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			PART ONE

			Beginnings

			Hell Rider

			Roarin’ through the night like a demon

			Speedin’ through a life without reason

			Burnin’ with a fire, unholiest desires

			Hell Rider

			Comin’ for you

			‘Hellrider,’ by Demon Dogs

			* * * 

			Feeding from blood cursed through sins of mankind

			Devouring innocents who waste their lives

			Burning ships sail through the safety of night

			Immortal cursed now hiding from the daylight

			Sinking teeth through skin, in the sky so grim

			Falling to the death, yet living again

			Waking self torment, in the light that you’ve sent

			‘Lead The Way,’ by Charred Walls of the Damned

		

	
		
			Beginnings….

			The town of Hell Creek knew all about death. In that respect, it was no different than any other backwoods Florida town. Like so many of its neighbors, Hell Creek had been built on the bodies of Native Americans (who the locals still called Indians, differentiating between them and their Asian counterparts by tapping their foreheads and saying ‘dot’ or ‘no dot’), settlers, and the unlucky men who’d laid the first highways through the alligator- and snake-infested swamplands.

			There is a vaguely incestuous similarity to many small towns. The unconscious – and sometimes conscious – insularity hidden beneath a façade of cheerful hellos and friendly smiles. The gossip that runs daily life, operating like a cruel wizard behind a curtain of friendship.

			And the verbal histories and legends of the people, often going back to before the community even had a name.

			True to form, Hell Creek’s residents had a variety of tales and superstitions, everything from haunts and spookems to swamp monsters and zombies. Of course, only a few old-timers still believed the old yarns; for most folk, talk of ghosts and vengeful spirits was usually nothing more than a form of entertainment, a tool to scare children or trick tourists into buying ‘hand-crafted’ artifacts and trinkets.

			All in all, on the surface there was nothing special about Hell Creek other than its name, which it had earned because of the supposedly bottomless springs at the edge of town, from which fresh water flowed into the Everglades. To everyone who lived in the area, Hell Creek was nothing more than your average small town, a place where people still hung their washing out to dry, bacon fat was a staple in nearly every kitchen, and the Confederate flag continued to hold a place of respect on every porch and pickup truck. A place where crime most often meant drunk and disorderly or hunting out of season.

			Certainly no one who lived there would ever have expected a murder in their sleepy town.

			Or the horrible events that followed it.

			Of course, things might have been different if they’d believed in ghosts.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Only a few hours before his life ended in agonizing fashion, Eddie Ryder’s night was already going so badly he figured it couldn’t possibly get any worse.

			After another day of almost no business at the garage, of just sitting around twiddling his dick and sweating from the heat, he’d stopped at the Piggly Wiggly on the way home to grab a pack of smokes and a six-pack for dinner. As he set his purchases on the counter, the clerk’s face turned sickly pale. Despite a bad reputation in town, Eddie knew his mere presence wasn’t enough to warrant that kind of immediate reaction, which meant the clerk’s sudden anxiety had to be the result of something – or someone – else.

			His fear was confirmed when a loud, raspy voice spoke from the entrance.

			“Lookee here, fellas. If it ain’t our good friend, Little Eddie. I knew I smelled pussy.”

			Instead of turning around, Eddie placed twenty dollars on the counter, pocketed his smokes, and picked up his beer.

			“Don’t worry,” he whispered to the wide-eyed clerk. “I’ll make sure they don’t cause you any trouble tonight.” 

			The clerk nodded, too frightened to speak.

			Eddie took a deep breath and then turned to confront the three Hell Riders who’d entered the Piggly Wiggly. All of them wore denim vests with their names over their hearts and the words ‘Hell Riders’ emblazoned on the back in bloody script, curved around a skull wearing a Nazi helmet, all against a backdrop of the Confederate flag.

			“Not in here, Hank.” Eddie nodded at the doors. “Out in the parking lot.”

			Henry Bowman – Hank to everyone in Hell Creek – shook his head. Long, unkempt brown hair slapped back and forth in time to his movements. “No way, fuck face. Your ass is mine.”

			Pointing a finger toward the ceiling, Eddie said, “Cameras, remember? You start trouble in here, you’ll end up in jail just like your brother.”

			Leroy ‘Mouse’ Bates, the smallest of the Hell Riders, frowned. “He’s right. That’s how Ned got caught the last time. Camera got ’em.”

			“Shit.” Bowman jabbed a finger into Eddie’s chest. “You’re lucky we got a party to go to, otherwise I’d smear you across the parking lot. Guess you’ll have to wait for that ass beating. Don’t worry, though. We know where to find you. C’mon, boys, let’s get us some beer.”

			Eddie stood aside as the three of them walked past, all sneers and laughter, then nodded to the clerk and left the store’s meager air conditioning for the wretched tropical heat and humidity of a typical summer night in South Florida.

			Ignoring the mosquitoes and biting flies that dive-bombed him before he stepped two feet from the doors, he climbed onto Diablo. As the engine roared to life, he considered doing some damage to the three Harleys parked out front – kick them over, run his knife along the gas tanks – but in the end he just drove past. Even though he no longer belonged to the gang, he still adhered to the prime tenet of biker rules, the same rule that had kept Hank and his friends from touching Eddie’s bike: you could do whatever you wanted to the person, but you didn’t fuck with their wheels. Or their mother.

			The ten-mile ride back to the house gave Eddie too much time to think about gangs, mothers, and bikes, all of them constant problems entwined together and festering in his head. 

			It’d been almost a year since he’d taken his lawyer’s advice, pled guilty to the robbery charge, and accepted one year’s probation in return for ratting out fellow Hell Rider Ned Bowman, Hank’s older brother. Ned, the founder of the gang – group, according to the club’s lawyer – and the only member currently over the age of thirty, had molded an assortment of teenage and twenty-something-year-old acolytes into a troop of beer-swilling, hog-riding petty criminals who were nothing more than Hell’s Angels wannabes, although none of them knew it back then. Eddie had been right there with them, thinking he was all big and bad, believing that the police were just like the rest of the town, quivering in their boots whenever the Hell Riders tore through town on their obnoxiously loud Harleys. For three years, he’d believed he was the absolute shit, that nothing could stop him. He’d had no idea the local cops, who they’d all considered dumber than dirt, had merely been giving them enough rope to hang themselves.

			Sure enough, less than an hour after he and Ned had robbed the Piggly Wiggly by pretending they had guns in their pockets, Chief Jones and the boys in brown had rolled up on his house. It was then, with his mother and brother crying in the living room, that he’d learned about the cameras in the ceiling.

			And realized he wasn’t nearly as smart or tough as he’d thought he was.

			After three weeks in the county jail, the growing certainty of doing time in prison had changed his life. Scared the hell out of him, much as he hated to admit it. Knowing he couldn’t leave an ailing mother and younger brother to fend for themselves, he’d taken the deal the DA offered, even though it meant making instant enemies out of the derelicts he’d once considered not just friends, but brothers.

			Thanks to Eddie’s testimony – and the bags of coke the cops found in Ned’s apartment – Ned Bowman ended up getting a five-to-ten stretch in the state prison, while Eddie was back to work two days later, with credit for time served. 

			Since then, his life had gone from shit to worse.

			The dual demon headlights of his bike spotlighted the battered, rusty mailbox at the edge of the road and he slowed to take the turn into the long driveway. By the time he reached the two double-wide trailers his old man had welded together to create a decent-sized house, the bike was coasting in neutral, its customary growl muted to a dinosaurian purr.

			Eddie killed the motor, plunging the lawn back into darkness, but it didn’t happen soon enough for him to avoid getting a good look at the place he’d called home his entire nineteen years of life. 

			Compared to some of the neighboring trailers, the Ryder place was a castle. No cars with cement blocks instead of wheels decorating the front yard. No lawn chairs with broken arms and sagging ass straps. The tiny lawn was kept mowed and free of broken toys, empty beer bottles, and other junk. Twice a year he power washed the bird shit and leaves off the roof. None of the windows were cracked or covered over with cardboard, and none of the screens were patched with that second-most common building material of all trailer parks, duct tape. He even made sure to bring in the holiday lights every January, right after New Year’s, instead of just turning them off and letting them hang dark the other eleven months of the year. In short, it was the antithesis of all the surrounding trailers, a redneck anomaly.

			Or, as Eddie usually thought of it, a piece of fruit in a punchbowl full of turds.

			And yet he still hated the sight of it.

			God, I wish I could just get the hell out of here.

			The temptation was so strong, so fucking crazy powerful, just as it always was when he contemplated the life he’d been saddled with. He refused to act on it though, despite the never-ending pull. During those long nights in his jail cell, he’d made a vow to never be like his old man, and it was a promise he intended to keep. Even if it meant sacrificing his own happiness forever.

			His family deserved that much. And more.

			Before he opened the door, he took a deep breath and focused on projecting a happy attitude. Entering the kitchen, he found Carson at the table, a textbook and notebook open in front of him. The younger boy’s brow was furrowed in deep concentration.

			“Hey, little bro. How’s it hangin’?”

			“Cool. School started today.”

			“So I see.” Eddie went to the fridge, stowed his beer, and pulled out the meatloaf he’d baked the night before. He did a lot of cooking on Sundays, since most weeknights he didn’t get home from the garage until seven. As he prepared plates for microwaving, he watched Carson eagerly writing notes and flipping pages and thought how different he and his brother were. 

			He’s probably done more homework tonight than I did in all my years of high school. And he actually enjoys it, enjoys going to school. Hell, when I was sixteen, I spent most of my time cutting classes so I could party and get laid.

			Which is why you’re running your father’s garage, barely keeping the family above water, instead of taking classes at the community college, he added to himself.

			Eddie imagined his mother shaking her head at his words. Between her being sick and Carson being too young – and too damn smart – to quit school, supporting the family had landed on Eddie’s shoulders like a ton of bricks the day his father, Big Eddie, had up and left. His mother did her best at first, but her illness had quickly robbed her of the ability to work, or even clean the house. Because of that, Eddie had pretty much been working full time from the age of sixteen. At seventeen he’d officially left school for good.

			And done the one thing he’d always said he wouldn’t do: fallen into the spiderweb trap of holding a dead-end job in a pissant town.

			After making a plate for Carson, Eddie fixed one for his mother. As always, walking down the hall to her room was the worst – and the best – part of his day.

			“Hey, Ma,” he said, after knocking at the open door. 

			“Hey, yourself,” Sally Ryder answered, her pale face breaking into a smile. She was sitting up in bed, watching a game show on the little color TV he’d gotten her for Christmas, a replacement for the old black-and-white set she’d had since before he was born.

			Every time he saw her, he was amazed she’d kept so much of her beauty despite the thieving emphysema that stole little pieces of her life away each day and replaced them with dead lung cells and weak muscles. Her long black hair, equally dark eyes, and bronze skin identified her as a Martinez in ways no married name could hide. Eddie was proud to have inherited her looks, including her tall, thin frame, rather than Big Eddie’s freckles and red hair. Those had gone to Carson instead. Fate had evened things out, though, by passing Sally’s brains to Carson and Big Eddie’s temper to his namesake.

			“Brought you some food.” Eddie set the plate on the nightstand. He knew she’d pick at it through the evening, between bouts of sleeping and coughing. Losing her strength hadn’t robbed her of her desire to fight, even though she knew it was a battle she’d never win. As different as night and day when it came to honesty and temper, one thing Sally and Big Eddie had always had in common was a spit-in-your face, never-give-up attitude, a trait both children had inherited in spades.

			“How was work?”

			Eddie suppressed the urge to chew his lower lip. Her voice sounded weaker than it had when he’d checked on her before leaving for work in the morning. He told himself it didn’t necessarily mean anything, she could just be having a bad day, or she might have been a little more active than usual and worn herself out. These days, that could happen just from taking a shower or getting herself a drink of water.

			Except deep down, he knew it wasn’t true.

			“Fine.” After a pause, during which he regretted his terse response, he kept talking, reminding himself how much she enjoyed hearing about anything that went on outside the four walls of her prison. “A couple of jobs came in, nothing major, but it might mean things are gonna pick up again.”

			Another lie in a long list of them, but at least this one had a purpose. The last thing he wanted was her worrying about money. Even if the economy remained stuck in the shitter and business kept getting slower than ever.

			“That’s good.” Sally closed her eyes and leaned back on the pillow, careful not to crimp the line to the oxygen cannula resting under her nose. “I think I’ll nap a bit before I eat. You go help Carson with his homework.”

			“Sure, Ma. See you later.” Like he could answer one question out of fifty from Carson’s books.

			Eddie was about to ask her how she felt, and then realized she hadn’t coughed once since he got home. He glanced at the nightstand. Sure enough, the inhaler sitting there had a different label than the old one, meaning Doc Holmes had been by during the day and prescribed something stronger. Again. 

			She’s dying. And not slowly, either.

			Shut up! Eddie wished he could take care of the voice in his head the way he took care of most other problems, with threats of violence. Or his fists, if threats didn’t work.

			Not that he could go down that road anymore, either. With his track record, one more time in trouble with the police and it would mean jail, no matter how many strings his mother or Doc Holmes pulled with Chief Jones. Which was why he’d resorted to talking his way out of trouble with Hank Bowman when every bone in his body had urged him to break the asshole’s nose. Back in the day, it wouldn’t have mattered he was outnumbered three to one. Although skinny as a broomstick, he was quick and strong, and had no doubt he could’ve taken down Hank and one of the other two before the third did any serious damage to him.

			Instead, he was still seething inside, his pent-up fury a living thing, adding to the storm that always boiled below the surface, just waiting for moments like tonight to erupt. 

			He’d learned the hard way he had to let it out before it grew too strong and he exploded at the wrong time. So he’d made sure he had an outlet. Once Carson was asleep, he would sneak back to the garage and take out his frustrations on the heavy punching bag he kept in the office, a relic from Big Eddie’s amateur boxing days. Twenty minutes attacking the bag followed by a couple of hours tinkering with Diablo’s engine was usually enough to bank the angry fires inside him so he could go home and grab a few hours sleep before starting the whole rotten cycle over again.

			“Good night, Ma,” he whispered. She didn’t answer, and he tiptoed his way out of the room and back down the hall to the kitchen, where Carson was washing his plate.

			“What’s on the agenda for tonight, little man?” Eddie asked, putting together two meatloaf sandwiches for himself.

			“I finished my homework, so I’m probably going to play some computer games for a while and then go to bed.”

			Eddie paused in slathering mayonnaise on white bread, pointed the knife at Carson. “Dude, you need to get some real friends, not a bunch of faceless dorks online.”

			Carson rolled his eyes. “They are real. They’re from school. But it’s better this way.”

			“Better? How?”

			“’Cause they don’t have to come over here.” Carson kept his gaze down as he said it.

			Eddie’s first instinct was to yell. Chew the kid out for acting like a spoiled ass, remind him that at least they had food on the table and a mother who loved them. But three years of filling in as the head of the family after his father took off had taught him some tough lessons, one of which was things usually turned out better if he did the opposite of whatever their father would have done.

			He’s embarrassed. Just like I was at his age, Eddie realized. Living in a trailer on the shit side of a shit town. A good-for-nothing brother. A dying mother. Geez, what a fun house for a kid. No wonder he doesn’t bring friends over. Who can blame him? 

			So he took a deep breath, using the time to gather his thoughts. When he knew he could talk without shouting, he nodded to Carson and went back to making his dinner. “You know, you’re sixteen now. When I was your age, I didn’t have a curfew. No reason you should anymore, either.”

			“What’s that mean?”

			Eddie tossed his knife in the sink. “It means you don’t have to park your butt in your room every night. As long as you keep your grades up, you can go to your friends’ houses and play your dorky games after dinner.” 

			Carson’s eyes went wide. “You mean it?” Suspicion tainted his voice.

			“Yeah. I’ll let Mom know. She’ll be cool with it.” He gave a beaming Carson a friendly punch on the arm and headed for his room, balancing his plate on top of the six-pack. A rare smile touched his lips as he walked.

			I might not be father-of-the-year material, but tonight I think I managed to do the right thing.

			* * * 

			At one in the morning, the humid night was as close to silent as it ever got when you lived next to the swamps and hammocks of the Everglades. Eddie pushed Diablo up the driveway, the crunch of dirt and gravel under the tires more than loud enough to drown out the chirps and whirrs of night insects, the occasional croaking frog or bellowing gator, and the distant hum of cars on the highway.

			Only when he’d reached the road did he start the bike, which roared to life like the metal beast he’d designed it to look like. As always, when he climbed on Diablo and felt it vibrating beneath him, he let himself imagine it was a living creature, eager to be released from its cage and roam the night.

			“Sorry, old boy,” he said. “No joyriding tonight. Gas is too damn expensive.” He gave the gas tank a friendly pat. Like the rest of the bike, it was painted to resemble the blood-red, scaly hide of a demon. He’d even customized a special metal plate for the front, shaped like the demon’s face, with the twin headlights as the eyes. In the daylight, each scale sparkled in crimson, violet, or fiery orange, depending on what angle you viewed the bike from. 

			At night, the blacks and silvers took precedence, lending the monster bike an even more ominous look.

			Resisting the urge to give the throttle a vicious twist, Eddie shifted gently into first and eased down the road, Diablo’s engine rumbling in grudging response instead of rattling the windows of the trailers they passed.

			* * * 

			From his bedroom window, Carson watched his brother’s taillights disappear into the dark. Every night it was the same thing; Eddie pretending to sleep and then heading back to the garage or out for a ride. It used to be that Carson would go back to sleep, but lately things had changed. He found himself staring at the ceiling, worrying about stuff a sixteen-year-old boy shouldn’t have to think about. What would they do if something happened to Eddie? Riding a seven-hundred-pound motorcycle after drinking several beers wasn’t exactly being safety-conscious, even if Eddie insisted it took a lot more than a six-pack to get him drunk.

			Once the first seedling of worry sprouted, the rest shot up like weeds in a garden, spreading until they took over all his thoughts.

			Eddie wasn’t in the gang anymore, but he still wasn’t exactly a model citizen, either. Not that he ever had been. He’d inherited their father’s temper, which meant anything could happen while he was out cruising on his bike. He could get into a fight and go to jail. Or worse, he might get sick of playing dad to his little brother and take off, the way their father had, just get on that stupid bike of his one night and never come back.

			Then what? Where would that leave Carson? What would he do?

			Quit school? Get a job? Carson knew he couldn’t run the garage. He had no talent for mechanical things. All he had going for him were his book smarts. And without a high school degree he wouldn’t ever get a job making more than minimum wage, not in a dinky town like Hell Creek, whose only claim to fame was being the last place to get gas or food before you entered the vast, swampy national park lands of the Everglades.

			Get a job? Yeah, sure. Flipping burgers at McDonald’s? Stocking the shelves at the Piggly Wiggly? If he worked hard, and got his GED, why, he might even make night manager someday.

			Just the thought of it made his stomach churn.

			Please, God, don’t let anything happen to him. It seemed like a selfish prayer, but even at sixteen Carson was well aware that sometimes the line between selfish and self-preservation was very thin.

			With a sigh, he got out of bed and turned on the computer.

			It was going to be another long night of waiting.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Eddie’s private office was a small room in the back of the garage, separated from the bays and customer service areas out front. It had originally been the women’s bathroom, but when Big Eddie purchased the garage, he tore out the plumbing, sealed the outside door, and made it into a little getaway for himself, a place where he could be alone to smoke his cigars, drink cheap whiskey, and watch wrestling on a tiny black-and-white TV. After taking over the business, Eddie had changed a lot of things, but he’d left his father’s mini man-cave alone, understanding that he might need the private space as well.

			And he had.

			Filled with a need to release the pent-up frustrations churning in his guts, Eddie put on his ear buds and donned his boxing gloves, one of the few things of his father’s he’d kept after the old man disappeared.

			With his phone blasting heavy metal in his ears – Demon Dogs, Charred Walls of the Damned, and Iron Maiden were his favorites – and no windows to provide distractions, he quickly lost himself in the rhythm of his fists, pummeling the bag with a fury that matched the driving beat of the music. Imagining it was Hank Bowman’s face he was battering.

			Twenty minutes later, soaked in sweat but calmer, Eddie opened the door that led down a short hallway into the main bay.

			And found the entire left side of the garage on fire.

			An angry red and orange blaze stretched from front to back, devouring shelves of tires, tools, and old, grease-covered manuals. Clouds of black, oily smoke obscured large portions of the bay and filled the space with the acrid stench of burning rubber and chemicals.

			“Shit!” He thought about getting the fire extinguisher, but the flames had already reached halfway up the wall. Nothing short of a fire truck was going to put it out. Instead, he turned and ran for the customer service desk, intending to call 911 before opening the bay doors and getting the hell out.

			He was halfway there when several of the front windows shattered inward. A moment later there was a new wall of fire growing before him, the flames already climbing the legs of his desk and setting stacks of paper on fire. Outside, someone shouted, “Fuck you, Ryder!”

			Hank Bowman. I’d know that voice anywhere. Son of a bitch, I’ll— 

			Something exploded behind him, the force of it throwing him against one of the big lifts. Bones snapped in his chest and his head connected hard against metal. The room faded away to nothing but black and red, leaving just a small circle, like he was looking down a tunnel. Behind the ringing in his head and the sounds of the fire, he thought he heard distant laughter. Jumbled pieces of the last song he’d been listening to, ‘Fear in the Sky’ by Charred Walls of the Damned, echoed in his head as he fought to breathe.

			Rational thoughts overcome by fear

			Overcome by fear

			Overcome by fear

			My destiny I can’t control

			The only way I can face it is to

			Make myself numb

			Make myself numb

			He was ready to close his eyes and accept his fate when an image of Carson appeared in his head. Carson, who’d be all alone without him.

			No! I won’t do that to him. I won’t die like this! He staggered to his feet, crying out as broken ribs grated against each other and pierced vital organs. A horrific visage appeared out of the thick, black smoke, its red, satanic face leering evilly from the fiery depths of hell, and he screamed. Then he realized it was only his motorcycle and he lunged at the bike.

			Diablo! Start it. Bash down the doors. Safety.

			He collapsed across the custom leather seat, no longer feeling his internal injuries, unaware his skull was so badly shattered his brain was visible through the hole.

			In true Ryder fashion, his body was as good as dead but he never stopped fighting, forcing his hands to grip the throttle and clutch, paying no mind to the ceiling as it crashed down around him, ignorant of the fact that his lungs were already broiling from the super-heated air.

			The idea that he might not survive never even crossed Eddie’s mind. Instead, his last thought wasn’t of his family, or even of his own life. 

			It was of revenge.

			Bowman, I swear I’ll find you and kill you. You and all the Hell Riders.

			* * * 

			Outside the garage, the members of the Hell Riders watched the building go up in flames. Hank Bowman chugged the rest of his beer and threw the can at the blazing structure.

			“Shit yeah! Burn, motherfucker!”

			The other gang members – Duck, Gary, Jethro, Butch, and Harley – whooped and hollered along with him. Only one, Mouse Bates, was sober enough to think about consequences.

			“Hey, Hank, we better get the hell outta here before the cops come.”

			Hank opened another beer and took a gulp. “Yeah, all right.” He turned back to the building and raised both middle fingers. “Fuck you, Eddie Ryder. That’s what you get for fuckin’ with the Hell Riders.”

			As they headed for their motorcycles, Duck Miller stopped. “Hey, did you guys hear that? Sounded like someone screaming.”

			Hank threw his empty Bud can at him. “Stop being such a pussy. It’s three in the fucking morning. Ain’t nobody in there. Fuckin’ Ryder is gonna have a surprise in the morning, though.”

			* * * 

			By the time the first emergency response vehicles arrived, Hank and the others were long gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Police Chief Johnny Ray Jones stood in the center of the smoldering ruins of Ryder’s Garage and fought down the bile threatening to push up from his stomach. Even twenty-odd years of scraping drunks off the highway and looking at bodies in the morgue couldn’t prepare a person for what his men had found after the fire had been put out.

			“Sure is a helluva way to go,” Doc Holmes said. One of only two doctors in Hell Creek, he was also the closest thing the town had to a medical examiner, with the nearest ME’s office being way up in Miami. Although pushing seventy, he looked and moved as if he were fifteen years younger. As far as Jones could tell, the old man’s only concession to age was that he’d started using a golf cart instead of walking the course each Monday and Thursday.

			“No shit.” Jones couldn’t imagine anything worse than burning to death. Your flesh liquefying, your blood and brains boiling inside you….

			Jesus, please make sure that’s not how I go.

			“Look at that. Fused to the damn thing,” Doc Holmes said, pointing to the charred and melted body of Little Eddie Ryder atop his equally charred and melted motorcycle. “Must’ve really loved that bike.”

			“He did.” Jones pressed a handkerchief over his nose and mouth in a vain attempt to block the sickly-sweet smell of barbequed meat and engine fluids. I may never eat roast pork again.

			“Chief, we got something.”

			Jones turned and found Ted Moselby, his second in command, holding what looked like the neck of a liquor bottle at the end of a pencil. The green glass was deformed, reminding Jones of what happened to beer bottles when you tossed them into a campfire. “What is it?”

			“Looks like a homemade Molotov cocktail.” Moselby dropped the glass into a large evidence bag. “I saw the same thing a couple of times in LA, during one of the riots.”

			Jones nodded. Moselby had come to Hell Creek from the LAPD, where he’d been a patrol officer for five years and a sergeant for five more. He’d left the city to get away from the violence and danger, he and his wife both sick of never knowing if his next night on duty would be his last.

			Wonder how he feels right now?

			“You thinking the Hell Riders had somethin’ to do with this?” Moselby asked.

			“I was thinkin’ that even before you found the damn bomb. Nobody else has the motive. Eddie wasn’t popular, not by a long shot, but if one of his customers had a beef with him they’d have either used their fists or come to me.”

			“Retribution for Ned Bowman.” Moselby made it a statement, not a question.

			“Yep. You knew it had to happen sooner or later, but I didn’t expect,” he waved his arm at the destruction, “anything like this. I figured a beating, or maybe running him off the road one night.”

			“If they were drunk, or stoned, or both, shit coulda just gotten out of hand.”

			“I guess.” Jones stepped away from the corpse and motioned for two men to start packing it up. The fact that he’d never expected Hank and his boys to commit arson – and murder – didn’t assuage the guilt he felt for not keeping Eddie safe.

			“You want me to round them up for questioning?”

			“Yeah. And feel free to start without me.” Had it been anyone else turned into human charcoal, Jones would have insisted on being there to interrogate the suspects himself. But Sally Ryder was a dear friend.

			Which meant delivering the bad news in person.

			“I’ve got to tell Sally her boy is dead.”

			* * * 

			Carson Ryder was waiting for the school bus when Chief Jones pulled up. Although it wasn’t uncommon for the Chief to stop by and chat with their mother, Carson had never seen him come over so early in the morning. Or look so serious. Not even when they’d arrested Eddie for robbing that store.

			Remembering all the sirens he’d heard earlier in the morning, his stomach did a slow flip and his legs threatened to buckle as he watched Jones approach him.

			Oh, no. Oh, God, no.

			“Mornin’, Carson. You’d best come inside with me. I’ve got to talk with you and your mom.”

			Carson didn’t even ask why, just nodded. Although he’d never heard it in person, he’d watched enough police shows on TV to recognize the voice cops used when they had to tell people a family member had died. His whole body felt numb, and when he spoke his voice seemed to come from somewhere outside his body.

			“I’ll go get my mom.”

			Even after they were all seated in the living room, his mother looking frail and worn in a bathrobe that had once fit her but now was two sizes too big, Carson felt detached from the whole scene. Chief Jones fiddled nervously with his hat while he broke the news, his usually confident air replaced by a series of starts and stops as he spoke. Through the binoculars of shock, Carson watched his mother break down in hysterical tears, watched Jones get up and sit next to her, put his arm around her. Thoughts popped into Carson’s head in random, surreal fashion as he sat in his chair, frozen in place by the twin weights of fear and disbelief.

			Eddie’s dead. In a fire.

			We’re alone now.

			Eddie’s gone forever.

			The garage was burned down.

			Chief Jones is in love with my mother.

			What are we going to do?

			“Carson? Carson? Are you all right?”

			The low ringing in his ears, which he hadn’t even noticed until then, faded a bit as he looked up and saw Jones staring at him with a worried look. 

			“Yeah. Yeah, I’m okay. I…I have to…I’ll be right back.” 

			With no idea of where he was going, Carson ran down the hall and locked himself in the first room he came to, which happened to be the bathroom. Wedging himself between the tub and toilet, he sank to the floor. Only then, with his face buried in his hands, did his mind go blissfully blank and his own tears burst free.

			By the time he returned to the living room, Jones was gone and his mother was already on the phone, making funeral arrangements.

			Because Eddie’s dead.

			He waited until she hung up the phone and then sat down next to her on the couch. Neither of them said anything. They didn’t need to. 

			Instead, they just held each other and cried.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			“I’m fucking dead.”

			Eddie Ryder knew it, as sure as he knew his own name. How else to explain regaining consciousness surrounded by pure darkness? No light, no sound, no sense of touch. It was like floating in space, nothing but his mind and the vast emptiness of a starless galaxy.

			He had to be dead because no one could have survived the inferno he’d been trapped in. He wasn’t in a coma, or coming out of anesthesia, or plain old sleeping. He remembered everything, and because he remembered, he knew the truth.

			He’d failed. 

			He’d died, which meant he’d left his family behind, left them worse off than when he’d been alive. 

			Thoughts he hadn’t had time for during his struggle to escape the fire came rushing in. His mother. Carson. In the end, he’d done just what his father had done, even if it wasn’t a purposeful act like Big Eddie’s had been. He’d abandoned them.

			What will they do now? How will they survive?

			His mother was too sick to work. Carson was too young, and besides, he didn’t know a thing about running a garage.

			Asshole, there is no garage.

			That brought back the memory of the fiery objects crashing through the windows. The laughter he’d heard.

			It wasn’t an accident. Someone set that fire on purpose. They killed me. And he knew who they were. 

			The Hell Riders. 

			They stole me from my family. Forever.

			Sudden rage rose up, more powerful than anything he’d felt when alive, driving out the remorse, the guilt, the sorrow. A tidal wave of black fury, overwhelming all other thoughts.

			As if burned away by the heat of his vengeful wrath, a circle of white light appeared.

			Heaven? It didn’t seem likely, not with his track record. But something about it drew him. He found himself heading toward it without any sense of physical movement. Or maybe it was just growing larger. He had no way of telling, and he didn’t really care. He just wanted to see where it would lead.

			And it wasn’t like he had anything else to do with his time.

			Curiosity gave way to fury again when the circle expanded and an image appeared inside it. Like a window had opened, he found himself looking down at his own body.

			Charred to something resembling a centuries-old mummy, it shouldn’t have been identifiable, but Eddie was somehow able to see past the flaking, charcoal skin and exposed muscle and tendons, past the empty eye sockets and the stump of cartilage that had once been his nose. See through all the destruction and recognize himself.

			And as he did, a horrible thought came to him.

			That’s what my mother is going to see when she has to identify me at the morgue.

			That vision, even more than his dead corpse, stoked his anger to new heights. He tried to get closer to the body, filled with a seething desire to force his consciousness back into it, to become a living monster capable of exacting vengeance on the ones who’d killed him.

			He couldn’t do it.

			No matter how hard he tried, how much he focused all his will on re-entering his dead self, he couldn’t get any closer than hovering about six feet above it. He was still trying when two orderlies in blue scrubs entered the room and approached the table.

			“This one?” one of them asked, paying more attention to his phone than the corpse.

			The other one checked a chart. “Yeah. Eddie Ryder, DOA. Gee, no shit. Fuckin’ guy’s beef jerky. Stick him in locker ten.”

			Fuck you, scumbags! Have a little respect for the dead.

			Static crackled from the orderly’s phone and he jumped.

			Serves you right, asshole.

			Ignorant of the disembodied sentience floating over them, the two men wheeled the cart to a wall of storage lockers and slid the body none too gently into one. Then they left the room, the closing door cutting off their jokes about having barbeque for lunch.

			Bastards. Go ahead, laugh. I’ll put you on my list, right after those fuckers who did this to me.

			That reminded him. The Hell Riders. He had to find them, figure out some way to get them back for what they’d done.

			But how?

			He willed his consciousness to rise up. 

			Nothing.

			He tried again. No change. He was still sitting just below the ceiling, right above the door to his temporary crypt.

			Don’t tell me I’m stuck with my body forever. What’s the point of my spirit hanging around if I can’t fucking move?

			Once more, he tried pushing himself back up to the blackness he’d awoken to.

			Failure. Again.

			Goddammit!

			At his mental shout, the lights in the autopsy room flickered on and off before resuming their steady, greenish glow.

			Well, that’s something, at least.

			Let’s see what else I can do.

			* * * 

			Johnny Ray Jones leaned back in his chair and stared at the paperwork on his desk. For the first time in his twenty-odd years with the Hell Creek police force, including the past ten as Chief, he felt helpless.

			And he didn’t like it.

			Contrary to what most people thought, Chief of Police in Hell Creek wasn’t an easy job. The town might look like Mayberry’s long-lost twin to the casual eye, but he knew it for what it really was: a place where the real trouble hid below the surface, like a gator floating beneath the scum and algae of a pond, just waiting for the right moment to leap out and grab an unsuspecting victim. As one of the last outposts of actual civilization before entering the wilds of the Everglades, the unincorporated lands around Hell Creek were perfect places for drug dealers and smugglers to use as stepping stones for their trades. Over the years, he’d taken part in more than his fair share of busts, assisting various government and State Police task forces.

			Assisted? Ha. Sat around with my thumb up my ass is more like it, he thought, taking a sip of cold coffee and then tossing the cup of vile sludge into the trash. The Staties had no more use for local cops than the Feds did; both saw him and his men as uneducated gophers. Still, being part of the task forces looked good in the papers and sure as shit helped out at election time.

			He’d seen people shot, helped pull half-eaten corpses from the swamps, and cleaned up after drunken highway wrecks. He’d broken up more bar fights than he could count, and he’d had to identify more bodies of friends and family than any small-town lawman should have to.

			But through it all, he’d felt he was making a difference.

			Today was different. 

			Even if Moselby, who at that very moment was grilling Mouse Bates in the tiny storage area that doubled as the station’s interrogation room, got one or more of the Hell Riders to confess – which was highly unlikely – it still wouldn’t be good enough.

			Shit, even if we send all their dumb asses to jail, it won’t be good enough.

			Because it wouldn’t bring back Sally Ryder’s boy.

			Had it happened a couple of years earlier, he might have felt differently about the whole situation. Back then, Little Eddie was nothing more than a punk, hanging out with other punks, going nowhere fast. Sally was still healthy, and Jones had harbored hopes – slim hopes, but hopes nonetheless – that he might win her heart after she got over Big Eddie disappearing. Something he’d been waiting for ever since he chickened out on asking her for a date back in high school.

			Things had changed, though, when Sally took ill. She went downhill fast and there was no longer room in her life for anything except spending time with her boys and trying not to die. At the height of it all, Little Eddie’d gone and gotten himself in real trouble with that robbery. But just when Jones thought the kid would turn into a full-time criminal, Eddie’d turned his life around and actually got things on track. Went to work each day. Kept food on the table for the family. Became the man of the house. Most of all, got free of that damn gang and stayed out of trouble.

			And now this.

			Goddamn Hell Riders.

			No matter how hard he’d tried, he never felt as if he’d done enough to put an end to their troublemaking, never come down on them as hard as he’d wanted to, all the way back to when his own son had gotten involved with them. Did that make Eddie’s death his fault? Maybe a small part of it was. But he’d never imagined they’d amount to more than petty criminals, getting busted here and there for DWIs or dealing, possibly the occasional drunken robbery, like Eddie and Ned Bowman.

			Not arson. Or murder.

			Mostly they kept to themselves at the clubhouse they’d built way out in the swamps. Out of sight and out of mind, that was how he usually looked at it. Just like everyone else. Folks in Hell Creek preferred not to make a fuss unless it was absolutely necessary.

			Besides, a couple of the Hell Riders came from old town families, families who still had a lot of pull. The kind of pull that could cost an elected cop his job. Even if that cop happened to have a son who’d died as a result of their stupid antics.

			Was that my fault too? 

			Another question he’d asked himself for years. Jeff had been fifteen when he’d lost control of his bike, wacked out of his mind on coke and booze. 

			Could I have stopped it? 

			Logic said no. The kid had lived with his mother, out on the edge of town. She and Johnny Ray had never married, and although he’d tried his best to do right by Jeff and stay involved in his life, there’d never been any love lost between them. Their relationship had grown even worse after Johnny Ray married Angelina, although after Kellie was born Jeff had been pretty decent to her. Made sure to show up on birthdays and holidays to give her presents. She’d taken it hard when he died, and that had been a lot of the impetus for Johnny Ray increasing how much attention he paid to the Hell Riders.

			Increased, but never to the point where I ruffled feathers among the people who got me elected.

			Could I have done more?

			The answer was yes, of course. But would it have been enough to break up the Hell Riders?

			If I’d tried, I might have gotten the axe, and maybe not been around to help Eddie when he got in trouble. Of course, then he’d be alive now. In jail, but alive.

			“Shit.” Jones stood up, the taste of guilt and self-loathing even more bitter than the break room coffee. “I might as well make myself useful now.”

			So far, Moselby had only brought in three of the Hell Riders.

			Why should he have all the fun?

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Carson Ryder stared at his brother’s grave and reflected on how wrong it was to be burying someone on such a warm, sunny day. 

			It should be cold and rainy, like you see in movies. People standing around in long, black coats with umbrellas, not baking in the sun and sweating through their shirts as they toss their roses on the coffin and walk away. 

			Then, as it had so many times during the wake, the burial mass, and even the funeral itself, his mind circled back to the same thought.

			Why, Eddie? Why’d you have to be such a jerk? It isn’t fair! What are we going to do now?

			Carson knew it was selfish and wrong to think that way, that it wasn’t Eddie’s fault. Chief Jones had told them what happened. Eddie’d been the victim of a crime. But in Carson’s mind, it was Eddie’s fault. He was the one who’d gotten involved with that stupid gang in the first place. He was the one who snuck over to the garage every night, instead of staying home with his family. He was the one—

			The one who abandoned us. Who left us alone.

			Alone and broke. Can’t forget that last part. With the official verdict of arson on the records, the insurance company had already told them no claim would be paid out until the investigation was complete. Which could be weeks. In the meantime, they barely had enough money left in the bank to cover this month’s mortgage plus household expenses. After that they’d need public assistance to supplement his mother’s meager government check.

			The urge to kick over the assorted potted plants and sympathy wreaths ran through Carson so unexpectedly that his foot actually came several inches off the ground before he got control of himself. Even then, his legs and arms trembled as he fought to keep from running amok through the flowers, destroying everything he could get his hands on, a giant-sized temper tantrum that would leave him exhausted and crying but maybe, just maybe, satisfied.

			What stopped him was the realization that it was exactly what his brother would have done. Or his father. Flown into a mindless rage.

			I’m not like them. I’m not—

			“Carson, it’s time to go.”

			Carson took a deep breath before turning around. His mother, seated in her wheelchair, her face frighteningly skull-like behind the black veil she wore, waited a few yards down the path. Chief Jones, standing straight and tall behind her, looked super-official in his dress uniform with all the medals and ribbons. Carson knew the honor was more for his mother than for Eddie. Hell, the only other people who’d come to the funeral were his mother’s friends from town and a few patrons of St. Maria’s, the church she still attended whenever she could find the strength.

			Not a single person under the age of thirty-five.

			That alone showed how unpopular Eddie’d been.

			And me, too. None of my friends came.

			Not that he’d expected them to. It was a school day, after all, and how many parents were going to let their kids miss school to attend the funeral of a local delinquent? Carson was well aware that’s how the town still thought of Eddie. That much had been evident when only a couple of them showed up for the wake, staying just long enough to be polite before their parents ushered them out. The same parents who’d gossiped about what a loser Eddie was, while still bringing their cars to him for repairs.

			Of course, they didn’t have much choice. Unless you wanted to drive twenty miles to Homestead, it was either bring your car to Eddie or use Spencer’s Gas Station at the other end of town. And while Eddie might have a bad reputation, Carl Spencer hadn’t seen a sober day in thirty years. His gas was cheap, but he wasn’t the kind of person you wanted fixing your brakes.

			“Carson, we have to go. We have guests coming to the house.”

			Guests. A handful of people bearing casserole dishes and platitudes. Semi-false sympathies would be on everyone’s lips. They’d feel sorry for Sally Ryder’s grief, but no real sense of loss over the death of someone they secretly felt she was better off without.

			Carson they’d ignore completely.

			“Carson!” Not a shout, but enough emphasis on the word to let him know she was getting impatient.

			“Coming.” He dropped a final rose on the ground in front of Eddie’s casket and ground it into the sun-baked ground with one dress shoe.

			“Thanks a lot, bro. You really screwed us this time.”

			* * * 

			Eddie wanted to smash his non-existent head with his equally non-existent fists as he watched his brother walk away from the casket. The past three days had been hell for him. Whatever he was – soul, essence, ghost – he’d remained a prisoner to his dead body, dragged along as it was sliced, diced, sewn together again, driven to the funeral home, and locked away in the cheapest coffin available. No open-casket viewing, not when you looked like something dredged up from the bottom of a deep fryer. Then there’d been the wake, with his family weeping and his mother’s friends alternately offering condolences and gossiping. That had been a real joy to watch. Even worse was after they’d left, when he’d had to spend the night bored out of his skull staring at a dark room.

			He’d tried to repeat what had happened in the morgue, when he’d somehow managed to affect the electrical system. But no matter what he did, he couldn’t make anything happen. All his efforts got him was a headache, which totally didn’t make sense since he didn’t even have a fucking head to hurt.
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