hills to the east, swept down jagged crags and filled the gullies with a purple glow that blazed red and simmered orange as the sun rose higher and higher, until at last the burning sphere was free of the hills and its rays broke across the flat, barren expanse of the desert, sparking a scalding glint off the barrel of the Colt .45 Dan Cody gripped in his hand.


  The dead man aimed at the black bird circling in the sky above him.


  Don’t pull the trigger, the Crow warned. If you do, you’ll finish both of us.


  “I’m not so sure I care anymore.”


  You care. You know you do. You care about Leticia—


  “Yes, I do. But Leticia’s dead. You said so yourself You brought me back, but you can’t bring her back. The woman I wanted to spend my life with is buried in a hole in the ground.”


  We can still save her. Together. We can stop Kyra Damon and her consorts. And when we do that, you and Leticia will be joined for all eternity.


  “And how will eternity be for her without any eyes?” Dan said, tracing the Crow’s path with his pistol. “That bitch carved them out of Leti’s head like a couple of trophies. Now Kyra Damon sees the world through the eyes of a Crow. She sees things. Things that have to do with you and your power. I want to know what those things are, and why they frighten you.”


  There are some things you can’t know, some things you can’t understand—


  “Let me see if I’ve got this right—I can’t understand…but Kyra Damon can?”


  Kyra is not like you. She has visions. She sees things other people can’t even imagine.


  “Leti had visions. I didn’t always understand them, either, but she never hid them from me.”


  The bird circled above, silent, leaving no sound on the wind, no words to fill Dan’s head. But the silence didn’t matter. Leti’s words were already there, locked in Dan’s skull. Her visions were with him always. Visions of the two of them together, visions of the life they’d have…and visions that had come to him unbidden, of a wedding gone horribly wrong, of a wedding turned into a funeral for a blood-spattered bride.


  Dan’s gun hand trembled. He swallowed hard, his voice shaking as he went on. “One thing’s for sure—Leti won’t ever have another vision, because Kyra Damon stole her eyes.” He cocked the pistol. “I may be as blind as she is, but you aren’t. You know why Damon wanted the eyes of a Crow Indian. You know why she’s following a moving constellation that’s named for a Crow. And if you don’t tell me why those things are happening, and why Leti had to die. I’ll blow your feathered ass south of eternity and eat your carcass myself”


  Even if I told you…you wouldn’t understand. There are no simple answers. There are only more questions—


  “Then there’s no use in talking anymore,” Dan said.


  He raised the gun and pulled the trigger, and the pistol’s report obliterated the desert silence like a brutal thunderclap.


  When the sound was gone, all that remained was the anguished scream of the Crow.


  


  Kyra Damon and Johnny Church spent a couple hours trolling the theme resorts on the strip. They eyeballed the Luxor, New York New York, Caesar’s Palace, The Mirage, even The Bellagio. Hey, money wasn’t an object. They had plenty of that, and they got more whenever they needed it.


  They didn’t hit ATMs when they were low on cash, the way the no-hopes did. No savings or checking accounts for Mr Church and Ms. Damon. No credit cards. Johnny and Kyra didn’t believe in plastic.


  They believed in steel—snub-nosed and long-barreled. And gunpowder. And bullets. And the greenbacks those three components brought them when they waved said hardware beneath the noses of a long line of clerks and tellers and nine-to-five functionaries of every stripe.


  So the killers could afford to be selective when it came to choosing their wedding night digs. They turned thumbs down on several signature Vegas neon and concrete nightmares—none of them were what you’d call goth-intensive.


  The Excalibur was a little closer. At least it looked like a big castle. But there was too much King Arthur crap for Johnny’s taste, and Kyra didn’t like the whole Renaissance Faire ambience. That was hippie shit. Kyra wasn’t staying in any tie-dyed Disneyland on her wedding night. No fuckin’ way.


  So they kept on going, down the Strip, through the longest goddamned stoplights in the entire civilized world.


  Waiting at those lights, they spotted a three-story skull with gas-torch spewing eye sockets, and they figured they’d found the right place at last.


  About twenty minutes and two blocks later, they drove right through the skull’s open mouth and into a patented Vegas fantasy land. It wasn’t quite goth, of course. The hotel was called Skull Island, but that was kind of misleading because the place was really a riff off the King Kong shtick. There were lots of palm trees and penned up tigers and bellhops in safari gear…even an animatronic giant gorilla in the showroom, or so the desk clerk said.


  But Kyra and Johnny could overlook all that plastic Bwana Devil merch, because there was plenty of cool shit, too. The place was leopard-print intensive, and while neither of them really went for the whole Tiki bar thing—fuck Raymondo’s opinion, thank you very much—they both had to admit that the Skull Island bartenders mixed pretty mean zombies.


  Rum warmed Kyra’s stomach like a blowtorch notched to blue flame. Her pale cheeks glowed. Sure, she had a lot to do—lay down thirty-five bucks for a license at the Clark County Marriage License Bureau, find a wicked place to get hitched, get a cool dress to get hitched in (and who knew how long that would take in this hip-to-be-square town)—but she wasn’t going to do any of it right now.


  She could wait, just a little while.


  Enjoy herself, and relax, for once in her life.


  The suite was too nice to waste. After a couple of drinks, all that leopard-print didn’t look as tacky. And then there was the bathtub, set right in the middle of the room.


  The tub was really the shit. Big circular thing. Fiberglass, shaped like a human skull with the top lopped off Kyra was soaking in it now, luxuriating in hot water scented with essential oils…yarrow to open herself to cosmic vibrations and strengthen her psychic abilities…attar of black roses to draw negative energies toward her…clary sage to access destructive forces and induce disturbing dreams.


  Room service zombies were good…but hey, this was the perfect cocktail.


  Stir well and enjoy.


  Johnny was in the bathroom. He’d caught a quick shower, and now he was gabbing with Raymondo. The two of them were laughing. Johnny, throaty and alive. Raymondo, dry as a desert breeze.


  Johnny came out of the bathroom wearing coal-black Levi’s and his tattered Blasphemers T-shirt. “I’m going out for a while, babe,” he said. “I wanna get me some wedding duds.”


  “Sure,” Kyra said, lounging in the steaming bath. “Have fun.”


  “I’m taking Raymondo with me.” Johnny shook his head and laughed, and then his voice dropped to a whisper. “This’ll blow your mind, Ky.”


  “What’s that?”


  “The little fuck wants to marry us. Isn’t that a scream?”


  “Get out of here! Raymondo can’t marry anyone. He’s no minister.”


  “He says he is. Says that when he was in that cannibal stew pot with those South American missionaries, they made him an honorary preacher man. Taught him the secret handshake and everything. Between that and his indoctrination into the black arts at the hands of that heathen witch doctor, he figures he’s got all the bases covered.”


  “That’s wild.” Kyra sipped her zombie, getting used to the idea. “Do you think we should let him do it?”


  “Only if he can find a tux. And a body to fill it out.”


  Kyra grinned. “Maybe you could drop by Toys R Us. Check out the Barbie section, buy a Prom Date Ken complete with burgundy tuxedo. All you’d have to do is pull off the head.”


  An indignant little voice from the bathroom: “I heard that, Ms. Damon.”


  Kyra laughed. “Eavesdroppers never hear anything good about themselves, shithead.”


  Johnny fastened the studded collar around his neck. Then he got Raymondo and knotted the shrunken head’s hair to the chrome loop in the middle of the collar.


  “Don’t go talking to our little sidekick in the middle of the casino,” Kyra warned. “I don’t want you getting in some fight with Skull Island’s security cops. Knowing this place, they’re probably outfitted like cannibal headhunters. You might end up like Raymondo.”


  “Forget about it,” Johnny said. “No one’s gonna even notice a shrunken head around this place. They’ve got talking robot heads in every Tiki bar. Anyone notices Raymondo, all they’re going to ask me for is directions to the gift shop where I got ’im so they can buy one, too.”


  “Well, be careful on the Strip. Lots of shitheads out there.”


  “Baby, this is Vegas. Pirate ships sink every hour. Volcanoes blow up every fifteen minutes. White tigers fuck in front of an audience every five seconds. Elvis still walks these streets. No one’s going to notice anything.”


  Kyra had to go with Johnny on that one. He bent over the tub and gave her a kiss. And then he was gone, taking Raymondo with him, and a pleasant silence closed around her.


  Silence, but not darkness. The suite faced east. Its big windows mirrored the sunrise. Kyra sipped her zombie and watched warm tendrils of light filter through the sheer gossamer blinds.


  Sunlight had never looked quite so golden before, quite so alive. She sensed power in that light, a power different than any she’d ever contemplated. It was as if she were tapped into the sun somehow, as if it were filling her up.


  Maybe it wasn’t the sun that she was feeling. Maybe it was the Crow’s power, settling down in her flesh like the slow burn of immortality.


  Or maybe it was just the rum. Kyra laughed, a little sloppy, a little drunk. Either way, she didn’t want to close her eyes. She didn’t want to sleep, where she could only see things that were already locked in her skull. She was seeing things differently now. Had been, almost from the moment she’d carved the Crow bitch’s eyes right out of their sockets.


  Everything was different. The constellation Corvus…and Johnny and Raymondo…and the sunrise…and now Kyra herself


  Everything was different.


  Kyra stared into the light. It grew brighter, whiter. It filled the sky. It filled the room. But the light could never fill Kyra Damon. It could never wash away the shadows trapped inside her pale flesh. Kyra knew that.


  Those shadows were the strong heart of her.


  They would be with her, always.


  With her new eyes, Kyra saw that clearly.


  Clearly, even as she drained zombie dregs from her glass, even as she leaned back against the sloped curve of the tub and the hot water lapped against her shoulders…even as she closed her eyes, though she didn’t really want to…


  … even as she slept.


  


  The bird swooped toward Dan like a black nightmare.


  Dan pulled the trigger as the Crow came on, but the pistol was empty. Not that his bullets had done him any good. The bird was an elusive target—much too fast, darting and diving and changing direction, wings slicing the air like knives—and every one of Dan’s six shots had pierced nothing but air.


  But it was the bird’s turn now. Its wings slapped Dan’s face as it attacked. He turned away, swinging the empty pistol in a murderous arc, but his blows were as ineffective as his bullets. The bird had already moved on.


  And returned. Talons raked the gun barrel, and a sharp beak plunged into the back of Dan’s hand. Pain jabbed him as if a nail had been driven through his flesh, and he dropped the pistol, lashing out at the bird with his free hand curled into a fist.


  But, once more, the Crow was already gone.


  It sat on top of the Dodge Durango, a placid knot of midnight in the morning light. The bird looked like it had never even moved, let alone driven its sharp beak through Dan’s hand.


  I feel better, Dan. How about you?


  Dan rubbed his hand. Already the wound had healed over, but the pain remained.


  “I guess I deserved that,” he said.


  Maybe. Maybe not…I haven’t given you what you wanted. You haven’t given me what I wanted, either Maybe we’re even now.


  “Yeah, maybe…but nothing’s changed.”


  Do you still want to know the truth?


  “Yes.”


  Are you sure?


  Dan nodded.


  Then close your eyes.


  “Why?”


  It’s simple, Dan. The Crow cawed. You can’t have a vision with your eyes open.


  three
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  KYRA DAMON’S EYELIDS FLUTTERED OVER EYES SHE’D STOLEN FROM another…as in sleep, as in a dream.


  She was in Las Vegas, Nevada. In a room in an expensive resort hotel, soaking in steaming, perfumed waters in a tub shaped like a human skull.


  But she was really not there at all.


  She was in a vision.


  She was in the land of the Crow.


  And she was not alone.


  


  Dan Cody stood in the desert, a motionless golem made of dead flesh.


  The morning sun beat down on him the same way it had on a thousand other mornings, relentless and unforgiving as the desert itself. But this morning Dan did not curse the sun’s heat, even though his lips were chapped leather and his tongue was too dry to moisten them.


  A hot wind blew off the arid badlands to the west, carrying the scent of a scorched hell that no man could tame. The wind ruffled Dan’s long hair as it gusted with rising force and slapped his face with sand, but he did not feel the pain that was the desert’s only gift, and he did not turn from its fury.


  Like Kyra Damon, Dan was in a place but not of it. Earthly bonds had been transcended, severed by a blade honed sharper than any Mountain Clan Crow knife. Now the part of Dan that mattered most—the part that made him who he was—had left the desert behind.


  That part of Dan had nothing to do with his flesh, dead or alive. Some called it the soul, but Dan didn’t know about that. He only knew that it was the truest part of him—the part that had fallen in love with a woman named Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin.


  Now it was free of his body.


  Dan had set it free as soon as he closed his eyes.


  And now he stood in the land of the Crow.


  There were tombstones here in this kind of cool fog and dank mists—time-worn monuments alive with moss and shadow. And there were trees. Gnarled pine and cypress with thick trunks and branches that joined in a twisted canopy above Dan’s head, guardian limbs forming a roof that eclipsed the sky.


  If there was a sky here at all. Dan did not know. This was not his world, and this world was no desert.


  A rustling sounded in the air above his head.


  The brittle sound of branches, the soft murmur of leaves.


  The whispering slice of the Crow’s dark wing, like the shuffling of Tarot cards.


  “Welcome,” the bird said.


  


  The man looked up and found the Crow’s dark eyes in a knot of twisted branches.


  The bird’s beak did not part. There was much to say, of course. That was true. But there were questions, as well: where to start, and what to share, and what to keep secret.


  That was the mystery of it. That was the power of secrets. The Crow’s survival depended on those secrets. The black bird and its brethren had kept their own council for centuries. Oh, there were rumors, of course, and snatches of truth—legends of the black-winged avenger that found their way into the pages of rare and exotic earthly tomes, ones that were bound in the flesh of sinners. But from time immemorial, no living mortal had ever learned the true secrets of the Crow, for no mortal had ever glimpsed the Crow’s realm and lived to tell the tale.


  Until Kyra Damon turned her eyes on this land of twisted trees and black-winged silence.


  Until the Crow denied her lust for unjust vengeance.


  Until Johnny Church cut the rope that should have killed Kyra, and breathed air into her oxygen-starved lungs, and set her dead heart beating once again.


  The bird looked down at the man. Dan Cody did not say a word. He was not like Kyra Damon at all. He knew when to talk…and when to listen.


  The Crow said, “It began with a woman, and a rope twisted thirteen times…”


  


  Kyra heard the Crow’s voice, hurried to find it in the labyrinth of forest.


  But that was easier said than done. There wasn’t even a path to follow, and no wonder This was the land of the Crow, a place of winged travel. It might be that Kyra Damon was the first woman to walk among these trees.


  Ever.


  She didn’t walk, though. She ran. But she couldn’t seem to get anywhere. There were all those goddamned trees, for one thing. And where there weren’t trees, tombstones choked the path…old ones covered with moss, cracked and weather-worn and unreadable. Those that could be read bore strange symbols, deep lines that looked like they had been etched by a giant bird’s talons.


  The tombstones rose from the dank ground like broken teeth in a dead man’s skull, and Kyra dodged around them, squeezed between the twisted tree trunks, raced to find the black bird. The Crow chattered on, spilling Kyra’s secrets while she ran. She gasped for breath, sweating now…even in the cold.


  The forest floor was soft and yielding beneath her black boots, and her legs began to ache from exertion. An icy breeze tore through her hair…foggy, damp as a sponge.


  It was as if she were moving through water.


  Of course, Kyra was moving just that way…moving as one moves in a dream. She lay in a bathtub in a resort hotel in Las Vegas, hot water scented with yarrow and attar of black roses and clary sage lapping at her shoulders as her fingers flexed into fists and her leg muscles danced like wild rats trapped beneath her skin. Her neck was slack on the curved lip of the tub, her black-red hair fanned over a painted crack in the fiberglass skull. She tossed her head back and forth—the back of her all-too-human skull balanced on the fiberglass replica, her chin pointed at the ceiling, her white neck with its angry purple scar exposed as if for the coup de grace of a vampire’s bite. She rocked back and forth, more violently now, and scented ripples washed over her shoulders and splashed the wicked scar on her neck as if it were the high water mark for a very bad dream, but Kyra could not banish that dream…for it was really no dream at all.


  It was a vision.


  Still Kyra ran, the black bird’s words guiding her like a siren’s call. She had no idea whom the bird was addressing, but it didn’t matter to her. What mattered were the words. They stung her like sharp pecks from the Crow’s beak, like raking talons that scored her flesh.


  The bird was telling her story.


  Sharing her secrets with another


  Telling about the stairwell in San Francisco, and the noose twisted thirteen times for luck, and the secret prayer Kyra had made to the dark deity known as the Crow.


  Kyra clenched her teeth in anger The bird was regurgitating her secrets like worms vomited up to feed a hatchling.


  Kyra wanted to shut the bird’s black beak. The secrets were hers and hers alone, and she would not have them shared with another.


  But the bird kept on, its brittle caw somewhere ahead in the twisted branches, lost in fog as thick as woven ghosts.


  


  The Crow said, “Like many others, Kyra Damon summoned me with a prayer…a wish for strength everlasting and vengeance and immortality. But her prayer was wicked, and she was undeserving, and I turned her away.”


  “Why didn’t she die?” Dan asked.


  “Fate…destiny…Johnny Church showing up with a sharp knife and a rudimentary knowledge of CPR. Select whatever answer suits your purposes…or your perceptions. The force that delivered Kyra Damon from death’s door is not important. What concerns me is the force that took hold of her soul after I denied her. That force is equal to mine, a true antithesis. It’s evil, black and pure, and it gave Kyra a gift-”


  “A vision?”


  A set of random images, really, filtered through the power of an evil book. But when knitted together through the black arts, with knife and gun and spilled blood, that vision will become a tangible reality, and Kyra Damon will become very powerful.


  “As powerful as you?”


  The black bird’s head dipped, its beak knifing the fog. “Yes,” it said. “She wants our power. She wants strength everlasting, and immortality, and—most of all—she wants vengeance.”


  “Against you?”


  “Yes…and anyone who stands in her way”


  “I get the idea,” Dan said. “The vision is driving Kyra. If she fulfill it, you’re history…and so am I.”


  “By extension, yes.”


  “Then let me see what Kyra saw. I need to know what I’m up against. I need to know what she’s after.”


  “I did not create the vision, Dan. The force that lives in Kyra’s book did that. But I am a part of that vision. I have joined with it, just as I have joined with you…and with Leticia.”


  “Then I’m a part of Kyra’s vision, too.”


  “Yes, the vision belongs to all of us now. I’m not sure if Kyra understands that or not. But as long as we remember that the vision is ours as much as it is hers, we can turn it to the light instead of the darkness.”


  “What about Johnny Church? Is he part of the vision, too?”


  “Johnny Church doesn’t have a soul. When it comes to visions, he’s a blind man.”


  “I think we’ve talked enough.” Dan shifted, swallowed hard. “I’m ready to open my eyes and see things for what they are.”


  “You already know how the vision begins, Dan—with the blue eyes of a Crow.”


  Dan nodded. “With Leticia’s eyes.”


  “Then you know it is a vision born of pain. Are you willing to join with that pain?”


  “Yes,” Dan said. “Whatever it takes.”


  The Crow did not say another word. Its black wings spread wide, curtaining the knot of branches that seemed to hold it captive. Suddenly the bird was free of the tree, gliding through the fog like an ebony blade, lighting on Dan’s outstretched arm.


  And in the desert, bird and man did the same.


  The bird drifted over rising thermals, and the man raised his arm toward the unforgiving sun, and the Crow’s talons found purchase in the man’s tattered denim jacket. The bird’s black eye stared at the man’s sunburned face, at the cracked lips that felt no pain.


  For Dan Cody’s lips were kissed by chill, fog-shrouded mists in the land of the Crow. He felt no pain at all. But Dan realized that there was pain yet to come, both in the land of the living and the realm of the dead.


  Spanning the boundaries of two worlds, the Crow stared at Dan Cody.


  In the desert, Dan’s eyes were closed tight.


  In the land of the Crow, his eyes were wide open.


  


  And he saw:


  A Crow with human eyes…


  A blue-eyed bird, black of wing, that became a woman Dan recognized. Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin; her smile open and giving, her hair lush and soft as a midnight breeze, her lips parting as if to answer a question…


  But the answer never came, because there was another woman at Leticia’s side. Kyra Damon. And before Dan could rescue his love there came screams instead of words or whispers, and darkness like bottled midnight.


  And then pinpricks of light gouged the black sky above, and the stars shone down on Kyra Damon’s bloodstained hands and the blue eyes she had taken, and she held those eyes to the heavens and saw a secret in the stars.


  She followed those stars, followed a Crow made of light through a river of midnight to meet her destiny…And it was a destiny Dan Cody could not envision, just as Kyra Damon could not envision it, for that destiny had yet to be revealed.


  But Dan saw what would follow in its wake. Someone or something, who waited for Kyra…or perhaps Dan…or perhaps the Crow…


  It was another woman who waited. Dan was sure of that.


  She was a creature of black hair and white skin, with lips as black as rotten plums…


  … and eyes as black as marbles…


  … as black as the eyes of the Crow…


  … a woman with Crow eyes.


  


  Kyra saw two figures up ahead.


  The black bird and the goddamned cowboy.


  Kyra stopped short, hiding behind a tree that looked like it belonged in Hansel and Gretel’s favorite forest. She was breathing hard, but neither bird nor man noticed her, because the wind was blowing in her direction, carrying the voice of the Crow to her ears, banishing the sound of her ragged breathing. The fog was like a river of ectoplasm, and it tasted like death.


  No wonder the Crow’s on my ass, Kyra thought. Anything to get out of this bleak Brothers Grimm hell.


  And it was a bad one. Ninth circle stuff, minus the cheery warmth of fire and brimstone. From Kyra Damon’s POV, the place was more depressing than San Francisco’s Mission District. Sure, there weren’t any panhandlers hitting you up for a quarter, no homeless junkies huddled under blankets on every comer, no punk-ska bands practicing in the next apartment who made you want to slash your wrists, but—


  Save it, Ky, she told herself. This isn’t the time for a multileveled-reality compare/contrast session.


  No way.


  This was no time for mental masturbatory bullshit.


  This was time for action.


  Because the Crow was giving up the goods to its chosen avenger. The black-winged bastard was giving up Kyra’s vision, leeching it straight out of her. Kyra could fucking feel it happening, like a tap running in her skull. It was a feeling she’d had too many times before and she didn’t like it, the same sensation she’d get when she was on the streets—before the book and the rope, before Johnny and Raymondo—and she was hurting, and some smooth-talking asshole coaxed and cajoled her after getting her high and her deepest darkest secrets came sliding over her tongue even though she didn’t want them to.


  It had to fucking well stop, and right now.


  Kyra reached under her arm for her shoulder holster.


  It wasn’t there, and neither was her WaltherPPK.


  Fucking hardass dream, she thought. I can’t even catch a break.


  And then Kyra looked at the black Hansel and Gretel tree trunk just inches from her face.


  Really looked at it.


  Saw the Mountain Clan Crow knife stuck between scabby slabs of bark. Yeah. Right where it belonged. Because this wasn’t a hardass dream. It was a vision, and it belonged to Kyra Damon.


  Kyra grabbed the hilt of the knife and freed the blade from the fairy tale tree.


  The blade shone brightly despite the gloom. Kyra smiled. The knife had some serious mojo, all right. She held it up, stared at her blue-eyed reflection in the gleaming metal.


  The knife belonged to her now, the same way the vision did.


  A slight movement behind her.


  A shadow, reflected in the blade.


  “You’re wrong, Kyra,” came a familiar voice. “You don’t own the vision anymore. It doesn’t belong to you…and neither does that knife.”


  Kyra turned, startled, the blade gripped tightly in her trembling hand.


  In a second the knife was snatched away.


  Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin stood before Kyra, low fog pooling at her ankles, pitted scarlet eye sockets gleaming in her smiling, bronze-skinned face.


  “I think this belongs to me,” Leticia said, pressing the sharp blade to Kyra’s throbbing jugular vein.


  


  Kyra wanted to scream, knew that she couldn’t. The knifeblade had her pinned against the twisted spine of the tree, and she didn’t dare move an inch.


  Leticia Hardin leaned toward her, empty eye sockets wet and slick as chopped meat. In the real world, there’d be no way the dead woman could stand there with a knife pressing against the plum-colored scar that ringed Kyra’s throat, no way Leticia could so much as see Kyra at all when her goddamn Injun eyes had been carved out of her head, but this was obviously a long fucking way from the real world. Kyra wasn’t quite up to testing the bounds of an alternate reality by taking a chance with a razor-sharp blade, no matter how imaginary this world might be.


  Better safe than sorry. That was the way she’d play this one.


  “Smart thinking, Kyra.” A rictus grin crossed Leticia Hardin’s face and she leaned closer, close enough so that the raw scent of the dead woman’s blood hit Kyra like a couple of rusty iron spikes hammered into her nostrils.


  Leticia’s empty eye sockets came even with Kyra’s new blue eyes. “Nice eyes,” Leticia said, and only a deaf person could have missed the pained sarcasm in the Crow woman’s voice. “I like the color…but it really doesn’t suit you.”


  Though Kyra was terrified, a ripe fuck you brimmed on her tongue like a conditioned response. But as soon as the first word overflowed Kyra’s lips the knife dug in.


  “You had your chance to talk,” Leticia said. “I had to listen to you back there at the trading post. You and your slag boyfriend were quite the chatterboxes. Remember?


  Leticia eased off with the blade, but only for a second. Then she redirected it. The flat edge whispered over Kyra’s cheek until the point neared the comer of her right eye, flicked against Kyra’s eyelashes…and then the flesh beneath.


  A single tear spilled from the blue orb and ran the length of the silver blade.


  “Last night I didn’t have a choice,” Leticia said. “I listened to you. You treated me like an idiot, like there was no way in the world I could understand your power But I’m not an idiot, Kyra. I know what you’re about now. I’ve seen what you can do. I’m not impressed. Because all you’ve done with your power is spit on mine.”


  “I killed you,” Kyra whispered. She couldn’t help it, couldn’t keep silent no matter what price she might pay for her words. “Your Native American mojo can’t save your little red ass in this world any more than your dream catchers could save it in our world. Maybe that’s what happens when you slap a price tag on your magic, put it up for sale in some tourist trap. I’ve got news for you: all the fifty-percent-off flashing blue light special dream catchers in the world wouldn’t have helped you last night. None of them caught the all-American nightmare that blew through your front door like a Halloween wind, did they?”


  Leticia didn’t answer It didn’t matter, because Kyra was mad now…mad enough to tempt fate. “Face it, Pocahontas—you couldn’t stop me then and you can’t stop me now, because this is only a fucking dream, isn’t it? This world is only as real as I make it, and right now I think it’s way past time for me to open my eyes.”


  “They’re not your eyes, Kyra. Remember that.”


  The blade pricked Kyra’s eyelid, and just that fast she shut up.


  “That real enough for you, Kyra?”


  It was.


  A hot needle of pain bloomed on Kyra’s face.


  A single red teardrop rolled down her cheek.


  She didn’t say another word.


  “That’s better,” Leticia said. “You were getting a little carried away there. Doing the white girl thing…speaking with a forked tongue. That’s what this little red girl thinks, anyway.”


  Kyra clenched her teeth, hit that tongue. It was forked, all right…or it should have been. Pocahontas was right about that. Kyra’s tongue had been forked a long time ago, genetics laid down bad and brutal by a big bad monster of a daddy and a mama who just didn’t care, and if she could just open her mouth she ’d tell the Crow woman that her cactus-hugging, dirt-kissing, blanket-wearing mojo wasn’t anything when you went up against the eternal power of the dark side.


  But Kyra wouldn’t do that.


  She’d go the dead woman one better.


  She’d show…not tell. That was the way Kyra would do it. She’d show Pocahontas the error of her ways The little Injun was babbling like the ubiquitous brook. Talking and talking when she should have gone into slice ’n’ dice mode right from jump.


  “You think you’re pretty smart,” Leticia said. “But you’re not smart, Kyra. You’re not in control of this situation.”


  Let her talk. Kyra closed her eyes. Felt the knifeblade there on her cheek. But she wasn’t going to listen anymore. She didn’t have to listen because she was certain that she was in control of this situation.


  Leticia Hardin was just a picture in her head. So was the knife. None of this shit was real.


  Real was Las Vegas.


  Real was a bathtub in the Skull Island hotel.


  Real was her physical body.


  Kyra had to find a way to connect with it.


  It was simple, really. All she had to do was open the eyes she’d stolen from Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin.


  In a bathtub in a hotel room in Las Vegas, Kyra’s body jerked, eyelids fluttering.


  “It’s not that easy, Kyra.”


  The knife wasn’t against her face now, but Kyra didn’t open her eyes. She concentrated, tried to wake up.


  “You see, you’re not alone in this anymore. Your vision belongs to me, too. You sucked me into it the second my heart stopped beating.”


  The dead woman’s hands dropped onto Kyra’s shoulders.


  “Listen to me—I’m part of your vision now. You can’t just wish me away.”


  She had stronger hands than Kyra imagined.


  “Dan Cody is part of your vision, too.”


  Those hands pushed her down.


  “So is the Crow.”


  Kyra didn’t want to listen to the dead woman’s words anymore. She couldn’t concentrate. But she had to concentrate, because she couldn’t think straight…she couldn’t escape this fucking illusion…she knew that’s what it was, that’s all it was, but she couldn’t shake free of it because she couldn’t fucking breathe…


  She was underwater, invisible hands pressing her lower…lower…and lower still in a Fiberglas skull brimming with water as warm as blood…and Kyra gasped for air but that was a big fucking mistake because all she got was a sick swallow of H2O scented with yarrow and attar of black roses and clary sage.


  She wanted to scream, but she couldn’t. A torrent of bubbles escaped her mouth, and she writhed beneath the water—twisting, fighting against hands that seemed to be everywhere…pressing her shoulders, covering her mouth, squeezing the blood from her heart…


  Napalm flared in Kyra’s lungs.


  The scar ringing her neck shone like a garrote made of scarlet silk.


  The scar pulled tighter…tighter…


  And darkness came…


  


  Dan opened his eyes.


  The vision was a part of him now. He could feel it, deep inside, a pulse beat of memory that wouldn’t be denied. He wondered if it were this way for the others who shared the vision: Kyra Damon, and the Crow, and—


  He heard a voice in the distance.


  No more than a whisper riding the chill fog, but Dan recognized it.


  “Leticia!” he shouted.


  The Crow cawed and spread its wings. “No, Dan! Wait!”


  But it was too late for warnings. Dan Cody had heard Leticia’s voice, heard it distinctly. He was already moving, running through the fog. Leti was just ahead…she had to be…


  Dan sprinted through a maze of tombstones and leaning monuments, heavy boots thudding over turf that was never meant to be marked by the tread of man. There was no path to follow, and he couldn’t have seen one through the low-hanging fog even if it had been there for him to see. He darted between thick tree trunks, knocking off scabs of bark as he hurried onward, into deeper tangles where arthritic branches clawed at him like the gnarled fingers of fairy tale witches, and—


  “Leticia!” Dan called. “Leticia! Where are you?”


  He stood in the fog, waiting for an answer. The cold wind washed his back, and his hair crossed his face in a tangle. He wasn’t even sure if he was heading in the right direction—


  No. This had to be the way. Leticia was up there somewhere. He’d heard her.


  And now he could feel her presence.


  She was there. Just ahead…Dan hurried on, the rising wind shifting course, coming at him now. Brittle leaves twisted through the air like huge bats. Twigs and branches broke free of the trees and tore at Dan’s face and hands. But still he kept moving, still he tried—


  “You can’t stay here, Dan,” the Crow called. ‘You have to go now…You can’t see Leticia yet…It’s not possible…We have things we must do…”


  “No!” Dan screamed. “NO!”


  The fog streamed over him, cold and damp as death’s own hand…then warm…and dry…and hot as the blazing ramparts of hell…


  A blistering wind slapped Dan Cody’s face.


  He opened his eyes.


  He stood in the desert.


  No fog, no trees, no lady love.


  Only the Crow.


  The enchanted bird was perched on Dan’s outstretched arm. A brittle caw broke from the animal, and it took wing.


  Dan lowered his arm. It ached terribly. He stared down as his hand brushed his thigh, numbly, like it wasn’t a part of him at all.


  The back of his hand had been scalded by the desert sun. Trickles of blood wept from deep scratches torn by branches that didn’t exist in this world.


  The scratches healed over in an instant.


  The sunburn faded just as fast.


  But the pain remained.


  It was constant.


  Kyra’s belly heaved.


  Hot water spurted over her tongue, a blistering gush of yarrow and clary sage and attar of black roses.


  “Shit,” Johnny said. He stood above her, wearing a shiny sharkskin suit that was electric Batman blue. “Are you okay, babe?”


  Kyra didn’t answer. She was on all fours in the middle of a puddle on the hotel room floor, wet as the fucking Creature from the Black Lagoon. She spit, then drew a ragged breath.


  Of course, the wound on her eyelid had already healed…but Kyra wasn’t aware of that. It was another pain that tortured her most.


  She caressed her neck with black-nailed fingers, and she might have sworn that she felt the imprint of a dead woman’s nasty little hands.


  Sorry, Pocahontas, she thought. You lose again.


  “Man,” Johnny said, because he couldn’t keep his mouth shut. “I thought it was San Francisco all over again. I thought you were dead.”


  Kyra opened her mouth.


  Her voice was a razored rasp.


  “Fuck death,” she said. “And fuck San Francisco, too.”


  four
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    Sonoran Desert, Arizona

  


  DAN STOOD IN THE DESERT FOR A LONG TIME.


  The Crow, perched once more on the roof rack of the Dodge Durango, didn’t make a sound. Respectful of Dan’s own silence, the bird seemed to be waiting for the man to make the first move.


  But Dan wasn’t ready yet. He stood there for an hour…and then two. He stood there, as still as death, knowing that in truth he was a dead man.


  He imagined that he could stand there forever, if he pleased. His corpse would not roast beneath the unforgiving desert sun, for his sunburned flesh would heal as soon as it was damaged. Though he did not live, his carcass would stubbornly refuse to deteriorate and join the desert soil. He would go on and on, lingering in a single moment, a single silence, until the world was no more.


  There were reasons to linger, certainly. There was much that Dan did not know, more that he did not understand.


  A thousand memories boiled inside him, each one stirring a thousand emotions. Leticia’s first kiss…and her last warning…and a wedding band ringing against hard black asphalt. Gunshots and murder and blood…and the cry of the Crow. Kyra Damon’s dark vision…and the black bird’s earnest truth…and Leticia’s voice: now a lost whisper in a gnarled, fog-choked forest…


  Dan stood in the desert and remembered all of it as the sun peaked in the sky and drifted west. He lived each memory again and again and again as morning became afternoon. But he could find no answer for any of it, no cause that made sense.


  Maybe there was no cause. No grand design, no eternal plan mapped out on high. Maybe there was no reason for any of the little tragedies that seemed to form his life, no explanation for the stolen pleasures that had come so few and far between, no secret seed of truth that could explain what had happened to him, or why.


  Or maybe the cause of all the horror that had entered Dan Cody’s life was so hideously simple that he hadn’t seen it at all.


  Maybe the answer was as simple as a length of rope.


  A hangman’s noose. Kyra Damon had fashioned one from instructions in a forbidden book. She had looped that rope around her neck, and it had delivered a vision to her tortured mind. That rope—twisted thirteen times as ceremony demanded—had led Kyra to Leticia Dreams the Truth Hardin…and to Dan Cody, as well.


  That rope had wronged Dan and Leticia. And, in wronging them, it had provided an avenue for the Crow’s dark magic.


  But the Crow had been wronged by the witch’s rope, too. The noose had joined the black bird to Kyra’s vision, right along with Dan and Leticia. And now, because of the rope and the thing Kyra Damon had done with it, the Crow needed an avenger, someone to stand against the woman in ways the bird couldn’t.


  Dan thought about it. A simple length of rope. He concentrated on the image, coiled it in his mind. He fashioned the noose, tested its strength, heard the soft whisper of the rope as it pulled tight around Kyra Damon’s neck.


  That sound banished the questions from Dan’s mind. All the unanswerable whys, all the impenetrable wherefores. The hangman’s knot embraced the sliding rope, and the sound it made whispered like a strong, sure tide over the would haves and should haves and could haves that had haunted Dan since he returned to life in a sepulchre manufactured by Westinghouse.


  Dan stood in the desert, and he listened to that whisper until the wind died down.


  In the silence, the sound of the rope was suddenly gone.


  Just that fast, Dan didn’t want to hear the whisper of a hangman’s noose anymore.


  It was another whisper he longed for, another sound.


  The whisper of Leticia’s voice.


  Dan had heard that sound in the land of the Crow.


  If the bird was to be believed, he could hear it again.


  That was the only thing that mattered to Dan Cody, and he knew, at long last, that he really did have a second chance.


  He took it.


  


  The Merc pulled into the mall parking lot. As was his custom, Johnny ignored the carefully painted white lines and parked the ’49 in the middle of four empty spaces.


  “Our boy’s no mathematical genius,” Raymondo cracked, hanging from the rearview mirror. “He’s especially got problems with spatial relations.”


  As an ice-breaker, the joke went nowhere. Johnny was still too shaken by Kyra’s close call in the hotel bathtub to even notice that he’d been insulted.


  For her part, Kyra didn’t feel like smiling, let alone laughing. At anything. She stared across the parking lot, watching heat waves radiate off asphalt, her gaze drifting over row after row of suburban steel.


  Kyra sighed. They weren’t even close to the stores. Getting there would be a major walk.


  “You could have parked a little closer, Johnny.”


  “I know, Ky. But, shit, I don’t want any steroid-pumped SUV scratchin’ my ride.”


  Johnny got out of the car quickly, before Kyra could protest. “C’mon,” he said. “I noticed this bridal boo-teek when I was shopping for my wedding duds. The place looks really hip. I’ll bet my left nut that you’re gonna love it.”


  Kyra didn’t move for a long moment. The hot air boiled off the blacktop and the dry wind slapped it hard, stuffing it into the Merc’s interior like a rag down a choking man’s throat. Kyra sat there, staring at the dashboard, at the scorpion encased in plastic resin that Johnny had taken from the Spirit Song Trading Post, and she felt like that scorpion had felt in the moment before death took it, like hot waves of plastic resin were pouring down on her, hardening, and in another minute she wouldn’t be able to move or breathe or—


  Suddenly Kyra didn’t want to sit in the car anymore. A minute longer and she’d really get mad, because the heat would drive her crazy enough to think.


  About the Crow…and the people she and Johnny had killed at the trading post.


  The people who were supposed to be dead.


  The people who had now entered her vision.


  Or her dream. It might have been nothing more than that, Kyra told herself. Only a bad dream. After all, I was tired when I got into the bathtub…and a little drunk…and the water was really, really hot. Too hot. No wonder I passed out. No wonder I had a bad dream. And sure, I nearly drowned…and sure, I came out of the tub looking like a shriveled-up prune…but the important thing is that I’ll never look that way after I finish with the Crow. Dream or no dream, my skin will never wrinkle. I’ll be immortal, eternally young and beautiful, and my skin will always be as smooth as a marble headstone, as white as—


  Johnny slammed the driver’s side door, and Kyra nearly jumped out of her skin.


  And why? Because deep down, beneath all her carefully considered explanations and rationalizations, Kyra Damon was scared.


  And why was she scared? Because she’d started thinking, that’s why.


  Well, fuck that, Kyra decided. If that was the problem, she just wouldn’t think. Not now. She’d keep moving. Stick with the plan. Get through this day and the coming night.


  When she did that, she’d be stronger.


  Maybe even as strong as the Crow.


  That was all that mattered. Not bad dreams, not accidents in a bathtub. Not even spiritual visitations, if that was indeed the correct interpretation of her nasty little aquatic tango.


  Whatever the cause of that particular nightmare…well, it really didn’t matter, because Kyra Damon wasn’t going to fucking think about it.


  Kyra opened the passenger door and stepped into the afternoon’s scalding embrace.


  “How about me?” Raymondo protested. “You’re not going to leave me hanging from this damned mirror like a pair of fuzzy dice, are you? It’s broiling, and I’ll absolutely cook in here without the air conditioner.”


  Kyra sighed. It was just more bitching and moaning—this time from an external source—and she was way past tired of it. “You should have expected such problems when you booked passage to the land of piranhas and witch doctors, Raymondo,” she said. “You made your bed, now lie in it.”


  “Wait! At least you can roll down the window a little bit! You’d do that for a dog, wouldn’t you?”


  “Yeah,” Kyra said. “I’d do it for a dog…but not you.”


  She slammed the door, glancing at her reflection in the smoky glass. Well, she thought, shit travels down. That’s what my daddy used to say in the black heartbeat before his fist lashed out, and he was right.


  Kyra Damon didn’t waste a second thinking about the complaints of a freon-deprived shrunken head. Neither did she think about bathtubs, or vengeful revenants, or dead assholes who maybe didn’t want to stay dead. She just stood there in the afternoon heat, hating every hellish degree. And she didn’t even smile.


  “You’re cold, Ky.” Johnny laughed. “Real, real cold.”


  


  The afternoon sun was dropping in the western sky when Dan Cody slipped behind the wheel of Emily Carlisle’s Dodge Durango.


  Startled, the Crow cawed from its perch on top of the vehicle: Where are you going?


  Cody didn’t answer. Instead, he twisted the ignition key, and he stomped the gas pedal, and he listened to the satisfying rumble of the big Detroit engine.


  The Crow could barely be heard above the mechanical roar. No, Dan! It’s not even dark yet! We have to wait for the stars to rise! The Corvus constellation will guide us to Kyra Damon and her familiars. Without the stars, we’ll never find them—


  Releasing the emergency brake, Dan shifted into gear and punched the gas pedal hard. He smiled as the wheels churned dead-white sand, gained purchase…and then the truck rocketed forward, speedometer notching zero-to-reckless in less time than it had taken Johnny Church to aim a hogleg pistol and shoot Dan Cody in the back.


  


  The boo-teek, as Johnny had called it, was open by appointment only.


  Naturally. The little sign that dangled from a gold chain—no doubt solid gold—on the other side of the glass door said so in carefully painted, impeccably grammatical script.


  “Shit, Ky,” Johnny moaned. “I guess we’ll have to go somewhere else.”


  An appraising glance from Kyra chilled Johnny.


  “You can’t be the man I’m going to marry,” she said, knowing just how to get to him.


  “Huh? What do you mean?”


  “The man I’m going to marry wouldn’t let a silly little sign stop him.”


  “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Johnny laughed. “Fuck if I’ll let anything keep your inner-fashion-chick from finding satisfaction today.”


  Johnny’s wallet was connected to his belt loop by a chrome-plated chain, and he yanked it like a gunslinger drawing his weapon. His thick fingers plucked a wad of money from folds of oil-stained leather.


  “Watch this, babe,” he said. “I’ll show you how it’s done.”


  He pounded on the door, held the bills up to the glass. Soon sharp little footsteps sounded inside the shop, and a shadow fell on the glass as a slim silhouette approached on the other side.


  A silhouette that shook its head at the sight of Johnny’s greenbacks and turned away.


  “Fuck that,” Johnny said, because he didn’t give up so easily.


  He added more bills to the wad, then knocked again, louder this time.


  And this time, he got what he wanted. The woman who unlocked the door was a dark-eyed Asian beauty, model-thin, dressed in a crisp, monochromatic Vera Wang suit. She took the money from Johnny’s hand, slipped it into her pocket without even making eye contact.


  “My time is valuable,” she said. “I hope you understand that.”


  “Sure,” Johnny said, not complaining at all. “I’m cool with the price of admission.”


  The woman held up a hand. “I can spare you thirty minutes…and not one minute longer.”


  Then she turned on her heel, and showed Johnny and Kyra her back.


  They followed her into the boo-teek.


  Johnny Church locked the door behind them.


  He felt like a real man.


  The kind of man Kyra Damon would marry.


  


  Dan Cody clutched the steering wheel, driving much too fast, oblivious to the hazards of a scarred desert landscape that jostled his dead bones and made the Durango’s shock absorbers scream.


  As pain went, this was minimal. Dan had already endured the main event. He couldn’t forget that.


  One more time, he felt the .357 slug ripping through him. But this time he wasn’t facedown on his belly. This time he could see Johnny Church, see the twisted expression on the bastard’s face as he pulled the trigger.


  And that wasn’t all Dan saw. He saw Kyra Damon, too, a demon standing at Church’s side with a Mountain Clan Crow knife clutched in her slim-fingered hand.


  Dan didn’t want to see what Kyra would do with that knife. But he saw it, all the same. The image was branded on his brain…etched in stereoscopic gore on both scratched lenses of his sunglasses like an inescapable mirage waiting just ahead in the desert.


  But Dan knew that this was no mirage. He pressed the gas pedal to the floor, rushing toward a memory.


  No, Dan! Stop! We have to wait…for the stars! For—


  Dan Cody wasn’t listening to the black bird. As far as he was concerned, the time for waiting had come and gone.


  Like a ’49 Mercury the color of lamb’s blood on the fast track to hell.


  


  “You’ve got a wonderful body,” the Asian woman said, her almond eyes traveling from Kyra’s snatch to her breasts. “It certainly suits your look.”


  The woman smiled as her eyes found Kyra Damon’s, and her smile was like a slap. Kyra knew just what that smile said: I don’t care how much money your boyfriend has, you silly little slag. You’re way out of your league, and we both know it. Don’t come to me with your lips painted like rotten plums and your bad bathroom dye job. Don’t come to me with cheeks dusted with glitter, and those bruises on your skin where your lover has sucked you raw, and your trashy off-the-rack clothes covering your nasty tattoos and piercings. Don’t come to me, my dear, unless you have a masochistic appetite for smiles that sting like slaps.


  The slight didn’t bother Kyra. Not really.


  She knew how to play the designer’s little game.


  “I guess we’ll have to take our business elsewhere, Johnny,” she said, winking, and the big road dog was smart enough to pick up her cue.


  “Yeah, I guess so. Publicity people ain’t gonna like it, though. They wanted something really special for the cover shoot, and Rolling Stone can’t hold off more than a couple of days.”


  The Asian woman’s eyes sparked.


  Not smiling now, are you, bitch? Kyra thought.


  But Kyra didn’t so much as grin. “Oh, excuse me,” she said evenly. “I should have mentioned: we’re in a band.”


  “Black Mariah,” Johnny added, going into bullshit overdrive. “We got a new CD coming out in three weeks. European tour starts in four”


  “We’re busy busy busy,” Kyra said. “No time for anything. And then this big sweetheart goes and proposes.”


  “Hey, love can’t wait, baby. Not for publicity departments, and not for appointments. What good’s a little fame if you can’t do what you want, when you want?”


  “I understand perfectly,” the designer said. “I’d love to show you a few things.”


  “All right.” Kyra slipped Johnny another wink, then took a turn around the shop with the designer at her side.


  The little starfucker was nice as pie, now…hungry for a little celeb cache to come her way. Kyra realized that was the only reason the designer was being nice to her, and she wasn’t impressed.


  Dismissively, she glanced at the woman’s merchandise. Lots of lace and satin and silk. Chains of stitched pearls and translucent trains by the yard. Silk duchess satin strapless gowns, and puffed sleeved sequined abominations, and clinging sheaths that would only look good on little boys…and silk organza wraps over all. Dress after dress after dress, and they seemed to come in three colors.


  White…whiter…whitest.


  The designer knew she was striking out. She was getting a little desperate, trying to keep Kyra as far away from the front door as possible, trying her best to find a dress…maybe in bone, maybe in ivory, and here’s another in silver starshine… just one dress in that white blizzard of designer merch that would fit the bill—


  Now it was Kyra’s turn to smile.


  Kyra’s turn to slap.


  She turned to the designer, raised her chin just slightly, looked down her nose.


  “I was hoping you’d have something in black,” she said.


  A white dust cloud rose from the desert floor.


  Before it, dragging the cloud like a tattered shroud, raced a dead man behind the wheel of a Dodge Durango.


  The Crow’s wings scythed the sand-choked air. The black bird fought to keep up with the Dodge, but the man named Dan Cody was pulling away…and he was doing it in a perfectly ordinary vehicle.


  Johnny Church’s ’49 Merc was supercharged by Kyra Damon’s dark powers, and the Crow had managed to catch it just the night before. But that was when Kyra Damon still had green eyes. Since then, Kyra had joined with her vision…at least the first part of it. And now her eyes were blue, and she was stronger, and the Crow was weaker.


  But the bird was not helpless. It still had strength, and it would not surrender until every ounce of that particular commodity was gone.


  Dan Cody was strong, too. Willful. But he had to listen. He had to wait for the night, and the stars. If he headed off in the wrong direction, they’d lose valuable time.


  And losing time would bring disaster—Johnny Church would slip a wedding ring set with black diamonds onto Kyra Damon’s finger.


  If that happened…


  No, it wouldn’t happen.


  The Crow wouldn’t allow such a blasphemy to occur


  Not in Dan Cody’s world.


  And not in the world of the Crow.


  


  Kyra and the woman were in a dressing room, a place of perfume and mirrors and reflected truth where a man like Johnny Church wouldn’t dare set foot.


  “It’s a perfect fit,” the designer said, her eyes traveling Kyra’s body as if the young woman were a work of art. “The dress was definitely meant for you.”


  Kyra stared at herself in the mirror. The designer was right. Kyra Damon was a dark dream, as beautiful and desirable as she could ever hope to be. No doubt about it.


  The dress was black satin, and tight, and sheer. Strapless, revealing one alabaster shoulder naked and smooth, the other cloaked in a wispy spiderweb of ebony organza. A lowslung belt of the tiniest black pearls embraced her hips and a wild slit slithered up one thigh. Silk bound her small breasts so tightly that she burned with the heat of arousal, her nipples hard little rocks that even the preacherman would see. The final touch; a choker like a strangler’s hands—all midnight opal and ebony and sharp chrome slivers— eclipsed Kyra’s scarred neck.


  The dress was perfect.


  Fashioned for another—a celebrity’s bride—but meant for Kyra Damon.


  Kyra knew that. She felt it deeply, like her vision.


  And the knowledge made her shiver.


  “You designed this dress for Lilith Spain?” Kyra asked.


  “Yes. Ms. Spain was quite explicit about the design. We even had plans to do a new line together. But her fiance didn’t like the dress.”


  “Erik Hearse?”


  “Yes…he favored a Ravenna gown from Rista Rosa. Very sleek, very low cut…very unblack.”


  Kyra raised an eyebrow.


  “Hearse insisted on—shall we say—more virginal wedding attire for his bride.”


  “Mmm.” Kyra ran her hands down the black length of her silk-clad thighs. “Nothing like a case of the Madonna/Whore complex to push that old fashion envelope, is there?”


  A slight smile slid over the designer’s perfect lips. “He got his way, of course. He is the star, after all, though she’s the one with the bloodlines. Her mother was an actress and her father was a director, you know.”


  “Oh, I know,” Kyra said, without a trace of sarcasm.


  To tell the truth, there was nothing she didn’t know about Erik Hearse. Not with the way Johnny obsessed about the guy. Johnny wasn’t much of a reader, but he bought any rag that featured an article about the Blasphemers lead singer—from the most amateurish fanzines to monthly slicks that came jammed with perfume ads.


  Kyra stared at her reflection, remembering one particular magazine. “I saw Hearse and Spain on the cover of People after the wedding. Didn’t like her dress at all. Lilith made a big mistake.”


  But secretly, Kyra was glad that Erik Hearse (ne Hershkowitz) had gotten his way. She wasn’t surprised. He’d been riding high since his comeback, and he’d obviously gotten hot enough to start believing his own publicity.


  For her part, Kyra thought it was pretty funny. A serious case of big-kid-itis. Hearse had spent the last few years making up for all the lean years he’d endured since first hitting it big. After making a successful comeback, he’d bought everything he’d ever wanted. Cars and mansions…even a cemetery, if Kyra remembered the story correctly. Plus he’d purchased a younger face courtesy of cosmetic surgery, bright new appliances to decorate that face, $20K in new tattoos, and toys and guitars and friends and enemies…and then there was his horror collection.


  To which he’d just added the ultimate prize.


  Lilith Spain.


  Outside of the fact that she spoke German, French, Italian, and English fluently, Lilith wasn’t much in Kyra’s opinion. Just another Euro-trash diva headed for a serious meltdown. According to the tabloids, Lilith started modeling at twelve. By the age of fourteen, she was a regular at Rome’s seedier nightspots. At sixteen she did her first nude scene, in one of her father’s films. After that she began grinding out quickie horror films, usually playing a leather-clad vampire, usually ending up naked and dripping blood. By the time she hit twenty-two, she’d had two marriages, five abortions, and three trips to rehab for a nasty little heroin habit that had started in her modeling days. As far as Kyra was concerned, the girl had issues they didn’t even have names for yet.


  That didn’t matter to Erik Hearse, of course. Seeing Lilith’s promo pictures in Fangoria and Deep Red, he was hooked. After all, he’d practically gone through puberty looking at Lilith’s mom, Amanda Irons, up there on the silver screen. Young Erik Hershkowitz had jerked off to Amanda’s movies when he still had his first guitar, and now he owned every one of them on Japanese laserdisc—and uncut, too.


  His Amanda Irons collection didn’t stop there. He had special photo albums, limited edition collector publications, bootleg tapes of Irons’s appearances on Italian television, even home movies he’d bought from a European source on the Web. He couldn’t help but add Amanda’s daughter to his collection. For Hearse, Lilith Spain was a true daughter of darkness—as close as he’d ever get to his very first wet dream.


  Hearse had plans for his new bride. That was how the story went. Big plans. Svengali plans. With his horror background Hearse figured he was built to play producer/director, and he was bent on recreating his bride as an Amanda Irons for the nineties. He wanted to trap her on celluloid, keep her there for all eternity as his greatest creation.


  According to the music industry grapevine, Lilith wasn’t holding up too well under the strain. And Kyra knew what that meant for the scream queen’s daughter: Meltdown, here I come.


  Kyra smiled, staring at her reflection, running her hands over cool satin. Let the little slag self-destruct, she thought, long as she doesn’t do it in this dress, it’s okay with me.


  “You know,” the designer said, her fingers brushing the gown, “I really shouldn’t be showing this to you. Lilith and I almost had a deal…and almost seems good enough for Erik Hearse. His record company has a large legal department and Hearse doesn’t seem reluctant to use it. The last thing I need is more lawyers in my life.”


  “I have a record company, too,” Kyra lied. “And lawyers.”


  “I’m glad we see eye to eye.”


  “Yes,” Kyra said. “We certainly do. I’ll take the dress.”


  The Asian woman smiled. “Wonderful.”


  Kyra turned…just one more look in the mirror.


  The Asian woman stood behind her, placing a hand on Kyra’s alabaster shoulder, ever so softly.


  The woman found Kyra’s gaze in the mirror.


  Perfume, and mirrors, and reflected truth.


  “You have beautiful eyes, Kyra.”


  “They’re not mine.”


  Kyra smiled, and the woman laughed quietly, so the sound would only find Kyra’s ear.


  “My name is Connie.”


  “How exotic,” Kyra deadpanned.


  “I apologize if I was rude earlier. It’s been a difficult time for me. Losing the Lilith Spain line cost me a lot of money. I’d already made investments when the deal fell through, plans based on prospective income—”


  Kyra turned, and the dress seemed to embrace her as she moved. “Perhaps we can work something out,” she said. “I’m sure my management team would find the prospect interesting. If you come up with some figures, a proposal…”


  “That would be wonderful.”


  Kyra turned her back, brushed black organza from her shoulder.


  “Unzip me?” she asked.


  Connie touched Kyra’s shoulder, traced the delicate ridge of her spine.


  The designer smelled of sandalwood and jasmine.


  The zipper whispered down.


  Kyra stripped off the dress.


  It was just as well.


  She didn’t want to get any blood on it. At least, not so soon.


  And working with a knife was always messy.


  


  The Crow’s warning chased Dan Cody through the desert.


  Dan could barely hear it. Not when he saw Johnny Church lurking in his memory. He had a score to settle with that pin-faced lowlife, and as far as Dan was concerned he couldn’t meet up with the tattooed SOB fast enough.


  But the big gearhead was just the appetizer. Dan pressed the gas pedal to the floor, trading his mental portrait of Church for a snap of Kyra Damon. The little noose-maker herself When Dan caught up to her…man, what he’d do would make that little tango she’d danced at the end of that rope seem like a slice of heaven—


  Wait! the Crow cried as it struggled to keep pace with the truck. You don’t know where you’re headed! If we’re going to find Church and Damon, we have to wait for the stars—


  Yeah, Dan thought sarcastically, and the alignment of the planets, too. There was no sense waiting. There was only one place a couple of slags like Kyra Damon and Johnny Church would go to get married, stars or no stars, vision or no vision—


  Wait!


  “No more waiting,” Dan said. “I know what I’m doing. I trusted you, and now it’s your turn to trust me.”


  He felt it in his bones. He knew he was right. Where else would a pair like Church and Damon go with a stolen wedding ring?


  A smile twisted across Dan’s scarred face.


  Sure things didn’t exist in Las Vegas. Never had. Never would.


  Except this time.


  


  Kyra and Johnny left the boo-teek, locking the door behind them.


  Dusk had fallen. It was cooler now.


  Probably not in the Merc, though. Even though the windows were tinted, Johnny’s ride had been sitting in the sun for at least a couple of hours.


  “I bet Raymondo’s broiling,” Johnny laughed.


  “Probably,” Kyra said. “Serves him right.”


  Yes, she thought, serves him right. Him, and everyone else who gives me a whisper of trouble.


  On the way to the parking lot, Kyra passed a trash can.


  She tossed Connie’s tongue into it.


  Too bad. It was a sweet little tongue…but sharp, too.


  Too sharp to stay in Connie’s mouth.


  Kyra would have loved to kill the woman, but she couldn’t do that. She didn’t want any more Crowbait around. Not when she was so close.


  Johnny eyed Kyra, a lustful sneer on his lips.


  “Man. You look good in that dress, babe.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Erik fucking Hearse.” Johnny laughed, shaking his head. “The son of a bitch ain’t got no taste whatsoever.”


  “Go figure.”


  They started across the parking lot.


  “Where we headin’ now?” Johnny asked.


  Kyra eyed the darkening heavens.


  “Third star to the right,” she said. “And straight on till morning.”


  


  The Crow did not follow Dan Cody for long.


  Just as Cody was his own man, the black bird was no man’s pet. With a brittle caw it soared above the black strip of highway, hurtling through the cool evening air, searching for a sign.


  Fifty miles southeast of Vegas, at the spot where Johnny Church had proposed to Kyra Damon, the bird found one.


  No other creature would have noticed it, but to the Crow the sign was unmistakable. A tearstain there on the ground, a dead lover’s tear that had spilled from a living woman’s face.


  The Crow pecked at the spot where Leticia’s tear had forever stained the earth, then looked to the heavens.


  There were no stars in the sky. No constellation, beckoning in the distance.


  But the Crow knew that Dan Cody was on the right path.


  And the bird flew on, leading the way now.


  Blazing a black trail in the waiting night.


  five
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    Las Vegas, Nevada

  


  JOHNNY CHURCH PULLED ACROSS THREE PARKING SPACES, SHOT HIS heel against the emergency brake, and cut the Merc’s engine.


  “Man,” he said. “I don’t know why we needed the fucking stars to find this place. A telephone book would have done the trick.” Kyra nodded. She almost wanted to laugh. It was kind of funny, after all they’d been through. You start off cracking a vision like some exotic code…then you commit a couple murders and steal another woman’s eyeballs…and finally you end up chasing a moving constellation through the desert, knowing the bewitched stars will lead you to the spot where destiny awaits.


  And when you’ve done all that, and you arrive at the spot where the stars shine down, you find that a neon sign marks the spot as clearly as a big fat X that even a blind man could recognize:


  


  THE LITTLE CHAPEL OF THE STARS


  


  A no-brainer, Kyra thought. And the sign was here all the time…complete with a sprinkling of neon stars.


  “Think Satan called ahead and made a reservation for us?” Johnny asked. “Church, party of two…and one-quarter?”


  “Most amusing,” Raymondo said. “But let’s cut the witty repartee, shall we? I’ve got a feeling we shouldn’t waste any time.”


  “Bad vibes?” Kyra asked.


  “Let’s just say my stress-load will be greatly reduced once Mr. Church slips that ring on your finger, Ms. Damon.”


  “Yeah,” Johnny agreed. “I’m kind of stressed myself I’ll feel better when we get this done and put Vegas in the rearview.”


  Kyra shivered. She was stressed, too, though she wasn’t about to admit it. Her trepidation had nothing to do with Johnny Church, or any other mortal. She was worried about her bridegroom, her real bridegroom, a force she had only dreamed of. That force was waiting, just ahead, and it wasn’t something that stood on two feet like I man. It waited, instead, in the shadows, in scant inches measured by the hands on a clock.


  And she would meet with it very soon.


  “You okay, Ky?” Johnny asked. “Don’t tell me you’re getting cold feet.”


  “No way,” Kyra said, grabbing Johnny’s .357 and handing it to him. “Itchy trigger finger.”


  


  Ella Valentine—and that was her real name—was one happy woman.


  She stood behind the counter in the Little Chapel of the Stars reception area, counting the money in the till.


  Over fifteen hundred bucks, and that didn’t count the credit card receipts. Ella figured she’d be over five grand easy once she totaled those. Not bad for a day’s work.


  She’d  earned it, though. Ten years in the bustling Las Vegas wedding industry, pulling in one small deal after another…and almost every one of them trouble. Couples who ended up in fist-fights before they got as far as “I do,” pregnant brides who gave birth on the way down the aisle, and about-to-be-pregnant brides who banged the best man in the John as soon as the ceremony was over—Ella had seen it all and then some.


  She glanced at the People magazine cover in the big gilt frame that hung behind the reception desk. Erik Hearse and Lilith Spain. Ella owed them a lot. They could have been married in any chapel on Las Vegas Boulevard, but for some strange reason they’d picked Ella’s place, and now her business was reaping the reward.


  Celebrity weddings were nothing new in Vegas, of course. Elvis had married Priscilla here. Bruce Willis married Demi Moore. Even Dennis Rodman and Carmen Electra were wed in the city of neon.


  Of course, none of those unions lasted. But that didn’t matter to folks in Ella Valentine’s line of work. What mattered was word of mouth. Because if your chapel was lucky enough to be the locale for the latest celebrity nuptials, you were definitely going to get some free publicity. Couples heading to Vegas with rings in their pockets—and there were plenty of those every day—were going to seek you out, hoping a little of that celebrity magic would rub off on them.


  That’s what the deal was with the first couple who’d booked Ella’s quaint Victorian chapel tonight. A couple of kids from L. A., a chubby little blonde and her skinny, pizza-faced boyfriend who had popped for the Double Deluxe Happiness Package a one hour extravaganza including limo; ceremony; videography (Ella had just installed an automatic four-camera system that was a lot more reliable than the shaky-handed alcoholics who were Vegas wedding chapel fixtures); silk flowers (silk lasts… take your bouquet home with you!); a ten-pack of professional photos; unity candle ceremony; peace dove ceremony (an Ella Valentine original); deluxe cake…and, of course, a complimentary bottle of champagne.


  Imported champagne. Hey, it was good stuff, even if Ella did get it at a deep discount.


  Add it up, and it came to just over a thousand bucks on the new bride’s father’s MasterCard, and wasn’t that a sweet way to start the night shift? Why, if Ella got lucky, she’d do the honors for eight or ten more couples before she closed up shop and went home.


  Sure, some of her clients were a little weird. Especially the crowd who were attracted by those Erik Hearse/Lilith Spain vibes, the ones who seemed to wear nothing but black, with faces that looked like pincushions. And if Ella had trouble remembering their names she could usually find them tattooed on their arms.


  Still, they were mostly good kids, just like the busy little blonde doughball and the acne-enhanced beanpole who were getting hitched at the moment. Leather or spandex or Dockers or a tux and tails, it didn’t make a difference to Ella Valentine. The way she saw it, every person who entered The Little Chapel of the Stars deserved to get their money’s worth. And if they wanted a little extra starshine sprinkled over it all while they walked the same aisle that Lilith Spain and Erik Hearse had trod, well, there was nothing wrong with that—


  The door swung open. Ella smiled up at another couple ready to do the deed in their best duds—electric midnight sharkskin for him, black satin and organza for her.


  Thank you Erik and Lilith, she thought.


  The young woman stepped toward the counter, staring at the framed magazine cover featuring the famous couple.


  “Was Lilith Spain married here?” she asked.


  “Yes, she was,” Ella said, surprised that the woman seemed…well, genuinely surprised to see the photo. “Ms. Spain and Mr. Hearse were married in our chapel just a few months ago.”


  “Man, that’s soooo weird,” said the woman’s fiance. “First the dress…now this. That just about maxes out the crazy coincidence meter, huh, Ky?”


  Ella stared at the couple, hoping to unravel the thread of their conversation, but the woman in the black wedding dress didn’t say a word. She just stared at the framed magazine cover, and she didn’t even blink.


  “There are no coincidences,” the young woman said finally.


  Ella was certainly ready to agree with that one. Fate, destiny…they were always good selling points. If these two didn’t know that Lilith Spain had been married here—and if that knowledge gave them a little starstruck frisson—well, Ella Valentine certainly wasn’t going to pass up an opening like that.


  Ella leaned forward, whispering seriously, “You know, you two remind me of Erik and Lilith. You’ve got a special energy about you…a special glow.”


  “Really?” the man said.


  Ella nodded. “Erik and Lilith had the same energy. They said that something drew them to The Little Chapel of the Stars. They were cruising in their limo, looking for a chapel, and…bang! When they saw my neon sign out front with its little neon stars, they knew that fate had delivered them to my doorstep.”


  “Wow,” the man said. “I’m gettin’ shivers up and down my spine!”


  “And well you should,” Ella said, pushing to close the deal. “Because it was fate that brought you here tonight.”


  The woman didn’t say a word.


  The man did.


  “Screw fate,” he said. “We just wanna get married.”


  


  In the next room, behind closed chapel doors the color of dove’s wings, the nuptial clock was ticking.


  The minister’s name was Brian Brunswick Cooke. He slipped a peppermint between his lips, hoping to mask the smell of Irish whiskey. Half-bagged, and this was only his fifth wedding of the day. He was way ahead of schedule.


  But he looked fine. That was Cooke’s secret. White-haired and just this side of sixty, his appearance was deemed “distinguished” by almost everyone he encountered. As long as he didn’t slur his words, the shopworn homilies that were his stock and trade seemed nearly Shakespearean.


  Certainly, a few cliches and a smattering of old-fashioned schmaltz was more than adequate for this audience. Cooke doubted that the male half of the company would hear a word he said. Talk about n-e-r-v-o-u-s, the boy-groom who stood before the altar had a poor complexion, and it seemed to Cooke that ominous new ridges of pimples were appearing on the lad’s face even as he sweated out the big moment.


  The groom stared up the aisle as the music began. “The Wind Beneath My Wings.” Sweet Jesus, if Cooke had a free-pull slot machine token for every time he’d heard that one…


  Or seen the wedding dress the bride was wearing as she came down the aisle carrying a bouquet of silk flowers.


  Puffy hair, puffy body, puffy sleeves. Brian Brunswick Cooke sighed. Behind him, peace doves cooed in their cages. Above him, video cameras whispered, recording all for posterity. To one side, the still photographer snapped away.


  Brian closed his eyes…searched for his distinguished inner self


  Tonight, the search was difficult.


  Dear God, but he wanted a drink.


  


  Johnny couldn’t believe the place. Even the lobby was outrageous. Man, it looked like a whorehouse run by some demented grandma. Gilt-edged crap everywhere, and little plaster cupids with bronze bows and arrows, and wallpaper patterned with flocked valentine hearts, and sachets.


  Lots of sachets. Man, his sinuses were closing up. He didn’t even know how much of this shit he could take.


  At least the little grandma behind the counter had stopped prattling on about fate and destiny. She slid a thick binder across the desk, opening it to reveal laminated pages with photographs. “Erik Hearse and Lilith Spain chose our Deluxe Double Happiness Package,” the grandma said. “It’s very popular…modestly priced, but inclusive. Most Vegas weddings last no more than fifteen minutes, but our package entitles you to a full hour in our chapel. It also includes a special peace dove ceremony, in which two snow-white birds are set free as the bride and groom celebrate their vows—”


  “Forget the birds,” Johnny interrupted. “We don’t like birds.”


  The woman’s eyebrows quivered, as if she didn’t quite understand, but Johnny didn’t have time to lay it out for her. There was too much waiting for him, dead ahead, too much that he needed to get his paws on right fucking now. He wanted to get that ring on Kyra’s finger, and he wanted his slice of that Crow power pie, and most of all he wanted to get to the heart of the matter.


  His wedding night. Yeah. Kyra Damon, with his ring on her finger. Forget Erik Hearse and Lilith Spain. That was nothing but a prelim. This was the main event.


  Kyra would be a tigress tamed, and Johnny would be the only man who’d even done that to her.


  The only man who ever could.


  “Look,” Johnny said. “We’re in a hurry. We want to get married right now.’’


  “I’m afraid that’s impossible. There’s a couple in the chapel at the moment. They booked the Deluxe Double Happiness Package, and their ceremony has only just begun. The chapel won’t be free for at least another forty-five minutes—”


  “We can’t wait that long,” Johnny said.


  “I’m sorry, sir, but there’s nothing I can do about it…”


  Johnny reached under his coat, filled his hand, and shoved the .357 in the woman’s face. “I think there’s a whole lot you can do, granny.”


  The woman closed her eyes, stood there shaking while Kyra locked the front door, hung a CLOSED sign in the window, and pulled the red velvet drapes tight.


  Okay, Johnny thought. Things are kicking into gear now. Forget the Little Chapel of the Stars. Welcome to the Church of Johnny.


  Plaster cupids stared down at him, aiming their bows in his direction. Frozen, astonished little plaster faces. The flocked valentine wallpaper seemed to glow—


  Soft music spilled from behind the chapel doors.


  “The Wind Beneath My Wings.”


  In the time it took to say “I do,” Johnny’s anger went on the boil.


  He listened to the lyrics. He couldn’t help himself


  Lyrics about wings…and birds…


  No way was he listening to that shit tonight.


  Not here.


  Because this was the Church of Johnny.


  And, as far as Church was concerned, the deity had definitely arrived.


  


  Dwayne looked so handsome in his burgundy tuxedo. Krystal thought so, anyway. She walked down the aisle, the music swelling inside her. Dwayne couldn’t even look at her, he was so nervous. Or maybe she was just too beautiful…


  Krystal felt that beautiful. The minister smiled at her. He looked so nice, so—what was the word?—distinguished.


  Krystal took another step…and then another, in perfect time with the music. This was the moment. Her moment. She’d waited for it for such a long time—


  A loud pop sounded behind her.


  That wasn’t right—it was way too early for champagne.


  Another pop. Jesus, they were only supposed to get one bottle…complimentary French champagne. The second bottle was fifty bucks extra! No way Krystal was paying for that!


  And, Jesus, she and Dwayne weren’t even married yet! They hadn’t even had the unity candle ceremony, or the peace dove ceremony! By the time they finished with that stuff, the champagne would be way flat!


  No way Krystal was drinking flat champagne on her wedding day…complimentary or not! The stupid cow at the front desk was screwing up royally! And after Krystal had just put down nearly a thousand bucks on her father’s fucking MasterCard!


  Krystal was pissed. She whirled, reversed course, started up the aisle.


  “Wait!” Dwayne cried. “Krystal! You can’t leave me like this!”


  Krystal ignored Dwayne. The dummy. She’d be back. But right now, she had to set things straight. She wasn’t going to have some fucked-up wedding with way flat champagne.


  Just as she was about to reach for the gleaming brass doorknob, the big white doors banged open.


  A king-sized goth berserker stood in the doorway.


  “Is this the best man?” the photographer asked, clicking away.


  “No way!” Dwayne said. “I don’t even know this guy!”


  The giant held a smoking pistol in one hand. In the other he held Ella Valentine—or Ella Valentine’s tightly permed hair, anyway.


  Ella screaming beneath it; “He’s going to kill us all!”


  Krystal dropped her silk bouquet.


  “Fuck me,” she said.


  Brian Brunswick Cooke dropped his Bible.


  He wanted to run, but his legs wouldn’t budge.


  And the man with the gun was going crazy. He clubbed Ella Valentine unconscious, and then he came through the door—kicking the still photographer in the head when the poor man dared to snap a photo…shoving the chubby blond bride out of the way…pistol-whipping the pimple-faced groom when the lad tried to come to his intended’s rescue.


  The intruder shot the stereo, and the music died. And then he strode up the aisle, raising his pistol as he came, and—


  Brian closed his eyes.


  Two shots rang out. Blood splattered Brian’s left hand. He opened his eyes. Snow was falling in the chapel…white and delicate—


  No. Not snow. Feathers.


  “No fuckin’ birds at this wedding!” the gunman roared, and Brian turned toward the little table beside the altar. The peace doves’ cage was a broken mess, washed with gore. The intruder had shot the poor little birds. They were just innocent creatures…innocent, like Brian himself…and they didn’t deserve to die—


  “Preacherman!” the stranger called.


  Oh, God, Brian thought. Please save me.


  “Preacherman! We want to get married!”


  Oh, God, Brian begged. I need a drink.


  The man jammed his gun in Brian’s face. “You think you can do what I ask?”


  The minister nodded quickly, desperately eager to please. He opened his mouth, but he couldn’t say a word. He couldn’t think of a single one. Even the shopworn homilies had vanished from his memory, and he couldn’t quite catch his breath. He tried to suck wind, but his chest was a hard, unyielding knot, and—


  “Whew!” the big man said, taking a step backward. “Take it easy on the whiskey. Preach…and the peppermints. Your breath could choke a leprechaun!”


  “I-I-I’m sorry,” Brian stuttered, before he realized the words were even on his lips.


  “You believe in Satan, Preacher?”


  “Y-yes…of course I do.”


  “You worship him?”


  Brian stiffened as if he’d been slapped. He stared into the gunman’s wild eyes, searching for an answer. Only two came to mind. One was right and one was wrong, and if Brian gave the wrong one, God only knew what the man would do to him—


  No, there was a third answer. A perfect answer.


  “I’m nonsectarian!” Brian exclaimed.


  The big man laughed, slapped Brian on the shoulder.


  “Good answer. Preach. But I ain’t gonna get hitched by any fence-sitter.”


  “Wait,” Brian said. “I can do whatever you like…I can read whatever you want me to read. We have a wide selection of services available…a Wiccan service, a Druid prayer…and I’m sure one of them…oh, God…I’m sure one of them would be appropriate—”


  “Sounds like you need a drink, Preacherman.”


  “Oh, yes,” Brian said, reaching for his whiskey.


  The big man slapped the flask out of the minister’s hand. “I didn’t say you could have a drink. I just said you need one.”


  “I…I don’t understand—”


  “You don’t have to understand. Preach. All you have to do is stand there, and hold open a book for us, and keep your trap shut. You can do that, can’t you?”


  “Yes. I can hold a book. And I can keep my trap shut. I can definitely do that—”


  “Liar.”


  “I’m sorry,” Brian said, suddenly realizing his mistake. “I really can keep my trap shut. Just give me another chance.”


  The big man shook his head. “There ain’t no second chances in the Church of Johnny.”


  Brian didn’t know what the big man meant by the last comment, but he didn’t have time to think about it. Before he realized hat was happening, the gunman slapped a couple strips of duct tape over Brian’s mouth…and then he shoved a weathered tome into Brian’s trembling hands, a tome that was warm to the touch, as if it had a pulse of its own…and the minister longed to drop the book but he couldn’t—he held tight to it while the stranger fastened a studded leather collar around Brian’s skinny neck.


  Finally, the stranger took a withered shrunken head from his pocket and threaded its hair through a chromed loop on very same collar. Brian stood there—stock still, stiff—fingers locked around the unholy book, still unable to move an inch.


  “All right,” the big man called. “We’re ready in here.”


  A woman came through the chapel doors. Brian Brunswick Cooke had never seen her like…not in this place. The bride was stunning, a black vision, and she moved like something wild, a creature who could never be tamed by the rough hand of man or God— “Settle down, Christian,” came a voice floating up from under Brian’s chin. “Your heart keeps pounding like that, and you’re liable to catapult me straight through one of those stained glass windows.”


  Oh, God, Brian thought. The shrunken head! It’s talking!


  “Get used to it, pulpit-boy,” Raymondo said. “Now open the book to the page we marked, and let’s get this show on the road.”


  


  First a dusty bruise in the sky…battered by the dark fist of evening…and then blackness descending over all.


  Night had fallen just that fast.


  The constellation Corvus shone above. The Crow soared beneath its pure white light, but the bird didn’t really need the stars at all.


  The odor of hellfire exhaust soiled the desert air. The Crow smelled it.


  Dan Cody smelled it, too. He followed the odor like a bird dog.


  To Las Vegas Boulevard. To Wedding Chapel row.


  Enchanted starlight rained down on a quaint Victorian up ahead.


  The Little Chapel of the Stars.


  Johnny Church’s Merc waited in the shadow of the chapel.


  The Crow circled, landed on the neon sign that loomed above the parking lot—a neon sign sprinkled with neon stars.


  Hurry, Dan, the bird cawed. Before it’s too late.


  


  Raymondo recited the ceremony from the black book, but Kyra barely heard the words.


  Her thoughts had flown like the Crow, on dark wings that led her to a woman called Lilith Spain.


  Lilith had never struck Kyra as someone special, despite her bloodlines…Kyra had certainly never imagined that the actress possessed a connection to the Crow’s dark power.


  But she’d seen that power glowing in Lilith Spain’s eyes.


  Black, black pupils on a framed People magazine cover.


  Lilith Spain…a woman with the eyes of a Crow.


  Looking at those eyes, Kyra realized that Spain had to be the last link to her vision…and the Crow’s power. For Kyra Damon believed in fate. Fate had led her to the book and the rope, to Johnny and Raymondo. Fate had led her to a blue-eyed Crow at the Spirit Song Trading Post, and with that woman’s eyes Kyra had beheld an ancient constellation in the night sky, a pattern of stars that led her to Las Vegas…where she had found a woman who’d made a wedding dress for Lilith Spain. But fate had reserved that dress for Kyra Damon, just as it had brought her to the same chapel where Erik Hearse had slipped a wedding ring on Lilith Spain’s finger…and where Johnny Church would, moments from now, slip the Crow woman’s wedding ring on Kyra’s own waiting finger…


  Yes, fate—and a pair of eyes that glowed like black pearls— would deliver Kyra’s destiny.


  Strength everlasting…and immortality…and vengeance.


  Kyra looked up and met the minister’s terrified gaze. His lips were masked with duct tape, but his eyes seemed to beg an answer to a question he was unable to ask.


  Raymondo asked it in the minister’s stead, and it was a blasphemous question that could never cross the lips of a man of God, and there was only one answer Kyra could give.


  “I do,” she said.


  Johnny Church took her hand in his, but she didn’t feel his touch.


  After all, Johnny was just a stand-in for a power he couldn’t even imagine.


  Kyra raised the third finger on her left hand, just slightly.


  Dead black diamonds gleamed on the wedding ring.


  Cold silver touched Kyra’s flesh.


  Encircled it.


  She closed her left hand into a fist.


  She embraced the strength of the Crow.


  


  Halfway across the parking lot, the pain hit Dan Cody like a sledgehammer. He dropped to his knees, and the Colt .45 slipped from his left hand, and the sawed-off shotgun fell from his right.


  The weapons clattered to the pavement as another jolt of agony slammed through Dan. This one was locked in rib cage prison, just like Dan’s bright red beating heart…and it pulsed inside him one last time and then it exploded…a final, undeniable eruption of flesh and muscle and Dan was sure that bone prison bars had shattered inside him, their brittle shards carving a tunnel through his chest…and the life force the Crow had locked inside his body was escaping as Kyra Damon reached out to steal it and—


  Dan opened his mouth, but he couldn’t even gasp…because the facility of breath that the living took for granted was not a talent shared by the dead.


  Dan fell forward. His hands hit ground, and black pavement skinned the flesh from his palms. Above him, the Crow cawed. But Dan heard no words that could guide him, only the squawk of an ordinary bird—


  Black-nailed fingers coiled in Dan’s long hair.


  A supernaturally strong hand raised his head.


  “You’ve come to the wrong place, cowboy,” Kyra said.


  “Yeah,” said Johnny Church. “This is a wedding chapel…they do funerals down the street.”


  


  Kyra Damon kicked Cody hard, one heavy dominatrix boot cracking against the dead man’s jaw.


  “Oh, yeah!” Johnny yelled. “That’s my wife! That’s the girl I married!”


  Kyra barely heard him. Cody flopped on his back like a dead fish, and she raised her boot again and there came the whisper of tightly laced leather escaping the slit of a satin wedding dress, and her sharp steel toe cracked the dead man’s ribs, slammed into him again and splintered the bony tangle, slammed him one more time and drove shattered ribs through muscle and flesh like knives.


  “This boy’s in trouble!” Johnny Church whooped. “Forget the nurse! Better call the hearse!”


  Cody curled up in a ball at Kyra’s feet. Kyra knelt and grabbed him by the hair, raising his head close to her lips. She whispered in his ear: “I thought I’d never see you again, Cody. Thought you’d never get out of that freezer. Thought you and your Injun bitch would rot under the Arizona sun together.” She laughed. “Believe me, cowboy, by the time I’m done with you you’re going to wish that it had happened just that way.”


  She smashed Dan’s face against the pavement.


  Black shrapnel flew as his scratched sunglasses shattered.


  Another trip to the blacktop and his nose broke, bone snapping like a pencil.


  Kyra didn’t stop there. She kept on pounding, using Cody’s head like a hammer. WHAM! Skinned his forehead clean. BAM! Painted pavement with his blood. CRACK! Scored his skull with spiderweb fissures.


  “I’m strong now, cowboy,” Kyra said. “As strong as you must have been when you bashed your way out of that freezer. I’ve got to tell you, it feels good.”


  Dan opened his mouth. Kyra Damon had stolen something from him—something much greater than strength—and his words were only a whisper, because there was no breath inside his lungs to drive them, nothing inside him anymore but the force of will he’d been born with and the dying ember of the Crow’s dark power.


  “You’d better finish me now,” Dan said. “Because if you don’t, I’ll—”


  “You’ll what, cowboy?” Johnny laughed. “What’re you gonna do, Danny Boy? Bleed on her?”


  “He won’t even have a chance to do that,” Kyra said. “It’s all over for you, Cody. You had your chance and you blew it. I’ve got one more stop to make, and then the gifts the Crow gave you will be mine. And believe me, I won’t waste them the way you did.”


  “Yeah,” Johnny said. “Failure ain’t in our vocabulary, Hopalong.”


  “That’s right.” Kyra let go of Dan’s hair, and his head cracked against the pavement. “So lie here and rot, Cody. That’s all that’s left for you to do. Another day, and I’ll have everything I ever wanted. Keep your eye on the clock. The last shred of power will leech from your bones in a couple circuits of the hour hand. You’ve got twenty-four hours, Cody. At the outside. Then you’ll be like every other corpse in the world…and the Crow will be like any other bird.”


  Sirens wailed in the distance. Kyra glanced at the chapel doorway. Ella Valentine ducked out of view, but Kyra had seen the cell phone clutched in the chapel owner’s hand.


  “I wish we could have fragged ’em all,” Johnny said. “I’m really missing a sense of completion here.”


  “No,” Kyra said. “No more Crowbait. Not when we’re this close.”


  “Yeah…I guess you’re right.”


  But the big gearhead couldn’t leave it at that.


  Kyra knew he couldn’t, and so did Dan Cody.


  He drew his pistol, and—-for the second time in as many nights—Johnny Church shot Dan Cody in the back.


  Heavy boots rang on pavement, and Johnny Church’s voice rang in Dan’s head:


  “Happy trails, cowboy!”


  six
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  BRIAN BRUNSWICK COOKE DRAINED HIS FLASK, BUT THE EFFORT came to naught. Even good Irish whiskey couldn’t take the edge off the cold sobriety of fear.


  The minister stepped outside. The night was quiet, except for the wail of a police siren…maybe ten or twelve blocks away. Brian knew the authorities would be here soon, and that meant he didn’t have much time. If by some miracle the poor soul who lay in the parking lot was still clinging to life, he might want to share his final moments with a man of God.


  The stranger lay facedown in a lake of blood, near a Dodge Durango parked at the comer of the lot farthest from Las Vegas Boulevard.


  The man didn’t move as Brian rushed to his side.


  Brian rolled him over. Behind the minister, Ella Valentine gave a little shriek as she saw the stranger’s wounds. “Oh, no,” she said. “Oh, Christ, Brian…this is horrible.”


  And it was. The man’s chest was a hole of scarlet gore, his heart shredded by a bullet from the bridegroom’s gun. But the horror did not end there—the right side of the man’s forehead was skinned clean off, and his right eye was a pulpy mess the color of a spoiled egg, and a jagged crack split his gleaming, exposed skull.


  “This is really bad,” Ella sobbed. “And just when we were doing a little better, too. But now…well, no one’s going to want to get married here after this. I might as well close up shop.”


  “Do what you want,” Brian said. “It doesn’t matter to me…not after the things I saw tonight. I’m quitting. I’ll never enter that chapel again.”


  They traded looks. Ella nearly said more, but thought better of it. Brian didn’t care in the least what the woman might say. He wasn’t even curious. He just wanted her to go away.


  “I’ll go out to the street,” Ella said, as if sensing Brian’s mood. “I was so rattled when I called the cops. I’m not even sure I gave them the right address. I’ll flag them down when they get here.”


  “That’s a good idea,” Brian said, even though he knew the police got their address information from a computer system. There was no way they’dmiss the chapel.


  Still, Brian wasn’t sorry to see Ella go. For some strange reason, the minister wanted to be alone with the dead man.


  The sirens were closer now. Four blocks away…maybe three.


  Brian clasped the dead man’s hand in his own. The stranger’s flesh was already cold, and the minister didn’t understand how that was possible. It had all happened so fast—


  Every bit of it. The man with the gun…and the woman in black…and the shrunken head, a dead thing spitting blasphemies while Brian’s own tongue was still.


  Brian held tightly to the dead man’s hand, as if searching for answers in his cold flesh. “I never believed in the darkness,” he said, his voice no more than a whisper. “Not until tonight. But now I believe. And I pray that the Lord is stronger than the Devil, that the light really can banish all shadows. I want to believe that. Lord, I want to—”


  The dead man’s hand gripped Brian’s.


  Hard.


  Brian gasped, his eyes flashing open. The dead man sat up, then stood up…stiffly. He grabbed his guns from where they lay in a puddle of blood and started toward the Dodge.


  “Do me a favor, preacher,” he said as he slid behind the wheel.


  “Y-yes,” Brian stammered, barely able to open his mouth.


  “Say a prayer for me.”


  A couple seconds later, the Dodge pulled onto Las Vegas Boulevard. Brian, stunned speechless now, pointed at the Durango as police cars squealed into the parking lot. But Ella got to the cops before they even saw the minister. She had been watching the street. She hadn’t seen the dead man rise from a puddle of blood, hadn’t seen anything—


  The man had been dead. Brian was sure of it. Dead.


  And Brian had touched him…and then he’d said a prayer, and—


  He’d touched the man…he’d said a prayer….


  Brian stared at his hands.


  


  Oh, dear Lord, he thought. It’s a miracle…a miracle…>


  Man, Johnny was stoked.


  It felt good to cut the tiger loose. What a damn fine wedding. A little mayhem, a little blood…dove-killing and preacher-baiting…and hey, even Raymondo had done a great job. Johnny had been truly touched by the shrunken head’s oratory skills. The ceremony was a damn fine wedding present. Even Johnny had to admit that.


  Yep, the Church wedding had it all. Johnny’s had been the perfect wedding, in every respect. He figured there weren’t many people who could say they’d had one of those. But he’d had one, and he knew it, the same way he knew he had the perfect bride.


  Kyra Damon. Wow. To see Ky coming down the aisle…to slip a ring on her finger and know he’d tamed a real wildcat…to see what she’d done to Dan Cody there in the parking lot…to have her sitting next to him, right now—hot Mojave wind blasting through the open window, whipping her hair across her white face; Dan Cody’s blood on her boots; that wedding ring on her finger forever-fucking-more—


  Man, Kyra Damon was one bad hunk of womanflesh.


  Fuck that, Johnny thought. She’s Kyra Church now.


  And Johnny loved her even more because of that. He guessed people were right when they said that stuff about marriage changing everything. It did. Absolutely.


  Yeah. Johnny figured that marriage was the ultimate ritual. And Kyra Damon was big on rituals. Very big. But Kyra’s rituals had always been private things. Johnny had never really been more than an observer. He certainly hadn’t been a part of them.


  Until now.


  Now it was different. Now he was different. Now every-fucking-thing was different. Even Kyra.


  Kyra had changed. She was stronger. Anyone could see that, the way she took after Cody in the parking lot. And Johnny felt stronger, too. Man, was he stoked. It had to be the Crow’s power. Had to be, because he felt like he could do damn near anything—


  And—you know what?—he could.


  Johnny laughed to himself Anything. It was a hell of a concept, and he wanted to run with it, test its parameters…if there were any parameters to test.


  He’d start. Right now.


  Johnny pulled off the highway. He’d already made one stop, of course. Had to change out of that suit. No way could he handle being cinched up in one of those very long. Leather pants. Blasphemers T-shirt…that was his style.


  But this time, Johnny wasn’t concerned with fashion. This was much more serious.


  Headlights glowed on desert sand—there wasn’t so much as a dirt trail out here—but Johnny didn’t slow down. There was nothing in the way. He’d make his own road.


  “Where are you going?” Kyra asked, surprised.


  Johnny didn’t say a word as the Merc bounced over desert soil.


  “Johnny! We’ve got a long way to go! Erik Hearse’s mansion is in California…on the coast at Big Sur, on that twisty fucking Highway One. There’s lot of bad road to cover between here and there. I don’t want to waste any time—”


  Johnny figured she had to be kidding. “Don’t give me that, Kyra. We’ve got plenty of time. Dan Cody’s finished. The Crow’s next…”


  “Turn around, Johnny. I mean now.”


  Johnny’s anger flared, and it seemed twice as hot as it had ever seemed before. Man, he couldn’t understand why Kyra was giving him grief After all, this was their wedding night. She had to understand that. Man, she was wearing his fucking ring.


  There wasn’t room for argument on a wedding night.


  Not between a man and his wife—


  “I’m not kidding, Johnny.”


  But she had to be. Church knew it. Or maybe she was pushing him, like she did when she needed it bad. Maybe this was some new game—


  “Johnny—”


  “Don’t  try to push me around, Kyra. I’m your husband now. You gotta learn that.” He smiled, getting into it. “Or maybe you need someone to teach you.”


  “Listen to me, Johnny. We don’t have time to screw around!”


  “You arguing with your husband, Mrs. Church? On your fucking wedding night?”


  “This isn’t a game, Johnny. We’re not playing anymore. Now turn the car around, and I mean right this fucking minute.”


  Johnny ignored her. Man, his heart was pounding, felt like a rocket in his rib cage.


  Because Kyra was wrong. This was a game. Maybe the best game of all.


  And Johnny was more than ready to play.


  He mashed on the brakes, cutting a wild brodie through the desert sand. Then he slammed through his door, and he snatched Kyra’s door open. He felt like he could pull it off by its hinges, and that felt good.


  A new strength surged in him. It had to be the Crow’s power. No adrenaline rush had ever felt like this.


  Johnny grabbed Kyra by the hair, pulled her out of the car and spun her around so that she faced him. She looked totally shocked, totally surprised…like she couldn’t even understand what was happening, like her brain was in a totally different space and it was impossible for her to catch up with current events.


  But Johnny’d catch her up, and soon.


  Man, was he mad.


  Kyra got her mouth open. “You fucking prick. Didn’t you hear what I just said? We don’t have time for this.”


  “I heard.”


  Johnny eyed his new bride dead-on, suddenly knowing just what this was about, knowing just what had to be done. Uh-huh. It was way past time to get a few things straight. Because this was Kyra Church’s wedding night, and that meant she belonged to you-know-who forever-fucking-more.


  Mr. Johnny Church, that’s who.


  Man of the house, king of the fucking castle, fill-in-the-fucking-blank—that was him.


  Kyra was his.


  He owned her.


  And it was about time for the little woman to figure that out.


  


  Highway 58, heading west through the Mojave Desert.


  A little nowhere called Boron. A deserted trading post, like the ghost of a place Dan Cody remembered all too well.


  Dan grabbed the sawed-off shotgun, stepped out of the Durango, circled around back of the place. There was a window set in the cinder-block wall, and by the looks of it Dan figured he could just squeeze through.


  The dead man came even with the glass, his grisly reflection waiting on the moonwashed pane. No wonder the preacher had thought he’d channeled a divine power when Dan sat up in the wedding chapel parking lot. Of course, the man had been wrong about the source of the miracle. A compassionate God would never allow anything that looked like Dan Cody to walk the earth. But the Crow, well…the dark messenger had other ideas.


  Dan stared at the remains of his face. A cracked skull pasted with blood and bone and slashed flesh, plus a bulging eyeball that made him look like the Teenage Frankenstein grown old and tired.


  Get used to it, Dan told himself. No more quick fixes. No more healing powers. Kyra Damon owns those powers now, and she didn’t leave much for you, Dannyboy. The heart in your chest is a bloody mess. It doesn’t beat at all anymore. But hey, look on the bright side—at least you’re way past hurting.


  Physically, anyway. The emotional parts, the spiritual parts…well, they hurt plenty. And those were the parts of Dan that wanted answers but couldn’t find any. Dan never had those answers to begin with, and now even the Crow couldn’t help him—


  Not with words, anyway.


  A sound from behind. A shuffling of Tarot cards…or Crow wings. Dan turned, saw the black bird lighting on a rusted chain-link fence.


  The bird had led the way from Vegas to Boron, but it hadn’t done it fast. The Crow was weaker now, too. Not as weak as Dan. But then, the dark messenger hadn’t been kicked half to death by Kyra Damon, or shot in the back by Johnny Church, either…for the second time in as many nights.


  The bird cawed. No words, but Dan didn’t need words to decipher the Crow’s meaning. “Yeah,” he said through tom lips. “I know. We’ve got to get moving. I just need to grab a couple of things first.”


  Dan turned toward the trading post. The window still waited for him, and so did his reflection.


  One shotgun butt later, Dan was rid of both.


  No alarm, except for a barking dog down the street. Soon enough, the mutt quieted down, and Dan slipped into the store.


  It was dark inside, but he didn’t want to turn on a light. He inched down a cramped aisle, heard a familiar shiver of a sound that raised the hairs on his neck.


  A rattlesnake, just a few inches away…in a glass terrarium. Dan chuckled, put his face close to the glass. The snake hissed and sprang at his bulging eyeball, smacking its reptilian muzzle against a glass wall it couldn’t see.


  “I know just how you feel,” Dan said, “and I don’t blame you at all.”


  Dan eased past the terrarium. He found a little bathroom tucked at the end of a narrow hallway, and he did his best to clean his wounds. He washed his face first, and then the bad and bloody rest of him.


  His broken ribs didn’t hurt much, but the hole in his chest was a problem. He found a roll of duct tape in a toolbox under the sink, did himself up like a thrift-store movie mummy, and then he looked for something to wear.


  The trading post didn’t carry many clothes. There were a few sun-faded Boron souvenir T-shirts hanging in the window. Dan took a black one. It didn’t look bad, really.


  But he needed more than a clean shirt. He had to cover his face somehow, just in case he needed to stop somewhere along the road for gas or something. A carousel of sunglasses parked by the cash register squealed as Dan gave it a turn, and pretty soon he found a pair of shades big enough to cover his bulging eyeball. Then he grabbed a stocking cap from behind the counter and pulled it low over his exposed skull. That should do the trick, as long as no one looked at him too closely.


  Dan figured that he was about ready to go. There was only one more thing he needed. He searched the drawers beneath the register, finally found what he was looking for. A tattered AAA road map—WESTERN STATES AND PROVINCES—probably twenty years out of date, but better than nothing.


  He closed the drawer, setting the map on the glass countertop. Moonlight spilled through the broken window, washing the counter-top. He glanced down at his reflection, relieved to find the sunglasses and cap worked all right. He looked pretty good…for a dead man.


  But the thing that lay beneath his reflection looked even better.


  A Bowie knife—gleaming steel in a puddle of moonlight. Not a Mountain Clan Crow knife, but just as sharp.


  Dan stared at the blade for a long moment.


  He thought of the ring on Kyra Damon’s finger.


  Leticia’s ring.


  Dan meant to have that ring back.


  He took the knife.


  


  Kyra refused to believe what was happening.


  Johnny grabbed her, spun her around, shoved her against the trunk of the car. Her black-nailed fingers scratched polished steel, but she was off-balance, and there was nothing for her to hold on to, and Johnny yanked the wedding dress to the side and up, and the slit that ran the length of Kyra’s thigh was tom another six or seven inches, exposing Kyra’s ass.


  It happened so fast—the way it had happened so many times before—so fast that Kyra couldn’t even think. Then Johnny grabbed her hips, fingers digging in at the edges of her scalloped pelvic bone as if he were going to rip her apart, and the pain scorched Kyra straight to the soul.


  “You with me now, Ky?” Johnny asked. “You ready to learn your lesson?”


  Kyra didn’t say a word. The words weren’t even important anymore. She concentrated on the pain from Johnny’s clawing fingers, on something there with it. Something that stung her deeply, as if her body had been sown with salt.


  It was a new pain, different from the others she’d endured. Kyra’s nails scraped cold metal as she fought to escape it. She rose on her elbows, and her dark hair brushed the trunk lid and her reflection drifted away. Her hot breath fogged blood-colored paint, and then she couldn’t see her reflection at all.


  “You’d better give me an answer,” Johnny said. “If you know what’s good for you, Mrs. Church.”


  But Kyra wouldn’tanswer. She wouldn’t give Johnny Church what he wanted. Not this time.


  Before it had been different. She’d needed Johnny just as she’d needed physical pain, needed to feel it because she couldn’t feel anything else. Only the pain had taken the edge off the misery that pulsed in her soul, providing an alternative that was frighteningly tangible. Only the pain released her demons, and only in its shadow could she find the blessed oblivion she sought.


  Only the pain could transform her.


  But now it was different. Now Kyra was transformed…truly, at long last, and her new strength was still growing inside her, snaking its way through her flesh like some untamable vine, an unholy ganglion that sank tendrils into muscle and sinew…snaring bone, feeding on her warm red blood…


  The Crow’s power filled Kyra in a way Johnny Church couldn’t. No mortal could fill her the way the black bird did. It felt good to be strong, like music inside her, like an exultant chorus of violins soaring above a fading backbeat of pain.


  And all at once Kyra knew that she was through with hurting.


  Through with pain.


  Behind her, Kyra heard Johnny Church moving. He released her, unbuckled his belt, snaked it around his fingers like a steel-tipped whip. “You made a big mistake, Mrs. Church,” he said. “I’m as strong as you are now, and tonight I feel like using that strength. When it comes to hurting, this time you’re in for the main event.”


  Kyra sucked a deep breath.


  “You’re mistaken, Johnny.”


  The words came out, a whisper that Johnny barely heard and instantly ignored.


  But Kyra’s actions couldn’t be ignored as easily as her words. She whirled, catching the belt buckle in one hand just as Johnny lashed out with it. She tugged the belt—which was wrapped around Johnny’s hand—and he lost his balance and stumbled toward her. But she was too fast, sidestepping, and he came down hard against the trunk, the impact of his own weight knocking the wind from his lungs, his chin cracking against polished steel.


  A thin line of blood trickled from his mouth. Johnny Church sucked wind like a beached fish. Kyra laid into him then, forgetting about the belt, instead grabbing his head with both hands, smashing it against the trunk the same way she’d bashed Dan Cody’s head against the pavement in a Las Vegas parking lot.


  “Had enough, Johnny?” she asked. “Had enough, Mr. Damon!”


  Johnny spit blood, leaning hard against the trunk.


  “You can’t do this to me, Ky.”


  “Yes, I can” Kyra laughed. “And I just did”


  “No, you can’t! I’m your husband now! I put that fuckin’ dead man’s ring on your finger, and now we’re equals, and-”


  Kyra laughed. The poor fool. He didn’t have a clue.


  “You’re my driver, Johnny,” Kyra said. “That’s all you are. Haven’t you figured that out yet?”


  “Listen, Ky—”


  “No. You listen, idiot. I took you for a ride, but it turns out that you didn’t even make the trip. Sorry about that.”


  “But you said we’d both have the Crow’s power—”


  “I postulated. You understand that word, don’t you, Johnnyboy? I made some educated guesses based on the information at hand, but things didn’t work out the way I expected. Life and Death— they’re so full of little surprises.”


  “What?”


  “You don’t have the power, Johnny. You don’t have anything.”


  “That’s bullshit, >Ky. I’ve changed…I know I have. I can feel it—” Johnny tried to rise, but Kyra smashed his head against the trunk one more time, showing him what real power was. “Guess again, stud. You haven’t changed. Take it from one who has. You’re just the same. Only a man. And there isn’t much something so simple as a man can do for someone who’s become what I’ve become. All you’ve got is a double-shot of testosterone, and plenty of anger, and a king-size male ego. That used to be fun, but it just doesn’t do much for me anymore.”


  “Godammit, Ky. Wait a minute—”


  “No waiting anymore. Don’t have time. I’m going to teach you a lesson about power, about the food chain and your place in it. School’s in session. Today’s subject: ‘Why Johnny Can’t Be Immortal.’ It’s a simple lesson, one even your little male mind can understand.”


  Kyra wrapped Johnny’s belt around her hand.


  Lashed out with the buckle, and it came down hard.


  Not on Johnny Church’s flesh.


  On the Merc’s dark paint job.


  “No! Kyra!” Johnny screamed, his voice like a little boy’s. “Not the car! Don’t!”


  But Kyra didn’t listen.


  The blows rang in the desert night.


  Paint chips exploded off Detroit steel.


  The belt scored metal the same way Johnny’s hand had once scored Kyra’s flesh.


  But the wounds Kyra Damon inflicted would never heal. And Johnny Church screamed like the damned.


  


  Dan Cody walked over to the chain-link fence and knelt before the Crow.


  The bird was weak. It couldn’t fly any farther tonight, but Dan had a feeling that the creature’s intelligence had not faded with its strength. The Crow still knew things Dan could never know. But it couldn’t speak to him—couldn’t tell him what to do, or where to go.


  “I hope you can still understand me,” Dan said.


  It was his only hope, really.


  He opened the old AAA map and spread it on the ground.


  “Where is Kyra headed?” Dan asked. “Just show me, and I’ll get us there.”


  The bird cawed and cocked its head.


  Dan waited, hoping the Crow could understand.


  Hoping it wasn’t too late.


  Hoping it wasn’t time to lie down and die.


  “Don’t give up on me,” Dan said. “And I won’t give up on you.”


  Another caw, desperate and pained. Then the bird hopped off the fence, landing roughly on the map. Its talons scrabbled across southern California, made one hop north, landed in the blue Pacific.


  The Crow’s beak lashed out, spearing a hole in the paper. Dan stared at the map. The place the Crow had marked was on Highway One, between San Simeon and Big Sur.


  Dan folded the map. The Crow flapped its wings, but it was nearly exhausted. The bird would not fly again tonight.


  Dan gathered the bird in his skinned palms.


  “This time you ride,” he said.


  


  Johnny drove.


  He didn’t say a word. Didn’t want to. His lips were swollen, and he couldn’t see too well out of his left eye. It was swollen, too. If it closed much more he’d lose his depth perception. That happened, and driving would be a real bitch.


  Johnny kept his eye—the good one, anyway—on the road. He didn’t look at Kyra, and she didn’t look at him.


  But he knew that Kyra was just fine. Not a mark on her. Even if he would have managed to put up a fight, the Crow powers that pulsed in Kyra’s veins would have healed any injury she suffered.


  That’s the way it was. Kyra was juiced with that damn bird’s power, nearly all of it. And Johnny…well, he didn’t have spit. He couldn’t so much as heal a hangnail, let alone “fix” the punishment that Kyra had dished out.


  Man, he didn’t like the way this was working out. After all he’d gone through—all the stuff since he’d cut that hangman’s noose and saved Kyra’s fucking life back in San Francisco—and he didn’t have anything.


  He wasn’t stronger. He wasn’t smarter. He wasn’t even halfway to immortal.


  Instead, he was busted up and busted up good. His beautiful Merc all scratched to hell.


  And his wedding night had gone to shit.


  He’d been used. Kyra, the only person he ever really cared about, had used him. That was the way it was, and things didn’t look good for the future. No fuckin’ wonder one out of every two marriages ended in divorce. The whole world had gone to shit. Fuck rituals!


  So Johnny thought about it. What to do. When to do it.


  And he kept his mouth shut, and he drove.


  Raymondo hung from the rearview mirror, swaying above the resin-encased scorpion that sat on the dashboard. It was the one Leticia Hardin had tossed through the window of the Spirit Song Trading Post what seemed like a hundred years ago. Johnny had meant to keep the scorpion as a souvenir—but the way things were working out, this wasn’t a trip he’d want to remember.


  The shrunken head seemed to be enjoying it, though. Raymondo grinned his little stitched grin, flickering eyes staring at Johnny like he was some freak on one of those tabloid talk shows or something.


  A dry little cackle from the head.


  “Don’t say a single word, Raymondo.”


  “I wouldn’t do that, Johnnyboy. No single word would be quite delicious enough for this.”


  “I’m warning you—”


  “No threats, Johnny. In fact, you’d better treat me right…or I’ll sic your wife on you.”


  “You’d better shut up, slag. You’d better do it now.”


  Raymondo tittered. “Sure. Anything you say, Mr. Damon—” Johnny slammed on the brakes.


  Kyra glared at him.


  “I’ll take it from you,” Johnny said, his silver-ringed fingers strangling the steering wheel. “I have to take it from you. But I won’t take it from that shrunken little turd.”


  “That’s fine by me,” Kyra said. “You have my permission to work this out on your own. Because I see it like this, Johnny: you can drive, and Raymondo can’t. And I want to be at Erik Hearse’s mansion ASAP. By tomorrow afternoon, I want to be eyeball-to-eyeball with Lilith Spain.”


  “What the fuck’s that supposed to mean, Kyra? I need to ask your permission now? I can’t do anything on my own?”


  “Just get me there, Johnny. That’s all I ask.”


  “What about Raymondo? Do I have to listen to his shit, too?”


  “You can always turn on the radio.”


  “You know the antenna’s busted.”


  “Now you’re thinking.”


  “Huh? What are you talking about, Ky?”


  Kyra smiled, glanced at the head. “Even a broken antenna’s good for something…if you use your imagination.”


  Johnny caught on, grinning through swollen lips, realizing that his mistress had just tossed him a particularly juicy bone.


  Yeah.


  A busted antenna.


  Yeah.


  


  Dry desert wind lashed Raymondo’s leathery face.


  The shrunken head was impaled on the Merc’s radio aerial, courtesy of Johnny Church.


  The Merc whipped across the Mojave Desert, doing eighty miles per. Eighty was bad, but Raymondo knew that Johnny’s car could go a lot faster. If the humiliated gearhead decided to kick the hellfire/nitro afterburners into gear, the shrunken head figured his gristly skin would peel right off his noggin.


  Wind tore at Raymondo’s lips, and they flared into a startled black pocket.


  A very tiny pocket, hardly large enough to hold—


  A moth. Coming right at him. Head on collision.


  Hell’s bells, Raymondo thought, really frightened now.


  He fought to close his mouth.


  Didn’t quite make it.


  Inside the Merc, Johnny Church whooped and hollered.


  Gray wings fluttered against the roof of Raymondo’s mouth.


  A road sign shot by on the right.


  Raymondo did the math, calculating the distance to Erik Hearse’s mansion.


  It was going to be a long night.


  Part 4
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    The Wail of Black Laughter


    There is a grey thing that lives in the tree-tops


    None know the horror of its sight


    Save those who meet death in the wilderness


    But one is enabled to see


    To see branches move at its passing


    To hear at times the wail of black laughter


    And to come upon mystic places


    Places where the thing has just been.


    —Stephen Crane.


    Uncollected Poems

  


  one
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    Hearse Castle


    Twenty miles south of Big Sur, California

  


  LILITH SPAIN LIVED IN A CEMETERY.


  She stared through her bedroom window at a gothic city of the dead. Erik Hearse’s mansion was located on a remote stretch of jagged California coastline, a world away from Lilith’s native Rome. It was a place of marble and bronze statuary that had endured the ravages of time, a place of Monterey pine and gnarled cypress trees twisted by nature’s cruel hand. A place of spiked wrought iron, and granite-faced angels, and sadness made eternal by a sculptor’s chisel.


  Lilith did not live in a crypt, of course, though sometimes she imagined that she would feel most at home in one. But Hearse’s mansion was the next best thing—it teetered on a rocky cliff at the edge of a cemetery, a dark house of stone and brick and wallpaper the color of old blood.


  Erik Hearse had bought the house two years ago, after The Blasphemers capped their major-league comeback with a pay-per-view Halloween concert. He’d purchased the cemetery in the wake of his renewed success, buying it lock, stock, and columbarium from a consortium of local businessman who found themselves in desperate financial straits.


  Which was not surprising—the town nearest the property had dried up years before, and the cemetery was not exactly a growing concern. Plus there were problems with looters and vandals. The former mined the cemetery for everything from stone sculpture to stained glass to coffins inlaid with precious metals. The latter blazed different trails—cutting paths of destruction through avenues of the dead with sledgehammers and shovels in search of darker souvenirs—worm-picked skulls, and gold-filled teeth, and withered, mummified hearts.


  Erik Hearse, always the good neighbor, had stepped forward with a plan to restore the cemetery the same way he’d restored the adjoining mansion, painting himself a gothic resurrectionist intent on preserving a magnificent collection of funerary art—the aforementioned stained-glass windows (including privately commissioned works by Tiffany), and statuary created by the finest talents of the day, and unparalleled examples of nineteenth-century crypt architecture (witness the monolithic columbarium, a stone tower which housed the ashes of three hundred souls).


  Erik took a pounding in the press, of course. Columnists began calling his mansion Hearse Castle, a sardonic twist on William Randolph Hearst’s San Simeon, which lay an hour’s drive to the south. But Erik Hearse was not one to back down when he wanted something, be it fame or a house or a cemetery or a woman. Backed by a raft of publicists who painted him as a patron of the arts and real estate lawyers who were prepared to take any troublemakers to the mat, the resurgent star got what he wanted.


  The same way he got Lilith Spain.


  First the ultimate collectable, much sought after and prized. Then a trophy wife who would double as a tool in Hearse’s Hollywood fantasies, a human puppet to Hearse’s master puppeteer.


  Lilith sighed. Collectable, wife, puppet—she wasn’t up to playing any of the roles her husband had to offer. She was only a human being, and as it turned out not a very strong one at that. She’d come to Erik Hearse because it seemed he had everything she wanted— money, fame, and that most valuable of entertainment industry commodities: access—all the things that could put her on top for the first time in her life.


  She’d known there were things Erik wanted from her, too, things she felt she could easily give because she’d given them so often before. But a person could only give so much. Especially when they’d hit bottom, as Lilith had.


  After the marriage, Lilith discovered that she was too tired to care. Life with Erik seemed nothing but a chore. They never seemed to stop, always traveling here or there for this or that event, always on the run.


  Lilith couldn’t keep the pace. She didn’t want to be seen at parties, or in magazine spreads, or at the innumerable music industry events. She didn’t want to make the effort.


  And she certainly didn’t want to act anymore. She didn’t want to be anyone’s puppet, especially Erik’s, and she didn’t want any part of his plan to reincarnate her celebrity mother through her own flesh while Erik reinvented himself as Hollywood’s next dark genius.


  No. Reincarnation wasn’t for her. Lilith wanted to stay here, at the mansion. She wanted to stay with the dead. Only they could understand her need for silence. Only they knew the pleasures of true quiet, and the intoxicating peace that quiet could provide.


  Lilith knew there was only one way to obtain that peace while she still lived. It came with the bite of a needle, the smooth thrust of a plunger through the barrel of a syringe as warm, numbing comfort entered her veins.


  That was what Lilith wanted.


  To stop.


  And not move at all.


  Not move…forever, like the dead.


  But Erik wouldn’t leave her alone, wouldn’t stop pushing her about his Hollywood plans. She returned his overtures with silence. Soon even Erik, the most persistent and self-absorbed of creatures, began to understand that Lilith Spain was not interested in reincarnation, or rebirth, or reanimation.


  So Erik hid her away like a tarnished memory, making her a virtual prisoner at his remote mansion. Because he expected more of Lilith. He’d told her that at least a hundred times since discovering that she’d started using again, as if he were the master and she were a disobedient pet who required firm instruction.


  But Lilith knew that he didn’t care about her. Not really. She was nothing to him…except someone’s daughter, of course. She would always have her cinematic bloodline. It was a vampire’s curse and she couldn’t escape it, even here, where her dead mother’s publicity photos stared at her from the walls, where Amanda Irons still walked in black-and-white worlds on television screens…a ghost that Erik Hearse could never touch, no matter how hard he tried.


  Finally, Erik had reached the end of his rope. Angry and dissatisfied, he had gone to L. A. for another round of meetings. That was his excuse, anyway. He’d left a week ago, after one last big fight, and had yet to return.


  But he hadn’t given up. Not Erik. That wasn’t his way. He’d simply begun a new course of action, leaving behind a team of nurses and counselors and bodyguards to tend Lilith.


  A recovery team. That’s what Erik called them. Lilith knew better, though. She knew that the five people who dogged her steps like shadows were really a team of assistant resurrectionists, bent on aiding Erik’s reincarnation scheme.


  So far, they were satisfied that they’d done their job. After all, they’d kept Lilith away from the junk for a week. But she could bide her time. She’d detoxed before. She knew how to do that. She’d ridden withdrawals, ridden them just to torture herself The slow, empty burn was something that couldn’t be understood by those who hadn’t endured it. But for Lilith, it only made the return to indulgence—and blessed oblivion—that much sweeter.


  One of the team members, a woman with the impossibly pleasant name of Melody, sat in a cozy chair on the opposite side of Lilith’s bedroom, reading a book. She was an anger-management therapist, there to address Lilith’s resentment issues. Lilith knew better. The woman was really nothing more than a deterrent, a watchdog whose presence was meant to keep Lilith from hurrying to the carefully hidden syringes and little plastic packets of bliss that she’d stashed for detox emergencies.


  Lilith didn’t give the woman cause to worry, though. She stood by the window, stock-still. She knew that if she did that long enough. Melody wouldn’t see her at all. And then Lilith would be just like one of her favorite neighbors, the dead who rested in Erik’s cemetery. They knew how to keep still. They didn’t move No one noticed them.


  No one bothered the dead, or asked anything of them.


  They were left alone, in peace.


  To Lilith, the idea seemed glorious.


  So she waited. And she didn’t move. She made a game of it.


  Melody turned a page, shifted in her chair. There were no words from Lilith’s lips to bother her. Only words that never left paper, forever trapped on the pages of a book, and the gentle tap of rain on the windowpane.


  Lilith waited by the window, at first enjoying her new game. She decided that she was very good at being dead. But soon it became more difficult. Her leg muscles began to twitch, and her left calf threatened to knot into a cramp.


  But that only made the game more of a challenge. Standing still wasn’t as easy as most people thought. Lilith wondered how the dead did it. It took a lot of concentration, a certain kind of determination that was difficult to maintain.


  But Lilith was determined.


  She didn’t move. Not one inch.


  She stared through the window, at the rain washing the tombstones and the black earth below.


  She imagined herself beneath the cold embrace of the storm, buried deep in the welcoming earth. Hundreds of bodies rested beneath that ground. All of them, curled together under a blanket of eternal sleep. All of them silent, forevermore.


  Lilith longed for that silence.


  And the company of the dead.


  


  Johnny and Kyra climbed out of the Merc.


  Cold raindrops pelted them. That was okay with Johnny. The rain felt good on his bruised face, easing the lingering pain from the beating Kyra had dished out.


  Kyra plucked Raymondo from the aerial, then tossed the head in Johnny’s direction. He caught the little fuck in one big fist and laced Raymondo’s hair through the chromed ring of his dog collar without a word.


  Hey, it wasn’t time to argue.


  It was time for action. Even Raymondo knew that. For the first time in Johnny’s memory, the head managed to keep his lip zipped.


  Johnny knew that Raymondo’s silence wouldn’t last, though, so he got down to business. He checked the .357, dropped a handful of extra bullets into one pocket, slipped the gun into a shoulder holster. Then he popped the Merc’s scarred trunk, grabbed some other stuff he was likely to need.


  Black market merch—a little bit of this and a little bit of that. Johnny filled his pockets, then grabbed a canvas pouch with a shoulder strap and started filling that, too.


  A withered little sigh drifted up from under Johnny’s chin as he dug through his stash.


  “Mr. Overkill,” Raymondo said.


  “Stuff a moth in it, dickhead,” Johnny said. “I knew you couldn’t keep quiet for long.”


  “Oh, myyyyy,” Raymondo purred. “Maybe we were wrong about you and the Crow, Johnny. Forget immortality. Maybe the black bird gifted you with psychic powers. Maybe you can open your own psychic hotline.”


  “Yeah.” Johnny slammed the trunk. “Or maybe I can just jam something up your doll-sized gullet besides a radio aerial. Maybe this time I’ll mount you on the barrel of a .357 and let you eat lead instead of bugs—”


  “We don’t have time for this,” Kyra said.


  Johnny nodded. He was sick of this whole deal, too. But for him, the next part—the last part—would probably be the best part. Crashing Hearse’s pad, ripping his way straight through whatever security measures the man had to offer.


  Yeah. It was time to spill some serious blood. Finally, Johnny could do that without worrying about the Crow resurrecting his victims. Kyra was strong now, stronger than the black bird, so they didn’t have to worry about the body count anymore. Kyra could squash a dozen Dan Codys before breakfast and not even bat an eye.


  And that sounded like one hell of a plan to Johnny. Man, he needed to feel the burn, needed to melt all the anger and humiliation clean off his soul with some major mayhem, and he figured he wasn’t going to have a better opportunity anytime soon.


  “Give me a couple minutes to get the phone line and the alarm,” he told Kyra. “Then I’ll find a way in at the back, and you can hit the front. If either of us runs into trouble—”


  “Just do your job,” Kyra said. “Show me that I brought you along for a reason.”


  Johnny jerked in his boots as if she’d coldcocked him.


  Man. That was low. He wasn’t going to just swallow that kind of insult.


  But by the time he got his mouth open, Kyra had already turned away.


  And then she started walking.


  Through the rain. Through the cemetery.


  Toward Erik Hearse’s mansion.


  


  Even though she lived in a cemetery, Lilith had never seen a ghost before.


  She stared through the window as rain sheeted against the pane. Out there, walking among the tombstones, was a spirit. A woman’s ghost…Lilith was sure of it.


  Lilith watched, transfixed. The way the creature moved. So graceful. So determined. If only she could have learned to move like that, she would have never wanted to stand still at all—


  The ghost came nearer now, weaving a path through a granite and marble maze. But the spirit did not look at the names chiseled upon the tombstones as she passed them by, and she did not trade glances with the granite-faced angels who leaned toward her from cracked monuments, and she did not turn an envious eye upon steepled crypts with cool, dry chambers that loomed in the storm like havens for the wet and rotting dead.


  The rain-soaked spirit’s gaze fell on none of these things, seeking instead the second floor window where Lilith stood.


  Dead eyes met those of the living, and a chill of recognition capered over Lilith’s spine.


  Suddenly, Lilith realized that there was really no reason to be frightened.


  After all, Lilith Spain knew this visitor from the other side of the grave.


  The spirit’s face was pale, the color of a cold moon, with a silver dusting of stars on her cheeks. Her lips were as dark as the rich soil of a grave, and her black hair was matted to her head by wild torrents of rain. And her dress—


  The ghost’s dress was black satin, and tight, and sheer. Strapless, revealing one alabaster shoulder naked and smooth, the other cloaked in a wispy spiderweb of ebony organza. A lowslung belt of the tiniest black pearls embraced her hips and a wild slit slithered up one thigh…and silk bound her small breasts tightly…and a choker like a strangler’s hands—all midnight opal and ebony and sharp chrome slivers—eclipsed the spirit’s neck.


  Lilith Spain recognized that dress, and all too well.


  It was a dress that Lilith had wanted to wear in life.


  It was only appropriate that she wear it in death.


  Lilith watched her spirit through her own reflection on the cold windowpane. It was not such a strange thing, seeing her own ghost.


  Not really. Not when you longed for death. Not when you lived in a cemetery, and the paths you walked were the paths of the dead, paths seldom marked by human footprints.


  When you walked alone in a place like this one, you yearned for a special kind of company. You learned the names chiseled on each headstone, and you visited steepled crypts and found nothing inside but your own hushed whispers, and you climbed the twisting stone staircase of a black-walled columbarium that housed the ashes of three hundred souls, and you spent your evenings among brass urns and black porcelain jars and statues hollowed to hold bitter gray fistfuls of cremains.


  You walked alone…on paths seldom touched by human footprints…until, at last, your own ghost came for you.


  Dull footsteps sounded on the steps beneath Lilith’s bedroom window.


  Another sound from downstairs, somewhere else in the house…the sound of breaking glass.


  On the other side of the room. Melody’s eyes flashed open.


  The attendant dropped her book, sprang from the chair. “Did you hear that?” she asked Lilith.


  “Yes,” Lilith said. “But don’t worry. It’s only a ghost.”


  Melody shivered. Lilith knew the feeling, knew just as well that it wouldn’t last with a sensible woman like Melody.


  Another second and the therapist was back in control. “Stay here,” Melody said. “I’ll check with Randy and Doyle. Whatever’s going on. I’m sure they can deal with it.”


  Lilith nodded. Randy and Doyle were a couple of burly “attendants” who provided the recovery team’s security. Mostly, Lilith suspected that they were there to handle her if she got violent, but apparently they were ready to deal with other situations, as well.


  Melody hurried into the hallway. Impassively, Lilith watched her go. Let Melody and Randy and Doyle and their other little friends do whatever they wanted. It wouldn’t matter. Lilith doubted that they could do much to stop a ghost.


  Lilith looked down at her arm, at a dozen pale roses left by repeated injections. The scars had faded in the last week, and soon they’d be cold and lifeless.


  Just like her flesh.


  Lilith closed her eyes for a moment. A smile crossed her lips.


  Erik Hearse had always told her that the drugs would kill her.


  She imagined he was right.


  But she was still breathing. Lilith knew that. Her ghost hadn’t come for her…not yet.


  She had to be right when she met her own spirit. She had to be perfect, and peaceful, and still. So she hurried to the bathroom, pulled out the vanity drawers one by one, and soon her eager fingers found the Ziploc bag she had taped to the wall behind the bottom drawer.


  Downstairs, gunfire rang out.


  Lilith worked quickly, hoping there was time to add one more rose to the bouquet nestled in the hollow of her arm.


  A fresh one.


  A funeral rose.


  


  Right now, speed was the key.


  Johnny knew that. He’d taken down the phone lines, the alarm system too. Help wouldn’t be arriving from an outside source anytime soon. What mattered now was what waited in front of him— whatever security Hearse had in place right on the fucking property.


  To deal with that, Johnny had to move, and move fast.


  A large window stood in front of him, holding his black reflection like a trapped animal.


  He tossed a patio chair through it.


  Raymondo chuckled. “Johnny’s patented Church key.”


  Johnny barely heard him. He was already on the move, stepping across the threshold he’d manufactured, heavy boots crunching on broken glass as he entered the house.


  Almost immediately, a bullet whizzed by his head, cracked into the wall at his side, and the wall coughed plaster.


  Raymondo screeched, “Get down, idiot!”


  But Johnny didn’t even listen. He dodged away from the broken window. He didn’t want anyone seeing his silhouette, and this room was big. Lots of furniture, lots of shadows to hide in—


  Another shot smacked the wall, just above his head, and then another—


  Fuck the shadows. They weren’t doing him any good.


  Three more shots, all of them coming close. But this time Johnny spotted the muzzle flashes. There were two shooters, about twenty feet away, on the other side of the room.


  Johnny didn’t want them coming any closer.


  “What are you waiting for?” Raymondo cried. “Use your goddamn gun, Johnny! It’s time to do your goddamn job!”


  But Johnny didn’t reach for his gun, and he didn’t say a goddamn word. He kept moving, heading for cover. Another muzzle flash, and a hot slug scored his inner thigh, way too close to home. A fire blazed down below, and it was a fire that stirred instant memories, both pleasant and unpleasant.


  The fire burned deep.


  Johnny thought; heat, blood…Kyra.


  He dropped and rolled behind a large sofa, a black leather crab hunting for cover. He opened the canvas bag, reached inside—


  A deep male voice on the other side of the big room, belonging to one of the shooters: “I got him! The fucker’s hit!”


  Johnny yanked a little loop of metal, as light and delicate as a wedding ring.


  And then he threw the grenade.


  


  A fireburst from below, like an exploding meteor that shook the whole house.


  Melody froze on the staircase, her ears ringing. One blink of her eyes and darkness returned downstairs, save for two narrow bands of dull midnight that stretched from windows set on each side of the front door.


  Melody wanted to get to that door, but she couldn’t move. Something was downstairs. She could hear it, moving around in the large party room off the entrance foyer.


  Something toppled in that room, crashing to the floor. A dull cloud of smoke billowed through the open door, a fog ripe with the harsh scent of explosives.


  Melody swallowed hard. She’d have to get by that doorway to leave the house. Unless she wanted to jump through one of the upstairs windows. Unless—


  Footsteps sounded downstairs. Melody prayed it was Randy or Doyle, but she couldn’t be certain.


  And she couldn’t wait long enough to be certain, because if the person down there wasn’t Randy or Doyle…


  No. She wouldn’t think that way. Fear bred negativity. Melody knew that. For once, She had to take her own advice. Live in the moment and survive it. That’s what she always told her patients.


  Eyes on the front door. Melody took her first step down the stairway.


  Another…and another…


  Someone stumbled into the smoke-choked hallway below. He crossed one band of narrow midnight, then stumbled into the other and dropped to his knees.


  The man’s hair was blond and wavy, pulled back in a fashionable ponytail.


  Randy, Melody realized. It’s Randy, and he’s been hurt…


  Down on his knees, Randy whined like a whipped dog. Dark rain fell from his face. Only Melody knew instantly that it wasn’t rain.


  It was blood.


  Randy looked up at her, his eyes two puddles of gore in the cold glow of night.


  His face was gone. All that remained was a skull sticky with slashed meat.


  Oh, God, Melody thought. Oh, God…


  A hand dropped on her shoulder, and she nearly screamed.


  It was Amber, one of the nurses. “Jesus!” she said. “What’s going on? Is that Randy down there? Is—?”


  Another voice: “Look at him! He doesn’t have a face!”


  The second voice belonged to Erin, the other nurse. She brushed by Melody and hurried down the staircase. An instant later, Amber followed her.


  Melody expected them to stop and help the wounded man. But they didn’t. Fear had stolen any compassion they might have. Without a moment’s pause or hesitation, both nurses rushed past Randy.


  They reached the front door at the same time.


  Amber’s hand closed on the knob.


  Two shots rang out in the darkness.


  Two dead nurses dropped to the ground.


  


  Erik Hearse’s mansion had become one long, dark scream.


  There was nothing disturbing about a scream, though. Not when you lived in Lilith Spain’s skin. Lilith knew how to make the screaming stop. She had learned that lesson a long time ago.


  She coiled a silk dressing-gown sash around her arm.


  She drew back the plunger, then clutched the syringe between two fingers, then pressed the needle to her skin.


  Luck was with hen


  She hit the vein on her very first try.


  


  The big man stepped over the dead bodyguard, a smoking pistol clutched in one hand. There came the soft creak of leather as he climbed the stairs, each footfall punctuated by the groan of aged oaken steps unaccustomed to bearing such a heavy load.


  Melody couldn’t take her eyes off the man. His face was a mess. Not as bad as Randy’s, of course, but bad—a map of welts and bruises that made her stomach roll.


  And there was another face, too, a small one that hung from the man’s neck. It was withered, and a pair of tiny eyes burned beneath its heavy brow like rubies infused with hellfire. The thing reminded Melody of an old novelty shrunken head, the kind that had been featured in comic book advertisements when she was a child, and— The big man’s hand closed around Melody’s throat.


  Silence enveloped her. But the silence was no surprise. Not really. She’d been screaming all along and hadn’t realized it, but she couldn’t scream anymore. Not with the man’s hand around her throat. Not with him strangling hen


  The man pushed her backward, and she lost her balance, and she slammed down hard on the staircase, and then the man straddled her, and he didn’t give up his grip.


  Trapped air burned in Melody’s lungs.


  The intruder smiled down at her, but he didn’t speak a word. The shrunken head did that. “We’ll give you one chance,” the head said. “You’d better tell us what we want to know.”


  The man’s hand came away from her throat. Melody coughed, drew a precious breath. “I’ll tell you anything…” she said. “Anything you want to know.”


  The man bent close to her, still silent, his body pressing against hers. He smelled like an animal, and his chest was a hard slab of meat that crushed her breasts.


  As the man’s face came closer to Melody’s, so did the face of the shrunken head.


  A dry husk of flesh brushed her cheek, scraped a path to her ear.


  “Please don’t hurt me,” Melody said.


  Tiny lips gave Melody’s earlobe a mummy’s kiss. “Oh, we won’t hurt you,” the head said. “You’re much too pretty for that.”


  The big man laughed. He licked Melody’s cheek with a studded tongue. “No,” he said. “We won’t hurt you…but if you’re a bad little girl, we just might eat you up.”


  Melody shivered, but she didn’t say a word.


  “What are you doing here, my dear?” asked the head.


  “I’m here to help Lilith Spain. I’m an anger-management therapist, and—”


  The big man started laughing. So did the head.


  A sharp, razor slash of a sound, mixed with a heavy, empty rumble.


  “Really,” Melody said, because she was sure they didn’t believe her. “That’s what I do. I’m licensed. Mr. Hearse hired my team to facilitate his wife’s recovery.”


  “I’m sure he did,” said the head. “And where is Mr. Hearse?”


  “He’s not here. He’s in L. A.”


  “What about Lilith?”


  “She’s upstairs, in the north wing. I can show you. I can—”


  Benignly, the head grinned at her. “That won’t be necessary, my dear. I’m sure we can find her. You’ve been a great help. You can go now.”


  The big man climbed off her.


  He started up the staircase.


  Again, the soft creak of leather…and the groan of aged oaken steps.


  The sounds disappeared down the long hallway above.


  Below, Randy whimpered in the hallway.


  Melody hurried down the staircase. She passed by Randy without a second glance, then pulled Amber’s corpse out of the way so she could open the front door.


  Fingers trembling, she fumbled with the lock.


  A sharp click and she smiled, twisting the knob.


  Cold air washed her as she opened the door.


  Melody didn’t see the woman standing there on the steps. Not at first.


  At first, she only saw the woman’s gun.


  But as it turned out, the gun was the only thing worth seeing.


  It did all the work.


  


  The woman went down hard, leaking red.


  Smoking Walther fisted in her hand, Kyra stepped into the house.


  All was quiet on the first floor Cautiously, Kyra climbed the staircase to the second…past the ornate, gilt-framed paintings of romantic poets that hung on the wall; John Keats, Lord Byron, Percy Shelley, Mary Shelley…a brilliant but thoroughly decadent lot; just the sort of house guests who would have reveled in all the gothic glory of this neoclassical palace.


  Or a Ken Russell flick, Kyra decided, amused. She glanced at Lord Byron’s brooding, sensual countenance as she climbed the stairs. The dead poet’s eyes held the same fevered, unearthly gleam as did Lilith Spain’s…the present Mistress of the Manor.


  Kyra could sense the woman, and her senses led her down a long hallway that adjoined another wing of Hearse Castle.


  Just ahead, a door stood ajar. Through it, Kyra saw Lilith Spain, seated in front of a window. Her back was to Kyra, but Johnny Church’s wasn’t.


  Their eyes met, and Johnny’s expression wasn’t a happy one.


  “Don’t know what good this chick’s gonna do you,” he said.


  Raymondo, dangling beneath Johnny’s chin, didn’t say a word.


  Kyra knew that it wasn’t a good sign. She crossed the room, staring at the woman’s back as she approached. Amanda Irons’s daughter was wearing a sleeveless crimson silk sheath, and her arms were two thin, white bones that protruded from her shoulder sockets like those of a cheap doll. Her dark hair was piled on top of her head, and Kyra could have counted the woman’s vertebrae as easily as pearls strung on a necklace.


  Lilith Spain turned, her face a slash of white against the black windowpane.


  Kyra couldn’t believe that a person could go to hell quite as fast as Lilith had. Only a couple months since that People magazine cover, but Spain looked like another woman. Drawn, gaunt…


  Dead.


  “I saw you outside,” Lilith said. She smiled at Kyra with bloodless lips. “I knew you would come for me.”


  Kyra hardly heard her. The woman’s eyes were black, all right. As black as the Crow’s. But Lilith Spain’s eyes were all dilated pupils, and Kyra Damon saw no secrets there.


  Still, Kyra knew what she had seen in her vision: a woman with the eyes of a Crow. And she remembered the prescient shiver that had washed over her when she slipped into Lilith Spain’s wedding dress in that Vegas boutique, just as she remembered Spain’s blackeyed gaze staring out from a magazine cover in the Little Chapel of the Stars, and the chill of recognition that gaze had given her—


  And Lilith Spain was here, so Kyra’s answers had to be here, too. But where? Lilith Spain looked as empty as any corpse Kyra had ever seen. She just sat there, staring at the needle tracks on her arm, staring at Kyra.


  Like an angel who lost her wings to hellfire, Kyra thought.


  “I’ve never seen a ghost,” Lilith said, staring up at the woman who wore her wedding dress. “Until now.”


  Kyra bit her lip, tried to swallow her frustration. She was tired. She was wet. Soaked through to the skin by the wild storm, her once beautiful dress now nothing more than a rag. Right now she’d do anything, as long as she could feel that she hadn’t hit a rock solid dead end, as long as she could feel that she hadn’t come all this way for nothing. She’d even go back to the sweltering desert, back to the Spirit Song Trading Post…She’d visit any point on the dark road she’d traveled. Even San Francisco. She’d return to that shitty little Mission District stairwell and the hangman’s noose and—


  Kyra bit her lip. No. She wouldn’t go back. Not even in her mind. She’d go forward.


  Even if that meant dredging up the past.


  Kyra’s thigh slid free of the slit skirt with a whisper of silk stockings and satin, and she grabbed the weapon she’d duct-taped to her leg: a Mountain Clan Crow knife in a leather sheath tanned to a dull sheen with willow bark and birch oil.


  Kyra freed the blade, and in a silver flash it was next to Lilith Spain’s alabaster cheek. “I’ve already taken one pair of eyes on this trip. I won’t hesitate to take another. Do you understand me?”


  Lilith smiled at Kyra for a long moment. Finally, she nodded.


  “Good,” Kyra said. “Now I want you to understand—you only get one chance at this. One chance to give me the answers I’m looking for”


  “One chance,” the woman repeated. “I only have one chance.”


  “That’s right,” Kyra said, holding the knife. “You have one chance to tell me what you know about the Crow…”


  


  “Don’t do it, Kyra,” Raymondo said. “This woman can’t help us.”


  Kyra turned, blue eyes flaring like icy diamonds. The interrogation had lasted fifteen or twenty minutes, and Lilith Spain hadn’t uttered a single word that could aid Kyra in her quest for the Crow’s power.


  “She’s got to know something,” Kyra said. “I saw her in my vision, Raymondo. I saw the power in her eyes—”


  “She’s useless, Kyra. Forget the last-stab rehab. This little girl’s ready for the rubber room. About the only thing she’s up for is making some paper dollies…if you could trust her with the scissors, that is.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “That witch doctor who resurrected me knew his business. He fixed it so I could sniff out someone’s mojo faster than you can pop an eyeball, and there’s one thing I can tell you: this woman doesn’t have any. She’s as empty as empty can be.”


  “There’s got to be something,” Kyra said, and the knife shook in her hand, and she looked like she wanted to slash Lilith Spain with it, carve her down to bone and sinew, search through her bloody remains until she found what she was looking for.


  “Don’t do it, Kyra. It’s a waste of your time.”


  Angrily, Kyra pivoted and tossed the knife into the wall, blade spearing wallpaper the color of blood. Maybe Raymondo was right. Maybe there was nothing she could do. Maybe Lilith Spain had nothing to give her.


  Maybe this was the end of the road.


  Without a word, Johnny Church walked over and freed the knife from the wall. Church held the blade up, even with his chest, examining the wicked killing edge.


  Raymondo, hanging from Johnny’s dog collar, stared at the blade, too.


  But the shrunken head didn’t care about the blade.


  He cared about his reflection, trapped on the steely surface.


  “There has to be something special about this woman,” Kyra whispered, trying to convince herself “I know it.”


  And Raymondo thought: Maybe Kyra is right. Maybe I’m the one who’s wrong.


  Maybe there were secrets in Lilith Spain’s eyes. Or more correctly, maybe there had been secrets there. Secrets the actress knew nothing about, secrets Lilith Spain had seen, but hadn’t noticed.


  Like a reflection, trapped on the blade of a ceremonial knife.


  Like a reflection, glimpsed on the black, dilated pupil of a drug-addled eye.


  


  Johnny Church twisted free of Dan Cody’s blood-spattered jacket and tossed the rain-soaked garment on the floor.


  He sure as hell wasn’t going to be needing a coat. It didn’t seem like he was going anywhere.


  Johnny stood at the window, watching Kyra walk through the cemetery. Raymondo was knotted around Kyra’s chrome-slivered necklace, the rising storm lashing both of them with silver shards of rain.


  But Kyra wasn’t bothered by the weather. She’d stripped off the wet wedding dress. She had a raincoat now. Black PVC. She’d swiped it off the Spain bitch.


  That was no surprise. The two women were the same size. Had been, anyway, before Spain got herself wasted. Hey, Ky’d even swiped the chick’s wedding dress. And she’d almost swiped the little no-hope’s eyes.


  That hadn’t happened, though. Mostly because of Raymondo, Johnny figured.


  Not that the little fuck had bothered to explain things to Johnny. His words had been for Kyra’s ears only. A lot of spooky double-talk, with a heapin’ helpin’ of the same old new-agey babble that always drove Johnny crazy.


  Not that Johnny was completely clueless. He’d picked up a few important points. Like: Spain was definitely connected to the black bird’s power, because Ky had seen Spain in her vision. Like: that didn’t necessarily mean the Spain chick knew squat about the Crow. Like: it might only mean that the Crow’s secrets were contained in something the Spain chick had seen, something that had cast its reflection on her black, drugged-out pupils once upon a time.


  Go figure. Raymondo, the little brown-noser, could sniff out any juju that fell in range of his withered nostrils. And according to the head, the Crow’s power was definitely in the neighborhood.


  Out there somewhere, in the city of the dead.


  And close enough to smell.


  So one more time, they’d taken off on the Crow’s dark trail— Raymondo the dowsing rod, Kyra the dowser. As far as Johnny was concerned, it was all a bunch of treasure-hunt bullshit, anyway. Kyra hadn’t even included him in the hunt. She’d just told him to watch Spain. Like Lilith was going anywhere, except maybe to the bathroom for another little menage a trois with Mr. Needle and Mr. Spoon.


  As good-byes went, Kyra’s farewell wasn’t much.


  But Johnny knew that’s exactly what it was.


  So long, pal. Nice knowin’ ya.


  Don’t let the screen door hit you in the ass on the way out.


  Parting, and sweet sorrow, and all that other bullshit.


  Wind rattled the window, louder now. The storm was rising, and Kyra was heading for that big fuckin’ tower by the cliffs. A columbarium, she’d called it. Whatever the hell that was. To Johnny, it just looked like some weird lighthouse without a light, a thing that didn’t move, trapped in a swaying ocean of Monterey pine and cypress that soon enough gave way to the real thing—the cold, black Pacific.


  Johnny didn’t care. Let Kyra go ahead and grab her immortality. Let her get hold of it with her greedy black claws and swallow the fucker whole. He didn’t figure he was riding that particular gravy train anymore. Kyra had got what she’d wanted out of him, used him until he slipped that wedding ring on her finger. He’d delivered her to the Crow’s honeymoon suite, and now she was ready to leave the both of them behind.


  D-i-v-o-r-c-e, metaphysical-style.


  First man, then bird…and guess who was next.


  A grin crossed Johnny’s bruised face. If Raymondo thought he was even going to get lucky…well, he’d be wrong. Sooner or later, the head would find out that Kyra Damon didn’t need him, either.


  And then Kyra would disappear, just like she was doing now. Rainwater washing the window, streaming over the uneven panes, washing Kyra away.


  Across the cemetery…and into the trees…and then she was gone, lost beneath a twisted canopy of pine and cypress.


  Where she was, Johnny figured Kyra couldn’t see a thing.


  Not through that canopy of branches.


  She couldn’t see the house, or the cemetery, or the ocean.


  She probably couldn’t even see the colum-fucking-barium.


  Johnny turned away from the window and closed the drapes. It was nicer inside, anyway. He looked around the bedroom. Pretty cool appointments, as the decorators said. Gargoyles fitted with black candles. Lots of velvet, also black. Big screen TV with a DVD combi-player and a rack of VCRs, and plenty of splatter-toons in more formats than Johnny recognized.


  And, hey, Johnny had to admit that he was impressed as he sorted through the movies stacked by the players. Johnny figured that most of them were new arrivals to Hearse’s collection, because more than a few were still shrink-wrapped.


  Good stuff. Yes, indeedy.


  There was some older stuff, too—probably Hearse’s favorites, kept handy for repeated viewings. As far as Johnny could tell, the rocker was heavily into Italian gore—Dario Argento, et al.—but Johnny wasn’t much on that stuff He liked his horror American, and Hearse had a lot of prime examples: choice films by George Romero, Sam Raimi, Andy Milligan, Wes Craven, Stuart Gordon, and the granddaddy of them all, Herschell Gordon Lewis.


  Hey, even some Bob Clarke stuff. Deathdream and Children Shouldn’t Play with Dead Things. Talk about appropriate titles for your basic Kyra Damon theme night. Johnny figured those two would make a good double-bill. Later, of course. Because the night was young, and there was more to life than TV.


  That was Johnny’s philosophy, anyway. And he figured it was Erik Hearse’s, too.


  One look at Hearse’s bed—all cold steel and velvet and bondage gear—and Mama Church’s only son figured that one out.


  Yeah. Johnny had to hand it to Erik Hearse. The guy knew how to live. Dude like Hearse, he got what he wanted. Got himself the career, and got himself the money. Then he got the house, the cars, the cool accessories and accouterments…


  And he got himself the woman, too.


  Johnny thought about that. Yeah, Hearse had himself a woman, and he had a lot of money. Johnny wondered what Hearse would pay for Lilith if someone were to snatch her, do the kidnapping thing, the ransom thing—


  Yeah. Hearse had it all. Johnny wanted it all.


  Everything, and then some.


  Johnny had always thought that it would be hard to get everything you wanted, that there had to be some trick to it. But maybe it was real easy. Maybe all you had to do was reach out and take what you wanted.


  And Johnny knew how to take.


  So he’d start with Hearse’s woman. Hey, it didn’t hurt to plan ahead, now that the supernatural gravy train was winding to a halt. Johnny sure wasn’t going to get a day job, and who knew? Maybe Lilith Spain would turn out to be his true calling.


  Johnny smiled, a flash of surgical steel twinkling on his lower lip, a glimmer of niobium on one raised, sinister eyebrow.


  He stared at Erik Hearse’s bride, still nodding her little nod over in a crushed velvet chair by the bed.


  Lilith wore a wedding ring on her finger.


  Johnny wondered if she knew what it meant.


  Maybe not. After all, her name was still Lilith Spain. It wasn’t Lilith Hearse.


  Deep in Johnny’s gut, a little coal of resentment flared alive and started to burn.


  He cracked his tattooed knuckles.


  Lilith Spain…she looked a lot like Kyra Damon.


  She really did.


  two
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  KYRA DIDN’T WALK THROUGH THE FOREST THAT SURROUNDED THE columbarium tower.


  She ran, because Raymondo was hot on the scent of the Crow’s dark power.


  She ran, but she couldn’t seem to get anywhere. There were all those goddamned trees, for one thing. And where there weren’t trees, tombstones choked the path…old ones covered with moss, cracked and weather-worn and unreadable. They rose from the dank ground like broken teeth in a dead man’s skull, and Kyra dodged around them, squeezed between the twisted tree trunks, raced to find—


  The tower.


  She stopped. The rumble of the storm was far above her head, but she couldn’t even see it through the dark latticework of branches that roofed the forest.


  Raindrops pattered against the PVC coat Kyra had taken from Lilith Spain. Her eyes searched the forest, warily, for she knew this place.


  An icy breeze tore through her hair…foggy, damp as a sponge.


  “Deja vu?” Raymondo asked, hanging from her necklace.


  She nodded, her eyes still on the trees. She wouldn’t make the same mistake twice, because she knew this place. It was twin to a place she had visited in a dream, a land that belonged to the Crow, a place where a ghost had held a knife to Kyra’s throat.


  But this time Kyra wouldn’t be caught by surprise.


  Not by Leticia Hardin’s shade, a spirit that didn’t even have a pair of eyes.


  “Don’t be afraid,” Raymondo said, his voice soothing. “That’s what the bird wants.”


  “Yes,” Kyra said. “I know.” And then: “Which way, Raymondo?”


  “Straight ahead. Through those cypress trees.”


  Kyra pulled her Walther and advanced through the grove. She saw no sign of Leticia Hardin there. No surprise, that. For this place wasn’t part of the Crow’s territory, where the woman’s spirit had attacked her. It might have been once, but it wasn’t anymore. Now it was part of Kyra Damon’s world. She had planted her boot on it, and she had marked its earth, and she owned it the same way she owned the Crow’s power. She was destined to walk its paths, and she would have the treasure that waited for her at journey’s end.


  Kyra came through the trees, to a curved black wall beaded with rainwater. She looked up into the sky, saw silver needles slashing down like the blades of a thousand knives, but none of them cut her.


  She couldn’t be cut. Couldn’t be hurt. Any wound she suffered would heal in a heartbeat.


  Such was the power she’d stolen from the Crow.


  She circled the wall until she came to a lone door. A heavy bronze barrier…and locked.


  “This isn’t good,” Raymondo said. “We may need Johnny Church, after all.”


  “We’re done with Johnny,” Kyra said simply. “He’s history.”


  “Actually, he’s more like anthropology. You know—like Neanderthal man, or maybe—”


  Kyra wasn’t listening anymore.


  She stepped toward the bronze door.


  And then she yanked the door off its hinges.


  


  Dan Cody had brought the Crow to the California coastline, a long hard drive in Emily Carlisle’s Dodge Durango. But a hole pecked in a tattered road map could only bring him so close to his final destination, and so he rolled down the window and loosed the Crow upon the storm.


  Soon enough the black bird delivered Dan to the place where his destiny waited. It was not a difficult task. For this was the one place on earth that the Crow knew well. The bird knew every tree, every monument. It knew the paths that were rarely trod by man, and it knew where those paths led…and what secrets were hidden at a final resting place where the echo of human footsteps was rarely heard.


  The dead man followed the bird as it glided away from the highway, black wings tracing the path of a narrow paved road that sliced through a forest of pine and cypress, cutting a twisting trail to the Pacific.


  The road opened up as Dan broke through the trees. He didn’t recognize the house up ahead. Not at all. But he knew this place, just as the Crow knew it. He had visited a landscape that was its twin in a vision, and though he had only visited once, once was enough to brand the place in his memory.


  He recognized the trees, with their branches like the gnarled fingers of fairy tale witches, and he smelled the scent of salt fog intermingled with other scents, strange scents that brought memories of the desert, and he recognized the whisper on the storm-driven wind, a strong sure sound like the sound of Leticia’s even breathing when he had lain with her at the heart of Cuervo Canyon.


  Dan recognized all those things, and one other.


  The lamb’s blood-colored ’49 Merc that was parked just inside the cemetery gate.


  


  Kyra strode toward the circular marble staircase that connected the columbarium’s three floors. She had removed Raymondo from her necklace, and now she clutched the shrunken head’s hair in one hand, holding him before her like a lantern.


  Kyra’s boot heels clicked across the marble floor. A cold quiet penetrated this place, and Raymondo sensed that few had walked here in the last fifty years. No vandals had penetrated the columbarium’s thick stone walls, and no antique dealers had plundered its dark treasures.


  For this was a place of dread, unto itself, apart and alone.


  A place not unlike Kyra Damon.


  Or the Crow.


  Intruders shunned the columbarium. The forest kept most of them away, an ominous Hansel and Gretel wood of knotted pine and cypress where branches cast frightening shadows that proved as effective as steel bars. Those who dared brave the forest were met by a circular stone wall that held its own shadow like a dark secret. If they were brave enough to follow the curve of that wall, they came eventually to a six-inch thick door of polished bronze that trapped reflections the way prison traps a criminal.


  The lock on that door was old, and primitive. A practiced thief might have picked it easily enough, if his mind were not clouded by fears of future confinement—in a funerary urn, or a crypt, or a coffinbox. Such a lock could not be picked by trembling fingers that feared death, and so the columbarium’s treasures had remained safe for many years.


  But it was safe no longer, for Kyra Damon’s fingers did not tremble. She was strong enough to rip a metal door off its hinges, even if its bronze surface held her reflection like a greedy prize.


  Dangling from Kyra’s grasp, Raymondo’s head twisted on a long hank of black hair as they crossed the room. For a moment he saw what lay behind them. The bronze door lay outside in a lake of rainwater, showing Kyra’s trapped reflection only to the mud below. Dim light spilled through the empty doorway. It was the only source of light on the first floor, where the walls bore no windows at all.


  They climbed the marble staircase that led to the second floor. Black shadows softened, a result of dim light cast by the many stained-glass windows that waited there.


  Now Raymondo saw the columbarium’s black walls clearly. Where there were no windows, the polished stone was home to hundreds of glass-covered niches, each small chamber a last home for the cremated dead.


  Raymondo glimpsed funerary urns of every description. Fat bronze containers, filigreed and inlaid with precious stones. Silver urns gone black with tarnish. Polished steel that cast Raymondo’s reflection like a funhouse mirror, accentuating a jackal smile that made the shrunken head swell with pride.


  “Is it here?” Kyra asked, and she didn’t have to tell Raymondo that she was talking about the Crow’s dark strength.


  “No,” Raymondo said. “But we’re getting close. Keep going.”


  Kyra did. She followed the twisting staircase. Stained glass filtered dull light, painting Kyra’s face the colors of long-faded flowers.


  Impossible, in the dark of the storm that swelled outside.


  Possible, in a place honeycombed with the power of the Crow.


  And they were getting closer to the source of that power. Raymondo knew it. He stared at names engraved on polished urns as they passed them by, stared at flowers that had withered long ago behind glass, at old photographs and tokens of lives lived and lost.


  Not all the dead had chosen urns for their final resting place. In one niche, Raymondo glimpsed a whiskey bottle packed with the last dregs of a terminal drunkard…and in another, a tarnished sportsman’s trophy that held a dead man’s ashes as its final prize. Another niche contained a child’s toy bank, its little treasure locked away for a future that would never come…still another held the cremains of a cherished geisha, her final resting place a lacquered Japanese box in the shape of a fan.


  A Victorian doll in a black lace dress stared from the window of the last niche on the second floor. Stuffed like sawdust inside the doll’s hollow porcelain head were the cremains of an elderly spinster. The doll’s eyes, dusty and unblinking now, had first been glimpsed by the dead woman on a faraway birthday morning, when death was still a lifetime of emptiness away.


  Raymondo smiled. Passing fancies, all, he thought. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust, and on we go into the ashtray of eternity.


  At last Kyra came to the third floor. The ceiling, baroque in style, was much higher in this chamber, and the stained-glass windows were larger here. Raindrops spilled down the glass, washing Kyra’s face in streaming shadows of ever-changing color—the dark majesty of dying violets…the rich gleam of severed aortas…and the dull flat color of drowned children’s skin.


  “Here,” Kyra said anxiously, scanning the room with Raymondo’s head held high. “The answer must be here.”


  And Raymondo saw that it was, locked behind glass in a niche that held a collection of antique porcelain tobacco jars.


  Instantly, Raymondo understood that these jars did not hold passing fancies.


  These jars held eternity. Raymondo could see that. For they were shaped like human heads—a harlequin, white-faced and black-lipped; a stoic bronze-skinned Cherokee in a feathered headdress; a pirate wearing an eye-patch and a scowl. A soldier, and a ballerina…and other jars, too. Jars shaped like the heads of animals—a panther, a grizzly bear, a timber wolf…


  … a Crow.


  


  Dan stood in the rain, staring through the Mercury’s windshield.


  A scorpion rested on the dashboard, its armored hide encased in plastic resin. Maybe it was a scorpion Dan had caught, maybe one he’d given Leti on their very first date.


  Dan stood there—a sawed-off shotgun in one hand and a rope in the other, Bowie knife and Colt .45 tucked beneath his belt— staring at Johnny Church’s murderous souvenir. Overhead, the Crow circled, wings scything wind-tossed currents, steely beak spread in an impatient caw.


  Dan turned away from the car, ready to answer the Crow’s cry.


  And then he heard another. The scream came from the opposite direction—from the old house with walls as black as the stormy sky—and the wind drove the sound through rain and sleet, and it was as if the storm had torn the scream into tiny shreds of agony that lashed Dan Cody’s face.


  Light spilled from a lone window on the second story— Another scream, and this time the wind brought it to him whole, and Dan could identify it.


  A woman’s scream.


  Dan turned toward the house.


  The Crow called from above, and Dan looked up at it. The bird had heard the woman’s scream, too. It dived toward Dan, landed on the Merc’s polished hood. It pecked at the thick windshield, impatiently, as if it needed something from Johnny Church’s automobile.


  Dan knew what the bird wanted. Something encased in plastic resin. Something with a barbed, stinging tail.


  Dan wanted it, too.


  


  Kyra stared into the columbarium niche. “Hearse must have given Lilith Spain a key to this place,” she said. “Maybe they came up here together, amused themselves among the dead.”


  “How romantic,” Raymondo said.


  Kyra didn’t even hear the joke. “Anyway, Lilith must have come up here…and she must have stared through the glass…and what she saw was a Crow made of porcelain.”


  “And that was all the little burnout saw. She didn’t even know what she was looking at.”


  “But she saw it, all the same. That’s all that counts. Seeing the porcelain Crow was enough to make Lilith part of my vision.”


  The shrunken head laughed. “Imagine us thinking that the little fool actually had some power of her own. Even if she did possess psychic gifts, her drug use would have dulled them a long time ago.”


  Kyra stared at the porcelain Crow. “So what does your radar tell you about this?”


  “I’m not sure. I only know that it’s the thing you’ve been looking for.”


  Kyra nodded. She was quiet for a long moment. Above, rain hammered down on the columbarium roof But even the most violent storm could not penetrate this place. Kyra knew that. It would take more than weather, more than the simple forces of nature to wreak havoc on a stronghold guarded by the Crow.


  Much more.


  Kyra stared at the thin sheet of glass that sealed the columbarium niche which held the old tobacco jars. The porcelain Crow seemed to stare at her, not blinking, the same way its all-too-real counterpart had. She almost expected the porcelain bird’s beak to split in a violent, cawing slash at any moment.


  “I suppose this is what the poets call the moment of truth,” Kyra said.


  “Yes,” Raymondo whispered. “I guess it is.”


  Kyra walked across the room, to a place where a set of iron sconces knifed from the wall. She tied Raymondo to one of the sconces and lit the candles above his head.


  The wicks were damp, and the candles sputtered, and flickering flames danced on glass-covered niches.


  Kyra crossed the chamber, eyeing the porcelain Crow as she approached. Standing before it, she inhaled deeply. Then she lashed out with an elbow, and glass shattered, and brittle shards hit the floor and crackled at her feet.


  At long last, she reached into the niche that held so many secrets.


  Kyra Damon snatched the Crow in a black embrace.


  


  Johnny Church dropped his studded belt on the carpet.


  Yeah, Kyra’s betrayal didn’t sting quite so badly now. Johnny felt a little better.


  Like he’d set the wrong things right…or something.


  Lilith Spain lay on the bed, naked, her flesh alive with welts that writhed like red snakes. Johnny knew the welts would fade, the same way her screams had.


  Now the woman only whimpered. Pretty soon she wouldn’t even do that. Pretty soon she’d be quiet as a corpse. That’s when Johnny’d go at her again, break her in like a good little kidnapping victim.


  Yeah. After all, this was Hearse Castle. And now Lilith was his own little “Patti Hearse.”


  Johnny chuckled. Until it was time for round two, well, there was always Erik Hearse’s entertainment center. Johnny’d get started on one of those splatter videos he wanted to watch. He walked over to the big console, grabbed Children Shouldn’t Play with Dead Things and—


  The bedroom window exploded.


  A shower of glass with a rainwater chaser.


  A blast of wind tore into the room, slapping Johnny’s battered face like a cold hand.


  Man, the storm was getting bad. The wind was blowing hard enough to break a fucking window, and that was rough. Johnny’d never even seen weather like this. It was something new, something different—


  Then Johnny noticed something on the floor.


  He stared down at the thing that lay at his feet.


  The thing that had broken the window.


  Yeah. This was something different, all right.


  A puddle of broken glass and, in it, a resin-encased scorpion, barbed tail raised as if ready to strike.


  “Shit!” Johnny said, because instantly he knew what the scorpion meant.


  His shoulder holster lay on the crushed velvet chair, draped over his canvas equipment bag and Dan Cody’s leather coat. Johnny grabbed the gun, headed for the window.


  Dark outside…he couldn’t see anything—


  A flash of lightning.


  A shadow among the tombstones.


  Just like Johnny suspected. The goddamned cowboy was down there, heading for the house.


  Another flash of lightning, but this time it came from the ground, and with it came a black hailstorm.


  Buckshot ripped into Johnny Church’s chest, peppered his face, knocked him across the room.


  Johnny lay flat on his back, the wind knocked out of him, his chest a solar flare, his torn face on fire.


  Dan Cody. The son of a bitch.


  The dead man had a shotgun—


  


  Thirty more feet and Dan would be at the front door.


  Ready to send Johnny Church through hell’s back door.


  Dan hurried forward, through a knot of tombstones. He’d cut a path through them, and then—


  Explosions. One after another, a succession of strobe-light flashes, and a quick trip into nightmare time.


  The first grenade exploded about ten feet in front of Dan, on the other side of a granite tombstone. The blast turned the stone into rubble that pelted him like gunfire, but he kept moving, kept going forward.


  Into the path of the second grenade. It came closer, bounced off a marble slab and flew past Dan like a brush-back pitch, and he dodged out of the way just in time, jumping for cover, twisting in midair as the grenade hit the soft earth.


  It exploded, and Dan’s head was filled with thunder as the grenade dug a hole halfway to a corpse that was far past noticing, and the concussion of the blast tumbled Cody through the storm.


  He came down on the bronze slab, shrapnel-torn and dazed. A long patch of flesh was gone from his right shoulder and arm, and an angry red pit hollowed his belly. But the wounds didn’t hurt. No. Dan was past pain. And he needed the shotgun. He’d lost it somewhere. His nails raked bronze as he hunted for the weapon, and he tried to get up but his blasted shoulder wouldn’t do the job, and he realized with startling clarity that there were no more quick fixes, no more Crow-induced healing sessions, and here in this cemetery he’d dropped and here he might very well stay.


  The Crow cawed above but Dan couldn’t answer. He wondered if there was enough of him left to answer anyone and—


  The shotgun. He had to find it. He looked for it in the shadows…but it was gone.


  So he made a grab for the Colt .45, but it wasn’t under his belt. He must have lost it, too, and—


  “Head’s up, cowboy!”


  Dan looked up at the window. Johnny Church stood there, his bruised face freckled with blood, a .357 pistol fisted in his hand.


  Church aimed the pistol, and he emptied it. Bullets slammed through Cody’s flesh, sang off the bronze memorial slab behind him and then tore through him again, ricocheting into the rain.


  One way in and one way out.


  But no pain. No pain at all.


  And Dan still couldn’t move. His brain wouldn’t fire his neurons, wouldn’t bring his dead muscles alive. Something was wrong, something inside him…and he was too weak to set it right, and if he didn’t move soon—


  


  Johnny was all out of hand grenades.


  But that was okay. When it came to saying adios to his old pal Dan Cody, he wanted to do the job up close and personal.


  He grabbed Cody’s shot-up leather coat, slipped it over his naked upper torso. Hurt like hell because his hide was peppered with buckshot, each little sliver making his skin scream. But pain wasn’t stopping him.


  Johnny grabbed the sheathed Crow ceremonial knife and shoved it in his back pocket. A handful of bullets waited in the left pocket of Cody’s jacket, and Johnny C jammed every one of them into the Magnum’s cylinder as he pounded down the stairs and jumped the corpses he’d left in the hallway.


  He gave the cylinder a spin, stepped out the door, raised the pistol. And there was Dan Cody, waiting for him. Good ol’ Dan, you could always count on him to show up at the worst fucking time. Want to get laid? Want to watch a movie? Crave a little quality time with your latest victim? Uh-uh pal, better forget it, ’cause here comes Mr. I Can’t Take a Hint.


  And wasn’t that the truth. Because here was good ol’ Dan, Leticia Hardin’s very own cowboyfriend, squirming around on a bronze cemetery slab (talk about your hints of the hideously transparent variety), still acting the Western hero even though he was shorn of his gun and his hat and his horse and even his black fuckin’ bird.


  Man, Cody was all tore up. Johnny laughed. A locomotin’ corpse finally running out of steam, laying there looking like something out of a Blasphemers video.


  You’re dead, Dannyboy. Get over it…and give it up.


  Yeah, well. It appeared ol’ Dan needed some help on that score.


  Johnny stood on the edge of the porch. Cold rain lashed his bleeding face, and then came a scream.


  The scream of a bird…


  And the Crow lashed Johnny’s face, too. The bird’s talons ripped a ragged line over Church’s close-cut scalp. A steely beak hammered his skull. Johnny whirled, trying to brain the bird with his big pistol, but it was gone in a ragged slap of wings.


  It rose in the night, and Johnny watched it. Had to be that Dan Cody’s little pal had some strength left in him somewhere, despite what Kyra and Raymondo thought. Had to be. Because the bird flew low through the silver rain, wings spread wide now, almost fuckin’ gliding like it wanted to taunt Johnny and—


  He raised his pistol. Fired once, twice…and the Crow evaded the bullets, dipping and diving and…three, four, five shots as the bird descended through a marble gauntlet and the bullets found nothing but stone.


  Six shots…and that was all. Johnny’s last shot was no better than his first, and now the gun was empty.


  Johnny swore at the heavens. He jammed a big hand into his pocket, but there weren’t any more bullets, and—


  He glanced over at the big bronze slab where Dan Cody lay. The fucker was getting up. Trying to, anyway. His fucking skull was cracked like the liberty bell, and one eye bugged from his head like a hard-boiled egg, and you could damn near read the names on the tombstones behind him through the bullet holes in his carcass…


  But he was getting up.


  Again!


  Jesus! How many times was Johnny going to have to kill this fucker! He’d killed Cody in Scorpion Flats. He’d buried his ass in a dump. Then he’d killed him again in Vegas, left his ass in a puddle of blood. And now—


  Well, this time Johnny was going to get it right, and the black bird couldn’t do a damn thing to stop him. It was going to take a lot more than a sharp beak and a set of talons to stop Johnny Church tonight, because Erik Hearse’s security guards hadn’t done it, and neither had a double load of buckshot.


  One thing Johnny was sure of: the dead man who’d pulled the shotgun trigger sure as hell wasn’t going to get another crack at it.


  No. This was it. Last round, coming up. Final exit, just ahead.


  Signal 13. Red asphalt.


  Johnny screamed into the storm.


  He jumped off the porch, big boots splashing through a gray puddle.


  He slipped the Mountain Clan Crow ceremonial knife from its leather sheath.


  This time there wouldn’t be enough left of Cody to come back. Johnny’d cut him into a hundred pieces, skin him right down to the bone and toss his flesh into the blue Pacific.


  Feed his guts to the fucking fish, grind his bones to make some bread.


  Yeah.


  This time Johnny Church was going to get his pound of flesh.


  And more.


  


  Dan tottered on weak legs, barely able to stand.


  “You messed with me for the last time, Cody!” Church yelled. “This time you’re gonna stay dead!”


  The big man was coming on fast, like a runaway locomotive, the Crow knife clutched in his fist. Dan had to either stand his ground or get out of the way or—


  Or what? he asked himself. What are you going to do? You’ve lost your guns. You can barely stand up—


  And the Crow can’t help you now.


  “My name’s Johnny Church,” the man announced, his face a mask of pumping blood streaked by rain. “I’m half crocodile and half shark, with a little rottweiler tossed in. And I’m here to put you six feet south of my boots, cowboy!”


  Dan’s legs swayed under him like dead branches.


  His right arm hung useless at his side.


  “I was raised in hell and suckled the tit of Satan’s bride,” Church screamed, “and I eat hellfire and shit brimstone. I’ve kicked men to death with my cloven hooves, and I’ve got a barbed red tail and I don’t give a shit where I drag it!”


  Closer now…and Dan hadn’t even moved. He couldn’t move. Not now. Not yet.


  But he had to. Just one move. Just one. That wasn’t a lot to ask. And if he waited for just the right moment, and if he chose just the right time—


  “I’ve swum seas of broken glass! I’ve climbed razor-blade mountains!”


  Come on, Dan thought. Come closer, you bastard. Then we’ll see. Until then. I’m not going to move so much as an inch.


  And Cody didn’t, and Church did. A lot more than an inch, he moved. In an instant they were face-to-face, and a second later the Crow ceremonial blade flashed out at the cowboy, starting low and coming up, severing a dozen raindrops and two fingers as it cut a path through the night.


  Dan didn’t so much as flinch. Because a flinch was a move, and he had to save it—


  “I’ve walked thirty-seven miles of barbed wire, Dannyboy…I’ve worn a cobra snake for a necktie!”


  And the blade came back, reversing course, higher now, and Johnny Church cut Dan a new smile.


  “Trick or treat!” Church screamed, grabbing Cody’s throat. “I’m gonna carve you like a Halloween pumpkin!”


  Dan didn’t even blink.


  “I’m gonna carve you up, Dannyboy! I’m gonna eat your brains for breakfast!”


  Bloodstained teeth gleamed beneath Dan’s carved Halloween smile.


  He laughed, and his laugh was as loud as the raging storm.


  “Something funny?” Johnny spit the words. “Something you want to share with the rest of the class?”


  Dan couldn’t speak. Not anymore. Not through his carved mouth.


  But he didn’t need to.


  All he needed to do was make that one move.


  He shoved Church with his damaged shoulder, and the coat Johnny had taken from Dan flashed open as the big gearhead stumbled backward, revealing an albino rack of ribs at the same moment that the Bowie knife Dan had stolen in Boron appeared from behind Dan’s back.


  Cody leaned in and the Bowie flashed out, carving meat.


  Hashed back, lower, one more time, where the meat was softest.


  Johnny Church dropped the ceremonial knife. He slumped against Cody, wrapped his arms around the dead man, and the Bowie knife sank in again, tearing a long rip in Johnny’s belly.


  Warm intestines spilled over Dan’s hand.


  The dead man pulled away, and Johnny sat down hard.


  He tried to pick himself up, but he didn’t have the tools.


  If he wanted to get up again, he’d need a bucket.


  Gore poured from Johnny’s belly. Blood ran from his mouth. His lips moved, but he couldn’t say anything.


  Not with words, he couldn’t.


  But he wasn’t about to shut up. Not Johnny Church.


  He raised his right hand, slowly…extending the middle finger.


  Ultimately, it was a useless gesture.


  Dan Cody was already gone.
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  A BLACK MARBLE ALTAR STOOD IN THE CENTER OF THE COLUMBARIUM chamber.


  That was where Kyra placed the porcelain Crow. Her black-nailed fingers drifted away from the jar with a crackle like static electricity.


  But this was not electricity. Kyra knew this force was something darker and infinitely stronger, and its power burned through her like blazing crematorium flames.


  Those flames scorched every inch of Kyra Damon, inside and out—flesh and bone, mind and soul. It reduced her entire being to one base element, immolating all extraneous desires, and fears, and weaknesses.


  It left the young woman with one thing, and one thing only.


  The final link to the Crow’s power.


  Instantly, Kyra knew. Everything. All of it. She saw the power she would have, and the things that power would bring her. She understood, at last, why she had journeyed to this place, the one place on earth where she could steal the beating heart of her deepest desire.


  Kyra stared at the porcelain Crow, knowing now that the strange funerary urn held the mortal remains of a man who had walked in the dark bird’s shadow, as did the other antique tobacco containers that filled the columbarium niche. The occupant of each container had taken a journey of vengeance with the black bird, and each one of them had found peace through that journey. And when their journeys were over, their succored souls were born again in the land of the dead. This was the immortality provided the disciples of the Crow—an immortality of the spirit, not the flesh.


  But the flesh that those disciples left behind could not be ignored. The corpses of those who had walked beneath the Crow’s wings bore dark secrets and a wild seed of power that could never be extinguished. And so the bird zealously guarded these sacred remains, protecting their final resting places wherever their bodies lay—whether buried in the ground, or entombed in a crypt…or cremated and lodged in a niche in a black stone tower.


  Kyra already had strength everlasting, and her vengeance was nearly a foregone conclusion. And now, at last, she knew what she must do to seize the final element of the Crow’s dark triumvirate.


  Immortality. That was the prize. Not of the spirit, but of the flesh. For now Kyra would craft the Crow’s sacred strength to suit her own needs, to twist the secrets of life and death into a new and startling power all her own.


  Kyra knew how to do it.


  The knowledge pulsed through her like a genetic code.


  It was part of her, a driving force, an instinct that couldn’t be denied.


  Gently, she removed the lid from the porcelain jar.


  Saw the sandy gray cremains inside, flecked with bright bits of bone.


  She stripped off the necklace of opal and ebony and slivered chrome.


  She opened the FVC coat, exposing naked flesh beneath.


  She wet a finger on her tongue, dipped it in the ashes.


  Then she began the secret task, painting her body and face with strange symbols—the same symbols she had glimpsed on twisted tombstones in the land of the Crow. Her finger moved as if by instinct. She didn’t need the book to guide her anymore—it was in the backseat of Johnny’s car, forgotten and abandoned, stripped of secrets.


  Kyra didn’t even need a mirror.


  She knew what she must do.


  The same way a baby bird knows to peck its way out of an egg.


  


  The Crow circled high above the columbarium. The tower was a sanctuary, one of many guarded by the black bird and its brethren, a place where the mortal remains of those who had been horribly wronged in life could rest and find protection.


  The bird knew that Kyra Damon waited within. It sensed the woman’s presence beneath the columbarium dome. She had taken much of the Crow’s power, and now she would have more.


  If the bird and his companion didn’t stop her soon, all would be lost. Not only for the Crow and the entire Corvid clan, but for all those who had walked under the dark bird’s wing.


  The Crow could not stop Kyra Damon alone, of course.


  The Crow did nothing alone.


  Its powers were plural…not singular.


  And so was its strength.


  The Crow circled lower, turning its dark eye to the cemetery. Dan Cody was coming on, a bloody rag-doll of a man, a thing that shouldn’t even be walking, let alone trying to run.


  Dan had been shorn of his strength, too. But he still had his will, the same strong will that had pulsed in his veins when he walked the earth as one of the living.


  The Crow had a strong will, too.


  It dived through the storm, and brushed the limping man with wings as dark as the grave.


  


  The Crow’s touch could not heal Dan. That power was gone. But the bird could guide him. It wings beat the air with sandpaper slaps, and it swooped into the forest.


  Dan followed, no weapons to protect him but the Bowie knife beneath his belt and Emily Carlisle’s rope coiled over the tattered remains of his right shoulder. To those who had known him as a man he was almost unrecognizable now, and he clung to the shadows as if made for them.


  Rain lashed down. Dan loped through a maze of tombstones and leaning monuments, at last entering the grove, his boots thudding over turf that was never meant to be marked by the tread of man.


  Dan kept moving. The rain did not fall heavily here. The dank ground was protected by thick branches above. There was no path to follow, and Dan couldn’t have spotted one through the low-hanging fog even if it had been there for him to see. He darted between thick tree trunks, knocking off scabs of bark as he hurried onward through deeper tangles where arthritic branches clawed at him like the gnarled fingers of fairy tale witches and—


  Yes. He had been here before. He stopped, leaned against a tree, his battered body shaking as if fevered, his wounded mind telling him that this indeed was the same place he’d visited in his vision, and he tried to muster the strength to continue.


  Here, in the land where he had heard Leticia’s voice.


  Here, in the land where he had been so close to her.


  Here, in the land of the Crow.


  He had to go on. He had to, if he ever wanted to find the only woman he had ever loved. And he did go on. The rising wind shifted course, coming at him now. Brittle leaves twisted through the air like huge bats. Twigs and branches broke free of the trees and tore at his ruined face and hands. But still he kept moving, still he tried to find the path—


  Dan heard the sound. A brittle caw somewhere ahead in the twisted branches, lost in fog as thick as woven ghosts.


  It was the call of the Crow.


  Dan followed it to a place where a bronze door lay in a lake of rainwater.


  Into the tower…across the marble floor…up the winding staircase. Past funerary urns set in glass-walled niches. Past stained-glass windows that glowed, even in a storm. Past a whiskey bottle packed with the last dregs of a terminal drunkard…and a tarnished sportsman’s trophy that held a dead man’s ashes as its final prize…past a child’s toy bank…and a lacquered Japanese box in the shape of a fan…and a Victorian doll with dusty unblinking eyes…


  Cody’s right hand was as useless as his right arm. Minus two fingers, it dangled at his side like a big, wounded spider.


  But he still had one good hand, and one good arm, and he prayed that they would be enough.


  He pulled the rope off his shoulder and climbed the last few stairs.


  “I’ve heard they hang witches,” Emily Carlisle had said.


  Dan had heard that, too.


  He came nearer the open doorway, the rope coiled in his good hand.


  Saw the shrunken head, across the room, hanging from an iron sconce.


  “Surprise, surprise,” said the head. “Look who’s here…”


  


  The dead man stood in the doorway, his clothes in tatters.


  That was an understatement: his body was in tatters, too.


  An evil chuckle rose in Kyra’s throat, and she bit it back. From the tip of his split skull, down to his bulging goggle eye and his bullet-riddled body, straight past his scarecrow legs to his bloodstained boots, Dan Cody was a mess.


  Kyra stood behind the altar, her fingers wet with the ashes of the dead. “Looks like you took the hard road, cowboy,” she said. “As you can see—I didn’t.”


  She stepped away from the altar. The ankle-length PVC coat hung open, and Kyra didn’t show any false modesty. She wanted Cody to see it all. Everything. She wanted to show him exactly what she had done with his feathered master’s power, just as she wanted him to realize what she was going to do with a couple more strokes of her finger and a little eldritch bodypaint. She wanted Cody to stare at the gray-black blasphemies she’d painted on her flesh with the ashes of the dead, wanted to hear his righteous scream, wanted him to drop to his fucking knees and acknowledge her strength…and his own weakness.


  But the dead man didn’t say a word. Maybe he couldn’t. Not by the looks of his mouth, anyway. Cody wore a incongruous grin from ear to ear. His lips had been carved like a Halloween pumpkin.


  “You must have run into Johnny Church,” Kyra said. “Did you kill him or just hurt him real bad?”


  Still no answer from the dead man.


  “Doesn’t matter,” Kyra said. “The way I see it, you did me a favor. I was about to dissolve my partnership with Johnny, anyway.”


  Cody limped into the room, his left leg nearly buckling under his weight. And then he took another step…and another…


  Kyra watched him come. “What’s that you’ve got in your hand?” she asked.


  “Looks like a rope,” Raymondo said. “You know, Ky—every cowboy needs a lasso.”


  “I guess so,” Kyra said, and she rubbed her scarred neck. “You know, I used to have a rope once upon a time myself In fact, I played a little game with it. Thought I was going to catch the brass ring doing that, and all I got myself was a good old-fashioned Indian rope burn. I didn’t like that much at the time, of course, but I think things have worked out for the best.”


  Cody’s left hand came up, and Kyra saw the looped end of the rope, saw it spin round and round as Cody raised it in the air.


  “Uh-uh, Dan. Forget about it.”


  The rope sailed through the air.


  Kyra didn’t even bother to move.


  She caught the loop with her left hand.


  Tugged it hard.


  Dan Cody grunted, and his bad knee buckled under him, and he did a full-tilt Humpty Dumpty onto the columbarium floor.


  


  Dan stared up at Kyra Damon, and it was as if he were looking through a long tunnel, as if he were seeing a flickering light at the end.


  Kyra leaned over him, close enough to lash his bulging eyeball with her crimson-black tresses. He recognized the symbols of the Crow painted on her marble skin. But on Kyra Damon these symbols were blasphemous, a map of pain and misery on living flesh.


  The woman had painted them herself, and Dan realized that there was nothing she wouldn’t do, no desecration that was past her endurance as long as she got what she wanted in the end.


  Dan couldn’t even move now. The woman knew it. She smiled, and she kissed his cheek and she kissed his tattered mouth, and the breath that washed Dan Cody smelled like rotten plums.


  “You know, you used to look pretty hot,” Kyra said. “I wish I’d gotten a piece of you before you started to rot.”


  The rope went around Dan’s neck.


  “No way that’s going to happen now,” Kyra said.


  The Bowie knife was under Dan’s belt, but he couldn’t even grab it. The woman did that for him, tossing the blade across the room.


  The noose pulled tight. It didn’t matter. Dan was past breathing now. The last breath he’d drawn was in a Las Vegas parking lot, just before Johnny Church shot him. He’d never suck wind again, and he knew it.


  “I know this doesn’t hurt,” Kyra said. “I know you’re past pain. But I want you to stick around, Cody. I want you to watch what’s going to happen. I want you to see what the Crow’s power can do when it’s in the right hands.”


  She tugged the rope, dragging Dan across the floor. “I think I’ll find a place to hoist you up. Make sure you have a real good view.”


  But Dan had a good view already. He saw the columbarium niche that held the tobacco jars. Saw the motionless porcelain faces staring down at him. The pirate…the Cherokee chief…the harlequin. They were faces he recognized. Faces he’d seen in the dump, when the Crow revived him. Faces of those who had walked with the black bird, just as he had.


  They were people, just like Dan. And they were much, much more.


  And now they were in danger. Their very souls were in harm’s way. Dan knew that, but there was nothing he could do about it…nothing at all.


  He stared up at the ceiling as Kyra pulled him across the floor. Her fingers slipped beneath his armpits, and she hoisted him to his feet like a broken mannequin. He rocked from side to side and she spun him around, smiling at him from a face masked with arcane symbols.


  “There you go,” Kyra said, pointing to an iron sconce mounted high on the wall. “Looks like I’ve found just the place to hang you up nice and neat.”


  Dan hardly heard her. He was staring at the blue eyes set in her face.


  Leticia’s eyes.


  He saw his reflection in Leticia’s dark pupils, and the darkness pulled him in, and he saw something more, something he should have seen from the start—


  Kyra tugged on the rope like a dog’s leash, pulling Dan toward the wall.


  Now or never, Dan thought.


  He reached out with his good arm, grabbed Kyra Damon, and pulled her close.


  Kyra actually laughed as Dan embraced her.


  “Like I said: it’s a little late for romance, Cody. Maybe if you would have gotten yourself embalmed I’d go for it, but under the circumstances—”


  Dan shoved her away.


  Hard, his left hand firing against her chest like a piston.


  Surprised, Kyra stumbled backward, slamming into the marble altar.


  Dan Cody started toward her.


  Instantly, Kyra saw what the dead man had done.


  The son of a bitch. He was a smart one, after all.


  It was simple, really. Cody had pulled her close, and their bodies had touched, and the symbols she had so carefully painted on her flesh with the ashes of the dead had been imprinted on Dan Cody’s bloodstained hide.


  And so had their power.


  


  “You want to play with me, Cody?” Kyra asked. “Is that what you want to do?”


  The corpse shook his ruined head, the noose still dangling around his neck. His jaw dropped open. His lips were a slashed mess, and it didn’t look like he could talk at all, but Kyra had the feeling that he was going to try.


  “I…never…play,” Cody said.


  “Good,” Kyra said. “Neither do I.”


  She wasn’t lying. She didn’t play, she never played, and she wasn’t going to start now. She’d rip Dan Cody apart with her bare hands if that’s what it took to get what she wanted. This time she was going to come out on top. This time no one would stop her. Not Dan Cody. Not the Crow—


  But she had to make her move now. Before the bird’s power kindled once more in Dan Cody’s heart, before his muscles knitted together and covered themselves with new flesh.


  Before he got too strong for her to handle.


  Fumbling with one hand, Cody reached for the noose around his neck.


  He started to loosen it.


  With great difficulty, he began to speak. “You…took something…from me…and from Leticia,” he said. “You took…everything—”


  Without warning, Kyra launched herself in the dead man’s direction. Cody stopped in his tracks for a second, just a second…but a second was all Kyra needed. She slammed into him, drove him into the stone wall. His skull smacked rock with a sharp crack, and she drove her shoulder into his chest, not caring if she planted more Crow symbols on his torn flesh, only wanting to hear his fucking ribs crack, wanting to split him in half and tear the heart from his chest if she could do it, wanting his own blood to wash the symbols off his dead hide.


  His back to the wall, Cody grabbed at Kyra with his good hand. All he got was a handful of hair. Kyra didn’t care. She twisted away and tore herself loose.


  Cody stood there, nothing remaining in his hand but a hank of hair.


  Not even a bit of bone. Kyra smiled at the dead man’s goggle eye. Blood gushed from her scalp, but the wound healed in an instant, and she charged him again, slamming him against the wall with her shoulder, this time bringing her head up sharply so her skull shattered Dan Cody’s jaw.


  He didn’t grab for her now. Symbols or no symbols, it looked like he was out of it. Kyra grabbed the noose and tightened it around his neck. The she yanked the end of the rope, and Cody stumbled across the room, toward one of the stained-glass windows.


  He crashed to his knees in front of it.


  This time he didn’t move.


  Weeping tears of stained-glass color waited on windows. Tears the color of dying violets…and severed aortas…and the skin of drowned children—


  Kyra’s footfalls echoed in the chamber as she approached Dan Cody.


  He didn’t turn to face her.


  His head came up, but he only stared at the stained glass.


  It was almost as if he were praying.


  Kyra took hold of the rope, ready to put Cody out of his misery.


  Because praying didn’t cut it. Kyra knew that. It didn’t work. It never worked. It hadn’t worked for her when she’d said her little prayer to the Crow, and it wasn’t going to work for Dan Cody now.


  Didn’t matter who he was praying to. As far as Kyra was concerned, putting your hands together, interlacing your fingers, doing all that here’s the church and here’s the steeple crap was a waste of time.


  She stared at the broken man. A servant of the Crow, down on his knees. She wondered if a guy like Cody could even manage much of a prayer. One of his hands didn’t even work. It lay on the floor, short a couple of fingers, and it looked like something that should have been buried about a month ago.


  His other hand, his good hand, rested there on the window’s stone ledge.


  The knuckles were scarred. The fingers callused.


  Kyra shook her head. No, Cody’s didn’t look like a hand that belonged to a man who’d done a whole lot of praying.


  It looked more like a battered paw.


  And it was curled into a fist.


  Cody drove it through the window.


  And stained-glass tears rained down.


  


  Shards of broken glass pelted Kyra, driven by a cold wind that tore into the tower.


  The glass shredded her PVC raincoat, tore her flesh. She screamed, but her wounds had already healed by the time the sound broke over her lips.


  Such was the power of the Crow, but Kyra knew that it was a power she might lose very soon. Cody was on his feet again, and he grabbed her and pulled her toward the open window. Cold raindrops pelted both of them, washing the ancient symbols from their flesh, erasing a portion of the black bird’s dark strength.


  Kyra managed to break away. She stumbled across the room. The storm whipped through the columbarium, slashed Kyra’s face with her own long tresses, and she whirled, brushing the hair from her face, grabbing for the Walther, but it had slipped free of her slashed coat pocket.


  The gun wasn’t there. But something else was, and quite suddenly.


  The window directly behind Kyra shattered, and a black wind rushed past her…


  Driven by black wings…


  The Crow brushed past Kyra’s face, its wing a violent slap against her cheek.


  “No!” Kyra cried.


  She jumped after the bird, the long, tattered coat tangling around her legs, flapping at her heels like funeral bunting, and she nearly tripped, nearly went down—


  She regained her balance. She wouldn’t fall. Not like Dan Cody. She wouldn’t go down on her knees. Not Kyra Damon—


  And then she goes down hard.


  And the wind is wilder now. The whole world is trapped in the giant wingbeat of a savage Crow, and Kyra glances at the altar…sees the Crow waiting there next to its porcelain counterpart, ready to protect it—


  “NO!” Kyra cries.


  Dan Cody starts toward her, but Kyra knows that the dead man isn’t getting anywhere fast. She struggles to get up. She has to get up. Her booted heels scrape smooth marble. She crawls across the floor, and her knee bumps the Walther, and she snatches it up with one hand and her black-nailed fingers find the edge of the altar and she rises—


  The Crow pecks at her fingers, and she pulls her hand away.


  And Cody is waiting for her, the noose still around his neck. But he doesn’t even care about that anymore. He doesn’t have time to care because there isn’t any time left for him.


  It is nearly over now. He is nearly finished and he knows it, the same way he knows that he must last just a little longer, and Kyra pulls the trigger again and again and again but it does no good. She drops the gun and her fingernails tear at Cody but she can’t fight him anymore, the Crow’s symbols have been washed from her skin and she is suddenly so very weak, weaker than she had been since forever and there is no time at all for her, no time for Dan Cody either and he has the end of the rope in his left hand and he twists it around Kyra’s neck once, twice, three times as they stand in the center of the room, face to face…


  A hot breath is trapped in Kyra’s lungs, and it flares like napalm.


  She looks into Dan Cody’s eyes, and for the first time she sees the pain there, and she almost understands the agony he feels when he looks at her face and sees the eyes of his love locked in a skull where they don’t belong.


  “You…took…everything!” he says.


  And Kyra knows that he is telling the truth. Suddenly, it all seems as simple as a fairy tale, and she’s surprised to find that she’s the villain.


  The witch who casts spells in a castle tower.


  Kyra knows her fairy tales. She knows what they do to witches.


  They hang them. That’s what they do.


  And the rope is already around her neck.


  Kyra opens her mouth but there’s no way to get a word out.


  The dead man releases the rope, shoves Kyra hard, and she stumbles across the room.


  One last stained-glass window waits, just ahead.


  A purple sky beyond it…and black wings…


  A shattering of midnight as she goes through the window, sails through the air…


  


  Kyra tumbled through the night with the rope tight around her neck, her fingers clawing the tower as she fell.


  The rope followed her through the window, pulling Dan Cody behind it, the noose tight around his neck. He twisted against the rope, sliding across the smooth marble floor, and his back slammed against the stone wall below the broken window, and the rope snapped taut as Dan took the full brunt of Kyra’s weight.


  As weak as he was, as close to the end, it was Dan Cody who bore that weight.


  He was built to do that. He did it now.


  He stared at the tobacco jars that filled the columbarium niche, at the porcelain faces of others who had walked with the Crow. Each one was familiar somehow—the soldier, the harlequin, the Cherokee, the ballerina, the bear and the wolf—and he knew that they all stood together as one, just as he knew that their strength gave him strength in a moment when he no longer had any of his own to offer.


  Whatever happened, Dan was a member of the Crow’s dark tribe now.


  He would protect his brothers and sisters, no matter the cost.


  The rope swung behind him, a whisper against black stone.


  His neck muscles were flexed, solid as a tree trunk.


  The rope, and the woman at the end of it, swung back and forth…back and forth…


  Soon enough it came to rest.


  So did Dan Cody.


  


  Kyra twisted at the end of the rope.


  Her eyes were open, for she was not dead. Somehow, she was still alive.


  She struggled. If she could just reach up, above her head. If her fingers could find the window ledge. If she could grab hold of it, if she could pull herself into the black tower…


  Her hand swept up, above her head, but no wall of black stone waited there.


  In its place was a thick branch. But that couldn’t be. Dan Cody had pushed Kyra from the columbarium tower…and suddenly here she was, hanging from a tree.


  She was hanging from a tree.


  A tree, she saw now, that stood in a Hansel and Gretel forest.


  A tree that stood in another world, a world she’d visited once upon a time.


  The world of the—


  Black caws broke the silence.


  From every corner of this world, the Crows came for Kyra Damon.


  In a black riot of slashing wings.
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  LILITH SPAIN LEFT THE HOUSE IN THE LIGHT OF MORNING.


  Outside, the air smelled clean, and there was sunshine.


  Lilith slipped on her dark glasses and tried not to breathe too deeply.


  There, that was better.


  She walked alone…but she didn’t have far to go.


  


  The man lay on a thick bronze slab.


  Johnny was his name. Lilith remembered that.


  She knelt at his side, staring into his open gray eyes.


  “Are you all right, Johnny?” she asked.


  The man’s mouth was open, and his lips were twisted into a sneer, but he did not say a word.


  So Lilith leaned closer to the man. “You hurt me last night,” she said. “I didn’t ask you to do that. It wasn’t very nice.”


  She looked at the man’s stomach. There was a big hole there, as if someone had tom him open like an old paper bag. And then she looked at his face, which was freckled with scabby red wounds.


  “That’s why you got hurt, you know. Because you hurt me. What goes around comes around.”


  Lilith stood up. Morning sunlight gleamed on the metal loops in the man’s eyebrow, his lip.


  Looking at the man, Lilith shivered. She was cold. Even on a sunny morning.


  The man was wearing a leather coat. She bent low, rolled the man onto his belly. With some effort she pulled the coat off his back. But it was very wet after a night in the storm, and it was way too big for her, anyway.


  Besides, it had a couple of bullet holes in the back.


  Lilith wouldn’t wear a coat like that.


  She dropped it on the ground.


  She took one last look at the man.


  What was his name, again? Already, it seemed she’d forgotten.


  Then she remembered.


  “Good-bye, Johnny,” she said.


  The man named Johnny didn’t say anything. Maybe he was crazy. People did all sorts of strange things when they went crazy. Lilith knew that.


  Still, the man bothered her. He’d said all sorts of things the night before, and now he just lay there on his torn belly and didn’t say a word. He didn’t even bother to sit up.


  “Be that way,” Lilith said.


  And then she turned her back.


  


  There was a nice car parked on the winding driveway. Lilith thought that maybe it was Johnny’s.


  If it was, there might be something she’d want inside. Something better than the shot-up coat. So she opened the door, and she looked around.


  Nothing in the front seat but hamburger wrappers and road maps. Lilith didn’t care about those. There were guns in the backseat, but she didn’t care about those, either. And there were lots of CDs, but she cared even less about those than she did about the guns and the maps and the hamburger wrappers.


  So Lilith dug a little deeper, through a pile of clothes that were black and cold.


  That was when her fingers brushed something warm.


  Like a cat nestled in a laundry basket, she thought.


  She’d like a cat. It could keep her company.


  She pushed the clothes aside, uncovering the warm thing.


  But it wasn’t a cat.


  Not at all.


  It was a book.


  Lilith wasn’t disappointed. Not really. After all, the book was warm. And even if it was a book and not a cat, she knew that a book could keep her company, too.


  Lilith held the book tightly as she walked along.


  She couldn’t help herself


  She stroked it, petted it.


  Like it was a cat.


  


  Lilith walked in the forest. Alone. The way she always did.


  It was a nice morning. Lilith passed many headstones, and she knew the names on every one. She stopped at a steepled crypt, but there was no one inside to talk to her. So she walked through the dark forest, and she climbed the staircase of the black-walled columbarium, and she spent the morning on the second floor among brass urns and black jars and statues hollowed to hold bitter gray fistfuls of cremains.


  She listened for voices above, in the shadows of the tower chamber, hoping that just one of those souls would break their eternal silence.


  And this time, one did.


  “Hello,” it whispered. And; “Help me.”


  Lilith climbed the staircase.


  The storm had wreaked horrible damage on the third floor. There was broken glass everywhere. Smashed windows stared at Lilith like bright white sunshine eyes.


  A man lay under one of the broken windows. Lilith almost missed seeing him, then wondered how that could be possible. After all, the man had a rope around his neck, like a cowboy in an old movie. Lilith thought it was kind of funny, actually—sitting around like that, playacting like you were a cowboy.


  She walked over to the man.


  He must have been the one who had called to her.


  But he was just like the man in the cemetery. He didn’t say a word.


  Lilith turned, started down the staircase.


  “Wait,” a voice said. “Don’t go.”


  She turned again, and this time she saw the little creature who’d spoken to her. He was just a head, and a little head at that, and he was hanging by a long hank of hair, knotted to an iron sconce set in the wall.


  Lilith walked across the room, clutching the book to her breasts. It was nice and warm, but it wasn’t a cat…or a person. Lilith knew that, just as she knew that it would be nice to have someone who would talk to her.


  Even someone who was only a shrunken head.


  “I saw a ghost last night,” she said. It seemed like a pretty good way to start a conversation.


  The little head bobbed on its hair, as if it were nodding. “I know.”


  She turned away, a little shy, a little embarrassed. “It wasn’t a very nice ghost.”


  “I know that, too.”


  Lilith smiled. It was wonderful to have someone to talk to.


  “What’s your name?” she asked.


  “My name is Raymondo.”


  “I’m Lilith…Lilith Spain.”


  “Pleased to meet you, Lilith. That’s quite a big book you have there.”


  “I found it,” she said, and then she was suddenly embarrassed. “Well, I didn’t really find it, I guess. I took it from someone who doesn’t need it anymore.”


  “There’s nothing wrong with that, Lilith. Not really.”


  “I guess not.”


  The little head stared at the book, smiling a miniature smile. “I take it you like to read, then?”


  “Oh, yes,” Lilith said. “I like to read.”


  Lilith was quiet for a long moment. She stared through the window, at the bright sun. She was glad she had her sunglasses. “Are you ever lonely, Raymondo?” Lilith asked.


  She waited a long moment for her answer.


  “Yes,” Raymondo said at last. “I’ve been lonely.”


  “It’s not good to be lonely, is it?”


  The little head swayed back and forth.


  “No,” it said. “It’s very bad to be lonely…or alone.”


  Part 5
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    Little Birds of the Night


    Little birds of the night


    Aye, they have much to tell


    Perching there in rows


    Blinking at me with their serious eyes


    Recounting of flowers they have seen and loved


    Of meadows and groves of the distance


    And pale sands at the foot of the sea


    And breezes that fly in the leaves


    They are vast in experience


    These little birds that come in the night


    —Stephen Crane.


    Uncollected Poems

  


  epilogue
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    Cuervo Canyon, Arizona

  


  IT’S QUIET HERE.


  No storm, no screams, no shattering stained-glass rain or gunshots.


  But there is blood here. Sandstone towers painted red. And now that Dan Cody has walked beneath the Crow’s wing, he wonders for the first time when that blood was spilled, and why the stains have remained on these rock walls for so long.


  Dan stands in red shadows, in a place he knows too well. A place where night-shrouded spires once speared the silver eye of the moon…where that very same moon once wept silver teardrops that splashed down the rocks to the dry canyon floor.


  But there are no tears now, not for Dan.


  Not when he stands alone in the wild fire of the setting sun.


  He is only a spirit now, a breath on the wind.


  He has nothing…


  He cannot touch anything. Not anymore. Not if he wanted to. He couldn’t hold a gun, and he couldn’t knot a rope…and he couldn’t carry the woman he loved to a grave he’d dug in the shallow earth.


  He has nothing…


  And yet, he has everything. For there are things even a spirit can carry. Scraps of memories. A medicine bundle’s worth of hopes and dreams. A vision shared in the flickering firelight of a night long gone.


  Two sparks on the wind. There, and then gone.


  And now darkness spills like an inky waterfall, splashes down rocks and crevices to the desert floor. Shadows scrabble like indigo scorpions across the sand. Soon the moon rises full and pale on a horizon flayed by rocky spires.


  Overhead, black wings whisper across the Sea of Tranquility, but Dan does not look up.


  The time for looking up is gone now.


  For now the time has come.


  The time Dan has waited for.


  Time, at last, to set the wrong things right.


  Dan closes his eyes, and he thinks of a day long-imagined. A day when he would carry a ring in his pocket, and a woman would wait for him in this very canyon, a smile on her beautiful face, a smile glowing like the first sunrise that kills winter and brings spring…


  Dan opens his eyes.


  Stands still in the moonlight.


  He recalls the words that had—once, a lifetime ago—so desperately wished to escape the trap of his lips.


  He remembers all three of them.


  “I love you,” he says, but there is no voice in him to find the wind.


  So he walks where bloody cliffs meet the blackened sky and the air smells of sun-warmed sandstone and desert weeds, where trails are more often traveled by lizards than men and silence stretches past forever, like a lost echo.


  And just ahead there is a sound…there is an echo.


  The echo of a drum, like a heartbeat.


  Dan hurries toward the sound.


  He is nothing more than a ripple on the wind, but he hurries just the same.


  The drumbeat grows louder.


  This time he won’t lose it.


  A voice—small but sure—in tempo with the drumbeat. With this ring…


  Just ahead, she waits. Dan is sure of it. Around the next turn of the canyon…beyond the next clutch of red rock and cactus…


  The same voice, rising in the wind: With this ring, which is made of summer’s heat and winter’s snow, which is made of tears and laughter and dreams and sorrows and happiness…


  Dan hurries on, and if his heart were more than wind it would beat wildly, and if his eyes were more than moonlight he might weep.


  Just ahead, a soft wind calls his name.


  Just ahead…


  About the Author
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  Joe R. Lansdale calls Partridge “the hottest new writer going.”


  Peter Straub says that Partridge “consistently writes as though his life depends on the words he sets down on the page.”
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