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  FOREWORD


  



  When I was a little kid, I used to play Cowboys and Indians. There’s nothing s unusual about that; when you’re eight years old, there are few things cooler than a cowboy – and that was the problem. Everyone wanted to be a cowboy and nobody wanted to be an Indian. Even at such a tender age, we knew how the Western narrative went. The cowboys were brave and diligent, crack shots with a rifle or a revolver at a hundred paces. The Indians, though superior in numbers, couldn’t hope to match the cool, collected posse of badass gun-totin’ frontier warriors. Their job in the story was to run towards the cowboys, whooping and hollering, and to fall down when one of the cowboys pointed at them and shouted “BANG!”


  All that changed one day when, fed up of the short dash and the long rest that was the invariable lot of the make-believe Indian, one of my friends decided that a spell by the tribe’s medicine man had saved him from the sheriff’s bullet and brought him back from the dead. This was such a great idea that we all jumped at the chance to become a mindless, shambling Native American zombie and swarm towards the remaining cowboys. Their bullets no longer affected us and, though we hardly had the element of surprise we had the benefit of numbers and we knew what we wanted…braaaaiiiinnns!


  That was my first experience of the world of Westerns being blended with the world of horror, but not the last. There was that episode of The Twilight Zone, where Lee Marvin visited the grave of a man he had been tracking for four months only end up dead in the cemetery before the sun came up. There was the truly appalling Billy the Kid vs. Dracula, starring John Carradine as the King of the vampires and it’s companion piece Jesse James Meets Frankenstein’s Daughter, which managed to plumb even greater depths of ineptitude. On the flip-side of the coin, I had the excellent Guy Pearce vehicle, Ravenous, to entertain me with its take on the legend of the wendigo, not to mention Gallowwalker, featuring Wesley Snipes as a cursed gunman.


  Now, of course, I have this – the anthology that you hold in your trembling hands. Sixteen authors have contributed their stories of the Old West; stories that they have laced with horrors best told around the campfire or perhaps in a crowded saloon, but always in company. You don’t want to be alone with these tales.


  So what do you say we saddle up, partner and see what’s down the road a spell?


  



  Kevin G. Bufton


  Birkenhead


  June 2012


  


  THE ANGEL OF SOLITUDE


  A.R. Aston


  



  Bartholomew was tending his garden in the bright morning sky. The flowers were in bloom, kissed by the golden light that flooded from the sun that crested over the hills like a crown. Beyond the cliffs was a desert of grass and dust that seemed to trail off to the end of the world. In many ways, this dry ocean of scrubland was the end of the world; a frontier from which anything was possible.


  He looked up from the plant he gathered soil around and realised that a man was approaching from the steep hillside. His clothes were burnt, trailing from his naked body. Bartholomew rushed to the man’s side, yelling for his wife as he did so.


  “My god man, what happened to you? Where did you-” he began.


  He stopped when he realised the man had no face.


  The faceless thing looked to Bartholomew.


  “What…am I?” a perfect voice asked.


  Bartholomew fell to his knees. The sun shone through the translucent flesh of the being and its head was framed by the halo of the rising sun.


  “An angel…my God…an angel…” he whispered in awe.


  



  ***


  



  The rider’s prisoner was hog-tied and draped across the back of his horse like a satchel. The prisoner writhed and moaned, but the rider cared not. He rode the desolation with the same stoic disdain he had always maintained.


  “You should kill me lawman,” the prisoner said, his voice a shuddering gasp behind grey teeth. He spat as he spoke.


  The rider said nothing as the prisoner continued to buck upon the back of his great black charger. The horse trotted at an unhurried pace; goaded onwards with the occasional kick of a spur in its ebony flank.


  “You should kill me right now. As soon as you close your eyes, I’m going for your piece; I’ll put a bullet in you before I off myself you sonofabitch. I swear,” the prisoner growled, his voice edged with a pathetic desperation.


  For a moment, it seemed the rider would once more keep his silence. Instead he replied in a slow, measured voice.


  “You’ve barely even got one eye Buxtan. You can’t see for shit.”


  “I don’t need to see to shoot you. I can smell the reek o’whiskey on yer breath!”


  “You try to escape and I’ll shoot you…” the rider trailed off.


  “Yeah?” Mister Buxtan replied expectantly.


  “…in the foot. Then the other foot. Then both your thumbs. Then I’ll tie you back up and sling you back across this horse. One way or another, you’re making it alive back to that town. You’ll face a judge


  “I can’t go back there! I can’t see them again! Please, you hard-assed bastard! Shoot me here! The bounty is dead or alive, I’ve seen the posters! Just say I resisted! Plug me between the eyes!”


  “Eye,” he grunted, spitting from the saddle into the dry dirt of the trail.


  “What?”


  “I’d be plugging you between the eye. You’ve only got the one.”


  “Screw you Abel Keen! You’re the devil himself!” Buxtan snarled with unremitting hatred.


  “I could shoot you in the head, but I am not losing this bounty old man. That’s not my style; you’ll be meeting those that you wronged soon enough. Pray if you like, or keep cursing me. I don’t much care either way,” Keen almost cracked a smile.


  Buxtan simply groaned in utter misery. “You’ll wish you’d shot me out here,” Buxtan whimpered to himself.


  



  ***


  



  The evening air was as chill as a grave’s mouth; as cold as the day was hot and stifling. The dried shrubs and powdery sand whispered beneath the hooves of Keen’s horse. In the moonlight, the sand looked like frost.


  Keen pulled his furs closer, while Buxtan shuddered as the cold pierced his bones. The stars and the moon bathed everything in silver and white, but they could not disguise the warm glow of torchlight ahead, just beyond the next hill. This was too close to be the lights of the town.


  “Could be bandits; give me a gun lawman. I’ll have your back.”


  “Shut up.” Keen growled at his captive as he quietly reached for the holster beneath his fur cloak. He eased the hammer back, his intense eyes glowering beneath the brim of his black hat.


  It wasn’t bandits.


  Over the next rise, he saw a wagon, set on its side like a stranded turtle. The light came from oil lamps scattered across the ground like fallen stars. The tanned hide of the wagon’s top was shredded. The wagon’s guts were spilled in the dust; great tins of beans and molasses, jugs of strong drink and the various pickaxes and tools of a roaming homesteader, searching for a place to call their own.


  Keen’s face remained set in a mask of scowling indifference as he took in this strange sight. He brought his horse to a halt with a tug upon the reins, hopping down with his pistol in his left hand.


  “There aren’t any bodies,” he grunted, partially to himself. His bewilderment didn’t reach his features, but was clear in his gruff voice.


  Carefully, he walked through the fallen detritus of the destroyed wagon, picking through the ruins with the long barrel of his Smith and Wesson. The tangy scent of spent gun powder clung to the air. Keen spotted dozens of shotgun shells nestling in the mess, and whole packs of shells left unfired in their cartons inside the wagon. But there was no shotgun. What in the hell did that mean?


  It took him a while, but eventually he searched the whole wagon. Nothing of use.


  But then he noticed, not far down the road, there was illumination, but this time a shape moved in the shadows cast by the flickering flames. Keen grabbed the reins of his horse and led it onwards, walking ahead of his beast.


  “Don’t. Please Keen, I’m begging ya…” Buxtan whimpered, before his voice descended into violent sobbing.


  Keen rooted through his pack, sliding his Winchester discreetly from the folds of the cloth. His pistol was holstered, but his rifle would more than make up for it.


  He advanced slowly, his rifle raised to his shoulder warily. The sight before him gave him pause, for the second time that evening.


  A man stood, stripped of his breeches at the centre of a crudely drawn five pointed star, evidently etched into the grey soil with the butt of the double-barrelled shotgun the man held in one quivering hand. Gin had been poured into the pattern, and had been set alight, bathing the man in a flickering hell light. In the other hand, he clutched a mirror. The bald old lunatic was frantically peering around the shallow valley, using the mirror to look around instead of his naked eyes. The man’s few remaining clothes were torn, as if savaged by a cougar. Desperately, he turned on the spot, jumping at shadows that formed as the light danced against the stone rise behind him.


  “What you see lawman?” Buxtan called out.


  “Quiet!” growled Keen, before returning his attention to the deranged man before him. His voice softened fractionally as he approached.


  “Calm yourself old fella; what’s transpired here?” Keen called out in a clear voice.


  The man spun around, pointing the shotgun towards him. “No tricks! It doesn’t like the scourging fire! I copied the pattern from a book! They took the others to see it, but they wouldn’t touch me. Took their dead. They don’t like the light whatever they say. Must be quiet though; the light took their eyes!”


  The man was ranting like a loon, brandishing the shotgun like a sceptre as he spoke. The fool might blast a hole in his chest by accident if he wasn’t careful! Warily, Keen backed up from the armed man. He wasn’t sure if the old man could hit him from this distance, but he took cover behind a rock either way.


  “Put down the gun mister, and we can talk. Who took your friends?”


  “Sightless, but not demons! They’re like you and me, but something else... something worse,” he spat. “But they ain’t alone. It came out with them. Their faith feeds it but it is constrained. It is only what they say. It whispered to me; hungers for the faithless, it craves a new revelation!”


  “Whatever they were, whatever it was, they ain’t here anymore. Trust me friend. They’re gone. Now if you’d give me clear passage through this road, I-“


  “Blasphemy! A new idea to defile! The harvest of faith yields the realization of holy truth, to be sown again for their children!” the man howled in his mania, before the shotgun bucked in his hand. Keen ducked low as a chunk of stone exploded mere inches above him.


  “Don’t make me put a hole in you! Drop the shotgun; now!”


  Keen snapped off a warning shot. It pegged the mirror in the man’s hand, shattering it into gleaming pieces. The man threw up his shotgun and fired, sending Keen diving back behind his rock.


  Wide shot.


  Keen knew the man needed to reload now. He pumped the lever of his repeater. His next shot would put the madman down.


  A shadow passed across him, as if a cloud or a vulture had swept overhead and blotted out the moon, however briefly. He threw a glance skywards.


  Nothing. But he could hear a beat of wings; something powering itself across the heavens unbelievably fast. He looked back towards Buxtan. He was quiet as he sagged over Keen’s mount. Everything was quiet; not even the insects chirped.


  The old man too had been silenced. Keen suddenly leapt up from cover, his Winchester at his shoulder as he aimed towards the burning star.


  Blood.


  A pentagram scratched in the dirt, with a shotgun snapped in two by its side. Inside the pentagram, a smouldering wing tip lay where the old man had been before. Instinctively, he swept his rifle up towards the heavens, but whatever had swooped down and took the man had vanished.


  “How did negotiations go? Do we have the road?” Buxtan asked, spitting at Keen’s feet as the bounty hunter returned.


  “We have the road,” Keen replied, his eyes downcast.


  “You shot him is why I bet, you sonofabitch! You can’t take me to that town! I can’t go back.”


  Keen wasn’t listening. He mounted his horse after carefully replacing his rifle. His mind was consumed by the strange sight he had just witnessed. What was out there, waiting in the wilderness? What the hell was going on?


  Keen shook his head, eyes focusing on the distant cluster of lights on the black horizon that twinkled like a constellation of stars fallen to earth.


  They were finally where they needed to be; the town of Solitude.


  



  ***


  



  Solitude was an old town, by the standards of the western frontier. Prosperous when the gold was plentiful, and a dried up hole of a place after it was picked clean by greedy madmen. Around the dwindling wooden shops, saloons and churches of the town lay a dozen great mines. Their workers still picked at the cliff face for whatever they could find of worth.


  Preachers came, and homesteaders. Since Keen had known the town, it had grown and recovered some of its former vitality. The foot soldiers of the Good Book had made the town a pious refuge. Its bars had closed and the undesirables were rooted out for the most part. The damned friendly bastards didn’t even need a sheriff once the prayer groups had started up.


  Keen hated the place. It was so sterile, so ordered. Everyone had been so serene. If it hadn’t been for the bounty they had placed upon Buxtan’s head, he would have left the place along with the drunks and murderers, who felt more like kin than the strange men and women in their crisp pressed clothes and paper-thin smiles.


  If they paid well though, that might change his less than stellar opinion of them. Keen smirked inwardly, though this mirth never reached his hard-bitten face.


  As they neared the town, Buxtan began to wail and weep openly, desperately biting at his dry lips. Keen punched him in the kidneys without turning around.


  “Shut up or I swear I’ll gag you too,” he hissed.


  “You don’t understand. I had to kill her. It was the only way…”


  Keen punched him again until he stopped wriggling.


  “They’ll take your eye too…” Buxtan finally wheezed before he fell silent. Keen ignored him. Keen hadn’t had trouble the last time he came; he was always roping drifters and petty crooks for Solitude, and though they paid a pittance, they always paid. Catching a murderer, one of their own, would surely net him a far larger reward. Nothing Buxtan’s depraved mind could conjure up would stop Keen getting him into town.


  Men with miners’ lamps were waiting to greet them; a great half-circle of men wearing what looked like their Sunday best. Each of the men wore wide, friendly grins on their faces, as if they had smoked some soothing herb from the orient. Yet, even more strangely, they all wore dark, round eye glasses, that reflected the torch light.


  “Oh praise be! Our champion returns! And he brings back our wayward brother, alive no less! ‘Tis a glorious display of God’s favour! Praise be!” the leader of this group proclaimed in a clarion-clear voice, raising his hands above his head as he pontificated.


  “Yeah praise or whatever,” Keen replied in his deep voice, half-heartedly making the sign of the cross. “I’m just here for the reward. I’ll set him off at the court house for the judge. You can pay me after.”


  The men paused, as if considering Keen’s offer.


  “We can take him now,” one replied, a little too quickly.


  Keen frowned. “I’m doing this by the book, understand? I’ll take him to the court; make this official.”


  “We are doing it by the book also; by the only book man need abide by. The Good Book,” the Pastor (or preacher, Keen had no clue) retorted with a calm smile.


  Keen shook his head. “I’ll take him to the court house now then you can do whatever the hell you want with him, once everything is signed. Now make way you here?” Keen replied, in a voice which brooked no argument.


  Slowly, the men parted before his horse. As he trotted into town, the heads of the men turned to follow him.


  Throughout the altercation, Buxtan was utterly silent, as he tried desperately to make himself as small as possible.


  Keen’s horse walked slowly through the town, bathed in the artificial glow of oil lampposts and candlelight in doorways. Everywhere he looked, people stared from their houses like ghosts, small black glasses making them appear ghoulish in the half-light.


  As he moved through the eerie town, he spotted Solitude’s chapel, sitting upon a load hill, apart from the rest of the settlement. It was a small wooden building, painted glaring white, with a small bell tower rising at the front of the building. Yet, despite its size, it felt larger. It felt like the cresting peak of an iceberg, with the majority of the thing hidden deep below. It glowered, cyclopean in the moonlight. Keen turned away, back towards his destination. But Buxtan suddenly began to shiver.


  “It was real…oh God, it was real…” he whimpered, squeezing his remaining eye shut.


  The Court house jail was the only structure in the town made exclusively of brick, giving it a solid, dependable weight; almost reassuring amidst the strangely ethereal town. With a grunt, Keen hauled the thrashing form of Buxtan from the horse and dragged him up the steps into the jail.


  The man at the desk was another grinning simpleton like the others, and wore the same funny little glasses; perhaps a uniform of their freak show cult? Keen didn’t know, or particularly care.


  “Praise to the God and the Angel! You returned him to us! Bless you! Doctor Irvan! They brought the wayward one home!” the jailer called to another man, who sat on a chair in the lobby before the jailer’s desk. The doctor wore a white suit, with leather gloves and those same black glasses perched upon a hook-like nose. He also smiled, but it was a wry smile; less disturbingly earnest than his fellow cultists. Slowly, he folded his newspaper, and walked up to Abel Keen and his cowering prisoner, who sobbed and gasped in his restraints.


  Irvan sniffed, drawing the scent across his nostrils. He cocked his head to one side.


  “Are you a man of faith, Mister Keen?” he asked with a sibilant voice. Keen turned to glare at the man, his hand resting lightly on his hip, close to his pistol.


  “I do not see how it any of your business.”


  “So, a no?” the man nodded, grinning smugly.


  Keen stared into the impenetrable black glasses, seeing his own hateful scarred face glaring back at him in the reflection. Irvan turned to Buxtan, who avoided the Doctor’s scrutiny as best he could.


  “Welcome back Godfrey,” he said, nodding to Buxtan. The doctor turned and left, snatching his wide-brimmed hat from the hat stand on the way out.


  Keen relaxed his hand. “What in the hell was that about?”


  The jailer smiled dreamily, sighing. “Buxtan killed his wife.”


  



  ***


  



  Keen accompanied Buxtan to his cell, making sure he was sealed in by the jailer.


  “You can go now Keen. Your job is done.”


  Keen shook his head. “I’m staying here,” he stated bluntly, setting a stool down opposite Buxtan’s cell. The jailer’s smile faltered slightly.


  “Why? You fulfilled your purpose and brought him here. God-willing, justice shall be enacted upon him.”


  Keen sat down, setting his rifle across his lap. “God has nothing to do with it friend. Nothing. I saw your boys out there, greeting us with torches and a mob. I won’t have this man lynched. I’ll wait till I see a proper official; a judge, or a fed or something. Otherwise, you can kindly fuck off with your talk of God’s will. I follow the laws of man, not the laws of God. I shall sit right here till morning thank you.”


  The jailer’s false smile returned. “Of course, of course. Sleep well then bounty hunter. You shall receive your reward at daybreak. God be with you.”


  Keen just shrugged as the man left the room. As he left, Keen rose from his seat, to check all the drawers and cabinets nearby.


  “This is a dry town now mister Keen. Any liquor they had they locked up in the saloon after they boarded the place up. You’ll not find a drop in here,” Buxtan called out from his cell.


  The prisoner sat upon the floor, his hands on his knees. Tears had dried on his cheeks, and now his face seemed set in a bitter countenance.


  Keen muttered something in reply, before he rummaged in his jacket pockets. Minutes later, he produced a hip flask of bourbon and took a swig, before tossing the almost-empty flask to Buxtan, who quietly tried to coax the last few drops out of the container with an outstretched tongue.


  “You killed Irvan’s wife then?” Keen asked, sitting back down upon the stool.


  “I did. But it wasn’t like what you think it was.”


  “Oh? Then how was it?” Keen asked in his usual gruff, faintly disinterested tone.


  “I thought you didn’t want to hear my sob story? You beat me ragged when I tried it the first time we met,” Buxtan replied. His tone had lost its pleading tone now. It seemed as if something had changed in his mind once he had reached Solitude. It was either despair or acceptance, Keen couldn’t tell.


  “I’ve got you to jail now. I didn’t want to hear your stories when I had you hogtied; you’d have said anything to get me to let you go…or blow your head off. Now, you’ve got nowhere to go. I may as well listen now,” Keen replied levelly. He’d hear the man’s story, because Abel suspected those who had set the bounty on Buxtan’s head were devious little bastards. Keen firmly believed in finding out all he could about those who sought to screw him out of his money.


  “’Spose that makes sense,” Buxtan conceded warily. “I had to kill her. It was me or her. I was a ranch hand on the old Northallen ranch. Cattle had been going missing and shit like that, so they sent me down here to ask around; find out if any bandits or rustlers had sold them cattle on the sly.”


  “Aren’t you a little old to be a ranch hand?” frowned Keen, as he lazily checked his rifle.


  “Not many avenues of advancement opened up to me, mister Keen. But that isn’t the point. You have to listen to me!” Buxtan was frantic again, his eyes darting around, as if the walls themselves might reach out and shred his skin. “I met the doctor and his wife. They were decent to me…at first. They gave me food and a place to stay for the night. Then they asked if I was religious. Now of course I said yes; the whole town is full of this ‘Blessed of Bartholomew’ bible-thumping bunch. That’s when it started.


  “They put something in the food to stop my feet working properly, and stoppered-up my mouth with gauze; calm every step of the way. The doctor didn’t even flinch when he took out my eye. They took my eye Abel! I thrashed and moaned like a horse in a snare, but they didn’t care. They said ‘To take your sight is the greatest demonstration of faith. Trust in the Lord’s messenger to be your guide’. That’s why they wear the glasses. They gave their eyes to it…to the messenger…”


  The jail’s window grates had no glass in them, and the evening wind was unopposed as it whistled and whispered between the narrow metal bars like the insidious chorus of a dead world. The transit of clouds obscured the silvered moonlight sporadically, in eerie tribute to the vulture’s shadow Keen had encountered earlier that evening. Without thinking, his fingers tightened around his rifle’s grip.


  “They said the messenger was an angel, but its eyes were made only to witness the glory of God’s High Kingdom, not this lowborn dungeon of flesh. So it needed eyes to see our world and judge its people. Many eyes, so many eyes. The doctor set off for the church with his prize, and his wife was set to take my other peeper. But I had faked being lame; playing up my helplessness to lure her in. When she came at me with a switchblade, I had the measure of her. I slit her fucking throat Keen, and I’d do it again in a second! But even when I killed her, she couldn’t stop smiling!” Buxtan hissed furiously.


  Keen said nothing, but kept his eyes on the one door into the cell block, the flickering of an oil lamp the only light in the adjoining room.


  “I ran. I didn’t even have my pants, but I didn’t care. I didn’t dare go back to look for my things. Not when I could still see…things.”


  “Things?” Keen asked flatly, momentarily distracted by a cloud that swept past the window, followed by the loud stamping of the jailer down the hall.


  “Wings and candles. It was like I was a part of…something. Something which wasn’t human. The muscles didn’t cling to the bones right, and the things I saw it do. Peeling a man’s head like a soft peach, wittering some kind of freak’s tongue as it did it. Drinking bones and taking faces. I never saw the whole beast, just the shadows it threw against the back wall. It was like I was there, looking out through my stolen eye. It was always surrounded with these eyeless heathens, falling over themselves to earn its praise and feed it sacrifices. But this thing…this thing doesn’t think like a person. Not even a little bit.”


  Keen stood up, shaking his head, pacing before the cell. “Buxtan, you’re full of horseshit. I’ve been to this town plenty of times. They may love God s’much as they fear him, but I’ve never seen nor heard a hair of what you’re spewing.”


  Buxtan threw himself at the bars, reaching out to Abel like a drowning man desperate for a hand.


  “Keen, don’t you go doubting now! I see you! You aren’t sure anymore. I can tell. I didn’t think anything of it either at first. They were just dreams; I thought I was just shook up by their torturing of me. But as you brought me closer, the visions came back. Waking visions. I can see it clearly now, squatting in its den. When they take the eyes, it must... I don’t know. You look at their eyes! I swear to you, you’ll see; empty worm-burrows!”


  Keen struck the bars, sending Buxtan sliding across the cell. Keen almost reached the door, before turning back. “I said I’d listen. I listened. But I ain’t fighting this fight for you. I do not make the law, I just-”


  “Keen!” Buxtan interrupted with a yelp.


  The jailer burst through the door, a pistol in hand. Instinct took over. Keen threw his whole weight against the door, slamming the door on the jailer. A crunch, as the thick door cracked bone.


  The pistol boomed twice as the grinning loon struggled against him. Bullets struck metal and ricocheted, showering the cowering Buxtan with sparks. Keen turned to smash his rifle butt across the jailer’s knuckles. The pistol clattered to the floor, but the cultist barged his way in, flinging Keen backwards.


  Before he could get a shot off with his rifle, the jailer grappled with him, desperately trying to wrestle the gun from his grip. It was too close to punch. Knees and heads clashed as the two men rolled around on the floor. Eventually, Keen managed to wrangle himself into a position straddling the thrashing psychopath. Keen worked the lever on the Winchester to reload, but as the loaded bullet was ejected, he rammed the rifle downwards, impaling the jailer through the throat with the lever.


  The man made a strangled, gargling noise as blood gushed from his mouth and throat, coating Keen’s leather gloves with sticky gore. But the man was not dead. He threw Keen off of him, as a man might cast aside a child. His strength unnerved Keen; such raw power was unusual in even a healthy man, let alone one not long for this earth. The jailer rose to his feet unsteadily, desperately tugging at the rifle lodged in his trachea as he brandished a wicked looking blade in his other hand. As he did, the weapon discharged again and again, firing randomly around the room. Soon smoke and shattered lamp-glass was everywhere.


  Keen took up the jailer’s fallen colt, rolling aside as his foe stabbed at him. Abel threw his stool at the man, smashing his rifle free, but the blow sent it flying into the next room.


  Keen faced down the madman. Both were standing at opposite sides of the room. The jailer still blocked his path, grinning through a stream of blood which should have killed him. His glasses had fallen away. Beyond their darkened glass there were no eyes. They were not even sockets. The holes that remained were puckered and crusted, cracked like the skin of a reptile. The corpulent man’s fine clothes were now tainted with blood, and he still wielded a blade which was somewhere between a knife and a blasted scimitar. The man looked like a vision of hell as he advanced upon Keen.


  Keen had his Smith and Wesson in one hand, the colt in the other. Each shot was a blow to the body that ripped veritable chunks from the massive psychopath. Eventually, he toppled to his knees. Abel jabbed the barrel of the colt into one of the festering holes in the man’s head and blew his brains out. The lifeless hulk slumped to the floor silently.


  There was quiet for a moment; only the coughing of Buxtan and the slow panting of Keen broke the almost physical silence. Buxtan was the first to speak.


  “I told you s-”


  “I will shoot you if you finish that sentence,” Keen replied ominously. Rooting around on the jailer’s corpse, Keen fished out a loop of keys, and threw them into the cell. Buxtan silently took them, and began trying each key to see which would free him.


  “Why…why do you call it an angel?” Keen asked.


  “Because it looks like one,” Buxtan replied breathlessly, not looking up from his work.


  Keen shook his head. “But I thought angels were blond waifs with harps and such nonsense. Eyes on wings? Blinding folk? I don’t get it,” Keen asked, his voice honestly confused.


  Buxtan looked up. “You haven’t read the bible have you Mister Keen? Not of your own volition have you?”


  Keen just looked at him.


  “There is a good reason why them angels in the good book yell ‘Fear not’ when they come a calling,” Buxtan said darkly, as the cell swung open. “My advice? Don’t be there when they wake it up again…”


  Keen grabbed Buxtan’s arm as he made to leave. “What are you doing? We have to get out of here,” the former prisoner pleaded.


  The bounty hunter ran a hand through his beard, before replacing his hat upon his balding head. “Not yet. Not…yet,” Keen replied ominously.


  Buxtan’s eye widened. Keen was putting on a solid, grim visage, but he could feel the tremor in his grip. The bounty hunter was terrified and confused. Before Buxtan could protest, Keen hauled him off.


  



  ***


  



  Irvan prowled back towards the jail. His hollow sockets took in no light, but he needed no petty vision to see. He had something greater now. The doors were locked shut, but they were no obstacle; Irvan pounded the doorframe to splinters, before ripping away the panels. He cocked his revolver silently as he drew it from its leather holster at his side.


  “Pastor Bartholomew has been informed of your stubbornness, friends old and new. He’ll be coming.” He called out in the gloom of the jail; every lamp had been extinguished, but again, this meant nothing to the prowler. He searched the place slowly, almost on all fours like a hound as he sniffed and licked at the air. “Do not worry. Once your sight is gone, we can fill you up with something far better. Won’t that be nice?”


  There was a flash in the darkness and Irvan’s head snapped back; a single, neat bullet hole between his sockets dribbled with blood; blood which began to fizz and froth with black foam. Irvan squealed, firing into the darkness frantically, even as his head began to collapse in upon itself; the alien blood consuming his frail human flesh like a necrotising phage. Finally, he collapsed into a molten heap of formless, mewling man-parts, gurgling and wailing pathetically as it finally died.


  “Are you sure this is the work of a damn angel?” Keen cursed, as he stepped over the mess and out into the town.


  Thankfully, Keen’s horse yet lived and the bounty hunter silently whispered in the beast’s ear as Buxtan followed him out into the town.


  The houses were empty. The townspeople had abandoned their homes in a single great mass; Keen could see their tracks in the dirt track that served as a road through Solitude.


  “Where are they going? The church?” Keen asked.


  Buxtan closed his remaining eye. “No…no, somewhere…under it. I can feel it moving. It is waking Keen! Its eyes are open!”


  Keen breathed slowly. His hand was quivering as it gripped his gore-slicked Winchester. “Get on the horse Buxtan.”


  The one-eyed man was stubborn and followed Keen, as he marched over to the saloon, which stood alone in the town, boarded up like a derelict’s house. “They keep their alcohol here?” Keen asked, as he began to rip away planks from the bar’s doors.


  “Now ain’t the time for drinking yourself into a stupor Abel! We have to leave! They’re waking it Keen; feeding it notions and prayers and Lord knows what!”


  Keen shrugged, as he began to rummage through the dusty barrels that sat stacked on the bar room floor, rolling them out one by one. “This isn’t for my consumption, mister Buxtan,” Keen corrected his temporary ally. “I intend to burn this town to the ground, and burn out whatever rot has taken hold!”


  Buxtan shook his head, shivering. “No good can come of this. Please, we can go now...”


  “Not on my horse you ain’t. Not till this is done,” Keen interjected harshly. Buxtan swallowed, eyeing the abandoned town with a fearful gaze; any moment, he expected one of the eyeless loons to gut him with their wicked knives, or finish the job of blinding him.


  Yet, there was no one. Bartholomew had evidently summoned all his faithful to the angelic messenger’s side. With the town deserted, it was a simple task for Keen to roll barrels through every door he could find. Once inside, he used whatever heavy tools he had to hand to smash the barrels open, spilling thick, pungent liquor across the floorboards and flammables of the cult’s dwellings. Finally, he tossed in whiskey bottles stoppered with burning rags to complete his grim task. Keen was methodical. He was thorough, and he was merciless.


  The fire took quickly, roaring as it flashed between buildings like some great fiery wyrm. The barrels spilled their flammable contents like blood, easily spreading the building inferno from building to building. The furnace heat burst from windows, each shattered pane going off like a firecracker on a pyre. Keen watched the place burn around him, his stern features splitting into a smile.


  “Now we go…” he nodded to himself.


  But as he turned around, the air was split by a far keener cry that overshadowed the crackle and hiss of the spreading fire. Louder than a thunder clap, the cry forced Keen to one knee; he screamed in pain. It was like the braying of a horse, merged with the hideous cries of a burning man.


  Keen’s horse reared in bestial terror.


  “I have to Keen! I have to!” screamed Buxtan. The one-eyed fiend lurched for his black charger, hauling himself up onto the beast. The outlaw grabbed the horse’s reins, wrestling with the bucking animal as the flames writhed on the breeze, spitting embers into the cold night’s sky.


  A shadow; brief amidst the dancing light of Solitude’s inferno, swept over them for a moment.


  “You aren’t taking the horse! Buxtan you ol’ coward! Get here!” Keen bellowed, drawing his repeater to his shoulder. Buxtan was weeping openly, shaking his head as he turned the horse away from Keen.


  “They’ve let it out now. I can see it now. Sorry Keen!” he wailed before digging the stirrups into the beast’s flanks.


  But Buxtan and his stolen horse did not get far. It descended through the gathering clouds of smoke like a falling stone, billowing with ash and steam. The horse buckled and burst like a pigskin of water as it struck. Buxtan shrieked, but was soon lost amidst the confusion of talons and screeching. It was as if a choir of songbirds were burning in oil, flinging their charcoal feathers in all directions as they screamed their last, agonised ballads.


  Keen staggered backwards, his rifle falling from his hands as he fell to the floor in shock.


  It was massive, but it moved so fast, with jerking motions of a bird. He could not see the creature through the profusion of its many wings, which folded and flapped about its form like some demented funeral shroud. It was true. It was all true. He saw the blinking of its many eyes, set into its festering wings; jewels in a crown of feathers and thorns.


  Keen rose to his feet. He could not look away from this creature. He watched as its long limbs raised Buxtan overhead. He watched it peel him like an orange, even as he still lived. His screaming turned a wet, guttural thing, as his flesh looped about the bony talons of the angel of Solitude. Slowly, its many wings unfurled, revealing the awful thing beneath.


  Keen’s eyes welled with bitter tears, as his hard lips quivered like a child. Bones and flesh were fused in unnatural ways, undulating and oozing as the thing breathe din the life of Buxtan. Faces and beaks duelled for prominence on its hunched, eyeless head, cawing and moaning in perfect harmony. As he looked, he saw the truth of the fiend. He recognised the flesh which made the creature. Nothing angelic, nothing profane. It was meat; sculpted, twisted meat, built and shaped by sick imaginations, but meat all the same. He drew his pistol.


  Before he could fire, the blind cultists surged towards him, grasping his hands and shoulders, dragging him to his knees with a flurry of desperate strikes. The Pastor’s voice whispered close to Keen’s ear. “Isn’t it beautiful? We made Him beautiful.”


  The beast tossed aside the whimpering, skinless form of Buxtan, standing tall upon many legs, casting a great shadow over the bounty hunter and his captors.


  “You made…that? I know those parts…oh no…oh, Jesus, no…!” Keen muttered in mounting despair.


  There were faces, stitched into the coiling hide of the creature, alongside the vulture wings and curving talons and beaks. He knew the faces, from posters pinned to the sheriff’s office. Pickpockets and delinquents he had brought to justice…to…Solitude. He couldn’t look at the sagging grey portraits that now assailed him. He had been complicit.


  “It read our books, and took the Lord’s words, straight from the good book and made them real. It filled us with divine light, and it taught us how to make angel flesh. Glorious is His divine messenger! As he is the Lord, and the Son was of us, so look upon the Spirit clothed in flesh!” Bartholomew panted ecstatically. “But the key was you. It breathed its delicious words into my mind as I dreamed. It said ‘bring me a base thing; a faithless dolt, so that I may know him and be reborn.’ Are its words not wondrous?” Bartholomew purred. Keen was certain no answer he gave would matter, so he simply spat at his captor hatefully.


  Keen continued to shout and curse incoherently as the vile patchwork monster advanced upon him. The monster’s jaws were opening; so many folding joints and mandibles. Slavering maws filled with broken teeth.


  “What the fuck are you?” he screamed, trying to affect a defiant sneer of disgust.


  To his surprise, the fiend also paused. Bartholomew’s grip slackened in similar surprise.


  “What…am…I…? Tell me…” the thing’s many voices hissed as one.


  “Ignore the heathen! You are an ang-” Bartholomew began. Keen interrupted him with an elbow to the throat, sending the Pastor gagging into the dirt.


  “You’re no angel! You’re a monster; a killer! And I brought them to you…I’m as much a killer as you’ll ever be, you sonofabitch!” Keen screamed in its formless face.


  It plunged a talon through Keen’s shoulder, snatching him painfully from the cultists’ grip, before flinging him to the ground. His body slumped to the ground, showering the creature with gore as his bowels were opened as the beast savaged him.


  “A killer…as much a killer as you…” it seemed to speak to itself, its oily voice rasping from too many mouths.


  Bartholomew and his men backed away from their angel, as it raised its talons against them. A vast, six-winged shadow loomed over the cowering cultists.


  They finally stopped smiling then


  



  ***


  



  When Mormon settlers passed through Solitude on the road to their Salt Lake, they found a town burnt to ashes. The inhabitants of the town must have been slaughtered by some Indian band, who took their eyes as trophies, while some bodies were too severely butchered to identify as people at all.


  There was one survivor, who they picked up miles down the road. There wasn’t a shred of clothes on his body and he was dirty as a vagrant, covered in soot and blood, with ugly wounds all over his ruined body. He could barely stand without the aid of the burliest of the settlers. One of the older men of the caravan recognised the man’s face from the papers; a Mister Abel Keen. Apparently he’d been a bit of a legend in the wild taverns of the west. Nevertheless, they took him in. Despite his dread reputation, his mind was clearly broken. He spoke little, and seemed to stare at the sky in mute bewilderment.


  “It’s okay now, we’ll look after you,” one man said kindly, draping a blanket over Keen’s scarred shoulders.


  “Am I a killer now…?” was all the mad man could muster by way of a slurred response. “What am I now?”


  



  



  


  MEDICINE MAN


  Lisamarie Lamb


  



  Quan was tired. It was late afternoon and he had been performing healing ceremonies all day, on little sleep. Cures for headaches, for cuts and grazes, for insomnia. He had even been asked to help a young man who feared he had been cursed by the mountain witch since he could no longer shoot an arrow straight and true.


  There had been three births during the night, and he had been needed there too. Not in the tipi, no men were allowed in there during a birth, not even the medicine man, but outside, giving advice through the tent flaps, helping the mothers to breathe, to focus and having the honour of naming each child as it came into the world.


  He named all the children.


  And now, his healing done for the day, he had found the time to heal himself in the noisy peace of the town’s saloon. He sipped his fourth whiskey and licked his lips and watched the locals fighting over cards.


  It was always the same in this place and that is why he liked it – one of the reasons he liked it. Another reason was Miss Pearl who owned the bar and who worked there most nights, when she wasn’t working upstairs as a madam. She was there now, dealing with a cowboy who thought himself better than he was and who couldn’t hold his drink.


  “Well now, it’s you again.” Miss Pearl didn’t smile. She didn’t frown. She just stood with her hands on her hips and her ringlets bouncing on her shoulders. “Didn’t I tell you last time you weren’t welcome here no more?”


  The cowboy slumped onto a barstool and grinned drunkenly. He slipped, catching his chin on the thick, beer soaked, mahogany bar, cutting his lip on his own tooth. He didn’t seem to notice, and hauled himself up again, never taking his eyes from Miss Pearl’s chest. “Aw, come on now, darlin’. Just one little drink, that’s all I’m asking.” The drunk jabbed a calloused finger toward Quan and sneered. “And you’re serving this here injun, so you’ve got to serve a white boy like me.” Then he laughed, snorted, gave Quan the slightest of scowls.


  Quan ran his hand over his long, grey hair, tugging at the braids. He rubbed at his scalp where it parted perfectly in the middle, the red clay he used to decorate the skin coming off on his hands. He was suddenly self conscious, the only Native American in the saloon. It wasn’t normally a problem, his tribe was good for trade, good for money, so he was generally left alone.


  But every now and then…


  Quan turned to the man. “Now, kwitap, I may be an injun, but I am not deaf.” He smiled sweetly. “And I am a medicine man. So unless you are looking to be cursed, I would do what the good lady says and get out of here. Now.”


  “What did you call me, Co-manch?” The cowboy slid from his stool and took six paces, unsteady, intoxicated paces, so that he was standing face to face with Quan. “Cos you know I don’t speak no voodoo.”


  Quan smiled, feeling a little light headed himself, feeling brave with it. Feeling powerful. “There’s no need for you to worry, gunsel, it’s just a word. Just a word like rustler is just a word.”


  The cowboy’s face turned puce. His fingers clicked across the gun that sat hitched in a holster on his scarred old belt. The saloon was silent now. Quan had taken one step over the line that shouldn’t be crossed, but it was too late to backtrack now. He had to just keep going and damn the consequences.


  “What the hell did you say?” The words came out straight and sharp, with no hint of liquor behind them now.


  Quan knocked back his whiskey, glanced at the gun, and winked. “Why, you’re not afraid of a few little words, are you?” Under his breath, Quan began to mutter strange incantations. He was panicking just slightly, tipping back and forth between thinking he was about to die and thinking he might just get out of the saloon without starting a brawl and him shot to hell in the middle of it. The words were oddments, some Comanche, some Dutch, some completely made up on the spot. It didn’t matter. What mattered was making the cowboy piss his pants.


  “Are you cursing me? Are you cursing me, redskin? Is that what you’re doing?” The cowboy’s voice had risen an octave or so, and he peered around the room, wide-eyed, to make sure everyone knew what was happening. “Because if you are-”


  The drunk reached for his gun, drew it and never finished his sentence. The swing door of the saloon burst open and six Comanche entered. They were sweating, the day’s late sun still hot on their backs. And the cowboy shrieked and fell to the floor, his hands on his head. “Don’t hurt me, I’m sorry! Just don’t hurt me!”


  The Comanche ignored him. It was Quan they were looking for. The rest of the saloon went back to their drinking and their card games, and the sobbing cowboy stayed where he was, too afraid to move.


  “Quan, you must come back to the reservation. We need a healer.”


  Quan recognised grief and shock in that voice. But he was so tired. And he was a little drunk. He couldn’t heal anyone like this. He tried to calm the man who had spoken. “Come now, Ahdoche, what can be the matter?”


  There were tears on the other man’s face. And tears on this man’s face meant trouble. He was the war chief, and as such was a revered and important member of the tribe. And he never, ever cried.


  “It’s Nocona. My Nocona. He is hurt. He fell from his horse and was crushed by the hooves. Please, Quan, he needs you. I need you. Please.”


  A child then. That made a difference. That made all the difference. A child was a gift to the Comanche – precious, perfect, poised to become the elders, to take the tribe onwards towards paradise. And this one, Nocona, the war chief’s youngest son, was particularly special.


  Everyone knew it.


  Everyone loved him.


  He would be something. Or he would be if he survived.


  So he had to survive.


  “Please, Quan, hurry. He is dying.”


  The heavy lidded brown eyes that pleaded with the medicine man were full and the tears were ready to come again, no matter who saw it or what they thought.


  With a final guilty look back at the bar, at the empty shot glass, at Miss Pearl who knew everything but said nothing, Quan nodded quickly and ushered the group of Comanche out of the door. He put a comforting – he hoped – arm around Ahdoche’s broad shoulders, and felt the fear and the grief that were fighting within the man’s body and mind….in his soul.


  Quan mounted his horse feeling queasy. He hadn’t expected to have to ride, and had planned a leisurely walk back to the reservation, his horse following behind, if he even remembered he had one. But now, now that time was of the upmost importance, he had to move quickly. The dusty dusky scenery passed by with a dizzying, nauseating speed, and Quan was grateful when he could finally leap from the animal. He stumbled as he landed in the sand, but the rest of the group had already run onwards, and they did not notice.


  “Over here! Hurry!” Ahdoche yelled out to the medicine man, and then knelt on the ground by a little bundle, something wrapped in blankets that had been placed by a small fire. The flames were crackling and smoking, and the bundle was completely still.


  Quan jogged, his head already full of an ache that he would have to wait to soothe. He knelt next to Ahdoche and pulled back the blanket.


  Nocona.


  A tiny boy, the runt of a large litter, Quan remembered his birth, his naming ceremony. He remembered last week when the child had come running to him, scared after his elder sister had told him the story of the Pia Mupitsi – the Big Cannibal Owl – and how it was on its way to eat him.


  Nocona had come to him, to Quan, and not his father. The war chief would have laughed, and told the boy not to be silly, not to believe his sister’s scary stories. And that was fine, only, as Nocona knew, they weren’t just silly, scary stories at all. They were true. So he had come to Quan because the medicine man never laughed at him, never told him that the legends were made up simply to terrify naughty children.


  Quan told him the truth. Quan told him the real stories behind the myths.


  Now Quan looked down at the broken body of the boy, bruised, bloody, trampled by a heavy horse and yet still trying to live. He took a deep breath and looked away as he exhaled so that no one smelled the liquor. “He needs to be inside, in the healing tipi. Let me take him, and I will see what I can do.”


  Ahdoche reached out and took Quan’s hand, looked him directly in his eyes. “Oh, thank you. Thank you.”


  Quan took his hand back and put it against Nocona’s chill forehead. “Don’t thank me yet, Ahdoche. I cannot promise anything.”


  But Ahdoche chose not to hear the warning. Instead he smiled, an uneasy, unsure sort of smile, and nodded. “Thank you.”


  Quan lifted the dying boy as carefully as he could, but despite his gentleness he still heard bones snapping. Was that Nocona’s back? His neck? He gritted his teeth against the sound and walked away from the growing crowd. He needed space. He needed a mug of coffee. He needed some air.


  Instead of getting anything that he needed, Quan entered the small, close healing tipi. It was dark inside and once he had placed Nocona on the mat laid out on the sandy floor there was only room enough for Quan to sit cross-legged next to him and whisper prayers and incantations.


  Even though he knew, now, that it was no good.


  On the short journey from the fireside to the tipi, Nocona had died. Now Quan could only send up pleas to the gods to look after the little spirit, for his shadow soul to rest quietly with his body in eternal sleep, and for his free soul to wander happily in the after life.


  Quan waited for as long as he could, as long as seemed appropriate. So that it seemed that he had done something, that he had tried at least. And then he left the tipi alone to find Ahdoche.


  The man crumpled when Quan told him that his son had died. The big war chief sobbed and would not be comforted. “Did you do everything?” he asked, his voice hitching, disappearing, coming back weakly. “Did you?”


  “Of course I did. Of course. But poor little Nocona… his injuries were so great, he was so badly hurt, there was no saving him.” Quan felt his palms spring with sweat. Had he done everything? Could he have been quicker? Or could he perhaps, had he not been drunk, have thought of something more, a different healing, an alternative prayer? “Of course I did.”


  “I don’t know what to do now.” Ahdoche was lost. He sat, the firelight flickering on his normally strong face, and looked around him. The tribe had formed a circle of grief, all of them already missing the little boy who had been such a life force. Once.


  “You should pray. Ask the spirits to help you now. I will speak to the women,” said Quan. “They will prepare the body. And then tomorrow a rider can take him into the mountains. I have already asked for safe and happy passage for his souls.”


  “Thank you, Quan.” This time the thanks was ragged and hopeless.


  Quan slept little that night. His remorse kept him awake, kept him thinking and thinking.


  In the morning, with the tiny body cleaned and wrapped in a newly weaved blanket, Ahdoche lifted it lovingly, kissed it, buried his face in the little patch of hair that was showing, and placed it on a horse behind a volunteer rider. The grieving father stepped back, running his hand along the body until he lost contact. “Take him safely,” he instructed the rider. “Look after him.”


  And then the body, the rider, and the horse were gone, kicking up dust in their wake.


  Up in the mountains, it was cold and bright. The rider dismounted when his horse began to have trouble climbing and he led it onwards, clicking his tongue and easing the animal through cracks and crevices.


  He knew where he was heading. It was where he always took the bodies. It was cool and safe, unseen and unheard and unknown to all but him. He had been the death rider ever since he could carry a body, ever since he had lost his father in a hunt and had volunteered to take him up. Now he always did it. It wasn’t that he enjoyed it exactly, but he did feel at peace with it. The dead held no fear for him.


  He just hoped that when it was his time there would be someone to take his body and shadow soul up to rest in peace.


  The cave had been created by two enormous rocks that had fallen against one another, leaving just a small opening and then darkness beyond it. The rider stepped inside, Nocona’s body light in his arms. When the darkness had calmed and he could see, the man stepped forward and found a clear space amidst the bones on his tribes people. And there he left Nocona to sleep forever.


  The tribe was ready for him when he returned. Ahdoche waited patiently as he drew closer, waited for confirmation that Nocona’s remains were safe, and then he let out a mighty wail, signalling to the others that they could now perform the grieving ceremony.


  Everything that the little boy had owned – everything he had loved and cherished during his short life – was placed on a bonfire and burned to ashes. Ahdoche took a hunting knife and slashed at his arms, letting the blood drip onto the flames. And then he danced around the fire, singing, weeping openly.


  It was done.


  Spent, the group drifted away to try and think of something else, to get on with things.


  Only Quan was left by the smouldering ruins. He had spoken little since the boy’s body had been ridden away that morning. He hadn’t eaten. He had barely had anything to drink. The guilt of what he had done, and what he hadn’t done, was crushing him. He could feel it standing on his chest. He could feel his heart grow sharp claws and try to slice its way out of him.


  And he had seen something. When the rider had returned, had rounded the corner and come back into the reservation, Quan had noticed something behind him. An owl. In daylight. A small owl, a small, dirty owl. It fluttered around the dusty trail that the horse left, swooping in and out of the sandy clouds.


  If it hadn’t been for the memory of Nocona’s fear of the Big Cannibal Owl, Quan might not have thought too much of it. A strange anomaly, nothing more, just an owl out in the daylight. It happened. But he couldn’t forget the look in the little boy’s eyes when he talked about the Pia Mupitsi. Fear and awe. Terror and fascination.


  “So,” he had said, “The Owl was a man whose free soul wouldn’t rest?”


  “That’s right.” Quan had patted the boy on the head, glad he had assuaged some of the fear at least. “So the free soul became a monster, and it vowed to avenge his death which had happened too soon. It took the children of those who it thought had caused its body’s demise.”


  Nocona had seemed to understand. But as he stood to leave, he had asked one last question; “But what if no one was really to blame? What then?”


  And Quan had had no answer to that. But he had thought it best to answer, to say anything; “I imagine,” the medicine man had replied, “That the Owl would have come for the tribe’s medicine man. Because he had failed to save the man.”


  Why had he said it? The boy had nodded sagely, happy to understand.


  But Quan felt nervous as soon as the words were out, and it had pulled and picked at his thoughts.


  The owl that had followed the rider down from the mountain alighted on Quan’s tipi. It stared down at him.


  Quan chose to sleep under the stars that night, away from the camp, away from Ahdoche and the guilt, away from the owl. But sleep was a distant friend. Every time Quan closed his eyes he felt something tickling his face, crawling over his eyelids, its spindly little legs caressing his parched lips.


  The medicine man sat up, scratching at his skin, wiping away something that wasn’t there. The first time, he thought it was ants come to feast on him. The second time he was convinced it was the owl hovering above him, waiting to pierce his eyes with its talons. The third time he was sure it was Nocona, intent on revenge, the body back from the cave in the mountains, scraping its bony fingers over his face.


  When he awoke he huddled against the rocks, his thin blanket wrapped around his shoulders. He could still feel the boy’s fingertips on him, the owl’s wings above him, the ants all over him. He sat and shivered and did not dare close his eyes again.


  In the morning, when the sun finally rose and granted the medicine man a little peace, Quan crawled back to the healing tipi and hid inside, whispering magic words to himself, protecting his body and his souls from the undead, from the monsters that waited for him outside.


  The tribe left him alone. He told them, when they asked, that he was preparing balms and cures, that they had run low on everything and that he could feel a battle coming. No one questioned him. He was the medicine man, after all.


  They let him get on with his work and they whispered between themselves if they had concerns.


  The owl never left.


  It sat on the tipi and watched everything with interest. It never seemed to sleep.


  When he was sure there was no one around, Quan tried to speak to the bird. “Nocona? Nocona, I know that it’s you. Are you angry with me? Have you come for revenge? Oh, Nocona, I’m so sorry, I truly am! Please forgive me!”


  But the owl said nothing and continued to watch the world.


  The owl didn’t sleep and neither did Quan. He tried, he was so tired, but the fingers – definitely fingers, he knew that now – came for him, touched him, dug into his flesh and made him bleed. When he dared to look he saw thin trails of blood running down his stomach, along his cheeks. And the owl kept watching.


  But sleep is a powerful monster, and it has to come in the end.


  When it came for Quan he could feel it seeping through his bones, his weary eyes were pulled closed, and although he fought it, he couldn’t win.


  After ten days the tribe could no longer believe that all was right with Quan. Medicine did not take that long to make. And they told one another that they thought they had heard the man weeping in the night, they thought they had seen him talking to nothing and no one. Although over the past week they had heard nothing and Quan had not been seen.


  Ahdoche eventually moved through the sea of people congregating outside of the hut. “Let me through, let me in.” He pulled open the tipi flaps and recoiled at the stench inside. It was sweet and putrid. It was death and decay. In the corner of the tipi, surrounding by oils and herbs and plants, was a heap of clothes and rotting flesh that was crawling with hundreds of hungry black ants.


  And yet, the body that had been Quan was still living.


  It heaved in a breath through ragged, leaking lips, and with a skeletal hand it grasped Ahdoche’s buckskin. “Pia Mupitsi.”


  Even the war chief – a man who had seen so much death in his life – was disgusted. He stumbled back, kicking out at Quan’s remains, trying to get away, succeeding only in detaching the medicine man’s hand from his wrist.


  The decaying monster spoke again. “Pia Mupitsi. The Cannibal Owl came for me. And it was Nocona. I had to sleep, Ahdoche, I had to. And when I did it came for me. It ate me, devoured my souls, and now I cannot rest, I will never rest.”


  Ahdoche couldn’t understand. The words were jumbled, a mumbled mess.


  But he knelt and drew his hunting knife. “Oh, Quan. When Nocona died and my heart was breaking, you told me to ask the spirits for help. So I did. I prayed for death to come to you. And I prayed for you to suffer because you failed my son.” The war chief smiled as he slit the gnawed, mouldering skin on Quan’s throat.


  “You give good advice, medicine man. I see my prayers were answered.”


  As the blood drained from Quan’s body, the owl, unseen and unheard and unknown, took flight, back into the mountains. It was time to sleep.


  



  



  


  THE GUN OF EL LOBO


  Donald Jacob Uitvlugt


  



  Orestes Grayson pushes past the saloon doors and walks out toward the street. The heels of his boots clomp on the boardwalk only to fall silent as he reaches the packed earth of Silver Creek’s only road. Already the dry Arizona air burns in his nostrils. The town hall clock tower begins to chime. Noon.


  Scenes from the past days flash before Grayson’s eyes. The dry trail up to Silver Creek. The stares from second-story windows and people on the boardwalk. The silence that falls in the saloon. He was not usually so self-conscious about his gun.


  “I hear you have a problem.”


  No one said anything. Grayson walked up to the bar and turned to face the room.


  “El Lobo. Let him know I’m gunning for him.”


  A silhouette appears across from Grayson. It moves slowly, with the tense energy of a rattlesnake about to strike. As it walks closer, Grayson realizes El Lobo is not as he imagined him. A beanpole thing, scarcely more than a scarecrow. This is the terror of Arizona?


  “Señor Orestes. Do not go tomorrow.”


  Grayson stopped kissing Rosita’s neck. He breathed deeply of her skin and cheap perfume. “I’m not afraid of any man, no matter how many people he’s killed.”


  The girl trembled in his lap. “It is not the man you must fear, Señor. It is his gun.”


  Grayson laughed and ran rough hands down smooth caramel skin. “Trust me, Rosita. I’m the quickest draw alive.”


  She shook her head. “You don’t understand. El Lobo’s gun, she never misses.”


  He kissed her full red lips. “I won’t lose.”


  She sighed as he laid her down. He could have sworn before they made love, she whispered the words, “This is what I fear…”


  “You ready, El Lobo?”


  The figure across the way nods his head. The wide brim of his hat still shadows his face. Grayson likes to see a man's eyes before he kills him. He frowns. In the whole town there is not a sound, not even an insect. Grayson feels eyes on them, watching and waiting for the outcome of this duel. He flexes his fingers, aware of each muscle and tendon in his hand.


  “Then draw.”


  He’s fast, but El Lobo is faster. Three shots ring out before Grayson fires his first. El Lobo’s gun empties and clicks on spent cartridges. Grayson looks down at himself and laughs. El Lobo missed.


  Rosita hadn’t wanted to let him go in the morning. She clung to him as he washed his face in the chipped enamel basin. He had to pry her away so he could put on his shirt.


  “You’ll see, Rosita. I don’t plan on dying today.”


  Dark liquid eyes stared up at him. “No matter who dies, El Lobo always wins.”


  He chuckled, and then started as he felt something slip around his neck. A silver crucifix, on a thin metal chain. Rosita kissed his forehead.


  “For luck, Señor Orestes.”


  It seems Grayson didn’t need luck. He walks over to the fallen man. Blood seeps from his heart and stains his shirt a dark brown. The hat is blowing down the street, but Grayson gives it scant notice. He blinks to make sure he’s seeing right. He hadn’t expected El Lobo to be a kid, but a baby face stares up at him. Dirty blond hair half-covers hazel eyes.


  In death, El Lobo smiles.


  Grayson looks back up the street. His frown deepens. There are holes in the three upstairs windows of the saloon. The undertaker’s sign still swings, two holes in the wood. That leaves El Lobo’s sixth bullet.


  A horse lies on the ground outside the saloon. Grayson’s horse. He thinks of Rosita’s warning. Did El Lobo miss, or did he hit exactly what he aimed for?


  Grayson spits on the ground. Questions don’t feed an empty stomach or buy a new horse. He turns back to El Lobo and kicks at his hand. It doesn’t want to release the gun.


  “Promise me one thing, Señor.”


  Grayson turned as he buckled on his gunbelt. He smiled, though the smile didn’t touch his eyes. Promises made to saloon girls were worth about as much as promises made by saloon girls.


  Rosita went on even though he said nothing. “Promise me you won’t take El Lobo’s gun.”


  Grayson blinked. That was the condition of his bounty. Whether El Lobo was dead or alive, he had to bring in the gun or he didn’t get paid.


  Rosita tugged at his pants leg. “Promise me you won’t touch El Lobo’s gun.”


  Grayson looks down at the revolver in El Lobo’s hand. It’s as big as a Colt 45, long barrel, with something engraved on the blue-grey steel. The handle is mother-of-pearl with an intricate inlay that looks like real gold. A lacework design, or maybe a spider web. The design moves as Grayson studies it. It is like a thread, drawing him into a maze of shifting walls. It is the dancing lace on the stocking of a whore, beckoning him towards mysteries and pleasures unknown.


  He pinches the bridge of his nose. He must be tired. The sooner he gets the gun the sooner he can get out of this shit-hole of a town. He unbuckles the kid’s gunbelt, slings it over his shoulder, and then he pries the gun from his fingers.


  There’s a web of burns on the kid’s palm that matches the inlay of the gun. Grayson frowns and tests the feel of the handle. Something stings his hand. He cries out and opens his fingers to drop the gun.


  The gun stays firmly planted against his palm. He feels the gold filigree press into the flesh of his palm, enter his veins, follow their courses to his heart, to his brain. The web of the gun stabs into him. He sinks to his knees and screams.


  An abyss opens before Grayson. He falls, faster than a racehorse, faster than a steam engine. Stars fly past him. He is on fire. He burns, but he is not consumed.


  He crashes into the earth and is still. Dirt rains back on him. He rests beneath the ground. Time passes. He feels those who walk above, feels their loves, their hates, their greed, their lusts. He calls out – like calling to like. His dwelling within the earth becomes a sacred and fearful place. A place that is fought over. A place where man’s blood spills. He waits and grows stronger.


  A man comes who cares nothing for holy places or spilled blood. He pulls him from the ground, forges him, fashions him. As the man works, he works on the man. He gives him the script with which he engraves his barrel. He shows him the dark wood that he fashions into his handle. He leads him to the deep caverns where he finds the strange mollusc unknown to science and the vein of purest gold.


  The man who believed in nothing but his art begins to fear what he is making. He drinks and smokes as he works, great quantities of liquor and tobacco. His hands tremble, spilling ash and liquor onto his workbench. Offerings that only deepen his making.


  He sets his work aside, attempts to sleep and forget about it. He cannot. With bleary eyes, he works by the light of a kerosene lamp until he is finished. It only remains to test the gun. He loads a single bullet into the first chamber, cocks the hammer, gives the muzzle a farewell kiss. He pulls the trigger.


  Grayson comes back to himself with a start. The sun is low in the sky, sinking behind the mountains. Shadows cloud the street. There is movement in front of him. The gun is up before he wills it to move.


  A girl stands before him, no more than eight or nine. She wears a white dress. A yellow stain grows in the front. She holds a platter out in both arms, a roast of venison or beef. Her trembling makes it seem the muscle still moves.


  “For you, El Lobo.”


  Grayson realizes he is ravenous. He rises on unsteady legs. The girl shrinks to insignificance as he rises. A fly, a worm he can crush under his boot. He presses the muzzle of his gun against her forehead. She lets out an animal whimper. The reek of shit fills his nostrils.


  Click. The hammer strikes an empty cartridge. The girl falls to the ground, the meat falls into the dust. Grayson tries to shake off the heaviness lodged in his brain. That game with the little girl, that's not like him at all. He turns, hesitates, and opens the revolver. Six spent cartridges fall on the unconscious girl. He loads each chamber, one by one, and snaps the gun closed.


  He walks to the saloon. The people within bow to him, their murmurs of “El Lobo” something between reverence and terror and awe. He pushes aside his want for food and drink. A thought forms in his head.


  “El Lobo’s gun, she never misses.”


  Rosita’s words echo in his mind. He now knows why the gun never misses. The gun has a will of its own that makes sure it never misses. The only reason El Lobo didn’t hit him is because he wasn’t aiming for Grayson. He wanted to die. He wanted to be set free from the curse of his gun.


  Only Grayson doesn’t believe in curses. A gun is only a gun. Only a tool. He is strong. He thinks about all the things he can do with a gun that never misses. He will be the most famous bounty hunter in the West. Or there’s no need to keep wandering around. He can set himself up as sheriff somewhere, run a town as his own private kingdom. See the fear and respect in the people’s eyes. No need to go far. He can start right here in Silver Creek.


  Grayson shakes his head hard. Those are not his thoughts. He thinks of Rosita and her fears. How many times before have today’s events played themselves out? His palm tingles and faces flash in his mind. The kid’s long, pale face. A round, ruddy face with no hair and a long, curling moustache. A red-faced man with dark eyes and a hooked nose. A swarthy face with bushy eyebrows and a pointed beard.


  Faster and faster the faces flash. All of them El Lobo of Silver Creek. All of them dead. Grayson’s stomach churns. His hand aches. The gun is warm against his palm. Does the pounding within him come from his heart or the gun?


  “This is what I fear…”


  He runs for the stairs, not sure if Rosita is still in the room they shared. She’ll know what to do. He feels her under him, the solidity of her body, the wet warmth of her breath. She’ll wake him from this nightmare.


  He flings the door open. Rosita lies on the bed staring at the ceiling. There is glass over her body and a bullet through her heart. Flies buzz around her and Grayson’s head swims in time with their movement. El Lobo never misses.


  He sinks to his knees at her side. He brushes away flies and shards of glass. He folds her arms across her chest. They hide the wound but not the bloodstain. He clasps her right hand in both of his. He says nothing for a long while. When he speaks, it is not quite a prayer, not quite an apology.


  “You were right, Rosita.” He gives a bitter chuckle. “You were right. What the hell do I do now?”


  A click behind him. Grayson turns and fires in a single motion. One of the other saloon girls. The tray she held clatters to the floor, tumbler and whisky bottle shatter. “El Lobo,” she whispers as she collapses. A prayer or a curse? Blood blossoms on her dress. He’s truly become El Lobo now.


  The gun drinks in her death, sweet and red. Strength flows into him. His hunger and thirst are all but forgotten. There must be a dozen people downstairs. A dozen lives for him to consume and batten on. Perhaps a hundred souls total in Silver Creek. Not to mention the strong souls of the hunters that would come after him.


  The kid had tasted this too and still he sought to die. He let Grayson kill him. Grayson knows why now. El Lobo can have anything he wants, or anything a gun can get for him at least. Except he can never be free. He and the gun are connected now. Who is the servant and who is the master?


  He steps over the body in the doorway and walks back downstairs. Whispered conversations fall silent the instant he is in the room. Eyes look at the floor. Grayson clears his throat.


  “There’s a mess upstairs. I want it cleaned up.”


  “Yes, El Lobo.” He doesn’t see who answers. It doesn’t matter.


  “Rosita…” The words choke. He clears his throat and starts again. “Treat them with respect. Treat them both with respect.”


  A pause. “And the others?”


  Grayson closes his eyes and curses. The kid had shot into all of the upstairs windows. “Treat them all with respect.”


  He walks outside. Night is close now, but he can still make out the body of the kid in the street. The girl is gone. Hopefully to a family that cares about her. He rubs the shoulder of his horse as he passes it.


  “Sorry, boy. Not what either of us expected…”


  He walks into the night, up the street toward the mountains. Perhaps he should throw himself from a cliff, end it all, let the gun rot in the bottom of some canyon.


  He cries out in pain. The gun burns his hand, stings in his veins.


  “So you don’t like that idea, huh? What are you going to do about it?”


  Nausea erupts in his stomach. The pain brings him to his knees. His head throbs and, even though the gun doesn’t speak, Grayson gets the message. I own you. Keep me fed and happy, and we’ll get along fine. Try to harm me and you’ll have problems.


  “All right. Enough!”


  The pain eases off, though a dull throbbing remains in the pit of his stomach. A reminder. Grayson struggles to get to his feet. He kicks at the dust. He can almost hear the gun laughing in his mind.


  How often does the gun need to be fed? When they start coming for him, does he take the kid’s way out? It seems like the gun isn’t going to let him choose the gunsmith’s path. He looks up at the sky. Where in all that did the metal for the gun come from? Is there more of it on this world? Again images flash in his head. A guillotine blade. A Viking sword. A Roman spear. The rock Cain used to kill Abel.


  He walks back into town feeling a hunger that has nothing to do with food. Grayson no longer exists, only El Lobo. And there’s not a damned thing he can do about it.


  



  



  


  CRACKLIN’


  John Hunt


  



  He woke up and winced. The bones in his head felt so loose his head throbbed in time with his heart. A tooth sat under his tongue and he spat it out, suppressing the urge to vomit from the pangs triggered by the simple movement. He tongued the socket where his tooth had been and, to calm himself, he breathed deeply. As the cool air rushed over the fresh hole in his gums, he cried out with a litany of curses against God, curses tasting of blood as they passed his lips. He tried to open his eyes and they wouldn’t. Panic electrified him. A terrible thought entered his head. What if his eyes were open? What if blackness was all he could see from now on? When one lid popped open with a sticky slurp, revealing a black sky decorated in myriad pinpoints of light, he smiled, but even that hurt and it didn’t last long.


  A horse shuffled a few feet away. He longed to check on his horse. He edged a hip to the side so he could free a hand to wipe out his other eye but couldn’t. His hands were tied behind his back. He had thought he was just lying on them awkwardly but no, they were tied and tied very well. Not someone who gives up, he pulled on them until the acid pain pulsing through his body became unbearable. He breathed in through his nose, remembering the pain of the air passing through his mouth the last time, and tried to settle himself down. How did he end up here? He tried to think but his head pounded worse than any mescal hangover he had ever suffered.


  He tried again to work his other eye open. He knew how sticky blood could get and he suspected his own blood had gummed up his eye.


  He closed his eyes and – blink – tried to force it open. It was still stuck.


  He closed his eyes, moved them around underneath his lids and they burned, gritty, like they were turning through sand. He didn’t know what more he could accomplish with two eyes open but it was all he had control over so he compelled himself to do it. He opened his eye and a bearded face leered at him.


  “He-he. Thought you could get away didn’t ya Gerrold? No ’scapin’ me.” The bearded man’s breath reeked of whiskey and his head bobbled above him. The words slurred.


  “I ain’t Gerrold mister. I’m Hubert. From Arkansas.”


  “It’s time to pay Gerrold. You owe a life.”


  “What? Hey…” The face disappeared and footfalls staggered through the dirt.


  Hubert, confused, in discomfort, tied up and minus a tooth thought, “Did he say I owe him a life?” The familiar sound of flinging dirt reached his ears.


  “Hey Mister! What uh, what are you doing?”


  The yelling hurt his head and his fear pained him more. Fear the bearded stranger was digging a hole for him.


  The dirt whistled on.


  “I’M NOT GERROLD!”


  Hubert pushed his heels into the sand for traction to get up and walk away. If he could get his hands in front of him he may even be able to ride a horse.


  He turned over, his face pressed against the hard packed dirt. Pain tears squeezed out and his other eye came unstuck. He opened it, a surprised bloody grin stretching his lips. One at a time he pulled his knees into his stomach, gathered his strength and got one leg up underneath him. He paused, listened and held his breath when he realized the digging had stopped. A hand fell on his shoulder.


  “You ain’t going nowheres Gerrold.”


  Hubert was yanked onto his back. His leg was still bent underneath him and his knee dislocated with a pop. Hubert screamed. He forgot all about his head. He was being dragged over the ground to where the man had been digging. Hubert imagined dropping into a hole and looking up from his grave while the bearded man towered over him, backlit by the stars in the sky. Then the dirt would hit his face and the hole would fill. He wondered how long it would take for him to suffocate. Would he open his mouth to breathe only to have the earth spill into his mouth and fill his throat? He prayed.


  The bearded man released him and walked around to his feet. When he yanked the boot from the leg with the injured knee, Hubert shrieked. After straightening Hubert’s legs, the man looped a rope around the ankles and behind the heels and lashed them together. He did it at a snail’s pace, with drunken hands, but Hubert had to admit, it was secure. The man rolled the rest of the rope and walked off with it, out of sight, into the darkness.


  When the man returned, he was leading a horse. The man looked up and threw the rope into the air, aiming for an overhanging branch. He missed.


  “Hey Mister?” Hubert’s voice quavered. “Whatever it is you’re doing, you got the wrong guy. I’m not Gerrold.”


  The man tossed the rope again, missed and swore.


  “I’m Hubert. I’m just a ranch hand for Mr. O’Hanlon.”


  “You’re Gerrold. I knows the man who killed me own brother. Your lies are no good here.” The man gathered the rope again for another attempt.


  “I’m just a cowpoke mister. I ain’t never killed anyone afore.”


  The man tossed the rope again. “You killed my brother. Now it’s time to pay.”


  “Who are you? I don’t even know who you are. I’m telling you, you got the wrong guy!”


  The rope made it over the branch and the man stumbled back, looking at it, head cocked quizzically. Then in one swift motion a gun appeared in his hand, pointed at Hubert.


  “I’m Seamus Milligan. You killed my brother Remus. You cut his throat when he was sleeping.”


  Hubert stared at the Colt Peacemaker revolver in Seamus’ hand. Hubert knew of the Milligan brothers. Fiercely loyal to each other and dangerous to everyone else. Notorious drunks and mean spirited, it was rumoured they had killed over forty people. They were goons for hire. They buried the problems of those who could pay. They also claim jumped out in California, Deadwood and any other new towns sprouting overnight and law and order had yet to be established. Hubert had heard they tossed one guy down a ravine next to the mine he had been working on. He pleaded for help for days, taking a long time to die, while the Milligan brothers worked the mine for their own ends. They’d leave when the law or lynch mobs had had enough of them. Hubert had learned Remus had been killed and he would be kidding himself if he didn’t admit he had been happy at the news.


  “Mister…I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve been working for Mr. O’Hanlon. All I do is rustle his cows. That’s all.”


  The gun disappeared. Seamus tied the overhanging end of the rope to his horse’s saddle. He slapped the horse’s rump and the horse trotted forward. Hubert slid through the dirt, over wood and rocks and into the air. The rope pulled on his knee, separating the inflamed joint and he keened through gritted teeth.


  Seamus slapped Hubert in the head. Hubert cried out.


  “You done knocked over my kindling Gerrold!”


  After the agony subsided enough for him to open his eyes, Hubert froze when Seamus bent to stack wood like a teepee in a hole. Seamus was behind him a bit so Hubert had to crane his neck back to see. He could only do it for brief periods but enough to see the hole Seamus had been digging was for a fire pit. A large one.


  Seamus turned to grab Hubert’s hair, cranking his head so he could peer at him. Hubert’s scalp blazed, his nostrils flared from the whiskey stench, his knee screeched at him and even though the suffering surpassed anything he had ever experienced before, he still wanted to live. Through tears and a blood filled mouth he plead, “Please Mr. Milligan. I’m not Gerrold. I’m just a cowpoke. I rustle cows and drink mescal. Sometimes whiskey. Please let me go. Please.”


  Slurred deliberate words left Seamus’ mouth. “You know what cracklin’ is Gerrold? When a pig is roasted over a fire, its skin burns and cracks open. The skin gets hard and stays oily. It’s the best part. Me an’ Remus used to fight over it ’fore ya killed him. That’s what you’re gonna be Gerrold. Cracklin’. Cuz you ain’t nothing but a cowardly pig.”


  “I’M NOT GERROLD!”


  Seamus turned to the fire pit. Within seconds the fire burned and grew. Hubert wasn’t over the fire. He was positioned just to its side. So he wouldn’t suffocate on the smoke. Seamus wanted him to roast. The fire grew brighter, reflecting from Seamus’ black eyes. The fire grew, Seamus tipped a whiskey bottle to his mouth and Hubert roasted. Hubert howled. When blisters formed and popped on his face he wailed. He never knew a body could scream for so long. On the other side of the fire, Seamus drank whiskey and savoured every drop. Between mouthfuls, he would inhale, appreciating the aroma and remarking to himself how much a burning man smelt like roast pork.


  



  ***


  



  Whiskey hangovers were the worst. Seamus cracked an eye open for a split second. The sun shone too bright for such a headache. He rested, tried to lubricate his dry mouth by sucking on his cheeks and rolled onto his stomach. He put his hat back on and opened his eyes again. Seamus squinted against the sun’s glare on the hard packed dirt. With a groan, he reached into his bedroll for his whiskey bottle. Reaching fingers grasped the bottle and even though Seamus could tell it was empty from the weight, he still held it to his lips, hoping for a little drop. The bottle was drier than a desert. The burnt corpse situated on the ground distracted him from his plight. After Gerrold had stopped screaming he let him down. He was still alive, shallow breaths escaping through a burnt hole in his face Seamus suspected was his mouth. Dead now, Seamus squinted at him hard, chuckling. It wasn’t Gerrold. Gerrold was a big man, well over six feet and a solid mixture of fat and muscle. The corpse on the ground was nigh on five foot ten and skinnier than a starving whore.


  Oh well, he thought to himself. He counted on his fingers how many times he got the wrong man and stopped at six. The dead man on the ground might have been seven. Seamus wasn’t too sure. He always picked the Gerrolds when he was drunk. He would get the right one some day he knew. In the meantime, he sure was having a helluva time.


  After breakfast of cured ham washed down with water, Seamus dragged the corpse into the trees where the soil was softer and kicked dirt over it. He was in a barren place. He had picked it for that reason. No trails crossed his path and the army had pushed the Indians out of this area over a year ago. He was the second Gerrold he’d killed in this spot. It was a good place and he would use it again when he found the next Gerrold.


  Seamus got on his horse, sucked back water from a leather bladder he got from an Indian years ago and made his way to Abilene. It was the closest place to him and even though the town marshal, Tom Smith, hated him and kept an annoyingly close eye on him, he needed a sup of whiskey. The thirst was on him bad and he didn’t want to get sick again. Maybe he would get himself a whore too, he mused. He just needed money. He could lay up on one of the lesser known trails into Abilene. Pick off someone on their way in, take their money and bury ’em out there. Well, he had enough for a bottle of whiskey. He’d grab a bottle first and then think about how to get more funds.


  



  ***


  



  Ira Henry’s legs, buttocks and back told him he had had enough saddle for the day. He was glad when the sight of Abilene grew closer with each clop of his horse’s hooves. The sun was fading under the horizon. The sky was a lurid red and the plump clouds were as purple as a plum. A beautiful sight at the end of a long day. He had been pushing the herd for over two weeks to get to the stockyards here in Abilene for sale. He and four others had ridden with two hundred head of well fed cattle and he knew he would make a tidy profit from the venture. He estimated he would have enough to finally ask Lily Maddock to marry him. A dreamy smiled appeared just thinking about her. Red hair that blazed when the sun hit it just right, a generous smattering of freckles on her nose and brown eyes deep enough to drown in. He’d been courting her for almost six months but feared not being able to provide for her. All that would change if they could get a good price on the cattle.


  Ira and his four friends bought good grazing land just over four years ago. They all slept in the same room of a hastily built shack and did their best to raise a good head of cattle. They called themselves the Ranch Five and branded all their cattle with the number five in a circle. He was proud of their brand and his friends. They had been building and selling their herd and had come out ahead twice so far. Ira was hoping to do so again this year. If he did, he would build a house on a part of their land, far enough from the others for privacy but close enough to visit and ask Lily to marry him.


  They reached the outskirts of Abilene just after dark, corralled their herd on the outskirts and set up camp. Abilene was edged with miles of vast plains under a limitless sky and cored with torch lights of the town streets and woodsmoke pumping out of chimneys from wooden homes. To the tune of cows lowing in the fields, Ira scarfed down a quick snack of bacon and hard baked bread with his friends around the fire and left them to head into town. Ever since the railroad started creeping out west, Abilene became known as a cattle town and it flourished. Every time Ira made a trip here he was amazed at the changes. Ira liked to see the progress, to see the new faces and to be around industrious people like himself. He decided to head to the bar and sip on some whiskey and just listen to the talk.


  The bar was nothing more than a wooden shack of questionable quality with new wood clashing with the old demarcating additions to the bar. Dust-covered men leaned against the bar and card players and whiskey drinkers filled the tables. Working women floated around the tables with salacious smiles and swaying hips. They laughed at unfunny jokes and lightly touched every man they spoke to. The air was redolent of cigar smoke and unwashed, sweaty men. Ira grinned at the activity and made his way over to the bar. They didn’t have any beer so he ordered two shots of whiskey. He threw back the first one, tried not to grimace with so many watching, failed, and then held the other one to sip while surveying the room and listening. It would be his last drink tonight so he would make it last. Enjoying the bitter taste and the hot burn as the whiskey settled in his stomach Ira examined the room. He enjoyed the flow and movements of everyone having a good time. Most seemed happy. Only a morose few stared into their drinks, hoping for an answer to whatever question rattled in their head. After a time, Ira noticed a man seated by himself in a corner. The man’s hat was pulled low over his eyes but Ira was sure the man was watching him. His bearded mouth moved, a slash in the hair around his mouth and he gripped a whiskey bottle in his left hand. Ira got a bad feeling about that man. Rage emanated from the man, like an aura and it was directed at him. Uneasy, Ira averted his gaze. Instead, he started to pay attention to a card game where two players tried to intimidate each other with drunken stares. Ira made a conscious effort not to search out the man. Before Ira finished his whiskey he glanced up, couldn’t help himself and prepared himself for the angry stare of the bearded man only to realize he was gone. Ira scrutinized the room, expecting the man to be coming towards him, whiskey bottle in one hand and a gun in the other but the man was nowhere around. He must have left. Ira exhaled a breath he didn’t know he had been holding, sipped his whiskey and soon forgot about the bearded man. A working woman smiled and winked at him and he blushed brighter than a sunrise while politely tipping his hat.


  After he finished his whiskey, he nodded at the bartender and left. He started to walk back towards the camp thinking about how nice the fresh air smelt compared to the inside of the bar. The dark road out to the camp was devoid of people. The moon stayed behind dark clouds. Ira knew where he was going though and, after a short time, an orange flickering light broke the gloom. He could hear the cows lowing to each other and he thought the sound was mighty fine. He walked towards his friends’ campfire. He didn’t notice the man stretched out on the ground, in a small depression, waiting for him. When he walked past, the man stood up.


  “Gerrold.” A drunken voice slurred behind him and he turned around, startled.


  A dark shadow stood before him, swaying and stinking of whiskey and rank body odour.


  “Mister! You scared the jeepers out a me.” Ira’s heart beat against his ribs and he put a hand over it as though he could keep it from popping out of his chest.


  “It’s time to pay Gerrold.”


  “Sorry mister. You got me mixed up with someone else. My name’s Ir…”


  A gun struck Ira in the forehead and he staggered back holding the gushing wound as he fought to stay conscious. Black tendrils formed at the edges of his vision. He put up a hand to ward off a blow he knew was coming but the stranger swung his pistol in a hooking gesture and the heavy metal hit Ira on the temple. He fell back unconscious.


  Seamus holstered his pistol, huffing. He then grabbed Ira by the foot and started to drag him towards his horse. It was time to build a fire.


  



  ***


  



  Ira knew he was in the worst trouble of his life. With a pounding head and the taste of blood in his mouth, he thought that maybe this was the type of trouble you don’t get out of. His stomach clenched with fear. He tried to move his hands, found them tied behind him and his blood pumped cold through his veins. He was in some deep trouble.


  Unsteady footsteps pounded towards him and kicked dirt into his face before stopping. A tall, indistinct shadow swayed above him. A bottle clinked against teeth, liquid gushed into an empty space followed by a sigh, then, “Gerrold. You n’ me have some unfinished business.”


  “I ain’t Gerrold.”


  “I knows a Gerrold when I sees one.”


  “No. You don’t.”


  Ira’s denial, so calm and confident, caused Seamus to cock his head at Ira, giving him an appraising look.


  “It’s too dark. Maybe I’ll start a fire. To see you better.”


  “You had a good look at me in the bar. You know I’m not Gerrold.”


  “You got a smart mouth Gerrold.”


  The man stumbled off and Ira reached for the knife on his belt. The sheath was there but the knife wasn’t. Ira got the feeling this was more than simple mistaken identity. It was the way the man had called him Gerrold. Disingenuous, like even he didn’t believe it himself. That scared Ira more than anything. It made Ira think there was no way for him to convince the man he wasn’t Gerrold because the man already knew. He just didn’t care.


  Fear shook Ira’s limbs. The man’s drunken muttering accompanied a shovel, thwack, sinking into dirt.


  “A’course he’s Gerrold.” Thwack. “He’s just trying to get outta payin’ what needs to be paid. He’ll pay, Remus.” Thwack. “Don’t you worry.” Thwack. “I could tell he’s Gerrold when I looked in his eyes. It’s all in the eyes in’it Remus?” Thwack. “Yup, we’ll have us some cracklin’ soon Remus. We loves the cracklin’ don’t we?” Thwack. “That should do it.” The shovel dropped and uneven footfalls approached him and all Ira could think about was Lily’s face. The pale skin decorated with freckles and her eyes that could reach into him and caress his soul. He felt saddened at everything he would miss but rage drowned his sadness like a sea swell. To be ambushed and killed by a drunken murderer when all he wanted was to have a life, a good and prosperous one, seemed too cruel. He knew bad things happened in this world but they weren’t supposed to happen to him. They were supposed to happen to other people.


  Hands grabbed at his boots and dragged him over the uneven ground. The rocks and grit scratched at his back and his anger grew, unabated. Instead of praying to God, he prayed for revenge.


  During his awkward age of adolescence burgeoning on manhood, his parents argued a lot. They were farmers, near Louisiana and had a hard time growing crops. When their neighbours’ crops grew and prospered in the same dirt they were planting in, his mother went to talk to them, to see what they were doing. His mother returned wringing her hands, upset at the what she had learned and not wanting to share it with his father. She knew he wouldn’t like it any more than she did. He remembered his mother looking over at him, skeletal frame from lack of food wearing deteriorating clothes and sensed her resolve strengthen. He heard their whispers. A powerful voodoo queen, who had trained under Marie Laveau, had helped them. All it cost was a small portion of the crops raised as payment. His father was furious. Voodoo was the devil’s religion and there was no way the devil would help feed them. They argued, his mother plead pointing at Ira, asking him if he would rather lose a son to starvation than deal with the Voodoo lady. After a time, his father relented. When the Voodoo lady, Clarissa Cadeau, attended their home to perform the ritual, she had brought her nephew who was around Ira’s age. Isolated out on the farm, Ira was fascinated by these people with their dark skin and strange way of speaking. The nephew, Enoch, was just as fascinated by the sun burnt boy with his white blonde hair. The ritual took all day and Ira, being curious, asked if Enoch was indeed in contact with the devil, and if so, what was the devil like?


  Enoch explained, in his strange patois of Creole, that there was no devil in voodoo. The devil was a Christian concept. There were hexes and powerful curses used against those who did you a great wrong. Ira begged him to tell him a curse, any curse. He wouldn’t use it, but it was dreadful, fascinating stuff and he asked Enoch with bright eyes and a smile. Enoch refused to tell him while looking over at his aunt Clarissa with a guilty expression, hoping she couldn’t hear what they were talking about. In the end Enoch told him one. All it cost Ira was a rat’s tail and a handful of Indian arrowheads. He considered it a fair deal.


  Wanting to impress his new white-haired friend Enoch told him of a curse so powerful it was only whispered about. He told him the incantation, the words to be spoken and Ira remembered those words. They were strange, guttural yet lyrical and of no language Ira was familiar with. Enoch explained the words came from his people across the sea, from a land where strange and fearful animals roamed, a continent of monsters. Ira asked what the curse would do and Enoch told him he wasn’t sure. No one really knew because no one in recent memory had cause to use it. All he knew was the curse would cause something terrible to happen to whoever it was directed at and that it was considered a curse in itself to use against anyone. Ira remembered the words and believed they would work with the intensity only the young seem to possess. He wasn’t surprised at all, the way his parents had been, when the crops sprouted green and strong from the ground the day after Clarissa left. They never had a problem with their crops after that day and every year his father sent out the tribute as payment and thanks.


  As he was dragged across the ground he rolled those words around in his head, remembering how they sounded, the musical quality incongruent to the intended effect. He whispered the words, under his breath even as Seamus dropped him and took off his boots.


  Seamus, drunk as he was, noticed the quiet of his newest Gerrold. He paused halfway through tying the rope around his feet, his heavy breathing intermingling with the muttering of Ira. Seamus was bothered by the calm acceptance. Although dark, the Gerrold’s stare seethed with hatred as hot as coals and he strained to make out what he was muttering. Seamus would never admit fear but the muttering of the Gerrold did cause the hair to straighten on the back of his neck and tingle all along his scalp. It was disconcerting.


  “What are you saying Gerrold?”


  The muttering increased in volume.


  Seamus finished tying off the Gerrold, gathered the rest of the rope and loped off. He looked back over his shoulder, unnerved by the muttering. He tried to keep his mind on the task at hand but as he brought his horse over the tingling intensified and pulled at the little hairs on his arms, undulating under his beard. He usually enjoyed the mounting terror of the Gerrolds, their pleading was pleasing. His brain was too fuzzy to articulate what he was feeling now but he knew it wasn’t pleasant. It was getting to be downright uncomfortable. He didn’t want to drag this one out, sup on the fear as deep as he did whiskey. He wanted to get this one over with. It didn’t feel right.


  His hands shook as tried to toss the rope over the thick branch. It took him four tries and all the time the Gerrold’s words continued and his hair raising intensified. Seamus’ brow beaded with sweat as he tied the rope to the saddle. The cool breeze caused a reflexive shiver to pass through him. He urged the horse forward and the Gerrold rose, muttering, into the air. The Gerrold stared at him the entire time and it was Seamus who avoided eye contact. It was Seamus who wore the expression of fear. It seemed critical he finish the business. Seamus hurried into the hole, making sure his kindling was teepeed to hasten the flames. The words pulled at him. His hair tried to pull free of his skin. He lit the wood and it caught and grew. Seamus’s face twitched with an insane smile and paranoid relief.


  When the heat of the pyre blistered the Gerrold’s face and the repeated chanting of the strange words grew louder, without a break in diction, Seamus’ smile downturned into a sick grimace. Seamus could feel the words pulling at every hair on his body, the skin stretching like elastic and he wondered if it would be ripped off him until he stood there, a gleaming bloody mess.


  “Die, Gerrold! Why won’t you die!”


  He put his hands over his ears so he wouldn’t have to hear the words, hoping it would dull their power but the tautening of his skin didn’t diminish.


  The blisters on the Gerrold’s face popped and the liquid plopped onto the dirt but still the Gerrold said his words of power. His skin blackened, his eyes ruptured yet still his mouth moved and the words issued.


  “Shut up!”


  Seamus pulled out his pistol and shot the Gerrold in the chest. Kept shooting until there were no bullets left to shoot and at last the Gerrold shut up. Seamus looked at his pistol with awe and wondered why he didn’t use it before. He sat on the ground, exhausted but filled with relief. The pulling on his skin had stopped. He grabbed his whiskey bottle and guzzled.


  After a while, when time and whiskey dulled his remembrance, he dropped the latest Gerrold, collected his rope and rolled him as far from camp as his strength would allow. He didn’t want to sleep with him nearby. Seamus sat by the fire, drank whiskey and thought the blurred and convoluted thoughts of an alcoholic. When the sun teased the horizon with a lightening sky, Seamus fell asleep. Before he fell asleep, he considered taking a break from the Gerrolds.


  



  ***


  



  He awoke slowly, head heavy with alcohol, to the smell of a fire. He could feel the sun on his body and from years spent outdoors, knew it was an afternoon sun. The fire should have gone out by now but he wasn’t too concerned, it was merely a curiosity.


  The hands dragging him by the feet across the ground concerned him. His eyes cracked open. His vision blurred and all he could make out were darkened figures walking with their weighty load.


  “What the? Who?”


  He blinked his eyes, trying to clear the fog on the lenses of his eyes and when he could see he didn’t, couldn’t, comprehend what was going on. There were two people at his feet, dragging him, and another person fixating on Seamus as he walked beside him. Something was wrong with these people. They didn’t look right. They looked melted, like candle wax and blackened. Seamus thought they looked like his Gerrolds but shook his head muttering, “No,” because the notion was too absurd. The dead don’t just get up and walk do they?


  But these men were blackened from head to mid chest weren’t they? Disfigured, melted faces and empty eyes sockets peered at him as he was pulled along the ground. The thing holding his left leg glared at him and when a spider crawled out of the thing’s blackened socket and scurried into the exposed nasal cavity, Seamus whimpered and dug his elbows into the dirt to stop his momentum. His speed did not diminish. Thick, black smoke swirled up from the yellow and orange flames. Seamus thought if he could stand up, the fire would be about his height.


  He tried to free his legs but the arms pulling him were relentless. He tried to twist around so that he could grab the dirt with his hands, maybe grab a root, get a hold of anything to anchor himself but his hands slid over the ground and he pulled a muscle in his side. Seamus yelled at them, more angry than afraid, “Stoooooop! STOP IT!”


  Their reply was the sound of their feet scuffing the ground.


  The heat penetrated the soles of his boots and his shins. The thing that had walked beside him squatted and leaned on Seamus’ shoulders with both arms. Its head hovered over Seamus. He wondered what it was doing when his boots were tugged off of his feet by the other two things. Fear energized him. Seamus tried to squirm out of there but it was like a horse had sat on his chest.


  Immobilized, he whispered, “Please. Stop.”


  The heat of the fire on his bare soles heightened. When his pants were removed, Seamus whimpered, “Gerrold. Please.”


  Seamus looked into the impassive burnt head above him. Yellow fluid leaked out of the eye sockets and plopped onto Seamus’ beard. The fire had eaten holes in the flesh of the cheeks and through them Seamus could see sooty teeth. It looked like a terrible grin.


  “This can’t be.”


  When his ankles were pulled into the fire and held there, Seamus screamed.


  It took a long time for him to die. When he would pass out from the pain, the Gerrolds would pull him out and wait. They were patient. When Seamus awoke he would be put into the fire again, an inch at a time. Seamus’ teeth exploded in his mouth, from biting so hard and the shards sat in the back of his throat. He swallowed some when he screamed. He wished for death. It was denied him a long time. The night passed and when dawn crested the horizon and Seamus’ stomach reached the fire, he died. The Gerrolds fed the fire again and tossed the rest of Seamus into it. The Gerrolds lay back in their resting places. The curse had been satisfied and they had earned their peace.


  



  


  A CHANGE IN FORTUNE


  Paco


  



  Keeping one eye on the clientele, Earl dunked the mug in the dirty water and polished it with an old towel he kept behind the bar. When the glass was as close to clean as any dusty eyed, road weary traveller would expect to see in a small town like Blankenship’s mill he tucked it away beside the others on a shelf under the counter. In the far corner, a few of the locals were playing a rare, friendly game of poker. The night was young, though, and drinking and gambling typically led to a fight before closing time. He’d have to keep an eye on that table, but he wasn’t too concerned. Next to the mugs he kept an old club he’d carved out of a hickory branch when he first settled in the Dakota Territory. To the locals, it was known as Earle’s peacemaker. The handle was worn smooth by years of use and the end was impregnated with the rust colour of dried blood. There were a few passers through milling about, sipping on whiskey and talking about their westward bound adventures, or speaking in fevered whispers about gold veins and mining techniques. And then there was Clarence, the town drunk, sitting at the end of the bar next to the vacant piano. He didn’t have the shakes yet, but Earl knew they would come soon if he didn’t intervene.


  “Hey Clarence,” he said, “come on over, sit a spell, and have one on the house.”


  Clarence hopped off the stool, brushed his long, greasy bangs back with his fingers and gave Earl a yellow toothed grin. “That’s mighty generous of you. It has been a dry one…sure has.” He slid up to the bar and greedily watched earl pour him a glass of bottom shelf rotgut from the swill barrel. “Generous indeed…” he said, licking his lips and thinking about the warm swill and hoping that Earl had to empty more whiskey glasses than beer from the night before. The idea of choking down that foul concoction made his stomach lurch. Little beads of sweat stand out on his forehead. They accumulated at his temples and ran down his neck. He’s pouring it slow just to torture me, he thought. Hurry up you sonofabitchinfuckinbastard! By the time Earl sat the mug on the counter, his hands were shaking and his palms were sweaty. He lifted the mug with both hands to keep from spilling it and downed it without taking a breath. “Thank you,” he said, in between breaths.


  “Want another?” Earl said, grabbing the mug before he had a chance to answer. He drew from the swill barrel again and filled the mug with what was left. “That’s the last of it. You’ll have to rely on your wits for a refill.”


  “Don’t worry,” he said. He took a sip from the mug, wanting to make it last at least until he found someone in a generous mood to buy him another. “I’ll manage. Always do.”


  “That you do.” Earl stole a look at his pocket watch. It was twenty till midnight. Too quiet for a Saturday, he thought. He rubbed his temples. The headaches were getting stronger. He could feel the urgency, the pressure building up right behind his eyes. How long has it been? Two weeks, or more?


  “When you getting a piano player, Earl?” Clarence said.


  “Huh?”


  “A p-i-a-n-o player,” he said, miming with his fingers.


  “I’ll get a piano player just as soon as you become a paying customer,” he shot back.


  “Oh, Earl, you’re hurting my feelings.” He lifted the mug as if to toast the bartender and drained what was left. “You know I pay…indirectly, of course. But I still pay.”


  “I suppose you do, Clarence,” he said, dunking Clarence’s empty mug into the dirty water. “But you do it at the expense of annoying the hell out of the other customers.”


  “Shit, I bet you’d find something to complain about, even if I was a paying customer.” He slipped off the barstool and began making his way toward the men at the card table. “I think I’ll go try my luck at another refill.”


  “You do that, Clarence,” he said, huffing on the mug and rubbing out a spot with the dirty rag. “You do that.”


  As Clarence made his way to the table, the last of the passers through walked out the batwing doors and took Earle’s hopes with them. I’m gonna have to explain, he thought. I’m gonna have to try and make it understand that it’s not always safe and that we could lose everything we’ve worked so hard for. Everything I’ve worked so hard for. He could feel the pressure in his head intensify, as if it was eavesdropping on his thoughts. The pressure felt like pure anger, like some sort of acidic passion that was eating him from the inside out. He turned away from the customers towards the mirrored wall that was lined with domestic liquors and put his face in his palms. The pressure was intensifying and he could feel a small trickle of blood run out of his left nostril onto his palm. “Okay,” he whispered. “Okay.” The pressure immediately vanished and was replaced with a new feeling: a soothing, reassurance. Even the tension he usually carried in his shoulders was gone. He wiped his hands and blotted his nose with the dirty towel, while watching in the mirror to make sure that no one saw and that he was getting all the blood off. When he was finished he went back to wiping down the bar where Clarence had been sitting like nothing happened.


  Clarence had turned a chair around and was resting his chin on the back. He watched the cards get shuffled and dealt, played and then shuffled and dealt again. All the while, he was building up the courage to ask the winner to buy him a celebratory drink. It was a close match from what he could tell. So far, Jacob Andrews, the town’s dentist, was beating the two Anderson brothers, William and Peter, by a significant margin, but Francis Peterson, the blacksmith, was quite literally giving him a run for his money. Jacob was a bit of a tightwad when it came to sharing his good fortune, so he was hoping that Francis would pull ahead.


  “What do you say boys,” Jacob said as he shuffled the cards, “last round?”


  The Anderson brothers looked at each other and Peter shook his head. “I think you can count us outta this ‘un,” William said. “We’re ‘bout busted.”


  “Suit yourselves. How about you, Francis? One last round?”


  Francis leaned forward, rested his elbows on the table, and began rubbing his hands together. “What do you think? Should I go one more round?” he said, looking at Clarence.


  “Well, is there a drink in it for me if you win?”


  “There’s a drink in it for you either way,” he said. He leaned back in his chair and rested his strong, calloused hands on his belly. “Just tell me what you would do in this situation.”


  Clarence sat up in his chair. For once, the stakes were high for him. He knew that if Francis played the hand and lost, there was a chance he would have a change of heart about buying him a drink. But he also knew that if he won he would probably be able to squeeze another drink or two out of him.


  “You know,” he said, twisting his moustache with his fingers, “I think I’d call it quits. You’ve already made a good sum off the Anderson boys, and you don’t stand to make much off Jacob unless you both go all in…I just don’t think it would be all that profitable.”


  Upon hearing his remarks, the eldest Anderson, William, stood up, opened his pocket knife, and began digging dirt from under his fingernails. “What’re you suggestin’ Clarence?” he said.


  “Nothing against you fellas,” he said, squirming in his seat, “I just mean that Francis and Jacob had a better night, that’s all. You two are fine players, real fine indeed. It’s just that you win some, lose some, you know. I’m sorry if you…”


  “Someone get this poor bastard a drink before I take to carvin’ out his throat, for Christ sake,” he said. He folded his knife and slid it back into the front pocket of his overalls. “Fuckin’ drunk…”


  “You know,” Francis cut in, “I think that’s some sound advice, Clarence. I think I’m just going to call it quits.” He leaned forward and put one of his heavily calloused hands on William’s arm. “How’s about I buy a round for you as well?”


  “I don’t need no damned charity,” he said, whipping his arm away. “Me an’ Pete will make an accountin’ of the two of you next week. C’mon, Pete,” he said as he started to make his way around the table, “we need to get some rest if we’re gonna put in some extra chores for old man Blankenship in the mornin’.”


  “Night, fellas,” Peter said as he stood up. “It has been a pleasure.” He raised his mug in a half salute, downed its contents, and winked at Clarence. “Sorry, no swill barrel for this one.”


  “Yeah, ‘night Clarence,” William said as he slapped him on the head almost hard enough to bounce his face off the back of the chair.


  “Damn bastards,” Francis muttered as he watched the two Andersons laugh their way through the batwing doors.


  Jacob scooped his winnings into his hat and tossed enough for a drink onto Clarence’s side of the table. “Well, I guess that’s that. You boys take care.”


  “Thank you,” Clarence croaked. His cheeks were flushed with shame and anger. His eyes welled up, threatening to compound his problems. If only I could kill those bastards, he thought. They’re right. I’m a useless drunk who doesn’t know how to keep his tongue under control. He wiped his eyes with his sleeves, snorted, and took a shot at the spittoon. His phlegm hit it with an audible ring and slowly slid its way down the rim into the rest of the muck.


  



  ***


  



  Poor bastard, Earl thought. He watched as Francis put a consoling hand on Clarence’s shoulder and drop some loose change on the table as he made his way out. Other than throwing some coin at him, no one cares. No one cares…now that’s an idea! “Hey, Clarence,” he called across the bar, “how would you like to earn a free drink or two and help me close this place up tonight?”


  “Sure thing,” he said. “You mean it?”


  “Yeah, I mean it. If you do a good enough job, you can help me close up every night if you like.”


  “Hell, yeah!” Clarence stood up, swung the chair back around and scooted it into the table in one giddy motion. Putting both hands on the back of the chair, he said “You know, Earl, I haven’t held down a steady job since…well since Jenny passed. I don’t know…I don’t know if I could…”


  “Shit. I think this will be right up your alley. I tell you what; I’ll keep my expectations low. When you help me or don’t help me is on you.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Don’t mention it. You can start with shutting the door and putting up the closed sign.”


  The two men made it through Earl’s closing routine in no time. He was feeling nervous about what he was about to do, so he tried to keep Clarence busy with additional work while he worked up the nerve. He could still feel the steady push behind his eyes, threatening to blow up into a full tidal migraine fury at any moment. He doubted Clarence would be missed and he reasoned that he could always unload the slush on some other poor drunk, but it bothered him that he was about to do this to someone he knew. The others had all been passers through, wayward travellers on their way to their westward dreams who just happened to stop by the wrong establishment. For them it was a matter of being at the wrong place at the wrong time. This, as far as he was concerned, would be a larger burden on his conscience.


  “Could you put a quick polish on the mugs for me?”


  “Sure, mind if I have a drink while I do it?”


  What the hell. “Sure, you’re doing a fine job. I don’t see why not.” One last drink for the road, friend. One last drink.


  Clarence poured a mug and greedily drained it. He couldn’t believe his luck. It was a drunk’s wet dream to work at a bar for drinks.


  He watched Clarence work his way through the mugs, sneaking extra drinks when he thought he wasn’t looking. Dirty little sneak thief! Biting the hand that feeds him! Clarence’s indiscretion was just what he needed to strengthen his resolve. It’ll be like putting down a suffering animal. Just look at the way he shakes…it’s now or never.


  Earl slipped behind the bar, slid the peacemaker off its shelf, and slid it up his sleeve. “I need to pull a new cask of beer from the cellar. Think you could give me a hand?”


  “Sure,” he laughed. “You like to get your money’s worth, eh?”


  “Yeah, I suppose so. This is the last thing. I promise.” His hands were sweaty, which made the wooden club feel as if it was slicked with oil. He began to have some reservations about using it, but the pressure in his head became a sharpened sense of urgency. That it could read his thoughts, he had no doubt. He was sure it could sense his resentment along with his fear. There were times when he could sense things from it too, things other than hunger. Things like pleasure from his fear and indifference towards his resentment. When dried his sweaty palms on his trousers, he could sense mild amusement with an undercurrent of impatience.


  “Grab this empty and follow me,” he said, motioning towards an old empty, dusty cask in the far corner of the bar.


  “Boy,” Clarence said, hefting the cask, “you are getting your money’s worth. I think this thing has been sitting in the corner for as long as I can remember.”


  “Sure am. An empty cask doesn’t make me any money, but a full one will.” He grabbed a lamp, lit it, and motioned for Clarence to follow him to the storage room behind the bar.


  As he followed, Clarence noted that the room was especially dark and musty. The absence of windows, which he could only assume was some sort of theft deterrent, made the small room extremely dark. The lamp did little to light it. About halfway in, Earl reached down and pulled a trapdoor open. From what he could see, the steps leading down were narrow and steep. The flickering light was insufficient to illuminate the floor, and the dancing shadows gave it the impression of a large, multi-fanged mouth opening up wide for a spoonful of whoever was foolish enough to enter it.


  “Well, go on,” Earl said. He was feeling eager to get the whole thing over with so he could wash up and hit the hay for the night.


  “Okay,” he said as he stepped around and took the first step into the angry looking cellar maw, “but you keep that light close. I don’t want to slip and break my neck.”


  “Go on, I’m right behind you,” he said. As Clarence descended the stairs, he stared at the back of his head, trying to figure out just where to hit him to be sure to knock him out. When Clarence had descended to where his head was level with his waist, he straightened his hand to let the small club slide down into his grip. Only, his hand was too sweaty and it slipped from his fingers and tumbled down the stairs. With each tumble of the bludgeon, his heart pounded in his chest and thrummed in his ears. Time seemed to have slowed to a snail’s pace, and, as Clarence turned towards him, cask in hand, he caught a glimmer of accusation in his eyes. The understanding in them burned in the light of the lamp. It was then that he pushed him.


  



  ***


  



  Earl’s hands shook as he washed his face. When he closed his eyes, he could still see the shock in Clarence’s eyes when he pushed him. He could still see his feet flying out from under him and the cask bouncing down after him. He’d heard a loud crash at the bottom and then nothing. No screams. No moans. Somewhere at the bottom, beyond the feeble light, all was musty, broken silence and hunger. The hunger was a corrupt smell. The air was thick with it and it made his stomach lurch. He’d shut the door in a daze and slid some small wine casks over it for good measure. He’d doubted that Clarence would make it back up the stairs to freedom, but he wasn’t taking any chances either.


  He put on his night shirt, crawled into bed, and extinguished the lamp. It was cold and he was bone weary. It was times like these that he missed Alice the most. She blew into his life almost as fast as she left it, and, even though she’d only stayed a short while, a part of him genuinely loved her. She was a whore from the east coast hoping to strike it rich making the beast with two backs with prospectors. All it ever got her was a hard time with desperate, filthy men and a stack of worthless IOUs. Free rolls in the sack was part of their arrangement, but she didn’t have to sleep in his bed. But she did. Every night since the first, she did.


  Earl fell asleep curled up next to the extra pillow, and dreamt of her soft skin, the curvature of her breasts, and the hard peaks of her nipples.


  



  ***


  



  Earl awoke to something cold and hard pressed against his temple, and an earthen smelling hand clamped firmly over his mouth.


  “Shhhh, I’m going to let go of your mouth and you’re not going to make a sound. Understand?”


  “Mmmmmfff, hmnffff,” he affirmed against the foul smelling hand.


  “Good.”


  The hand left his face and a match was struck. Out of his peripheral vision he saw a face covered in blood and grime. Along with the dancing shadows the flame produced, the effect made him think of what a demon would look like standing amongst the flames of hell. But demons didn’t carry guns, and demons didn’t sound, or smell like, Clarence.


  “Howdy, Earl!” he said as he lit the bedside lamp. “So nice to see you again! Make some room for an old friend,” he said as he took a seat on the bed beside him. “You know, that was a pretty nasty little spill I had there. Whew! I thought I was a goner. You know, that knocked me out cold? That wasn’t very nice, Earl. It wasn’t nice at all.”


  “C-C-Clarence, I’m sor…”


  “Didn’t I tell you not to speak?” He cocked the gun and pressed it into his cheek. “Don’t make me have to tell you again, Earl. Okay?”


  Earl nodded.


  “Good. I’m almost ashamed to admit that I’m not here on a social visit,” he said, resting the gun in his lap. “I’m here on official business, I’m afraid. You see, I met your friend in the cellar. He told me all about you and your arrangement. Told me how you weren’t all that good about holding up your end of the bargain. How he had to sneak up here one night and steal that filthy whore straight from your bed while you slept…”


  Earl groaned and buried his face in his hands.


  “Don’t tell me you didn’t know? Come on. Deep down inside, you knew. Ha! You knew alright! And you still kept him starving in that damned cellar! Well, you know what, Earl…” he said as he pulled his hands from his face, “me and him are just alike. That’s right. We both get thirsty, we both have needs. I promised to never let him go hungry again, and he promised me the bar, Earl. Your bar. You can talk now, if you like.”


  “I-I-I’m s-so sorry, Clarence. I’m sorry. Please…”


  “Earl, just because I say you can talk doesn’t mean I need you to blow smoke up my ass. Stop apologizing for something that clearly was no accident.” He sighed and began tapping the revolver in his lap. “You know, on second thought, don’t talk. All I need you to do is sign the deed to this place, and, as far as I’m concerned, you get to leave this place alive. Here,” he said, placing the deed and pen on his chest, “sign.”


  Earl grabbed the pen, thought about ramming it into Clarence’s throat, but an agonizing pressure exploded behind his eyes, leaving one singular impression: SIGN. His shaking fingers scrambled to open the document and he scrawled his name as fast as he could. When he was done, the pain was gone. It left him panting and crying into his pillow.


  “Thanks, Earl. That’s mighty generous of you. I do believe you and I are even.” He stood up, folded the deed, and shoved it in his front pocket as he made his way to the door. “It’s been a pleasure. A pleasure indeed.”


  “So, you’re not going to kill me?” he said as he sat up in the bed.


  Clarence stood in the doorway. One hand rested on the doorknob and the other, the gun hand, rested on the frame. “No…I don’t see where that would be profitable. I’m a business man now. There’s just too much risk in crime. Besides, I have to go see to my inventory. Can’t do that and hide a crime before first light anyway.” He looked over his shoulder, straight into Earl’s eyes, and gave a hellish, red-faced grin. “Of course, I can’t speak for our mutual friend. I do believe he’s still hungry and you owe him a meal.”


  Earl heard the lock click after he shut the door. The lamp began to flicker as a form made its way out of the shadows. The air grew cold and heavy with the coppery smell of blood and the musk of ancient dirt and sweat. As the light went out, and he felt the things foul, pale hand touch his flesh, he was left with one last mindless, insatiable impression…the joy of the glutton.


  



  



  


  DEAD MAN WALKING


  Allen Jacoby


  



  It was high noon and the dry, cracked ground of the desert soaked up the spilt blood with unnatural avarice, the air coughing up dust with a death rattle. Christopher Cain stood in the middle of town, a noose around his neck and blood on his hands. The pistols fell from his sweaty palms and crunched into the dirt and his boots made tracks in the mud and the blood as he stepped over body after body. Every last one of them, dead or dying, and not a scratch on him.


  Confidence Man.


  Killer.


  Survivor.


  The sun beat down on Cain and his affront with judgment, but he just grinned. He dusted himself off, unceremoniously removed a thick jacket from one of the corpses, and started walking. And when the remaining women and children started screaming, he didn't look back.


  



  ***


  



  Cain had made his way to Fulton Hollow on cons, some elaborate, some little more than petty thievery. He had started out this particular streak in Texas, riding the rails more or less illegally until Santa Fe, where he had made use of the classic “missionary conspiracy” con to get himself a ticket to Tucson. It was one of the oldest tricks in the book; back in Medieval England, highwaymen often dressed as monks or abbots and tricked aristocrats to give them transportation from village to village. Of course, back then, the highwaymen would conclude the journey by slicing up the aristocrats and taking their gold. Chris Cain preferred less cutthroat methods, most of the time.


  In the station at Santa Fe, he jimmied the lock in the conductors’ locker room, grabbed a brown jacket, matching pants and a shaving kit. He made his way to the public facilities, shaved the beard from his face and used the cream in the kit to slick back his untamed hair. He changed into his crisp new clothes and dumped the old ones, along with the bag and shaving cream (he kept the razor, though), into a broom closet. From there he crossed the street into the Santa Fe First Congregational Church, pretended to pray in silence for 5 minutes and absconded with a Bible and a tithing bin. The minister was ne’er the wiser as the grifter completed his costume and returned, a new man, to the Santa Fe station. From there, it was hardly work at all. Just acting.


  “You sir!” Cain called out to a passing businessman, shaking the Bible in one hand, his other gripped firmly over his heart. He shook the heavy book at the businessman and then gestured to the tithing bin at his feet.


  “All throughout this great territory, little Hopi Indian children are starving, sir! Not just for the bounty of this world, but for the bounty of the spirit!”


  His voice grew louder. Other passengers began to drift over.


  “Yes sir! Yes ma’am! All of God’s children have to eat, and it is our duty, out of charity, to feed them! To feed their stomachs with good food and to feed their ears with the good Word! Ain’t that right people?”


  He scanned the crowd and nodded solemnly at several of the other passengers. There was a railroad bull a few yards away, glancing at the growing crowd suspiciously, but he didn’t show signs of coming over to investigate. Yet. Chris thought it best if he wrapped this one up quickly.


  “Bless you kind folks, I know times are hard, but for some, times are harder! For some have not even the comfort of the Lord’s Word to quiet their gnawing hunger. So, if you can find it in your hearts to make some small pittance of a donation for the Hopi Children's Fund,” he bestowed the tithing bucket on the nearest crowd member, “I know the Lord will smile upon you, and bless you, as you have blessed them.”


  Times were hard. Cain had performed this same con on the East Coast and made dollars, but here, he only heard the occasional clink of a penny or a nickel in the tithing bucket and, by the time it was returned to him, he hardly had enough for a ticket to Tucson, let alone any sort of profit. But still, beggars can’t be choosers, and the railroad bull was on his way over.


  Cain took the tithing bucket and made the money disappear into his pockets, bowing graciously to the other passengers and even shaking a few hands. He manoeuvred past the crowd, out of the bull’s view and around a parked train, passing back a few words of thanks.


  He made his way back to the conductor’s room, which was still unlocked from his first venture and exchanged the brown clothes for black ones, making sure to place the brown pants in their original locker and the brown jacket in the new one. Covering tracks, framing others, all in a day’s work for a professional of his calibre.


  Five minutes later, Cain had purchased a seat on the train to Tucson and was on board comfortably. He had mussed up his hair considerably in the train’s powder room and splashed some dust his face outside and the change was remarkable. No one recognized him, not even the woman one row away, who had placed a nickel in his tithing bin. Which reminded him…he tucked the bin in the overhead compartment for the seat across from him, but kept the Bible in his lap. The whole con had only taken an afternoon and, just like that, the train started belching smoke and he was on his way to a brand new territory, with brand new marks and no consequences.


  When he got off the train at Tucson, he left the Bible on his seat.


  



  ***


  



  Tucson didn’t leave him time for a con; it was night time and, although he doubted there was any word on the wire searching for a man of his description, he didn’t want to take any chances staying there. The last coach west was leaving in half an hour and he didn’t have any time to waste.


  Cain made his way up Tucson’s main thoroughfare, eyes flitting back and forth. He knew what he was looking for, and he spotted it: a middle-aged woman, well dressed, hanging away from her group. He watched carefully. She looked bored; the man she was with was much older than she was and the others standing in front of the saloon were chatting amiably and hanging on his every word. She made her way off of the boardwalk and stood by herself, half in the light from the saloon’s lamps, half in shadow. Chris slid through the shadowy street and was on her in an instant. His hand slipped over her mouth and his stolen razor made its way to her throat. He pulled her into the darkness of the alley.


  Her eyes were engorged with fear and he could tell she was trying to scream, so he pressed the razor a little tighter. A little bead of blood dripped from where the edge bit too hard, and she squeezed her eyes shut.


  “Shh,” he shushed her. “Shh. Shh. Shh. Just don’t say a word and I won’t have to hurt you.”


  He pressed her hard against the wall of the saloon and tentatively withdrew his hand from her mouth. She didn’t make a sound, but her eyes were still closed tight. Her lips quivered.


  “Now listen, I ain’t gonna hurt you and I ain’t gonna do anything unsavoury. You just hand over all your cash and we’ll be set. You kin?”


  She opened her eyes. She looked confused.


  “I said, ‘Do you kin?’ Do you understand me?”


  He pressed the blade a little harder and she nodded and she slowly began to reach into her pockets. She produced a few crumpled bills, but her hands were shaking and one of them slipped. She looked down at it, horrified, as a man’s voice came from around the corner.


  “Emily? Emily? Where’ve you gone off to?”


  Her eyes registered recognition. Panic. She took in a breath to scream and Cain drew back his fist and punched her, as hard as he could. She was out like a light and slid to the ground.


  “Dammit,” he muttered, and began gathering the money from her hands. The man’s voice was getting louder; he was bound to come looking down the alley any second. “Damn it all,” Cain muttered again and rounded the corner behind the saloon and out around the back of town. He would have to take the long way back now and would barely make it to the coach house in time.


  He didn’t like robberies. They left too much evidence and there were so many ways they could go wrong. On top of it all, yet again he was left without any real profit and he had to haggle with the driver for a spot on the coach.


  But, as it seemed to always be, Fortune was on his side and before eight o’clock, Christopher Cain was fast asleep on the westward coach out of Tucson and when they woke him up to tell him his trip was up, he was watching the sun rise over Fulton Hollow and his mind was racing with possibilities.


  It was the perfect frontier town. It had one main street that started with a church and ended in a saloon and along the road was a general store, a Chinese Laundry and a hotel. The town hall and jail were combined into one building, conveniently located right across from the saloon. There were apartments above all the businesses and a cluster of little homes down the road. People were milling about, some on horses, some on their feet, and every last one of them looked like they were born yesterday. Naïveté, thy name is Fulton Hollow.


  Cain grinned, thanked the driver and walked into town.


  He was still wearing his black outfit from Santa Fe and he got a few odd looks but, for the most part, the people ignored him. Most of their eyes were downcast and they seemed quiet and to the point. No imagination, no curiosity: perfect. Cain made his way along the boardwalk to the end of town, and walked into the saloon.


  The watering hole was fairly crowded for a Wednesday morning. There were two men at the counter, dressed like ranchers but talking like sailors and the owner tending bar was eying them the way a butcher looks at a cow with the staph. There was a stage to the left, where Chris supposed the locals put on cabaret shows or maybe even the Complete Works of William Shakespeare, but right now it was empty, except for a mop and bucket. In the corner by the slatted window, three old men sat, smoking and they eyed him with suspicion and stopped their chatter when he walked in. There was a barmaid on duty, but she wasn't serving anyone; she stood off at the edge of the bar, talking to two other women who had certainly seem better days. The saloon was grim and grey and underneath it all was a yearning for some excitement. It was the perfect environment for the experienced confidence man and Cain knew exactly what con to run the moment he laid eyes on the back table.


  It wasn’t an unfamiliar sight to see a poker table in a frontier town saloon. On the contrary, they seemed to be almost mandatory. Yet never before had Chris felt such artistic inspiration upon seeing men testing the fickle attitude of Lady Luck. There were four of them, and together they were the perfect marks.


  The mark facing the door and Cain, was absurdly well-dressed for this little town: He had a full suit with matching cravat, a noticeable chain for a pocket watch and his shoes weren’t boots but some kind of black leather, polished to a high sheen and reflecting the light from under the table. He couldn't have been more than twenty-five years old. To his right was a gentleman who could only have been described as an accomplice; his eyes were dull and doggish, but he dressed better than the other two players and held his cards so that the well-dressed man could have peeked over and seen them, if he really cared to.


  The man on the left was spidery thin and bookish and there was a hungry, gaunt quality in his face that reminded Cain of a coyote. He watched the cards and coins on the table with something primal, and it was clear that he was a gambler and would be sitting at this very table were he in any saloon in any town in the world.


  The last man was facing away from Chris, but the grifter could tell as he was walking up that this fellow, too was a prime target. Thick cigar smoke wafted up from above him, and he wore a green banker’s visor. He was a large man and his fingers resembled thick sausages as they clung to the cards through greasy cuticles.


  Cain rounded the table, pulled up an empty chair, and sat down on the banker’s right. All eyes rounded on him immediately. He put on his best, big-wide-city-folk-shit-eating-grin and outstretched his hands like Christ to the little children. “Mind if I join you fellas?”


  He had two of them from that first performance: the banker and the rich boy.


  “Sure thing, coz,” murmured the big man. His green banker’s visor glinted as he looked Cain’s suit up and down. The well dressed man pursed his lips and started shuffling the deck; they had just finished a game.


  “Buy-in’s two cents,” he said, a twinkle in his eye. With his approval, the accomplice seemed to ease comfortably into the idea of a newcomer joining their game, and now it was only the archetypal gambler who gazed at Cain with suspicion, spider-fingers resting greedily on his two pennies.


  Chris felt the inside of his pockets. He had three cents left, so he had to be sure to win a few hands before he eased into an average set of winning and losing. Poker was not, as most people believed, a game of chance. It was a game of statistics, of mathematics and odds and, more so, it was a study in the human condition. Every human being alive had a tell. Some had more than one; the key was to study your opponent and know his mannerisms so well you could manipulate them yourself. Then you held the entire game in the palm of your hand.


  Cain had no doubt that the gambler was watching him, even now, so he had to be sure and establish a tell for himself. It was easy enough, really. He would make sure that, for the rest of the game, at least half of the time that he was bluffing, Chris would scratch his jaw. In this way he could lull the gambler into a false sense of security, establish himself as nothing more than some city-slicker who thought he was a poker player and set these down-home-boys up for the biggest fall of their lives.


  And that’s exactly how it went.


  After another hour of playing, everything seemed even between them, and even the gambler was at ease with Cain’s presence. By then it was afternoon and the saloon was gaining a steady stream of customers, in and out. The environment was perfect, the marks were set and the confidence man was ready to make his play and get away. The stakes on the table were high enough that he could play these boys, spend the night in the hotel, and spend the next week scouting the town for fresh meat.


  “Your turn to deal, stranger,” said the banker, sliding over the deck. Names had yet to be mentioned and no one had asked Chris his own. They were all sweating now, everyone looking equally nervous. It was Cain’s presence that had transformed this routine, friendly game into something dangerous, but they didn’t suspect him; it had happened so slowly that he was not the cause but just another victim, like the rest of them.


  He strained to hide his smirk as his hands enclosed around the deck and he began to shuffle. He was deliberate in his actions, but his fingers were slipping and sliding and the cards flowed like quicksilver between his hands. What looked like ordinary shuffling was something elaborate and intricate, a dance with no audience that was totally untraceable and, somewhere in the midst of that miniature meandering of his digits, Cain managed to slip a card up his sleeve. It was completely unnoticeable and not even a master of the sleight of hand could have seen it happen. That was all it took, and the con was set for the fall of the marks. Chris gaze a few more lazy shuffles, and began to deal.


  The gambler watched him intently as they played their hands. Everyone called. The rich boy seemed pleased with himself as revealed,


  “Full House.”


  The banker swore and turned over his cards. Two pair. Absolute shit and not even worth a comment on his part.


  The gambler had nothing, not even a pair. His eyes were fixed on Cain, who was playing up his hand.


  “Well, shoot, boys,” he sighed and folded over his cards. “I’m afraid I’ve got you beat. Four of a kind.” There was a clear smirk on his face but, as far as anyone could’ve seen, it was an honest smirk. The kind of grin a man gets when he has lucked out considerably.


  Now it was the well-dressed man’s turn to mumble obscenities like a sailor and the banker just whistled and shook his head. Cain reached his hands out and started to pool all of the money together but, suddenly, there were four long, pale fingers wrapping around his wrist. Cain looked up into the jittery eyes of the gambler and for a brief moment, there was no hiding it: somehow, the con had been caught.


  “Cheat,” whispered the thin little man. “Cheater.”


  The banker’s head eased around like clockwork toward Cain. The rich boy’s brow furrowed and he pushed back from the table. Chris cleared his throat and started to shift backward. The situation was dangerously tense, but there was no proof. He simply had to maintain the story and go on his way.


  Then the gambler drew a knife.


  “CHEEEEEEEAAAAAAT!” he roared and lunged at Chris across the table and the whole bar erupted into chaos. Several things happened at once.


  The banker fell backward in surprise and toppled over his chair to fall onto the ground. The bar tender and the waitress began running towards them. The two ranchers at the bar, who were by now, considerably shit-faced, began to roar and holler for a fight. One of the old-timers ran outside, yelling for the sheriff. And the well dressed man stepped back and started reaching for a revolver.


  The way he saw it, Chris had two options: fight, or sit there. There was no flight option. And sit there, well, that didn’t seem too attractive. So when the gambler lunged at him, Cain stepped into action.


  His elbow slammed into the man’s face, shattering his nose. He wrapped his arm around the gambler’s elbow and wrenched upward, snapping bone. He scraped the knife from his attacker’s hand, shoved him back and whirled on the rich boy. The rich boy’s gun was out and his thumb was just pressing down on the hammer as Cain shifted his weight down and forward and slammed into the other man like a human cannon ball. They tumbled to the ground but separated and, like a flash, both were up in an instant. The well dressed man brought the gun to bear, but wasn’t quick enough, and Cain’s hand was on his wrist like a vice. But the rich boy was strong and he tried to peel away and punched Chris in the stomach.


  Cain shifted sideways, let go of the man, and sunk his knife into his throat.


  The entire atmosphere of the saloon shifted. The gambler was still laying down on the ground and moaning, and the banker hadn’t moved an inch from his place on the floor but there was a sudden and powerfully oppressive silence that overcame the room. The knife had rammed in deep and torn and the rich boy was clutching at his throat and gurgling, bubbles of blood running rivulets through his crimson fingers. He shambled towards Chris, faltered and fell to the ground, life flooding out of him. Chris heard a click next to his ear and looked up.


  The bartender had a shotgun barrel aimed at his forehead.


  “Not a muscle,” he commanded.


  Cain didn’t so much as blink as the bartender used the shotgun to guide him back to a chair and sit him down. There was a huge commotion outside of the saloon as people searched out the sheriff. When Chris was safely in the chair, the bartender stepped back slightly; there was a single moment where his eyes turned away and, in this moment, the grifter shifted one hand into his back waistband, removed the razor from Santa Fe and slid it up into his sleeve like a playing card, affixing it there as best as he could.


  Then he waited for them to take him away and have him tried for murder.


  But of course, there was no trial. Not in a small town like this.


  Cain was thrown into the jailhouse without word and left completely alone. There were no other prisoners, hadn’t been for awhile, as far as he could see. The sheriff had cursorily searched him for a gun, and gone through his pockets, but he had found nothing, certainly not the razor, which now rested snugly attached to his undershirt.


  He could hear yelling outside, at first a mob, for about an hour, and then it slowly transitioned to what sounded like construction work, and he realized that they were building a gallows. They meant to hang him, tonight, with no trial. He grimaced at the thought, but made no move to escape. He did not bang on the walls, he did not shake the iron bars of the jail and he did not pray or request to see a lawyer or a priest. There was a bucket filled with fresh water in one corner of the cell but he did not drink, nor did he wash his hands. He let the blood dry to a thick, rusty crimson as he waited, stoic.


  And then, sometime around 4 in the morning, when it was still dark, the sheriff walked in. He carried a glass lantern, but it was weak, and it cast little light in the tiny room. His expression was unreadable. Chris stared at him for a full minute, and then finally the lawman put the lantern on the desk outside of the cell and walked over to look Cain in the eye.


  “I don’t suppose you know who you kilt, do you?”


  His eyes were steely. He talked like a tobacco chewer. Chris stared at him impassively, then smiled.


  “I know he was a damned awful poker player.”


  The sheriff stared back, blank-faced.


  “I don’t think you git it. I got a lynch mob out there. They want justice. And they want your head. The nearest judge’s in Tombstone and the wire ain’t workin’. That means these people would have to wait another twelve hours before they can even git word of what to do with you. And they ain’t gonna have that. ‘Specially not with you sitting in here with the founder’s son’s blood all over your hands and that goddamned grin on your face.”


  He leaned in close and Cain could smell liquor on his breath. He wasn’t drunk; he must’ve had just enough to ready himself for this. Ready himself for murder.


  “I came in here hoping you’d try and talk some sense into me, and into them. To tell your side of the story. But the way I hear it, you tried to swindle some honest townsfolk out of their hard-earned money, got yourself caught and then decided to beat one halfway to hell and kill the other one. You’re in a world of hurt, boy, and you don’t seem to give a good goddamn about getting out. What have you got to say for yourself?”


  Cain stared back at him thoughtfully. They were going to hang him, he realized, no matter what he said.


  “If I were you, I’d get the hell outta town before this lynching happens.”


  But the sheriff just grinned.


  “Who do you think’s tyin’ the noose?” he said and walked out the door. Cain sighed, ran his hands through his hair and waited.


  It turned out he didn’t have to wait very long. The gallows was built overnight and a half an hour later, when the first few fingers of sunlight started peeking through the barred window overhead, the sheriff came back into the room. He was silent and so was Cain, as he wrapped a small cord around the criminal’s hands and tied them behind his back. He dragged the confidence man slowly out of the town hall on to the main street and the sunlight temporarily blinded them both. Cain heard the people before he saw them.


  They were roaring and screaming. It must’ve been the entire town, except maybe for one or two who were too drunk, too sick or too old to make it. Women, children, businessmen, ranchers, even the local preacher: all were standing before the gallows and crying havoc at Cain.


  They shoved him up onto the platform and unceremoniously pushed him on top of a wide stool. They hadn’t had time to build the trap door. The sheriff, grim-faced now, climbed onto a stepladder and wrapped the noose around Chris’s throat. He tightened it brusquely, grimaced and stepped down. He stood below the grifter, looking up at him and out at the people. He held up his hand and, after a moment, the people were silent.


  “State your name,” commanded the sheriff. He really was chewing tobacco, now and he spat on the ground as the con man spoke.


  “Christopher Cain,” he said loudly. He blinked as it got brighter.


  “Christopher Cain,” echoed the sheriff. “Christopher Cain, you have been found guilty of murder, attempted murder, assault and fraudulence and attempted money laundering.”


  The people’s voices rose to raucous buzz, like attendants at the Coliseum.


  “Any last words?”


  The crowd managed to quiet down, as Cain spoke.


  “I’d suggest that the good and innocent people among you get goin’…this is gonna get ugly.”


  They all laughed at that. Some called more fervently for his death. He had expected it. He closed his eyes, swallowed, and breathed out. The sheriff stepped over to the stool and now the crowd was utterly silent, every individual breath was audible and, without any ceremony or word, the lawman brought up his foot, pistoned and kicked the stool out from under Cain. The con man plunged downward instantly and there was a loud snap as his neck broke.


  It was dirty, small-town justice and there was a bit of guilt in all of them as they watched the body swing like a pendulum, sick and lifeless. But they cheered anyway. They cheered and hollered and mourned their own dead, but none of them left the gallows’ square, though the sheriff stepped down and moved back into the crowd.


  And then Cain’s eyes opened and they were silent once more.


  In a flash, the razor slid out of his sleeve like a hidden card and he flicked it open and cut his wrists free. He grabbed the rope coming out of the noose with his left hand, and used the razor to slice apart the rope above his head. He sawed at it for a moment, and then it ripped and he crashed to gallows’ stage and the wood splintered slightly. The crowd was staring at him, mouths agape and a man near the edge of the platform reached to his side to pull a gun.


  Cain dove at him and slit the man’s throat in fluid motion, taking the gun from his hands without effort. He shoved the would-be-hero’s corpse away and took aim at the nearest person. It was an elderly woman, clutching her face and screaming; he blew her away without a second glance. The noose dangled from around his neck, a totem.


  Gunfire erupted from his hand like Zeus’ lightning. Somewhere in the carnage he stopped slicing with the razor and picked up a second gun. He was dual-wielding, firing off rounds left and right, never missing. His eyes shone gold, either with the sun or something more and it was macabre and ethereal and godlike. All around him, the townspeople ran and screamed in terror and guilt, scrambling to get away.


  Then a bullet ripped through his head.


  Gray matter and red gobbets oozed from the spot in his forehead where the round had gone through and the sheriff held his gun in both hands, shaking, smoking drifting weakly from the barrel. He moved slowly towards Cain, but the body didn’t fall.


  Instead, the hole began to close up and Christopher Cain blinked and it was then that the sheriff began to scream along with the rest of the crowd. Cain fired left and right, never missing, but he was walking towards the sheriff, who fired shot after shot into the con man’s chest, but to no avail. The gun clicked dry, and Cain strode up to the lawman, who fell on to the ground, babbling.


  “What are you?” he screamed, arms outstretched to protect himself.


  Cain cocked back the hammer on one of the pistols and aimed it at the sheriff’s face. “Dead man,” he replied and pulled the trigger. Scarlet stained the hard ground.


  “Dead man walking.”


  The rest of the residents of Fulton Hollow scrambled and fumbled and tried to run from their guilt, but Cain downed them before his wounds had time to fully heal. The bullets turned to dust in his veins and the sores healed over and did not scar. Death, it seemed, would not have him. But It would have the townspeople.


  He had warned them.


  He supposed that was the nature of the business. Maybe those highwaymen in medieval England had had it right; maybe the only way to run a con was to get rid of all the witnesses. Clear all the evidence so that no one even knew a con had taken place. Death was messy, sure, but witnesses were messier. So he would clean up this mess and move on. He would find new clothes, and a new town, even if he had to make his way through the desert to get there.


  Christopher Cain started walking.


  



  



  


  ZOMBIES AT RED ROCK


  Roxanne Dent


  



  The rain pelted the windows and turned the streets into rivers of mud. Most of us were barricaded in our homes.


  A few of the men were silently downing whiskey or beers in Morgan’s Saloon, hoping to get, as Billy Hanson loved to say, piss eyed drunk before curfew, which was as soon as it got dark.


  The town was on edge. Six people were dead and four missing which wasn’t unusual in Red Rock.


  The Indian Wars were over but cattle barons and sheep herders were always at each other’s throats. And in any town, there were always a handful of evil men with dead eyes looking to put a bullet in a man just for the love of it.


  But the four men and two women prostitutes hadn’t died from bullets or knives. They were murdered by monsters, their limbs torn from their bodies, their flesh ripped off by human teeth.


  Even men who shot and killed ranchers living alone on isolated spreads and burned their homes down while their wives and kids watched were shocked. It went against nature.


  The victims were mostly cowboys from Ralph Hanson’s ranch looking to drink themselves into a stupor and end up in bed with a woman who had been attacked on their way home.


  The prostitutes were snatched when they stepped out for a smoke or a breath of air. One of them left a foot still in her red, high heel shoe. It was enough to make hard men’s guts turn to water.


  You never knew when you’d find a kneecap or a finger tangled in the tumbleweed in your back yard or lying in the grass by Crater Lake as if a monster stopped to admire the scenery and have a picnic of human flesh.


  Doc Wilson thought it was a new virus that made a man go crazy.


  Any mutilated bodies or remains of victims found were quickly buried until the day Andy McManus was seen crawling out of his grave, minus a leg, his guts hanging out and his right eye missing. I was there.


  It was eleven o’clock in the morning. Ma sent me to pick up some beef for stewing and come right home. Before stopping at the butcher, I made my way to the cemetery to indulge my addiction.


  After Pa was shot in the back leaving church a year ago, I became obsessed with tracing angels, epitaphs and any unusual designs on the tombstones in our graveyard when I heard the screams.


  Sixteen year old Lita Monroe, who was sweet on Andy McManus’s son Joe, accompanied him to pay his respects and place a bunch of wild flowers on his father’s recently dug grave.


  Andy had been attacked by one of the missing people while he was loading his wagon with supplies and would have died on the spot if the townspeople hadn’t shot the already rotting corpse numerous times and chopped it into a dozen pieces. Andy developed a high fever, went into a coma and died three days later.


  The screams jolted me and I dropped the tracing paper and charcoal and looked up.


  A filthy hand was sticking up from the earth, pulling on Lita’s skirts. Cursing, Joe struggled to pull the thing off her and then a truly horrible thing happened.


  The remains of Andy McManus crawled out of the grave and blinking against the light lunged toward a horrified Joe.


  Ripping his Colt out of his holster, Joe fired until his gun clicked empty. His Pa fell but the bullets didn’t stop him. He reached over and bit Joe’s thigh, removing a chuck of bloody flesh along with the material from his pants.


  Joe screamed in agony and shock and punched the thing in the face. It staggered and fell. Lita picked up her skirts and ran screaming all the way back to town.


  As the decaying corpse, white maggots oozing from a stomach wound reached out to grab Joe he kicked it and took off sobbing.


  I ducked behind the white, marble mausoleum that belonged to the Getty sisters, terrified the thing would come after me. After a second or two, I couldn’t stand it and peeked around the corner.


  My heart was beating so hard, I could hardly breathe but I couldn’t look away as the thing, unable to balance on one leg, slithered on its hands and elbows along the grass toward the town like some kind of grotesque spider.


  Lita’s screams drew a mob of angry, terrified people carrying pitchforks, knives and guns. I watched as the rotting corpse was shot, stabbed and beaten to a pulp by the mob until it lay there quivering.


  The remains were covered by a dirty blanket and dragged to the back of the cemetery. I crept out from behind the mausoleum. A weird fascination held me fast.


  A fire was lit and when it was red hot, what little remained of Andy McManus was tossed into the flames blanket and all.


  No one spoke. I told myself the high pitched wail came from air whooshing through the mess that was once a human body.


  I finally ran home without the beef. Ma saw my face.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “All the shops are closed,” I said trying to stop shaking.


  “It’s not a holiday.”


  “There’s some commotion at the cemetery.” I didn’t dare tell her what the commotion was. She didn’t ask and let me go but she looked worried.


  Andy McManus’ corpse didn’t survive the fire. A few days later, Joe developed a fever and his thigh wound festered and oozed yellow pus. He started gibbering to himself.


  That night he attacked his Ma with a hammer, smashing her skull in. A crowd was drawn by her screams and witnessed Billy sitting on the kitchen floor covered in a pool of blood digging his Ma’s brains out with his fingers and eating them.


  They shot him full of lead but he stood up and tried to attack them so the sheriff ordered torches lit and set him on fire, burning the house down for good measure to stop the infection from spreading.


  Having just turned thirteen and being a girl, I wasn’t supposed to know about any of it but I witnessed firsthand what we were facing. Most everybody knew anyway. It was hard to keep a secret that big in a small town.


  People who had a stake in the town stayed. The rest left. Ma and me had no choice. We had to stay.


  Pa brought us to Red Rock from Ohio when he took a job as the town preacher and we spent all the money we had on buying the house.


  A righteous man, Pa had big dreams for Red Rock but he couldn’t turn his back on evil when he saw it and made a lot of enemies by speaking out.


  Righteous men didn’t live long in Red Rock. Pa was shot in the back leaving the church.


  Sheriff Wilson was a practical man and didn’t do much about catching Pa’s killer. It was no secret who was responsible.


  Billy Hanson, the spoiled, arrogant, only son of Ralph Hanson, the richest cattle rancher in the county bragged about it openly.


  Mr. Hanson beat Billy within an inch of his life but let it be known he’d kill anyone who tried to arrest his boy and ordered Billy to stay away from us. Since Billy was mortally afraid of his Pa he did.


  Ma turned the junk room upstairs into a bedroom, renting it out by the week and the front room downstairs into a dining room.


  Since the murders, those who paid for a room didn’t stay more than a night or two before they heard the rumours about the dead who wouldn’t stay dead and ate human flesh and high tailed it to the next town. The last two weeks, the room upstairs was empty even though we lowered the rent.


  Half the time, the tables in the dining room with the red and white checkered tablecloths Ma made were empty. The town was turning into a ghost town right before our eyes and we were not only scared but feeling the pinch.


  I sighed as I stared out the window at the pouring rain and felt sorry for myself. I knew I shouldn’t act like a baby because there was no money for a present. If I was lucky, Ma would make me a chocolate cake.


  It was because I was staring out the window instead of doing chores that I was the first to see Cole Brannigan ride into town.


  “Victoria Rose,” I told you to put the napkins and silverware out,” Ma sighed. “Just because it’s your birthday, is no reason to slack off.”


  “A stranger just rode into town. He’s stopping at the Sheriff’s office.”


  Ma joined me at the window.


  “It’s no business of ours,” she said grimly, moving way. “Set the tables.”


  As I finished up, there was a knock on the door. When I opened it, Sheriff Wilson stood beside the stranger.


  When they stepped in, stamped the mud off their boots and took off their hats, they dripped at least a gallon of water onto the mat.


  Ma came out to see who had arrived wiping her hands on her apron. When she saw Sheriff Wilson she pressed her lips tight and wouldn’t look him in the eye but she was polite.


  “Good evening, Sheriff.”


  “Ma’am.”


  “Tonight we have meatloaf, mashed potatoes, green peas with onions and apple crumb pie. Victoria can show you to your seats.”


  “We’re not here to just to eat though your food is mighty good,” he added but Ma still didn’t smile.


  Sheriff Wilson wasn’t bad looking and he liked Ma. If she gave him any encouragement he would have asked her to marry him but Ma couldn’t forgive him for not going after Pa’s killer. I felt the same.


  He sighed. “This here is Cole Brannigan. He’s going to look into the…” he glanced at me, “the troubles we’ve been having lately and he needs a place to stay. I told him you had a room to rent and he’s prepared to pay whatever you ask.”


  I studied the stranger. Muscular with a barrel chest he looked like a man who spent a lot of time outdoors. He had prominent cheekbones, an aquiline nose, his skin was dark and had a copper colour to it as if he might have some Indian blood in him.


  Mr. Brannigan had a hard face that gave little away but it was his eyes that were really strange. They were a pale yellow with a dark red colour around the pupils. I never saw eyes like that in any man, Indian or white.


  He caught me staring at him and smiled. It was a nice smile and I smiled back.


  “The room comes with meals. No drinking on the premises and no women,” Ma said firmly.


  “No ma’am. I’ll take it for a month.” He reached into his pocket and took out a handful of bills.


  It was more than we’d seen in a long time and for a second Ma was so relieved she didn’t say anything so I piped up. “I’ll show Mr. Brannigan to his room,” and led him upstairs.


  The room was small but Ma made it cheerful with a yellow and blue quilt and a rag rug. There were cheap prints on the walls, a basin and pitcher on a side table and an old, walnut bureau with a mirror that wasn’t so distorted, a man couldn’t shave.


  “There’s an extra blanket in the bottom drawer.” I picked up the white pitcher decorated with yellow daisies. “I’ll get you some hot water to wash with.”


  “Appreciate it,” Brannigan said and I left.


  When I returned and knocked he opened the door blocking the entrance…


  “Thanks,” he said taking the pitcher from me.


  I glanced inside, sensing he didn’t want me to see what was there.


  I spotted a soft, doe skin pouch decorated with colourful beadwork and fringe on the bed along with knives and sticks of sage. On the bureau was a needle and beside it, several vials of bright green liquid.


  “Are you part Indian?” I blurted out before he could shut the door.


  He studied me. “You afraid of Indians?”


  “Nope.”


  “That’s good.”


  You don’t look like a Comanche,” I added. The Comanche inhabited the territory around Red Rock until Quadi Parker surrendered a year ago and the tribe was moved to Fort Sill, Oklahoma.


  “I’m Navaho on my mother’s side.”


  He tried to shut the door again but I’m persistent.


  “Supper’s in ten minutes. Are you here to kill the monsters?”


  He smiled. “See you at supper.”


  He shut the door and I went back downstairs to help Ma in the kitchen.


  



  ***


  



  Sheriff Wilson joined Mr. Brannigan for supper. They were our only customers.


  I was refilling their coffees when Ralph Hanson and his foreman, Dale Emerson walked in. I was surprised. Mr. Hanson knew we hated his guts for perverting the course of justice in Pa’s murder.


  Mr. Hanson and Dale dragged over two chairs and joined Brannigan and the Sheriff.


  “Two more coffees and some of your Ma’s pie,” Mr. Hanson said without looking at me.


  I glared at him until he turned his ice blue eyes on me.


  “Go on, Victoria,” Sheriff Wilson said gently. “It’s business.” I sucked my teeth and dragged my feet but did as he bid.


  Ralph Hanson was over six feet and his fair hair was sprinkled with silver. Unlike his son, if he shot you, it would be face to face…


  Dale was easy going, loyal and shrugged off his boss’ tendency to deliver sarcastic quips. In return, he was the only man Mr. Hanson would listen to when advice went contrary to his own. Whenever Dale came into town, he would stop to tell a joke but since the troubles began, I hadn’t seen much of him.


  Delivering the pies and coffee, I could sense the tension at the table. “Anything else,” I asked.


  “You can go,” Dale said shortly without a smile or anything. His abrupt dismissal upset me. I thought we were friends. I made my face blank so he wouldn’t see I was hurt.


  As I walked past Mr. Hansen, I heard him say, “You took your time getting here Brannigan.”


  I didn’t rush right out. Ma said I had big ears and I do.


  “I had some business to take care of in El Paso but I’m here now,” Brannigan replied.


  “You tell me why you think you can do what none of the rest of us can?” Mr. Hanson demanded.


  I shamelessly plastered myself against the wall right outside the dining room and listened.


  “Once this disease takes hold it can wipe out an entire town. I can stop it.”


  “How? You’re not a doctor,” Dale pointed out dryly.


  “In its early stages the illness can look like a disease and it can be spread by contact with an infected person but it’s not strictly speaking a disease at all.”


  “What kind of double talk bull is that?” Hanson snapped.


  “Dark magic is at the root of the troubles in Red Rock.”


  “Magic’s for ignorant savages,” Mr. Hanson said in that sarcastic way he had that could shrivel a man’s soul. I felt embarrassed for Mr. Brannigan.


  “That don’t make it less real,” Brannigan said unruffled. I’m not lying when I say it will continue until the town and surrounding area is filled with the walking dead.”


  There was silence until the Sheriff asked, “How do we stop it?”


  “You don’t. I do.”


  “Listen here Brannigan we’re paying you a hell of a lot of money. We’ve got a right to know how you’re going to do it,” Mr. Hanson said coldly.


  “I work alone and have my own methods.”


  “Mr. Hanson just wants to help. Hell, all of us do,” Dale interjected.


  “The missing people and those infected either work for or have business with the Hansen ranch which is telling.”


  “What the hell are you saying?” Mr. Hansen sputtered.


  “Somebody’s got a grudge against you.”


  “That’s crazy. It’s a damn plague.”


  “I heard you had a son.”


  “I’m not proud of him but Billy’s got nothing to do with this.”


  “Mr. Hanson sent him to Sweetwater to buy a horse but he’s due back tonight.”


  “If I were you, I’d send him far away.”


  I didn’t get to hear the rest. The floor squeaked in back of me and I felt a sharp pain as Ma’s hand grabbed my ear and dragged me away.


  “Ow!”


  “Victoria Rose, how many times have I told you not to listen at doors,” Ma whispered furious. “If you want something to do, you can clean the stove, scrub the kitchen floor and tomorrow you can beat all the rugs.


  “Ma!” I whined as we entered the big, black and white kitchen and she handed me a scrub brush with stiff bristles. “It’s not fair. It’s my birthday.”


  Ma smiled. “When you finish cleaning and blackening the stove you can have a glass of milk and a piece of chocolate cake.”


  The cake was good but after all the chores I went to bed exhausted and fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.


  I was jolted awake in the middle of the night wondering what had startled me. I heard the sound of the front door rattling. I got out of bed and walked over to the window pulling it up. It squeaked. Cold air rushed in and I shivered.


  The dark, misshapen form below moved. It’s body stretched and changed into a coyote. Glancing up, its red eyes glowed in the dark, and snarled before taking off.


  I slammed the window shut, ran back to bed and pulled the covers over me. Shutting my eyes tight, I told myself I was dreaming. It was a while before I finally dozed off.


  In the morning the sun was shining and I smelled coffee and bacon. Brushing my hair and washing my face, I told myself I was just all nerved up by what I heard the night before and dashing into the kitchen gave Ma a hug.


  She hugged me back but she hadn’t forgotten about my punishment. “The rugs are waiting. Start with the hall ones. I’ll call you when breakfast is ready.”


  I sighed. I knew unlike Pa, Ma wouldn’t relent, so I set to it.


  Ma called me in to breakfast a half hour later. She served Mr. Brannigan herself after I returned to beat the rugs out back.


  When I stopped to wipe the sweat and grit off my face I sensed someone in back of me and whipped around to find Brannigan watching me.


  “I assume when you stood outside the dining room last night, you heard what we were discussing.”


  “Some” I admitted, embarrassed, thinking he must have heard Ma dragging me away.


  “It’s too dangerous for you and your Ma to stay here.”


  “All we got is this house.”


  “A house is just a thing. It can be replaced.”


  When I didn’t reply he sighed, “Tell me about the Hanson’s.”


  “Mr. Hanson is the most powerful man in Red Rock. Most folks resent him only they’re too afraid to say so.”


  “What about his son?”


  “Billy should burn in Hell. He killed my Pa.”


  “And Dale Emerson?”


  “He’s okay.”


  “It must be hard to work for a man like Mr. Hanson.”


  “They get along.”


  “Any particular person resent Mr. Hanson more than another?”


  “If a rancher can’t meet his payments, Mr. Hanson buys him out but he gives him a fair price,” I added reluctantly, “only nobody likes to lose their home. He’s a lot richer since the Comanche left.”


  “How so?”


  “He was first to lay claim to the best land even before it went on sale. People felt he used his influence to get a special deal with the government.”


  “I understand the Indian attacks were pretty severe around here.”


  “Red Rock was wiped out once.”


  “I noticed a big scar on Mr. Emerson’s neck. Was that from an Indian attack?”


  “Dale came down with double pneumonia. He was in a coma for three days. Doc had to open his throat so he could breathe. Nobody thought he’d pull through. Doc said it was a miracle.”


  Brannigan put a hand on my shoulder. “The demon knows I’ve come to kill him.”


  The sun went behind a cloud and I could hardly breathe. “A demon?”


  “A yee naaldlooshii which in your tongue means witch.”


  “I thought witches were women,” I said diverted.


  “Some can be women but most are men. My mother’s people call them Skin-walkers.”


  “Do they worship the devil?”


  “A Skin-walker has to kill a member of their own family in order to gain their powers so they’re evil all right.”


  “What kind of powers do they have?”


  “They can shape shift into an animal or if a human looks them in the eye and is weak willed, the Skin-walker can steal their skin. Seeing my confusion, he added, “take over another man’s body.”


  “Does he eat flesh?” I asked shuddering.


  “He created the sickness that turns men into zombies. They’re in his power.”


  “Where are you going?” I asked, panicked as he started to walk away.


  “To find a piece of the Skin-walker’s magic in order to summon him. I think I know where to look.”


  “Something tried to get in last night,” I blurted out. When I had Brannigan’s full attention, I added, “I thought it was a man but it turned into a coyote. It was probably a dream,’ I added sure he would laugh.


  Brannigan didn’t laugh. “Tell your Ma if she won’t leave to keep the doors and windows shut and locked and don’t open them even if you know who it is. Do you have a basement?”


  “No.”


  “Then make torches. Fire kills them. Be ready. They’ll come at night when the power of the witch is at its highest. I’ll be back before nightfall,” he promised.


  “I watched him walk across the street to the blacksmith. A few seconds later, he rode out of town.


  When I went in for lunch, I told Ma what Mr. Brannigan said.


  “We can’t leave and he had no right scaring you like that.”


  “Promise you’ll do what he says,” I begged.


  Ma glanced out the window. The sun was at its zenith warming the kitchen.


  “Ma,” I pleaded.


  “With all the lawlessness, I guess it just makes sense to lock up.”


  I breathed a sigh of relief and returned to beating the rugs.


  



  ***


  



  When I looked up a couple of hours later, I saw Drew Morgan tear down his saloon sign and load what remained of his women and his liquor into a wagon.


  Doc Wilson had a few words with him before watching him take off. I joined Doc. “Where’s he going?”


  “Austin.”


  Marvel Goodwinter and two of his sons rode past, with all their furniture and pots and pans piled high in the wagon.


  “Pretty soon we’ll be the only ones left,” I said feeling a stab of fear.


  “Looks that way,” he agreed grimly. “Half the town is sick but their relatives are hoping it isn’t the plague and hiding it and the other half is leaving. Tell your Ma to lock up good,” he added as he walked away. His hands shook and he looked worried sick.


  Brannigan returned a few minutes later. He didn’t speak to me or stop in the dining room for supper but went straight to his room.


  I listened at his door but I didn’t hear anything so I opened it even though I knew I should have knocked first.


  Brannigan had his shirt off, the doeskin pouch around his waist. He was giving himself a shot.


  He had his back to me.


  “What is it?” he asked roughly as he finished, washed the needle, wrapped it in a cloth and put it in the doeskin pouch. He sat on the edge of the bed, pain etched on his face.


  I couldn’t help noticing the bullets lined up on the bureau were opened. Next to them was a dish of white ashes and an eagle feather with blood on it. I stared at it.


  “Is that the Skin-walker’s magic?”


  Brannigan was sweating, clutching his stomach.


  “Get out.”


  “But…”


  “I said get out,” he groaned and standing up, moved so fast, I wasn’t prepared when he slammed the door shut in my face. I heard him moaning and retching inside.


  I went downstairs and made sure all the doors were double locked before I gathered up boxes of matches and made torches out of sticks wrapped with old cloth soaked in kerosene.


  When I came downstairs I found Ma alone in the kitchen loading up a Winchester repeating rifle.


  “I thought you didn’t believe Mr. Brannigan?”


  “There’s no harm in being prepared.”


  “Seeing Ma loading the rifle made the thing more real. She hated guns.


  Mr. Brannigan joined us. He looked a lot better. We didn’t say much. He had a cup of coffee. I had a glass of milk. He put the cup of white ashes down.


  “Mix some of that with the bullets,” he instructed Ma.


  To my surprise, she followed his instructions.


  When I returned from checking the lock on the front door for the third time, I heard Ma’s voice.


  “If anything happens to us, I want you to make sure we don’t rise from our graves. You understand me, Mr. Brannigan?”


  “I do, Ma’am.”


  I stopped dead in my tracks. Hearing my mother asking a stranger to kill us if necessary, shocked me. It was the first time I thought we might not make it through the night, even with Mr. Brannigan’s help.


  We moved furniture around, blocked doorways, loaded the rifles and made more torches ending up together in the kitchen.


  I dozed in between eating chocolate cake. I knew Ma was worried sick because she didn’t stop me having a third piece.


  The hammering on the kitchen door made me jump. We could see Doc Wilson’s terrified face through the window. He was bleeding. A piece of his cheek was missing.


  Ma started to go to the door but Mr. Brannigan stopped her.


  We watched in horror as Doc’s body was attacked by a pack of zombies. His blood and brains splashed the window.


  I heard a commotion at the front door and the sound of glass shattering.


  “Light the torches,” Brannigan shouted running to the front.


  As I lit two of them, my hands were shaking so badly I could hardly hold them.


  A rock sailed through the kitchen window and a zombie began crawling through even though the jagged glass sliced pieces of dead flesh off. The first was Reverend Porter and I kept telling myself he was dead as I ran over and set him on fire. He staggered back bumping into the other zombies setting them on fire. The kitchen door finally gave way and more staggered through.


  Billy Hanson, with dead eyes, his body covered in blood from a gaping neck wound grabbed my arm and pulled me to him. I screamed and began punching and kicking him. Ma’s Winchester was shooting zombies who had made it through the window.


  Ralph Hanson shoved his way through. He emptied his Skofield revolver into Billy but the bullets were just bullets and had no effect.


  “Let her go,” Mr. Hanson bellowed as if he raised his voice his son could hear him. When Billy didn’t respond, he punched him in the face and tried to pry his fingers away from my arm.


  Billy stared at his father without recognition before sinking his teeth deep into his throat.


  Tears streaming down his face, Mr. Hanson shoved his revolver under Billy’s chin and pulled the trigger. Billy lost half his face. His teeth were gone but he still had a piece of his tongue and licked at the blood that covered them both.


  Having shot her attackers with Brannigan’s special white ash bullets, Ma pointed the rifle at Billy and blew the rest of his head off.


  Billy’s headless corpse still gripped my arm but he was weak and I finally broke free. I grabbed one of the torches and struck a match, setting him on fire.


  Staggering about the room, Billy ignited the others. The rest backed off as though some remnant of consciousness warned them fire was their downfall.


  Mr. Hanson was sobbing. He lifted his revolver to his own head and pulled the trigger but the gun jammed. He tried again but nothing happened. He turned to Ma.


  “Kill me,” he begged as the blood poured from his neck. In God’s name, somebody kill me.”


  “No,” a voice hissed.


  The zombies shuffled, moving aside as Dale Emerson appeared. He wasn’t the same Dale Emerson I knew. His eyes glowed like red coals.


  “Show your true self, Eagle Feather,” Brannigan demanded as he joined us, standing in front of Dale brandishing the feather. “I tracked you and found your magic.”


  Dale’s body twisted and his face shimmered, switching back and forth between that of the white foreman and that of the Comanche Skin-walker.


  “Suddenly he stood before us as he really was, stripped of everything but the skin of a coyote. His flesh was filthy his nails long and caked with dirt. He pointed a finger at Mr. Hanson.


  “You and the blue soldiers drove us off our land and you took it for your own. Now I take your spirit and all that you love.”


  Brannigan fired but Mr. Hanson rose up to attack the Skinwalker just as Brannigan’s ash filled bullet struck him in the head and he fell and lay still.


  With a howl of rage the Skin-walker snatched his feather and screamed, “Kill them.”


  The zombies rushed us.


  Brannigan shot again but the Skin-walker disappeared into the onrushing zombies.


  Ma shot six of them before she was pulled to the ground. Three of the monsters landed on top of her taking bites out of her flesh. She started screaming as blood pooled under her.


  “Get off her,” I shrieked as I set fire to them. Suddenly I was aware of Mr. Brannigan at my side. “Don’t you kill her,” I shouted.


  Ma looked a bloody mess. I could see the teeth marks on her neck, face and upper body. She was dying and once she did, she would turn into them.


  “Mr. Brannigan,” she whispered as two more zombies fell on her.


  “No,” I sobbed, hysterical.


  The zombies were filling the hall making their way toward us. Brannigan grabbed me. “Set fire to the rug. Do it before it’s too late” he ordered.


  Blinded with tears, I turned away for a second to light the rug piled up at the entrance to the kitchen. I heard a shot in back of me and whirled around. Life had gone out of Ma’s eyes and she lay still.


  I had no time to grieve. One of the zombies made it through the flames. He staggered and fell near me clamping his jaws down on my ankle, crushing the bone before expiring.


  I screamed, dropping my torch. Brannigan shot the zombie in the face and picked me up and shoved me into a kitchen cabinet, moving the heavy oak table against it before turning to face the rest who were pouring through the windows ripping and tearing at his skin, trying to get him down on the floor.


  I heard his gun go off until it stopped and then he fought them hand to hand.


  The Skin-walker had vanished.


  I saw Brannigan light two torches and set the zombies on fire before picking up the gun and reloading it. The house was in flames. I felt the heat in my hiding place. Smoke crept under the cabinet doors making me cough and my eyes tear.


  I heard Brannigan shoving the table away. He tore open the door.


  “Hurry up. We don’t have much time.” He was mauled and bleeding from a dozen bites and where the zombies hacked at his flesh.


  I couldn’t move. I was in shock and a part of me was sure he was going to shoot me.


  He reached in and dragged me out. The zombies who hadn’t been killed were staggering around disoriented and confused. Most of them were in the front room, burning up, trying to get out.


  “Run,” he said as the flames reached the kitchen floorboards making them warp from the heat. We ran past the panicked zombies out into the cold air.


  Brannigan dragged anything he could find to block the doors. We waited by the windows armed with torches for any zombies trying to escape the inferno inside.


  When a few stumbled out, he knocked them to the ground and set fire to their corpses.


  When there were no more zombies, we stood around and watched my house burn. It was awful and I cried.


  When it was over we went to all the houses and shops in town and set fire to them too. We killed a few zombies who were hiding in the cellars. Before long, the whole town was in flames.


  I felt numb. My mother was dead. My home was gone and I was infected. It was the worst birthday ever.


  The sky was beginning to get light. We’d fought the zombies all night. The sun would be up soon like any other day I thought bitterly.


  “How’s your ankle?” Brannigan asked as he took off his ripped shirt and tightened the doeskin pouch around his waist.


  Rage burned away the numbness, coming at me like the Santa Ana winds. I flew at him, attacking him, punching him in the stomach and face.” I hate you. You killed my mother,” I screamed.


  He looked at me sadly and stood there without defending himself. “Your Ma was brave. She asked me to do it.”


  Exhausted, I stopped hitting him and heard a horse whinny.


  Brannigan whistled and his black and white stallion trotted over and nudged him. Any other horses who escaped the fires had fled.


  I glared at him and spoke dully. “You might as well kill me now. I’ll be one of them in a few days and you too.”


  It was then I noticed a strange thing. His cuts and wounds were healing. Some had already closed up.”


  He saw my astonishment.


  “I was attacked when I was a boy. My grandfather was a shaman and taught me how to make medicine that would keep me from turning.”


  “The green stuff?”


  He nodded.


  “Is it a cure?”


  “If you take it every day, you won’t become a zombie.”


  “You could have saved my mother.”


  “She was too far gone. I’m sorry.”


  I glanced into the distance. “The Skinwalker is still out there.”


  “He’s full of hate. We need to find him and kill him before he makes more zombies.”


  “Me and you?”


  “You got anything against that?”


  I glanced at him surprised. It occurred to me Brannigan must be lonely hunting down the dead and living under a curse he can’t talk about. I was too young to be on my own and even with the nasty green stuff, my future looked bleak. I would never get married, live in a house with a white picket fence and have kids but that was okay. At least I wouldn’t be a zombie.


  Brannigan mounted his horse and pulled me up so I sat behind him. One day I’d forgive him and we’d be friends. Just not right away.


  My last glimpse of Red Rock was the smoking remains of a once bustling town.
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  North Dakota, Forth Berthold, 1908.


  



  The children stood silently in a nervous row as their long shadows from the setting sun behind them reached out to the edge of the wood, they’d been out playing all-day in the hot summer sun, running here there and everywhere, but now they found themselves drawn to the one spot they dare not play.


  Dyani, a tall girl, brushed away her long black hair from her face and spoke in a hushed tone as she pointed a crooked stick towards the woods. “I once heard my Uncle say they hung people in there.”


  A fat scruffy kid named Chayton looking meekly up towards the evening sky and held his belly. “I’m hungry.”


  As long as any of the children could remember no one ever went into that part of the woods; if any of them asked it usually resulted in a whack across the head from their parents, it was the unwritten law of all; you don’t go into that part of the woods, no one really knew why. At best the kids figured it was a forgotten fear that their parents still kept by, the children all belonged to the Hidatsa tribe, it wasn’t unusual to see people on the Indian reservation do odd suspicious things, the culture and customs still lingered in funny ways. For a few more minutes the children whispered about the woods then slowly, one by one, they turned away and headed back down the trail, which lead to the main road and on to home and supper.


  Standing alone a shy kid called Billy continued to stare deeply into the woods, his friend Tom called out to him. “Billy your pop will whip you more than good if you’re thinking of going in there.”


  Lingering for a moment, the children waited for him to join them, but Billy knew what he had to do, he knew it from the first time he was forbidden to do it.


  “If you see my pop,” he called to his friend, “don’t tell him, but if you see my grandfather tell him.”


  Billy’s grandfather was the best thing in Billy’s life; he’d understand why he needed to do this. His friend saluted and the children turned away, all whispering how crazy or stupid he was. He watched them until they passed out of sight. He was alone now but that didn’t bother him one bit; his mind was made up.


  He watched the sun go down a little more; Billy figured he had about two hours of daylight left – an hour in, an hour back out. It wasn’t much of a plan, but the burning feeling inside him was more than he could stand, he didn’t think he could take another summer without going in there, without knowing what was in there.


  Before he left he drew with his finger in the dry earth an arrow pointing into the woods and a simple sketch of a fish below it, the missionaries who preached to Billy and his people said Jesus and his followers would draw this sign so they would know who was good and who was a roman spy, if something bad happened he knew his grandfather would understand and follow it till the ends of the earth. His grandfather had fought the white man as a young man and was an elder back on the reservation, he knew the old ways, knew the secrets of his people and land. He’d come.


  For weeks he’d been planning to do this, slowly building up the courage to face what he knew would make him a man, he checked one last time that he still had his knife in his back pocket. He was only 10 but, like his grandfather always said. “Every man is only a boy until he faces his fear down.”


  Billy knew this was his time to prove that he could be a man. Since his mom died a few years back, his pop had turned to drink and cruelty. It seemed like nearly every day his grandfather had to stop his pop from whipping him.


  Sometimes he thought about running away, but he could never leave his grandfather. So an idea came to him while he’d lay on his bed with the pain and held back tears; if he could face down the woods and whatever was in it, then he could face down his pop and make the pain go away. He also knew in his heart of hearts that his grandfather would leave him one day, just like his mom did. Every morning he would hear him coughing a sick and wheezing cough. He had to do it today no matter the cost. It had to be now; he had to be brave, brave like his people once were. He mumbled a quick prayer and spat on his palm for luck and entered the woods.


  The woods themselves, he noticed as he began to get his bearings, reminded him of the bible stories of the Garden of Eden. A small brook ran to the left of him. No one ever came in here; no tracks or junk, just the untouched woods, yet there was one thing that made everything wrong. The whole place was stone silent. It was as if Nature herself was hiding from something within these woods. He pushed on harder and tried not to think about it.


  After a few hundred yards of fighting his way through the thick woods and gullies, he decided to stop to catch his breath. He looked up to the sky, all but a purple twilight, now. He’d have to go back soon and his heart sank with the thought. The brook that was to his left had now flowed into a small lake. He could see by the fluttering ripples on the surface that it was full with fish, the first sign of life he’d seen since entering the woods. He scanned the waters intently; with what was in there, he figured he could feed his family for a good while. Looking back up to the sky again, he watched the twilight creep in some more and thought of the long walk back.


  His nostrils then gave a sudden twitch; he could smell smoke, wood smoke. Someone up ahead had lit a fire. Making a mental note of how far he’d come he pushed on towards the smell and felt a nervous flutter go through him as he sensed he was getting closer to the answer of what laid in the woods. The sun was almost in front of him now, shimmering between the tree line, somewhere ahead of him as he worked his way through. The sound of a harmonica started to drift towards him as well as the smoke, it sounded like a sad lonesome tune yet, even within the tune, something sounded wrong with it. Like the woods itself, it felt lifeless. He slowed his pace down and began to creep forward, watching where he placed his feet so not to make a sound, just like the cowboys did in this comics when they wanted to ambush someone. It made him feel a little stronger inside thinking that.


  For a moment he wasn’t sure what there was to see as the sun flickered in his eyes like gold but, before he knew it, he found himself stood not ten feet away from a group of men sat around a small campfire. The music abruptly stopped as the dozen or so men, one by one, looked towards him. Cautiously one leaned over to another and whispered in his ear; strangely they all grunted an approval.


  It happened so fast that Billy didn’t have time to get scared, not really scared. In fact, he was more curious then anything. It was something in the way their clothes were tailored, their funny shaped buttons and high leather boots, the way their strange faces didn’t so much make them look dead as…not alive. A little bit of fear did kick into him with almost a shake of the legs and a piss in the pants, but he kept strong even in the face of the dead.


  Then somewhere deep within him, he suddenly remembered why he was there; he was there to face down his fear and to become a man, he decided to speak up.


  His voice cracked slightly through his dry mouth. “Who are you?”


  Slowly raising a dirty hand the one that’d had been playing the harmonica pointed silently towards a thick under growth nearby. Billy squinted over; he could just make out through the long rays of the evening sun a wooden cross or two, deeper in lay four or five more.


  They were all watching him intently as he turned his head back; even with this eerie scene a strange growing sense of wonderment started to come over Billy. They were cowboys, real cowboys. He caught a quick glint of silver from one of their belts. They were all carrying guns and one even carried a sword, a deep rusty red still smeared itself across its blade. The thought of the Wild West danced into his mind like a daydream and he began to smile. They really were cowboys. Billy knew his grandfather would be cross with him for thinking this as he hated the white man an all the bad things they had done to him and his people, but Billy just loved cowboys and their wild adventures. He would read them over and over again in his battered collection of comics, he didn’t know why he loved them he just did.


  Then something changed, a shiver jumped across the back of his neck as a dark look crawled across their eyes. One by one, they stood up, pulled out their guns and levelled them towards him. One even gave a cackling, wild hoot as he spun his guns out from his belt. Billy could almost feel where the bullets would hit him on his chest.


  A sudden jolt of fear starting to take over him, dragging him down into a deep panic-filled place, as the ghostly reality finally sunk in. His right leg began to feel warm, to feel wet. They all gave out a cruel laugh as his faded pants began to darken.


  “Momma isn’t here to help you now boy is she?” giggled one of them as he clicked back his gun and gave a spiteful smile. He could see dead maggots slowly fall out of his mouth like corn from a split sack.


  Billy blinked hard a couple of times and tried to swallowed down his revulsion as best he could and found a sense of anger swelling up. How dare they speak about his mother; his blessed dead mother? The anger slapped him awake; he wasn’t scared anymore. He knew what he had to do; he had to face down his fear. He had to be brave.


  With grit and determination he stood his ground and raised his proud head and looked the dead square in the eye. “I’m not afraid of you.”


  The air between them shivered like heat from a fire as the cowboys rocked uneasily at the standoff. The one who had been playing the harmonica raised his dirty hand again and spoke, it sounded odd like two voices were speaking at the same time from his toothless mouth. “Ain’t you a real brave? Let’s show him boys, show him what we really are. The savage deserves that at least.”


  They each gave out a wild cry of agreement and what followed next almost made Billy faint with shock. Their faces and bodies began to morph and twist with phlegm filled screams as they ripped their clothes off like they were on fire. Instead of cowboys, each took on the form of hulking black skinned demons. A stench of rotten meat cut sharp into the air as they all stood in a crooked line spitting and coughing a shameful curse.


  Billy swayed with the terror that was engulfing him; he wished with all his heart that his grandfather was here with him now to hold his hand, to take him home. He didn’t know what else to do; all of the courage he’d found had suddenly drained out of him and he felt weak to the bone. Everything around him warped with reality; it was as if he was caught between two worlds. The only light now he could see was from the demon’s hellish camp fire. It glowed bright beneath each of their damned and snivelling faces and Billy never felt so alone in all his life.


  A hunchbacked demon limped forward with sickly looking bloodshot eyes. “Look at what we’ve become, what God has blessed upon us.” Its voice had the faint echo of a rattlesnake hiss.


  “I’m sorry…” was all Billy could mumble as he felt hot tears roll down his shaking face.


  “Don’t be sorry boy, we like it.” It laughed and reached out a filthy twisted hand towards him. “Why don’t you run boy? We like chasing your kind down.”


  As the demon gestured for Billy to run, a deafening howl suddenly boomed through the woods. Billy thought his ears would explode as he tried to cover them with his hands. The demons gave out panicked yelps as the howl rose up like a tornado and shook the trees around them. From behind the demons, as they blindly pushed and shoved each other with panic, a full moon broke free from the clouds and everything suddenly fell quiet again.


  Billy felt the ringing in his ears begin to fade and thought that maybe this was his chance to run but, instead, something happened that would change everything. From high above between the moon and the moonshine, a huge grey wolf came smashing straight down like a comet onto the confused demons. With a single swipe from the wolf’s human-like hands, Billy saw a head instantly go spinning off into the bush, saw another’s belly fly open in an arch of yellow pus. He watched, awestruck, as the wolf then picked up a raggedy looking demon and crushed its backbone with a single splintering crack, while ripping out a rib cage from another’s chest.


  The wolf shook with pumping rage as it then went completely berserk with the blood lust and threw itself amidst the demonic rabble with a blood curdling roar; Billy began to grin, began to feel safe he knew his grandfather would come, he knew it.


  Tearing skin from flesh, the wolf worked its way through the demon pack, arms and legs flew from sockets, organs splattered against the ground like horseshit. Their screams of pain ripped through the night like a siren, till all that was left was a scattering of broken, steaming bones. Billy watched with glee as the wolf prowled around sniffing and snorting, making sure its victory was complete.


  Then, from behind him, his grandfather burst through the bush, the wolf instantly moved its large powerful head towards him and gave a growling bark.


  “Grandfather.” Billy screamed, he couldn’t understand what he was seeing. He wasn’t the wolf?


  His grandfather rushed over to him and pulled him to the floor as the wolf slowly approached. “Don’t move stay very still.” he said as he tried to catch his wheezing breath.


  The creature came closer and began to circle them, the hairs on its back started to stand on end. It was readying itself for the kill, yet its eyes gave away a guarded emotion that it was fighting with something deep within its heart. Billy and his grandfather squirmed with fear as the great beast circled them closer and closer, its eyes burned up with wild emotion; as its hot breath lapped against their shivering skin.


  Then as the wolf almost nuzzled Billy’s cheek he saw something loom out of its blood thirsty eyes, a flickering shadow of a face twirling and twisting like a corpse within the deep watery darkness of the beast’s pupils, a face he had almost forgotten, a face much like his own an in a flash everything fell into place inside his head.


  “Momma!” he called out with all his might; he tried to jump up as the urge to hug the wolf over took him, but his grandfather caught his arm and shouted in his ear. “It’s just her rage that’s here, not her love Billy.”


  The wolf jumped back, its eyes still fighting with the blood lust, still fighting a fragile primal thought that it knew these people. Then, with a fiery glare, its eyes snapped back into a wolf again. The rage and fury had won, black demon blood still dripped from its long tiger-like teeth, as it opened its mouth and sucked in the night time air like a back draft and howled a terrible unearthly scream at them both.


  His grandfather held Billy firm as he spoke towards the wolf. Billy couldn’t hear him above the raw of the howl, he could only see his grandfather’s lips slowly moving, saying something old, saying something that was a part of the beast and somehow apart of his mother.


  Thunder clapped above their heads like two great hands and the moment they were in, all those terrible moments that lead to this point was suddenly gone, two worlds had folded back into one and it was over. All that was left was the two of them on the floor as slowly the sounds of the woods crept back in; it too knew that something dark and terrible had finally passed.


  In the days that followed they each adjusted to what had happened to them in their own quiet way. Something changed too with Billy’s father; he never laid a hand on him again, Billy knew his father sensed the beginning of manhood in him, sensed he was marked out as a brave. His grandfather also knew this too and so started teaching Billy the Indian ways to life and living. He told him about how his people, many years before, had hung the white men in the woods, after they had turned themselves into those cursed demons with their violence and greed; told him how there were many different kinds of beasts living secretly inside the hearts of everyone, not just demons or wolves, and how it was the duty of every man and woman to keep them in check with bravery and love.


  As for Billy, sometimes he would go back into the woods alone and sit, thinking about the long gone demons and about the ancient invocation his grandfather had done to save him. He would think about his mother who had somehow answered the mystery’s call but, more often than not, he would just think about cowboys and gunfights, while fishing in the lake.
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  The worst day of Thomas Wilson’s life started with a scream.


  He had been sitting in his chair at the head of the table, filling his mouth with homemade skillet bread, washed down with hot, sweet coffee. The first lazy rays of morning sun were working their way through the small window, flooding the kitchen with their warmth. His eldest son, Jonah, sat to his left, rapidly demolishing a plateful of bread at least as large as his father’s. Zacariah sat opposite him, listlessly pushing his food around his plate and making no attempt to stifle his yawns as he ate. He was ten years younger than his brother, but there was no denying their kinship. Thomas had not been able to afford a photograph of Jonah when he was growing up, but he only needed to look at the boy’s brother to be reminded.


  Thomas had been listing chores for the day. Zacariah had the fireplace to sweep out and lay for the evening, followed by washing the breakfast things and feeding the animals. If he finished that, then he could spend the rest of the morning doing as he pleased until lunch time. Jonah’s work would be more arduous, as was only fitting. He would be helping his father dig holes for the new fence posts they had been making for the last three weeks. The Wilson farmstead may not have been much, little more than a smallholding in the old country, but it belonged to nobody but Thomas Wilson – Thomas Wilson and his two fine boys.


  Thomas drained his cup of the last of its coffee. He had barely set it down when the screaming began. Zacariah was startled from his habitual morning daze and looked towards his brother for an answer. Jonah was looking at his dad in the same way, but Thomas had nothing to give them in return. He stood up from the table, the heavy wooden chair scraping across the floor, and ran to the back door.


  The screaming was terrible, like nothing he had ever heard before and, for a moment, he hesitated. He looked back at his sons and that was enough. He had promised their mother on her deathbed, as the light faded from her eyes, that he would protect them from anything that life could raise against them and if that meant facing a horde of howling demons on his own soil, then so be it. He picked up his rifle from behind the door and motioned to the boys with his free hand.


  “You boys stay inside now,” he said, raising his voice above the din. “I’m just gonna take a peek outside, see what all this commotion’s about. Jonah, you mind your brother there, you hear?”


  “Yessir,” he replied.


  Thomas nodded – that was all he needed to hear. He flung the door open and stepped out of the farmhouse. The screaming was coming from the patch of dusty scrubland that served as a paddock for Bessie. She was getting on in years, just like Thomas, but she could still put in a good day’s work. Something was wrong with her now, terribly wrong.


  He ran to her and instantly saw the problem. Her rear legs had got tangled up in a tumbleweed. He nearly laughed with relief. From the noise she’d been making, he thought that a wild dog had got into the farmstead. He stroked her firmly down the length of her nose in an effort to get her calmed down. The thick roots of the weed had snared good and tight around her and the sharp thorns had dug deep into the flesh of her legs. The barbs looked nasty; bigger and more jagged than he was used to seeing in these parts.


  He called for Jonah to bring him his gloves. By the time he had come out, Bessie’s screams had subsided to a whimper and she was trembling under his touch. Thomas donned the gloves and reached around a likely part of the plant with both hands, pulling it away from the ruined flesh beneath. Bessie cried out again, flinching as the thorns tore at her. The more Thomas pulled, the more the gnarled roots tightened around her legs.


  “Don’t just stand there,” he shouted at his son, who was staring dumbstruck at the blood smeared all over his father’s gloves. “Go get my knife!”


  Jonah turned and ran back to the house, without a word. Thomas held onto the root, pulling with all his might as it cinched tighter and tighter against Bessie’s leg. Thomas could feel his fingers becoming dumb beneath the plant’s vicelike grip by the time Jonah had returned to his side.


  “Cut it!” he snapped at his son. Jonah stood there, staring, as his father grappled with the giant weed. “Damn it, Jonah,” he snapped. “It’s caught my fingers! Just cut the goddamn thing!”


  Jonah shook himself and leaned forward. He put one hand on his father’s wrist and, with the other, he brought the sharp edge of the knife underneath and pulled, sawing the blade in a rocking motion. Soon he had severed the root and, with the pressure released, Thomas fell back into the dirt. A thick green sap pumped out the ragged piece of vine, coating Jonah’s bare hands.


  “Shit!” he shouted, pulling back. Thomas had already got to his feet.


  “What’s the matter, boy?” he asked.


  “This stuff,” Jonah said, “from the tumbleweed. It…it’s burning.”


  “Damn it, son,” Thomas said, “go and wash it off!” Jonah hesitated. “Now!” Thomas shouted.


  Jonah ran, hands held out in front of him, the thick green goo dripping from his fingertips. He pushed past Zacariah, who had come out to see what all the commotion was about, knocking him to the floor. He reached the water butt and pulled open the spigot on the front, washing his hands desperately beneath the flow of tepid water. The slime came off easily enough, but it had left its mark on him. His skin had come up in bright red blotches, raw and angry, where the sap had mad contact with his hands.


  Bessie had not fared so well. The remaining roots of the tumbleweed had retracted almost immediately, so she was no longer ensnared, but sap had got into her open wound. The thick liquid steamed on contact with the blood, causing her to scream again, even in the depths of her exhaustion. Thomas tried to wipe the area clean but the flesh beneath his gloved hand had already begun to putrefy and sloughed off the bones. The sensation made him gag as his fingers pushed through the rotting meat. Bessie shrieked in pain and fear and tried to kick his hand away. There was no strength left in her back legs; indeed, there was scarcely any leg left at all.


  Thomas gave up on his clumsy ministrations and stepped back. Both of Bessie’s legs lay in utter ruination. One was stripped down to the bone whilst the other had been torn to pieces by the tumbleweed’s thick barbs. She lay screaming, her body drenched in sweat, bucking and trembling as each new wave of pain washed through her. Thomas bent to pick up his rifle and saw Zacariah stood in front of the farmhouse, his hands over his ears as he tried to block the screeching out of his head.


  Shaking his head, Thomas cocked the rifle and held it at the horse’s head.


  “Daddy, no!” Zacariah shouted.


  


  Thomas closed his eyes and pulled the trigger.


  



  ***


  



  Hours later, Thomas sat in his chair, in front of a crackling fire, starting in his seat whenever a particularly dry piece of kindling popped. He was on edge, they all were. The door creaked open and he jumped again, his heart pounding in his chest. It was only Jonah.


  “You scared me,” Thomas said.


  “Sorry, Pa.”


  “How’s your brother?”


  “He’s okay,” Jonah said. “He’s sleepin’.”


  Thomas nodded and settled back into his chair. The fire hissed and crackled in the grate; a comforting sound, he thought. It was the second fire of the day. The first had been to dispose of Bessie’s body. After putting her out of her misery and checking on the boys, Thomas had set to work on the carcass. He had left the remains of the tumbleweed wrapped around her legs as there had seemed little point in removing them. They couldn’t hurt the poor old girl anymore and he’d rather have them where he could see them. She was a mess. The flesh on her right rear leg had melted away and congealed beneath it in a pool of lumpy slurry. The other had fared only slightly better, thick gashes torn into the meat of the thigh. The tumbleweed’s barbs had dug deep but, as the sap had poured from the body of the plant, what was left of it had fallen still.


  Thomas had broken off one of the thorns between his thumb and forefinger. It came away easily and he held it in front of his face. Tumbleweeds were common in this part of the world. There wasn’t a lot of naturally fertile soil, so these dried up husks would bound across the dry ground, depositing their seeds in whatever small cracks in the earth the wind took them to. He’d never seen one like this before. It was bigger than any specimen he has encountered and the sap was something of a mystery too. Tumbleweeds were usually little more than dried up husks, travelling on the breeze but this one had pulsed with life, the sap spewing from it like an artery. He examined the barb closely. He was no botanist, but he knew that there would be a seed inside it somewhere, a tiny spark of life waiting to lodge itself anywhere that would provide sufficient nutrients to grow into another plant, a new life.


  Just holding it made Thomas feel uneasy, the thought of so much potential in his hand. He had dropped it, watching it land in the pool of rotten flesh at this feet with a barely audible plop. It burst open before his eyes, a fresh green shoot struggling out of its dark case and unfurling, reaching out and twisting. The blood and liquefied meat shrank away as the sapling grew bigger, as if it were being sucked up a straw and Thomas realised how it could get so big. It had no need to rely on the vagaries of the wind and the vague prospect of finding fertile soil. It created its own mulch from anything it managed to take down, a ideal mix of minerals to ensure its survival in the desert.


  Thomas ran to the house and grabbed the can of kerosene from the shelf above the kitchen sink. By the time he returned to Bessie’s corpse, the weed had already enveloped her, squeezing tight and pumping more of its acidic sap onto her dead flesh. It had taken him less than a minute and yet the rear of her body was covered thick, sinewy vines, with only the occasional sliver of skin poking through. Thomas poured the fuel over plant and horse alike and fumbled with his matches, dropping several to the floor before managing to get her lit.


  It had taken hours, but Thomas had stood there, watching her burn, topping up the fire with more wood, as it was needed. He had hated to admit it, but Bessie had sure smelled good as she was slowly roasted and charred in the open air. After a few hours, there had been nothing left of Bessie or the tumbleweed but some charred scraps of bone and the smouldering soil underfoot.


  



  ***


  



  The night was quiet. Zacariah Wilson lay in his bed, sleeping a dreamless sleep. It had taken him hours to finally drift off. Every time he closed his eyes, he heard Bessie’s frantic screaming, rising in pitch and volume as she became ever more desperate; he saw his father raising his rifle, putting a bullet through her head and cutting those shrieks short with utter finality.


  With the bedroom window open and a gentle breeze wafting in, he had finally managed to sleep. As he lay on his back, breath coming in deep, rumbling snores, the wind blew across his face gently caressing his skin and tousling his shortly cropped hair.


  Usually the evening breeze brought with it the comforting, familiar smells of the farm but the only aroma tonight was that of smoke and charred horse flesh.


  The wind brought something else.


  Carried on the breeze, a small, blackened twist of weed floated through the open window, dancing like a mote in the moonlight. It span on a puff of wind, riding the zephyr into the room. Hovering for a moment over Zacariah’s sleeping form, it pirouetted in the air, before dropping into the boy’s open mouth.


  



  ***


  



  “Pa!”


  Thomas woke with a start. The fire was dying now, the grate a collection of ashes and embers. For a moment he didn’t realise where he was, but then the events of the day came flooding back.


  “Pa!”


  That was Jonah. Thomas leapt to his feet and ran up the stairs to where his eldest son was stood, tears streaming down his face.


  “What is it, boy?” he asked.


  “Zacariah,” he said, his voice choked with tears.


  “What?”


  “Zacariah,” he repeated.


  Thomas grabbed him by the shoulders and roughly shook him. “What about him?” he shouted.


  Jonah wept. Thomas let go of his shoulders and let him drop to the floor. He ran into the boys’ bedroom, barely making it through the door before stopping at what he saw.


  “Sweet Jesus,” he whispered. He legs went weak at the knees and he collapsed against the heavy door frame. By the light of the moon, he saw the thing that lay in his son’s bed – the thing that had been his son.


  Willing himself forward on shaking legs, he approached the bed. His poor boy. Scraps of his night shirt littered the floor and a dark stain spread out from under him across the mattress. The little that remained of him was covered in grasping, twisting vines that roiled over one another, clawing to find a fresh piece of flesh to burrow into. They pulled in, tighter and tighter. There was an audible crack as Zacariah’s ribs caved in and Thomas let out a desperate moan. It was then that he noticed the thickest of the roots, coming from the ragged hole torn out of his son’s neck, writhing and pulsing with its toxic sap.


  Thomas dropped to his knees, staring dumbly at the raw, bloody wound where his son’s head had once been and the terrible throbbing root that protruded from it. His head, he thought, his beautiful head. Where is it?


  A bang from outside shook him from his reverie. He forced himself to his feet and looked out of the window. Dear Christ, he thought, will this nightmare never end?


  Outside there was another tumbleweed…and another. They were rolling in the wind, banging against the side of the house, as if they wanted to get in, to get at the food. He knew that they were just a twisted bundle of weeds, blown along by the steady northwest breeze, but rationality no longer held sway. He saw their dogged attempts to breach the walls of the farmhouse and could not shake off the feeling that they were under siege.


  He stepped back from the window, and his foot struck something hard and heavy on the floor. He tried not to look – didn’t want to look – but his head moved, as if of its own volition, and he had no hope of resisting.


  He choked back an angry sob as he looked down into the glassy, staring eyes of his youngest son. They were wide and frightened and the lips below were blue even in the wan moonlight. His boy had choked to death. That bastard plant had crushed the air out of him whilst Thomas had lain asleep downstairs. How could he have let that happen? What had gone through Zacariah’s mind, he thought, as that hideous weed grew inside him, cutting off his air and tearing through the soft flesh of his throat. Had he still been alive when the pressure had been too much for his slender neck and his spine had been severed, he wondered. The thought of it was enough to unman him and he dropped, helpless, to the floor.


  He sat there, legs out straight in front of him, head sagging deep into his chest and wept scalding tears for his dead boy. Six year, he thought. For six years he had kept his promise to his dead wife; to Zacariah’s mother and tonight he had let them both down.


  A dark, grasping tendril snaked off the bed, away from the tattered remains of his son. It began to creep across the floor and up Thomas’ leg. He brushed it away from him in a lethargic motion, but it did no longer seemed to be interested in him. It reached out blindly, probing the darkness like a finger and moved with great slowness away from him across the rough floorboards towards the dark shadow that had seeped into the wood beneath Zacariah’s head.


  Thomas had heard of plants seeking out nourishment in the parched flatlands, their roots acting as sophisticated divining rods and he realised that this particular weed was simply looking for a food source that was richer than an underground waterhole. He grabbed at the vine, shocked at the strength he felt beneath his fingers. It pulsed and rippled like a snake, under his grip, looping around his wrist and cinching in tight, forcing him to let go with one hand. The smooth vine pulled at him with a terrible strength dragging him towards the bed, towards that writhing, teeming mass of vegetation, with its rows of barbs like shining in the moonlight like shark’s teeth.


  Thomas dug his boots into the floor, pulled as hard as he could towards the door, but the plant would not be denied. It forced his broad frame across the floor inch by inch as he tried to prise the thick root away from his wrist with his free hand. He was beginning to lose the feeling in his hand as well as losing ground to the insistent plant.


  Just then, a shadow sped past him in the dark room and he felt a blessed relief as the pressure was released and the feeling returned to his hand. He looked up and saw Jonah standing above him, the blade of the Bowie knife he held in his hand glinting in the moonlight.


  “Get up!” he shouted.


  “Zacariah,” Thomas mumbled.


  “Zacariah’s gone, Pa,” Jonah replied, pulling at his shoulders. “We gotta get out of here.”


  In fits and starts, he managed to pull his father from the room and pull the door tight shut. The terrible banging from outside continued, shaking the farmhouse with each strike.


  “There’s more outside,” Jonah said.


  “I know,” Thomas replied. “I seen ‘em through your brother’s window. Two or three of ‘em”


  “Looks like half a dozen now.”


  Thomas pulled himself to his feet and looked his son in the eye. “Thank you, Jonah,” he said. “Your brother…”


  “I know, Pa,” his son replied. “I know, but we’ve got to do something or they’ll get in.”


  “Fire,” Thomas said.


  “Huh?”


  “Fire. We’ll burn those fuckers to ashes, boy and grind what’s left into the ground.”


  “Okay,” Jonah said.


  “Hell, we’ll burn the whole house to the ground if we have to.”


  “The house?”


  “Son,” Thomas began, “I don’t know where those things came from and I don’t know why they turned up here. Frankly,” he said, “I don’t give a shit. They killed your brother and if we have to give up everything here to turn them into dust and smoke, then that’s what we’re gonna do. You with me?”


  “Yeah, Pa,” he said.


  “Good boy.”


  “But, how are we gonna burn ‘em?”


  “What?”


  “There’s no kerosene left,” Jonah explained. “You used it all up on Bessie.”


  “Bessie,” Thomas said, remembering. “That’s it, son.”


  “What is?”


  “There’s more kerosene out in the stable. Hell, there’s a whole drum of the stuff.”


  “But those things are outside,” Jonah said.


  “Yeah, but the wind’s blowing them this way,” his father said, “away from the stable. They might grow like nothin’ I’ve seen before, but they’re slow and they can’t move against the wind. I’m gonna go fetch some of that kerosene, the whole goddamn drum if I have to, and we’ll just light those fuckers up.”


  “I’m coming too,” Jonah said.


  “The Hell you are,” Thomas replied. “I’ve already lost your brother tonight and I’ll not lose you too.” Jonah looked down, tears threatening to well up in his eyes once more. “Now you stay here, stay safe. I’ll not be more than a couple of minutes.”


  Jonah did as he was bold. He watched his father run towards the stable, grey as a ghost beneath the moon. He was right. The tumbleweeds continued to batter themselves against the farmhouse, buoyed on the strong night breeze. His father was in the stable for two minutes that felt like an eternity as he watched for his familiar shape to come back out of the building.


  There he was, rolling the barrel of oil before him and keeping a watchful eye on the plants that were bombarding their home. He really means to do it, Jonah thought, he really means to just set fire to the lot of them, building and all. He was moved slowly, trying to keep control of the wayward drum, but he was getting ever closer. Twenty feet to go now. Fifteen feet. Ten.


  Something was wrong. The wind had shifted. The tumbleweeds ceased their assault on the walls of the house and rolled ponderously towards Thomas. It’s okay, Jonah thought, he’ll see them. He’ll get out of the way.


  But he wouldn’t. The drum of kerosene had rolled onto its end and Thomas was so involved in getting it rolled onto its side again, that he hadn’t noticed his impending doom.


  “Pa!” Jonah cried, running from the safety of the porch. His father looked up, confused, into the rolling ball of spikes and thorns that was heading for him and froze. Jonah made the distance in record time, diving for his father and knocking him out of the tumbleweed’s path.


  “Jonah,” Thomas called, “are you alright?”


  Jonah pulled himself up from the ground. “I think so,” he said. He touched his face with his hand. “Yeah,” he confirmed, “just a scratch.”


  Thomas looked at him and there was a small scratch, just visible beneath his left eye. That would make this the second time tonight that Jonah had saved his life. As he thought this, the sliver of a scratch split open and heard Jonah screamed as tiny strands of weed pushed out from under his skin. Thomas was motionless for only a couple of second, but Jonah’s face was already a mess of barbed vines more seemed to be sprouted from him every moment. Jonah’s head was misshapen from the tendrils’ vicelike crushing and one of his eyes had been popped out of its socket and now lay on his cheek like a beach jellyfish. Even as he watched, on of the thirsty roots plunged in the softness whiteness of the eye, sucking up all the goodness.


  Thomas retched, throwing up his dinner on the floor, where it was soon joined by Jonah’s twitching, lifeless body.


  Thomas ran into the house and plunged a length of wood into the remains of the fire. He rolled it around in the embers, hoping to get it hot enough to burn or, at the very least, hot enough to ignite the kerosene. He left the wood smouldering in the grate and fetched his claw hammer. Returning to the main room he was delighted to see the tip of the wood glowing red.


  He ran outside, smashing open the drum of kerosene and dragging it to the house, leaving a tail behind it like that of a comet. He touched the glowing end of the wood to the kerosene and felt his heart catch in his chest as it seemed that it wouldn’t light. A second later, with a whoomp the oil ignited, rushing to the barrel set in the farmhouse.


  Thomas coated the wood in the flaming liquid and went after the remaining plants.


  “This is for my boys,” he yelled madly to the sky as he thrust the blazing torch deep into the heart of one of the tumbleweeds. It began to die at once, the flames consuming it with ease. He moved onto the next, content to finish the job once he was sure that all of them has been caught and set ablaze.


  Thomas worked through the night, burning the tumbleweeds one at a time as they became corralled into one corner of the farm or another, thanks to the wind. He took particular pleasure in burning the one that had killed Jonah. Poor, brave Jonah. It was no way for a young man to die, mummified by some unholy plant, but he would see to it that he had a proper cremation.


  As the sun rose over the horizon, Thomas Wilson’s job was done. There was nothing left of the tumbleweeds but blackened ash; there was little more left of his boys or the house, for that matter, but the job was done. Exhausted, he dropped to his knees, feeling empty inside. He sat there for hours, watching the house and its memories die before his eyes.


  Only when the last embers had faded away did he bother pushing himself up from the ground. As he did so, a sharp pain in the palm of his right hand made him wince.


  He looked at it with bleary eyes.


  It was only a scratch.


  



  



  



  


  DANCES WITH SNAKES


  Jon McAchren


  



  Night falls in Hell. A young woman enters a cabin sitting in the long shadows of the trees. She dances in a circle around four bodies in various stages of decay. As the sun drops closer to the horizon, she disrobes and begins to chant as she twirls round and round.


  “Cast it on the ground. Cast it on the ground.”


  The lovely young woman kneels down between two of the bodies and reaches a hand into the open abdomens of both. In each hand, she raises several wriggling, hissing infantile snakes.


  “And he said cast it on the ground. And he cast it on the ground and it became a serpent; and Moses fled from it.”


  She brings both hands, alive with baby snakes, to her mouth and kisses them.


  “And the serpent said to the woman, ye shall surely not die. Ye shall surely not die.”


  The young woman places the snakes back into the hollowed out, rotting stomachs of the bodies beside her. She dances around to another of the corpses and smiles down at numerous eggs lying in the rotting chest cavity.


  “And the great dragon was cast out, that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan, which deceiveth the whole world; he was cast out into the earth and his angels were cast out with him.”


  



  ***


  



  Jasper Holton stared straight ahead into the dropping sun. He was mesmerized by the golden orb laying on the horizon. The light was dimmed only by the waves of dirt and sand being blown from the desert floor in the evening gusts. Jasper could just make out the silhouette of his guide, Tektomah Two Willows, forty yards ahead. They were nearing the end of their third day riding west, from Las Cruces, to an area, near Tombstone, in the Arizona territory. Jasper’s ass was sore, his face was burned by the sun and wind and he was hungry. He gulped water from his canteen and ran his tongue across cracked lips. He whistled as best he could to attract Two Willows’ attention.


  “Hold up, Two Willows!”


  Ahead, Two Willows raised his left hand in acknowledgement and pulled up on the reins of his auburn-coloured mare. Jasper Holton gently dug his spurs into the side of his horse and prompted him to catch up to the Indian.


  “Marshall Holton?”


  “Two Willows,” Holton pulled his horse aside the guide. “My backside is plum turned to stone. Any chance we are close to stopping?”


  “Twenty minutes more. Shanty town. Food, water,” Two Willows smiled at his boss. “And a row of ladies’ rooms.”


  Jasper Holton smiled at the Indian. His mind came alive at the thought of food and water. Other parts of his body stirred at the thought of ladies in their rooms. His sore body would benefit greatly from a meal, a bath and the attentions of a woman.


  “Let’s ride, man! Let’s ride!”


  Tektomah Two Willows smiled crookedly at Holton, hitched the reins of his mare and led the way. Ten yards behind, United States Marshall Jasper Holton sat a little straighter in his saddle. He spurred his mustang to keep up with the man in front.


  



  ***


  



  In Hell, Arizona, Sheriff William Duffy walked into the town’s only saloon. The early evening crowd was small and quiet. Three bearded men glanced at the Sheriff quickly and looked away. Duffy noted, as a habit, that each of them had a revolver holstered to their legs. It was always good for the sheriff to know who was behind him. His footsteps, on the warped, hardwood floor, echoed throughout the large room.


  “Evening, Albert.”


  “Evening, Sheriff,” the bespectacled barkeep dropped his towel on the bar and reached for a bottle of rye whiskey. “The usual?”


  “Not yet, Albert. This is a work visit.”


  “Oh? Oh!”


  The little man hid the bottle behind the bar and pushed his round glasses up his nose. The sheriff noticed that he turned his head the slightest bit to get a look up the stairs to his left. Sheriff Duffy followed his eyes and caught a glimpse of a bare foot going around the corner.


  “You looking for someone, again, Sheriff?”


  “Yes, Albert,” Duffy noticed a film of perspiration growing on the old man’s forehead. “Again, one of our town’s gentlemen has not come home. Milt Gray’s wife came into my office this morning to say that old Milt headed into town last night to play cards here.”


  “Milt Gray?”


  “Yes, Albert, that’s right. Milt Gray came here to play cards. And then, like the others, did not come home.”


  The conversation was interrupted when a customer stumbled to the bar alongside the Sheriff. He grabbed the bar top to steady himself.


  “Evening, James.”


  The man turned to look at Duffy. His one eye was bloodshot. A dirty patch covered the spot where the other eye had been mutilated by a bullet years ago. His grey beard did nothing to hide the missing teeth or the tobacco stains running down both sides of his chin. His clothes were dusty and haggard. His eye slowly focused.


  “Sheriff Duffy! Good to see you again.” A dirty hand jumped from the bar to Duffy’s shoulder. “You buying good men drinks tonight?”


  “Sure, James,” Duffy looked at Albert and barely nodded. “One more for you, James. And, then, you make your way home, okay?”


  “Huh? Oh, yeah, Sheriff, sure thing.” The man picked up the shot of rye and downed it quickly. “Home. Home is where the heart is, right, Sheriff?”


  Duffy smiled in sympathy as the worst of the town’s drunkards pushed himself from the bar and barely made it to a chair at the closest table. He slumped into it and laid his head on the table.


  Albert was busying himself, wiping the bar with his dirty towel and dropping James’ shot glass into a tub of soapy water. He had moved away from the Sheriff.


  “Milt Gray?”


  “Huh?”


  “Milton Gray, Albert!” Sheriff Duffy leaned his large frame over the bar. “Did you see him last night?”


  “Oh! Oh! Yes, sir. Milt was in here. He played poker with some of the other fellas.”


  



  ***


  



  Darkness; still, fetid air. The smell of rotting flesh hung heavy in the darkness.


  Milton Gray recognized the odour. He had, before he had moved west, worked in a butcher’s shop in Chicago. He was quite familiar with the smell of rancid meat and flesh.


  Milton’s head hurt. His stomach hurt worse. He had, apparently, fallen somewhere on his way home. Marsha, his wife, was going to be so angry at him. Again, he had gone to play cards and drank way too much. She would meet him at the door with her bible in her hand. Again, he would hear of the evils of liquor and gambling. Again, she would curse him and beg him to stop.


  “Sonofabitch!”


  Milton Gray was racked with a sudden, intense pain in his stomach. He felt the urge to vomit.


  “What? What the fu…”


  Milton tried to roll over. As he did, he realized that he could not move. His hands and his feet, were bound. He could do nothing more than wiggle his fingers. His struggles against the bonds, in fear and anger, caused the stomach pain to increase.


  “Sonofab…”


  Milton felt his bowels release a moment before he began to vomit. He turned his head to the side as best he could. The air around him was immediately worse with the aroma of vomit and shit.


  



  ***


  



  One floor above Albert and Sheriff Duffy, Juanita Gomez lay in her bed. Her room was small. It held a smaller bed, a wash basin and a wicker clothes trunk. The room, like the four others on the second floor, was used by the ladies of the saloon. They were paid by the owner to socialize with the men in the bar and then, after the whiskey and wine took effect, bring the drunks upstairs for an hour of sexual pleasure. One dollar, paid in advance to Juanita, got the townsmen an hour of whatever sexual pleasures they could imagine.


  Juanita was, by far, the best catch of the ladies. She was a young, Mexican girl with flawless, bronze skin and a mouth full of straight, white teeth. Her breasts were large and firm. When she danced for the customers, downstairs, she often raised her skirt to tease the men with glimpses of her perfect thighs. She always wore an anklet that, as she danced, gave off a sound that mimicked perfectly the warning of a rattlesnake. Snakes, after all, were Juanita’s fancy.


  As she lay on her bed, remembering Milton Gray’s bumbling, sexual ineptness, she heard the hissing and rattles from beneath her. Juanita reached under the bed and pulled open the lid on a wooden box. Inside, three pit vipers raised their heads and rattled their tails in a happy greeting.


  One by one, Juanita lifted the snakes to her bed. They slithered, sideways to and fro, hissing joyfully. Eventually, the young prostitute opened her blouse and lifted her skirt. The three snakes immediately sensed the heat from the various parts of her body.


  "Yes, my beauties, yes,” Juanita closed her eyes and smiled. “Love me.”


  



  ***


  



  Inside Grandma’s Last Chance Meals, United States Marshall Jasper Holton and Tektomah Two Willows sat quietly sipping tea.


  “Two Willows, we should have a beer. It’s been a long ride.”


  “Thank you, Marshall Holton.” Tektomah sipped his tea. “You drink beer. Me, tea. Spirits turn angry with beer and whiskey.”


  Grandma came to the table carrying two metal plates filled with generous servings of beef stew and bread. She placed one in front of Jasper and reached, carefully, across the table to sit one in front of Tektomah. The old lady showed no joy in having an Indian in her café. He smiled up at her and she quickly turned her attention toward the lawman.


  “Sir, we don’t get many men with badges here in Last Chance.” She motioned toward two other tables with women sitting together talking and stealing glances at the two men. “If we did, I wouldn’t need that Remington I got hangin’ in the kitchen.”


  “A Remington?” Holton smiled at the wrinkled woman with her hair in a greying bun. “What in the world would you do with that piece of steel?”


  Squeals of laughter came from the closest table. A stern look from the proprietor quieted them instantly. The women at the table blushed.


  “That, kind sir,” Grandma beamed. “Is likely the exact thing that drunken varmint came in here last month with his pistol in hand lookin’ to take our money thought!”


  Holton smiled and Two Willows stopped spooning stew into his mouth.


  “The foolish man is lying down, under the dirt, out back. We put a cross up for him and marked it with the word fool.”


  Holton simply smiled. No questions, no thoughts of the man’s identity.


  “God bless the fool, ma’am.” Holton winked and barely smiled at Two Willows. “Might a man enjoying this grub get a beer to go with it?”


  Grandma looked at a young woman across the room and pointed to the kitchen.


  “The Marshall and his friend would like a beer, Miss Ellie. Get them each a glass and keep them filled.”


  She turned back to Marshall Holton and patted him on the shoulder, missing the fearful look on Two Willows’ face.


  “Sir, you and the Indian enjoy all the beer you can handle.” She turned away and looked back. “Just be nice to a few of my girls before you leave.”


  As they watched the matronly cook retreat toward the kitchen, she was passed by a much younger woman with ample breasts billowing over her top button hurrying in their direction with a mug of beer in each hand.


  “But, Marshall Holton, the spirits…”


  



  ***


  



  Milton Gray stirred awake. The darkness and stench still encompassed him. He found himself still bound, nearly motionless. The man spat into the air in an attempt to clear his mouth and throat. . Off to his right, he caught the slightest movement.


  “Help me!” The sound was harsh, almost unrecognizable as his voice. “Help me, damn it!”


  The movement ceased. There was no sound; only a shadow in the darkness.


  “And the woman said unto the serpent, we may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden.”


  “What? What?”


  “And the Lord God said unto the woman, what is this that thou hast done? And the woman said the serpent has beguiled me.”


  “Jesus, man” Milton barked. “What the pure hell are you preaching about? Help me loose!”


  The shadow moved slowly in Milton’s direction. He pulled against the straps holding his hands and arms in place. The figure, a small, bespectacled man, laid a hand on Milton’s stomach.


  “And the Lord sent fiery serpents among the people and they bit the people; and much people of Israel died before it.”


  As this man spoke of serpents biting people, the pain returned to Milton Gray’s stomach. He sucked air into his lungs in an effort to combat the discomfort. The breath caught in his dry throat and sent him into a choking spell.


  “At the last it biteth like a serpent and stingeth like an adder.”


  Milton Gray, again, passed out in pain.


  



  ***


  



  Jasper Holton lay, freshly bathed and shaved, in a small bed beside Melinda. She smiled at him and moved her hand under the thin blanket. Jasper smiled back at her, far from attractive, but very attentive. She had carried buckets full of hot water to fill the large wash tub and shaved him, gently, with a straight razor.


  “Miss Melinda,” Jasper almost sang. “I’m not sure this ol’ mustang is quite ready for another ride.”


  The woman gently squeezed and pulled Jasper Holton at the same time and giggled into his neck.


  “But, Marshall, like the sign says on Grandma’s place…it might be your last chance!”


  Melinda reached off the bed with her free hand and snuffed out the three candles that had been burning on her night table. The room went dark, but not still.


  



  ***


  



  A quarter mile northwest of Grandma’s and the row of clapboard ladies’ rooms, Tektomah Two Willows sat, motionless, on a small dune. He had traded the white man’s clothes that he wore riding with Marshall Holton for a pair of deerskin pants and buckskin moccasins. With his legs crossed in front of him, Two Willows stared up at the nearly full moon and began a sing-song chant.


  Within minutes, Two Willows was deep into a spiritual trance. His breathing and heart slowed. He was oblivious to the night winds blowing dirt, sand and tumbleweeds around him on the hillside. His mind was filled with the light of the moon. In his mind, he went home to an earlier time where he played with other young, Indian children while their mothers spent the day making dinner. The fathers were gone, out hunting buffalo and other free range animals to be used for meat, skin and fat. It was a time of peace for Tektomah and his playmates. It was a time of love for the children…


  “Hell!”


  Two Willows’ body shook in revolt.


  “Hell!”


  The light of the moon turned to a menagerie of flashes; yellow, white, red and black. His mind’s ear was shattered by the screams of a man or of many men.


  “There is no head above the head of a serpent! Hell!”


  Flashes of colour, screams, dry heat and the smell of death filled Two Willows’ mind. His heart raced and he gasped for air. A woman rapidly danced in circles. Her arms were covered with snakes. She danced and twirled her skirt. The snakes seemed to move with her rhythm. She lifted her skirt. More snakes hissed from their coiled positions on her thighs.


  “Hell!”


  Tektomah Two Willows awoke to find himself lying flat on the ground. He was covered with sweat. The night winds howled, echoing in the canyons a mile to the south. He looked in each direction in an effort to see the young, dancing woman. He searched the ground around him for snakes. Two Willows jumped to a standing position and turned in tight circles to scan the ground all around him.


  



  ***


  



  Albert, the barkeep, stirred as the morning sun shone through the window. He moved easily on the small bed trying not to wake the woman beside him. Once a week, the oldest of the saloon’s ladies would allow him to spend the night with her. Wiping his round spectacles on his nightshirt, he put them on and looked at Alice’s face in the sunlight. Her face was wrinkled and weathered as was the rest of her body. It did not matter to Albert. Where else would a little man with a gimp leg find a woman here in Hell, Arizona? The little man laid a gentle kiss on Alice’s forehead, got out of the bed and into his clothes. It was time to get downstairs to the kitchen and light a fire on the stove. The ladies and a few customers would be expecting hot coffee and some breakfast soon.


  Albert carried his boots in his hand in an effort to be quiet as he limped along the second floor toward the stairs. As he passed the door to Juanita’s room, he heard movement from inside. Albert stopped and listened. He heard the tired creaking of bed springs and what sounded like a female moan. He listened for more but there was nothing else.


  Albert hobbled on toward the stairs. He felt ashamed, having spent the night with Alice, to be wishing that he could have seen into Juanita’s room. Just once, he thought, it would be the pleasure of his routine life to lie in the young Mexican’s bed and revel in the pleasures of her beautiful, bronze body. He knew that it would be so much different than his nights with Alice. But, sitting at the bottom of the stairs pulling his boots on, he realized that spending the night with Juanita came with risks that he, in no way, wanted to take.


  Minutes after Albert was in the kitchen, the stove was burning hot under the cast iron skillets. Strong black coffee brewed alongside the melting lard. The air in the kitchen was filled with the smells of a new day. From the main room came the sound of the swinging doors opening and closing. The heavy footfall of boots echoed into the kitchen.


  “Albert? Albert, is that coffee hot yet?”


  Albert popped his head around the corner.


  “Morning, Sheriff Duffy! Give me five minutes, sir.”


  Working quickly, scrambling three eggs in one skillet and frying salted cod in another, Albert did not hear the tender footsteps coming down the back stairs into the kitchen. He reached for a plate and caught movement from the corner of his eye. The plate dropped from his hand and crashed to the hardwood at his feet. He gasped as he looked, from mere feet away, at the lovely body of Juanita Gomez that he had just dreamed about.


  “You okay in there, Albert?”


  The little man jumped at the sound of the Sheriff’s voice from the main room. He could not take his eyes from the young Mexican girl’s nude body. She had never come downstairs like this before. Her eyes were glassed over and her mouth was slightly open. Of course, Albert had a hard time staying focused on any part of Juanita’s body above her neck. Her breasts stood high on their own. The valley, below her navel, was covered with a thick coat of dark hair. Juanita’s entire body was slick with a film of perspiration.


  “Uh, yes, Sheriff, yes! Just fine in here. Be right with you.”


  He looked, quickly, back at Juanita. This time, he saw the thin trickles of what appeared to be blood running from her mouth. This sudden realization could not prevent him from stealing another peek at her nudity.


  “It is time,” Juanita whispered, trance-like. “It is time. I need your help.”


  “Yes, my dear, yes.” Albert risked touching the woman on her shoulder. “In a few minutes. You need to go. I will be there soon.”


  Juanita turned, without saying anything else and walked toward the stairs. Her bare feet made no noise on the plank flooring. Her backside was just as wonderful as Albert watched her climb toward the second floor.


  “Coming, Sheriff, coming! Eggs, cod and coffee on the way!”


  



  ***


  



  Outside Grandma’s Last Chance, Marshall Jasper Holton was straightening the flank billet and tightening the cinch around his horse’s belly. He gently patted him on the nose.


  “Couple of hours, Smoke.” The chestnut-coloured horse looked at him with dark eyes. “Just a short ride to Hell and you get a real break.”


  “There is evil in Hell, Marshall.”


  Holton turned toward Two Willows’ voice. The Indian was still dressed in his native garb. His face looked like it had aged years since last evening. There were noticeable streaks of grey in his black hair.


  “Two Willows? What the hell is that you are wearing?”


  “Evil.” Two Willows ignored the question. “Angry spirits. Demons live in the night.”


  Holton was unsure what his guide was talking about. Two Willows ignored the saddle lying on the ground next to this horse. He threw a simple blanket over the animal’s back and mounted.


  “We meet demons soon. Your guns no good.”


  Two Willows pulled the reins to the right and he rode away, leaving Holton standing and staring. He mounted up as well and tried to catch up to the Indian.


  “Sumbitch must have drank some whiskey after all.”


  



  ***


  



  Albert struggled with the body. He was larger than most of Juanita’s customers. He pulled the man down the earthen steps far enough to close the cellar door. Once inside, he lit a small oil lamp. Several small snakes coiled and hissed at the intrusion. The dancer picked three of the babies up and hummed a song. The snakes’ anxieties eased immediately.


  “We might have to slow down, my dear.” Albert positioned the latest victim between two of the decomposing bodies. “Sheriff Duffy says a U.S. Marshall is coming today. He is to be lookin’ for these cowboys.”


  Milton Gray heard voices. He stirred slightly and coughed. Juanita looked in his direction and then at Albert.


  “Not sure what happened with this one.” Albert pushed the oil lamp closer to Milton’s face. “The eggs are growing but he just ain’t dying.”


  “What the hell…”


  Milton could only watch as the whore from the other night stepped over a body and kneeled beside him.


  “Help me, darlin’. This man has me all tied down.”


  Juanita placed a cool hand on his forehead and hummed. She rubbed and pushed on his stomach and Milton was hit with an attack of immense pain. The lovely woman bent over Milton and he thought she was going to kiss him. His thoughts of her kindness turned to fear in a second. As Juanita leaned over and opened her full lips, Milton saw what looked like eyes blinking at him. He heard the hiss before he saw the forked tongue.


  Juanita did, in fact, kiss him. She placed her cold lips over his mouth and hummed. Milton took his last breath as he felt the snake enter his mouth. As Juanita hummed, the snake slid deeper into Milton’s mouth and throat. He fought against his restraints as he tried to breathe. Milton Gray’s last thought was how the snake seemed to grow longer and thicker, as it slithered its way deeper into his body.


  Albert stepped away in disgust. This was the first time he had witnessed Juanita’s magic. Her body convulsed time and time again as, Albert imagined, the serpent was making its way out of her and into old Milton Gray. He could tell, by the way her cheeks and lips spread, that the creature was growing. Juanita’s eyes glassed over. Her skin was awash in sweat. Her breasts undulated under her blouse. She collapsed on top of the man’s body and looked as if her bones had given way. From under her white skirt came the telltale sound of the serpent’s rattles.


  



  ***


  



  Sheriff Duffy was sweeping out the sole cell in his office. No one had been in it for months except James, the town’s biggest sot. Usually, Duffy just let him lay wherever he passed out. The last time he was in the cell was only because he had stood outside of the church yelling about seeing Satan and serpents and other nonsense. Reverend Mike had asked that Duffy remove him from the grounds. James would not stop yelling so he had had no choice but to put him in the cell overnight.


  From behind him, Duffy heard what sounded like a large rattlesnake. He turned to see that Juanita Gomez, from Albert’s saloon, had walked in the front door and was standing quietly next to his desk. She had a strange look on her face. The young lady stood, mouth open but saying nothing.


  “Mornin’, Miss Juanita.” Duffy set the broom in the corner of the cell. “Can I help ya with something?”


  Duffy walked closer. The pretty woman stepped toward him. Her anklet, as always, gave off the rattlesnake’s greeting.


  “Is there something wrong? Something at Albert’s place, ma’am?”


  The last thing that Sheriff William Duffy saw was Juanita opening her blouse. Duffy stared, in shock, as the woman’s breasts were moving independently of one another. There seemed to be something inside, or under, them.


  “Juanita? What the…”


  



  ***


  



  Two Willows, twenty yards ahead of Marshall Holton, pulled hard on the reins. His horse jerked to a stop. When Holton got next to him, the Indian was breathing heavily. His recently aged face was covered with sweat.


  “Two Willows? What the hell?”


  The guide, slowly, seemed to come around. He looked to the right and left. His eyes seemed to set on Holton’s face. He slowed his breathing and opened his mouth to speak, but no words came.


  “Two Willows, what the hell is going on?”


  “Evil, Marshall.” Two Willows spat on the ground. “Bad things happen in Hell. Sheriff find bad thing.”


  “Sheriff Duffy?” Holton grabbed him by the shoulder. “Are you talking about Sheriff Duffy, over in Hell?”


  “Devil come to Sheriff.” He stared into the sun. “Fear Sheriff dead.”


  Jasper Holton had no idea exactly what Two Willows was talking about, but he had known William Duffy since the War. If something was happening in Hell, he needed to be there to help his friend.


  “Let’s ride, man!” He rammed both spurs into his horse’s flank. “Go!”


  



  ***


  



  Juanita Gomez was in her second floor room. Her mouth was bloody; her hands more so. The tail-like protuberance, rattles silent, still lay between her legs. There was a deep, satisfied hissing emanating from deep in the woman’s throat.


  Under her bed, the snakes in the basket slithered happily over and around fresh meat and sinew. Juanita had come back from the Sheriff’s office bringing their morning meal with her. The heart of William Duffy sat in the basket. It had been removed from his body so quickly that it was still beating, in her hands, until she had walked out of his office.


  Outside, behind the saloon, Albert was hurriedly shovelling fresh dirt into the back of a coffin wagon. He had muslin cloth ready to tie onto the sides. It would be necessary to keep his cargo hidden from view of those on the road west. Ten feet from his labour, he could clearly hear the ominous rattles of the babies in the shack. They could sense his anxieties. He imagined them writhing, in fear and anger, over the decomposed corpses inside. It would be a trying chore to get most of them inside the bodies after they were in the wagon.


  



  ***


  



  United States Marshall Jasper Holton had dismounted and ran into Sheriff Duffy’s office before Two Willows had a chance to get his steed stopped. By the time the Indian stepped inside, Holton was standing next to the body of his friend. It was obvious that Duffy had met a very violent end.


  Two Willows’ mind flashed red and then black. He grabbed the door frame to prevent himself from falling. His mind’s eye saw a woman and a snake; or a woman who was a snake. His inner eye watched as, a short time ago, this woman and her serpent decimated an unsuspecting lawman.


  “Two Willows, did you know this had happened?” Holton was trying to remain calm, not wanting to cry or scream in front of his guide. “Is this what you were talking about?”


  “Not know, Marshall.” Two Willows knew the white man would not understand spiritual insight. “Felt something bad happen. Felt danger for Sheriff.”


  “Bad? Bad?” Holton was losing the battle against rage. “Look at him Two Willows! Look at him! They ripped his god damned heart out! Who the hell does that?”


  Mental flashes; woman, snake.


  “Marshall, she-devil come here.”


  “What the fu…”


  “Injun’s right, Mr. Marshall. She carried his heart away in her hand.”


  The men turned to see a dirty man with an eye patch standing, unsteadily, just outside the door. The man steadied himself on the railing and spat a string of tobacco, leaving half of it on his grey beard.


  “She came in here. I heard her rattlin’,” James spat again. “And then, she carried the man’s heart right out of here.”


  “Who are you?” Marshall Holton walked out to the porch. “Who is this woman you keep squealin’ about?”


  “I’m James Murphy, sir.” He extended a grimy hand toward the lawman. “And, she, sir is Juanita something or other. She is a whore from Albert’s place right up the road.”


  “So, James Murphy, you are telling me that a woman did this to Sheriff Duffy? Just ripped his heart out and took it away?”


  “Yes, sir…”


  “Brown-skinned woman.” Two Willows was repeating what his inner eye was telling him. “Dance with snakes.”


  James Murphy showed a gap-toothed smile and spat happily.


  “Injun’s right again, sir. Like he knows the whore.”


  “I know legend.” Two Willows stared in the direction of Albert’s dance hall. “One way to stop she-devil.”


  



  ***


  



  The night was hotter than usual in Hell. The crowd in Albert’s was larger than usual. The piano was loud, the crowd was louder. The ladies from the second floor had been working the floor. They brought beer, they flirted and they flashed skin. Each one of them looked for that first man, with too much beer and whiskey, who was ready to go upstairs to spend a dollar. So far, only a few had fallen for the game.


  Most of the men were waiting to watch the lovely Juanita dance before they settled for one of the other women. She would whet their appetites for a woman. They would wait for her to come, barefooted, down the stairs. They would watch as she danced and kissed her snakes. If they were lucky, she would raise her skirt and show almost everything she had.


  Sitting at a table just inside the door was a sunburned man with cracked lips and a heavy heart. Seated to his left was a drunkard with an eye patch. Jasper Holton had left his badge on the desk in Sheriff Duffy’s office. Sheriff Duffy was left, covered with a burlap sheet, in the cell. Holton had locked the cell behind him so that no one could disturb the body. Tektomah Two Willows had gone to speak to his spirits.


  James Murphy was more sober than he had been in years. He walked, with purpose, to the bar and had gotten a bottle of rye whiskey from Mackey, a young Irish barkeep, who was filling in this evening for Albert.


  “Sir,” he filled a shot glass for both of them. “What is that Injun gonna say to his spirits?”


  “He needs to tell them,” Jasper gulped the glass empty and slid it back to James. “That they are gonna rot in hell.”


  “If this damned plan doesn’t work,” James emptied his glass and quickly poured another and shot it straight back. “We are all gonna rot in hell.”


  



  ***


  



  The crowd was mesmerized by Juanita’s last dance. She had never bothered to tie her blouse before coming downstairs. Her breasts, clearly visible to start, had moved freely throughout the performance. The snake around her neck danced its own way back and forth under her shirt. She seemed to have more rattlers than usual in her hands and around her arms.


  Her teasing lifts of her skirt showed four or five brown snakes on each leg. She lifted the hem higher than anyone could remember. At times, the drunken men near the small stage yelled about seeing her private parts. She did not seem to care. In fact, throughout both of her dances, Juanita seemed to be in a trance. Her eyes rolled back and forth and she seemed to be repeating a phrase over and over while she danced.


  “What is it that thou hast done? What is it that thou hast done?


  Now finished, she was walking slowly around the tables, touching many of the men. These lucky customers revelled in her attention while, at the same time, they tried to stay away from her wriggling companions. She seemed to find the stranger in the crowd and, smiling, walked in a straight line toward Jasper Holton.


  



  ***


  



  Two hundred yards away from Albert’s, Tektomah Two Willows sat cross-legged on the ground. He sat facing the full moon. He looked inward to his mind’s eye. There, he watched Juanita dance. He watched her enjoy the attention of the men and her serpents. He heard her chant.


  “What is it that thou hast done? What is it that thou hast done?”


  Under the full moon and silent winds, Two Willows answered aloud.


  “And the woman said the serpent beguiled me. And the woman said the serpent beguiled me.”


  He sat rigid, pulse quickening around short gasps, as he watched, with his mind, Juanita walk toward the table where Jasper Holton and James Murphy sat waiting.


  



  ***


  



  Jasper Holton’s plan had worked so far. When James Murphy introduced him to Juanita as a friend travelling to California, she smiled and asked if he had a dollar. A quick smile and a toss of three gold pieces on the table earned him a direct escort to the second floor.


  Here, inside her room, Juanita quietly prepared a bath for him. As she cleansed his body, Jasper sensed another being in the room with them. He knew the snakes were in a box in the corner but, he thought, there was another creature much closer. If Two Willows’ wild legend was correct, there was, in fact, a much larger serpent waiting.


  She helped him out of the tub and onto her bed. Jasper was unable to tell if his sudden chill was from wet skin or fear. Juanita pulled her blouse over her head. She crawled onto the bed and knelt between his legs.


  “What the hell,” Jasper thought, “is that god damned noise?”


  



  ***


  



  Two Willows stood in the moonlight. His brow glistened, his breathing had slowed. In his right hand, a large knife shone bright in the night.


  “And his angels were cast out with him.”


  



  ***


  



  Juanita rubbed her body slowly against Jasper. She hummed in his ear, biting and nipping in turn. He placed his hands on her breasts, trying not to shy away from the movement that seemed to come from within them. She kissed him and licked his lips. Her tongue felt strange. Jasper’s body almost revolted when he realized the tongue was forked. He kept his hands on her breasts and tried to slow his breathing.


  Juanita’s arms and legs seemed to go limp. Her mouth opened wide and Jasper felt something cold against his lips. In an instant, his mouth was full of slimy scales. Something was filling his mouth and sliding toward his throat.


  “Now, Marshall!”


  Tektomah Two Willows slammed through the door. He slashed his knife at the black tail showing from under Juanita’s skirt. Blood, thick and black as oil, flowed freely from the large gash. Holton felt the serpent react violently at the pain. He grabbed its body, with both hands, where it entered his mouth.


  Two Willows grabbed the serpent’s tail. He pulled, futilely, as the serpent’s heavily muscled body fought to move forward into his friend’s mouth. Holton held on as best he could. The scales were slippery and its girth, in his mouth, was making it hard to breathe. The listless body of Juanita Gomez hung between the two men in this deadly tug of war.


  Holton’s eyes pleaded with Two Willows to do more. The serpent’s body was struggling against his hands to delve deeper into his throat. It was, now, almost impossible to breathe. Two Willows, out of options, grabbed Juanita’s hair and pulled her head up and back exposing her neck. He raised the knife high above his head striking down and across her neck. The woman, and her serpent, let out terrifying shrieks of pain. Both men were splashed with blood, human red and serpent black. Two Willows raised the knife and slammed it into both bodies time and time again.


  “Die! Die!”


  Juanita screamed no more. The serpent still squealed in agony. With it nearly cut in two, Jasper Holton was able to pull and push its head from his mouth. Its tongue made a last ditch effort at his throat but, finally, gave way and retracted into its dying head. Two Willows grabbed the upper half of the snake and threw it across the floor. The normal sized snakes in the box rattled and hissed at their father’s demise.


  Jasper Holton curled against the iron headboard and retched violently. Two Willows knelt and stuck his knife into the space between the reptilian eyes of the serpent.


  “Die!”


  “Two Willows,” Holton rasped and retched, “It’s done, my friend. It’s done.”


  “Jeeeesus Christ!” James Murphy stood in the doorway taking in the blood, the snake and Juanita’s decimated body. “Jeeeesus Christ, save our souls.”


  



  ***


  



  Six days later, United States Marshall Jasper Holton and Tektomah Two Willows stood beside James Murphy and other townsfolk, alongside the burned out shell of what used to be Albert’s Saloon. The entire town decided, after James’ retelling of the fateful night and the discovery of two decomposed bodies in a shack out back, that the entire place needed to be cleansed.


  “Will you stay, Marshall?” A middle-aged woman with two children at her side smiled hopefully. “Will you stay with us?”


  “No, ma’am,” Holton tipped his hat. “We have to get back to Las Cruces. But, maybe, we will get back one day to see you all again.”


  



  ***


  



  Six days after leaving Hell, a small, bespectacled man stood behind the bar in a dance hall just north of the Mexican border. It was almost sunset. The crowd was growing and murmuring about the new dancer they had heard about.


  “Gentlemen,” the small man pushed his round glasses high on his nose. “My name is Albert. Please clap your hands for a lovely lady, from south of the border and her slippery friends…”


  



  



  


  MARSHAL


  Jay Wilburn


  



  The narrow trail was packed with wagons. Some were families, but most were not. John coaxed the calico horse along the side of the line of wagon wheels and clutter. Some of the ones waiting gave him a threatening look, but they let their eyes slide away when they saw the star of his badge. Some of them wanted trouble, but not this kind and not here.


  There were cooking tripods hanging pots over kindling fires in the middle of the road as John trotted past. This did not speak well of the process going on below the ridge.


  Others huddled inside the canopy covers of the wagon beds with mining tools or family heirlooms. John could hear the flies and smell the filth off of some of them. They might as well have not bothered coming all this way to join this stagnant line just to be rejected if they ever reached the base of the ridge alive.


  Where else are they going to go? John asked himself as he turned his head away from the stench.


  The dangers below were preferable to the ones out in the open country.


  John had to press through the brush as the line became wider and more frantic near the base.


  Armed thugs stood in a scattered wall of flesh as dusty as the road on both sides of a wooden, town sign. It stood on tall, smooth poles with protruding knots going all the way up to the message, Scratch’s Backside. John knew the ridge behind him was called Noah’s Scratch after some interpretation of the effects of the Great Flood, but this was an unfortunate name for this outpost in his opinion.


  Between the posts, a man sat behind a desk writing acceptances with long lists of ordinances or issuing brief rejections. Women were crying as they were escorted at gunpoint along a muddy path back around the other side of the town and back over the ridge to die slowly somewhere else.


  As John rode into view, a grisly doctor looked back at the desk over his glasses and shook his head again. The fellow at the desk signed the rejection notice without looking down and handed it off to a moustached, barrel of a man who walked forward to deliver the paper in the same hand holding the stock of his scatter gun. The wagon was turned aside by the pair of oxen as John came around the side.


  The doctor was waving the next miner and his mule with the heavy bundle into the clearing for inspection. They all looked at John with disapproval as he cut around them. The wall of men became more lively and John found himself looking down dark barrels instead of along their black and silver sides.


  The fellow at the desk looked up at John without lifting his palms off the weathered surface of the wooden desk in front of him. The back of his chair creaked as he leaned back to look at John from under his sweaty visor. His expression remained flat as his eyes surveyed the rider through the small shadow created by the brim.


  John pushed his own hat up on his forehead as he looked down reining his horse to a stop.


  The man said to John, “I see the star you’re poking out on your chest there stranger. You can breathe back out any time you like.”


  John said, “I’m John California…”


  “Of course you are,” the man agreed.


  “…I have business here…”


  “Of course you do.”


  “…and then I’m moving on.” John finished.


  “Of course you will,” the man said.


  John looked over the weapons still pointing at him on both sides of the town’s entrance. Everyone stood silently.


  Look like you aren’t scared, he thought. Look like you got it under control.


  “How about you have your men lower their weapons and relax their trigger fingers for a while?” John suggested. “Does it look like I’m going to start shooting up the place?”


  The man didn’t smile and he didn’t order the men to lower their guns.


  “We are well prepared for someone that thinks they’re going to shoot the place up…it’s the other thing we can’t allow.”


  “I understand that,” John said, “but I need to pass on through and be on my way.”


  “You could pass on around quicker?” the man suggested.


  “I’m looking for someone,” John said.


  “Of course you are.”


  “I need to see if he landed here,” John finished.


  “Of course you do,” the man said. “We can check our excellent records for you. Tell us his name, I’ll assure you that he ain’t here, and then you can get along with your search.”


  The man lifted his left hand and motioned a curve off around the muddy trail away from Scratch.


  Make him believe it, John thought.


  “That’s not going to be good enough. This ends with me riding into your fine town. It ends with me passing on through. It ends with me leaving on out while causing no trouble to your business. It does not end with you dictating terms to a lawman or…contributing lead to my diet.”


  “We wouldn’t do that, lawman,” the man assured. “We have a process what with ‘the business’ messing with our business.”


  You’re almost there, he thought. Hold it together. You are almost there.


  “I’ll be moving on through then so you can get back to your process then,” John said.


  He snapped the reins and trotted forward around the desk. The guns were raised around him on both sides.


  “Whoa, lawman,” the man lifted both his hands off his desk into the air now.


  Some of his papers blew off into the muddy street behind his desk inside the town.


  John shouted. “Get your monkeys to point their guns away from me before I lose my patience with you. I’ve entertained you long enough. I will not interfere with your town ordnances, but your bureaucracy doesn’t extend to me. Good day, gentlemen.”


  John closed his eyes once he had passed and tried to manage his breathing. He heard the guns shift again behind him, but none of them fired and none of them bit into his back.


  The man hollered. “Doctor, get on with it. We’re all day bound as is.”


  



  ***


  



  The street through Scratch’s Backside was mud and dung up the horse’s leg as John slogged through the animals and men parting around him. The stores were built from flatboard and mostly focused on mining equipment. The saloons were all whorehouses and were guarded at the door by individuals that looked kin to the line out by the town posts.


  It wasn’t any rougher than the other mining posts he had encountered since he left the states and began passing through the territories in his search. They were outside the legal settlement areas of the Federal government. Their respect for a federal badge was mostly residual like an impression of a memory or a habit left over in a mind that was dying, but not yet still.


  He passed the open shop of a blacksmith. Smoke billowed out under the top lip of the double doors. The smith wiped his hands on his apron and then took up the dark, iron rod again. He looked up at John and then turned his broad back around to the side of the anvil facing away from the street. He returned to sharpening the orange hot blade of what could have been sword or a long dagger. It might have been one of those gladiator blades that John had learned about before he stopped travelling out to the schoolhouse just after his father left when he and his brother were still kids.


  If ‘the business’ hadn’t come along, this man would still be hammering out horseshoes instead of blades.


  Strange times in a strange land, John thought as he left the smith without questioning him.


  John didn’t need their help and he didn’t want their unreliable information. He did need to find one area of town to get the answers he sought.


  Citizens stayed to the boardwalks along building fronts and they turned aside from John’s gaze. In John’s opinion, this was preferable to their over interest.


  One man in a suit in front of one of the salons held John’s eye contact without fear or breaking away. He tilted his head and chewed on the inside of his mouth. John’s horse stopped in the street before he realized he had pulled up on the reins. The man stood back up straight and squared his shoulders at John.


  “I’m assuming your visit ain’t about gambling nor territory rights… am I correct on that count, marshal?” he asked.


  John nodded. “That would be correct.”


  The man said, “I’m inclined to answer your questions to move you along…business suffers when the customers are nervous, you understand. Our customers are particularly nervous by nature and more so with the recent unpleasantness in the world.”


  “That would serve us both well, I think,” John said.


  The man rubbed his bottom lip with the pad of one of his fingers. “Out with it then, lawman. What has you patrolling the end of the world?”


  John said, “I just need reliable directions to your meat district and then to the back edge of town.”


  The man looked down the road ahead of John’s horse. A group of men looking on turned away suddenly and found something to occupy themselves as they crossed the deep muck in the road with their wading boots and packs. The pans, picks, and pails tied to the outside of the loads clanged against one another as the men hustled across the street.


  The man answered without looking back at John. “I’m assuming you don’t mean the butcher shops in the Chinamen’s district.”


  



  ***


  



  John dismounted once he reached the only empty street in town and stepped forward between the shacks. His horse tried to pull back on the reins, but John forced him along on the bit. The beast twisted its head from side to side, but obeyed John’s insistence.


  John was careful to step outside the washes of black muck in the fouled dirt. He drew his peacemaker from its holster and held it to his side.


  The black man in the butcher’s apron stepped out around the racks.


  John lifted the gun suddenly at the stranger’s appearance, but then lowered it back to his side again.


  The man’s apron was just as dark as the blacksmith’s, but John could tell the difference. The man pushed aside one of the slabs as he stepped into view. His engineer gloves were stained with dark filth in the hard grooves of the wet leather. The hanging meat swung on the hook as he let it go.


  The man looked down at John’s gun and up at his face. “I assure you they are not biting any longer, marshal.”


  John’s mouth turned up at the corners the way it did when he was nervous. It could have been mistaken for a smile.


  John said, “I’m looking for someone in particular.”


  “I imagined as much,” the meat man said. “Not all the faces are intact, but you can have a look around, sir.”


  John looked at the slabs waving slowly on their hooks along the racks that ran from building to building all the way back through the alcove.


  I don’t want to do this, John thought.


  He lifted his gun hand and used the butt of the pistol to push his brim down to protect his eyes from the sun and what was coming next.


  The meat man held out an iron poker he grasped by the hook offering John the handle. “Marshal, you’ll want to use this to avoid fouling your gun.”


  John holstered his weapon and adjusted his knife around to the side behind his hip along his belt on the opposite side as his gun. He took the iron tool from the man. The meat man nodded and pulled one glove off by the gory fingers. He reached out with the bared hand and took the reins from John. The horse drew back again, but held at the end of the grip. John could see the ashen calluses around the exposed, black hand.


  The meat man was swayed slightly by the horse’s reluctance and bumped one of the larger slabs of rotten meat on the hook behind him. The bodies hanging from the racks waved again as they brushed along the line of hooks from the first impact. Their faces and eyes remained frozen as their bodies rocked one another from side to side hanging upside down in the secluded space.


  No one wants to see this, John thought as he surveyed the hidden alcove.


  The horse twisted its head and snorted.


  The meat man said, “Not to rush you, sir, but I have to dismember these and pack them for burning directly.”


  John hefted the poker in his hand to test its weight as he stared at the bodies. Some were pierced through both ankles.


  Like Christ…


  He shivered, but steeled himself again quickly. He tried to see if the man noticed the moment of weakness, but he couldn’t tell in his peripheral vision and he didn’t want to turn his head to look.


  Some of them had their arms tied down to their sides by lengths of rope around their bodies, lengths of rope which no one would ever use again even for hanging criminals.


  …because no one wants them to come back…


  Other bodies had the hands clasped and bound behind their backs by rope or even chains in at least two examples he could see from where he stood. In those cases, the arms folded back at an unnatural angle and remained up in the air together behind their backs.


  …like some mockery version of prayer to some dark, forgotten god…


  Some were hooked through just one ankle so that the other leg jutted out in some profane way.


  When John was a kid, his brother had shot a deer and they had tracked it. By the time they had reached it, a mountain lion had taken the prize and was devouring the belly of the deer. As it ate, the slender legs of the deer stuck out stiff in four random directions. It had looked so lifeless and bizarre. John’s brother, Campbell, had taken John’s shoulder and had led him backward away from the feasting monster.


  “Why don’t you kill it, Campbell?” John had asked as they had gone back to the cabin where their mother had waited alone for them to bring dinner.


  Campbell had answered his younger brother, “Someone should be allowed to eat…it might as well be the cougar this time.”


  The meat man jolted John back to the present in the mouth of the alcove of hanging bodies from his drifting thoughts. “Marshal?”


  John blinked, but didn’t look at the man waiting on him.


  All the bodies hung upside down by their pierced ankles swaying in death.


  Like Saint Peter…


  “How often do you cut and burn?” John asked.


  “As often as needed.”


  John pressed. “I need a better answer than that.”


  The man looked on the magnitude of the work ahead of him and back at the lawman. John began to breathe through his mouth. The putrid, sweet odour that came when they were in groups or when he was too close to them invaded his nostrils again.


  He was too close and they were most assuredly in a group.


  I always forget until I’m back in the thick of them again.


  “All these are from the past few days,” the man answered. “Afore that…it had been more than two weeks…maybe sixteen days? We have a process here that protects folks in town…from this anyways. The doctors inspect the newcomers from the east and the regular miners when they come back into Scratch from the rivers and gullies to the north. These here fell to a mess of Injun spirits that wandered down from the savage hills west. When did your query, come down this way exact, marshal?”


  He used the word for a question and not the word for an animal being hunted. I wonder if he did that on purpose or if he misspoke, John thought.


  John took a deep breath through his mouth. “If he came this way, he’d be in here.”


  “He might have been turned away at the posts.”


  “No,” John said, “He’d be in here or he never came through at all.”


  “All right then…”


  There’s nothing all right about this business, John thought.


  He walked forward between the bodies in the front row of hooks. He felt his boots slide in the sticky earth.


  Don’t fall or they’ll put you on a hook, Saint California.


  The fingers of one grazed gently over the denim below his knee and then creaked aside on the hook against the rack overhead. The other connected its crooked elbow into John’s hip in front of his gun. The arms shifted down slightly and the chain clinked and popped once as the wrists tried to pull apart below the metal links, but failed.


  John turned slowly while standing up straight and stiff between the second and third rows. He reached out and up with the poker to turn the face of one of the bodies to where he could view it. The eyes were open and lined with dark blood below the surface. They were rolled up shock white and looking past the body’s open scalp down at the toes of John’s boots sinking in the muck.


  That’s not him.


  He hooked the others by their ears, arms, or collars as he turned them to see their faces. Some of the bodies stopped turning as the loop of their hooks reached the bar of the rack and were halted. He squatted and looked around to see the curve of their chins or the set of their jaws. He had to imagine the rest of their faces from the swatches of flesh still attached to the bone that had been split or crushed by boards, blades, or bullets.


  None of these were his target. He moved back between the two least bloody slabs on the third rack to investigate the fourth. He heard the horse snort and hoof the ground behind him. John turned to look, but a curtain of twice dead flesh blocked the view of his horse back in the real world near the street from this humid, sticky world of disease that didn’t end with simply dying.


  He poked the bodies to turn them. All of them were strangers to him even if they had meant something to their mothers once. He spotted the first of the red men that was more of a dusty grey tone in appearance. His leathers were darkened and pinched into hard, gory lines from the wash of fluids that had escaped from various wounds and orifices. John didn’t bother moving him.


  One of the Indian’s legs hung loose from the metal hook. There was a length of twine around the free ankle with a splintered, wooden stake dangling from the other end.


  As he pushed through the row, the Indian was bumped by the pendulum of the others. A spill of black tar was released from some pocket in the dusty grey man’s open skull and poured out into the mud splattering filth up on to the dangling arm of the pale man next to him.


  He tried to move quickly through the remaining rows, but he got his poker caught on a flap of skin on the face of one of the men. John panicked and tried to wretch the tool free. The flesh pulled up with a moist, tearing noise. The body rocked hard forward waving the arms and bending slightly at the waist. The rack above him bowed and groaned loudly against the support posts at the end.


  Don’t make it worse trying to fix it, John lectured himself in a voice he knew was not his own. He wasn’t sure if it was his brother’s voice or his estranged father’s words this time.


  He waited looking up at the rack as the hooks protested against the wooden dowel. It suddenly seemed too thin and flexible to do the job of holding death above the ground. John imagined the entire set coming forward and down as he watched the corpses bury him beneath poisoned flesh.


  Your hat brim won’t protect you from that, Saint California, John thought.


  The racks held. The slabs continued to wave with the vibration of his heartbeat through the tool or the remains of his previous struggle. He still did not trust the apparatus.


  John slid the tool back and forth gently until the torn skin released from the curve of the poker.


  John tried to walk to the edge of the racks, but there wasn’t space between the battered wood of the shack and the footing stakes of the racks’ posts. He worked the bodies aside as he slogged through the spillage under their leaking brains.


  There are more of them than when I started, John thought, I will walk through bodies for the rest of my life.


  He suddenly felt light-headed. Black dots invaded his vision and his throat felt full.


  Then, he came out to the black man, his raw apron, and his one glove.


  John breathed the air from the street, but he still smelled the hellish gasses behind him. The meat man held the reins and waited.


  John held the poker pointing down with the handle still in his fist. The iron knob at the end was up in the air. He held it out for the man to take.


  The man said, “Marshal, we might do well to just have you drop it in the dry dirt away from the horror in the mud.”


  John stared at him for a moment and then released it. The curved point speared into the dirt with a drift of dust that rose up to escape from the alley into the rutted street. The street here was less travelled for a variety of reasons, so the washed out earth was caked and drying solid again. The handle tilted slightly, but the tool held the ground.


  The meat man stared down at it as he spoke. “Did you find your cursed man?”


  This fellow with his unsavoury work was the nicest man John had encountered on this journey and that meant something to John, especially in these circumstances.


  John said, “No, sir, I’m bound farther west.”


  “I’m sincerely sorry for you on that account.”


  



  ***


  



  John waited in the trees in the hills west of Scratch’s Backside. He knew they were coming. They had followed him out of town and through the hills. This had happened to him on occasion before this leg of his quest.


  Bearing the badge had distinct advantages, but this was part of the disadvantage.


  He crouched next to the tree in the brush off the trail. He waited and prayed for them not to discover him.


  Hide and seek was not John’s game. Campbell had told John that he breathed too loud, that he hid in the open where he was easy to see, and he made bad choices about when to move.


  Nothing has changed.


  The first one walked up the trail past John’s tree with his pistol drawn. He looked to both sides, but kept walking. John remembered seeing him in town, but wasn’t certain where. He looked down the side of the silver gun in the hunter’s grip as he passed.


  Then, John saw the second one. He was a barrel of a man with a moustache and a scatter gun. These were the men from the gate.


  John breathed out through his nostrils and the broad mercenary turned toward John’s hiding place. He aimed the gun into the trees and looked back and forth through the brush.


  “Come here, Bon. I’m gonna need your help on this one,” the other man called from up the trail around the next bend.


  Bon called back, “Quiet up, Taylor. I got something back here.”


  Bon took two steps forward. John rested his hand on the butt of his pistol, but was afraid to move to draw it.


  “Bon, come on!”


  Bon turned his head up the trail. “Shut your trap a minute!”


  John drew his gun and knife. Bon turned his head back as John charged out and struck the man above his right eye with the butt of the pistol splitting the brow. John was surprised when the broad man fell back to the ground.


  John jumped on top of him. Bon turned his shot gun on John. The side of the shotgun’s barrel clipped the peacemaker and spun it out of John’s hand. John drove his thumb into the trigger guard of the scatter gun. He moaned as the metal cut into the flesh of his thumb without allowing the gun to fire. Bon pulled harder and pinched the bone of John’s bloody thumb.


  “Bon, damn it, man!”


  Bon turned his head on the ground toward the other voice and opened his mouth. He inhaled as John drove the point of the knife into Bon’s throat. Bon heaved and gurgled. His eyes rolled up to white and John thought about the bodies on the racks staring at the toes of his boots.


  Bon reached for the knife and John pulled it back out of reach to a wash of blood from the open wound. Bon opened and closed his hands in the air as he heaved up once, then a second time, and more weakly for a third gurgling gasp before he went still.


  His hands remained above his open throat.


  John started to stand up, but pain raced up his right arm as the shotgun tried to come with him. The back of the trigger was still locked into the flesh of his thumb. John dropped his knife in the dirt and pawed at the trigger trying to move it back the wrong way.


  “If I have to come back there, there’s going to be trouble!”


  John pulled his sliced thumb free with a hiss. He looked around the ground for peacemaker, but couldn’t find it. He grabbed up the knife again and ran forward.


  The man had his back to John looking up the trail when he rounded the bend. “What do you make of this business, Bon?”


  John brought the blade around and sliced it through the skinnier man’s throat. He stepped back as the man doubled forward and clamped his hands over the gush of fresh blood.


  The man’s mouth was open as he turned around and stuck his tongue out at John. He reached down slowly and drew his own pistol where he had apparently holstered it after passing John’s hiding place. John swiped the knife wildly across the man’s fingers knocked the gun from his grasp. The man doubled over again as John kicked the gun away into the bushes off the trail.


  The man staggered forward two steps and John stepped back to the bend. The man reached out at John and John backed up another step. He came forward again and John backed away from his grasp glancing back once to be sure he wasn’t going to trip.


  They continued this way back down the trail with the man bleeding between the fingers of one hand into the dirt until John stumbled and fell backward over Bon’s chest. Bon’s elbows were against the ground and his hands still hung open in the air over his bloody throat.


  John’s hand came to rest on the peacemaker and he snatched it up from the dust. He dropped his knife as he used both hands to thumb back the hammer. The man reached out to John with both hands as blood soaked into the front of his shirt. John aimed up at him with his legs propped over Bon’s body.


  Don’t make it worse trying to fix it, John heard inside his head.


  The man dropped to his knees still reaching out and still bleeding. John pulled his legs off of Bon and staggered up to his feet again.


  What the hell am I trying fix here? John asked the empty air.


  The man folded to his side and his eyes slid closed as he bled into the dirt next to Bon.


  John pulled the skinny man named Taylor by his arms off into the bushes on the opposite side from where John had been hiding. He tried to pull Bon, but couldn’t budge him. He ended up rolling him across the blood soaked trail into the bushes on top of Taylor.


  He dropped the shotgun on top of them without searching the bodies. He didn’t go back to look for the gun he had kicked into the bushes.


  John went back into his hiding place and crouched against his tree again. His horse snorted. John turned and looked as the animal bobbed its head. He looked away again.


  “You breathe too loud.”


  He slept sporadically through the night without moving away from leaning against the tree.


  



  ***


  



  John mounted up the next morning and rode around the washes of gore from the previous evening’s massacre. He rounded the bend and then pulled his horse to a stop. It tried to circle away, but John reined it in and held firm.


  Damn it, he thought, they weren’t coming for me at all.


  He looked on the scene with disappointment. His mouth tried to curl up at the corners the way it did in situations like this.


  The smell of the blood was driving them to pull harder against their restraints. They were not human enough anymore to think to untie their ankles from the twine. The bonds cut into their dusty grey skin as they reached out for John and his horse. Fluid that wasn’t red anymore and wasn’t really blood anymore seeped from the tears in the morbid flesh. Beads clicked where they were tied to the leather skins as the four of them writhed about trying to walk forward with one foot each tied and staked to the ground. On one of them, he could see the deep bite in its neck around the rotted wound. White paint had been used to create patterns of lines and dots around their exposed skin and over their snarling faces.


  I wouldn’t want to be the one that had to decorate, John thought.


  Shortly after the curse had begun to spread across the frontier, Campbell had told John that the savages were setting their dead loose in the countryside. Some of the tribes were letting their Great Spirit and the cursed spirits of their brothers come to peace on when to lie down and move on from this world. Campbell had said that the red men had come to believe there was a knife in each man’s brain. If he did evil in this world, the knife made a partial turn inside. Once a man did enough wrong, the knife completed the circle cutting out the man’s life and mind. This left the cursed body to struggle mindless and lifeless through this world alone.


  It’s no more ridiculous a notion than believing the ridges are scratched out from Noah’s flood, John thought as watched the dead savages try to pull loose from their stakes to scratch open his belly.


  Then, the curse had jumped the Mississippi and began to spread east into the lives of civilized men.


  John snapped the reins and brought the horse forward before the savage bodies broke free from their stakes again. He knew if he rode far enough ahead, they would go for the bodies he had left for them in the bushes. Then, they would go for the outpost again.


  I’m the problem, John thought as he rode on with his mouth twitching up at the corners. They were coming up to take the bodies. They weren’t following me this time. I got no business in the hellish land. It’s time to finish this.


  



  ***


  



  John found the bit of blue cloth hung on the end of the bramble. It could have been from anyone’s clothes. It could have been there from any other time, but it wasn’t. John knew it wasn’t.


  He circled his horse around and trotted slowly off the trail through the line of broken stems.


  



  ***


  



  John came up behind him as he was crossing the field. He turned his head slightly, but kept moving forward away from John and away from the horse.


  John dismounted and whistled.


  The creature moaned and lifted its shoulders in response, but still didn’t turn. It still did not stop walking in the opposite direction.


  This behaviour disturbed John more than if the cursed man had behaved as cursed men were supposed to behave.


  John took the rope and the small bag. He tied the horse’s reins to a felled log as the animal tried to pull away and abandon John at the first opportunity.


  “You’re a disloyal beast,” John scolded.


  The monster turned its head at the sound of John’s voice and stared. John just stood. He couldn’t look away from the battered face. It was more scarred and weathered than last time he had seen it. The old wounds were still there. They were unhealed and decay had set into the body. The skin was blue now. It had a shiny coating over the exposed surfaces that looked like sweat, but couldn’t be.


  It turned back and continued to walk away from John.


  “How dare you?” John shouted. “You have the nerve to chew the throat out of my nephew, but you walk away from me like I ain’t tasty enough for you?”


  The cursed man kept walking through the tall grass pressing it down in front of him with one bare foot and one boot. John trudged up the new path through the grass after him.


  “I’m the one that had to crack his skull in front of his mother while you walked away. Then my mother sends me after you. Look at me when I talk to you, devil!”


  The body lumbered through the field without looking back at John who was gaining, but slowly.


  “You like being chased, I suppose. You just plan to keep going? If I let you, would you just walk right into the ocean and wade all the way to China? I’m afraid you’re coming back with me, devil.”


  John grabbed its shoulder. Now the creature did turn on him. It was still strong for so much dead muscle. It clawed at John with nails that had been broken and turned jagged by whatever business it had been about since he started walking west.


  John was jostled back knocking his hat off into the grass as he struggled with the once dead body. John dropped the bag in the grass by his feet too. His gun remained holstered and his stained knife remained sheathed as he held the length of rope in both hands.


  John pushed the wrists away as he slipped and turned in the grass trying to circle away from the monster’s hands. It snapped its teeth at John’s fingers.


  John’s thumb rubbed across the underside of the stretch of rope. It reopened the deep cut and his blood leaked into the threads of the woven rope.


  The body lunged forward and bit down on the rope finally. John twisted around behind it and pulled it down to the ground backward. Its tongue licked up past the rough hue of the rope as it tried to claw up at John’s face again. John drove his knee into its side and twisted the rope. He turned its head and forced it over on to its belly.


  As it went, its finger locked over the star on John’s chest and tore the badge loose from his shirt.


  John planted both his knees on top of its back as he held the rope with his bleeding hand and pulled the creature’s arms back behind its waist with the other. He shivered as he pulled the length of the rope through the monster’s teeth to bring more of the rough bond around to the other side. The noise of the teeth over the rope made John’s skin crawl.


  John was careful to only grab the rope on sections that had not been in its mouth.


  He wrapped the wrists and the tied them off in the rancher’s knot that Campbell had shown John a hundred times when they were kids. The hands opened once they were tied and John saw the barb of the badge’s pin driven into the heel of the blue palm. He left it there as he tied the cursed man’s ankles together with the remainder of the rope. One booted foot and one bare, blue foot were locked together.


  The body twisted from side to side like a snake as John took the bag and pulled it over the top of its head with the rope still tight through its jaws pulling back the puffy flesh of its lips and cheeks.


  He was thankful not to have to look at that weathered, scarred face any longer.


  John stared down at the silver star glinting in the dead skin of its pierced and bound hands.


  “I guess you wanted that back after all.”


  John pulled the star loose and held the fouled barb of the pin out away from his own body. He used the toe of his boot to roll the hooded, tied body over on its back.


  John leaned down and carefully pinned the badge through the blue skin in an exposed hole through the blue shirt. The star had originally been pulled off its chest in the struggle that ensued after the boy had his throat bitten out by this monster. John speared through the skin and locked the clasp back without touching it directly.


  The star reflected the light again as it hung on the dead skin.


  John backed away pressing his sleeve against his mouth and nose trying to block out the crisp, sweet smell of slow decay that he always forgot about until he was in the thick of it again.


  “It is yours anyway. I didn’t want it to begin with,” John mumbled through his arm as he stared down at the hood and listened to the teeth grinding and creaking against the rope.


  John reached down with his other hand and picked up his hat. He slid it back on his head and pushed the brim down low above his eyes.


  “I’m going to get that piss poor horse of yours now,” John explained. “I’m going to throw you over its rump which will probably cause it to buck me off and finally break my neck like it’s been trying to do this whole trip, Campbell. I’m going to take you back to mom and your grieving wife for reasons I can’t possibly understand to lay you to rest next to your son under the oak near the old cabin. If your wife or our mother hadn’t hanged their selves in sorrow by the time we get back, it will be nothing shy of a miracle.”


  John stared down at the marshal twisting against his bonds in the bent patch of grass where they had fought. “If I cut you loose, you’d up and leave wouldn’t you? That’s what the California men do best, ain’t it? Even dying doesn’t keep us from running away from family anymore.”


  He turned around and walked toward the horse that was bobbing its head and pulling against its reins on the log. He could still hear Campbell stretching and biting against the rope on the ground behind him.


  Don’t make it worse trying to fix it.


  He could still smell his brother’s wet, putrid flesh.


  “You should have shot that mountain lion when we were kids and I should shoot you now.”


  


  THE KNOCK ON THE DOOR


  Tim Tobin


  



  The man came at night the first time. Their father heard him ride up and watched him hitch his horse. Herb Welch took his rifle off the mantle and cocked it. When the man knocked, Herb nodded to his eldest daughter Gillian to open the door. She did and the man strode into the house.


  The stranger was a large man, six-two or three. His face was weather beaten under a worn hat. His duster showed trail wear of mud and dirt and even some blood. If he had a gun it was inaccessible under the duster. Herb relaxed a bit and eased the hammer down on his rifle.


  The man asked if he could spend the night in the barn. He told Herb that he could pay a little or he could do some work in the morning to earn his keep. The rain had not started yet but the evening thunderheads told them that a storm was coming. So Herb agreed and offered the man a cup of coffee.


  When Herb turned to set his rifle down the man pulled a small pistol from his pocket and shot Herb in the back, killing him. The girls screamed and Lucy Welch leaped for the rifle. The big man easily swatted her away. Lucy yelled to her daughters, “Run, girls, now!”


  Gillian and Ann scrambled over the body of their father and ran from the house. They hid behind the wood pile and waited for the man to chase them. Instead they heard screams from the house. Lucy was crying and begging the man to stop. Her cries went on for hours.


  Gillian knew she had to get her baby sister away from the house and the man. She sighed deep inside. Her father was dead and probably her mother too. Ann was now her responsibility and she could not let this monster hurt her. They crept quietly towards the sparse woods near the back of the house.


  Hours passed with no sign of the man. Ann finally fell asleep. Gillian dozed even as she tried to remain alert. Dawn finally came and so did the man. He left the house with Herb Welch’s rifle in his hands. He walked around the house obviously looking for the girls.


  As quiet a rabbit hiding from a fox, the girls tiptoed back towards the house. They opened the back door when the man walked towards his horse. The door made no sound and Gillian thought her dad must have oiled the squeaky hinge.


  Lucy lay on the floor softly moaning. She was naked from her waist down and blood seeped from her and pooled around her legs. Gillian held Ann’s mouth so she would not cry out. Gillian knew the man had her father’s rifle. But she wondered about his pistol.


  She inched towards the chest near the bed and opened the top. She rummaged for a moment and found the gun. The Colt was huge in her teenage hand. She checked and it was loaded. She peeked out the window and the man was still tending to his horse. So Gillian cocked the weapon and made her way to the front door.


  She watched him make a torch out of some hay and knew he was going to burn the house and her mother. Terror, anger, revenge all swirled inside Gillian as she became a woman on the spot.


  She hefted the gun in both hands and signalled for Ann to open the door. Ann’s eyes were wide in panic.


  “No! Gilly, please don’t.”


  But Gillian nodded impatiently. The man had lit the torch and was walking nonchalantly towards the house. He stopped when the door opened and Gillian walked out with the gun in her hands. This time the man could not reach for his hide away pistol and Gillian shot him the chest.


  She cocked the gun again using both hands and walked close to the man. He was lying in the dirt gasping for breath. He tried to speak but no words came out. His right hand inched towards his duster. Gillian stomped on his hand and his moan was almost a scream.


  She put the barrel of her huge pistol in his eye and rummaged around his pocket until she found and removed his gun. Gillian stood and told Ann to watch him. She ran back into the house to tend to her mother. But Lucy was clearly dying. Her chest barely moved up and down and her eyes rolled back into her head. Gillian suppressed a tear and knew she could not help her mother.


  Outside Ann sat on her haunches carefully watching the murderer. He was dying too but that was not good enough for Gillian. She hitched the wagon and tied his feet to it. The girls climbed aboard and dragged the big man to the top of the hill. Somehow he survived the short ride.


  There was a single tree at the top of the hill. Gillian untied the murderer and tossed the rope over a tree branch. She tied one end of the rope to the wagon and she looped the other end around his neck.


  The man struggled to speak as he realized what was about to happen. He croaked out a desperate “No!” His eyes were open wide in fear. Gillian looked down at him.


  “I know the penalty for murder,” she told him.


  She urged the horses forward and the man was slowly pulled up by the neck. He dangled at the end of the rope for a long time strangling to death.


  Gillian and Ann buried Herb and Lucy Welch on the hill in shallow graves covered with rocks. They left the man to the buzzards.


  



  ***


  



  Gillian had been sixteen and Ann ten when the man came. Gillian continued to work the crops and Ann grew up quickly keeping house, milking goats, feeding chickens and doing all the many chores it took to keep a farm. But the sisters had no living family so they had nowhere to go. If they wanted to live, they had to work the farm.


  The worst part was night, after dark fell. Would another man come with a gun? What would he do to them? To little Ann? Gillian slept with her father’s gun in her bed. No matter what, she would fight back.


  The sisters were getting ready for bed the night of the storm. Gillian had already checked the gun and bolted the doors to the cabin. At first the wind kicked up and then the rain started. Within moments the rain was torrential. Lightning lit the sky and thunder rocked the house and rattled the windows, breaking one. The girls could clearly see the hill and the tree. The wind whipped the hanging rope that still dangled from the tree limb.


  Buzzards and other scavengers had destroyed the man’s body but his bones lay at the base of the tree just yards from the graves of their parents. Both girls screamed when a bolt of lightning ripped the tree in half. Fear turned to terror as the driving rain swept the remains of Herb and Lucy and the man down the hill towards the house.


  Rocks and bones rolled down the hill. Three skulls were washed down the side of the hill. Bones were everywhere. Some bones still wore scraps of clothes. Lucy’s torn dress and arm bone snagged on the horse hitch and stopped.


  The wind blew out the candles through the broken window. Gillian and Ann Welch were all alone in the dark cabin and they were frightened of the man they knew was coming. Gillian held Ann tight as they cowered on her bed. Then there was a knock at the door.


  Ann shrieked hysterically and cried, “No, No, he’s dead. We killed him!”


  That instant the door flew open. The silhouette of the hanged man was in the doorway.


  As suddenly as it started, the rain stopped and the man was gone. Gillian’s heart rate slowed and Ann’s hysterics turned to gentle sobs. Gillian held her until sleep finally took her.


  The door to the cabin was open. The wind must have blown it open she told herself. She lugged the gun to the door to shut it. On the hill the tree stood undamaged with the rope dangling from the limb. The rocks covering their parents were intact. There were no bones or skulls in the yard.


  “Wow! What a dream,” thought Gillian.


  The next day was spent cleaning up the mess left by the storm and fixing some damage to the roof and barn. Gillian groused to herself that she’d make some woman a good husband someday.


  At dusk Gillian took her gun and walked around the outside of the house. She looked in the barn and even climbed the hill and gazed out on the prairie. She saw no one in any direction. She sat for a moment by her mother’s grave and she wiped away a tear.


  “Oh, Mom, what are we going to do? Ann and I can’t just rot away out here for ever.” Gillian had begun to think that getting married might be an answer. Lots of young women got married at sixteen. But for that to happen she would have to take the long ride to town and somehow make herself available. Maybe someday, she concluded ruefully.


  She walked back to the house and locked up for the dreaded night. At least there was no sign of rain. They could see a glorious moon through the window and they could also see a man standing by the tree. Ann literally crawled under her bed and wept softly.


  Gillian slumped in a chair and waited for the knock. She had never believed in ghosts but there had been nobody out there. Nobody. She was positive. When the knock did come she said weakly “Come in.” She raised the gun wondering if it could kill a ghost.


  But the door did not open. Instead there was a soft laugh from outside, a chuckle really. And then Gillian heard something drop onto the stoop. She waited for hours but the man did not show himself that night.


  In the morning she cautiously opened the door and gasped when she saw a rope on the stoop, a rope with a noose tied at one end. Gilliam decided right then that they had to leave. She called Ann and headed to the barn. They would hitch up the wagon and head towards town. The trip would take all day and maybe longer but she could only imagine what would happen to them if they stayed another night in the house.


  The girls opened the door to the barn. Ann stumbled against Gillian who held onto her younger sister as hard as she could. The wagon was in pieces, as if someone had taken a sledge hammer to it. Every chicken in the barn was headless. The pig and goat had been gutted and their innards were smeared on the barn walls.


  The two horses that pulled the wagon were unhurt but the riding stock lay on the dirt floor. Every leg had been broken and their necks snapped. Tools were strewn everywhere. Gillian could not find the sickle. He must have taken that.


  But her blood ran cold when she saw two ropes hanging from the rafters. A noose hung from each. Ann was sitting in the blood of one of the animals. Gillian could not get her to move. It was as if she had lost her mind, lost her will to fight through this horror.


  “Christ,” thought Gillian. “She’s still just a baby.”


  That was the first time Gillian had ever sworn.


  Gillian thought about what had happened. If the man, the killer, the ghost, wanted to harm them, he certainly could have done it. She had no idea how a ghost could do so much damage but there was no on else.


  “But,” she thought, “he’s in no hurry.”


  Both Gillian and Ann rode of course but the remaining horses were not meant to be ridden. She tried to saddle one and it reared and kicked and snorted viciously. Then she tried climbing a rail in its stall and sliding onto its back. The horse was not happy but he did not buck her off.


  Next she somehow got Ann on the back of the other horse. Gillian ran back into the house for her father’s gun and for the small hide away that had killed him. She packed them in saddle bags and mounted her horse.


  Ann could barely sit atop the huge animal without a saddle much less control him. The long ride to town might take days riding like this. But there was no choice and the sisters rode out onto the prairie. Gillian was certain she saw the man standing on the hill as they rode past it.


  Ann kept glancing back as their home receded out of sight. Suddenly she shrieked and Gillian whipped her head around. Just beyond the horizon they could see smoke. The thing had burned their house. There was no going back.


  The noon day sun blazed and the girls suffered terribly in the heat. Without wide brim hats they started to burn beet red. They found a stream and stopped to water the horses and themselves. A few scrub trees along the bank broke the direct sunlight. Gillian looked back towards home. The smoke was no longer visible. But a rider leisurely followed them.


  Gillian had no way to know the time or how close they were to town. But the sun was going down and dusk was setting in. Suddenly Ann’s horse stepped in a prairie dog hole and went down. Ann was thrown off and landed on her back. The horse squealed in pain. Gillian could plainly see its broken leg.


  She had no choice. She used the big Colt and evening grew quiet again. But she thought she could hear laughing behind them. Her horse would now have to carry both girls. It whinnied its displeasure when they mounted but obeyed the command to move on. Gillian decided to ride all night. The temperature was cooler and they were still ahead of the killer’s ghost.


  By morning the horse could go no further and Gillian could not see any streams nearby. They would be on foot the rest of the way. She looked back and the rider was only about a hundred yards back now. And he was clearly laughing.


  The girls trudged ahead on foot with Gillian supporting Ann most of the time. Gillian saw a few trees in the distance and made for them. Maybe there was water there. In fact, there was a small stream and the sisters drank thankfully.


  When they stood up two ropes hung from the trees. There was a noose on each. Gillian wheeled around but the man was not in sight.


  But as soon as they left the small grove of trees they saw him. He trotted in a circle around them and finally stopped and dismounted.


  “So this is the place where it ends,” thought Gillian.


  The sun was behind him so Gillian could not see his face. She wondered what the ghost of a murderer would look like.


  He motioned to the ground where he stood and mounted his horse and rode off towards the sun. Gillian walked to the spot and saw two mounds of earth. They had to be graves.


  “Was he telling us he killed here?” she wondered.


  She found a small flat branch and started to dig expecting to find bones or at least bodies.


  Gillian lost her mind at that exact moment.


  For she uncovered not bodies but herself and Ann, buried in dirt graves. Maniacal laughter drifted across the plain.


  A week later three cowboys found the sisters when they stopped to water their horses. Ann lay dead in Gillian’s arms. Gillian was filthy, dehydrated and emaciated. And she was raving gibberish about murders, ghosts, bones and skulls.


  Town was still half a day’s ride and the cowboys doubted Gillian would live that long. So Lester Morris hoisted her onto his horse and they rode the few miles to the ranch where he worked.


  The men carried Gillian carefully into a spare room in the main ranch house. Mrs. Johnson cleaned her and dripped water down her parched throat. Gillian continued to rave and all of them were certain she was dying.


  Each day Lester visited the crazy woman. He spoke softly to her and told her stories of the open range and the cattle drives he had worked. After a month, Gillian started to look better. She was eating a bit and her color had returned. She still spoke only of ghosts and killers. Lester still came every day.


  Two full months after she found herself buried, Gillian was able to stand. Her head was clear and she remembered the ranch, her parents, the killer and his ghost.


  And she remembered poor little Ann. She was too small and too young to survive. And Gillian had not been strong enough for both of them.


  Gillian had hung a dying man out of revenge and now her sister lay dead in an unmarked grave by a stream. There had been no sign of the killer’s ghost while she recovered. Gillian wondered if it was gone. Was Ann enough? Or would it still come for her. Gillian was certain of the answer.


  He came that night.


  Gillian awoke with a start to find a tall man standing over her. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and stared at the apparition. “Funny,” she thought. “I’m not afraid of it anymore.”


  The thing’s head was a skull and its body was bones, bleached white by the sun. His eye sockets were empty but burned with red fire.


  Gillian said out loud to it, “You’ve taken everything from me. But I’m not running away again. Just leave me alone or kill me where I lay.”


  His eyes changed from fire to molten lava and he spoke for the first time. She recognized the voice of the man who had asked to sleep in her barn. The killer told her that she owed him one more life. Then he chuckled, then laughed and finally a demonic roar came from him.


  Lester, Mrs. Johnson and the others came on the run. All they could see was a man riding off on a horse. Gillian knew the man had just threatened Lester, the man who had saved her life, the man who had loved her back to life.


  “Les, I have to go back home,” she told him. “I think I know how to end this.”


  Lester argued, of course, but Gillian was determined. She borrowed a wagon and a team of horses from Mrs. Johnson, packed food and water for a week, and was ready to leave. Lester announced he was coming with her. Another argument ensued and this time Lester won. He climbed onto the seat next to Gillian who took his arm and they started towards her old home.


  They took their time, stopping frequently to pick up large rocks until the wagon creaked dangerously and the horses panted under the huge load. Finally they could see the charred remains of the house and barn. And they could see the tree and the rope.


  Summer had given way to late fall. The tree still had a few red and orange leaves that a brisk breeze blew off one by one. Gillian stood by her parents’ graves. Les put his arm on her shoulder and she cried gently. “Mom, I am so sorry about Ann. I just wasn’t strong enough. But I’m glad she’s with you.”


  Scavengers had been at the man’s bones and they were strewn all over the hill. But his skull lay where it had fallen, directly under the rope. The rope had rotted from rain and sun and the noose had fallen near the skull. Gillian looked around. He had to be here.


  The ground under her feet shifted and a bony hand crawled out of the ground and grasped her ankle. Gillian was startled but was no longer afraid of the thing, the ghost of a murderer. She yanked her ankle free and watched as the man dug himself out from under the earth. Les was speechless and he was definitely afraid.


  The thing that emerged from the ground had no head. But it reached down and picked up the skull and placed it on top of his body. Instantly the eyes began to glow red. Gillian smiled at him and strolled to the wagon. She picked out a substantial rock and began to circle the man. Les knew the plan and also picked out a large rock.


  “Gilly,” he thought. “I hope this works.”


  Les stopped behind the skeleton of the murderer and Gillian stopped in front. The eyes began to change and he turned towards Les. Les’ insides turned to jelly and he stumbled back a step. The thing stepped towards him.


  Gillian took a deep breath and said to herself, “Now!”


  She rushed the skeleton and used her rock to smash the leg bones. The killer stumbled and Les attacked its ribs. The thing howled in anger and tried to turn. The crushed ankle bone gave way and he fell to the ground. Gillian brought her rock down on the skull and it shattered into dozens of fragments.


  Gillian and Les rained down crushing blows on the remaining bones until they were nothing more than chips. For a while the skeleton struggled to put itself back together but finally the thing gave up the fight.


  Although they were exhausted by the their attack on the skeleton, they gathered up the bone splinters and piled them on the ground. Gillian borrowed Les’s pocket knife and stood on the wagon. She cut the remnants of the rope from the tree and it fell among the bones.


  Finally they covered the bones with a ton of rocks and stones. They circled the pile making sure no bone chips were visible. Then they sat on the ground and held hands and asked each other if they had really done it. Gillian finally stood and looked at the grave.


  “Well, this monster can’t be immortal. There’s a place for him in Hell and I think we’ve sent him there.”


  Gillian said one final prayer for her mother and father. Then she and Les climbed onto the wagon. Gillian and Lester rode off towards home. The hanging tree shed it last few leaves. Herb and Lucy Welch rested quietly on the top of the hill. The man, the killer and rapist, was gone, buried under a ton of rock and stone.


  The rocks settled and shifted. The large one, on the very top, rolled off onto the ground.


  



  



  


  THE DEVIL YOU KNOW


  Rony Blechman


  



  The moon was full overhead and a wolf could be heard baying in the distance. A pair of horses were tethered to a nearby tree. The Boy with No Name stared across the night fire at his Nameless Master. That’s the first thing he ever learned about fighting the Dark; Names have power and must be kept secret. When the Nameless Master took him on, he was insistent upon never knowing his name. The Master called him Boy (although, being 15, he was now a young man) and was called Master by him.


  The Master was now reclining against his bedroll, loading bullets into his Colt Dragoon Revolver. The gun was thrice blessed by a priest and the bullets specially prepared beforehand (dipped in holy water and dried). The Boy knew his master also had silver bullets, but those will not do for their quarry on the morrow. The Master was a tall, lean man, who seemed ageless and grim. The Boy had been by his side ever since he rescued him from the drudgery of the orphanage three years ago, after his parents and little sister had died in the fire that burned their house down. He had seen the Master fight and destroy many creatures of the night, and even some regular people who sometimes got in the way. “Evil must not be borne”, the Master would often say. What drove him to his current vocation, the Boy did not know.


  He could not say he had ever seen his Master anxious, but this night, though, he certainly seemed agitated and restless.


  “Boy”, said the Master, “Tell me what you remember…of demons.”


  “Well,” said the Boy, “They have no body of their own, and must possess a human host.”


  “What kind of host?”


  “The host must have innocent blood on their hands,” the Boy replied.


  “Very true. The pure of heart have no need to fear a demon possession,” said the Master, “and how does one tell a host from a human individual?”


  “Well, for one day and one night after taking charge of a human body, the host’s eyes will turn blood red”


  “Anything else?” queried the Master. The Boy shrugged. He didn’t remember much else. The Master was trying to teach him about this night terror, but demons were quite rare and not nearly as enthralling as vampires or werewolves.


  “Fool Boy!” thundered the Master. “Demons are the worst kind of monster. They thrive on death and carnage. They will inhabit a host that has already killed at least once, and make it kill again and again. They will heal all normal wounds to their host, and thus become invincible! They never stop unless their host is destroyed. And then, they just find another!”.


  “Does killing the host kill the demon?” asked the Boy.


  “Only the light of day can slay a demon and only when it is forced out of the host. Some priests can exorcise a demon from a body, but as we don’t have any around and our target is too near to miss this opportunity, killing the host is what we must do. Demons can survive for hours in the night, looking for a suitable host, so this must be done during the day. The holy bullets are anathema to the Unclean and will keep the body from regenerating. Several minutes in the sunlight and the demon will be destroyed”.


  “Here,” said the Master and threw a small pistol into the boy’s hands. It was a Derringer one-shot. “This has been thrice blessed like mine, and the bullet has been treated. Keep it on you in case anything goes wrong.”


  The Boy looked down on his weapon in silence. The Master rose and came to stand above him.


  “This is our man,” he said, handing the Boy a Wanted poster. “Study it well.”


  “By the way,” continued the Master, “you forgot two more demon-host identifiers; demon-hosts hate colorful fabrics which remind them of the light. So they will usually wear black.”


  The Boy nodded. The man in the poster wore black. His mostly taciturn master was very talkative tonight.


  “They can also sometimes know strange and unknowable things, just like witches and shamans.” The Master glanced at the boy; “Better get some sleep now. Tomorrow is going to be a difficult day.”


  



  ***


  



  11:25


  They had ridden into the small dusty town of Salvation in the morning, and tied the horses to a nearby drinking post. The Boy was dispatched to find their target whilst the Nameless Master stood in the town’s main street, assessing the situation and taking stock of passing time by the clock atop Town Hall. He spit some chewing tobacco to the side and some of it landed on one of his boots. His penetrating gaze took in the town people going about their daily business, little knowing what was about to unfold. Overhead, in the bright blue sky, a circling eagle cried. The sun beat down upon him, but his broad-brimmed hat sheltered his eyes.


  



  11:40


  The Boy rejoined him in the street. “Well?” he demanded.


  “I found him in the Saloon,” the Boy indicated a nearby building “at a poker table. When I left, he had just won with two pairs of black aces and eights, which for some reason seemed to amuse him greatly. He laughed like it was his own private joke. I came immediately to tell you.” The Boy shuddered. “He gives me a bad feeling.”


  “Very well,” said the Master, “hang back now, but stay nearby. You might have to finish this, as we discussed this morning.” The Boy nodded and ducked behind a nearby building. The Master moved and aligned himself so he was in the middle of the main street, facing the Town Hall with the Saloon’s entrance to his right, some 250 feet ahead of him.


  



  11:52


  He drew his gun from the holster, and fired a single shot into the air above his head. He then re-holstered the gun. “Bill `Bloody` Buckley,” he shouted. “Gunslinger, card shark, outlaw and killer of twelve men and five women, I’m calling you out. Come and face your justice.” The street quickly emptied of all occupants, as they were well practiced in this routine. Excellent, thought the Master. No possibility of a new host for the demon.


  



  11:55


  The Saloon double doors swung open to reveal a young man dressed all in black. His boots were black leather, his pants and shirt were black and his hat was black, as well. The handle of the gun, strapped to his left hip, was also black. He glanced at the Master and flashed an insolent smile. He practically leapt from the wooden walkway onto the street. He faced off the Master. “Are you sure you want to do this thing today? You are steeped in mortal sin. Upon your death, Hell will welcome you with open arms. You can go away and forestall your fate.” In reply, the Nameless Master just spit out the rest of the tobacco out of his mouth onto the street, in Bill’s direction. The flesh covered demon’s smile turned feral and then he made an intimate gesture with his hand, the meaning of which was known only to the Master. The blood started pounding in his skull. It’s trying to goad you into a mistake! Stay calm. “Justice comes to us all,” said the Nameless Master.


  



  11:58


  Their repartee concluded, the two opponents stared each other down. The demon-host’s eyes were brown, as was his hair. The Master’s eyes were a blue colder than ice. Bill’s left hand fingers twitched and swayed over his gun, the Master’s right hand hovered steadily over his. Blown by the wind, a tumbleweed passed between them.


  



  12:00


  Two deafening shots rang out. The Nameless Master dropped to his knees. In his opponent’s left hand was clutched a smoking gun, which matched the smoking gun held loosely in The Nameless Master’s right hand, which matched the smoking hole in Bill’s chest, right where the heart is. “Oh,” said Bloody Buckley, before falling over facedown into the dirt.


  



  12:01


  The Master called out to his Boy, bleeding from a gut wound, enfeebled. Good thing having a demon possessor doesn’t improve one’s gun slinging abilities, he thought idly. And there was the Boy beside him. “Quickly, Boy, take out the gun. If my wound starts healing, or my eyes turn, shoot me dead.” The boy took out the Derringer and waited, eyes downcast. The Nameless Master also waited, with trepidation. Is he starting to heal? Does he feel the menacing effecting of possession? But no. Other than growing weaker and feeling the process of dying, there was no change. A feeling of relief washed over the Nameless Master. The demon was destroyed by God’s blessed sun and he could die in peace. Suddenly a burning smell reached his nostrils. Looking aside he could see the Boy’s hand, holding the gun, beginning to smoke. With a yelp of pain, the Boy dropped the Derringer.


  Horrified, the Master’s last words came pouring out. “Boy…what have you done?!” As the Boy turned to face the Nameless Master, it became quite apparent, that the colour of his eyes was very visibly and clearly red.


  



  



  


  A TOWN CALLED HANGSHAW


  Jody Neil Ruth


  



  Hangshaw was just another dusty patch of Texan dirt when Francois Burgevin happened across it in the summer of 1857. By the time of his death almost five years later, it was home to almost two thousand people – all of them dead. Burgevin never even got to name his own town.


  This is the story of how Hangshaw earned its name.


  Burgevin was a travelling salesman, scratching a living as he stopped at every outpost and settlement as he wandered across the territories. He rode upon a short and dumpy ass that was as short and dumpy as the ass that rode it.


  He was a good salesman, tenacious and persisting; let down only by the goods that he sold.


  His miracle cures caused illness; his magical eyeglasses inflicted short-sightedness and nausea; his ‘genu-ine’ panda-skin ponchos turned out to be several skunks stitched together, and with the smell still intact.


  As such, Francois Burgevin tended not to stay in any place for too long, and often he was chased from towns amid a hail of curses and gunshots.


  So, what was it that made him stay at that desolate spot and build a town from scratch?


  The answer was a cactus.


  It was small and rotten; withered and bending toward the ground, surrounded by large rocks and dead fauna that blocked the sun’s rays. The once-fine green skin of the Texan Cactus was now a dead greying colour and the luminous yellow threads of its stem were now black.


  Burgevin would not even have noticed the dying fauna had it not been for the collection of black vultures that surrounded it, pecking ferociously at the plant and at each other. A vivid bright green liquid poured from the holes the birds made in the cactus. The animals squawked and fought each other to reach the sap; dying cacti needles poked from the skulls of the vultures, and feathers and various bird parts littered the floor around them.


  But, despite the carnage, Burgevin could see no dead birds.


  The desperation of the creatures to continue feeding from the cactus piqued the salesman’s interest; him being a man born of opportunity. At least if he allowed the birds to destroy each other he would be able to collect the feathers to craft some faux Indian headbands and vulture-claw necklaces.


  And so he waited and watched.


  For a very long time.


  The birds fought relentlessly, pecking and clawing at each other. When one bird fell, Burgevin prepared to collect its carcass, but each time it would shudder, twitch, and then rise up again to rejoin the chaotic battle.


  The man decided it was time to aid the process, and withdrew a small ladies pistol. His shot caught a buzzard squarely in its ribs and the animal fell…only to once more rise and fight.


  Brow furrowed, Burgevin unpacked his roll from his ass and withdrew his Purdey rifle from within. It was a fabulous weapon, won from an Englishman months before in a small town just outside of Dallas. And by won, read stolen.


  Burgevin aimed and fired, striking another bird squarely in the neck, almost removing its head.


  And again the creature rose; its skull lolling against it chest as it stumbled aimlessly among its brethren, its beak opening and closing silently, its vocal chords severed.


  Burgevin’s mouth dropped open, and he gazed between the rifle and the vulture a multitude of times. He realized that more direct action would be required.


  Grasping a large rock firmly in his pudgy hands, the salesman struggled to where the almost headless bird was running around in a circle. Using his inconsiderable might, he hefted the stone as high as he could – to just below his belly – and dropped it. The vulture was crushed and moved no more, not even when the weight of the rock was lifted.


  One-by-one Burgevin destroyed the creatures, sometimes relying on the Purdey to disable the more vociferous vultures before he stoned them to true death.


  Eventually all that was left was the cactus, the salesman and a patch of dust that was painted a macabre red colour, and decorated with long black feathers.


  He studied the plant. It looked dead, and yet it continued to pump bright green sap from its holes that lit up the small area even as night fell. Burgevin slowly reached out a finger towards it, almost frightened that the lurid liquid would burn him. It was cool to the touch, and tingled upon his finger.


  Gingerly, he placed the tip of his tongue into it.


  Once, Burgevin had smoked opiates with a working girl in a rat-infested Chinatown. He had chased the dragon all afternoon, and fell into a world of softness and pleasure that had carried him away on silver clouds and into heaven.


  The effects of the cactus’ sap were a complete contrast; his body tingled, his mind raced, his eyes widened and he could feel his muscles bunch under his skin in a not-unpleasant manner. Blood pulsed through his body, and the rush he received revealed why the vultures had been so intent upon drinking as much of the sap as they could; it was instantly addictive.


  The new and improved Burgevin ran his hands through his hair, the sensation making his nerve-endings dance. He suddenly had the urge to do something, anything, and so he did.


  He decided to build a town.


  It took him just over a week to ride back to Dallas. Of the population of 700, almost one tenth were immigrant workers and Burgevin managed to convince a tenth of that tenth to leave with him under the cover of night…along with a few carts loaded with timber and building supplies.


  As the African, Belgian and Swiss workers toiled to build living quarters near to the cactus, Burgevin created what appeared to be an outhouse around the plant. Within this mock-up shit-house, the salesman squeezed sap from it into small medicinal vials. Storing them on his person he then went from worker to worker, instructing them to drink the potion to combat a cholera epidemic that might be about to spread throughout their ranks.


  Burgevin finally had the miracle potion for real, instead of a mixture of cough-syrup, coke and horse saliva.


  They drunk. They felt the effects of the sap. They finished building the living quarters before nightfall. Deciding to celebrate, they then built a saloon that night. Once they had toasted their success they realized they needed to build outhouses for the workers themselves.


  It took them ten minutes.


  Burgevin and the men never slept and their productivity was relentless. The living quarters, saloon and outhouse were then joined by a barbers, general store, stables and a blacksmith. Now he needed more men to staff these buildings and more materials, so Burgevin established a trade route with Dallas.


  Each time he sent his workers to the nearby town he instructed them to bring back any tramps or beggars with them. These homeless vagabonds were then introduced to the wonders of the green sap and put to work in the empty buildings while the workers worked.


  Burgevin needed more men to build the town he craved.


  However, one day a Swiss worker accidentally killed a German immigrant by dropping a bucket of nails on his head from up high as he nailed the face of a clock onto the new town hall.


  No one had seen the incident and a vote among the men decided it was murder. Had they looked at it rationally, or had gotten any sleep in the past two weeks then they might have decided differently. As it was, the men’s eyes and bodies twitched as they talked and they hopped from foot-to-foot as they spoke; eager to get back to work.


  They hung the man, his neck snapping loudly. The killer and victim were then both buried in a newly marked out gravesite and the men went back to work. An hour later, and both men crawled from their graves; the man hanged for murder climbing back up the clock tower, the murdered man returning to his job nailing wooden posts into the ground below.


  Burgevin and the men watched silently, before shrugging and then returning to their own jobs.


  Burgevin became the self-appointed sheriff, and his justice was hard and raw. He had not rested for almost a month, and he found himself taking more sips of sap from the medicinal bottles. He was constantly on edge, but the men said nothing for fear of not getting their own daily requirement of cactus-liquid.


  Hanging was initially reserved for serious crimes, but soon a man was hanged for fitting a window upside down and the barber was strung up for giving his client the wrong change. They were both buried and then back at work later that day.


  The town was becoming more of a settlement and well-worn trails were formed between it and other towns and any travellers that wandered in were ushered to the saloon where they were urged to try the local specialty; piss-warm beer mixed with cactus-sap. One bottle and the new townsfolk were put to work. None complained such was their eagerness to do something around town.


  One dark night, the town was besieged by Indians, sensing the town was ripe for pillaging. The men were surprised and many fell under the first onslaught. The Indians did not even bother to round the townsfolk up, simply massacring their way through before raiding the stores and burning some buildings.


  Whilst they danced and celebrated, the townsfolk began to pick themselves up. Arming themselves with tools, the freshly dead now took their conquerors by surprise; the site of the bloodied and freshly-dead army stunned the Indians into terror, and they fell under the ferocity of hammers and bare hands. The braver of the Indians fought back and one skewered the local blacksmith on his spear; and yet the townsman kept coming, unheeding of his wound.


  Burgevin saw this and watched as many of his men were injured – some suffering what should have been life-ending wounds – and yet they fought on. The Indians fell, some fighting wildly, but the sight of the unwavering enemy filled many of them with terror. Those that did not die, ran. Those who did not run, were made to drink the sap…and then put to work rebuilding the buildings they had damaged.


  Burgevin tried to resurrect the dead Indians, but the sap would not pass through their dead lips. They had also lost several townsfolk; each of them having been decapitated. This seemed to put them to permanent death. One of the more resourceful workers even stitched the heads back on and then tried to make them drink, but this, too, failed.


  The town rebuilt itself and Burgevin replenished their numbers with waifs, strays and the odd Indian when he sent his own Indian-townsmen out to find them. Their redskin quota grew quickly and it wasn’t long until word spread and a garrison of the American Army arrived to investigate Burgevin, his town and his multi-national workforce.


  Burgevin had been prepared for such an event and was awaiting them with a white flag held above his head and several crates of local beer for the parched soldiers.


  The town now had a lot more workers.


  The town grew and grew and its occupants were so numerous, that when a large caravan or party passed through, Burgevin no longer let them go unheeded. Now he set his town upon them and made them drink the sap. If they did not, they were hanged without having tasted the cactus juice.


  Inevitably, someone from an attacked group escaped and spread the word to Dallas and the surrounding counties and soon all trade routes were blockaded. The town was left to fend for itself and, without any of its own natural resources, the men and women began to flounder. Burgevin had no choice but to fuel his town on cactus-sap; a much watered down version due to demand being so high. The poor plant was not producing anywhere near enough resin to feed the townsfolk and, soon enough, it ran dry completely. The cactus seemed to wither and die before his very eyes as the last of its own life-force was rung from it by Burgevin.


  Productivity ground to a halt. Without the miracle sap people suddenly began to slow their movements and their frantic work-rate all but stopped. The townsfolk stood aimlessly on wooden sidewalks and in front of unfinished buildings, eyes staring into the distance.


  Burgevin watched them, his own mind the last alert one in town as he kept himself topped up with his last medicinal vial hidden on his person. His edginess was at its peak, and he twitched and jerked like a puppet as he frantically wondered what to do.


  As he walked past one of his people, he sipped from the vial, and the pungent odour from the sap assailed the townsman’s nostrils. Suddenly he sprang to life, jumping upon Burgevin, knocking him and the vial to the ground; its contents spilling into the dust.


  As if heeding some unknown signal the town swarmed towards the juice that dribbled onto the ground. The nearest ones dived upon the ground, stuffing dusty green liquid into their mouths. Almost all of the two thousand townsfolk converged upon the spot, climbing over each other; fighting, clawing and tearing one-another limb-from-limb to get to the life-giving sap.


  Burgevin found himself just outside of the mass-huddle, his arm badly broken and swinging as if jointed halfway down his forearm. He did not scream, but instead sat there and watched as a young lady approached him, sniffing at the arm, and in particularly at the blood that dripped from the bone protruding through his skin.


  It was a dark-green-and-red colour.


  Dabbing her tongue at the blood, her body visibly invigorated and now Burgevin knew fear once more. The woman and townsfolk tore him to pieces to drink at his blood and soon similar massacres were happening throughout the colony, as the unspoken information seemed to pass through person-to-green-and-red-blooded-person.


  After a day of infighting, the main street of the town was a sea of limbs, blood and various torsos and heads. Those with limbs still attached crawled through the dust, licking at the blood from one-another, drinking as much of the blood-sap as they could. Those that drank were then killed by those still capable, so that they could feed. The horrendous cycle went on for days, until there were only one or two cadavers capable of movement and blood-drinking.


  It was then that the US Army turned up in force, led by General Ben Parker.


  “Make a fire and burn these damn body parts!” he bellowed at his men, who rushed to carry out his orders. “Any of these here townsfolk that still have a head attached to their torsos, hang ‘em from the gallows there!”


  “Hang them, General?” a particularly brazen officer questioned.


  “That’s what I said, boy,” Parker yelled in a voice incapable of operating at a quieter level. “Hang ‘em and then burn them, but make sure you hang ‘em till their heads pop off! Then we’re gonna rename this hellhole as Hangshaw!”


  “Hangshaw, sir?” asked the same trooper, unaware that he was about to peel spuds for the rest of his military life.


  “Hangshaw!” Parker barked. “’Cos you have to hang these critters fer sure!”


  



  



  


  WHERE ARE THEY?


  John Pirog


  



  Willoguesby had been such a quiet town until that hot day in July when the vanishings began.


  John Baringer, Henry Knox and Clarita Parker all had gone missing over the past four days without a trace. No notes were left behind, family and friends were never notified and no one could recall exactly when they were last seen. When one person in a small town disappears, he ran off with another woman. When two turn up missing, they were probably swindlers or horse thieves. When three people turn up missing and one of them is a woman, folks start to panic.


  Sheriff Joshua Davis held one of the posters he had printed only an hour earlier. The still wet ink smudged slightly against his thumb as he gazed at the names of the missing town folk. The sheriff made a speech in the centre of town earlier that afternoon asking for help to search areas around town as well as the nearby hills and desert. Most folks feared the worst but had no idea why such a situation came about. The town blacksmith, Jeremiah Craven, general store owner, Samuel Stevens and horse rancher, George Blackhawk, had volunteered to go with the sheriff and look through some of the gold mines on the town’s outskirts that evening. Sheriff Davis told the town folk that he believed the missing residents were still alive and only being held captive by bandits. In his gut, he had a dread that their remains had been disposed of out in the desert.


  Just as the sheriff rose to his feet, a local prospector named Arthur Kraig ran excitedly into his office. “Sheriff! Sheriff Davis! Ned Carter’s daughter has gone missing!” Bolting across the wooden floor boards and down the three step porch outside, the two men ran into the open air. “Let’s get George first!” the sheriff exclaimed, “then we’ll pick up Sam and Jeremiah and see if we can find out what’s going on here!” The two men then boarded the sheriff’s coach, snapped the riding crop and headed South toward Baker Ranch on which George Blackhawk worked.


  As the coach rumbled through the dusty, uneven and rough road, the two men observed the despair and fear that held a grip on Willoguesby. Normally cheerful young women who would smile and wave enthusiastically now stared downward. Men standing in front of the town’s sun bleached buildings merely tipped their hats to the sheriff but said nothing. The riders began to imagine that even the demeanour of the sheep herd as it was being guided up the road seemed solemn.


  After a 20 minute ride, the coach pulled up to the rough hewn fence that surrounded the Baker Ranch. The wind whipped up as though it were a warning of bad tidings to come. Tumbleweed and bits of wood chips brushed against the legs of the sheriff and his riding companion as they walked toward the main barn of the ranch. Upon seeing them, George nodded wordlessly and joined them on their walk back to the coach.


  The trio then boarded for a trip back to the main road and the general store of Samuel Stevens. They found him standing on the long wooden porch of the general store with a medium sized crate at his feet. “I figured we’ll be needing some lamps if we’re going to go down in those mines,” he spoke in an even, almost monotone voice. “Yeah, good thinking,” agreed the sheriff, as Sam lifted the crate and walked toward the coach. The men then went into the general store and retrieved six large metal basins and filled them with water from the well at the store’s right side. As the horses lapped at the store’s front trough, the five men plotted the best route to reach the mine area.


  The ride into the desert was hot, long and tiresome for all parties. Aside from Arthur grunting out an occasional, “We need to start heading toward the right,” or, “we’ve got another couple of miles to go,” very little was said. The horses became more jittery and stubborn as the journey went on. Some believe that an animal can sense a bad situation instinctively. Toward the end, it was all the sheriff could do to make them take a few hesitant steps before halting once more. At last Art declared, “all right, the mines start right about here, sheriff.” After disembarking from the coach, Samuel helped the sheriff wrap the horse reins around the base of a medium sized granite rock while George placed one of the two last remaining basins of water and placed it in front of the horses. Taking a lantern, shotgun, full canteen and a flask of oil, Arthur meanwhile began walking in a Westerly direction. He used his rough hand to shield his eyes from the setting sun while looking for tell tale signs of a claim. The other three men retrieved a lamp and flask each, filled their canteens and followed his lead minutes later.


  The search party wandered a bit with Arthur in the lead. It took them just over ten minutes to find their first clue. “Sheriff, look here!” Arthur exclaimed while holding up a bit of stained cloth. “Doesn’t this look like that shirt Henry Knox was wearing that day?” Taking it in hand, the sheriff noticed that the cloth piece had been violently torn as though by a very strong man or beast. Clumps of sand and silt clung to the material. The men continued onward in a state of shared nervousness. Before they had walked another 200 paces, they came upon a lone, dark brown leather boot laying slightly to their right. The spur was bent and, as was the case with the piece of shirt, the boot was splashed with a red stain. The men looked down at the boot but did not pick it up. Arthur shook his head and continued walking as George and Jeremiah looked at each other for reassurance.


  Sheriff Davis saw a flash of grey to his left. With an instinct born from nearly 20 years of law enforcement, he turned just as the form of a wolf darted behind a large cluster Yuccas. Reaching for his pistol, he fired a shot at the beast but missed. The wolf disappeared into a cloud of tan dust. Convinced that they were on the trail of the beast who had killed their town folk, the men set off in pursuit. The wolf ran to a nearby rocky hill, narrowly escaping two more shots from the sheriff. By the time the search party reached the hill, the wolf was nowhere to be seen. George and the sheriff climbed cautiously up the hill while the others remained at the bottom. The rock’s surface was rough and the edges were extremely sharp. With George just ahead of the sheriff, the pair had almost reached the top of the 30 foot peak when sheriff Davis let out a yell. Loosing his footing, the sheriff tumbled down the steep surface of the rock hill, landing in some scruff vegetation. Rushing to his side, the men helped the sheriff to his feet. “My gun!” he declared. “I’ve lost my gun!” As Arthur cocked his shotgun and stood guard silently, the remaining four men searched for the pistol to no avail. Reasoning that it must have dropped between one of the rock hill’s many narrow crevices, the sheriff told Arthur to keep watch as the search party began walking with Arthur once more in the lead.


  With no sign of the wolf, the men split into two groups with Arthur and George in one and Sheriff Davis, Jeremiah and Samuel in the other. As the last of the daylight began to fade, the sheriff heard a call from around the other side of a grove of cactus. It was Arthur hollering that he had found a mine entrance. After retrieving the other two men, the three fellows followed the voice until they found Arthur standing only a few feet from a covered entrance in the desert floor. “Here,” Arthur volunteered, “if you gents would get those lanterns going, I’m going to crawl down there and see what’s what. Sam, help me pull a few of these boards loose, will you?” As Samuel and Arthur pried the boards from the small earthen cavern, the other three men filled their lanterns and took a few sips of the remaining water. Moments later, Arthur entered the mine with his lantern held high in front of him and his shotgun in his left hand. “Give me a few minutes, friends,” he declared as his form faded into the darkened cavern. “I’ll give you the word if I see anything.”


  “Art, I think I should go in there too,” sheriff Davis spoke up. “After all, this is my town that I’m sworn to protect and…”


  “There’s only room in this mine for one man at a time, sheriff,” Arthur replied in a voice that began to take on an echo like quality. “I do this line of work for a living so I have a good idea where I’m heading.” Reluctantly agreeing, the sheriff waited outside with the other men.


  Five minutes passed, then ten. After nearly fifteen minutes had gone by, the group began to grow restless. “Sheriff, maybe you…well, we…ought to go down there and see.” Samuel spoke up in a tone that betrayed a distinct sense of nervousness. “If there’s any bodies down there, he should have found them by this time…”


  “We don’t know how deep the mine goes,” the sheriff replied. “He might have fallen, or someone might be down there already and…” George Blackhawk’s voice trailed off at the ominous sound of his own words. “I’ve never been in a mine before,” Jeremiah spoke in a nervous tone. Walking slowly to the mine’s entrance, the sheriff called out to Arthur three times but received no reply. After several moments of silence, he told the men he was going in to look for Samuel. The pair then followed closely behind with Jeremiah in second place, George behind him and Samuel at the very end.


  The trail led first down on a slightly rightward angle before curving back a bit to the left for the next 60 odd feet. From there, the tunnel began to descend at a rather sharp angle and the men felt their footing slip a bit on the pebbles therein. Feeling a bit unsure of himself by this point, sheriff Davis called to Arthur once more. Before any reply could come, however, Samuel looked down to find a small piece of torn cloth that matched the plaid shirt Arthur was wearing. Taking a step forward and shining his lamp across the dusty path, the sheriff saw a larger piece of the shirt. It looked as though it had been put through a meat grinder and was soaked in a bright crimson liquid. For the next several seconds, the four men stood silent and still.


  The sheriff reached apprehensively for the tattered shirt only to stumble and fall into a shallow pit that appeared to be a trap. As the remaining two men assisted him in getting out, the familiar voice of Arthur Kraig bellowed, “Get your hands up or I’ll finish you all off here and now!” Shocked, the men looked up and saw the shirtless prospector levying his cocked shotgun at them. He grinned malevolently as the sheriff stammered in disbelief, “Wha…Art…why…what are you…?”


  “Come on a little further and I’ll show you, sheriff!” he replied. “And you boys too, come on! Just keep your eye on this shotgun, gents!” George turned in a desperate attempt to run only to find himself staring down the business end of Samuel Stevens’ pistol. “George, meet my partner Sam!” Arthur chuckled with a grim smile. As Samuel waved his pistol menacingly from the rear, the caravan of men proceeded onward.


  The sheriff was made to hold his lantern aloft as Arthur slowly backed up several steps while keeping the men in his sights. Eight paces later, the group turned a sharp corner and found themselves at the entrance of a large alcove. Lanterns and candles from within flickered and beckoned them eerily. “Come on in, boys,” Arthur spoke once more. “Don’t make me shoot the sheriff here by running off or trying anything stupid!” Reluctantly, the men stepped into the alcove. The sight before them made the sheriff, Jeremiah and George shudder with fear of the inevitable. They knew at this point it was the end for them.


  Against the cavern’s North wall were hung the butchered and cleaned remains of John Baringer, Henry Knox and Clarita Parker. Their corpses had all been beheaded and preserved with rock salt. The torsos had all been opened, gutted and washed like so many deer carcasses. Their clothing had been folded and placed against the opposite wall. “But…Sam, Art…” the sheriff began, “Wha…what about the little Carter girl! Where…where is she?” Laughing, Samuel replied, “I guess she’s home and in bed by now, sheriff! She never was missing in the first place, you old fool! That was just a ruse to get you out here! See, Sam and I have been watching you, sheriff! We saw how you were on the missing persons case like sand on wagon wheel and we knew that soon, most likely real soon, you would have thought to look in these old mines. That’s when our little hiding place would have been discovered. So, rather than try to hide, old Art here beat you to the punch and suggested it himself! And by the way, a bit of red dye with a drop or two of black dye makes for some convincing blood when its sprinkled on old clothing, don’t you boys think so?" Arthur nodded and grinned as Jeremiah spoke up.


  “But…what about George and I?” Shaking his head, Sam replied ruefully, “afraid we’re going to have to kill you too! We can’t very well just let you run out of here now, can we?”


  Sheriff Joshua Davis, Jeremiah Craven and George Blackhawk were all made to strip and lay down at that point. The three shots that rang out echoed from the old mine shaft and into the desert but were heard only by the vultures flying nearby.


  



  ***


  



  General store owner Samuel Stevens’ store was abandoned the next day as was the desert claim staked out by Arthur Kraig. Neither man was ever seen or heard from again. The very next week, a man named Zack Cramer and his partner Chuck Kurts set up a general store in the town of Beachwood some 25 miles North of Willoguesby. In addition to the usual items such as corn, soap, tea, potatoes and canning jars, the store had a small amount of blacksmith material for sale as well as some boots and spurs that were said to have been sold to them by a rancher. The two horses they offered sold on the first day. Some carriage wheels were sold to the local parson a few days later and a 12 year old boy loved that real-looking sheriff’s star that his dad bought him for a nickel. Most of all, however, the town folk really enjoyed the cured meat that was sold at the store. In fact, they soon found out that it was to die for!


  



  



  


  LAST CHANCE SALOON


  Cameron Johnston


  



  “The Devil walks into a bar and orders a whisky – never a good sign when the Devil turns to drink.”


  The Australian barman, Brett, turned and slipped on his practiced amiable smile. On the opposite side of the counter a man with long dark hair wearing an expensive black Italian suit slid onto the bar stool and flicked out a twenty-dollar bill, held between two fingers.


  The neon cocktail sign blinked lazily above the shelves of liquor, casting a lurid blue and pink across the bar. A mix of classic rock and country music cycled though the retro-styled juke box in the corner. The chrome fan behind the bar droned on, keeping the place cooler than the dusty summer air outside.


  Brett smiled. “Whisky is it? Sorry mate, what were you saying? Is this one of those old road stories about meeting the Devil?”


  The man smiled and rubbed a pale circular scar in the middle of his forehead. “Scotch…and yes, this story is something like that…”


  



  ***


  



  Pastor John sat in the corner of the saloon staring down into his whiskey. The need was upon him; the urge to drown his sorrows in the amber nectar. He fought the need, the Devil’s urgings into debauchery. He would not succumb this time. He fought the need frequently, and frequently lost.


  He felt a vile sort of kinship with the Last Chance Saloon: both of them were slowly decaying, drowning in misery and neglect.


  He looked up from his drink as the battered saloon doors swung open on squealing hinges, drawing every eye in the dimly lit room. Early evening air gusted in to dilute the atmosphere of stale sweat, tobacco and sour whiskey, and caused the hanging pall of cigar smoke to swirl up amongst the high rafters.


  Sitting at a rough-hewn table, two grizzled gold miners, all dust, cheap bourbon and unfulfilled dreams, paused mid-game with cards held motionless in calloused hands. They squinted over towards the doors with rheumy eyes as all conversation died off.


  Tiny dust devils swirled across the floor as a man entered, the saloon doors screeching and flapping closed behind him. He stood for a moment, brushing dust off the black leather overcoat and Stetson hat. A pale hand removed his Stetson and long black hair, suddenly freed, spilled out around his shoulders. He surveyed the room through the cobalt clouds of cigar smoke. With expressionless eyes the stranger took in the stained tables and the cracked, peeling walls. It had been a music hall once, back in the boom times when expectations were running high and both gold and girls were plentiful.


  The stranger’s eyes swept over Pastor John and he felt a chill travel up his spine. His mouth was suddenly dry and he found himself automatically sipping at his whiskey. He had to force himself to lower the drink.


  Nat, the barman, finished drying the dented tin cup in his hand and slid it onto the shelf behind him. He dropped the dirty rag down behind the counter, then spat tobacco juice into the spittoon on the floor. Wincing, he pushed a loose tooth back into its socket with one greasy finger.


  The stranger’s face was as smooth as a baby’s butt, Pastor John thought, scratching at his unkempt beard.


  The stranger ignored the dozen or so locals eyeballing him and strolled over to the bar, ornate silver spurs chiming with each step. With a whisper of soft black leather, the newcomer swung a leg over the high stool in front of the bar.


  “Howdy pardner” the stranger said to Nat, hints of everywhere and nowhere on his tongue. The man frowned and shook his head. “I don’t quite blend in it seems. Sadly I don’t do accents at all well. It’s a shame but we just can’t be good at everything now, can we, Nathaniel?”


  Chatter resumed in the background as people began to lose interest and started drinking, smoking and gambling again. Pastor John watched, nursing his drink. He wasn’t good for much else these days.


  Nat frowned as he studied the man. “It’s Nat; an’ I ain’t rightly sure I know you, Sir. We met before? I ain’t sure I know any big city men like yerself.”


  The stranger smiled and held up a manicured finger. “Well, Nathaniel, I certainly do know you, at least by reputation. Now give me a stiff one barkeep – whatever those fine fellows are drinking.” He waved a hand in the general direction of a table occupied by a couple of poor ranchers in homespun patched clothing.


  Stretching over towards his lone bottle of genuine Scotch whisky, Nat hesitated and then picked up the unmarked brown bottle of rotgut moonshine next to it.


  Pastor John was surprised. From Nat’s expression it seemed like he had the strangest feeling that he’d better not cheat the big city man and charge him for expensive liquor from Scotchland, but couldn’t quite place why – the man looked rich and was probably already coming down with sunstroke in that crazy black getup anyway. It wasn’t like Nat to turn down easy money.


  Nat clattered down a small whiskey glass and slopped the moonshine in its general direction.


  No big city men came through these parts if they could avoid it. That suited Pastor John just fine. He sighed as memories of his preaching days surfaced; he had been through many a city full of sin back then. He had once been a fire and brimstone preacher. The world had been black and white, good and bad, God and the devil. That was before the consumption came. Before God took his entire family.


  The stranger picked up the wet glass and held it up, studying the colour of the liquor. He sniffed at it before placing it back down on the bar. With a sparking flick of two fingers above it, a small blue flame flickered into life across the surface of the moonshine. He smiled and nodded knowingly. Pastor John had once seen a drunken old stage-show conjurer in Sacramento do the same trick to check the quality of cheap alcohol.


  Raising his glass up, the stranger smiled across the bar at Nat. “Lead burns red and makes you dead.”


  Pastor John knew that some moonshine stills used cheap lead pipes. He hadn’t reckoned on this big city man knowing how to test for tainted moonshine though.


  The stranger chucked the flaming rotgut moonshine back into his throat. A small puff of smoke escaped his lips as he swallowed. The harsh alcohol must have burned a trail down his throat, because a fit of coughing doubled him over the bar, his chest heaving with each hacking cough. When the fit subsided he finally lifted his head and cleared his throat.


  Nat gave a soft, low whistle. “Ain’t that as hot as a whore house on nickel night?”


  “It is. Truly this is a foul and unique drink.” The stranger said in a wheezing voice. He tapped the empty glass with one finger. “Who makes this stuff?”


  “That be ol’ Jack Johnson,” Nat replied. “Johnson farm is south o’ town.”


  “Pour me another, Nathaniel. I might just have to offer him a job when he is done with the farm.”


  With a grunt Nat poured more whiskey into the glass. “Take care, Mister; that there is some strong liquor. Y’all be full as a tick in no time. ol’ Jack ain’t gonna leave his farm ‘less it’s boots first.”


  The stranger simply smiled and sipped at the dirty brown liquor. “Quiet in this town.”


  “You got that right, mister. Wish there was a bit o’ excitement from time to time but this here is a mining town. Hard work and hard drinkin’ is about all we do.”


  “Maybe you’ll get that wish, Nathaniel,” the stranger said, grinning. “I’m sure you get all sorts of troublemakers from time to time.” His eyes rose to meet Pastor John’s and he quickly looked away in case the stranger took offence. He didn’t want any trouble.


  The saloon doors slammed open and the outlaw Black Jack Wilson sauntered in with three dust-streaked members of his gang strutting and glaring behind him.


  Pastor John grimaced. He could see Nat cursing under his breath; they both just wanted to be left alone. Mayhap this time they wouldn’t tear up the place.


  Nat sighed and picked up the bottle of Scotch.


  Black Jack looked the worse for wear. His sun-browned, pockmarked face was streaked with dust and sweat beneath the stubble and the frayed Stetson. A cigar glowed as he inhaled through yellow teeth. Hairy hands caressed the hilts of the twin colts in their hip holsters. His eyes scoured the room, daring anybody to meet his gaze. Folk hunkered down and stared into their drinks.


  Black Jack nodded towards a table occupied by two old timers. His gang hauled them from their seats and flung them aside. He sat down and leaned back, thumping his boots down onto the table as the old timers tottered over to another.


  There was once a time where Pastor John would have stood up and confronted him. That sort of blind courage had long since fled.


  Nat rushed over with the scotch and a handful of glasses. “We ain’t wantin’ no trouble here, Black Jack. Whisky is on me. Just don’t go tearin’ up the place.”


  Pastor John winced; Nat must have been distracted by the stranger. He could feel the explosion coming. The chair clattered to the floor as Black Jack slowly rose to his feet. The room fell silent.


  Nat swallowed and held his breath. The outlaw leaned in close and ground the cigar out on Nat’s chest. The muffled moan of pain he let slip seemed to goad the outlaw on. He poked a finger into the barman’s chest, right into the burn and began pushing him backwards towards the bar.


  “You know-nothin’ piece o’ horse shit!” Black Jack bawled, spittle flying as his rancid breath washed over Nat’s face. “You wantin’ a wooden box like that redneck feller last week?”


  He lifted a meaty hand and cuffed Nat to the ground. “Ain’t nobody tells Black Jack what to do. You takin’ me for a god-darned fool?”


  Nat slid back across the dusty floor, cringing.


  The outlaw stared into his eyes, sneering down at him and began stepping forward. “I’m gonna hav’ ta-”


  Just as his boot came down a whiskey glass rolled under it. His foot slipped and he pitched face-first down onto the filthy floor.


  Nat looked up in shock to see the stranger winking at him.


  That crazy stranger is a deader, Pastor John thought, as Nat crawled out of the way.


  The stranger wagged a finger at Nat. “Tsk, tsk, Nathanial. That was not very subtle of you. Diplomacy is the art of saying ‘Nice doggie’ until you can find a rock.”


  The click of guns being cocked echoed throughout the room as the gang aimed at the stranger. Nobody moved to help Black Jack up. The locals held themselves still, not wanting to attract any attention. They kept their heads down and Pastor John couldn’t blame them.


  “I’ll be your rock today,” the stranger continued. “Ten years back you took in a homeless young girl, fed her, clothed her and gave her money to make her way to Salt Lake City. You didn’t have much yourself, Nathaniel. That girl became a nurse and she helps the homeless out there. She saves lives. It’s an unfair world but sometimes I reckon one good turn deserves another.”


  Nat’s jaw hung open.


  Pastor John straightened in his seat. Nat had done something like that? Nat, the owner of this town’s pit of sin and debauchery? Come to think of it, when was the last time he’d been asked to pay his bar tab…


  Black Jack clambered back to his feet and slowly wiped the blood away from his lip with his sleeve. He lifted his other hand up and the guns lowered. “Hang fire. This here pretty boy is mine. I’m gonna have me a hog-killin’ time.”


  “Pretty boy?” the stranger said with a wry smile. “I’m glad that you think so, but I’m not that way inclined today, friend.”


  The outlaw’s eyes went wide and his jaw snapped shut. A vein throbbed in his forehead. He charged forward and his fist surged towards the stranger’s face. The man leaned left, grabbing the outlaw’s fist as it flashed past his head. He twisted and pulled. Black Jack overbalanced, slammed head first into the bar and bounced backwards to crash to the floor. He lay dazed and moaning, blinking up at the high ceiling. The gang backed off. They knew better that to get in Black Jack’s way. The outlaw hauled himself upright, face growing red.


  The stranger sighed. “There are three kinds of men: the ones that learn by reading; the few who learn by observation; and the rest, who have to stick their hand in the fire. Guess which you are?”


  He ignored the gang and walked across to stand looking down at Nat. “Would you like these fools gone, Nathaniel? All you have to do is to make a wish. Just one little wish.”


  Black Jack drew his guns, spitting blood and teeth to the floor. His hands shook, white knuckled around the hilts of his pistols.


  They were going to tear up the saloon again and Nat was in for a beating…or worse. Nat screwed his eyes up and seemed to be wishing for it all to stop…


  …and then Pastor John tried to ignore the blood-curdling screams as four grown men cried out in terror and agony.


  He ran.


  



  ***


  



  Pastor John staggered across the dusty trail, pausing to dry-retch. His stomach was empty, its contents already thrown up, hours ago it seemed. He didn’t have any water, didn’t have a plan. He just had to get away. The Devil had come to town. He half-laughed, half-sobbed. There was once a time when he would have stood up, bible held before him and rebuked the Devil, in the name of the Lord!


  What could one old Preacher Man who had lost his faith possibly do against the Devil?


  He stumbled to his knees in the dirt. Kneeling there in a daze, he was dimly aware of a horse drawing up. Dimly aware of himself babbling on about Black Jack and the Devil. The rider wanted to take him back to town. He panicked and tried to run but something slammed into his head and he slid into darkness.


  



  ***


  



  Pastor John groaned as the horse stopped. He opened his eyes to see the familiar faded wooden sign outside the Last Chance Saloon. He felt the blood drain from his face.


  “Evenin’ Marshal Evans,” the deputy said as the U.S. Marshal reined in his horse. Evans handed him the reins and slid Pastor John off the saddle and into his hands.


  Pastor John staggered, trying to find his feet. He was shaking and found that he couldn’t stop.


  Marshal Evans nodded to the three other waiting men. They nodded back grimly. Men of few words; Evans seemed to like that. He retrieved a Winchester rifle from his saddle holster and quickly checked that it was loaded. The three other deputies looked on, chewing tobacco as they carefully fed bullets into their own rifles.


  “They in there, Hank?” Evans growled.


  “I reckon so,” his deputy replied while tethering the horse up. “Folks say Black Jack’s in there causin’ a ruckus.”


  Evans spat onto the thirsty earth at his feet. “This crazy old drunkard here says Black Jack and some other feller had a bit of a fight inside. Well he ain’t going to skedaddle away this time. Nobody kills one of my men. Nobody!”


  He straightened his hat, buttoned up his shirt collar, then straightened his necktie. It wouldn’t do to look sloppy. He turned to Pastor John, “And you, don’t go nowhere.”


  An emaciated pale horse eyeballed Pastor John from off to one side. It wasn’t tethered up. It just stood there looking like Death itself – not even the fat black flies went near it.


  “Ah’m going in,” Evans said, barging through the saloon doors with his men at his back. They spread out behind him to block the doorway.


  Pastor John, impelled by some macabre urge, crept forward and peered through the wooden slats, giving him a good view of inside. Down by his feet, something had gouged lines of fresh furrows into the old wood. Looked like something, or somebody, had been dragged kicking and screaming back inside.


  Evans strode forward into the dimly lit bar with his rifle held loose yet ready – the muzzle raised precisely enough to be used at a moment’s notice while still not appearing overly aggressive. Silence reigned.


  Pastor John felt the tension in the air, thick like molasses.


  Evans’ eyes swept across the room and fixed on the bar. Nat studiously stared down at the counter, wiping the surface carefully. He seen the stranger sitting with his back to the door.


  Pastor John knew that the Devil’s coat and boots were expensive, no doubt about that. Evans spotted him straight away.


  Something was very wrong and Evans looked like he felt it in his gut. No guns to be seen. No hands under the tables pointing hidden pistols his way either – he’d have spotted that. He knew he was missing something but couldn’t see what.


  Pastor John knew. Lord above, he knew! He tried to speak but failed. What if the Devil looked his way?


  Evans’ steps echoed across the floor as he made his way to the bar and stopped directly behind the Devil. He knew these men; tough frontiersmen and miners all. They were all as afraid as he had ever seen a man. He eyed the stranger and the line of upturned whiskey glasses set in front of him.


  “Nat.” He nodded at the barman. “Everything well?”


  The barman glanced up. Sweat beaded his forehead and his face seemed pale. His gaze flicked over to the Devil, lingered a moment, then fell back down to the counter.


  Soft leather whispered as the Stranger slid round on the stool to face the marshal. He leaned back against the bar and raised a glass of whiskey in greeting. Evans seemed to note the pale skin and finely groomed features; here was a man not used to toiling under the sun’s glare.


  “Good evening, Marshal Evans,” the Devil said.


  “Evenin’ Mister…?”


  “Rex. Rex Mundi.” The stranger smiled. There was no warmth to it. The smile never came close to touching his cold eyes. Pastor John felt like ice ran through his veins…Rex Mundi. He named himself the King of the World. Evans frowned. “Come far, Mr Monday? This here town doesn’t look like your sort of place, if you don’t mind me saying.”


  “I like it just fine Marshal. I hitched a lift with an acquaintance of sorts who was heading out this way for work. May I buy you a drink? Something to wash away the dust from the trail perhaps?”


  Evans ignored him for a moment and stared at the barman. “Nat? I’m looking for Black Jack. Heard he was in here.”


  The barman shifted and a bead of sweat slowly slid down his forehead. Nat’s gaze moved again towards the Devil and then flicked away as if burned.


  Evans turned again to the Devil.


  The man calling himself Rex Mundi grinned, revealing perfect white teeth. “My good friend Nathaniel was accosted by your Mr Black Jack. I’m afraid that I let myself get a little carried away with his wishes.”


  He tapped a manicured nail on the rim of the glass and pointed upwards.


  Evans slowly lifted his eyes, trusting his men to act if the stranger tried anything.


  “Lord have mercy!” He staggered backwards, fumbling for his rifle, unable to tear his eyes away from the horror hanging over his head.


  Pastor John felt compelled to look up.


  Four dead men hung crucified on the rafters above, their faces twisted in a final expression of terror. They stared down at Evans with gaping bloody pits instead of eyes. Metal railway spikes nailed them to the rafters through wrists and ankles. Tendrils of blood oozed out across the ceiling, a slick pool defying the laws of nature.


  Pastor John’s heart thudded in his chest.


  “The devil’s work!” Evans croaked, raising his rifle and tearing his eyes downwards. One of his men retched loudly behind him. His finger found the trigger.


  The Devil rocked back as the marshal’s first shot cracked through the air to take him in the chest. The second shot tore through his shoulder.


  Nat dived behind the bar as the Devil spun around in a spray of blood. Nat began shrieking, “Kill him! Kill him!” over and over.


  The Devil’s body juddered as the deputies joined in, opening fire in a cacophony of roaring fury, shredding the fine black overcoat and throwing his body to the floor in bloody ruin.


  The gunfire died off, leaving Pastor John feeling suddenly deaf and numb amidst the gun-smoke. The acrid stench of cordite filled his nostrils.


  Evans seemed to realise his trigger was still clicking and forced himself to lower the empty rifle. The locals gingerly began emerging from behind overturned tables.


  A solid sheet of blood suddenly crashed down across the floor, turning the saloon into a gore-strewn slaughterhouse. Slick rivulets oozed down Evans coat. A whore shrieked off to the side, franticly scrabbling at her blood-soaked face. With shaking hands Evans began clipping bullets back into the rifle.


  Blood lapped around Pastor Johns boots. A wave of nausea rushed through him. A blind hope filled him; had they killed the Devil?


  A scarecrow figure rose up creakily through the clearing smoke, black leather overcoat hanging in tatters around shredded flesh. Evans swallowed and readied his rifle. He aimed. He blew the man’s brains out across the wall.


  The figure lurched back on its feet. Glossy viscous dark blood oozed from the gaping hole in its forehead. It began to fall – then snapped forward again. Its eyes bore into him.


  “You fucking do NOT!” the creature screeched.


  A flash of heat. Shrieks filled the air. Evans spun, raising a hand to shield his eyes from the light.


  Pastor John lurched back from the saloon doors, his eyes stinging.


  The deputies were screaming pillars of incandescent flame. Their flesh sloughed off into the air as a torrent of floating ash. A flame-wreathed skeletal hand reached out for Evans, pleading, before it too dissolved into the inferno. The flames vanished, leaving smoking piles of ash and molten metal on the untouched wooden floorboards by the doorway.


  Pastor John moved forward, hand on the door, heart hammering. He didn’t understand why he wasn’t running.


  The Devil’s boot slammed into Evans’ side and the marshal crashed to the floor. He loomed over Evans, a death’s-head grin with broken bloody teeth across his face.


  “Ungrateful, ignorant, violent, crude, mud-crawling, stupid, fucking self-important flesh-bags!” he screamed, punctuating each word with another kick.


  His hand shot out to point at the whore, halfway to the exit. “Nobody leaves, harlot!”


  She screeched and flung herself back, cringing under a table.


  Evans lay dazed and moaning on the blood-spattered floor. The Devil hauled him back up and deposited him on a chair.


  The Devil scowled, his pale face streaked with drying blood from the hole in his forehead. “I try to do a good deed now and again and I never, ever, get any gratitude. Nothing ever changes on Earth, or in Heaven.”


  He glared at Nat, cowering at the bar. “You ungrateful, disappointing piece of shit. You and me, we are done.”


  He turned back to Evans. “You would think you would be grateful I disposed of that scum. Were you not wanting him dead? I will tell you what, Marshal Evans, I’m going to rip your intestines out and hang you from the rafters like a piñata.”


  He looked around the room and licked his lips. “This room is full of sin. Your souls will all be delicious.”


  Before he realised what he was doing, Pastor John was through the saloon doors and striding forward. His hands found the battered leather-covered bible in his pocket and he drew it forth. The prayer to Saint Michael sprang into his mind:


  



  “Saint Michael the Archangel,


  defend us in battle;


  be our protection against the wickedness and snares of the devil.


  May God rebuke him, we humbly pray…”


  



  The Devil walked up and slapped the bible from his hands. He wrapped his hand around Pastor John’s throat and casually lifted him kicking into the air.


  “I find myself wondering what use you think a bit of leather and paper and a few mere words will do against me,” the Devil growled, examining Pastor John’s face, his eyes piercing. “Why come back? You could have fled. You should have fled.”


  The grip around Pastor John’s throat eased slightly so he could answer. He felt a strange sort of peace flow into him to mingle with the abject terror. Peace with himself. He felt something he hadn’t had in a long time. Purpose. He got to say what he had to say to the Devil, eye to eye.


  “You ain’t getting their souls, Satan,” he croaked. He had to have faith, like he used to. If the Devil existed, then so did God.


  The Devil dropped him to the floor and let go.


  Pastor John rubbed his throat and drew a deep breath. “You ain’t going to take them down to Hell with you Satan.”


  The Devil rolled his eyes. “Oh please. The conceit of humans never ceases to amaze me. Why would I bother myself by enslaving millions of tortured sinners and bringing them down to some tawdry masochistic torture chamber? You torture yourselves without any help from me. What is sin anyway, but how you feel about yourselves? Personally I feel pretty good about what I do, or I wouldn’t do it.”


  The Devil shrugged. “The souls of sinners just taste better.”


  Pastor John stared. A chill rippled up his spine. The Devil ate human souls.


  “What? And that’s worse than eternal torture in some Hell? Nobody deserves that.”


  “You can’t have them,” Pastor John said softly, “I don’t care who or what you are. They ain’t yours to eat. You killed my family, you ain’t killing any more if I can help it.”


  The Devil grimaced. “Sometimes bad things just happen. You all want a scapegoat to make it easy on you – if you want to believe that then go right ahead. Is this your faith in God making you stand up for these scum? If so, that faith is misplaced, preacher man.”


  Pastor John shook his head, “Maybe, maybe. But this is me saying no. Do whatever you like with me but let them go. I don’t have anything to offer nobody no more, but I can do this.”


  The Devil froze. “You will put your heart on the line and take their sin upon yourself?”


  “Whatever it takes.” His throat felt like it was burning. Somebody began coughing from behind him.


  The Devil suddenly grinned. “You have balls, preacher man; I will give you that. Here is how it will be. We will play a game of chance. Blackjack. If I win, I eat all your souls; if you win I don’t even kill them. And no, I do not cheat.”


  He quickly dealt the cards onto a table, leaving behind sticky red fingerprints. Two cards face up. The Queen of Spades and the King of Hearts. Pastor John trembled and reached for the cards. Sudden blind hope surged through him, clearing away the fugue. Twenty. If the Devil couldn’t beat twenty then he would get out of here in one piece. Maybe. He coughed. Nat began wheezing for breath from where he cowered behind the bar.


  The Devil grunted. “The Suicide King and the Queen of Burials. Well, Pastor John, it would seem that the luck of the cards may go your way tonight,” the Devil said, frowning down at the cards. “Shall I deal another card?”


  Pastor John shook his head, the words all a jumble on his tongue.


  “And now the house deals,” the Devil said with a grin. He flipped a card out. The Ace of Spades. His dark and blood-filled eyes slowly rose to meet Pastor John’s. “The Death card. The alpha and the omega.” Slowly the next card came out, face down.


  They both looked down as he turned the card over. The four of clubs.


  The Devil tapped his fingers on the table as the rest of the clientele held their breaths. “The Death card and the four of clubs; the Devil’s Bedpost. Intriguing.”


  He dealt another card. The two of spades. “The Curse of Mexico.”


  Pastor John’s heart hammered in his chest. His throat was burning and his mouth felt so dry…he could do with a whiskey right now.


  The Devil looked him in the eyes and flipped out another card. They both looked down. The six of diamonds. Thirteen. The Devil grinned and flipped over another card. The nine of spades. He was bust on twenty-two.


  A collective sigh rippled through the room. Sudden fear as the Devil rose, his chair scraping across the floorboards. The entire building began shaking. Glasses and bottles began falling and smashing all around them.


  “Well, Pastor John, it seems that you have cheated the devil this day.” The earthquake subsided as quickly as it had begun.


  The Devil checked his pocket watch and nodded. “As agreed I won’t kill them and eat their souls. It does seem that the earthquake has arrived right on schedule however.”


  Pastor John shook uncontrollably as the Devil went over to the bar and calmly poured himself another drink. He looked longingly over at the doorway and then back to the Devil at the bar again. Nat began choking and fell to the floor. A chorus of coughing filled the room.


  The Devil sat on the bar stool then swivelled around to face the room again, drink in hand.


  Pastor John’s eyes were stinging and watering and his throat felt like it was seizing up. He heard a choking noise from the corner of the room as one of the old gold miners fell to the floor, clawing at his mouth.


  The Devil smiled at them all. “Industrious little humans, burrowing down; deep down into the earth for the pretty metal. The mines under this town run deep. Too deep for you, I’m afraid. That entirely natural little earthquake there has broken through into one of the many pockets of poisonous gas below the earth hereabouts. Now it floods up into the town through the mine workings.”


  He turned to Pastor John and nodded knowingly. “I did say that I wouldn’t kill them. I didn’t say I would save them from Death now did I?”


  Pastor John felt some force drag him across the dusty floor to stand at the Devil’s side.


  The Devil raised his glass, toasting the choking room of the dying.


  “Chin Chin!”


  He downed his drink, tossed the glass aside and then plunged his hand into Pastor John’s chest, fingers clawing around his heart, tearing…


  



  ***


  



  “…and you will never guess what happened after that,” the man said as he placed his empty whisky glass back on the bar counter to join its sisters. “I later found out that when I toasted saying ‘chin chin’ that in Japanese I was saying ‘penis’. Ha!” He laughed and slapped the bar with one pale, manicured hand.


  Smiling sickly, Brett poured him another whisky. “Far out story, mate. So that’s where you got the scar yeah? When that US Marshal shot you in the head?”


  The Stranger rubbed the scar on his forehead. “It is. Every scar tells a story. I decided to keep this one as a memento of sorts.”


  Probably a knock on the head that caused that scar, Brett mused. The man was a weirdo.


  Brett hiked up his t-shirt, showing a large curving ragged scar across his side. “Check this out. Bloody big shark took a bite out of me back in my surfing days. Mean old bastard, too. Supposed to punch them on the nose I hear – screw that! How the flamin’ Hell are you supposed to punch a shark? Lucky I tasted like crap hey, spat me right back out.” It wasn’t a dirty great shark that did it though, in reality he’d simply gotten caught up in some farm machinery. It was a pretty boring story really. The stranger wasn’t the only one who could tell tall tales. It was just a bit of fun and, after all, he was Australian: people were bound to believe it was a dirty great shark bite.


  The stranger’s mouth twitched and he shook his head slightly, looking faintly disappointed. “It’s a shame that you only have physical eyes. I have scars like you would not believe.”


  “I can believe that mate. So your name is Lucifer then? The big bad Devil himself, hey?”


  The stranger tilted his head. “Lucifer actually referred to a king of Babylon, but the inference is correct. Old Nick, Abaddon, Rex Mundi, Beelzebub…I have been called by many names. I choose to go by Satan mostly. The Adversary has a nice ring to it. I never did like being called Little Horn. I tried and tried to get that particular name removed from that idiot book. We can’t always get what we want however; I’m living proof of that.” He half-laughed then chucked the whisky down the back of his throat.


  Brett nodded, trying to look sincere while edging closer to the security buzzer beneath the counter. Lots of harmless drunks liked to ramble and tell tall tales to escape their shitty lives. They came out with all sorts of fantastical stories. Who cared if this man’s story was a crock of shit? His wallet was still stuffed with dollars. Mind you, he was crazy as a loon.


  “So why were you in the bar and not in Hell?” he asked the stranger, just to keep the man happy.


  The stranger grinned across the bar at him. “Why, this is Hell. My domain. Hell on Earth is not just a clichéd expression, Brett. Do you think I wanted to spend eternity confined to one boring mud-ball?”


  He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I actually do love this world. I always have. Immortality confined to one world is just…wearisome. On that note, I shall try the ‘slippery nipple’ next if you would be so kind.”


  The jukebox clicked and the Rolling Stones began playing; Sympathy for the Devil.


  Brett prepared the cocktail as the man turned to watch Rebekah gyrating against the metal pole on the stage. He was not entirely sure if the man had gone without his medication for too long. A creepy feeling was beginning to steal over him the more he listened to the man’s ramblings. He was just so sincere. He really believed his own crazy story.


  The man looked back and lifted his cocktail “Here’s to humans! One day soon you will give me wings again. Woe betide those sanctimonious pricks up there when I get done with humanity! A little nudge here and there and you will be storming the heavens before you know it.”


  Brett watched him take a gulp of the cocktail. The man could really handle his drink; this was his sixth drink in an hour.


  “So why the bar then?” Brett asked, “I mean if you are immortal why waste it in that bar in a nowhere-ville town?”


  The stranger toyed with the glass in his hand, his eyes unfocused. “I was there when they buried Gobekli Tepe and Eden turned to dust. I was there at the destruction of the tower of Babel. I stood and watched the crucifixion of Christ. I was there when Rome fell. I walked through empty villages and abandoned fields, amongst the horror of the Black Death as it raged through Europe. I stood and fought knee deep in blood and mud in the trenches of France. I watched rapt as Neil Armstrong stepped out of a flimsy vehicle made from tin foil and metal coat hangers to walk on the moon. I was thrown out of the première of The Exorcist for laughing too much…”


  His head rose to look at Brett. “When you have been through all that this world has to offer – and even I have loved and lost – it is impossible not be become somewhat inured to pain and loss, yes, and love and joy as well.”


  The man sighed and drained the last of his cocktail. “I wear this meat-suit for a reason, Brett. I seek to bear the ennui and apathy of immortality by experiencing emotion: the pain and the loss, the joy and love that humanity brings. Angels are cold as ice. All rules, duty and ‘thou shalt not’. I am fire; adventure, freedom and passion. Think, then, what cruel punishment they inflict on one such as I – to confine me to this one single world when once I strode across galaxies, though glorious nebulae and bathed in the fires of stars. What chance have I, when friends or lovers die in a paltry century? I simply cannot repeat it all again and again, loss without an end, hope without a beginning.” He indicated the bottle of Scotch again and his glass was quickly filled.


  “Still, it is good to feel something. Anything. Good or bad. It is the yawning abyss of emptiness that I fear. You may call me a slave to sensation. So be it. I am just so damn bored!”


  Brett swallowed and pressed the security buzzer under the bar. He had heard enough. “Hey mate, I think you’ve had enough drink. Time to drink up and leave.”


  The man grinned and lifted a black metal box from his pocket. He placed it on the bar and flipped the lid open. “Have a heart, Brett! Pastor John’s to be exact.”


  Something fleshy and pink was in the box, still pulsing slowly.


  The Devil roared with laughter as Brett stumbled back, causing some glasses to shatter on the floor. There was a thump as Rebekah coughed and fell from the stage.


  All the glasses behind Brett began clinking and rattling. A glass tottered and fell from the bar, shattering across the floor. He grabbed onto the bar and held tight as the floor shook beneath him, causing a torrent of glass to shower over him. A growing dread made him look into the man’s eyes.


  The Devil nodded and raised his glass. “I probably should have told you earlier. This town once had another bar, lifetimes ago for your kind. I see this as an anniversary of sorts.”


  “Chin chin!” He threw back the tequila and sat back to watch as Brett began choking, his throat burning.


  The Devil licked his lips. “I am hungry today.” He smiled.


  The door squealed as somebody entered the bar. Brett spun around, looking for help. Anything!


  A grizzled old man with one eye, wearing a tan trench coat, limped into the bar, looking like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders. He clutched a battered old leather bible in his one remaining hand.


  The Devil’s smile faded and he scowled at the stranger. He sighed and drew out a pack of cards from his pocket, tossing them down on the bar counter. “Last Chance Saloon indeed. Keeps it interesting I suppose. Why do you make me do this? Why do you sacrifice more of yourself each and every time?”


  A hint of sadness flickered across the Devil’s face.


  The Devil sighed. “Blackjack?”


  The man nodded gravely.


  The Devil turned back to Brett as he struggled to breathe with lungs full of gas, his eyes stinging. “Let me tell you another, better story, barman. A preacher man walked into a bar…”
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