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To my old pard,

Joe R. Lansdale,

his own mighty self
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—SHAKESPEARE, HENRY VI

PART III, V, ii, 27

Who then to frail mortality shall trust

But limns on water, or but writes in dust?

—BACON, THE WORLD
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Chapter 1



Damon had never seen anything as huge as the desert sky. Driving on the level roads in the sunlight had been bad enough, but standing under the flat black of the night was worse. He felt as though all anyone in the world had to do was to turn, and they would see him.

The thought gave him a shiver, and the chilly night only made it worse. He had no idea that the desert could be so cold in July. But he walked on, toward the campfire, the liquid gleam in the eyes of the dozen people around it, and the three small tents pitched near it. Lucretia was muttering behind him, and he looked back and told her to shut up, then looked ahead at the ragtag crew waiting for him.

They didn’t look like the type of people the Divine would want. They were a bunch of dirtbags, dressed in dusty jeans, sweatshirts, and jackets with holes in the elbows. Most of the men had beards and long hair, and the women were just as unkempt, with stringy and unwashed hair.

In contrast, Damon was dressed in his Lizard King look, spotless black from his leather vest to his boots. Lucretia was pretty impressive, too, in her tight red slacks and little black top under the satin jacket with the cabalistic designs stitched onto it.

The only response their wardrobe got from the motley throng was hostility. All of them were standing now, and the largest of the men turned toward the patched tent in the center. “Ezekiel? Company,” he said, then looked at Damon with suspicion.

Damon wondered about the bad vibes. After all, they knew he was coming. He had connected with them through their website, had seen through the usual bullshit they had thrown up as a front, and figured out what they were really about.

The Divine. The one the Catholics were holding prisoner because they knew that once he got free, the joy and liberty and blood that he would spill would wash their religion off the earth. This was the Main Man, the most powerful human being—if that’s what he was—on the face of the planet, and maybe in the whole damn galaxy.

Rumor had it that a bunch of cultists in New York had almost found the Divine, but got messed over by a small army of mercs hired by the Catholics, but rumors like that were cheap and plentiful. A rumor that Damon did believe, however, was that the leader of this bunch of desert rats had the talent, the wild Fortean brand, that let him link minds with the Divine.

But he was with a gang of real nobodies. Hell, they didn’t even have a name, and their website was just text, as low profile as you could get without dropping off the cyber-radar. But the key words were there for those who knew, who wanted to search. Unfortunately, he and Lucretia were the only ones who thought the trek to Arizona worth the effort, and Damon wasn’t all that sure about Lucretia.

Ezekiel Swain was sure as hell taking a long time to get out of that tent, and the dozen pairs of eyes regarding Damon were becoming no more friendly. Damon gave them back glare for glare, until Ezekiel Swain finally appeared.

From his name, Damon had pictured the leader of this group as someone tall, thin, and cadaverous, almost biblical, like a younger version of John Brown. But what staggered out of the tent was a fat, bloated man in his mid-thirties, sweat popping from every pore, even in the chilly night. His red-blond hair was plastered over his forehead, and the khaki shirt he wore showed dark, wet circles under the arms and in the center of his wide, almost womanly chest. Beard stubble grew wildly across the terraces of his chins, and crooked teeth darted behind a pair of bulbous lips.

At first he seemed as unimpressive a picture as could be imagined, and Damon nearly cursed aloud the fate that had brought him to this desolate place and this tub of a man. But then Ezekiel Swain looked directly at him, and his eyes, though hung over by moist folds of flesh, were as piercing and intent and knowing as any that Damon had ever seen, and he realized why people followed Ezekiel Swain.

Then the fat man spoke, and Damon was repulsed all over again. “Don’t tell me—you’re Demon Damon. And this lovely lady must be Lucretia Borgia, right?” The words bubbled thickly, like a boiling pot of greasy stew in which the cook had tossed slimy meat and soft vegetables that should have been thrown away.

“I’m Damon, yeah. And this is Lucretia.” He took the girl’s hand and pulled her up next to him.

She held back at first, as if dreading to come any closer to the repellent Ezekiel. “My name’s not Borgia,” she said softly but firmly.

“Apologies, milady,” Ezekiel said. Right.

Then from out of the tent stepped a woman the physical opposite of Swain. She was tall and slender, and though her hair was prematurely gray, Damon guessed that she was only a year or so older than Ezekiel.

“Jezebel,” Ezekiel said, with a touch of affection, putting his hand on her shoulder in a proprietary way. “This is Damon and Lucretia not-Borgia. Damon? Lucretia not-Borgia? This is my sweet Jezebel.” He rubbed her shoulder, and his sausage fingers stroked her swan neck as he grinned. “My only sister. Our parents had a biblical thing when it came to names. But the connections meant nothing to them—it was just the names they liked. ‘Jezebel’ felt so good in my father’s mouth that it didn’t matter to him that she was an evil queen devoured by the dogs of the street. Not that that will ever happen to my sweet sister.”

Jezebel Swain smiled at her brother and kissed him full on the lips. The sight brought a whisper of bile to Damon’s throat.

“Tell me,” Ezekiel said, turning back to Damon, “why have you come to join us? What do you expect to find?”

“You know what,” Damon said, slightly annoyed, but not wanting to seem so. “The Divine.”

“Of course. Come to find God, haven’t we? Or the Devil? Or something in between?”

“You said in your e-mail that he communicates with you,” Damon said.

“Oh yes. ‘He walks with me and he talks with me, and he tells me I am his own.’ Well, come into our humble abode.” Ezekiel swept a massive arm toward the small tent.

Inside the tent there were two sleeping bags zipped together to create one large one, exactly what Damon was hoping not to see. The eight-by-eight-foot square tent was brightly lit by a Coleman lantern. The ceiling was five feet high in the center, and the four of them sat on camp stools in a circle.

“There we are,” said Ezekiel, whose buttocks draped over and hid his stool. “Boy-girl-boy-girl, how civilized.” In the bright light Ezekiel looked all the more repugnant. As if the weight wasn’t bad enough, he seemed to have once been cursed with a virulent case of acne, which had left its tracks all too plainly.

Ezekiel opened a cooler, revealing a few cans of Hamm’s beer and an assortment of cheap supermarket-brand soda. He opened a can of cream soda with a hiss. “Help yourself,” he told them. “Have beer if you want—I can’t drink it, dulls the contact.”

“With the Divine,” Damon said.

“No,” Ezekiel replied, after draining half of the can’s contents. “With all the spaceships hidden behind Uranus.”

“You got any Diet Pepsi?” Lucretia said in a whiny voice.

Ezekiel glared down into the cooler and shoved aside a few cans of the generic soda as though he were looking for diamonds among a nest of rattlers. “Gee whiz, missy,” he said, “we seem to be fresh out. Can I offer you a Valu-Shop brand cola instead, in the ever so simple black-and-white can?”

“Is it diet?” Lucretia asked.

“No, it’s not diet. I hate diet. Diet’s got that shit that kills rats. This stuff’s packed with real cane sugar, twelve teaspoons a serving—good, and good for ya, too.”

Lucretia took the can from Ezekiel’s outstretched mitt as though she were picking a slug off a rose, then sat holding the unopened can. “You gotta pull the tab,” Ezekiel said. “Diet Pepsi’s the only one that opens by mind control.”

Damon took a birch beer. If Ezekiel wasn’t drinking beer, he was damned if he was. All this time, Jezebel had not spoken a word, but now she looked at Damon. “I thought there would be more of you,” she said, and he heard accusation in her tone. “You said in your phone call that there would be six.”

“I … overestimated.”

Ezekiel pointed a finger at Damon. “One …” Then he pointed at Lucretia. “… Two. So you overestimated by, um, two hundred percent, is that right? So what was the problem?”

“People had … other engagements,” Damon said, hating how ineffective he sounded. “A lot of them are in the film industry, and there are a couple of big event movies shooting right now.”

“Actors and actresses? Or grips and gaffers and caterers?”

“Yeah, them,” said Lucretia. “The grips and all that.”

“Well, we couldn’t possibly have Tom Cruise under-gaffed,” Ezekiel said. “He does need his best boy, too. Even though they had an opportunity to confront the only being on this earth that could pass for God. But I mean, when Tom Cruise calls …”

“Why couldn’t you convince them?” Jezebel said. “I thought you were their leader.”

“I … kept them together, but we didn’t believe in formal leadership. It wasn’t that kind of group.”

“Well, that was your major screw-up,” Ezekiel said. “The mob always needs a leader. See, around here, I’m the leader. Not because I’m smarter or braver or handsomer than anybody else, but because I’m the one, see?”

“The one?” Damon said. “The one he speaks to?”

“That’s right. Me and Jezebel, though he doesn’t hit her nearly as strong as me. She’s gotta work at it, but I just open up, and if he’s trying to communicate, slam barn, I know it. I’m blessed with a wonderful family …” He squeezed Jezebel’s leg, and she smiled. “… And a wonderful talent. Hell, I never met anybody could pick him up except me and Jezebel. Must be something in the blood, y’know? Power in the blood, man.”

“So how does he contact you?” Damon asked. “I mean, do you actually hear something?”

“I hear him inside my head. There’s a presence there, it echoes without going through my eardrums, if you can dig that.”

“What does he say?” Damon was getting excited in spite of his reluctance to appear emotional. He knew that emotions were something that Ezekiel Swain would only use against you.

“He tells me things … promises me things.” His hard, piggy eyes grew suddenly dreamy. “Wonderful things. Not always good things for other people …” He smiled, and it wasn’t pretty to see. “But good things for me.”

“He tells you where to go?”

“Yeah, he tells me. But that took a while. He wouldn’t tell me where he was until he knew I had enough manpower to make it worthwhile. That’s what I was hoping you were gonna bring to the party, Demon Damon, but all you bring along is Miss Lucretia here, who doesn’t appear to be Michelle Yeoh.”

“I can take care of myself,” Lucretia muttered, still picking feebly at the soda can tab, trying not to break a nail.

Ezekiel grabbed the can away, stuck a thick fingertip under the tab, and jerked up. A spray of soda geysered into Lucretia’s face and hair, and she gave a gasp and wiped at it frantically. “Oh yeah,” said Ezekiel, “we can see you’re American Gladiator material all the way. And I’ve been meaning to ask, what the hell is that shit sewed on your jacket?”

Lucretia couldn’t answer for a moment. Her mouth opened and closed like a fish, and then she said, “Symbols, they’re symbols, man, don’t you know anything? Shit!”

“Watch your mouth,” Jezebel said coldly, “Don’t you forget for a minute who’s in charge here.”

Damon thought about saying something in Lucretia’s defense, but forgot about it when Jezebel turned her basilisk stare on him. Sometime he could show these two that they couldn’t pull this kind of shit on him, but not yet. Besides, Lucretia was acting like such a chump that she deserved to get reamed. What really offended Damon was the way her behavior reflected on him, like having a dog who pissed on your host’s carpet.

“So what’s the plan?” Damon said, ignoring Lucretia.

“To write a whole new book of the Bible, my friend—the Revelation of Ezekiel. A book of total freedom and the release of the human spirit to realize its full potential, both for light and for darkness. But in order for that book to be written, the Divine has to be freed. Turning to the practical, the plan was to get more people for an out-and-out assault on the assholes holding him. But now we’ll just have to find him and play it by ear, see what we’re up against.”

“So where is he?” asked Damon.

“Northeast of here somewhere. We head that way, and then he’ll speak to me again, get us closer, like a hound dog sniffing out a trail … you get a little closer, it gets a little stronger.”

“So you don’t know where he is exactly, then?”

Ezekiel looked at Damon as though he were the dumbest thing he had ever seen. “What, you want an address? I said he’s northeast. We’ll find him, Sunny Jim. Now, you guys bring a tent, like I said?” Damon nodded. “Then I suggest you set it up, or just bunk down in your van. We’re taking off in the morning.”


Chapter 2



Damon and Lucretia went outside and walked to their van, past the circle of people who continued to glare at them. Several had gone to their own tents, but half of them were still sitting around the campfire.

“I want to set up the tent,” Lucretia said.

“What? I thought you hated that tent.”

“I want to sleep in it tonight,” she said, in a voice so firm that it made Damon sure that even if he found the Divine and understood the workings of the mysteries of life and death, he would still never understand women.
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But he understood at least one woman when he woke up at 6 A.M. to find Lucretia nowhere in sight. Oh yeah, now he understood, all right. If they had slept in the van, she wouldn’t have been able to drive away in it alone.

The foam pads they had brought along were so uncomfortable that he had been awake for an hour after they had gotten settled in. He had not heard Lucretia stir once during all that time, and wondered how she managed to get to sleep so easily.

Now he knew she had only pretended to sleep, waiting for him to nod off so she could take the keys and split. At least she’d been straight with him. She hadn’t taken any of his money, and had left his duffel bag behind. He couldn’t be pissed at her for taking the van, since they had rented it on her credit card.

But what he could be pissed at her for was dissing him. He looked around desperately, dreading the time when the others would rise and he would have to tell Ezekiel Swain that the only person he had been able to talk into coming with him had gone.

The reality was worse than the anticipation. When Ezekiel Swain heard the news, he laughed out loud. “Demon Damon! You dumb, handsome schmuck! The princess not only splits on you, she takes your van?” Then he laughed, like lava bubbling. Jezebel smirked, and the others laughed, too.

Damon could feel a blush burning his cheeks. He wanted to tell them all to go to hell, wanted to lash out at that fat, gross pig who called himself a leader and bury his fist in the man’s doughy gut. But instead he smiled, because he was where he had to be, and he had to stay there. There was a way to use this.

“I told her to go,” he said gently, but loudly enough for them all to hear. “She wasn’t right for this … for us.”

“Wait a minute,” said Ezekiel. “You saying you told her to take off with the van?”

“Sure. It was her van. And you saw the way she behaved last night. She doesn’t have the determination, the spirit, to see this through to the end. Everybody here is dedicated. I doubt there’s a person among you who isn’t ready to die if we have to, to find and free the Divine. But she didn’t have what you all have, so I told her to leave. I’m sorry that I couldn’t bring more people to help, but those like us are very few.”

He could feel them listening now, actually responding to this shit. “To leave everything behind,” he went on, “and come into the desert looking for someone we’ve never seen, not knowing what we may have to face when we find him … well, it takes strong people to do that. I’m sorry she couldn’t handle it, but I’m glad I’m a part of it.”

For a moment there was silence, and then Ezekiel started to clap, an amused, lopsided grin on his fat face.

“Very nice. Very nice indeed, Damon. How did you know that we respond so well to flattery? But you’re right on one count—that chick was a real pain in the ass.” He stretched and yawned, showing yellow teeth. “Let’s get some breakfast and then get our butts in gear.”

Breakfast was simply instant coffee and donuts, of which Ezekiel ate half a dozen of the cream filled. Damon took down his tent and put it and his duffel into one of the vans. “Come on, Demon,” Ezekiel told him. “Since your old lady took your van, you’re riding with me.”

“Great,” said Damon with a smile. “Where are we headed?”

“Due east, pilgrim.” Somewhere, John Wayne rolled over. “Toward New Mexico.” Ezekiel maneuvered his bulk into the front passenger seat next to Jezebel, who sat behind the wheel. Damon got into the back, next to a colorless woman who Jezebel introduced as Charlotte. Rodney, a big man who looked like an ex-biker, was on the mousy girl’s other side. Two dour men in their mid-twenties were wedged in the rear seats. “That’s Chang and Eng,” Ezekiel said. “Now, you’re probably thinking that they don’t look like Siamese twins, but they’re bound at the hip just the same.”

Damon nodded to them, looking but not discovering if Ezekiel was speaking figuratively or not. The two men stared back. They did not speak.

Jezebel drove the van out a dirt road until she reached Route 40, then headed east. The northwestern Arizona scenery was sparse and beautiful, but Ezekiel didn’t seem to notice it. A six-pack cooler was at his feet, and he opened a can of the generic soda and started guzzling it. When he wasn’t drinking, he was either belching or talking nonstop.

The subjects included the country around them, the Anasazi Indians who had lived there centuries before, the Navajo who lived there now. He also talked about the Divine, and how when they found him and freed him, there was going to be “a whole new world on this old shitball we call Earth,” and how the ones who freed the Divine were going to be kings and queens over all the countries of the world, or what was left of them after the wrath of the Divine was satisfied.

“He’s been held down for a long time, man,” Ezekiel said, “like a genie in a bottle. And when he gets out, he’s gonna be righteously pissed. Even though he gets a taste now and then.”

“A taste?”

“Of blood, Demon. He knows how to mess with people’s heads. Man, he messed with mine—that was how I knew he existed.”

“What did he do?”

Ezekiel turned his ball of a head around to look at Damon. “Oh no, you’re not gonna get me to incriminate myself. Besides, I wasn’t the one who did the actual killing, was I, Rodney?” He reached back with a fat hand and patted Rodney on the knee.

“Sonofabitch deserved killin’,” Rodney replied heatedly.

“Enough said.” Ezekiel tossed his empty soda can out the window. “Jezebel heard him that time, too, didn’t you, baby?”

Ezekiel’s sister nodded. “Loud and clear.”

“I keep telling her that if he came in that strong once, it can happen again—she just gotta work at it a little harder.”

Jezebel sighed as though she had heard this many times before, but didn’t otherwise respond. It was as if she knew that if she didn’t rise to the bait, Ezekiel would find new prey.

She was right. It didn’t take him long to turn the dreary light of his antagonism onto Damon once again. Ezekiel berated him for coming alone, and for not having the strength of will to persuade others to come with him.

Damon didn’t take the bait, either. He agreed he was not a proselytizer. “There were a few,” Damon said, “who liked what they heard, but they just didn’t believe enough. But your people, now, they’ve got a strong faith and commitment. It would be an honor to lead people like this. They’d probably lead themselves, given a direction.” He smiled at Rodney and Charlotte, but only Rodney smiled back, a crooked, lopsided grin.

“And what about that little girlfriend of yours?” Ezekiel said. “I still think she was the one who made the decision to split, wasn’t she? All she needed was the chance.” Ezekiel’s laugh cut into Damon’s gut like a rusty knife.

He bit back what he wanted to say. “I’m just glad that I can be here. I’m just glad that I can serve you—and him.”

Ezekiel laughed again. “Okay, okay … you’re a good boy, Demon. Maybe we can get some use out of you.…”

So the day went on, punctuated by Ezekiel’s mockery that made Damon appear reasonable and slow to anger, and roused Rodney’s sympathy toward him. A few gibes made the big biker actually shake his head and look out the window, as if embarrassed by Ezekiel’s sadism towards so sincere a follower.

Jezebel, Charlotte, and Chang and Eng seemed to take Ezekiel’s attacks in stride. They had probably heard and received worse from Ezekiel themselves.

The vehicles frequently stopped when other routes crossed Route 40. Ezekiel told everyone to shut up for a minute and sat stiffly for anywhere from five to thirty seconds. Then he nodded and pointed straight ahead, and Jezebel drove on.

Just after 1 o’clock, they stopped on the outskirts of Flagstaff for food and supplies, and Damon made certain that most of the party saw how generous he was, chipping in fifty dollars of the eighty-dollar total, and how he carried more than anyone else when they loaded the vans. It didn’t keep Ezekiel from ragging on him once they were driving again.

But it was all right. The fat man would stop singing soon enough.


Chapter 3



They stopped for the evening north of Joseph City, driving a few miles up a rutted dirt road, then turning onto what looked like a cattle path. It wasn’t a road so much as bare scrub.

“There it is,” Rodney said, and up ahead Damon saw a low adobe building forty feet long. If it ever had any windows, they were gone now, leaving square openings in its front wall. There was an open doorway at each end.

“Old cowboy bunkhouse,” Rodney explained for Damon’s benefit. “When I was ridin’, we used to come out here and party.”

“Enough history, Rodney,” Ezekiel said. “I just hope the place has running water and ice machines.”

Rodney, confused, thought for a moment. “Hell, no.”

“I know, Rodney. I was joking. It will be sheer delight to live as the cowboys and the Hell’s Angels did.”

“I wasn’t an Angel, Ezekiel,” Rodney said. “I was a Pagan.”

Ezekiel snorted as he opened his door. “I don’t distinguish between turds by their shapes or shades of brown, Rodney.”

Rodney got out of the van frowning. It was certainly not the first time Ezekiel had insulted his former colors, but if Rodney was like the few bikers Damon had known, the slur would not sit well, no matter how long ago Rodney had left his club.

The bunkhouse was a mess. The legs of half a dozen rusted metal cot frames were nearly covered with the years of sand and dust that had blown in through the open doors and windows. “Well,” Ezekiel said, “this is really nice, Rodney. I’m glad you remembered this place. Gonna be another tent night, friends. Unless you care to sleep in the old bunkhouse here, Rodney.”

Rodney scowled and nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

“Stubborn, stubborn,” Ezekiel muttered, then suddenly looked up. The stupid meanness vanished from his face, and was replaced by a look of transfiguration.

The air had been still, but now the wind stirred, making small whirlwinds of sand near Ezekiel Swain, and in that moment, Damon saw why the others followed this fat, repulsive man. He had become a prophet, a seer, one who hears the voice that others cannot, who is touched by the Divine.

Then the wind stopped and there was nothing in the air but heat. Ezekiel’s face sagged into its usual rolls of flesh, and he smiled. In that smile Damon read not a joy of sharing, but a satisfied possession, the dog in the manger that has his own while the other mutts starve.

“Now, that was primo,” Damon said, then shook himself in a way that was probably meant to imply an orgasmic shudder. “Okay, let’s get camp set up. God, I’m starving.”

After dinner, Ezekiel said that he wanted everyone in their tents soon after dark. When Damon looked at Rodney quizzically, the man said, “He’s goin’ out—into the desert to talk to the Divine. He needs it quiet. You know, he’s out there, he hears somebody back here yellin’ or somethin’, it throws him off. It’s hard work, I guess, communicating, I mean.”

This was it, then. It would be tonight. The chance to kill Ezekiel Swain had come more quickly than Damon had expected. He had thought it over long and hard all day. He had loathed Swain from the start. What he practiced was bullying, not leadership, and he had made it all too clear that Damon, the new guy, was going to be his favorite target.

But what had really nailed the lid onto Ezekiel Swain’s coffin was what had made Salieri hate Mozart, Rufus Griswold hate Poe, Judas hate Jesus. It was the thought of Why him? Why is this fat, mean asshole visited by gods, while I, who am so much more deserving, have never even been an afterthought?

But I will be heard. For this time, fate has given me the means. Jezebel.

It didn’t matter if Damon didn’t have the power to hear the Divine. Jezebel did, and Damon could control her. She was already insecure enough to let her pig of a brother push her around, and probably have sex with her, too.

The thought made Damon shiver, then smile. If she was that desperate, he could run her easily. And when he controlled her, he could handle the others, too. Hell, he could tell that Rodney was so sick of Ezekiel that he’d probably be willing to become anyone else’s boy so long as he could get him to the Divine. They all followed Ezekiel like dumb dogs, and when dumb dogs lost one master, they got used to another one quick enough.

Sure, Jezebel had the link, so she could be queen if she wanted to be, but Damon was going to be the power behind the throne. And when they finally found the Divine, that power would be nothing compared to what the Divine would give him. Maybe finding him would take a little longer, since Jezebel’s connection wasn’t as strong as Fat Boy’s, but Damon would rather find him in two weeks with himself as boss than in two days with Ezekiel Swain running the show. So Ezekiel would disappear into the desert night.

From his tent, Damon watched the others retire as Ezekiel walked away from the road in the direction of a mesa. It was hard for Damon to estimate distances here, but he guessed that Ezekiel would never reach it. With his weight, he’d be panting from exhaustion after a hundred yards.

Finally the last flashlight was turned off, and the only sound was that of the wind, which was picking up force every minute. Damon stuck his head out of his tent and looked in the direction Ezekiel had walked.

A gibbous moon lit the tents and the vans, but Damon could no longer see Ezekiel Swain. When he looked across the desert, he saw only the motion of the sands being lifted and tossed by the winds. No one moved around the tents, and he heard no voices, so he crawled out and crept on hands and knees to where he could not be seen. Then he stood up.

The earth was soft, so he could walk with hardly a sound. He patted the folding Buck knife and the small, thin Maglite in his pockets, then moved carefully and quietly toward where Ezekiel Swain had disappeared into the night.

Damon had been wrong about Ezekiel’s stamina. It took a long time for the younger man to catch up with him at what Damon had thought was a large mesa, but proved to be only a small flattop just two miles from the camp. The soil was more sandy here, and the wind quickly erased his footprints.

Damon moved more slowly now, watching the fat man outlined against the sky on top of the little mesa. Ezekiel’s back was to Damon, and he was looking up toward the moon, so Damon knew the only way he could be seen was if Ezekiel turned and looked down at him. Even then, his eyes would be blinded by the moon.

Damon figured the best way to do it was just to do it. The ground would soak up any blood like a blotter, and it would be easy to bury the man in the soft sand. He could use his hands to dig. So he crept up the side of the flattop, careful not to dislodge any of the loose rocks that peppered his way.

He was ten yards below Ezekiel when he heard, over the roar of the wind, the man’s words. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, I will … no, nothing, Lord. I will let nothing keep me from You, I swear to You. Just keep Your voice strong. I will come. Now … show me, please, Lord. Please show me what I want to see.…”

Damon felt a chill run through him. Ezekiel Swain seemed like a sorcerer, calling up gods and devils, casting spells on that mini-mountaintop. But there was nothing Damon could see other than blowing sands, nor anything he heard besides whistling wind. He crept closer.

Ezekiel seemed to be in a trance, standing with legs slightly spread, arms out and partially raised, as though presenting himself to whatever was speaking to him. Damon, now ten feet from Ezekiel, felt in his pocket for the knife.

It was a nasty piece of work, with a tapered four-inch blade and a solid wood-and-brass handle. Damon took it out and opened the lock-back blade, which made a soft but heavy click, clearly audible over the wind’s howl. He could see Ezekiel’s shoulders tense, his head come down slightly, as though ducking a bullet, and then the man looked over his shoulder at Damon.

The moonlight made the pig eyes glitter before they vanished into shadow, and Damon knew that in that second Ezekiel saw the spray of moonlight on the brushed steel blade. The fat man drew in a breath as if to speak or shout, but words wouldn’t save him.

Damon closed the gap between them so quickly that Ezekiel was barely able to throw up a hand to stop him. It didn’t do any good. Damon came down over his out-thrust arm with a right hook, burying the blade to the hilt in the folds of the fat neck, then pushing the knife back and out, ripping the jugular and several layers of thick fat like butter.

Damon jumped back quickly before the blood started to jet, and watched as Ezekiel stood, his face filled with shock, eyes as wide as the fleshy pouches around them would allow. He clapped a hand to his neck, but his heart continued to pump the blood through his pudgy fingers. It was black in the moonlight.

The dying man seemed to stand there forever, looking at Damon. So he stepped in again, punching the knife hard into the flabby softness under Ezekiel’s breastbone, and tore downward. It was like ripping open a sack of hot manure. Thick, greasy wetness flowed over his hand. Damon staggered back, knelt, and savagely thrust his hand into the soft sand, as if ridding his skin of a painful acid.

Still Ezekiel would not fall. He stood, life leaking out above and below, emptying as Damon watched and thought, as if in a nightmare, that the juices coming out of Ezekiel Swain, his blood and bile and yellow fat, were mingling together in a stream that would creep around him and drown him.

“Go down, damn you!” Damon said through the nausea that choked him, and he pushed Ezekiel Swain with all his strength, so that Swain finally toppled. But now Damon could see his face in the moonlight, and it was even more terrible than his leaking body.

Ezekiel’s eyes were glaring at Damon with the ferocity of the justly damned, and the nostrils of his bulbous nose were a second pair of flat black eyes beneath the true and burning ones. The wide mouth, made even larger by the blood that outlined the lips, was twisted in a snarl. It tried to form words, but only air wheezed from it. Blood still pumped from the slashed neck.

“Die, Fat Boy,” Damon said, hating how his voice shook.

Then Ezekiel Swain’s mouth stopped working, the blood slowed to a trickle, and the head lolled to the side. But as it moved, Ezekiel’s gaze remained fixed on Damon, like a portrait in which the eyes follow you about, accusing even in death.

The blood and bile continued to dribble from the holes Damon had made. It was as if Ezekiel had been filled with juice that would ooze out of him indefinitely. If he waited for it to stop, Damon thought he might be there for days. So he looked around for a place to bury the man.

The mesa top was too rocky, but Ezekiel’s body was only a few feet from the edge of the incline that led to the desert floor. Damon steeled himself, then rolled the hideous carcass, like a huge beach ball stuffed with sand, toward the edge.

Ezekiel bounced down the slope, and his body came to rest near what looked like soft sand, white in the moonlight. Damon bounded down the incline. The sand was soft and deep, almost chalky in consistency, and he began to dig in it.

Digging a grave with his hands was more of a job than he had thought, but he continued to scoop up the sand, throwing it out of the hole he was slowly making. Finally there was a trench three feet deep—two feet to cover the body, and another foot of sand to keep the coyotes away.

Damon pushed and tugged at Ezekiel’s corpse until it rolled face up into the grave. The bastard was still leaking, leaving a trail of blood and yellow slime. What was it, anyway, fat?

Damon didn’t know and didn’t care, but he did realize he’d have to erase any trace of it. At least the wind was helping, blowing over the wet spots and drying them the way sand blotters dried ink.

It was a hell of a lot easier to fill in the grave than to dig it. Damon just pushed with both hands, like a kid playing bulldozer on the beach, and soon only Ezekiel’s face and round stomach were protruding. He paused, shaking his aching hands to bring the blood back to his fingers.

Then he stopped. There was a trace of movement in the grave. At first he thought it was the wind stirring the sand again, but as he looked more closely, Ezekiel’s stomach seemed to be shrinking beneath the bloody shirt he wore. In a few seconds it vanished, and sand poured down into the cavity it had left.

At the same time, Ezekiel’s face seemed to shrink, the fullness going out of it, as though the sand itself was draining it of its fat and moisture. The cheeks went flat, then hollow. The eyes pulled into themselves, and sand flowed into the sockets and filled the empty cheeks. The face was gone. A coyote howled over the roar of the wind. It sounded close.

Suddenly Damon felt very alone and very guilty and very scared. But before he could return to the relative safety of the camp, there were things to do.

He finished filling in the grave and retraced his steps up the flattop to examine the site of the killing. The blood and whatever else had leaked out of Ezekiel’s body were already gone. The sand had soaked it up and blown it away. What a great place to kill a fat asshole. Let him leak all over, and the sand would take care of it all.

Damon headed back to camp, trying to keep from whistling in happiness. It couldn’t have gone better. Soon this little band would have a new leader, and that leader would have a woman who could lead them to the Divine.

As Damon crept stealthily into the shelter of his tent, he would not have been so happy had he realized with what intensity he was being watched.


Chapter 4



The panic started before dawn. Damon had slept lightly, anticipating the searches and suspicions the next day would hold. He was not disappointed.

Jezebel had not awakened until four in the morning, and was alarmed to find Ezekiel still gone. She took a flashlight and searched for him, but became scared when she heard the coyotes howling, and returned to camp.

She woke up Rodney, and the two of them went back out with a lantern, walking all the way to the flattop. They found no trace of Ezekiel, nor any sign that he had been there. When they got back they roused the rest of the party.

“Everybody up, c’mon,” Rodney shouted. “Ezekiel’s missing, man, we gotta find him. Let’s go!”

The fourteen people split into seven pairs, and Rodney fanned them out in a shotgun pattern heading north. Damon was paired with Charlotte on the extreme right flank. Rodney and Jezebel, pale with worry, took the center route, which would bring them to the small mesa once again.

Damon was worried. What if he hadn’t noticed something, like a pool of blood that the sand hadn’t soaked up and blown away? What if his footprints had remained in spite of the wind? Rodney wasn’t a total dummy. He was smart enough to know when Ezekiel was putting him down, and he might also be savvy enough to notice, under the bright sun, some disturbance in the sand where Damon had planted Ezekiel.

Some of the others were already looking at Damon with distrust. A stringy young man and his woman kept watching Damon from under glowering brows while Rodney gave them their orders. Though they said nothing, Damon could feel their hatred.

He and Charlotte walked their route, and Damon tried to be the picture of determination and fortitude. “I didn’t come all this way,” he told her, “to find Ezekiel and then lose him. He’s got to be out here somewhere. People don’t just disappear.…”

Charlotte, who apparently had needed only the proper conversational gambit in order to speak, went on at length about a cousin who had indeed just disappeared during a camping trip to Yosemite, never to be seen again. “That’s when I knew,” she concluded, “that there was more to life than I thought.”

That launched into a story about how she had first found the Swains and learned about the Divine. By the time she finished, they had swept back toward the center as ordered, where they met the rest of the party at the mesa.

A chill went through Damon when he saw the others standing not fifty yards from where Ezekiel’s body was buried. No one, however, seemed to have noticed anything, “Well,” Rodney said, “at least there’s no sign anything bad happened to him.”

True enough, the absence of any coyote-chewed bones or shredded clothing was a relief to most of them, but not to Jezebel. She seemed a hair away from flipping out, and kept muttering, “We’ve got to find him, we’ve got to … let’s look again … farther away … he must have gone farther away.…”

Damon, anxious to draw the group away from the mesa, agreed. “Jezebel’s probably right,” he said, as the others turned in surprise to hear the newbie express an opinion. “Ezekiel’s a holy man, one who receives visions from the Divine. And a holy man possessed … who knows where he might have gone? Maybe just kept walking until he couldn’t walk any more.”

“What the hell are you saying?” asked the man who had looked at him with such suspicion. “That the Divine would lure Ezekiel out into the desert to his death?” A sob escaped Jezebel, and she buried her face in her hands.

“No,” Damon answered. “If the Divine took Ezekiel into the desert, it was for a reason. To show him something, give him new wisdom, teach a lesson, not only to him, but maybe to us, too.”

“What kinda lesson?”

“About patience, about dedication, I don’t know. But I do know that if Ezekiel’s out there lost or wandering, we’re not going to do him any good by standing around here.”

“Well, who the hell are you telling us what we oughta do? Funny, you ask me, you cruise in here and the next night Ezekiel disappears, man! What’s that shit?”

“Okay, Ted, cool it,” Rodney said. Then he looked at Damon with flat eyes. “What you got to say about that?”

Damon spoke calmly, but with enough fire to show that he was unjustly accused. “I came here to find the Divine. Why would I try and hurt the only man who can find him for us?”

Rodney nodded slowly, as did Charlotte and a few of the others. “Then we’ll just keep lookin’. Right, Jezebel?”

She looked up, her cheeks wet. “Yes. We have to find him, we just have to.”

They spent several days widening the search, establishing a base camp at the old bunkhouse. Jezebel contributed nothing to the effort; she was too sick with worry over her missing brother. The others cleaned out the bunkhouse for her so that she would have an airy and open place to rest.

Once Damon was shaken when Aileen, Ted’s girlfriend, suggested bringing in the police. He could just picture trained dogs going directly to the grave and digging like crazy in the soft sand. Fortunately, Rodney scotched the idea. There were too many of them who couldn’t afford to be questioned by the law.

During the next few days, Damon insinuated himself among the others. It wasn’t hard. He appeared to search for Ezekiel many long hours, and returned to the camp seemingly exhausted. What the others didn’t know was that he spent most of the time resting in the shadows of buttes, or in small canyons.

At the end of four days, they were ready to give up the search. Some thought Ezekiel had been taken by the Divine onto the next plane of existence, while others figured he must have stumbled off a cliff. Whatever the answer, they had to go on.

Jezebel Swain was not sympathetic to this view. She pleaded for them to remain and continue the search, but Damon knew that they had wasted enough time here.

“We have to go on,” he told Jezebel in front of the others. “Ezekiel is gone, and you’re our hope now, Jezebel. You’re the only one who can get us to the Divine so that we can free him.”

“I don’t know.…” She shook her head. Damon thought she had lost ten pounds in the last few days. “Without Ezekiel.…”

“You have to,” Damon said, and the words made her jerk up her head and look at him, trembling. “We followed Ezekiel, but we’re not here for him—we’re here for the Divine. And you’re the only one who can find him.” He took a deep breath and shook his head. “You don’t have to do anything but take us to him. We can handle the rest.”

“But I’m not a leader, not strong the way Ezekiel … is.”

“You don’t have to be the leader. We don’t even need a leader—we’re all here for the same purpose, right?”

“But Ezekiel said one person should make the decisions. What do we do if … when we find the Divine?” Jezebel asked.

The opening was there, and Damon didn’t have to leap in himself. “I think Damon would make a good leader,” Charlotte said. He could have kissed her. He had worked on her the way he had worked on the others, but she had been the most malleable. Except for Rodney and Ted, the others were born followers. They would fall in behind whoever turned out to be the Alpha dog in the pack, sniffing his ass.

But now Ted staked his claim. “Why the hell Damon? Why not me? Or why not Rodney—shit, he’s the strongest.”

“Yeah,” said Rodney. “But I ain’t … I’m not the smartest. If we’re gonna have a leader, and not just Jezebel, then I say Damon, too.” That floored Damon, but he tried not to let his surprise show. “He worked harder’n anybody lookin’ for Ezekiel,” Rodney went on, “and he knows what’s goin’ on, and I think … well, he oughta be it.”

Ted made a noise of disgust, but said nothing more. Damon nodded. “If that’s how the majority feels, all right. But I won’t lead you unless I know you want me to.”

“Okay,” said Ted. “Let’s vote on it then. I say no, Damon’s too new.” He put up his hand. “Who else?” Aileen hesitated, then raised her hand. No one else did.

“Who’s for Damon, then?” asked Rodney. Everyone except Ted, Aileen, and Jezebel raised their hands. “That’s it. But what about you, Jezebel? You’re the one with the power.”

“I don’t care,” she said, in a voice heavy with weariness.

“You’re going to have to care, Jezebel,” said Damon. “You’ve got to do what Ezekiel would have—find the Divine—and we need to start now. We’ve waited long enough.” He turned to the others. “Let’s strike camp. It’s time to get moving.”

He was relieved to see the way they responded. All they needed was someone to tell them what to do.

As he was taking down his tent, Rodney came up and spoke quietly. “You know why I did that? ’Cause I saw you that night, saw you go out and come back.” Damon felt ice all along his throat, down into his stomach. “And when we was out there—at that mesa—you buried him in the sand there, didn’t you?”

Damon couldn’t say a word. Rodney shook his head. “Man, I wanted to kill that bastard for weeks, but I didn’t have the balls. You did, so you oughta be king shit. Lemme tell you, though. I want to find the Divine, only reason I put up with Fat Boy’s bullshit. He can’t find him no more. If Jezebel can, fine. If she can’t, then you’re toast, friend.” Rodney smiled. “And don’t think you can jump me the way you did Tubby. I’m big, but I’m fast. We make progress, we’ll get along okay. Well?”

Damon smiled back. “Thanks for your continued support.” Then he turned his back on Rodney and continued rolling up his tent.
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That night, long after the cultists piled into their vans and headed east, a coyote trotted around the base of the small mesa. He was old, and had just been outrun by a jackrabbit, so now he was looking for carrion.

He stopped and sniffed. There was something dead nearby. The coyote snuffled the ground, and detected traces of blood in the sand. He dug tentatively, and the scent grew stronger. Meat was buried here.

He dug faster, and the scent continued to strengthen. The meat was deep, but the sand was soft. It flew from his paws, and he began to pant with the exertion.

The scent was powerful now, almost maddening to the starving animal. He dug as if in a frenzy. But when his claws finally scraped the surface of the meat, he yelped and leapt back.

Something was wrong. The meat was bad. Not rotten, but bad in a way that the coyote could not understand. Though his stomach burned with hunger, he could not bring himself to approach this meat again.

He turned and ran silently away into the night.


Chapter 5



One week after the old coyote had uncovered Ezekiel Swain’s corpse, Richard Skye sat in his office in the CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia. On his computer, he was writing his monthly report to the deputy director concerning the field agents working under his supervision.

Three of his agents, he reported, were working separately, using simple covers to investigate the interconnected activities of the Russian Mafia in Ankara, Bucharest, and Azerbaijan. Their involvement with illegal drug transactions in order to penetrate the layers of the Mafia’s bureaucracy had made it impossible for Skye to entrust the local governments with data concerning the operations. So the operatives were working under NOC, nonofficial cover, with fully developed legends, complex but artificial life histories and backgrounds.

As far as the governments of Turkey, Hungary, and Azerbaijan were concerned, the agents were dangerous drug dealers. If it was revealed that they were working for the Company, the resulting fallout would be unacceptable to national security, and if the agents were revealed to the Russian Mafia as anything other than what they were thought to be, there would be no opportunity for a rescue.

Agents Laika Harris, Joseph Stein, and Anthony Luciano were now on their own. Reports from them would be sporadic, as each contact increased the risk of their discovery. The operations could take a year or longer. It was altogether possible, Skye reported, that he might not hear from any of them at all during that time.

God, what a
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