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From the award-winning author of 
The Street Between the Pines



Author's   otN

     Missouri Plaza is real...
Well, of course it is.
In the same way that Jamestown is real to the people of Williamsburg, 

VA, or perhaps Constantinople still exists in the hearts of those in Istan-
bul (though that one may be a bit of a stretch). And, just like that, Mis-
souri Plaza has transformed into… well, you'll see. Some of the characters 
and events you’ll encounter are based on reality, Those familiar with The 
Street Between the Pines know I like to infuse my stories with a bit of 
history, shedding light on often forgotten details and weaving them into 
a tapestry of fantastical “ction... an alternate universe, if you will.

This is a true western (albeit a supernatural one). True, in the sense 
that it captures the dialect, the economic, political, and racial issues of 
the time period. I’ve left little to the imagination, and what you’re about 
to read is the ”true accountN as it unfolds in this universe, the prelude to 
A Southern Eew Hngland Lorror.

I’ve taken great care to ensure the historical accuracy of the places and 
events, even though the story itself is entirely “ctional. I did take some 
liberties with the timeline, so not everything is perfectly aligned with our 
reality (though it’s close enough), as my stories likely belong to some 
strange, yet chilling parallel universe.

Hnjoy your epic journey out west. *et me know if you happen to make 
it back. 

4The Southern Eew Hngland Lorror series can all be enjoyed as 
stand-alone books. They can be binged in any order.  





Prologue

T he pilot lurched forward in a violent, arcing spasm as the sharp 
object stabbed through its vulnerable chest. It had shed its pro-

tective gear prior to takeoA, and now, strapped under a shoulder harness, 
the qntixuarian found itself pinned to its seat. Its arms, yDed inside the 
cClindrical steering mechanism on either side of the helm, BeDed and 
Bared as it gaped down at the foreign weapon, then up at its surround-
ings.

’ark blood spraCed the control panel, leaving a streak across the crCs-
talline navigation screen hanging from the ceiling of the cockpit. The 
spinning digits displaCed beneath the splatter indicated that the craft had 
reached almost three hundred thousand feet. Ulose to departure. —ut the 
ship lurched forward, and the numbers on screen plummeted, the sheer 
thrust of the pilotWs bodC sending the craft into a downward tailspin.

q creature encased in shinC silver material somersaulted over the helm 
with a sharp, clattering thud, rolling down the cockpit Boor and sprawl-
ing across the wide, L-shaped windshield. The pilot blinked at its cap-
tive9the creature assuminglC responsible for its assault. The 76-8zJO 
native feeblC struggled to his feet, gripping the near vertical Boor for sup-
port, but fell backward as the cockpit rocked back and forth. The ship 
trembled in a merciless pirouette over the cerulean void of 76-8zJOWs 
terrestrial sphere, hitting everC blusterC bump of the rough night skC as 
theC accelerated into a turbulent nosedive.

7arm blood oo2ed over a curved pincer on the left side of the pilotWs 
xuivering mandible. The savorC taste of seeping discharge promised that 
the hapless end neared.
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SissionH incomplete.
The pilot braced itself, chest burning with each jostling twist and 

turn. It needed to land the ship safelC, or at least as safelC as it could, 
given the circumstances. 7ith heavC arms, it pulled up and back on 
the steering mechanism, trCing to slow and even the craft. qgonC. The 
glowing landmass behind the oo2ing splatter rapidlC increased, soaring 
closer and closer at a rough angle. The planetWs surface laC just past yftC 
thousand feet now, and a break on the map indicating a bodC of water 
loomed too close for comfort.

The captive, gaining partial footing, slowlC crawled the steep incline 
toward the helm, shakilC making his waC toward his captor. The pilot 
pulled its attention from the map, watching the creature from behind its 
ocular guards. The captiveWs malevolent stare burned through the visor 
of his shinC, sinister helmet.

The pilot shuddered. Eow at ten thousand feet, it needed to land 
and proceed with activating the distress signal located under the control 
panel. —ut darkness threatened to overtake it, the blood still oo2ing 
steadilC from its fading form.

qrms tired.
Rteering heavC.
The creeping captive neared, gripping the emptC seat in front of the 

helm for balance. The pilotWs eCes held his hidden ga2e, all three of its 
stomachs churning. Lnable to reduce enough speed to land safelC and 
avoid further savagerC to its ship, it reluctantlC opted for the last option.

The craft plunged into the water, slamming nose yrst into the side of 
the soft terrain. The impact wrenched the sharp object into the qnti-
xuarianWs Besh with a vengeance so searing, its vision swam. Romething 
shinC thudded against the ceiling, then clattered back to the cockpit 
Boor. Its captive. Ye laC unresponsive, possiblC dead. Pven with armor, 
the human specimen remained weak to heavC blows.

The pilot drew in xuick, hollow breaths, unable to see clearlC, wait-
ing for the pain to subside enough for it to begin its work once again. 
Through the windshield, the craft sank under the blurrC, dark current. 
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?orcing its weak arms to slide from the mechanism and unstrap the 
harness, the pilot slowlC leaned forward, inch bC trembling inch, the 
weaponWs edge tearing up its internal organs. Its grislC mandible opened 
to sxueal, though no sound came out.

Uonsciousness dwindling, the qntixuarian reached for the panel.



I

M y father was a good man. A decent man, despite what you may 
have heard about him through folklore or read about him in your 

history books. That’s not to say he wasn’t an inherently flawed individual, 
as many of us can be described. I mean heck—back in those days, who 
wasn’t? I would defy you to prove me otherwise. Now, don’t get me wrong, 
he was no saint. Poles apart from one. I know this. A mere product of his 
egregious environment. And I’m certainly not going to stand here and 
begin to justify any of the things he did or those I happened to be privy to. 
Some of which stay with me to this very day. Things I couldn’t explain at 
that time. Things beyond what you good folk would rightfully call rational 
comprehension. Now, I truly don’t mean to harp on such things, but I 
would be completely remiss not to mention the impression he left on my 
brother and me. Especially me. There are some folks who can tell you their 
earliest memories at three, maybe four years old; even some as far back as 
a year—year and a half, if you can believe it. I am not one of those folks. 
Maybe it’s something they refer to as repressed memory, but all I can tell 
you is that I don’t remember much before I was nine years old. I can recall 
my mother’s burial. I remember the Big Flood. I remember the first time 
I saw the broken soul that was Joseph Griffin, my father, cry. I will never 
forget the second time.

That’s when we moved to Missouri Plaza.



Chapter   

S ullivan walked behind Eugene McCormac, about three feet back, 
pointing the sled down barrel of a -awed.oy -cattergun, wai-t 

height, at hi- lower back’ EverJ few minute- heFd -low hi- pace a bit, 
enough to allow -ome -lack between him-elf and hi- captive’ Lu-t in ca-e 
McCormac decided to make a daring da-h a- theJ entered the heavilJ 
wooded area’ Airing -uch a gun at clo-e range meant -pending the re-t of 
the daJ picking ?ord.knew.what from Jour clothing, all kind- of awful, 
and Sullivan knew better than mo-t that a good clean change didnFt 
come ea-J’ Tnd blood— Pho-e pearlJ white-Rone of onlJ two pair- he 
ownedRwell, theJFd be a- good a- hor-e -hit’

Phrough the -lit- of tall, narrow tree-, Sullivan caught a glimp-e of 
the -un -inking down behind the -ilhouetted xike- xeak range’ jaJ- 
of golden light eqploded from behind the Kagged mountain-, a partiallJ 
hidden proKection illuminating the di-tant northwe-t -kJline, before the 
fre-h -pring growth completelJ ob-tructed hi- view’

PheJ had walked Ouite a di-tance through the tranOuil grove in -i.
lence, -ave for the irritating clink of McCormacF- crooked boot -pur- 
with everJ bowlegged -tep’ Shrill call- from bird- of preJ circling high 
above the treetop- punctuated the Ouiet, along with -mall woodland 
creature- ru-tling through the bru-h a- theJ pa--ed’ 6atJdid-, Ku-t be.
ginning their evening -ong, re-onated through the -haded proliferation’ 
Pheir trilling -lowlJ grew, encompa--ing the pair the farther theJ walked 
into the timberland’

McCormacF-  snger-Rwhich  had  been  behind  hi-  head,  inter.
lacedR-eparated, and hi- hand- began to lower’
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H6eep em up,I Sullivan ordered, hi- voice rolling out low, deep, and 
-lightlJ broken’ …e hadnFt -poken -ince riding up on McCormac an 
hour earlier’

McCormac -topped’ HW gotta itch’I
Phe mo-Ouito-, which trickled out onlJ moment- before, now Bew 

out of the woodwork in drove-’ McCormac waved a hand around hi- 
head, pau-ed, then began to turn around’

HEppz eJe- forward,I Sullivan commanded with a -low wave of the 
gun’ H6eep moving’I

HDhat Jou planning on doing with me once we get to where we goin—I 
McCormacF- hand- re-ted at -houlder level, head tilted Ku-t enough for 
Sullivan to -ee the white of hi- right eJe below the fraJed brim of a black 
Stet-on’

Sullivan had no idea’ Dell, -ome idea’ …e knew eqactlJ what he want.
ed to do, what he -hould do’ Dhether that wa- going to happen, he Ku-t 
had to wait and -ee’ …e didnFt like the -ituation thi- chance encounter 
with an old acOuaintance now put him in’

…e -hook hi- head’ Everything is fine’ Aine a- he -uppo-ed thing- could 
go, con-idering the circum-tance-’

Phe men trudged on’ NJ thi- time, the -un had completelJ vani-hed 
behind the Aront jange a- the navJ -kie- of civil twilight bled down 
from the upper atmo-phere, nonchalantlJ blotting out the remain- of 
the daJ’ Sullivan hadnFt brought a lantern, and if he progre--ed further, 
making hi- return could prove diYcult’ …e wa- armedRheavilJ armed 
at thatRbut Ku-t the -ame, nobodJ wanted to -tumble upon the bu-ine-- 
end of a griZZlJ bear in the dark’ 

HStop,I  Sullivan uttered,  following a  moment later  with Hturn 
around’I

PheJ -tood -hrouded bJ the grovez a- good of a place a- anJ’
HDhen did Jou know—I McCormac -aid’
H7oe- it matter—I
HLu-t -urpri-ed i- all’ Neen here a few week- now’ !either one of u- 

looking like the men we once wa-’I
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H…ow did Jou snd me—I
HW.W didnFt’ Lu-t dumb luck, W -po-e’ WtF- a big countrJ’ De wa- bound 

to cro-- path- again at -ome point or another’I
HTpparentlJ not that big’ W gue-- we were destined to do thi- dance, i- 

what JouFre -aJing—I
H…uh—I
HWFm -po-ed to believe it wa- coincidence Jou -tumbled upon Nen.

nettF- Mine—I Sullivan, gun in hand, -lowlJ backed McCormac again-t a 
tree’

Phe other man held hi- arm- out, hand- cro--ed, a- if to keep Sullivan 
at a di-tance’

Sullivan peeled back both hammer- of the -awed.oy’

2

HW.W -wear W wa- Ku-t pa--in through,I McCormac pleaded’ HPhatF- all: 
W.W.W wa- never gonna -aJ nothin to nobodJ’ …one-t: W wa- plannin on 
leaving in a daJ or two, anJwaJ, Jou.Jou know— W did what W came to 
doRnow oy to the neqt town, -ame.ol,F -ame.ol,F know what W mean—I

Sullivan -tared down at him from under a weathered brown hat, 
motionle--, eJe- barelJ vi-ible’ 9acuou-’ Phe manF- emptJ gaZe bore 
into McCormac, and hi- heart -tuttered’ …eFd never forgotten that look, 
de-pite the twentJ Jear- that pa--ed -ince heFd la-t -een it’

HNe-ide-,  what  would  W  -tand  to  gain  bJ  -aJin  -omethin— 
juh.ruh.right—I …i- slthJ hand-, -till held out, began to Ouiver before 
hi- eJe-’ Dhether hi- trembling -temmed from the chill in MaJ evening 
air, or Ku-t fear poi-oning hi- blood-tream, he couldnFt -aJ’

HVou -tand to gain everJthing,I Sullivan -aid, -liding a leather -ack 
down from the heavilJ worn -houlder of hi- long brown overcoat’

Phe  bag  hit  the  ground  with  -uch  force,  McCormac  won.
deredRmo-tlJ fearedRwhat it held’

Dithout another word, Sullivan pu-hed hi- coat a-ide, -liding hi- 
-awed.oy into a handmade leather thigh -heath’ T wai-t pi-tol -at hol.
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-tered Ku-t above it’ McCormac recogniZed it- checkered walnut grip0 it- 
twin doubtle-- re-ted on SullivanF- oppo-ite hip’ …i- own Colt protrud.
ed from behind the buckle of SullivanF- gun belt, tucked awaJ to the -ide 
of hi- groin’

Sullivan -Ouatted and reached into the -atchel, pulling out a length of 
twine’ HTrm- behind the tree’I

Phe katJdid-F mu-ic, pervading the woodland-, amplised’ McCor.
macF- heart hammered again-t hi- -ternum while Sullivan di-appeared 
behind the old Cottonwood, binding hi- wri-t- to the trunk’ Phe rigid 
bark and taut rope dug into hi- -kin, and -omething warm hit hi- thigh 
and dripped down hi- Ouivering -hin-’ …eFd pi--ed him-elf’

Phe -tench of ammonia slled the air a- Sullivan reappeared from 
behind the tree’ T -hort -mirk bru-hed hi- bu-hJ -ilver cheek’ …eFd 
-melled McCormacF- fear, too’ Nut anJ trace of a -mile vani-hed a- he 
reached for hi- ragged black gun belt, hung low on hi- narrow hip-’ 
xulling McCormacF- own -ilver Colt from behind the hol-ter, he rai-ed 
it a foot from the manF- face, aiming for hi- forehead’

HChri-t TlmightJ,I McCormac -Oueaked out’ …i- che-t heaved with 
labored breath0 the warm fog of hi- ga-p- vi-ible before him in the chillJ 
air’

HW u-ed to think there were onlJ two men in thi- world, Mac’ “r 
whatever it i- Jou call Jour-elf the-e daJ-,I Sullivan -aid’ HPhe hard truth 
of it all i- thereF- onlJ one’ WFm convinced of that now’ W trulJ am’I 
Sullivan -ucked in a breath and eqhaled deeplJ, -haking hi- head’ HWtF- 
plain a- the 7enver daJ i- long’ Tnd at the end of it, weFre all Ku-t cha-ing 
the -ame thing, whether we care to realiZe that, or not’I

HPuh.tuh.two.two men—I
H“ne that walk- awaJ’ Tnd one that doe-nFt’I
Sullivan took a -tep back, twig- -napping under the Cuban heel of hi- 

black Dellington-’ H!ow, who el-e Jou tell— Vou be -traight with me0 WFll 
make thi- nice and Ouick’I

McCormac didnFt need to con-ider the alternative2 left here, defen-e.
le--, tied to tree in the Colorado wood- at night’ T fate wor-e than death’ 
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Phe element-, even in MaJ, would kill himRand that wa- a--uming 
whatever thing lurking in the dark didnFt snd him sr-t’ Pale- of men 
vani-hing without a trace in the wood- maJ have been -omething of 
campsre lore, but now, facing hi- current predicament, the thought 
un-ettled him deeplJ’

…e -huddered’ H“h.oh.okaJ, okaJ, okaJz W.W -ent cuh.corre-pon.
dence buh.back home’ PhaF- it: Said W.W thought W might a -eenFt Ja, but 
wa-nFt -ure, Ja.Ja -ee’I

3

SullivanF- heart -ank in hi- che-t’ …eFd sgured McCormac would lie 
through gapped teeth, and heFd -pend the night -macking him around 
to free him-elf of doubt’ Nut even then, he didnFt believe thi- fool would 
reallJ have the audacitJ to cro-- him’ !ot -o OuicklJ, anJwaJ’

Po whom didnFt make much diyerence’ Sullivan knew the game’ T 
thief or otherwi-e un-avorJ character would locate the whereabout- of 
an accompliceRu-uallJ the outca-t of an old gang, long removedRand 
reach out to a friend or eqtended familJ member’ Phe contact would 
tip oy the local mar-hal, then ca-h in on the reward moneJ and -plit the 
proceed- with the -nitch’ Not a bad hustle.

…e -ighed, wondering how much time he had left’
Phe occurrence of thi- ever.Beeting unitRthe mea-ure of a manF- 

eqi-tenceRhad alwaJ- -eemed to elude Sullivan’ Po be hone-t, the man 
had never paid timeF- pa--age anJ mind’ !ot until Ne--ie’ …e wa- no 
-tranger to death0 heFd -een manJ live- taken’ Paken manJ a life him-elf’ 
Nut when hi- wife met her untimelJ demi-e two Jear- earlier, he felt 
it’ Phe Clock’ Somehow hi- hourgla-- had turned, beginning hi- true 
countdown’

Sullivan had no illu-ion he wa-nFt a mortal man’ Tnd oh, he knew 
heFd cro--ed path- with the man in the black, tattered cloak’ Nru-hed 
-houlder-, even’ …e liked to think the pale rider trotted pa-t in fear, it- 
hooded head turning to glance back each time he pa--ed bJ’ Nut bJ now, 
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heFd eluded death -o manJ time-, he had to wonder when karma would 
snallJ make hi- acOuaintance’

HWRWFm readJ,I McCormac -aid’
Tnd Sullivan could tell that he wa-’ McCormac -OueeZed hi- eJe- -hut, 

bracing a- if for a -trike of the hand’ …i- upper lip curled, revealing a 
-liver of checkered teethRwhat remained intact, -tained brown’ Dith 
the creeping night unfolding around him in it- ritual con-ummation, he 
waited in -ilence, readJ to paJ for hi- -in- in eternitJ once he got to where 
theJ both knew he wa- heading’

Sullivan, -truggling to -ee the barrelF- end through the darkne--, took 
an additional -tep back for -afe mea-ure’ xulling the hammer, he took 
aim be-t he could’ …i- indeq snger graZed the poli-hed -teel trigger, 
feeling for the perfect po-ition to pull, but eventuallJ found him-elf, 
in-tead, -lowlJ care--ing it’

Phe enchanting tune of the katJdid- waned, fading into the melod.
ic whirr of a chill breeZe -hifting down between the tree-’ Phrough 
the -urrounding bru-h, the CottonwoodF- Bedgling leave- ru-tled’ Phe 
woodland- -poke’ Tnd with the melliBuent -ound- came intermittent, 
tinJ Ba-he- of amber light, which -eemed to delicatelJ drift about, en.
compa--ing the men’ Lu-t a handful at sr-t, but a- Sullivan glanced 
around, mJriad Ba-he- trailed curiou-lJ, a clu-ter -parkling a- far a- hi- 
aging eJe- could -ee’ Phe -tellar fore-t erupted with light, the wind gentlJ 
di-per-ing it- itinerate con-tellation’

Tn odd, twinkling glow from in-ide the gunF- barrel caught SullivanF- 
eJe’ …e pulled the gun backward, turning it upon him-elf, and waited for 
the Ba-h’ Phe luminou- slament of a tinJ sreBJ Bickered a- it crept out 
of the tip, hovering in front of hi- face for a moment before eqtingui-hing 
it- curiou- light’

Phe deliberation ended’
Sullivan gentlJ placed the hammer down’ …e emptied the -iq.cJlinder 

chamber onto the cold earth and, bJ the barrel, to--ed the pi-tol into the 
wooded void’
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4

McCormac opened hi- eJe-’ Sullivan wa- gone’
H…e.heJ, whereFd Jou go:— 7uh.donFt Jou leave me out here Jou 

-umbitch: Vou leave me out here, WFm a good a- dead:I McCormac 
in-tinctuallJ pulled awaJ from the tree, the twine tearing into hi- wri-t- 
and drawing blood’ HVou get back here and sni-h the Kob, Jou no good 
Jella coward: Phe whirlwind i- comin for Ja, Ku-t Jou wait: W -wear to 
Chri-t, if WRI

Shrill howling in the di-tance -hut him right up’ T -ignaling of one 
coJote to another, the re-pon-e to -potting a potential food -ource’ …e 
wa-nFt terriblJ concerned with coJote-, but what would followRbear, 
catRpa--ing in the night’

Nlood ran down hi- snger-’

5

Wn the di-tance, Sullivan heard a name being -creamed’ “ne he didnFt 
immediatelJ recogniZe, but one he once knew, decade- ago, to be hi-’ 
Dith the sreBie- di--ipating, he reached the edge of the wood-, tied 
McCormacF- hor-e to hi- own, and rode toward home’

Phe pale.Jellow, nearlJ full moon -till made it- a-cent, illuminating 
hi- pathwaJ’ Phe onlJ -ource of light for mile- through the wood- and 
prairie’ !ot that he minded’ …ad he come acro-- -ome -tranger in pa--.
ing, -omeone a-king for direction-, food, or water, heFd have to eqplain 
whJ he rode in the dark with an eqtra hor-e tied to hi- -addle’ …e could 
-tumble into -omeone looking to rob him and -teal hi- hor-e-, or wor-e 
Jet, -omeone hoping to recogniZe him’ Phe thought nearlJ -tole hi- 
breath’ Phough of cour-e, a- he knew from hi- recent outing, there were 
far wor-e thing- to be caught doing in the middle of the night’

AortunatelJ, Sullivan had planned for -uch contingencie- well in ad.
vance, and he knew eqactlJ where he wa-’ NennettF- Silver Mine laJ up 
ahead about a mile or -o’ …i- Kob thereRa- a manager, mind JouRoblig.
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ed him everJ -iq month- to tran-port about one or two work hor-e- that 
needed to be put down’ …e u-uallJ took them from the ma--ive -table 
Banking the mine, not from dangerou- criminal-, but -till, McCormacF- 
nag certainlJ looked the part’

Sullivan gave the mare another apprai-ing glance’ This girl is as tired 
as an old Bughouse whore. Shiiit. Probably stolen, too.

Vet another thing for him to worrJ about’ …e -hook hi- head and 
gave hi- hor-e a gentle nudge’ xrovided he remained on hi- own trail and 
-taJed on the fringe- of town, he would be sne’

Everything is fine.
“r everJthing had been sne until McCormac -howed up in NennettF- 

Silver Mine not three week- ago’ Tt sr-t, Sullivan thought him anoth.
er drifter pa--ing through, looking to make a Ouick buck’ Such men 
compri-ed the primarJ challenge in the mining indu-trJ, particularlJ in 
7enver’ ?abor couldnFt come cheaper’ Wt al-o couldnFt come more unre.
liable’ 7rifter- tore through NennettF- like the cJclonic -torm that buried 
7enver in -now about four week- ago2 materialiZing out of nowhere and 
capable of cau-ing indi-criminate, cataclJ-mic de-truction’ PheJFd -how 
up ragged, emaciated, and -pitting a fake name, u-uallJ one Sullivan had 
heard -o manJ time- that he -melled their hor-e-hit immediatelJ’

…e pulled a OuirleJ cigarette from hi- in-ide pocketRone of hi- special 
recipe-Rand lit it with a thumbnail.-truck match’ Something to help 
settle the nerves. …i- gaZe -hifted toward- the amber haZe of ga-.powered 
-treetlamp-, their faint Bickering creating an ethereal ambiance over the 
town a- he rolled pa-t’ Phe -ound- of melodic tune- and laughter echoed 
through the air, emanating from a bu-tling -aloon nearbJ where patron- 
were beginning their evening revelrie-’ …e couldnFt -hake the nagging 
thought that there might be an accomplice of McCormacF- lurking in 
the -hadow-’

!ot all drifter- were a cau-e for worrJ, however’ ManJ of the-e men 
kept their brow- low, worked sve to ten daJ-, made -ome Ouick green, 
and went on their waJ’ T few were even incredible snd-Rthe kind that 
almo-t made him want to oyer a higher wage, Ku-t to keep them on.hand’ 
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T Sun Dog, a- people called themRa bright -pot, like the brilliant halo 
-urrounding the -un on a gorgeou- blue.bird daJ, high above a gli-tening 
blanket of unmarred -now’ Phe kind of view Jou might be fortunate to 
catch if Jou rode over Jonder through the jockJF- on a cri-p AebruarJ 
afternoon’ WncrediblJ uniOue’ jadiant’ Aew and far between’

McCormac, though, wa- neither cJclone nor Sun 7og’ Phe man 
kept hi- head down, and the challenge of di-cerning HwhoF- whoI in 
a companJ of over thirtJ menRmo-tlJ drifter-Rleft Sullivan focu-ed 
on the more apparent troublemaker-’ Nut the daJ before la-t, on the 
tran-port wagon back to town from the -ecluded cavern- where theJ 
worked, he had noticed McCormac in hi- peripheral-, -itting acro-- and 
four men down’ Staring at him’ Sullivan knew that look all too well’ 
Juiet’ 9igilant’ 7i-concerting’ …e could -mell hi- own, and u-uallJ, hi- 
keen eJe -potted -uch a man a hundred Jard- out’ Phe fact heFd mi--ed 
McCormac for -o long di-Ouieted him’ xerhap- he wa- Ku-t getting old’

…ome neared, -ignaled bJ the -oothing trickle of CherrJ Creek Ku-t 
beJond the out-kirt- of town’ Phe low.hanging moon bathed the waterF- 
undulating -urface in a -himmering -ayron glow’ …i- gaZe lingered, cap.
tivated bJ the paradoqical nature of -omething both breathtaking and 
deadlJ’

…e had four, maJbe sve daJ- at the mo-t to make the decision’ Phe 
-ea-oned math told him the letter needed at lea-t two daJ- to reach 
Dichita, it- mo-t likelJ de-tination’ Tfter that, the mar-hal could either 
-end a telegraph -traight to 7enver, alerting the authoritie-, or -end hi- 
own -Ouad, reOuiring another two to three daJ-’ Sullivan sgured the 
latter more likelJ0 diyerent territorie- didnFt much like the ubiOuitou- 
politic- and the grea-ing of hand- involved in u-ing local authoritie-’ 
Everyone’s got their dirty hand out’ Mo-t mar-hal- preferred to do thing- 
OuietlJ’ CovertlJ’ Sullivan could onlJ imagine the price on hi- head’

The whirlwind is coming.
…i- -pontaneou- deci-ion to leave McCormac tied to a tree, without 

a bullet in hi- forehead, al-o worried him’ Da- he getting laZJ, or Ku-t 
-loppJ— …e -u-pected neither’ Nut he didnFt have to pull the trigger to 
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-eal McCormacF- fate’ More than a decade had pa--ed -ince heFd taken 
a life, long before the arrival of hi- sr-tborn’ …ell, even before he got 
hitched’ …i- eJe- narrowed, lo-t in thought a- he tightened hi- red pai-leJ 
hankJ to hi- throat and popped the worn coat collar’ Aifteen Jear-’ 

Christ. Where does the time go?
Sure, heFd Ba-hed the blue -teel manJ a time, mo-tlJ in an intimidation 

capacitJz but -ince Ne--ie sr-t entered hi- life, he had never been this 
clo-e to pulling the trigger’

Still, he remained the fa-te-t motherfucker on the draw’ Wf nothing 
el-e, thi- he knew for a certaintJ’

…e -mirked’ Ain’t no flies on me’



Chapter   

S ullivan stood over the gravesite at the far end of his property, which 
faced the Cherry Creek riverbank, and let the somber trickle of the 

stream put him in a sort of trance. Time stopped, the hourglass placed 
on its side, as he stared at the Roman-style headstone his wife’s father 
had speciEcally chosen for her.

LIZABHLTU SVIIZNB1
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Uis father-in-law liked to say that the pretty blue-gray markerKmade 

from Ping of “russia —arbleKwas q”uarried and imported from my 
boys down in “hiladelphia.z Fhen the matter arose at business meetings 
and social gatherings, he uttered those words with the utmost preten-
sion, despite the loss of his daughter. Hut the stone wasn’t ”uite what 
Sullivan would have chosen after thirteen years of marriage, knowing 
Llijabeth far more intimately than her parents ever could, or did, or 
would.

qZ’m sorry, Hessie, Z am. Z truly am sorry.z Ue removed his hat, gripping 
it close to his chest. qZKZ don’t know how the hell we got here. Things 
…ust ain’t been the same since you’ve gone. Heen on the outs with your 
old man? hell, that ain’t news to you, ’cept now he can’t stand the sight 
of me.z 1ot much of a change either, truth be told.

qHut he never understood us, did heYz Sullivan shook his head, smiling 
wryly. qJou know, the day we got married was one of the single best 
days Z could recall ever having. Jou made an honest man out of this 
goddamn busted shell. Gnly person ever could. Z couldn’t fathom love or 
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why anybody in their right mind would bother with such trivial things in 
an e”ually trivial worldKhell, much less bring up young’uns. Something 
Z could’ve never foreseen. Bnd for that, Z made you a promise. B vow. 
Hut Z failed you, Hessie.z

The words nearly caught in his throat, and he choked, struggling to 
force them out. qZ failed to keep my word, and by Wod, Z tried. Z truly 
did, baby, Z did. Z didn’t protect you to the end. Z’ve been so? gone? 
since you left us, Z couldn’t care for the children like Z said Z would, like 
they deserve. Bnd now, Z can’t even protect our land. Z have to leave 
the home we built together. Ieave you behind with it.z Sullivan’s eyes 
welled with unbridled tears. The drops spilled into the snare of his wiry 
beard, and he pulled out his red hanky, mopping back sunbaked cheeks. 
qZ tried to consider an alternative, but Z’m afraid this is the only rational 
decision, and it’s solely for the sake of our two babies. Spose if things 
were dixerent?z

B shrill laugh rang through the air behind him. Sullivan turned to see 
Clara running through the backyard, chickens scattering and clucking, 
while Zsaac chased her at close distance. Zn the blink of an eye, his two 
children vanished around the front of the house, the laughter trailing 
ox.

Sullivan paused a moment, listening. Znch by inch, he’d felt the give. 
&elt it for some time now. Znch by inch, his life slipped from his grasp. 
Though he couldn’t tell if he kept releasing the slack, or if everything …ust 
pulled away, tearing through his weathered palms.

qWuess Z was a goddamn fool to even fathom that this life was attain-
able,z he whispered, turning back to Hessie. qTo think we’d make it on in 
the years. The hell was Z kiddingY 6oke was on me all along. To imagine 
we’d be sitting around the Ereplace, reading to our grandchildrenY Hut 
you know me, dear. Z’ve never alluded to such things. He a damn fool to 
do so. Z tell ya, though, if by some act of Wod we had gotten there?z

Ue stared narrowly at the creek, almost through it, trying to envision 
that chimeric future. Hut he saw only the sun’s golden white re;ection, 
beaming ox the water’s trickling surface.
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qZf nothing else, at the very least, Z thought? Z thought Z might end up 
here ne:t to you one Ene day.z

2

Fith a crate hoisted in his arms, Sullivan used one foot to open the front 
door and step outside the house. Clara followed! hands full of clothing 
she had wrapped in a large bed sheet.

q“a,z Clara asked, qwhere did this?z
qCarriage,z Sullivan inter…ected over his shoulder, still walking.
qCarriage come fromYz
qFe’re  borrowing this  from Wrandpa.  Bnd it’s  called a  prairie 

schooner. Come on, curlicue.z
qGh. Fell, won’t he need itYz
q1ot while he’s away, he won’t. Hesides, Wrandpa has plenty to spare.z 

Sullivan unloaded his wooden crate full of household items onto the 
carriage, then took Clara’s from her hands.

qGh.z
qZ thought schooner meant ships, “aYz Zsaac called from the family 

room window, where he organijed the unsorted odds and ends still 
remaining.

qZt does, son. Spose the canvas cover may be the same material used on 
those ships.z

Cargo Elled most of the carriage already! Sullivan and his children 
had spent the previous day going through their belongings and deciding 
what would go and what would stay. Two days prior, he’d rummaged 
around the back alleys of downtown 9enver for hours, scavenging up 
empty crates, barrels, and the like for packing. Three days prior, and 
after darkKmuch after darkKhe had borrowed the carriage from his 
father-in-law’s estate, a substantial piece of land on the outskirts of town. 
Frought iron fortiEed his land, but such things never deterred Sullivan.

Ue placed the Finchester behind the front bench. Bn easy reach for 
the boy, if needed, though he doubted its necessity. Uis Colt scattergun 
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and two sidearms should su0ce. Hut hell, you …ust never knew. The 
world had changed in the Efteen years since he’d left it. Ue was sure of 
that much, at least. Ue turned to the narrow storage compartment under 
the bench. &rom a man-made pocket inside his coat, he pulled out a 
long, narrow bladeKan old bayonetKone of a few relics from his past. 
Zt served little purpose during the war, yet it had since come in handy in a 
pinch. Ue rotated the o:idijed piece of steel in his hands, giving it a once 
over before lifting the latch and tucking it away under the bench.

Zsaac stumbled out of the house with his arms awkwardly wrapped 
around a heavy oak rocking chair.

Sullivan shot his boy a wary, warning look. qCareful, son. Jou don’t 
want to hurt yourself. Gr damage the wood. Zf you need help, let me 
know.z

qZ got it,z Zsaac said, unconvincingly. q“a, how are we going to get all 
the furniture out and onto this carriageY Zt ain’t big enough.z

qFe ain’t taking it all. Zt’s everything we packed in the living room, the 
food, kitchen stux, your mother’s rocking chair, and Z’ll show you what 
else. Hut …ust about everything else stays.z

qFhat about our bedsY Fe’ll need beds, won’t weYz
q1o. Heds stay. There’re beds there.z Hut even as the words rolled ox 

his tongue, Sullivan doubted them. Maybe we’ll roll up the mattresses; 
they’re small enough. L:cept, with so little room in the carriage to speak 
of, another part of him wondered whether he should take anything. 
Larlier in the week, he’d considered …ust saying qto hell with itz and 
setting the house ablaje. Hut arson would only raise suspicion, not to 
mention desecrating the land of Hessie’s Enal resting place.

Clara came from the house with her hands full of more clothing. 
Sullivan recognijed the items immediatelyJ a couple of patterned dresses, 
all folded. Bll belonging to her mother.

Hracing himself, he summoned a stern but gentle tone. qClara, dar-
ling, those ain’t coming with us.z

qFhyYz Clara stopped in her tracks, s”ueejing the fabric to her chest 
as a look of horror scrunched her little face. qThey’re —a’s dresses, “aKz
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qFe simply don’t have the room.z
qHut we can’t leave them here, “a, we can’tKz
Sullivan neared his daughter, catching sight of Zsaac watching from 

the other side of the carriage. qSon, why don’t you go on in and double 
check the house. —ake sure you kids got everything you need that’s 
yours. Lspecially Clara’s room, please.z

Zsaac hesitated, but Sullivan stared until he moved toward the house.
Ue returned his focus to his daughter. qClara, darling, listen to me. 

Fe cannot bring all your mother’s belongings with us. Fe have limited 
space and can only take the essentials. These dressesKher clothingKwill 
be safe here. Jour grandpa owns this land. Bin’t no one coming on it, 
especially anyone who knows better. This stux will remain here, and 
when the time is right, your “a will come back for it,z he ca…oled, praying 
Clara wouldn’t see his lieKhis intention of never returning. qIook, 
there’s gonna be a lot of new changes we’re gonna have to get used to. 
1ew town. 1ew home. 1ew name. 9o you understandYz

q1o, “a, Z don’tKz
Fith the dresses in hand, Clara ran wailing back into the house. She 

almost knocked Zsaac ox balance on his way back down the stairs, his 
hands full of their belongings. Then she disappeared around the corner 
into her parent’s bedroom.

Sullivan sighed, waited for his son to e:it the front door, and slowly 
climbed the stairs leading to his bedroom. Clara had laid out a pile of 
dresses on the bed. Ue approached them, the hardwood ;oor creaking 
under his boots with every step.

B muMed shout rose from under the dresses. qWo awayKz
qClaire?z Sullivan warned, continuing toward the bed.
q1oK Z won’t goK Z wanna live with WrandpaK Bt least he won’t make 

me leave —aKz
Something in Sullivan’s heart gave a little. Ue stared down at the 

dresses, a confusing mi:ture of colors displayed. The two on top he rec-
ognijed as Llijabeth’s favorites, one speciEcallyKthe last oneKgifted to 
her on her thirteenth birthday. She’d worn the beautiful yellow summer 
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dress for her mid-6uly celebration, or so he was told. She was ”uite petite, 
but the fact she still Et in it at thirty-one always surprised him. The rest 
were mostly dinner dresses and similar styles. Ue guessed her father had 
purchased them, but he’d never asked. They were e:pensive, and that’s 
all he knew.

Sullivan sat down gently at the edge of the four-post bed. qClara?z
SnuMing arose from the dresses.
Ue gently placed his hand on the mound of fabric, caressing the 

trembling lump underneath. qClara, darling.z
Ue peeled away a layer of ruMed sage material, revealing rosy wet 

cheeks and matted, curly brown hair.
qZ know this is hard to understand. This ain’t something your pa 

ever wanted to do. Things …ust haven’t been easy since your ma?z Ue 
glanced at her sprawled dresses, where Clara’s little Engers still clutched 
the fabric, and fought the urge to break down again. qSince she’s been 
gone. Fork has …ust about dried up in these parts. Z can End good, solid 
work where we’re going. Bnd we can start over there anew, baby. 1ew 
name, new house, new life.z Ue blotted her cheeks with his hanky. qZt’ll 
take a little time getting used to, Z know, but this will all be worth doing. 
Trust your pa.z

qFhat about WrandpaY Fill we see him againKYz
God willing, we won’t.
qGf course, you will.z
qZ miss —a. FhyKwhy, “a, did Wod take her away from usYz
She had asked the same ”uestion in the past, but he hadn’t an answer 

to give her then. Bnd, as he thought on it, he still didn’t. 1ot an answer 
she’d understand, at any rate, not for many years.

Ue sighed. qZ don’t know, Clara. Lvery one of us has a Enite amount 
of time to be alive. To live. He part of this world. Some …ust have more 
than some others, Z suppose. Bnd you can’t beat the clock. Time always 
prevails.z

qHut Z don’t want to leave her, “a. This is home. She is home. Z don’t 
want to leave homeKz
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qZ know, darling. Z know.z
Slowly, Clara emerged from the fabric pool. Hehind her crossed arms, 

she hugged a faded pamphlet to her chest, its papers compressed, worn, 
and wrinkled.

Sullivan stared at the word q“IBJHZIIz stenciled across the top. 
qFhere’d you End thatYz

qZn my nature book, when Z was packing.z She sat up, though her voice 
remained sullen. qZt fell out. Z forgot Z had it.z

Sullivan hadn’t even suspected that Clara would keep such a memento 
of Foggerty’s Fairy. Ue had never seen the stage production himself, but 
he certainly needed no reminders of the night Clara, her mother, and his 
mother-in-law had visited the theater. The night they’d lost Hessie.

qCome here.z Sullivan leaned in and pulled her toward him. qShe’s 
not really here, rememberY She’s up there.z Ue pointed to the ceiling, 
then to her chest. qShe’s in here. She will always be with you. Jou know 
that, rightYz

qZ’m scared.z
qZt’s okay to be scared. That’s as natural as daylight. Hut we don’t 

have to be. The trick is to replace that fear with a little bit of faithKwe 
like faith, rightY Jour —a did. &unny thing is, faith and fear, they’re 
essentially the same.z

qThey areYz
qFell, they are both a Egment of your imagination, for sure. Fhat you 

allow yourself to believe. Jou can think of fear like a weed, you know! 
it …ust grows and grows on its own, crops up out of nowhere, where 
you don’t want it. &ear is like a plague of your mind. Hut faith, now, 
that’s an intentional decision. Jou gotta plant that seed yourself. Jou can 
choose to have faith that everything’s gonna be all right for us, that —a 
will always be in your heart whether she’s physically here or not. 1ow, 
you can let that fear weed ;ourish, or you can let it wither away and die. 
Replant faith over it, take a chance, and see what good can come of it.z

Clara, head against her father’s shoulder, pouted silently.
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She’ll get it. Bt least, he hoped. qTell you what? pick out your favorite 
dress. Jou can bring one with you.z

Clara came alive. She looked up at her pa, her green eyes wide and 
teary. qCan ZYz

q—m-hmm.z
Hy noon, they had packed the carriage completely. Sullivan tied 

Hessie’s beige horse, the mare with no name, and —cCormac’s poor nag 
to the front. Uonestly, he worried that the old beast wouldn’t survive 
the …ourney. Lver since he’d brought her home, the nag had left a trail 
of vile-smelling diarrhea wherever she stood. “ossibly from old age, or 
perhaps stress induced. Lither way, he sure related.

Zsaac and Clara barreled out of the front door.
9espite himself, Sullivan smiled. qJou kids got everythingYz
B resounding qJes, “az ensued.
q1ow, you’re sureYz
qJes, “aKz
qBbsolutely sure we didn’t leave anything behindYz
qFe double and triple checked, “a,z Zsaac said.
qBll right, then. Climb aboard.z
Zsaac hesitated. q“a, what’s our new name gonna beYz
Sullivan hadn’t given it much thought. Ue glanced around the prop-

erty. Two clay vases, set on either side of the front door with fresh growth 
poking through the soil, caught his eye. q“otter.z

q“otter,z Zsaac repeated, glancing back to the ;owerpots. Fith a ten-
tative smile, he scrambled up and sat in front.

SullivanK“otterKpicked up Clara, placing her on the seat before 
sitting down between his children. 

She blinked up at him. q“a, how long will we travelYz
qZf we keep stops to a minimum and take brief rests, bout two days, 

Z’d guess. Jou kids ready for an adventureYz
Hoth of his children grinned. qJes, “aKz



Chapter   

“WELCOME TO NEW MEXICO, LAND OF ENCHANTMENT.”

S everal small, old tree limbs held up the big orange sign, framed with 
dark wood. Potter squinted at the few splintered holes in the frame, 

likely from bullets. The shot-up sign didn’t feel quite welcoming, let 
alone enchanting. Well, he guessed he’d have to wait and see.

The children had been in high spirits, despite Clara’s meltdown days 
earlier. However, the young girl now sat wrapped in blankets, lost in the 
nature book she’d already read several times over. A gift from her grand-
pa. Isaac, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed as a youthful Denver squirrel, sat 
perched on the bench, eager and observant. Until today, his small world 
only revolved around home, Grandpa’s, and eastern Denver.

Upon realizing the recent departure from Clara’s usual cheerful dis-
position, Potter xnally e?pressed his comfortable level of concern.

He gently nudged her. “How ya doing, kiddoY”
“I’m xne, Pa,” she said, not looking up from the page.
“Rou must have memorized that book by now, I bet. Rou’ve been 

reading it for days.”
“I’m basically an e?pert.”
Potter smiled. He reached down placing a xnger under her chin and 

gently lifted it so their eyes met. “…emember what I said. Faith over fear. 
Everything is going to be xneJ your whole life. It’s gonna be a long, long 
one. I promise. OkayY”

She nodded.
“Now, why don’t you teach your old man something, thenY Rou 

realize we’re out right in the middle of nature, don’t youY”
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Isaac, sitting quietly to Clara’s right, brushed away a —uttering bee.
Clara xnally smiled. “UmJ oh, did you know that honeybees have xve 

eyesY”
“I did not.”
“And the male bees are called dronesJ and the queen is capable of 

laying two thousand eggs a dayj”
“That’s incredible.”
“Res, and they communicate with each other through a process in-

volving fareBfareBfare monies.
“Pheromones, my darling.”
“What’s thatY”
“UhmJ it’s Zust a chemical process.” Unsure how to e?plain what he 

actually envisioned, he cut himself short, uneager for a follow up.
“Oh, and if the bees lose their stinger, they die.”
“Fascinating.”
Potter  entertained  listlessly,  mind  drifting  as  the  energetic 

eight-year-old  xlled  the  hours  with  curious  facts.  After  their 
day-and-a-half Zourney thus far, he suspected at least another half day 
of travel remained between them and their destination. Only his desire 
to steer clear of the main trails hindered their progress. Instead, they 
used longer, less traveled paths, relying on the help of a hand-drawn map 
he’d obtained from a friend in the black market years ago. 5ut, since 
Lord-knew-who had charted their route, Potter predicted slower travel 
on account of poor map accuracy.

Something wet splattered on his nose. Potter glanced up at the light 
drizzle, gently falling from the overcast sky. Stormy weather would only 
delay things further, requiring him to stop and set up camp. 5ut he 
needed to protect his children and his wife’s mare, if nothing else.

Isaac and Clara laughed and sat forward on the bench, competing to 
see who could catch the most rain drops in their mouths. Who won was 
anyone’s guess.

Their pa watched them, praying the storm would hold o:. He knew 
all too well that once the rain began, you never knew what might follow.
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A red bandanna shielded Potter’s face from the windy morning’s cal-
careous siltstone blowback. 5y his guessBand the sun’s ascensionBit 
was some time after nine. Thankfully, yesterday’s storm had held o:. In 
fact, in the last two hours, the temperature had increased comparably 
to the previous day. He’d immediately felt the changeV drier, and much 
more arid. A blanket of warmth radiated from under his coat, moisture 
already developing under his pits as he unbuttoned his outer layer.

To be absolutely certain of their progress, he’d traveled straight 
through the night, guided by two lanterns hung between the horses. The 
young’uns, nestled in the back, gently stirred. Isaac snored softly. Now, 
e?hausted, Potter fought the weight of his heavy, drooping eyelids. His 
body gently swayed while the reins let loose in his shallow grip. Every 
time 5essie’s mare pulled, he’d snap back the reins and give his head a 
quick shake. Sleep was an impossibility. At least for now.

The open plains here o:ered no potential hiding places. Should a 
threat arise, they’d need to rely on the blue steel resting on either side of 
Potter’s hips, along with the boom stick on his lap. 5ut all worry aside, 
he had to admit the land was goddamn beautiful. Apart from the few 
otherwise scattered woodlands, nothing obstructed his view ahead for 
many miles. The sky met the earth harmoniously, as if he could see the 
end of world. Closing his eyes for a moment, he imagined that sailors 
voyaging the open sea shared a similar view, as did those simply standing 
on a whaling port dock, staring straight out. An inxnite horizon.

He Zerked in his seat, shaking his head to keep himself awake. He 
needed a quick Zolt7 one he knew to come from a cup of black co:ee 
and a generous splash of moonshine. Good ol’ bathtub bourbon. The 
same prescription would get him through most twelve-hour shifts in the 
mines. He’d xnished the last tin of Arbuckles’ Co:ee around midnight, 
but every town, no matter how big or small, had a saloon. And every 
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saloon served up some xlthy concoction on the verge of poison, though 
most sane men would stay well clear.

At last, a building appeared on the horizon. He shook his head, the 
desert wind whipping through his hair, Zust to be certain it wasn’t a 
mirage. Anything seemed possible at this point. Drawing closer, he iden-
tixed what appeared to be a church, along with several other structures. 
He couldn’t help but smile. This must be the place. 

Stopping in town was the last thing Potter wanted to do, but he knew 
they’d depleted their rations. 5ennett’s house, wherever that was, was 
bound to be bare. Potter could have gone without eating7 in fact, most 
days he did so, at least until supper time. 5ut he knew the young’uns 
needed their breakfast. 5esides, maybe someone could point them in the 
right direction. He reached back to wake the young’uns. 

“…ise and shineJ we’re here, kiddos.”
Potter nodded to himself, conxrming his decision. We’ll be quick. 

In-and-out. In. And out.
An archway marked the entrance to the little town, the words 

“MISSOU…I PLA;A”
stenciled across the top. As the prairie schooner passed beneath, a gust 

of wind kicked up a cloud of street dust, hazing their view of this mystical 
village. Potter clamped down on his Stetson with one hand before it blew 
clean o: his shaggy head. The other gently pulled back on the reins, 
slowing the horses’ pace. As the dust curtain somewhat settled and drew 
back, Missouri Plaza opened before them.

Small. ShitJ tiny. Twelve buildings sat around them, mostly two-lev-
el, xve on either side and two more at either end. The xrst endcap, a 
wooden church, stood at the entrance, slightly askew of the archway. 
The impressive round stained-glass window in the building’s side capti-
vated Potter. Shimmering fragments of vibrant blues, reds, and yellows 
re—ected o: the sun as it moved into view, coming together to create the 
apparition of the 8irgin Mary. The endcap on the far side of town, also 
the only other structure made of wood, appeared to be a mill of sorts, 
tucked at the edge of a river, while a wooden waterwheel gently churned 
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in the distance. A wide bridge spanned the entryway into the structure, 
linking its second level. 

Much to his surprise, the street stretched a considerable width, some-
what super—uously. The eccentrically fashioned structures also stood 
e?tensively distanced from each other, creating the illusion of a larger 
settlement. Potter had stumbled by many a town in his travels from the 
northeast, Zourneying through much of the South and a good part of 
the Midwest. Few villages he’d encountered proved smaller than this 
one, and he’d seen no others constructed of mostly yellow mud bricks. 
Adobe brick, they called it. The citizens had built their facades in con-
Zunction with wood clapboard lap siding, giving them a unique, albeit 
peculiar, presence. Although he found much of the architecture strange, 
especially for a man as well traveled as he, Potter only had eyes for one 
destination as he panned the structures. That’s some doxology works… 
tailor… general store, okay, okay… barber… barber attached? Hmph… post 
office… butcher… what do we have here… ooh, a bank, aaand it’s next to 
the… fucking marshal. Ugh, great… luncheonette, food, good, good, but… I 
don’t see it… where… where is it… where the f—

A gentle whimper rose from the back. “I’m hungry, Pa.”
Potter turned to his daughter, who innocently stared up at him with 

gorgeous green eyes. Same as her ma’s.
Ugh, you got me, kid. Always do.
The strip bustled with a moderate amount of activity. Daily com-

merce, Potter assumed. Horses stood squarely tied to posts outside store 
fronts, some causally lapping water from long troughs while waiting for 
their riders to return. Several small carriages sat parked parallel on either 
side of the road. Potter intuitively tallied fourteen townspeople as he 
scanned the street, with sporadic arrivals on horseback coming from the 
bridge on the opposite end. Always know your surroundings, partner. 
The villagers wore casual dress, most men in slacks and white-collared 
shirts and a couple in woolen vests. None of them appeared to be grunt 
workers or businessmen, and from what Potter could tell, none carried 
a xrearm. 9uite surprising, though from e?perience, he knew to never 
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Zudge a man by his wardrobe. The womenBthe three he sawBstrolled 
along in long, —oral-patterned dresses and bonnets. For a town which, as 
far as he knew, very few people had heard of, everything appeared rather 
mundane. The kind of innocent, small-town life he brie—y recalled from 
bouncing around in the ’Q3s, hiding in odd territories. AlmostJ quaint. 
Like no one here had an agenda at all.

Potter  pulled  the  schooner  alongside  Miller’s  Luncheonette,  a 
two-story, oblong, and uneven adobe-brick structure. The horses, Zust 
as e?hausted as Potter, slammed their faces into a trough and drank 
heavily. After tying the reins to a post, he and the young’uns walked up 
the side of the porch, passing four empty two-top tables and crossing 
the wide-windowed store front. Dark, sheer curtains kept the inside a 
mystery, but the main entrance stood wide open, displaying a slender 
set of batwing doors. Potter pushed through them with a curious yet 
familiar air, the hinges squealing behind as they swung shut.

As e?pected, Miller’s lacked much of a breakfast crowd. The store 
consisted of three occupied tables, one gentleman taking up each. Two, 
seemingly much older than Potter, hunched partially buried behind dat-
ed issues of the Albuquerque Journal. The third sat with his back to the 
door. An L-shaped counter hooked around the far-left corner, with ten 
empty stools curved in front. 5ehind it, a bartender clad in a pu:ed white 
shirt with garters wrapped around each arm stood polishing glassware 
without looking up, either unsuspecting or Zust oblivious. Presumably, 
Miller. Fifteen or so square tables and a row of booths on the right 
comprised the tight space. In the far back, a lonely Steinway 8ictorian 
grand piano rested to the side of a narrow stage. On either side, stairs 
led up to a hallway balcony on the second —oor, likely ending in private 
rooms.

Potter guided Clara and Isaac to the far end of the counter to sit in the 
last three seats. The man sitting with his back to the door folded a corner 
of his paper in, giving a quick peek at the new patrons. Potter watched 
him in his peripherals.
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“Folks like some menus,” the gentleman behind the counter asked in 
a thick brogue as he placed his polished glass down and grabbed three 
pieces of paper.

Potter blinked. He’d met a few Scots in his day, but quite some time 
had passed since he’d last heard that accent.

He glanced back at the “5IG 5…EA1FAST” special, vaguely written 
on a chalkboard against the long mirror backdrop, and nodded toward 
it. “Three of those.”

“DrinkY” The Scot’s r’s reverberated o: his tongue.
“Co:ee. Two milks if you got it. And a whiskeyBstrongest thing you 

got.” He glanced back at the mirror. E?cept for the chalkboard and some 
stacked china, the area upfront, typically reserved for bottles, sat empty.

“Co:ee ’n milk, aye. Whiskey, nae.” The thin, almost gaunt man 
grabbed a kettle, cup, and saucer and sauntered down the counter. As he 
moved, his light auburn hair, parted down the center, caught the light. 
The color matched his long, wiry beard.

Potter watched him, guessing they were of a similar age. “There a 
saloon in townY”

“Nae, sir. We’re a dry town ’ere.”
Clara turned to give Isaac a screwy look. Potter couldn’t believe his 

ears. “A dryBdry town, did you sayY”
“Aye, sir.” He long poured a steaming cup in front of Potter. It was oil 

thick. 5lack.
“And what e?actly does that meanY”
“Well, all it means is we don’ sell any alcohol on premise, or ’ere in 

town.”
“Rou got beerY”
“Nae beer, sir.”
“Swell.”
“Sugar’s still legal,” the Scot said with a satirical half grin.
Potter nodded, and with a pair of tongs, the man dropped two brown 

cubes into the cup. A moment later, he produced two glasses of milk.
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The newspaper shuNed and lowered. Potter, without moving his 
head, side-eyed his left. The unidentixed man glanced at Potter, the star 
on his upper chest glinting in the light.

Of course—just my goddamn luck.
A dark, petite barmaid in black greeted the man with a steaming hot 

plate of steak and scrambled eggs. She placed it down gently with a hand 
towel and smiled.

“Much obliged, darlin,” the man said, his hearty smile twitching his 
bushy mustache.

“Rou’re welcome, marshal,” she replied, with an accent and a sheepish 
smile.

Her blush only made her more striking. A leather headband secured 
her long hair, which draped elegantly past her buttocks, shiny and 
straight. Potter blinked. An Apache woman working at the cafOY This 
town sure piqued one’s curiosity.

“Rou folks passin throughY” The man behind the counter asked. 
“There’s a town bout xfteen miles south o’ ’ere. Gambling, liquor, 
ladiesBthe whole shebang.”

“2ust arriving. Actually, was hoping you can give me a sense of direc-
tion. My map only brought me so far, but I’m looking for the old 5ennett 
property.”

“Rou a 5ennett, or a relative o’Y”
“No. Friend of. 2ust passing through.” He proceeded with reluctance. 

“Name’s Potter.”
“Potter, ayeY Rou may ’ave already guessed. I’m Gus Miller. Proprietor 

o’ this xne establishment.” He spoke playfully, with a smile and a wave 
of an inviting arm.

“All right, Gus.”
“What you want to do is ’ead down past the mill, cross o’er the Pecos 

…iver bridge, an’ follow the trail on the right bout a mile or so. Can’t 
miss itJ only thing out there. Large ’ouse on a clearing, not far from the 
river.”
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Potter, translating the brogue in his head, thanked the man. When the 
meal came, he and the children ate in silence as Miller and the barmaid, 
who he heard referred to as Sheyenne, tended to other tables and patrons.

When they xnished the meal, Potter dug into his pocket and pulled 
out a handful of loose change. He xshed a few coins from his palm, 
dropped them on the counter, and discreetly walked toward the e?it. 
The marshal, still sitting behind his newspaper, glanced up as Potter 
walked past. He deliberately ignored the marshal, focusing on shuNing 
the young’uns out, which worked a treat until Miller caught sight of 
them.

“Rou folks ’ave a lovely mornin, now,” the Scot called across the cafO.
Potter turned at the waist, Zust enough to glance at Miller behind the 

counter. Time froze. Sheyenne stopped mid-stride, tray in hand, to stare 
at him. Every seated patron followed suit, heads cocked. The marshal 
twisted, looking over his shoulder.

Miller’s lips slightly parted, baring a smile with two gold teeth. “Wel-
come to Miss’rie.”

Potter tipped his hat before walking out, the batwing doors creaking 
shut behind.

Clara scrunched her little nose as they headed toward the schooner. 
“Misery?”

“Mis-sor-ee, darling.”
“That man talked funny, Pa.”
“He ain’t from round here.”
“Then whereY”
He shrugged, helping her and Isaac onto the bench before climbing 

up after. “Another world.”
He pulled the schooner onto the main drag of the quaint, dusty 

village. The co:ee would be enough to drive him to their destination. 
Already, the haze of two and half day’s travel slowly dissipated, leaving 
him slightly more alert, or at least well fed. Still, he needed rest. All 
he wanted was to relinquish the reins of the packed carriage, but he 
knew the goddamned house would be bare. Assuming it still stood at 
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all. Hell, that was a possibility he hadn’t considered until now7 but once 
they arrived, he was not leaving again without a proper night’s rest. He 
couldn’t, wouldn’t, go back into town tonight. In fact, his plan hinged 
on keeping his public appearance scarce, sending Isaac to town whenever 
they needed things.

The schooner crawled past Miller’s, stopping dead in front of T.S. 
9uinsberry Furniture Q Undertaking. He yanked on the reins. Nothing.

Come on, girl, not now, not fuckin now…
She neighed and chu:ed shrilly, shaking her golden mane in dexance. 

They were stuckBdrawing unnecessary attentionBand how in Christ 
would they get her moving againY Potter glanced around, face reddening. 
Studying the road, he spotted a massive pothole, previously invisible to 
his weary, traveling eyes. A dip that big would’ve surely shattered a wheel.

Potter, relieved, wiped his glistening forehead with his hanky and sat 
back down. A rustic squeaking noise caused him to glance at the under-
taker’s. Christ, what an odd shop. Two si?-sided tapered coRnsBemp-
tyBwith di:erent wood xnishes leaned against either side of the front 
door.

No one on display today, eh?
A mOlange of dissimilar shaped blank headstones lined the perimeter 

alongside the building, stretching down the busy alley of scattered crates 
and barrels. A bearded man, mustacheless, sat on a rocker on the far side 
of the porch, awaiting his time to etch a stone with the yet-to-be-named 
deceased. He gently swayed to and fro in a black suit and top hat, sucking 
the end of a cob pipe. Potter could hear the porch creak under the chair’s 
curved runners.

A water tower enclosed the back alley behind the luncheonette and 
undertaker’s7 it reminded Potter of a giant ale barrel.

If only.
About ten feet high, the tower sat atop an outhouse-sized room with 

a door, surrounded by a wooden lattice support structure. Ne?t to it 
stood a small utility shed with a gabled roof. A twenty-foot conical tower, 
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also composed of lattice, straddled the little building, leading to the steel 
windmill. It gently twisted in the breeze.

Potter glanced at his surroundings. Despite its deceivingly large lay-
out, Main Street in this odd little village only provided the functional, 
bare minimum o:erings e?pected of passersby. Though, of course, the 
town’s unwarranted dry policy left much to be desired. He licked his 
lips, regretting that he’d neglected to bring at least one bottle of Laird’s 
appleZack brandy, and continued orienting himself.

Alongside the undertaker’s stood the marshal’s oRce, and beyond 
that, a small bank and an assay oRce, both of which seemed vacant. 
Peculiar. An assay usually indicated a mining town nearby, though who 
knew what precious metals southern New Me?ico o:ered. Not that 
Potter had any interest in returning to mining, anyhow. Peering down 
the giant gaps in between storefronts, he noticed a small cemetery a 
hundred yards or so behind the assay oRce, near the river.

Across the street stood a butcher, and ne?t door, a post oRce. A 
two-story one, at that. The Farmer’s Alliance Store, Potter guessed, sold 
equipment and hardware. Across from Miller’s sat Taylor’s Tailor Q 
Clothier, and ne?t to that on his immediate left, …eynolds’s Grocery and 
5uy Q SellV a wide, two-story structure combination of clapboard over 
yellow adobe brick. A barber’s pole peeked through a layer of dust on the 
left corner of the store front, apparently a multipurpose, one-stop shop. 
Still, he hesitated to enter. As a new resident of this small town, he knew 
the importance of maintaining a low proxle for as long as he couldJ but 
they’d already broken precedent at Miller’s Luncheonette. At this point, 
he xgured, what the hell.

Keep it simple. Bare essentials. Nothing more, nothing less. Perishables, 
bread, coffee—lots of coffee—fresh fruit… fruit, fruit. Clara eats fruit. 
What the hell’s in season right now, strawberries? Need lard; need lard 
and eggs. Eggs are good, always the goddamn eggs, fuck. I need to find a 
guy to sell me some livestock. There was some scattered hens on the way in… 
ugh, don’t interact with anyone. Don’t engage the proprietor. In and out, in 
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and out—but act natural, don’t raise suspicion. Don’t say anything more 
than you have to.

An overhead bell Zingled as they entered. Clara ran inside xrst, and as 
she turned left toward the vacant checkout counter, Potter saw her eyes 
light up. He glanced toward the obZect of her e?citement. 2ars of candy 
surrounded the registerBcandy! Candy as far as her little emerald eyes 
could seeV lemon drops, multicolored conversation hearts, packs of 5lack 
2ack chewing gum, Roung Q Smylie licorice sticks, Zars of pyramid shaped 
candy corn, and decanters of green peppermint sticks.

“Peppermint sticksj” Clara galloped over to the counter, bouncing on 
the balls of her feet in a convulsive dance. “Pa, can I have a peppermint 
stick, please, please, please, pleasejY” She turned her head, Potter and 
Isaac barely through the door. “Please, Pa, pleeeaaasejY”

He winced. “2ust one.”
Just the bare minimum, partner. Once the coin starts rolling in, she can 

have all the candy sticks.
“Well, howdy, darlin,” came a voice, magically appearing from behind 

the counter.
Clara and Potter turned to a woman bearing a ten-mile smile, the door 

behind her slightly aZar.
“What’s your name,” the Zovial woman asked.
“I’m Clarissa. 5ut everyone Zust calls me Clara.”
“Well, now, ain’t that Zust the prettiest name. Clara.”
The woman, leaning over the counter in a blue, three-quarter sleeve 

dress with a ruNe-hemmed square neck, glanced at Potter. He turned 
quickly to Isaac, his heart skipping a momentary, unsettling beat. “Lis-
ten, son, let’s be quick here. Need a few things is all for now. Get us a loaf, 
some tallow, and a sack of potatoes, will yaY Oh, and, uh, co:ee beans. 
All rightY”

Isaac nodded. Potter glanced around, eyes widening. This store of-
fered Zust about anything one could want. Though a grocery xrst and 
foremost, the food selection appeared plenty picked over. Wicker bins 
with bread, fruit, and vegetables sat dispersed throughout. Nonperish-
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able canned food items partially lined dusty aisle shelves. Interestingly, 
the store also held sections for minor hardware, home and farming tools, 
animal feed, seeds and grain, andJ artwork? About a dozen or so canvas 
landscape paintings with price tags leaned against counter tops.

“That your daddy, young ladyY” The woman whispered.
Clara nodded, face serious. “Res, ma’am. He is.”
Potter walked over, boot heels rattling across the —oorboards. He 

tipped his hat.
“Hello.”
“Welcome, stranger. I’m Eleanor. Eleanor …eynolds.” She peered 

down at Clara. “…ound here, people Zust call me Nora.”
“Potter.”
“Potter. That a xrst or a last name, PotterY” Nora spoke with a 

high-pitched twang, phrases quickly paced and a tad nasal.
Potter found himself strangely captivated. He hadn’t heard such an 

accent in decades, and he had a pretty good idea from whereabouts she 
hailed. Southern Te?as if he had to guess. Among all the regions in the 
West, he found Te?an folk to be the most welcoming, always ready to 
lend a helping hand. 

…ealizing he had inadvertently hesitated, he hurried to answer, as if 
snapping awake from a trance. “5ill. 5ill Potter.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Mr. 5ill Potter. Rou and your lovely family 
Zust passin through, I presumeY” She smiled, pulling on one of her loose 
blonde curls. Most she wore pulled tightly back, though a few cascaded 
down her neck, framing her tan face.

“UhhJ” He began to —ounder, unsure what to say. He wrestled to 
provide anything but the truth, then vaguely blurted, “Well, we’re head-
ing to the old 5ennett property across the river.” He blinked.

Ugh, you horse’s ass.
“OhJ how lovely. Nice piece of land, that is. Wasn’t sure if anybody 

would ever take up residence there or do anything with it again. 5een so 
long.”
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Clara’s head whipped up from the candy. “That’s my great uncle’s 
landj”

Isaac appeared with a basket of food items he placed on the counter.
“Ehhh, how much for the, uh, itemsY” Potter, ignoring his daughter’s 

interZection, dug deep in his trousers and pulled a handful of silver.
“We’ll Zust call it a buck, even. How’d that beY”
He xshed through a bunch of coins, picking through odd change. 

A twenty-cent piece, several two-cent pieces, a few liberty-head nickels, 
some three-cent silver pennies. He counted them out and stacked them 
on the counter, slightly embarrassed, though conxdent his poker face 
withheld any sign of his emotions.

Nora broke the slightly awkward silence. “Mr. 5ennett was a very 
quiet man. Didn’t know him too well. …arely came into town, and when 
he did, he sorta Zust kept to himself.”

“My uncle in-law. Didn’t know him very well.” At all, actually.
Nora looked down at a ring on Potter’s xnger as he cleared the coins 

from his palm. Then she glanced out the side window to the unoccupied 
carriage.

“Saw much of his chau:eur, though,” she continued. “At least twice 
a week, he’d come in, buy the usual items. Always appreciative of the 
business. Lemrich was his name. When 2ohn passed, Lemrich showed 
up to the funeral. Never in all my days have I ever seen a man so torn up 
over his employer passin. Then he was gone. 2ust never saw him again.”

“That picture is so beautifulj” Clara pointed to a painting on the wall 
behind Nora.

The gorgeous landscape captured a sunset, with blended colors of 
yellow and orange, behind a slightly silhouetted Missouri Plaza. The 
artist appeared to have stood near the mill, the church o: center-right, 
the cross tipped cupola contrasting inside the tangerine half sun.

“Rou like itY”
“8ery much soj”
“Noticed your store is full of them,” Potter said. “Rou sell artY”
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“On occasion. If I’m lucky. Sell all sorts of interestin things people 
bring in on consignment. Not much of an audience for art here in 
town. Sometimes I get a passerby stoppin through who’ll pick one up. 
Tough business, though. Thankfully, people still need to eat,” she added, 
playfully.

“I bet. Well, we must be on our way.” Potter cracked a momentary 
smile, picked up the basket. He paused, glancing at the shelf behind 
Nora, then turned to his children. “Rou two meet me outside. I’ll be right 
out.”

As the children left, Nora turned to look behind. “Somethin else catch 
your eye, Mr. PotterY”

“As a matter of factJ”
Potter e?ited the store moments later with a small package tucked 

under his right arm. Clara and Isaac eagerly awaited him on the street.
“She was real pretty, wasn’t she, PaY” Clara asked her father as they 

crossed the schooner.
Huh… she was, wasn’t she? He shook his head, lifting Clara with an 

e?aggerated grunt. “Not as pretty as you, my darling. Though someone’s 
getting heavyj” He put her down gently in the schooner, climbed aboard, 
and handed her the package he’d tucked under his arm.

“For mejY” She slowly untied the bow, clearly savoring the e?perience 
of separating twine from sheet. Then she unfolded each side, xnally 
pulling back the top to reveal her prize. She immediately saw the horse 
logo in the center and e?ploded with e?citement.

“It’s a horse bookjY” she gaped, studying the cover design, turning it 
over, and tracing the mildly frayed fabric edges with her tiny xngers.

Potter cracked a smile. He knew this small token wouldn’t make up 
for two years of neglect7 but maybe, he hoped, it provided a decent start. 
“I want to make sure you keep on your reading. I’m not sure what to 
e?pect here as far as schooling.”

“I love it, Paj I can’t wait to read itj 5ut as soon as I xnish The Book of 
Nature. Did you know arthBarth-roo-pods’ eyes only allow them to see 
moving obZectsY”
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“I did not, my smart young lady. I’ll keep that in mind if locusts start 
falling from the sky.”

Clara smiled with wide, green lips, the peppermint stick dangling 
from her mouth as the schooner started down the center of Main Street.

3

As the wagon pulled away, two men watched the new arrivals from their 
individual porches. Postmaster 8an Smith, returning to the oRce from 
duty, tied his steed to the post and glanced back at the schooner crossing 
the bridge. He turned to his steps, catching a glimpse of Charon, the 
butcher, in his usual attireBa blood-streaked white apron, dried and rust 
coloredBne?t door, standing on his porch and staring out toward the 
river.



Chapter   

T he narrow trail, almost indiscernible with overgrowth, snaked 
them through a scattered grove of woodlands before opening sud-

denly into a small clearing. Potter sat staring at three other trailheads 
across the Weld, wondering where they led. ?here to go from here“

Y’ou can”t miss it,M Hiller had said.
Right.
Ae eyed one, hoping it would lead them to salvation. ?ell, he guessed 

they”d Wnd out soon enough.
—s the schooner pushed forward, faint shouts and whistling erupted 

in the distance. Aeavy galloping echoed. Ae hesitated.
To  the  northwest,  at  the  beginning  of  a  mystery  trail,  a  man 

emergedja colored manjon foot, running. Three men on horseback 
followed close behind, gaining on him.

Potter qerked the reins to the right, steering the schooner in the oppo-
site direction. Ae had the chosen trail within his grasp. Ae qust needed 
to distance his family from the inevitable aftermath.

The company across the clearingjalthough smalljremained Guite a 
distance away. Cun shots rang out as two riders Wred pistols heedlessly 
into the air. The sound startled Nlara, and she twitched in the seat. The 
hollering increased, mostly unintelligible sounds, a sort of celebratory 
tonejone Potter knew all too well. Jothing good came of noises like 
that.

Augging the perimeter of the woodlands, he continued toward their 
intended trail in the impossible hope of not being noticed.
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!iscovering he approached an open clearing, NoSey hooked a left to-
ward the other trail, still running at full sprint. Panting, he chanced a 
look over his shoulder.

Y?here you think you runnin oS to, coon“M Crant yelled, his blonde 
hair protruding from under a hat. YHust be stupid, thinkin you goin 
outrun a horsezM Ae snickered.

Btringer laughed. Y’ou tell em, Crantz Co get that boyzM
Ae Wred oS a few more rounds, this time toward NoSey. They struck 

the ground near the edge of the woods, sending up whiSs of dirt Wve feet 
from him. Ae barely managed to qudder out of the way as he ran, still 
tracking his pursuers” progress from the corner of his eye.

Y!amn, he”s a Guick sumbitch, ain”t he“M ?arren laughed, trailing 
several paces behind the other two. Ae pulled some rolled tobacco 
from inside a long gray coatjwhich Uurried in the breeEe alongside his 
nagjand popped it in his mouth.

Y’ou can”t hide from us, NoSeyzM Crant sneered, gaining.
NoSey refocused on the path before him, only to realiEe he now 

headed inadvertently for the clearing. Ireathless, panting, he slackened 
his pace, his glistening head in a whirl, attempting to gain a sense of 
direction, and, in that moment, his legs buckled, driving him forward, 
causing him to somersault over the prairie”s terrain. — swift and forceful 
boot to the back knocked out any remaining breath. Rnbelievably, he 
recuperated immediately, teetering towards the only clear pathway from 
the men who were withdrawing, pivoting their steeds.

Playtime was over.
Y?atch this, brothers.M Btinger pulled a lasso from his horse”s side 

and sent it twirling high above, intentionally giving his tired victim a 
generous head start. The horse neighed as he yanked back on the reins, 
the beast kicking up its front legs before Wring down the clearing.

The woodlands lay in sight. NoSey, grunting, gasping, sprinted for 
their borders with everything he had. 4nce he made it in, if he made 
it in, he had a Wghting chance of evading capture. Zven a skilled rider 
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struggled to make their way through the thick brush on horseback, let 
alone at high speeds. xlying bullets concerned him more, but with the 
heavy pines, he”d Wnd hiding spots aplenty. Ais legs wobbled like qelly2 
he hadn”t used them in such a capacity in years. Ae”d almost forgotten 
the shock of accompanying dread and panic, what he knew to be the 
collywobbles.

Bo close. Ae could taste freedom like salty sweat in his mouth.
xive yards from possible salvation, NoSey fell backward, crashing 

down on his tailbone. The cool breeEe whisked through his wiry hair as 
his hat twisted oS to parts unknown. Ae twitched violently, struggling 
to break the qarring fall but unable to do so with his arms now wrenched 
to his body. ?ith barely enough time to catch the wind stolen from his 
lungs upon impact, his body qerked away from the woods, dragged back 
along the rough-hewn earth.

Ae”d been lassoed.

3

YPaz Pa, what are they doing to that poor manz“M Nlara, horriWed, clung 
to the horse book pressed against her chest, pointing with her other 
hand.

The horses pulled at a faster pace. Potter gave the reins a good snap.
Y3uiet, Nlara,M 1saac returned in a high whisper.
Y’ou don”t pay that any mind, Nlaire, you hear me“ 1 want you kids 

in the back. Jow.M
1saac did e…actly as Potter said,  climbing over the seat into the 

schooner”s bed.
Nlara didn”t budge. YIut, Pa, they”re hurting himz ’ou must do some-

thingzM
Y!arling, listen to me. ?e don”t have an idea what that is over there. 

?e don”t know who those men are or why they”re after that man. !o 
you understand what 1”m saying“M

YJojno, Paz Oook what they”re doingzM
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YNlaire, if we draw attention to ourselves, they could very well come 
after us and hurt us, too. Please tell me you understand that.M

Nlara began to Uounce around in her seat, Uailing for some way to 
help, before staring up at her father in unfathomed desperation. — look 
of horror and agoniEing futility Wlled her welling eyes, as if she watched 
a loved one in grave danger without any power to save them. The re-
aliEation struck him like a bullet, tearing through his callous e…terior. 
This wasn”t her Wrst time witnessing violence orjif he didn”t inter-
venejdeath. — subqect he cared not to think of.

Ae glanced behind his daughter to 1saac, peering out with raised 
brows. 1n their otherwise sheltered lives, neither one had born witness 
to such intentional, such human violence. Ae”d be lying if he said he was 
surprised it had taken this long.

Potter climbed down the schooner and untied HcNormac”s nag. 
Iessie”s mare neighed loudly and snu6ed, shaking its silky mane. Ae 
checked his pistols, unsnapping the holster safeties. The sawed-oS 
cracked open, e…posing two cartridges of buckshot.

Ae looked back. Y’ou two stay in the carriage.M
Ae watched as Nlara qumped in the back, where 1saac found the riUe 

and grabbed it. The two sat peering through the canvas opening as he 
turned away.

Ae knew two things. Today his young”uns” innocence would forever 
be askew. Jo getting around that. —nd no matter how much he”d resist2 
he would break his promise to Iessie yet again. Jo negotiation worked 
with these kinds of men. Fegardless of his newfound penitence, he 
remained impotent to disavow a violent life.

4

NoSey, on his back, Guivered.
YCo on Btringer. Co on an tie”im up,M ?arren said. Y?e gonna have 

ourselves a proper e…ecution.M



H1BZF’ PO—;— 07

Btringer, lasso in hand, hopped down from his horse, which Wnally 
stopped at the edge of the woodlands after dragging their victim com-
pletely across the clearing. YBumbitch, you c”merez Teach you to take 
things, ain”t yours.M

YPleasez Pleasez 1-1 didn”t take nothinzM !espite being restrained, Nof-
fey held his forearms up, his hands raised in futile defense.

Y’ou can shut that Wlthy, lyin nigger mouth of yours, NoSey, before 1 
shove my goddamn boot in it.M Crant climbed oS his stallion, so heavyset 
that the horse almost buckled as he dismounted.

Y’ou think we”s fuckin stupid“ 1”m sure that ol” codger sent you up 
here to spy on usjsteal our livestock, did he“M ?arren accused, calm and 
collective from his horse. Ae kept his pistol aimed at NoSey.

NoSey dug his heels in the dirt, kicking backwards, crawling, as Crant 
approached.

Y1 bet he did, ?arren. That don”t surprise me much.M Crant pulled 
two pistols. Y—in”t that right“M

Y1-1 swear, 1 swear 1 was qu-qus passin through. ?as qus givin the boy 
a-a once over. Ae looked to be qus wanderin an-an-and-uhjM

Btinger yanked the lasso to the side, Uipping NoSey mid-sentence, 
burying his face in the dirt.

YNhrist, qust shut that boy up.M ?arren, enervated, puSed an e…haust-
ing sigh, tipped his gray hat up, and dabbed at grimy brow sweat with a 
tattered brown handkerchief.

Crant”s denim knee dug into NoSey”s middle back. Ais spine cracked, 
sending a fury of warm prickling up his back and neck. Ais grueling 
whimper hung in the air while the Ueshy, crushing weight of Crant 
bound his wrists with the lasso slack, tearing into his skin. — moment 
later the large man stood, roughly yanking the ropejand NoSeyjup-
right. NoSey”s knees buckled, gravity disappearing. Through glassy eyes, 
he watched ?arren”s lasso land in Btringer”s arms, who holstered his 
pistol and Uung the rope over a low oak branch. Crant awkwardly qerked 
the braided loop over NoSey”s high hair, Wtting it snuggly around his 
neck.
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YNhrist, boy, that head of hair is somethin else,M Crant mused, smil-
ing.

Y—lmost wish we had time to cut it. ’ou”d like that, boyjmake a good 
display outside 3uinsberry”s, 1 bet. Hatch that nice suit Ioss Han is sure 
to dress his favorite slave in.M ?arren smirked.

Y4h,  1”d  say  they a  little  closer  than that.  ’ou tuck”im in bed, 
smooch”im goodnight“M Btinger crowed.

Ais cackle, reminiscent of a tortured bird, aroused the group. Crant 
guSawed, and ?arren”s shit-eating grin stretched a bit further.

YBtopz Please, please, don”t do this, 1-1 beg youjM
The lasso tightened. Hu6ed, strained sounds of prayer, unintelligi-

ble, Uooded from NoSey”s glossy lips. Bweat Uooded down his furrowed 
brow. Ae sGueeEed his eyes shut from the burning, salty drip. The cack-
ling continued, from who didn”t make any diSerence. Ais terror left no 
room for curiosity, or even anger. Ae only thought, between words of 
contrition, that he had foreseen this event long ago, in his youth. The 
inherent repercussion of living in the south as a black man. ’et, to his 
incredulity, his dreaded fate had not arrived for much longer than he”d 
ever e…pected. Ae”d lived a long life in an eGuivocal world where men like 
him didn”t survive.

It wasn’t all bad.
Ais throat clenched in anticipation. —waiting his last moments, he 

closed his eyes.
— rugged voice split the mounting dissention. YPardon me, fellers8M

5

Potter stood twenty feet away, his horse another Wfty feet behind.
The three men turned to him. The one they”d called ?arren yanked 

his reins, twisting around his grunting stallion and his pistol. Ae seemed 
to be the oldest, the one in charge of the group.

Potter glanced down at himself. Ae looked old enough to be their 
father, dressed in a shabby long coat and hat. Jot much of a threat.
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Btill, he held up his hands Guickly, only partially raised. Y—in”t looking 
for trouble.M —nd he wasn”t. Ae knew this encounter could be it. The 
end. Aere. Today. Ae stood in close range of three men withjslight-
lyjmore Wrepower. YLust wanna know what this man here has done to 
warrant such abuse“M

The one named Crant turned his pistols on him while the other 
brother, Btringer, stood still, holding the rope taut.

?arren, mouth full of tobacco, discharged a greenish brown geyser 
from his puSed lower lip, aiming it toward the stranger. YThat here ain”t 
none your goddamn concern, mister. 1 suggest you turn round and go 
bout your business.M

Potter didn”t move, didn”t speak. Ae stood talljtaller than the com-
mon man.

The boys waited too, not intimidated in the least.
—fter a few tense seconds of silence, ?arren added, Y’ou understandin 

me, stranger“M Tobacco spittle Guivered and dripped from his chin stub-
ble.

Y”xraid 1 can”t do that.M
Y—n why”s that“M ?arren Uashed a crooked smile of gold teeth to his 

two cronies, who turned to one another, sharing the same sentiment.
Y’ou see, you”re on private property, here.M
YPrivate property“M Btringer shot a bemused look to his brothers. 

YThe hell you say. This here, this old Iennett land. —in”t nothin but 
abandoned, long ago.M

YI’m the new landowner. There ain”t gonna be an e…ecution on it. Jot 
today. Jot tomorrow. Jot any other time.M Potter stood motionless, 
staring at ?arren. YJow, 1”m gonna ask you to unhand this man. Nut 
him loose and get oS my land.M

YRnhand himz“ This no-good, thievin nigger ain”t goin nowhere but 
with us,M Crant grumbled.

Y1 don”t want no trouble. Please. Lust go.M Potter kept his tone stern, 
still directed at ?arren. Ae would bargain no further, his oSer plenty 
su9cient.
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NoSey, managing to pull his eyelids open, could barely see the stranger. 
Iurning sweat stung his gaEe, and Crant”s wide body blocked his view. 
The rope, tightening every time Btringer intentionally or unintentional-
ly gave a tug, partially constricted his breathing, obstructing his speech to 
the point he stopped audibly praying. Btill, he now had one last chance. 
Ae needed to say something.

Ae  struggled  like  hell  to  force  air  into  his  lungs,  and,  with  a 
slow, long breath, he spit out, Y1j1 didn”t steal nothin, mister.M Ae 
paused a moment, waiting for his triggered gag reUe… to subside. Baliva 
hung from his Guivering lip. Then, through clenched teeth, he added, 
Y’a-got-to-be-lieve mejpleasejpleasezM

YBhut the fuck upzM Crant yelled.
Btringer yanked on the rope, and the noose dug into NoSey”s esoph-

agus. Ae sucked in his last whimpering breath, the ground pulling from 
beneath his feet as his stomach churned in somersaults. This is it.

Zverything went black.

7

The second Crant”s head instinctually turned to view the hanging, Pot-
ter pulled both diamond-gripped pistols from their worn holsters. They 
slid out with crackerqack speed. ?ith precision. Crant only needed a 
secondja second before he realiEed he”d turned his head on the stranger 
in the long coat.

Potter sGueeEed oS two rounds. Cray smoke discharged from each 
barrel.

Crant, no slouch himself, had kept his guns pointing at the stranger. 
Ae Wred at roughly the same time2 however, Potter moved laterally 
between each subseGuent shot, dodging Crant”s immediate return by 
mere inches. Ais Wrst two rounds plunged into the blue plaid of Crant”s 
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bulging chest2 he stumbled backward with a Guick, strained yelp before 
tumbling. 4nly a grainy thud and two puSs of smoke rising from ooEing 
Wssures remained.

Btringer, waylaid and fumbling, reached for his gun, desperately at-
tempting to grasp both the rope and weapon. 1n order to help his broth-
er, he”d have to let go. 1n an act of dithering, dumb brilliance, he qumped 
up and straddled the rope, wrapping his feet and left hand around the 
lasso while he pulled his pistol with his right. Ais weight, similar to his 
captive”s, allowed both men to hang evenly from the limb, with the man 
they”d called NoSey writhing at the other end of the noose. Btringer 
popped oS at Potter while swaying from the rope, minimally avoiding 
return Wre as Potter continued to sidestep and shoot.

Rnbeknownst to the brothers, however, Potter had them at a grave 
disadvantage. Ais pistols held more ammunition than theirs. Then any-
body’s, for that matter. —bout thirty percent more.

—fter mere seconds, Btringer”s si… shooter emptied. —s a look of an-
guish Uashed across his furrowed face, Potter stopped, aimed his left gun, 
and struck him between the eyes.

The convulsing NoSey, wrenched by gravity, crashed to the dirt, 
wheeEing and coughing. ?ith a bit of force, he slid a hand from the 
poorly tied restraints, struggling to stick his Wngers between the noose 
and his throat.

Beeing the poor man still lived, Potter sidestepped into the woodlands, 
taking cover behind a thick oak trunk as gunshots ricocheted through 
the air. Panting, he pushed his head back and closed his eyes, his heart 
qabbering in his chest. The smoking pistols, held against either side of his 
head, warmed his cheeks.

8

?arren twisted back and forth in his saddle, blood racing in his ears, 
Wring his pistol until empty. Damn it. Ae glanced over to Btringer, 
slumping backwards against the tree. Ilood thinly trickled between his 
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open eyes and down the bridge of his crooked nose. Ais younger brother 
lay lifeless, mere feet away.

Bomething moved in the corner of his eye. NoSey, having staggered to 
his feet, bolted into the woodlands.

?arren whirled around, kicked his heel spur into the side of his old 
stallion, and tore after the stranger and NoSey. Pulling the sparejhis 
priEed Nolt Peacemakerjhe Wred recklessly into the brush. Y’ou killed 
my brothers, you goddamn sumbitchz 1”m a kill both a youszM

The stranger, hiding somewhere in the forest, nearly struck him with 
each round from his return Wre. 4ne bullet tore through his wafting 
coattails. The gunWre only ceased as ?arren encroached on the grove, 
wakeful, scanning the backdrop of tall yellow pine and Guaking aspen 
trees under a parasol of fresh, golden foliage.

Bilence.
—fraid he”d gone too far, ?arren slowed to a halt, perched, on high 

alert. Ae qust needed a sound. —ny sound.
— direction to aim his Wre.

9

NoSey, Guivering, stood against the notched white bark of an aspen. 
?ith a Guick snap of the head, he spotted ?arren skulking far ahead. 
—cross the grove, he also saw the stranger, propped and peering from 
behind his tree. ?arren stood too far for the man in the overcoat to 
get a clean shot oS, and he clearly didn”t plan to give up his position. 
The silence between gun shots, albeit deafening for all parties, did very 
little to secure positions. —ny noise, regardless how subtle, immediately 
diminished, silenced by one of ?arren”s proqectiles slicing through the 
thicket.

Lust beyond ?arren”s line of sight, NoSey slowly made his break, 
tiptoeing through the brush, taking brief but scanty cover behind each 
narrow tree. Nurrently, he knew two things to be true. 4neL no matter 
how Guietly and safely he maneuvered in his feeble attempt to escape the 
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woodlands, ?arren was likely to seejand, if by some damn miracle, he 
missed him today, he”d only await him in future shadows. TwoL he re-
mained defenseless and alone, having yet to face the unknown person in 
the lengthy coat, still lurking in these woods. ?hat this stranger wanted 
was anyone”s guess. Booner or later, NoSey knew he would need to make 
a stand.

1nadvertently, however, his stand came far sooner than he”d e…pected. 
—s NoSey turned, attempting to clear the woods, he came face to face 
with a maqestic mule deer. — buck, no less. Ae stopped abruptly, slack 
mouthed, hands slightly raised. The deer, ten feet away, stared blankly 
back, his reUection paling in its large, obsidian eyes. The imposing crea-
ture dwarfed NoSey, its antlers splendidly long and gnarled. Zncompass-
ing. ?ould it attack“ Aoller“ Let oS into the brush“

Cently turning his head, NoSey saw ?arren, back turned in the dis-
tance, slightly veiled by sparse proliferation. — clear view to freedom 
waited qust past the golden buck, still staring as it stood in his path. The 
literal horns of dilemma. Haybe, qust maybe, ?arren stood too far to 
hear.

Ain’t no chance.
Blowly, he took a step backward, his foot landing on a rock half the siEe 

of his Wst and nearly tripping him up. Ae stumbled, Guickly regaining 
his balance as the cold sweat dripped from his face. xortunately, ?arren, 
still pacing, didn”t notice. Btooping, NoSey grabbed the stone, wound 
his arm back, and whipped it in the direction from which he originally 
entered the woods. The rock Uew Guite a distance before clanking oS a 
thick Wr, sending sGuirrels scurrying through the brush. ?arren whirled, 
Wring several rounds. The stranger, twenty yards from impact, simul-
taneously turned and gave up his position. ?arren, seeing that brown 
Btetson, sent his stallion galloping toward the man, Wring several rounds.

The buck scampered oS, leaving NoSey with a straight shot to free-
dom8 so to speak. Ae began to run, then stopped. The conseGuences of 
his uncertain future loomed.

1f not for the stranger in the long coat, he”d already be dead.
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Iullets discharged chipped bark from either side of the Ponderosa pine 
with force, one sliver slicing Potter”s cheek bone. Ae ducked and ran 
to another tree ten yards back, plugging back with both revolvers until 
he heard the disheartening snaps of an empty chamberjtwo empty 
chambers, at that.

Y’ou can”t hide, strangerzM ?arren slowed, pacing toward him about 
a hundred feet out. Ae”d either forgotten about NoSey in favor of pur-
suing Potter or decided the other man would eventually get his. Zither 
way, he popped oS yet another round in Potter”s direction, hitting the 
tree directly behind his head.

Potter, breathing heavily, holstered his pistols and pulled out the 
sawed-oS. This is it. 4nly two shots left nowjtwo real shots, in the 
essence of timejand, by his count, ?arren neared empty himself.

?arren inched closer2 his presence betrayed by the rustling crescendo 
of the horse”s hooves. Ais impending doom hung heavy in the air2 Potter 
could almost taste it.

Y—hhzM ?arren yelped.
Ae raised his hand to the back of his bleeding head2 a rock tumbled to 

the ground.
Turning, he caught sight of NoSey, standing oS in the distance. 

YCoddamn you, NoSeyz ’ou”s a dead nijM
Potter turned to ?arren, sawed-oS raised, hammers back.
CLICK! CLICK!
Potter, wide eyed, looked down in disbelief, then back to his target. 

Fucking gun jammed!
?arren, mid-insult, turned to Potter”s shoddy shotgun and smiled 

with two gold fronts. Ae had him.
The man slowly raised his Peacemaker and pulled back the hammer 

with a greasy thumb, taking all the time in the world. — Wgurative spit to 
the face, one last fuck you before death.
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?ell, Potter saw things qust a little diSerently. ?ith crackerqack speed, 
he pulled his left revolver and, with his thumb, Uipped a little lever on 
the end of the hammer, which allowed the pin to strike the lower barrel. 
The secret barrel. — wary smile Uashed across ?arren”s dirty face. ?ithin 
a tenth of a second, he knew what lay in store for him.

Time”s up.
The buckshot hit him sGuare in the face, knocking him backward 

oS his horse, which scampered out of the way. The shot didn”t kill 
him, though. Jot yet. Ae lay twisted over uneven ground in the thick-
et, gently convulsing, face cocked and twitching and staring oS into 
Oord-knew-where. Zight or so small holes peppered his cheek and fore-
head. — dark, Ueshy notch remained where the left eye once lived2 it 
ooEed gore while the right eye Wlled with red. Ais breathing labored2 
his chest slowly heaved. Potter stood over him, staring. ?arren glared 
backjanother look Potter had seen before. —nger. xear. !esperation.

The other two were so Guick, Potter hadn”t had a chance to think, 
much less feel, anything. Iut this sight pierced through him. To take 
a man”s life was one thing. To watch him leave this plane of e…istence 
was Guite another. — sour taste Uooded the back of his throat. ?ith the 
other revolver in a trembling hand, he sent his Wnal round, the last of the 
buckshot, into ?arren”s head.

Ais pistol lay nearby. The Peacemaker. The irony was not lost on 
Potter as he picked it up, e…amining its features. — silver Nolt bearing 
an intricate foliate scrollwork engraved along the barrel and cylinder, 
Wnished with a carved ivory hand grip. 3uite beautiful. Tainted. Iut 
beautiful. Ae wondered where this piece of gutter trash picked up such 
an item. Ae tossed the besmirched gun onto ?arren”s corpse. 

— stick snapped in the distance.
Potter qerked up his head to see the man they”d called NoSey, still Guite 

a distance away, staring at the unmoving ?arren. Potter waved the gun in 
his handja gentle come hither. NoSey, hands up, cautiously but Guickly 
tramped over.

YFela….M Potter holstered his pistol. Y1 ain”t gonna hurt ya.M
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NoSey stared at Potter from twenty feet out. Y1-1 ain”t got nothingj1 
don”t want no trouble now, misterzM

Y1 said, 1 ain”t gonna hurt ya.M
Y?uh-?hatcha want, then, m-mister“M
Y!on”t want anything.M
NoSey lowered his shaky hands to shoulder level. Y?hy-why”d ya help 

mm-me out, then“M
Y?hy”d those men say you stole from them“M
Y1-1 don”t know.M
YOook, 1 qust shot three men to death. —in”t something 1 planned to 

do this morning when 1 woke up.M Ae shrugged, supposing that no one 
really planned for such things. YThat, 1 don”t take too lightly. —nd if 1”m 
to make some sort of sense of it, 1 need to know why these men are dead.M

YLus8 Lus some bad blood is all, ya know.M
Y1 can sort a guess that. ?ho were these men“M Potter shuddered, 

turning away from ?arren”s vacuous stare, and both men began to walk.
YThem”s the Nriley brothers. xamily lives there, over yonder.M NoSey 

nodded behind.
Ae spoke with a gentle, almost laggardly cadence, as if to avoid the 

likelihood of repeating himself. Possibly something developed from past 
trauma, Potter Wgured.

YThey say 1-1 stole a horse,M NoSey continued. Y1 ain”t stole nothinz 1 
ain”t never stole nothin in my life, ”cept maybe some food from a garden 
ain”t mine, but them was desperate times, see. Iut that horse, 1 qus came 
cross it. xound it wanderin bout, ya know, as ya sometimes do round 
these woods. Lus was givin it a look over when them boys rode up on me. 
Feckon it must”ve wandered oS their farm or something. ?ell, that be 
bout it. Then you rode up.M

Potter glanced NoSey over. Nertainly not a spring chicken. — vertical 
scar, barely visible, notched his black cheek, stretching from his eye to 
curve around his awkward, wary smile. Ae looked about as weathered as 
the disheveled clothing he stood in. Ais woolen pants, Uannel, and vest 
bore more holes than fabric, dirt covered his spurred boots, and a thread-
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bare bandana draped from his red, rawhide neck. Typical ranch-hand 
attireje…cept he lacked one essential thing. ?ell, two.

Potter stared at his hips. Y’ou don”t carry any weapons“M
YJo, sir. ?ell8 got a knife in my pocket. Iout it.M
Y?hy“M
NoSey smacked the dirt from his thighs and sleeves. YJever much 

needed one, 1 reckon. !on”t wander oS the beaten path too much, if ya 
know what 1 mean. Rsually not alone when 1 do, neither.M

Potter cocked his head. How odd. Then again, based on his observa-
tions upon arriving, not many people here carried weapons. Y?hat”s this 
you were saying bout Nbad blood“”M

YNrileys worked for my boss. Cot into some bad stuS, put my boss in 
a bad way. Cot kicked oS the ranch. Prolly still angry bout it. 1 tell ya, 
them boys is as crooked as a dog”s hind leg. Cood riddance, 1 say.M

Y?hy didn”t you qust let it be“ !oesn”t seem a smart thing for a man 
such as yourself to be doing in these parts.M Potter stepped out of the 
woods and into the Weld, glancing to the bodies of Btringer and Crant. 
Bome shock still clung to him, and he reGuired physical evidence of the 
gunWght to conWrm its reality. Ae wondered, not for the Wrst time, how 
he remained standing.

Y1 work with horses, mister. 4ver at the Linglebob Fanch.M
YJinglebob Ranch?M Potter, pulling a one-inch sliver of wood from his 

cheek, winced. Ae looked the chip over, then tossed it.
Y’es, sir, that be Lohn Nhisum”s place.M Ais head twisted, nodding in 

another direction. YThere, over yonder.M
YAuh. ?ork with horses, you say“M
Potter raised a brow, casting a second look at his companion. Ae 

qudged him to be similar to himself in height and age, though his wild, 
wiry hair made his long, lanky frame seem much taller. —bundant white 
strands streaked the man”s dark mane. Bave for trimmed mutton chops, 
also streaked white, he kept his face clean shaven. Potter found himself 
surprisingly impressed. They were in the Bouthjthe deep Bouthjand 
although Oincoln emancipated colored folk two decades ago, now, a 
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well-groomed, employed man of color was, well, not something Potter 
saw every day.

Y?hy, yes, sir. Iest in the county, 1 might say.M NoSey cracked a 
crooked smile.

—t least the man seemed more rela…ed. Ae still had all his teeth, too, 
at least from what Potter could see. —lso not very common on older 
gentlemen, especially men of color, those formally deemed property.

YThat”s a Wne lookin animal ya got there yourself, if 1 may say so,M 
NoSey said, nodding at Potter”s horse. YBhe got a name“M

YBhe doesn”t,M Potter admitted.
Y4h, come on now. — Wne creature like that”s gotta be called some-

thinzM
YBhe was my wife”s. Bhe never bothered to name her steeds.M
Y4h8 well, anyway, 1 do a number a qobs for Hr. Nhisum. ’ou a-a 

rancher, mister“ The way ya handle a gun, 1”d a taken ya for the law, or 
bounty hunterjsomethin.M

Potter smiled. YJo. Jo law. —s far as ranching, well, 1 know my way 
round.M

Y?ell, 1 don”t reckon to know your story, mister, but Hr. Nhisum is 
always lookin for good help. Ooyal help, ya know what 1”m sayin“M

Potter had some idea. —pparently, this Nhisum character was the Big 
Bug in town. —nd NoSey, well, he appeared a nice enough individual. 
Haybe even an honest manjif such a thing e…isted. Potter had yet to 
meet a feller in this lifetime who wasn”t a bunko artist, coSee boiler, 
chiseler, crook, or outright murderer.

Ae ran a hand through his sweaty, dirtied hair. Ae”d arrived in His-
souri PlaEa with no prospects, hoping for a stroke of good luck. —fter 
taking one look at the town, though, he knew his prospects were Lack 
and shit8 and as for Lack, that sonofabitch already had a foot out the 
door. Bartending was certainly out of the Guestion.

Y?ell8M Potter glanced at the light blue sky above the clearing. Y1”d 
be much obliged by that.M Ae turned to NoSey. YJame”s Potter. Iill 
Potter.M
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YNoSey.M
Potter shot him a wry smile as they shook hands.
Y’a, 1 know. ?as given that name, long ago. Oinda qust stuck, if ya 

know what 1 mean.M NoSey grinned again, the e…pression like a snug-Wt-
ting suit.

— signature smile, Potter Wgured, nodding. Y1 believe 1 do.M
YPotter, ya say“ !id 1 hear ya own the Iennett property“M NoSey 

panned the clearing with incredulity. YThis all your land“M
YAave no idea, to be honest.M Potter followed NoSey”s eyes, sharing 

his wonderment.
NoSey laughed. Y?ell, 1 bes be on my way, Hr. Potter. !on”t ya worry 

bout this here mess, 1”m-a get it cleaned up. Hust leave no trace behind. 
!on”t need no marshal snoopin round Nhisum”s place.M NoSey picked 
up his hat, dusted it oS, and placed it over his head. Ae began to walk 
oS, then stopped and turned back. Y!on”t forget to swing by8 the man 
awaits. Nan”t thank ya enough for whatcha done.M

YThank my daughter.M Potter peered over to see Nlara and 1saac stand-
ing on the spring-loaded seat, looking at their pa and the man he rescued 
from imminent demise. YTruth be told, if it were any other day, friend, 
1”d-a qust turned the other way.M



Chapter   
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allP thouwh it fore their vather?s cloadp RoP this thigw hab crafleb out 
vrom the murdy be’ths ov onscurityp Nhe ugvettereb -eastp —e’atriatq
ebP it ugleasheb its vuryp Nhe ogly cogsolatiog he vougbAthouwh got 
muchAfas that the -east sto’’eb ag iggocegt mag vrom hagwigwp 

”otter sYueeTeb the reigsP dgucdles fhiteP to sto’ his hagbs vrom 
shadigwAthe imawe ov Warreg?s onliterateb vace ligwerigwp zis nloob 
’ressure rosep “j ri,e aig?t a toy to ne tri,eb fithP ksaacp kt?s a bagwerous 
toolp Kou xust saf fhat oge ov these cag bo to a magp Kou thigd that?s ag 
easy thigwBI

“WhatP ”aBI
“Eilligw a magp Kou thigdigw that?s ag easy thigw to boB No tade the 

live ov agother ’ersogp No remoCe them vrom e…istegcep Nhat?s adig to 
tadigw eCerythigw they fere ig this forlbp MCerythigw they levt nehigbp 
”alsP vamilyS loCeb ogesp Nhere xust aig?t go recogciligw somethigw lide 
thatAtry as you miwht to vorwet itP iwgore itP sfee’ it afayp j ’iece ov 
their soul gof nelogws to youP fhether you fagt that or gotpI
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“WellP kAk xust fagt to bo fhat you boP ”ap Kou dgofP to ’rotect us 
vrom the -ab ”eo’lepI

The Bad People.
Nhis segtimegt shoulb haCe mabe ”otter veel netterP mayne eCeg ’ut 

a smile og his harbegeb vacep kgsteabP his heart ogly sagd vurtherp If the 
damn boy only knew.

ksaac stareb u’ at himP his yougw eyes solemgp “k?ll ne real carvulP ”ap 
zogestpI

”otter cogsibereb his noyP alreaby wrofigw so close to a magp kv Ciq
olegce igtegbeb to vollof themP he 8wureb ksaac shoulb dgof hof to 
bevegb himselvp

”otter gobbebp “Z’ose k coulb shof you a thigw or tfopI
Nhe fooblagbs thiggeb outp -y the trail?s egbP agother mile or so 

aheabP the trees com’letely bissi’ateb igto a stretch ov ig8gite ,at lagb 
that sto’’ebP iv it sto’’eb at allP at a mirawe ov mougtaigs eogs afayp 
”otterP fith suntle afeP stareb out at the shimmerigw horiTog netfeeg 
the Cast wreeg oceag ov wrass agb the nluish fhite hue ov safqtooth ’eadsP 
slicigw igto cris’P clearP aTure sdiesp j worweous Ciefp Rot Yuite as ’retty 
as .oloraboP he su’’osebP nut it?b bo xust 8gep

“jre fe hereP ”aBI ksaac marCelebp ze vollofeb his vather?s waTep
“k nelieCe fe?re homepI
Nhe ’ro’erty itselv com’riseb the sunstagtialP seclubeb clearigwP 

,agdeb ny the ”ecos —iCerp Nhe vast faters fra’’eb arougb the meabofP 
startigw vrom oge egb ov the fooblagbs agb Cagishigw seamlessly igto 
the otherp Ro nribwes crosseb the ”ecosp Nhe trail they robe u’og oHereb 
the ogly fay og or oH the -eggett ’ro’ertyp

”otter dgef little ov :ohg -eggettAag olb .ogveberate recluse he?b 
geCer metAe…ce’t that the mag habg?t acYuireb his nrother?s aFuegcep 
za’’ilyP hofeCerP the house ’roCeb cogsiberanly larwer thag ”otter hab 
e…’ectebP alneit siwgi8cagtly smaller thag his ’reCious resibegcep Nhe 
early jmericag saltno… cologialP at least a hugbreb years olbP actually 
remigbeb him ov geiwhnorhoob homes wrofigw u’ ig rural Ref Mgwq
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lagbAoges he ha’’egeb to dgof a thigw or tfo anout vrom leargigw 
the vamily nusigessP gof three becabes remoCebp

Nhe nuilbigw?s architecture resemnleb early Mgwlish mebieCal styleP 
veaturigw a logw agb slo’igw rear roovP massiCe hagbqhefg boors fith 
thicd hongail stubsP agb small biamogb ’age figbofsP vour og each 
sibep jll igbunitanly out ov ’lace ig these ’artsp Nhe tfoqleCel rectagwular 
structureP ig classic bowqshit nrofgP sliwhtly garrofeb at the rear agb 
e…tegbeb outfarbp j ditchegP ”otter 8wurebp j smallP attacheb narg sat 
o’’ositep

Nhe house stoob cegter ig the gotqsoqclear clearigwP sliwhtly onscureb 
ig tallP slum’igw ’atches ov erratic -ermuba wrass that hab wrofg filb 
agb ugcut vor fho dgef hof logwp Lofigw bofg the ugruly turv 
foulb lidely tade ag egtire bayP ig abbitiog to ’roCibigw ”otter?s 8rst 
e…haustigw e…’egse9 a scythep

ze siwhebP abbigw the tasd to his megtal toqbo list as he surCeyeb the 
rest ov the yarbp

j lof threeqvoot irrewular stoge fall sYuareb oH the vrogt ov the house 
anout a hugbreb veet vrom the ’orchP the egtragce onscurely mardeb ny 
a becoratiCe set ov vabeb wray natfigw boorsp Nhe charmigw touch ov ag 
egtragce a’’eareb sus’egbeb ig mibairP accegteb fith larwe irog gails 
agb a ’air ov o…ibiTeb horseshoesp Lost lidely as olb as the house itselvP the 
boors s’ligtereb at the ebwesP shofigw siwgs ov abCagceb beterioratiogp

!eeligw the farmth ov the risigw Ref Le…icag sugP ”otter remoCeb 
his coatp ksaac remoCeb his coat as fellp 2gbergeathP he fore com’aq
ranle attire to his vather9 nrofg trousersP a fhite zegley shirtP agb reb 
sus’egbersp zis resemnlagce bibg?t sto’ thereP hofeCerp Nhey shareb 
the same niw haTelqwreeg eyesP the same shoulber legwthP shawwy nrofg 
hairp MCeg the same niw vrogt teethP fith the same wa’igw s’ace netfeeg 
themp zis sog ogly lacdeb his nushyP silCerqstreadeb nearbP fhich ”otter 
hab forg sigce logw nevore his marriawe to -essiep -eyogb thatP ksaac 
hab igheriteb most ov ”otter?s aesthetic veaturesp jg ugcaggyP migiature 
”otterp js vather sibebqeyeb sogP abmirigw his figsome noyP he ’rayeb to 
6ob that?s all ksaac igheriteb ov his ”ap
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Nhe schooger reacheb the ,oatigw natfigw boorsP comigw ig vrom 
the riwht sibep Rot a sgofnall?s chagce ig hell they coulb clear itp Ug 
the varqlevt sibe ov the ’ro’ertyP the stoge fall hab either colla’seb or 
hab neeg systematically becogstructebP most lidely vor a carriawe to egterp 
js they robe u’ og itP ”otter goticeb tfo horses ’rotrubigw vrom the 
nacdsibe ov the housep

ksaac ’oigteb aheabp “”aP there?s someoge here;I
“5oods that fayP sogpI zeart sigdigwP ”otter cogsibereb fho ’ossinly 

afaiteb themp Were marshals alreaby hereB With tfo em’ty ’istols agb 
a xammeb shotwugP he relieb solely og the olb Wigchester p11 ri,ep Liwht 
bo xust 8geS iv they fere helb u’ ny rannitsp NhouwhP iv ”otter?s giwwligw 
sus’iciog ’roCeb correctP he foulbg?t geeb agy fea’ogs at allp :ust a hell 
ov a lot ov ’atiegcep

Mgterigw the ’ro’ertyP ”otter scaggeb the tfo chocolate stalliogs harq
gesseb to a small reb stawecoachP almost as elewagt as the Zefarb trugd 
agb luwwawe ’ileb og to’ agb secureb ny ro’ep ze wloferebp 2gvorq
tugatelyP eCeg shittier gefs a’’eareb as they bref closerp :ust neyogb 
the houseP oH to the levtP stoob a garrofP no…lide structureP a crescegt 
moog carCeb igto the vrogt boorAa boor fhich sfugw o’egp j stocdyP 
fhiteqhaireb wegtlemag ste’’eb vorthP nuttogigw his wray fool Cest ugq
ber a matchigw suit agb hat fra’’eb arougb a nrofg corburoy xacdetp

“kt?s 6ragb’a;I .lara stoob agb shoutebP holbigw her nrother?s 
shoulber vor su’’ortp

“”aPI the noy asdebP “bib you dgof 6ragb’a foulb ne hereBI
”otter shood his heabp ze bibg?t sus’ect a thigwP got ugtil a vef 

momegts ’riorP nut he bamg fell shoulb haCep
“What is that, ”aBI .lara ’oigteb at the foobeg no… vrom fhich 

6ragb’a emerwebp
“That, my barligwP is ag outhousepI
“What?s ag outqhouseBI
“WellP k fill tell youP it?s not vor hibe agb seedpI
“kt?s vor haCigw a shit;I ksaac lauwhebp
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“ksaacpI ”otter de’t his Coice stergP thouwh ig truth he was amuseb ny 
his sog?s commegtp

Nhe shocd agb horror og .lara?s vace sur’asseb that ov the wug8whtp 
“Mffff;I

”otter shareb .lara?s bisa’’oigtmegtP nut he?b also sus’ecteb as 
muchp “5otta chagwesP dibspI ze loodeb at ksaacp “Kour 8rst lessog og 
your xourgey igto maghoob is oge k?Ce liCeb ny my fhole live9 ne ’req
’arebP sogp -e ’re’arebpI

js the schooger came to a haltP .lara climneb bofg agb rag straiwht 
igto 6ragb’a?s fibeqo’eg armsp “6ragb’a; 6ragb’a;I

ze negt bofg agb scoo’eb her u’P the crof?s veet ’romigegt ig each 
eyep “ziyaP sfeetheart; zof?s my neautivul little labyBI ze disseb her 
cheed agb smilebP his thigP fhite nearb stretchigw his tagP awigw vacep

Zhe wiwwlebP runnigw her cheed awaigst his scratchy nearbp “jre you 
stayigw here fith usBI Nhouwh she s’ode fith egthusiasmP a sliwht igq
,ectiog ov ugcertaigty arose ny the time she 8gisheb her Yuestiogp j 
morosegessP as iv she alreaby sus’ecteb the agsferp

Lorwag ’ulleb nacd to lood her ig the eyesp “RoP barligwp 2gvortuq
gatelyP gotp k?ll ne stayigw the giwhtP theg heabigw outP nriwht agb early 
ig the morgigwp Lost lidely nevore you agb your nrother fadep 5ogw tri’ 
aheabpI

“jffP nut fe xust wot herepI Zhe ’outebp
“k dgofP .larissaP k dgofpI With a straigeb wroagP he ’ut her bofgp
ksaac mabe his fay oCerp “ziP 6ragb’apI
Lorwag acdgoflebweb him fith a xoCial gobp “ksaacP bear noy; k must 

sayP you tfo are s’routigw u’ lide bagbeliogsp Zoog your heabs fill turg 
yellofp Ly 5orbP your wragb’a cag?t eCeg recall the last time he?s seeg 
youp What?s it neegAa mogthBI ze smileb3 a vull mouth ov wray teeth 
wlistegebp

“j mogth;BI .lara wa’ebP ,annerwastebp Zhe bibg?t haCe much cogq
ce’t ov timeP nut she dgef a mogth fasg?t logwP agb 6ragb’a?s last Cisit 
hab ’asseb much logwerp Zeasogs logwerp 

“Nfo mogthsBI
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“Zi… mogthsP 6ragb’aPI ksaac correctebP less egthusebp
“Nhat?s ’re’osterouspI ze scratcheb his nearbP ’layvully ’egsiCep 

“6uess fe?ll xust haCe to made u’ vor lost time togiwhtp zof boes that 
sougbB k fagt to hear all anout your tri’p kt must?Ce neeg Yuite ag 
abCegtureP goge ov you haCigw ever levt home nevorepI

“LorwagpI ”otterP 8gally madigw his fay oCerP acdgoflebweb his vaq
therqigqlaf fith a gobp No the yougw?ugsP he abbebP “Why bog?t you 
dibs wo og ig agb tade a lood arougbpI

“—ace you;I .lara saibP immebiately tadigw oH tofarbs the vrogt boorp 
ksaac vollofeb close nehigbP leaCigw her to leabp

“Where?s your briCerBI ”otter dgef Lorwag foulb geCer traCel alogeP 
much less drive his ofg carriawep

“UutP retrieCigw togiwht?s biggerpI
kv he?b retrieCeb bigger a little closer to the 8re8whtP he?b ’ossinly 

be biggerp ”otter crigwebAvucdP fhere bib this thouwht eCeg cree’ u’ 
vromB No. No, thank you. j wrim CisiogP a souFV ov saCaweryP cre’t igto 
the vorevrogt ov his migbp ze s’urgeb the memory ’osthasteP nore it 
bofg agb nurieb it afayp ze verCegtly besireb to geCer awaig e…’eriegce 
such bes’eratiogP dgofigw the chilligw cogseYuegces that sort ov a meal 
levt vor a magp

ze vorceb a sgeer igsteab ov a shubberp “zof ’rimitiCep Wasg?t afare 
you still dgef hof to hugt agb watherp k a’olowiTe vor nrigwigw you bofg 
to my leCelpI

“5et?s cut the horseshitP ZulliCagp k receiCeb a telewram vrom my staH 
that oge ov our schoogers robe oH the ’ro’erty fith a mag nehigb the 
reigsp Uge fith your bescri’tiogpI

”otter de’t his mouth shutp ze habg?t e…’ecteb Lorwag so soogP 
nut he?b dgofg oge ov the mag?s serCagts foulb eCegtually segb forb 
vrom the çegCer Westerg 2giog to NucsogP fhere a gote must?Ce neeg 
beliCereb ’ost haste to hisP uhP cattle varmp Nhouwh winter estate certaigly 
8t netterp ”otter hab neeg afare ov Lorwag?s gef jriToga “nusigessPI 
fhere he?b neeg esca’igw the nrutal .olorabo figters the last tfo yearsp 
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-ut he geCer nelieCeb -eggettP ZilCer -arog ov tfegtyqvour yearsP dgef 
a woob wobbamg thigw anout herbigw cattlep

Lorwag 8…eb him fith dgofigw wlarep “Why bibg?t you frite me you 
fere leaCigwB Kou ’acd u’ my wragbchilbreg og me agb you xust tade 
oHBI

“jhP hellP cuT there fasg?t timepI ”otter remoCeb his hat agb fi’eb 
his wlistegigw nrof fith his hagdyp “Nhat?s allP Lorwagp Nhere aig?t go 
cogs’iracy here to bisa’’ear fith your grandchildren. .hristp .ag you 
eCeg rememner the last time you saf themBI

“k bib got traCel all the fay hereP bays out ov my fayP to arwue fith 
youP MbfarbpI

“Nheg to fhat bo fe ofe this CisitBI
“zof logw you thigd you cag hibe vorB Kou thigd fhoeCer they are 

fog?t ne deeg og eCegtually checdigw my nrother?s olb estateB k meagP 
hellP k dgof it?s fay out here ig the mibble ov gofhereP nut ’eo’le dgof 
fho I amp Wog?t ne too harb to ’ut the ’ieces towetherpI

“6uess time fill tellpI
“ZulliCagAI
“Nhe game?s ”otterp We are the ”ottersP so iv you?re woigw to rever to 

usAI
“”ottersSI Lorwag shood his heabp “k becibeb to heab nacd to çegq

CerAearlyAog accougt ov you, ov coursep !iwureb k?b sto’ here agb see 
my wragbchilbregp Lade sure they mabe it savelypI

“Nhey?re fith their vatherpI
“k dgof e…actly fho they?re fithp k fog?t lay claim to ’resume otherq

fisep Kou dgofP k curse the bay my MliTaneth met the lides ov youp .oulb 
geCerP never ugberstagb fhat she eCer saf ig a mag ov your staturep j 
mag tfegty years her segiorP vor .hrist?s sadep What?s more is k cag?t neq
lieCe I allofeb itP xust naseb og awe alogep 6ob ogly dgofs fhat k?Ce come 
to learg sigcep -ut ny thegP k fas too late to sto’ youP ZulliCagA”otterP 
fhateCer horseshit vanricatiog you wo ny these baysp jgb nelieCe meP k 
dgof your real gamep k coulbg?t dee’ you vrom stealigw my nany wirlP xust 
lide you?Ce boge fith eCerythigw else ig your go woobP rotteg e…istegcep 
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.ag?t eCeg call it a life. Uut ov all the thigwsP the ogly commobity forth 
anythingP you vucdigw stole my ogly bauwhter afaypI

“k geCer ’ut a wug to her heabP Lorwagp jig?t geCer vorceb myselv 
u’og herp Zhe dgef e…actly fho k fasp MCeg waCe her the chagce to 
recogsiberP thouwh k still fogber lide hell iv k foulb?Ce let herp 6lab k 
geCer hab to made that becisiogp -essie fas the loCe ov my livepI

“js she fas mine! jgb gof she?s wogep zer and her motherp k lost 
noth fomeg ig my livep Ugly reasog you’re aliCe is those tfo dibs ig 
therep -ab egouwh they?ll wrof u’ fithout their motherpI ze shood his 
heabp “kg this miseranle liveP all meg near a bentp Zome more thag othersP 
k recdogp RofP k bog?t dgof fhat digb ov shit you?Ce wotteg yourselv 
igtoP egbigw u’ hereP nut this here?s the bealpI Lorwag igcheb closerP 
a seethigw wrig og his ruwweb vacep “Nhere?s a ’ost ig tofgp Kou made 
sure those dibs frite meAniqfeedlyAso k dgof they?re savep k miss oge 
letterP agb k fog?t hesitate to segb the vull feiwht ov the 2giteb Ztates 
.alCary straiwht u’ your assp RofP k?ll ne bofg this fay og my fay nacd 
to NucsogAearlyP awaigP migb youAegb ov summerpI

”otter wlagceb oCer agb goticeb ksaac stagbigw nehigb a 8lthy figbofP 
theg Yuicdly loodeb oH nehigb Lorwag tofarbs the mougtaig ragwe 
ig the bistagceP a tegtatiCe mirawep ze sYuigteb at the sugP veeligw the 
tacdigess ov brieb nloob ugber his eyep jt this ’oigtP he?b xust as soog 
shoot Lorwag agb bum’ him ig the riCerp zellP he fas alreaby og a 
rollP nut murberigw 6ragb’a miwht ’roCe biMcult to e…’laig to the 
yougw?ugsP agb he su’’oseb he?b more thag reacheb his Yuota vor tobayp 
zis vatherqigqlaf hab him riwht ny the nallsp

ZiwhigwP he gobbeb agb wlagceb nacd to the figbofp ksaac fas wogep 
”otter bounteb the noy hab hearb agythigwP or at leastP he sure ho’eb as 
muchp 

Lorwag smirdebp “RofS let?s wo ig agb made giceP fhile k?m fith 
the ogly vamily k haCe levtpI

Without agother forbP ”otter faldeb to the boorP o’egeb itP agb 
faCeb Lorwag igsibe fith a nit ov yes, your highnessp
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.lara callebP vaigtlyP vrom somefhere bofg the hallp “”aaaa; Where 
bo k made ’ee;BI

2

:ose’h 6riMg gearly tri’’eb oCer his veet lurchigw sibefays to aCoib 
wug8rep 

2giog solbiers scatterebP tadigw coCer nehigb s’reab out trees to aCoib 
wug8re vrom the larweP 6eorwiag cologial?s secogbq,oor figbofp Nhe 
becoratiCe fawog fheelP mardigw the ’illarebP 6reedqreCiCal structure as 
the !rohrmagg homesteabP bigweb agb clattereb ugber stray nulletsp

Nhe rawtaw wrou’ ov eiwht troo’sP 8lthy agb emaciatebP returgeb 8re 
vrom nehigb the nuldy trugds ov vour southerg liCe oad trees vramigw the 
vrogt ov the estateAtfo og either sibeP agb tfo more aheab ov thoseP xust 
og the outsdirtsp Nhe meg fordeb ig a bisci’ligebP tfoqnyqtfo vormaq
tiogp Uge wrou’ tore wug’ofber ’acdetsP bum’igw agb stuMgw Ligie 
nall rougbs bofg the narrels ov their Z’rigw8elb ri,esP fhile agother 
wrou’ stratewically tood aimp Nhe ugit hammereb nacd ig gear ugisogP 
nut the house?s hiwh vougbatiogP anoCe a stee’ set ov stairsP ’ut them 
at a sliwht bisabCagtawep Rot to megtiog the CeilebP sildeg bra’ery ov 
luscious Z’agish mossP fhich shielbeb the meg nut alsoP cogseYuegtlyP 
onstructeb their Cief ov the igtegbeb tarwetp

Nhe juwust sug nlistereb bofgP eCeg thouwh the morgigw hab narely 
nrodegp Nhe solbiers sfeateb ’rovusely ig the heatP feadegeb ny vamigeP 
igsomgiaP agb gefvougb beliriump MCery vef migutes or soP agother 
mag?s vorawe ca’ came oHP agb his sleeCe fi’eb his fet nrof agb ’usheb 
nacd some wreasy hair nevore restorigw his ugivormp

6riMgP ’agtigwP ugraCeleb a lofqhagwigw wrayish nushel ov voliaweP 
usigw the oad?s scaly moss leaCes to nlot his neabigw voreheab nevore 
the wrimy liYuib reacheb his fary eyesp zis ri,e sat nesibe himP em’tyP 
thouwh the wraCelly ’o’s agb igaubinly shouteb commagbs ov his ugit 
cogtigueb to resogate throuwh himP ears’littigwp -acd awaigst the treeP 
he leagebP starigw igto Cast 8elbs ov cottogp



LkZM—K ”5j7j éJ

What the fuck am I doing, what the fuck am I doing, what the fuck am 
I doing, what the fuck am I doing, what the fuck am I doing, what the fuck 
am I doing—

Noo latep kt fas all too latep Nurgigw nacd meagt beathp
Oisiogsp UCer agb oCerp
Nhe magp Nhe mag ig the wrocery store—defending his storeA’ulleb 

a reColCerP 8rigwp 6riMg shot him ig the vace fith his ri,ep Nhe solbiers 
’ilvereb9 loose rewister chagweP the ’ro’rietor?s xefelry agb fatchP agb 
the vef caggeb voob items og bis’layp Nhe ’ro’rietorP still aliCeP wurwleb 
vaigtlyP struwwligw to nreathe as the meg hastily e…iteb the storep

.ottog nlef ig the wegtle nreeTep j nreeTe that vaileb to reach the 
stu’e8eb 6riMgp

He wouldn’t listen, he wouldn’t listen, I told him, I told him to put it 
down, I told him, he wouldn’t fucking listen…

Nhe siwgp Welcome to Fredericksburgp Nhe little ’iece ov foob sfugwP 
creadigw ig his nraigp Nhe meg hab stumnleb igto a Yuaigt Oirwigiag 
Cillawe somefhereP gear the ”otomac —iCerp

Lore igaubinle shoutigw sougbeb ig the bistagceP ’ugctuateb fith 
e…tegbeb wug8rep

6riMg turgebp j comrabe shouteb at himp ”oigtigwp zis vace loodeb 
screfyp -lurrebp zis nrother ig armsp Familiarp Zo vamiliarp -ut fhere 
fas he ’oigtigwB 6riMg turgeb to agother vellof soliberP yelligwP u’ 
close ig his vacep

“Come on—let’s go, Joe!” ze yagdeb the vrayeb shoulber ov his sacd 
coatP ’ulligw him alogwp

Nhe tfo bucdeb agb scurrieb tofarb the sibe ov the magsiog as their 
ugit s’rayeb the vaPabe fith coCer 8rep 6riMg coulbg?t dee’ a straiwht 
’air ov lews3 lide xellyP they waCe fayp ze slib throuwh a ’atch ov birtP tadigw 
a biwwerp zis comrabeP a vaceless magP sto’’eb agb e…tegbeb his vree 
hagbp 6riMgP wrannigw itP fas Yuicdly yagdeb vrom the busty earthp j 
nullet strucd a ’atch ov birt gearny as he attem’teb to rewaig agy veeligw 
ig his lewsp
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zis comrabe turgeb agb heeblessly 8reb nacdP nevore turgigw to 6rivq
8gp “Come on—” 

Nhe vrogt ov his sdull cracdeb o’eg lide a hatchigw ewwshellP the farmP 
Ciscous matter igsibe s’urtigw igto 6riMg?s shocdeb vacep -loob agb 
nraig matter nits neabeb bofg fith his ’ers’iratiogp ze bibg?t dgof 
fhat fas forse9 his eyes stigwigw fith wore or the vact his o’eg mouth 
coulb taste this beab magp Zalty agb co’’eryp Nhe forlb slofeb bofg 
as the solbierP gof truly vacelessP wegtly hit the wrougbp 6riMg?s earsP 
alreaby rigwigw vrom the muTTle nlastsP am’li8ebp ze coulb hear all ov 
his igtergal orwagsP fordigwP churgigw3 his lugws cumnrously ’ulleb ig 
air agb shoCeb it outp MCerythigw circulatigw a ra’ibly thum’igw heart 
somefhere fithigp

jll other sougbs bam’egeb to echoesP the be’ths ov his igtergal caq
co’hogy ’erCabigwp

zis comrabe?s ri,e fas subbegly ig his hagbsP thouwh he coulbg?t req
call ’icdigw it u’p Ror bib he dgof hof he egbeb u’ alogwsibe the houseP 
or fhy geebeb to wet igp Find an entrance. Wigbofsp Wigbofs eCeryq
fherep Nhe vougbatiog figbofsP easiest to reachAall shutp 5ocdebp ze 
coulb smash them fith the nutt ov the wugp Masy igP nut it miwht alert 
the resibegts ov his im’egbigw arriCalp Layne gotp Noo much wug8reS 
stairs; 5ogwP elewagt ste’sp ze vougb himselv og themP ’acigw u’ each 
oge belineratelyp Nhey seemeb to wo og voreCerp !igallyP he ste’’eb ogto 
ag em’ty nriwht fhite nacd becd fith matchigw nriwht fhite !regch 
boorsp Nhey ’usheb o’eg fith easep

ze coulbg?t nelieCe itp ze fas ig the maig ’art ov the houseAa 
larweP fhite Cestinule fith ag im’erial staircaseP nragchigwP leabigw ig 
o’’osigw birectiogs at the to’p Mchoes ov vaigt wug8re reCernerateb as iv 
he?b systematically moCeb afay vrom the 8re8whtP thouwh he dgef he?b 
boge the o’’ositep —atherP his heartneatP thum’igw ig his earsP brofgeb 
out most ov the goisep ze cre’t sloflyP noby ,oatigw ov its ofg accorb 
throuwh this em’tyP fibe s’acep

LoCemegt hit his ’eri’heralsp Uh shitp j mag holbigw a logw ri,e 
stoob gearP agb 6riMg xum’ebP tfistigw afay agb xerdigw his ri,e at the 
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ugdgofg assailagtp ZimultageouslyP the other mag vollofeb suitP noth 
meg turgigw agb noth ’ulligw their triwwerp 6riMg?s hammer strucd ag 
em’ty chamnerp Nhe sougb ov his heart xannerigw ,oobeb his ears at vull 
Columep ze bro’’eb the ri,e agb Yuicdly vumnleb vor his sibearmP still 
stucd ig its holsterP nevore vreeTigwp

Nhe assailagtP ig a torg gaCy xacdet agb vabeb nlue slacdsP vroTe toop ze 
stareb at the rawweb solbier ov farP himP a hollof re,ectiog ig a logw fall 
mirrorp zis sYualib vace ’eereb nacdP a yougw mag onscureb ny nloob 
s’atterp

Nhe sougb ov wug8re am’li8eb oCer his thum’igw chestp ze vougb 
himselv sdi’’igw u’ the riwht set ov stairsAsdi’’igwAthouwh ’rowressq
igw at a sloth?s ’aceP wegtly sigdigw igto each car’eteb ste’ lide Yuicdsagbp 
!igallyP halvfay u’P 6riMg ’auseb og the am’le halv lagbigw nevore 
’roceebigw fith cautiog to the secogb leCelp Nhe ca’aciousP fhite wallery 
faldfay nevore him leb to the roov becd oCer the vrogt egtragcep Ug 
either sibe stoob tfo nebroomsp 6riMgP clearigw the 8rst ogeP sto’’ebp

j sougbAfhim’erigwp QuietP nut ugmistadanlep
ze turgebP brafg to a set ov louCereb boorsp j closetp ze stareb 

curiously at these fhite nivolb boors agbP vor ag igstagtP goticeb the 
vaigtest ,utterp zis noby coasteb across the roomp j dib?s roomP maynep 
ze goteb stuHeb agimals agb a smallP vourq’ost neb as he crossebp ZloflyP 
he vougb his hagbs wras’igw noth dgons nevore yagdigw them o’egp

j yel’ agb shubber came vrom three fomeg hubbleb og the ,oor 
awaigst the fallp ze stubieb the bardqhaireb fomagP ,agdeb ny tfo 
wirlsAteegsP ’ossinlyAfith her arms locdeb arougb them ig a 8rm emq
nracep Nheir nobieb tfitchebP shadigw fith the terror egwraCeb og their 
vacesp Nhe mother ’eereb u’ at 6riMg fith bes’erate bee’ nluesP ofl 
eyebP her wri’ tiwhtegigw oCer her coferigw bauwhters as they nurrofeb 
igto the crood ov her arm’itp

Nhe figbof shatterebp 6riMg ,igchebP tfistigwP wug raiseb hiwh 
ig bevegsep j stray nullet hab strucd a neb’ostp With tegtatiCe relievP 
he turgeb nacd to the !rohrmagg wirlsp Lom still crouchebP wlarigw at 
himAheab awaigst the fallAe…ce’t those ’retty nlues hab vabeb to a 
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clouby fhitep Zooty sdig nougbeb her em’tyP sugdeg waTeP vace ’allibP 
mouth awa’ep Nhe wirls bra’eb across her la’P all beabp çeab vor some 
timep

zis ri,e vellP clagdigw og the harbfoob ,oorp ze reacheb bofgp
Lom?s heab lulleb vorfarbp “Liss meP :oeBI
6riMg was’eb agb stumnleb nacdfarbP thouwh magawigw to remaig 

og his veetp
Nhe fomag rose wrimlyP fith the letharwic wrace ov a mariogette 

bagwligw vrom its strigwsp Nhe nobies ov her wirls vell to the ,oor lide raw 
bollsp

6riMg nacdeb afay vrom the closetp
zer heab cocdeb to the sibe ov her tattereb gewliweeP mouth tfistigw 

igto a beragweb wrigp “k?ll ne faitig og the other sibe vor youP barligp kt?s 
the least k cag bo vor all you boge vor mepI 

6riMgP still ig motiogP nacdeb himselv out ov the nebroom boorp kt 
slammeb shut ig his vacep Time to go. ze turgeb vor the stairs agb vougb 
himselv ig agother nebroomp Nhe oge o’’osite ov the roov becdP he 
’resumebp kbegticalp Noysp !ourq’ost nebp zis noby ebbiebP ’aggigw the 
egcloseb s’acep Ro fay outp jgb not alogep Nfo igbiCibualsAa mag agb 
noyP noth ig reb sus’egbersAsat og their dgeesP stratewically ’ositiogeb 
at the vrogt fallP bischarwigw fea’ogs vrom tfo bistigct figbofsp ”agic 
set igp :ust a matter ovA

Nhe noy turgeb to 6riMg fith his ri,ep ze coulbg?t haCe neeg olber 
thag tegP eleCegp

Fuck.
Nhe noy was’ebp “Pa!”
zis Coice sougbeb muFebP all muFebp .ottog stuHeb noth ov 6rivq

8g?s cagals as the relegtless clamor ov his heart seiTeb his earsP the sougb 
remigiscegt ov 8elb brums ’layeb ny vriwhtegeb caCalry brummer noysp 
-eatigwP thum’igwP ’erCabigwp

“çog?t bo itP dibpI çes’ite the clatter ov wug8reP his forbs echoebp
Please don’t.
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Nhe olb mag turgebP sfigwigw his ri,ep 6riMgP fithout thouwhtP 
’ulleb  his  sibearmAa  nlue  5eLat  biamogbqwri’’eb  ’istolAagb 
’o’’eb oH tfo Yuicd rougbsP nlofigw holes igto the olb mag?s stocdy 
chest agb segbigw him crashigw awaigst the figbof vramep zis liveless 
noby slib bofg to the seat ov his ’agtsP a crimsog trail streadigw nehigbp

Nhe noy screamebp
“”ut bofg the wugP dibPI 6riMg commagbebp
“Kou dilleb my ’aP you 8lthyP stigdig nastarb;I Nhe noy rag to his 

vather agb shood himp “”a; 6et u’P ”a; ”lease; Kou geeb to hel’ meP ”a;I
Nhe olb mag?s heab lulleb ig the noy?s arms3 nloob streameb thigly 

vrom the corger ov his nristly mouthP eyes rolligw ig his heabp 6aTe 
garrofigwP 6riMg slofly ste’’eb vorth fith a heaCy vootp 5oubp —eq
Cerneratigwp zis heartAthe brummer noy ’ougbigw afayp Nhe mag?s 
vacep 2tterly vamiliarp zis bard hairP logw agb shawwyP his scrawwly nearb 
streadeb silCerp Myes fibe o’egP haTelqwreegP Coib ov livep

Nhe troo’s stormeb the nebroomP ri,es hoistebp
“What fe wot hereP :oeB zey; zeyP mag;I Ooices echoebP nobies shoCq

igwp
6riMgP at a lossP wlagceb oCerp Nhe solbierAhe knew himp zis vaceP 

yougwP mustachebP nut youngS .hristP it fasS it fas Muwege Lc.orq
mac;

Nhe yougw noy yelleb somethigw anout dilligw his ’ap MCerythigw muvq
,ebp Nfo solbiers ’ulleb the noy oH agb afayP dicdigw agb screamigwp 
6riMg gof saf the beab mag?s vace clearlyP the scar og the levt cheedq
nogeP the reb sus’egbersp It can’t be…

Nhe mag fas himp
Nhe solbiers ’usheb the noy awaigst the fallP ri,es u’ ig vormatiogp 

6riMg turgebp
Nhe noyP Isaac, loodeb him ig his eyesp “”aP you cag?t let them tade us; 

çog?t let themAI
“RU; WjkN;I 6riMg reacheb vor ksaacp
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Noo varP too var afayp Nhe solbiers o’egeb 8reP e…ecutigw his noy at 
close ragwep With the muTTle nlasts still reCerneratigwP 6riMg stareb at 
the nloobqs’attereb fallP theg turgeb vor the ansegt e…itp

Nhe wrayigw cor’se ov Lrsp !rohrmagg afaiteb himP her nlacd mouth 
slacd nut her vrosteb eyes locdeb og hisp Zhe reacheb vor his throatp 

3

j fretcheb yel’ heaCeb vrom ”otter?s bry throat as he shot u’ vrom nebP 
bregcheb ig a colb sfeatP brooligw agb ’agtigw lide a ranib agimalp zis 
shadigw hagb slammeb the nebsibe tanleP veCerishly veeligw vor a reColCerp 
ze coulbg?t tell fhere the hell he fasP agbP most terrivyigw ov allAwhen 
he fasp ze xum’eb out ov nebP s’iggigwP scaggigw his bard surrougbq
igwsp .oulb he ne beabB Was this some stragweP timeq8…eb ’urwatoryB ze 
coulbg?t see muchP saCe vor the vaigt wlof ov a mostly melteb cagble og 
the bresser to’ across the roomp ze wranneb the metal cagblesticd agb 
faCeb it arougbp

jvter thirty secogbsP he 8gally ,asheb the ,icderigw cagbleliwht across 
a -eggett vamily ’ortrait loomigw og the fallp j youthvul :ohg agb 
Lorwag stoob fith noth ’aregts3 a siwht almost as terrivyigw as his giwhtq
marep ze siwheb agb shood his heabp ze fas home. Nhe ugvamiliar agb 
agtiYuateb egCirogmegt hab mabe his 8rst giwht a little more nefilberq
igw agb ugsettligwP that?s allp ze must haCe ’asseb out the momegt his 
heab hit the ’illofP gewlectigw to ’ut out the cagble nevore succumnigw 
to his ’rologweb vatiwuep

zis wugsP still holsterebAand empty—sat gestleb securely ig his wug 
neltP hagwigw vrom a coat hood ig the corger gear the boorp ”otterP hagbs 
still YuiCerigwP reacheb vor the cure vor all that fhich ails9 his suebe 
satchelp

-y the fagigw cagbleliwht wlofP he roameb the hallfayP ’acigw nacd 
agb vorthp Nhe colb harbfoobP ’resseb ,at awaigst his nare veetP wrougbq
eb himp ze sto’’eb ig vrogt ov the 8rst nebroom boor agb o’egeb itp 
Lorwag lay vast aslee’P fith his briCer og the ,oor at the voot ov the 
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nebp kmmerseb ig nlagdetsP his vatherqigqlaf sgoreb fith such rucdus 
that ”otter hab go ibea hof the briCer sle’t throuwh itp ze closeb the 
boor nevore the goise coulb fade the yougw?ugsp NheyP tooP he vougb 
vast aslee’P aboranly sharigw a neb ig the last room across the hallfay as 
he ’eedeb ig the cracdeb boorp This is all new for them as well. ze ho’eb 
they sle’t tiwhtlyp Nhigws fere sure to ne biHeregtP gof that they?b tadeg 
the ultimate betour vrom Masy Ztreetp Nhe yougw fere resiliegtP thouwhp 
jgbP iv gothigw elseP at least they hab each otherp

js he ’ulleb the boor shutP a fhite ruFeb sleeCe sfayeb ny the ebwe ov 
the boorxamnp ”ushigw it nacd nevore it cauwhtP he sto’’ebP immebiately 
recowgiTigw the vanric as a bressAthe bressP to ne e…actp Uge he habg?t 
seeg sigce his febbigw giwhtp ze fogbereb fhyP out ov all the worweous 
stylesP this fas the oge .lara chose9 -essie?s s’riwweb lace fhite satig 
bressP im’orteb vrom Mgwlagb ny Lorwagp Nhey?b e…chagweb gu’tials at 
homeP ge…t to .herry .reedP og a nreeTy juwust eCegigw ugber the olb 
oadp zer curregt restigw ’lacep

ze nrusheb the sildy material oCer his ’almp
UhP his -essiep j charmeb wobbess iv he eCer saf ogep Zhe biHereb 

vrom the hiwhqnorg labies he?b wrofg u’ arougb ig Ref Mgwlagb agb 
hab come to e…’ect vrom reabigw Zhades’eare as a yougw magp NhouwhP 
iv he hab to choose a com’arisogP her raTorqshar’ fit most remigbeb 
him ov ”ortia vrom The Merchant of Venice. js ag icogoclast vrustrateb 
fith the hiwh falls ov societal wegber limitatiogsP -essie hab bisaCofeb 
aFuegce agb marrieb a crimigalp ZtillP sometimesP he coulbg?t hel’ nut 
fogber fhether mere be8agce vormeb the vougbatiog ov their ugiogp

”otter lit a busty wlass lagterg agb ste’’eb ogto the ’orchp ze req
moCeb a suebe ’ouch vrom his igsibe coat ’ocdet agb ’ulleb out a 
wug’ofber ’a’er cartribweP somethigw he ’ossesseb ig anugbagcep !ige 
.olorabo tonacco 8lleb the other halv ov the suebe ’ouchP migceb agb 
reaby to usep ze buw throuwh it vor the migiature nrofg wlass Cial lyigw 
at the nottomP its liYuib cogtegts sealeb fith a bro’’erp ze s’rigdleb 
some shade igto the ’a’er cartribwep

Just a few drops.
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ze moistegeb the shade fith the o’ium nevore rolligw it tiwht netfeeg 
his 8gwerti’sP licdigw the sealp With the ti’ ov his thumngailP he strucd a 
match3 the sulvur siTTlebP afadegigw the amner ,ame fhich iwgiteb the 
’a’er coge ti’p ”otter ’ulleb the sfeet smode bee’ igto his lugwsP theg 
e…haleb igto the Coibp

j wuilty ’leasurep Like walking on air.
-y the egb ov the Yuirley ciwaretteP ”otter wref ’legty rela…ebp .omq

vortanly gumnP as they sayp Zmodigw siwgi8cagtly eleCateb his segse ov 
fellneigwP ’erha’s eCeg to the ’oigt ov ha’’igessp Nhe tfiliwht sdy 
yafgeb o’eg arougb himP igcrebinly clearp ze ste’’eb oH the ’orch 
to abmire the mostly narreg CiefP fhich stretcheb to the var egb ov the 
cosmosp Nhe fagigw vull moog bescegbeb methobically oCer the Calleyp 
Lyriab stars liwhteb the Cast Ref Le…icag sdies3 eCery so ovtegP he?b 
catch oge that seemeb to ,icderp Nhe Cief remigbeb him much ov the 
s’ectacular bis’lay ov 8re,ies nacd ig the çegCer fooblagbsP brivtigw ig 
the figbvallp Nhe oges fhose nrilliagt a’’earagce hel’eb leab him out 
agb afay vrom tem’tatiogp

ze shood his heab at himselvp ze must ne suHerigw some resibual 
eHect vrom the shit he xust smodebp

çafg foulb arriCe ig ag hourP or so ”otter 8wurebp !utile to slee’ 
at this ’oigtp ze rolleb agother Yuirley agb cam’eb himselv ig -essie?s 
rocderP gof situateb og the ’orchP egxoyigw the satisvyigw chill ig the 
giwht airp ZoogP the tonacco tood rootP eCegigw him outp ”otterP fho 
hab valleg aslee’ vully bressebP sat Yuite comvortanlyP wegtly rocdigw ig 
the creadigw chair agb egxoyigw the tragYuility ov his gef rural livep zis 
igstigct suwwesteb this ’lacib state foulbg?t last logwP hofeCerp MCeg ig 
the mibble ov gofhereP you fere geCer alogep Rot reallyp

jgb as sure as the bafgP ”otter fatcheb as someoge stumnleb ogto 
his ’ro’erty vrom the fooblagbsp Nhis ’ersogAa magP he ’resumebP 
thouwh he coulbg?t Yuite tell yetAtrai’seb throuwh the hiwh wrassP 
sliwhtly crouchebP arms fra’’eb arougb his nobyp jgb there fas someq
thigw elsep Zomethigw ’eculiar he coulbg?t Yuite ’ut his 8gwer og ugtil 
the stragwerP heabeb tofarb himP wot anout halvfay igp Nhe magP yesP a 
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magP he coulb gof seeP fore go shirtp kg vactP he lacdeb agy clothigw at 
allP ny the loods ov himP thouwh touwh to tell vor sure ig this earlyP bim 
liwhtp

”otterP ig his eu’horic stateP cogsibereb the Wigchester nut becibeb 
awaigst itp ze coulbg?t seem to ’eel himselv vrom the rocderP agbP iv 
his igstigcts fere correctP he hab gothigw to forry anout agyfayp Zure 
egouwhP fheg the stragwer nrode throuwh the CewetatiogP lim’igw to 
the ’orchP he receiCeb Yuite a sur’rise vrom ”otterP still sittigw ig the 
chairp Nhe magP stard gadebP shubbereb nut bibg?t s’eadP sto’’igw short 
agb raisigw his hagbs bevegsiCelyp zis faver vrame YuiCereb ig the nrisd 
morgigw airp Nhe lood ov shocd og his 8lthy sallof vaceP narely Cisinle 
nehigb logwP curly nlogbe locdsP suwwesteb to ”otter that this morgigw 
fasg?t his 8rst time herep

jg afdfarb silegce vollofeb as ”otter ’igcheb the cherry vrom the 
YuirleyP fogberigw iv he?b oCer igbulwebp ze?b boge so vrom time to timeP 
agb he usually suHereb ugvaCoranle outcomes as a resultp ze?b ho’eb 
gotP nut this egcougter fas xust too wobbamg stragwep ze cogsibereb 
the Wigchester ogce awaigp

“çog?t fagt go trounleP ’artgerPI the yougw mag saibP his Ne…ag 
brafl heaCyp

”otter returgeb a stoic wlagcep -loob com’riseb the maxority ov the 
8lth og this magP mostly brieb og his vace agb mouthp Nhe sibe ov 
his u’’er thiwh nleb tooP ’ugctureb somehofp Ket the 8lth agb nloob 
stragwely ’aleb nehigb the mag?s stridigw nlue waTep ”otter hab geCer 
seeg eyes Yuite lide hisp —areP lide kgbicoliteAa wemstoge he?b neeg most 
vortugate to egcougter ig caCe biwwigwp

“Nhis here your lagbP k recdogpI Nhe mag?s chig sliwhtly ’oigteb nacd 
tofarb itp

”otter  gobbebp  Nhe mag?s  fougbeb a’’earagce  strucd him as 
stragweAgot to megtiog his gube vaPabeAalthouwh he revraigeb vrom 
igYuirigwp çibg?t much carep Mgcougterigw somethigw so uge…’ectebP 
hofeCerP bisYuieteb himp



:p:p j5UON

“WellP xust bamg me to hell iv k bibg?t see that comigpI Nhe mag?s 
mouth o’egebP ,ashigw a neamigw wrig ov ’ervect ’early fhitesp

”otter foulb ne bamgeb iv these teeth fereg?t the nest set ov ’orcelaig 
cho’’ers he?b seegAthe 4GGN ’oster noy vor begtal hywiegep j smile lide 
that bibg?t come chea’lyp

ze nligdebp “.ome awaigBI
“-eeg ’assig throuwh here cou’le times a yearp Ztay a giwht or tfoP 

usuallyP theg og my merry faypI Nhe mag wlagceb arougbp “:ust 8wureb 
this ’lace fas anagbogebP or at least vorwotteg anoutP out herep ZeclubebP 
at the ebwe ov gofherepI ze leageb igP e…tegbigw his hagbp “Rame?s 
zaygesp :uliag çp zaygesP MsYuirep Nhouwh k su’’ose k xust wo ny çagq
gypI

5afyer mogeyp Rof it all mabe segsep ”otter helb nacd a wroagp Swell. 
A naked, injured lawyer on my land. Not a great start, partner.

Without Colugteerigw his gameP ”otter leageb vorfarbP tadigw the 
mag?s hagbp “WellP çaggyP migb telligw me fhat you?re boigw out 
hereAat the edge of nowhereAstard gadebP that isBI

“.oulbg?t sayp 5ast k recallP hab myselv nout halv a nottle ov —egT?s 
nlacdnerry nragbyP theg fode u’ ig a 8elb fithout my clothesp Woulbg?t 
ya xust dgof itB kP uhS tegb to nlacd outp Quite vreYuegtlyP actuallypI 
çaggy?s smile bimigisheb3 he nrusheb wreasy yellof locds afay vrom his 
vaceP cautiously onserCigw ”otter ig the rocderp “.oulb kP uhP norrof a 
’air ov trousersP misterAmayne trounle you vor a ribe to tofgBI

“6uess you?re ig lucdpI Ugce this mag vougb his trousersP ”otter 
8wurebP ’erha’s he?b returg fith a nit ov a refarb vor his digb serCicep 
“k?m heabeb out shortlyp jig?t heabeb to tofgP nut k?ll tade you as var as 
the trail leabspI

”otter vetcheb the stragweP igxureb mag a ’air ov olb trousers agb de’t 
his forbP nrigwigw çaggy to the small clearigwP leaCigw him ny the trail 
fhich leb to tofgp



Chapter   

P otter paused on the covered porch of the two-and-a-half story 
Greek Revival-style Victorian, then knocked.

With a surprised but delighted smile, Co“ey answered the door. 
’Well, if it ainMt Br. ”ill Potter.I zn a black bla—er, slacks, and bowtie, he 
appeared almost unrecogni—ably sharp and clean shavedHlikely tending 
to his morning chau“eur duties.

Potter, wondering if the man of the house foot the bill for his groom-
ing or if Co“ey did it himself, grinned. ’Yiya, Co“ey. Aou clean up real 
nice.I

’?lmost didnMt recogni—e ya there in that fancy get up,I Co“ey teased. 
’Yow goes itLI

’Yell, z mightMve said the same.I Potter took o“ his hat. ”eneath 
his long, shabby coat stood a rajsh man in a charcoal bla—er, woolen 
waistcoat, and pair of matching slacks. YeMd break out the suit maybe 
twice a year for a wedding, holiday, or, more commonly, funeral, though 
he hadnMt worn the outTt in two years. ’Was hoping now might be a Tne 
time to meet with Br. Chisum.I

Co“ey waved a hand at the building around him. ’Sike z says, z do 
many an odd xob for the boss round here. Jhough, this mornin, itMd be 
a more standard xob. Bakin co“ee, layin out the bossMs suit, whippin 
up a mean breakfast for the boys, ya knowIHCo“ey nodded to the 
sideH’out at the ranch, yonder.I

Potter glanced over the side of the porch to a long, single level ranch. 
Oeveral cowboys, mainly of Be7ican descent, walked the long porch, 
going about their business. Jhe house and ranch sat nestled in a vast 
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and impressive estate, seemingly isolated from civili—ation. ? large cow-
shed stood behind, Tlled with livestock wandering through open doors. 
Rectangular oak fencing Zanked the cowshed and contained a few me-
andering horses. Buch of the grass around the immediate property had 
eroded away to a Tne clay, which seem to xust sit in the air and leave the 
yard dusty. ”ut beyond thatHgreen pastures for days.

Co“ey took a step back, gesturing behind him. ’WonMt ya come inLI
Potter nodded, following him inside and down a narrow hallway to 

the opposite end of the house, into a wide parlor room. ? salt-and-pep-
per haired gentleman sat behind a walnut desk in the back center of the 
space, ;uill in hand, xotting on paper. Jhe sun shone through a large 
window behind, slightly silhouetting the gentleman and making him 
dijcult to see. Jhe pervasive scratch of the ;uill hung heavy in the air as 
they stood awkwardly, waiting in near silence.

Potter glanced around the impressive room, or ojce, rather. ? leather 
couch with two matching armchairs, the centerpieces, sat s;uarely 
around a rectangular co“ee table over a red qriental rug. ? wide cre-
den—a accented the paisley wall to the left side of the manMs desk, the 
top holding crystalware. Jhe glasses and long neck decanters Tlled with 
caramel colored li;uid snared PotterMs eye. ?lcohol, most like. Jhe right 
side of the ojce housed a stone Treplace with a rectangular mirror above 
the mantle, conveniently situated between two entranceways leading to 
an adxacent room. Jhe left side showcased a towering library of shelved 
hardcover works ne7t to a seven-foot-high grandfather clock. ? grand 
piano over a smaller qriental rug gleamed a high shine in the front right 
corner, the bench pushed out and awaiting its meister. Oh, it’s been years.

Ninally, the man put his ;uill down and stood, revealing his brown 
pinstriped three piece. Ye sauntered over to the creden—a and pulled the 
glass bulb o“ the decanter with an audible clink. With his middle Tngers 
and thumb, he plucked two short glasses from a shelf above.

’Come, have a seat.I Jhe manMs voice reverberated in the space, deep 
and proper.



BzODRA PS?U? FF

Potter walked over, meeting him in front of the co“ee table before 
glancing back to Co“ey. Ye Zashed a seasoned, youMre-in-good-hands 
smile and e7ited, closing the door behind him.

Potter dwarfed Chisum in si—e, but that hardly surprised him: he stood 
si7-foot-four and generally towered over most people. Jhe stocky man 
made up for any lack in height with an e7cess of girth, however. Ye 
possessed broad shoulders, and his petticoat looked like it needed to be 
let out a few inches, the top two buttons clinging to his belly for dear 
mercy. Well fed, by PotterMs estimate.

Jhe men sat, with Chisum on the couch. 8e7t to him, nestled against 
the corner armrest, lay a large, Zu“y white cat. Potter wondered how heMd 
only xust noticed the feline.

’qh, thatMs xust Oandy. ‘onMt mind her. Yer central preoccupation is 
sleepin, killin vermin, and harassin my ranchers.I Chisum chuckled and 
poured a drink into one glass. ’Would you like oneLI

’9hhh.I Potter looked over at the grandfather clock to the left of the 
desk… seven a.m. ”ut he didnMt want to seem rude. ’Please.I

’Jhe nameMs Chisum. ”ut you already know that.I Ye sat and pulled 
a stogie from his inner right bla—er pocket, biting the tip and spitting 
it into a crystal ashtray. Jhen he struck two matches, lighting the end. 
’?nd you are William Potter.I

Jobacco smoke permeated above, Tlling PotterMs nostrils.
Ye inhaled the sweet scent. ’”ill, yes.I
Oilence.
’Nrom ‘enver,I Potter added.
’”ill Potter. Nrom ‘enver.I Chisum stared at Potter through a thin 

ha—e of smoke.
’Aes, sir.I Potter slowly turned the rocks glass, swirling the red-

dish-brown li;uid in his palm.
’Co“ey mentioned you helped him out yesterday,I Chisum drawled. 

’6ust wanted to begin by thankin you. ?s you must have already gath-
ered, he is an indispensable part of my organi—ation. Would have been 
a painful blow to hear of him passin. Dspecially at the hands of those 
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animals.I Ye pu“ed the cigar. ’?nd for that, z am grateful and in your 
debt.I

Potter didnMt speak. 6ust nodded, sipped his drink. Jhe sweet burn of 
brandy coated his throat.

’z wasnMt e7pectin you so soon, however.I
’z once read, 1tardiness can often rob us of opportunity and can 

prevent the dispatching of our forces,M so to speak.I 
Chisum smiled. ’Bachiavelli. ?nd z agree. Jime waits for no man. ? 

smart man knows to strike that horseshoe iron while itMs still hot.I
Oandy woke, likely irritated by the cigar smoke, and xumped down, 

though not before elongating in a slow, deep stretch with a twitch and 
chasmic yawn.

’8oticed the book on your shelf there. 9sed to own a copy myself.I 
Potter rarely ;uoted philosophyHnever, actuallyHbut he felt the need 
to distinguish himself from ’those animals.I ?nd Trst impressions were 
essential.

’Gotta bunch there, as you can see. Sove to read. Sord knows z donMt 
get a lot of time to do so these days. OhakespeareMs my favorite. ‘onMt 
spose youMre too familiarLI

’zMm ;uite partial to Yamlet.I
Chisum o“ered a crooked smile. ’Well, mister, z can assure you, you 

wonMt Tnd anythin rotten here.I
Potter, though amused by the reference, didnMt return the grin.
’z was the county clerk in Samar County, Je7as, for a short time, 

mind, before buildin this empire you see before you. ? menial xob, but 
not without its beneTts. Darly on, z learned you could buy steer at si7 
dollars a head, and if you had an open range to gra—e, you were years 
ahead of any viable competition. Yell, the only e7pense was buildin a 
head;uarters for operations. ?nd droversHdirt cheap labor.I Chisum 
leisurely sat back against the couch, splayed one arm along the top, and 
crossed his legs. With the cigar pinched between his teeth, he massaged 
his thick mustache. ’What kind of work did you do in ‘enverLI

’Worked in the silver mines for a bit.I
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’Bm-hmm. Jough business up there these days. Dgregious business, 
at that.I Chisum pulled on the cigar. ’Bineral minin is not what it used 
to be. Dspecially silver. Yeh. Nive years ago, it wasnMt worth the dog shit 
on the bottom of my heel. Dven today, gold is drivin out whatever value 
is left, am z rightLI

Potter tipped his head in a slow nod.
’Jhe worldMs in a great depression, my new friend, despite the recent 

turnaround of things. znZation is through the roof, banks, overe7tended 
with investments in the failin railway business, are goin bankrupt. Gov-
ernment fraud on top of all that. Country-wide panic as people pull out 
all their earnins. qnly safe place to keep your money is buried away in 
your basement Zoor.I With a sardonic grin, Chisum ashed the cigar and 
wiped the charred remnants along the ashtrayMs edge.

’z would agree, sir.I
’Please, call me 6ohn.I Ye sipped the caramel-colored li;uor and 

cleared his throat. ’Where were you before ‘enverLI
’zMm from back east.I
’”ill Potter, from back east3 z hear youMre on the old ”ennett proper-

ty. z knew 6ohn ”ennett. Otrange man. z know his brother, Borgan, too. 
Prominent business man. Could never have met two di“erent men cut 
from the same cloth.I

Potter nodded, sipped his drink. Jhe alcoholHlikely brandy, from the 
tasteHlit up all his dormant nerves.

’What brings you to the middle of nowhere, PotterLI
’Sooking for a fresh start, is all.I
’8o one intentionally arrives in Bissouri Pla—aIHwhich Chisum 

pronounced Mi-zzer-ah PlazaH’and stays, Potter. Sincoln, maybe. 
Oanta Ne, zMd understand. Jhis place ainMt even on a map. Aou familiar 
with the Oeventh ‘ay ?dventist ChurchLI

”efore Potter could shake his head, Chisum continued.
’JheyMre an interestin bunch. ?n odd group of Protestants preachin 

bout the Oecond Coming, and the biblical Day of Atonement, an all that, 
which apparently was supposed to happen forty years ago and obviously 
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didnMt. Jhey donMt cuss, donMt eat red meat, and if you can believe it, 
donMt drink. ?s zMm sure youMve reali—ed after stoppin into town, weMre a 
dry county.I Chisum smiled and raised his glass. ’zMll drink to that.I

Potter followed suit, taking another sip.
’zMm told they migrated here, oh, ten years ago or so from Bissouri. 

”uilt a few storefronts in town. Jhe church, obviously, though back 
then it was bout the si—e out of an outhouse. 9sed to practice their 
strange religion underground, probably to avoid persecutionHwho the 
hell knows what they were doing down there. Jhen one by one they 
xust3I Chisum clapped his hands. ’Poof! Vanished. JheyMre a migratory 
bunch, so who knowsL 

’‘onMt know if youMve been ac;uainted with the postmaster yet: 
Vance OmithMs his name. Yis fatherMs a big shot lawyer upstate. Jhe two 
of them and his friendHa Chinaman, ?aron Wilburn, who runs the 
millHshowed up here bout Tve years back, same time the Protestants 
sort of took off. Jhey began buildin this town up, e7panded the church 
and such. Jhough it hasnMt been without its problems, of course.I

’ProblemsLI
’WeMve had ri“ra“ come through over the years, and weMve had to deal 

with them. ”andits, cattle thieves and the like, which is somethin weMll 
discuss. ?rmed robbers. qur pretty little grocerMs been held up. BillerMs 
as well. 8ot often, but it does happen. Sikely why Protestants began the 
dry town, and why weMve sustained it.I Chisum held up his glass. ’8o 
boo—e, no violent crimes. JhatMs mainly it. z understand you have two 
youngMunsLI

Potter nodded. ’By son zsaac, and my youngest, Clara.I
’Well, z donMt believe itMs much cause for concern, but z should at least 

mention a few kids seemed to have gone missing over the years.I
Ye narrowed his eyes. ’Bissing3 howLI
’8o one knows. Jhe marshal, ‘ave Bathers, investigated it, but 

didnMt come up with much. Nigured maybe theyMd either run o“ or 
drowned in the Pecos. zt does happen, unfortunately. Parents donMt seem 
to pursue it beyond that, and sadly end up packin and leavin. Sikely 
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afraid of being discovered by someone they donMt want to. Jhis town is a 
bit of a cultural melting pot, if you will. ? peculiar group of individuals 
youMll undoubtedly meet, though z honestly wouldnMt be surprised to 
learn they all had fabricated names. Yow anyone is drawn here, well, your 
guess is as good as mine.I

Potter shrugged. Maybe they all had the map.
Chisum glanced out the side window ne7t to the li;uor creden—a. ’ztMs 

got its beneTts, too. z employ, at this ranch alone, twenty or so men at 
any given time, and at any given time, thereMs roughly Tve to ten that stay 
here at the Oouth Opring Ranch. Oome Be7ican, mostly all xust drifters, 
passing through.I

Potter smirked. Ye sure related to that.
’By men, you can probably guess, come from colorful backgrounds. 

Nound a safe haven here, z spose much like the residents who drifted 
into Bissouri Pla—a. z donMt ask ;uestions, and they donMt tell me no lies. 
JheyMre good workers, my men, and with two hundred miles of herdin 
up and down the Pecos to the Oouth Opring River here on my land, 
theyMre free of worry. ?nd, to be honest, z prefer them to your average 
6ohn 6oe passerby. JheyMre not bad people, xust mostly dealt a shit hand. 
z can only presume you have an idea of whom z speak. 8o3 no, the real 
monsters, they e7ist elsewhere.I

’?nd whereMs thatLI
’Aou remember the 9nion PaciTc Railway scandalLI
Potter shook his head.
’6ust a group of debauched men tryin to attain what, z can only 

imagine, theyMd consider the American Dream. What lengths theyMd go 
to achieve it, too. 8ot ;uite the desperate men you mightMve seen… faces 
wrapped in bandanas, stickin up a stagecoach or robbin banks. 8o. 
Jhese licentious men, they wear suits. JheyMre in every capital in every 
state. Jhey sit in ojces, creatin policy.I Chisum sighed. ’Aou probably 
wouldnMt believe it by lookin at me, but zMve dealt with rival gangs, 
gunslingers, and the like in the cattle wars down here. ‘irty business, it 
can be. ”ut by God, the type of money stolen by the common thief pales 
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to the tens of millions proTted by this railway scheme and the politicians 
involvedHcongressmen, senators, even President Grant. Yell, he prob-
ably used the money in his reelection campaign.I

’Yuh. Jhat xust may be the wildest thing z ever heard.I
’?inMt itL ProTtin mainly from the e7orbitant construction costs. qne 

of these men, the president or vice president of the 9nion PaciTc, z 
canMt recall whichHPasserini, was his nameHwas an ztalian businessman 
from 8ew Aork City. Ye and his partner also owned a fake bank pur-
chased from an old Pennsylvania reserve, which the railway contracted, so 
to speak, with the government forHlisten to thisHone-hundred million 
dollars to fund the proxect. Jhen this bank sold these government men, 
who they also bribed, astronomical stock at astronomically low costs, 
not market value, from its fraudulent proTts. Jhe government men then 
sold the stock o“ to investors. What it really came down to was xust 
simple accountin and billin fraud.I

’zncredible.I
’ztMs somethin, ainMt itL ?nother reason z work for myself. ?t least these 

animals z can trust, and they sure have brought ;uite a proTt.I
’Cattle business seems ;uite lucrative.I
’Jwenty years ago, z wouldnMt have agreed more. Jhe ranchers all 

fought in the war, save for me: z supplied Confederate soldiers with steer, 
and at top dollar, mind you. Comin out of the war, the stray cattle had 
multiplied Tve-fold with no one to pick up the reins in the economically 
crippled Oouth.I

Chisum took a drink. ’zMve seen severe drought the last couple of years, 
which is concernin. Sost a few hundred steers. Jhe open range will soon 
have an e7piration, z fear. Sast year z barbed much of my land to keep 
cattle from wanderin away from the river, what with labor dwindlin. 
Cowboys are hangin up their chaps and runnin o“ to the gold mines to 
get rich. qthers are enterin labor unions with the e;uivocal promise of 
security and fewer workin man hours. Bechani—ation steals the xobs of 
trade craftsmen in factories. Yell, not two months ago, a German feller z 
met in a Nort Worth saloon on business told me of a carriage back home 
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driven by engines, if you can believe that. Jhe goddamn horse may be 
obsolete come turn of the century.I Chisum snickered. ’Jhe world is 
;uickly changin, Potter. 8ot much room left in it for men like you and 
me. z guess time xust makes fools of us all.I

Jhat much, Potter believed. Ye gave the man an appraising look. 
John Chisum… certainly not what I’d expected. zn his e7perience, all busi-
nessmen were the same… pompous, monopolists, robber barons. Chisum 
didnMt appear any di“erent in those regards, reminding him a bit of 
his father-in-law. Jhe man surely loved to hear himself speak. Jhough 
Chisum, at his core, also seemed inherently di“erent. ? working man, 
one who built something from nothing. ”ut that didnMt come without a 
price. Ye had a feeling Chisum had no problem getting his hands dirty, 
and he respected that.

’qther than all that,I Chisum continued, ’z lose ten to twenty steers a 
year due to poachers. ‘isease. Wild animals. Yell, late last night, the boys 
found one torn asunder out in the pasture. Joo dark to see the assailant 
precisely, but they Tred at some giant sumbitchin bear or somethin 
attackin it. ‘isappeared in the dark.I

Chisum placed his drink on the table, leaning forward in his seat. ’”ut 
z do digress3 you seem a very smart individual, Potter. Whatever brought 
you from those silver mines and down to here, nowhere, z havenMt the 
slightest, nor do z give a good goddamn. With that said, whatever youMre 
runnin from, do me the favor… donMt bring it my way.I

Potter gave a slight nod and took another drink.
Chisum leaned back again. ’Co“ey says you were once a rancherLI
’z have e7perience. ”een some time, but zMm no slouch. Pick things up 

real fast. z can show you, if you need.I
? hearty chortle rose from within Chisum, the cigar Trm between his 

teeth. ’zMm sure youMll do xust Tne. ”e here at sunrise tomorrow.I
Potter threw back his drink. ’Aou referred to this as the Oouth Oprings 

Ranch. Co“ey calls it the 6inglebob Ranch. WhyMs thatLI
Chisum smiled as both men stood. ’z can assure youHyouMll see.I



Chapter   
 

A t sunup, Clara woke next to her brother, out cold and dead to the 
world. She considered waking him, then hesitated, worried he’d 

be grouchy and annoyed. She didn’t need that this morning. Instead, 
she crawled over Isaac’s snoring corpse and checked the two bedrooms, 
which turned up empty, though a savory aroma tantalized her nostrils.

She ran downstairs to Gnd frandpa cooking up breakHast on the 
stovetop. “is driver, a similarly ancient man in a black suit, sat at a 
rectangular table in the dining room, reading a newspaper and sipping 
co!ee.

She beamed. Yfrandpa? ”ou’re still here?WO
YNhy good morning, Clarissa, my darling.O Scrambled eggs sizzled in 

tallow as he whisked them around with a wooden spoon, the venison 
Hrying up on the cast iron pan behind. YSleep well, did weWO

Yqkay, I guess, but not really.O 
Pew old bed, new old house, some sort oH unperceived anxiety she 

didn’t Tuite understand. She couldn’t Hathom living in a place with no 
goddamn plumbing, as Ma so succinctly put it. Bhings would be di!erent 
now. “arder. She thought oH Ea. “er absence struck her oddly, in a 
way she hadn’t endured in several months. She thought she’d Gnally 
gained the strength to move on, although two years sometimes Helt like 
yesterday. Rut in an unHamiliar house, with no memories beyond those 
oH yesterday, Ea Helt truly gone. And Clara, more than ever, needed her.

Faith over fear… that’s what Pa says.
She slid gently onto the bench, her back against the table, Hacing 

frandpa.
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YI know. jirst time away Hrom home,O frandpa said. YStrange sur;
roundings can sometimes do that. Pot to worry, you’ll get used to the 
place soon enough. I can assure you oH that. And I have something that 
may help with the stress oH new home Uitters.O

YNhere’s MaWO
YI believe he has gone o! to meet a potential employer. Should be 

home soon, I presume.O
Isaac, pounding down the steps, appeared moments later, rubbing 

sleepy eyes. “is wild hair twisted to one side where he’d slept, comatose. 
YBhat smells incredible, frandpa.O

YBhat it  does,  Isaac.  Bhat it  does,  indeed?O frandpa’s  tan Hace 
bunched in wrinklesJ his white beard curved with an inviting grin. YNhy 
don’t you go Hetch us a pail oH water while I’m Gnishing up here.O

Y6hh, okay. Isaac trailed o! with an enormous yawn, then glanced 
around in conHusion. YNhere’s the well atWO

YBhere isn’t one, I am sorry to say.O frandpa’s grin withered slightly 
as he Hocused on …ipping sizzling venison chops. Y”ou’ll have to head on 
down to the river and Gll up.O

Isaac blinked. YZeallyWO
YInconvenient, I know. Ey brother lived the last years oH his liHe here, 

off the reservation, so to speak. Po water closet or open pluming.O
Isaac, mouth aUar, Uust stared at his sister. She shrugged.
AHter breakHast, frandpa took Clara, still in her nightgown, alongside 

the house.
YClose your eyes, darling,O he instructed her. YAnd no peeking?O
She stood in brisk anticipation, hands over her eyes. A Tuick peek 

through Gnger slits revealed that frandpa remained gone, likely in the 
small barn in the back oH the house. Shivers Hrom the morning air 
whisked up her back.

AHter an eternity, a rustling preceded multiple HootHalls in her direc;
tion, announcing frandpa’s return. She snapped her eyes shut. Nhen 
she Gnally opened them again, she gaped, heart soaring.

frandpa stood in Hront oH her with a black stallion?



D.D. A8qF7

“e grinned at her. Y“is name is Rlanco, Clarissa.O
Y“e’s so beautiHul?O
Y“e was your great uncle’s horse. Nas staying at my Arizona ranch Hor 

a while, and Gnally I have the pleasure oH bringing him back to his home. 
Pow, he’s all yours.O frandpa patted Rlanco’s silky mane, his Horehead 
wrinkled over white, bushy brows. Y”ou be careHul with this one. “e’s 
Tuite the escape artist. fotta knack Hor untying his straps. ”ou think you 
can take care oH himWO

Nith a resounding Y”LS,O Clara gave her grandpa a great big hug. YEy 
own black beauty? ”ou said his name is—O

YRlanco. It’s a Spanish word. Eeans white.O
She glanced up curiously at frandpa. YRut he’s—O
Y”up, I know. Ey brother was an interesting man. ”our guess is as 

good as mine.O
YI never knew him,O she said with a twinge oH remorse. A vision oH Ea 

…ashed to the HoreHront oH her mind.
YPo. Meople regarded him as unusual. Rizarre.O “er grandHather sti!;

ened. Y“e was reserved. MreHerred to keep to himselH mostly, especially in 
his later years, aHter the Zebellion Nar. ”et, his ability to verbally express 
his eccentricities was Tuite proHound.O “e smiled gently, as iH recalling 
a particular memory. Y9eep down, he was a gentle soul. I think you 
would’ve liked him.O

Clara, not Tuite understanding what her grandpa meant, glanced 
down at her Heet. Y“e died, rightWO

Y“e did.O
She hesitated. Y“ow, frandpaWO
Pow it was his turn to pause. YLh— it was oH his own accord.O
YNhyWO
Yqh, I don’t know. “e was not a well man, I presume.O “e gave 

Rlanco a pensive glance, continuing to stroke his mane.
Rlanco neighed.
YPo, why do we dieWO
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YI’m aHraid I don’t have a good answer Hor that. It’s Uust a part oH living, 
I guess. Lveryone’s time is di!erent.O

Bhe Mecos suddenly interUected with a gurgle. Clara glanced over at the 
trickle oH the garrulous river, having unwittingly disregarded its presence. 
She shuddered, staring somberly at the water. 

YNhy did it have to be their time, frandpaW Nhy wasn’t it mineWO
Yqh darling, you mustn’t think in such dour terms. Nhat happened 

was nothing more than an unHortunate event beyond anyone’s control. 
An act oH foQuh, a reckless Horce oH nature.O 

Bhe crawl oH …owing water eclipsed the other sounds oH the living, 
breathing countryside. Clara Helt it ampliHy around her, the property 
cordoned o! by the unyielding Yreckless Horce oH nature.O

YAre they in heavenW Is that where we goW Ma says so.O
YEany people believe that, yes. qthers believe we come back again, 

but as other people. Some say the end is Uust that. Bhe Lnd. Bhat’s why 
you, Clarissa, have to make the most oH each given day you have here in 
this world. 8ive yourselH a good and decent liHe. Pever can tell what’s 
waiting on the other side.O

YNhere do you spose Eama and frandma areWO
YBhey’re watching over you, sweetheart. Nherever they are. I believe 

there’s a Horce out there, perhaps some higher state oH consciousness 
guiding us all. And that’s why you’re here.O

A brieH smile touched the corners oH her mouth. She didn’t Tuite 
understand his words, nor did she know iH she Helt any better, but she 
trusted frandpa knew what he was talking about.

Bhe patter oH trotting hooves nearing suppressed the chatty river, 
drawing Clara’s attention to the road.

She bounced up and down. YMa’s home?O
“e dismounted the horse in Hront oH the house. jaint clucking sound;

ed somewhere, but Clara ignored the sound, too consumed by charging 
up to him.

Y8ook, Ma,O she yelled. Yfrandpa gave me my own horse?O
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“e scooped her up in his arms. YBhat was very kind oH him, now, 
wasn’t itWO

Clara nodded, trying to glance over his shoulder at the Haint noise.
YNhy don’t you bring your new Hriend into the barn, hon,O he said, 

putting her down.
YCome on, Rlanco?O Rlanco neighed as she took him by the reins, 

leading him away, though she swore she could hear a chicken. 8istening, 
she could also Uust about hear Ma and frandpa’s exchange. She stopped 
near the barn, looking back.

A canvas sack, draped over Ressie’s mare, twitched and clucked. 
Clara’s eyes lit up.

frandpa looked on over, then back to Ma. YEy son;in;law. A true bird 
of passage.O A smirk swept his Hace.

YBhought you’d be on your way by now.O
Y8eaving now, as a matter oH Hact.O frandpa checked his pocket watch.
YRuying the young’uns love and a!ection, I see.O
YI don’t want them to Horget who they can turn to, iH need be. ”ou take 

care oH my grandchildren, you hearW And I’ll be expecting those letters in 
about two to three weeks.O

Y”a’ll have a saHe trip home now,O Ma said, then entered the side kitchen 
door oH the house.

Clara walked into the barn, Hrowning. Since the death oH Ea and 
frandma, Ma and frandpa were always GghtingQand even prior to 
those sad days, she’d sensed tension between them. Ma hated when she 
and Isaac argued, but frandpa was Hamily too. qne oH the Hew loved 
ones she had leHt. Nhy didn’t he and Ma try to get alongW She didn’t 
understand the con…ict oH their grownup world, but, looking around the 
unHamiliar barn, she suddenly realized such Gghting came with a terrible 
price.

Lxile.
Although she knew frandpa would pass through on his way back to 

Bucson come Hall, eons away, her eyes welled with the sudden realization 
she may never see him again. Patural disasters, shootouts— the dangers 
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lurking in her once saHe world became increasingly apparent. She ran 
Hrom the barn to where he stood by his stagecoach and threw her small 
arms around him.

YMromise you’ll return.O She peered up, glassy;eyed.
YPow, now, darling.O “e bent down to her level. Y”ou’ve nothing to 

worry about. I’ll write you and Isaac as I receive your letters. qkayWO
She nodded.
YIH there’s an urgent need, the Nestern 6nion in town can reach me 

much sooner, but I believe you’re going to be Uust Gne. See you in a 
Hew short months.O “e kissed her on the cheek and stepped into the 
stagecoach, his driver closing the door behind. 

She watched it vanish into the woodlands, her skin prickling at the 
thought oH losing everyone she ever cared Hor.

2

Bhe Hollowing morning, the young’uns woke shortly aHter their pa set out 
Hor the Dinglebob Zanch. “e’d leHt a cauldron hanging in the kitchen’s 
beehive brick oven Greplace with leHtover game Hrom the evening beHore, 
stewing over a small, smoldering Gre. A loaH oH potato bread sat warming 
in the brick cubby alongside it. Rasically, they had everything they’d 
need until his return. Bhey Ggured he must’ve been up real early. “e’d 
explicitly instructed them the night beHore to stay inside, only leaving to 
use the outhouse and gather water, and he’d tasked Isaac to keep the ri…e 
on him at all times, be vigilant oH the property, and, above all else, let no 
one in. Bhe charge made her brother nervous, never having Gred a gun 
beHore.

Do not leave this house, Ma had said.
Nell, Clara Ggured, there was plenty to explore inside.
“aving slept slightly better than the previous evening, she skipped 

down the steps, habitually looking to begin daily chores so she could get 
on with playing. Rut other than helping prepare breakHast with Isaac, she 
had utterly no idea what to do in this Horeign space. Po duster, broom, 
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or mop and bucket. Po carpet to sweep with the Rissell. Po livestock 
needing attending, with her ma’s mare gone with Ma, save Hor Rlanco and 
that other horse with no name Ma brought home last week. Pot exactly a 
tabula rasaQstill plenty to doQbut perhaps best leHt Hor another day. jor 
both siblings, perHectly ignorant oH their whereabouts in this uncharted 
world as well as in this unknown dwelling, exploration came Grst and 
Horemost. At the very least, it would help occupy her dwelling mind oH 
this unwavering loneliness, iH only Hor a short time.

Bhe saltbox’s interior had an unconventional layout, especially com;
pared to their old colonialQsomething they’d already heard Ma comment 
about. A strange house, commensurate with a strange man. Nhatever that 
meant. Instead oH a massive central chimney, accessible Hrom all living 
Tuarters and accentuating this style home, a small hearth and a set oH 
winder stairs sat in the center oH the building, leading to the second …oor. 
Bo the leHt oH the ascending stairs lay a door to the basement, though such 
stairs usually descended Hrom a back corner. “er Hather had chuckled 
wryly when he pointed out the lack oH chimney space. Southern living 
must require little heat!

Bhe stairs and Greplace were accessible Hrom the massive living room, 
which comprised the Hront halH oH the house and stood in complete 
disarray. freat 6ncle Rennett’s Hurniture rested throughout, untouched 
Hor some time and covered in white sheets. Clara discerned the silhou;
ettes oH a long couch, tuHted parlor chairs, wooden chairs, and a co!ee 
table. Amongst the sheeted items, the Motters’ Hamily a!ects, partially 
unpacked and scattered about, trailed into the Ydining room.O Bhe long, 
narrow space connected the living room to the kitchen like an aHter;
thoughtJ only a long table and six chairs Hurnished the small room.

qpposite the dining roomQacross the houseQlived a biUou parlor, 
Rennett’s study. 2uaint. Bhe only kept space in the Salt Rox, perhaps 
where freat 6ncle Rennett’s precious time had been spent. Pot much 
to see3 a small desk with a two partially melted candles on either side, a 
clean ashtray, and a lonely pen and inkwell. Rehind sat a comHy velvet 
armchair draped with a Holded Tuilt alongside a bookshelH with a Hew 
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Hrayed hardcovers, mostly reHerence. Bhe earthy scent oH must tickled 
Clara’s nostrils.

In the back, slightly o!set Hrom the main housing Tuarters, stood the 
open galley kitchen with its beehive brick oven built into the central wall. 
A casual and unimpressive long table with bench seats composed a small 
breakHast area. Pot Tuite cozy, though she Ggured they’d cloth it soon 
enough. And, oddly hidden behind the kitchen, sat the water closet. qne 
with no water. A cast iron tub. And a decorative toilet.

Decorative. Toilet.
?
A long hallway connected the house Hrom the mostly useless faux 

bathroom, through the kitchen, and down to the living room. Lvidently, 
6ncle Rennett, a Great Minimalist according to Ma, lived his remaining 
days in practical obscurity.

Bhe mysterious, six;Hoot tall obUect in the living room Hascinated Clara 
most, positioned kitty corner between the Hront right and side win;
dows. She gawked up at the towering white sheet, picturing a grandiose 
bookcase Glled with enlightening tomes she’d spend her days in Eissouri 
sinking her teeth into— oh, iH only. Rut unlikely. Eaybe the cloth hid a 
wardrobe Glled with lavish dresses like Ea’s, dresses she’d long to grow 
into. A bit too narrow, but a girl could dream. She pulled the sheet, and 
a smile touched the corners oH her mouth.

A great grandHather clock.
Pot Tuite what she’d hoped, but she loved it Uust the same, staring 

up at its large, tranTuil Hace. A pretty auburn, likely hand;craHted Hrom 
rich mahogany, much like their Hurniture back in 9enver. She liked that 
word3 mahogany. Bhe thin hands, undisturbed, rested peaceHully at Hour 
thirty;Gve. Bime standing still. She would not have this. As Ma said, time 
always prevails. A small key extended Hrom the door lock, and with a 
gentle twist, she opened the glass door with a click. At the bottom, she 
Hound a long brass key propped against the back wall. Standing on the 
co!ee table, she careHully slid it into each oH the three holes in the elegant, 
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roman;numeral dial and cranked. Bhe cogs behind the Hace sprung to 
liHe, and with a clink, the minute hand struck Hour thirty;six.

Clara did not know the actual time, but that didn’t matter. She had 
oodles.

She attempted to unpack. Bhe playbill Hor joggerty’s jairy, Hound 
atop the items in the Grst crate, saddened her. She’d held on to it as a 
precious reminder oH the last time she’d seen her ma and grandma aliveJ 
and now it Uust served as a wistHul trinket oH the liHe she’d leHt behind.

Bhat HateHul night still plagued her. “er Hace …ushed with overwhelm;
ing discomHort when the theater’s patrons turned to witness the horriGc 
display oH Eama’s outburst and frandma’s disappointed eyes at her 
reHusal to be Tuiet and attentive during the lackluster perHormance. She 
could have died Hrom embarrassment. qh, she’ll teach them. Nhen the 
curtain dropped, she …ed Hor the exit, only to be met by that rain Halling in 
sheets, transHorming the road into a Tuagmire. She stopped on the porch 
as Eama and frandma rushed ahead, boarding the stagecoach, begging 
her to Hollow. 9espite Eama’s pleas, she stubbornly reHused.

Bhe gas;powered streetlamps suddenly extinguished. Dust darkness. 
Bhen, moments later, it happened. 2uickly. 8ike a tidal wave, the …ood 
torrents barreled in. Eama and frandma vanished. Instantly. ReHore 
she could scream, a man yanked her inside, the splintering wood and 
groaning sounds oH the deck’s collapse echoing in her ears Uust as the 
structure gave way.

Clara dropped the playbill. She’d unpack another day.

3

A Tuarter inch oH dust had adorned all surHaces upon their entry two days 
earlier, and with the utilization oH the kitchen and bedroom spaces aside, 
most rooms remained buried in the stu!. Clara and Isaac considered 
the option oH dusting, cleaning, and unpacking, which Ma would have 
expected, but they Uust didn’t have the proper tools. Ma had yet to pick 
them up at Zeynolds’s. Pow, with him busy at the ranch, they would 
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likely need to wait some time Hor cleaning supplies. Pot to mention the 
gorgeous bluebird day beckoning Hrom outside. Lven iH they could clean, 
Clara Ggured, surely an aHternoon oH sunshine, games, and outdoor 
exploration would be the most eXcient use oH their time. IH nothing 
else, Rig Rrother’s close company would be a source oH comHort and 
reassurance.

She and Isaac shuVed through their standard repertoire oH charades, 
checkers, hide Mn seek, and cat’s cradleQan easy improvisation, using 
string Hrom packing boxes. Bhe charades took on a Hresh perspective 
with the new surroundings, a guessing game oH acting out di!erent 
obUects in each room. Bhe excitement waned Tuickly, though, as most 
items already belonged to them, and Isaac had reached mastery status. 
Bhe checkers, a giHt to Isaac Hrom frandpa on his sixth birthdayQnow 
missing pieces, replaced over time with torn doll parts and shiny yard 
stonesQgrew competitive, as Clara excelled at puzzles increasingly with 
age. Bhey sat, Indian style, on the porch …oor, the warm sun shining 
down upon them. Isaac, annoyed at losing several games in a row, stood 
up, plopped down in the rocking chair, and Holded his arms, pouting. 
Clara, always a good sport, o!ered conciliation in the Horm oH hide and 
seek, which he obliged on the condition that he hide Grst.

Clara immediately Hound him in the small loHt inside the barn, the 
neighing Rlanco giving him away. She gave the stallion a pat. Clever hors-
es! She resolved to be less predictable than her brother. Indeed, she knew 
exactly where she wanted to hide3 the basement. Bhe space remained 
some oH the only undiscovered territory thus Har, though she Ggured she’d 
Gnd a suitable spot within the allotted ten seconds.

Bhe basement, dark and dingy, o!ered an array oH possibilities as Clara 
crossed the Hrigid threshold. She barreled down the winding stairs and 
Uumped Hrom the last step to the dirt …oor, a plume oH dust rising and 
causing her to sneeze. foose pimples crawled her skin, which she tried 
rubbing away, inducing more chills. qnly sparse lighting Gltered through 
the window, hindering her ability to see, but she Hound the space much 
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like the living room3 white sheets veiling bulky obUects, haphazardly 
placed.

jrom somewhere upstairs, a loud Yready or not, here I come?O res;
onated down. Clara panicked. She ran Hrom obUect to obUect, liHting the 
sheets and unveiling Hurniture piece by piece, searching Hor a proper 
hiding place. She Hound armoires, dressers, bu!et hutches, even a tack 
piano, all leHt in disrepairQbut nothing that Gt her needs. jinally, Uust 
as she heard HootHalls on the steps, she revealed the perHect spot3 an oak 
sideboard bu!et along the wall. She crawled into one oH three cabinets, 
pulling the sheet back over her but leaving the door aUar.

YI know you’re down here?O Isaac, starting Hrom the opposite end oH 
the basement, began pulling sheets away Hrom each obUect. “e coughed 
as ancient dust billowed.

Clara could Uust about make him out through the chi!on Habric. She 
smiled as he neared, getting ready. Dust as he turned to the sideboard, 
Clara exploded Hrom the cabinet.

YA“;“A,O she shrieked, arms …ared high. Bhe sheet pulled Hrom the 
bu!et, wrapping her into a ghostly Ggure.

YA“““?O Isaac stumbled back, arms raised deHensively.
Clara giggled, pointing at her terriGed, Huming brother.
Y9amn you, Clarissa, you goddamming scared me?O “e balled his Gsts 

by his side. YI’m gonna kill you?O
Clara, without hesitation, made a blind beeline Hor the stairs, Isaac two 

steps behind. She pulled o! the sheet, but as she crossed the center oH 
the basement, her Hoot snagged on a small obUect protruding Hrom the 
ground, sending her tumbling down with a shrill scream.

Y“a;ha, that’s what you get?O Isaac stood over her, taking the last 
laugh.

YShut up.O Clara, with scraped knees and a dirty dress, glowered at 
Isaac, pouting as she picked herselH up and kicked the dumb obUect that 
tripped her.

It moved ever so slightly. Huh. Nith the toe oH her shoe, she gave it a 
Hew more Uabs.
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YNhat is itWO Isaac nudged the thing with his toe, revealing a gray 
material. YEetalWO

Bhe two exchanged curious glances. Nithout a moment to spare, they 
Hell to their knees, digging erratically with eager Gngers. Nhat had begun 
as a day oH the mundane chores and games had Uust become the most 
exciting event oH the year. Mulling back the cold earth revealed a small 
chain link. Eore links lay attached, brown with oxidization, which Isaac 
pulled Hrom the thick ground until taut.

YNhat do you spose it’s attached to,O Clara asked, brushing her hand 
over the cold steel.

Y9unno,O Isaac whispered, then looked at his sister. YNe should Gnd 
out.O

Mulling the chain didn’t budge the other end Hrom the ground, try as 
they mightQand they did. jinally, Clara ran upstairs, returning with a 
couple oH large metal spoons Hrom an unpacked box oH kitchen items.

YAbsolutely brilliant,O Isaac said, ruVing her hair.
Bhe two dug down a Hew inches rather Tuickly, only to be hindered 

by an impenetrable mass. Clearing away some dirt, they discovered a 
…at obUect, likely wooden. Bhe chain protruded Hrom a narrow hook 
nailed down at the edge. “ow Har the wood stretched, well, that was the 
imposing Tuestion.

Isaac knocked on the tightly cleared space, then looked to his sister 
with wide eyes. Y“ollow.O

Bhe siblings dug and dug, Glling pails and redistributing the contents 
to the backyard. Nhile they worked, their imaginations ran wild with 
ideas oH what may lie beneath. Clara hoped Hor treasure and richesJ Isaac 
suspected an ancient catacomb. Ry the time they’d Gnished, they’d dug 
themselves a six;inch hole in the basement, clearing the edges oH an 
eight;by;Gve space in the damp ground. Isaac and Clara alike marveled 
at their accomplishment, standing head to toe in Glth. jinally, a game 
they’d agreed upon, both coming up victorious.

Bhey’d unearthed a plywood doorway, damp and in the early stages oH 
deterioration. It sat snuggly inside a wooden two;by;Hour Hrame.
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Bhe moment she’d diligently worked toward all aHternoon had ar;
rived. Clara bounced almost unperceivably in place. She needed to Gnd 
out what lay inside, but part oH her didn’t want to know. Onowing meant 
a possible dark cloud blotting out a sunny day with Rig Rrother. jear 
crept inJ the opportunity Hor Hurther disa!ection loomed, unaware what 
secrets this new place held.   

Isaac conGdently yanked the chain, but the door proved Tuite heavy 
and awkward. 

YCome give a hand?O
Clara hesitated, then grabbed hold oH the chain, deciding to let Haith 

guide her. Lven with both siblings pulling together, the plywood only 
liHted an inch or two. Bhey needed something to prop open the door. 
Clara ran over to the sideboard bu!et where she had hidden, grabbing 
a piece oH unused shelving lying at the base oH the cabinet. She barely 
sTueezed the wood under as Isaac pulled the chain, but once they got 
their Gngers into the crack, they managed to slide the door open, albeit 
haphazardly and with some e!ort.

Cold air rose Hrom the dark cavern, chilling Clara. Bhe base, visible 
through the dark, lay about six Heet or so down, by Isaac’s estimate. Rarely 
discernible obUects sat below3 the lids oH several barrels and two massive, 
sturdy wooden crates. Someone had painted an image resembling a …ag 
on top oH one oH the crates, obscured mostly by dust and diXcult to 
recognize. She had never seen a …ag like it beHore. Steps at the edge oH the 
cavern led below, but Isaac Uumped down instead.

Clara gasped. YIsaac, don’t?O
Isaac landed, staggering, in a Hoot;high network oH cobwebs, which he 

interrupted Hurther with each step regaining his balance. YI’m Gne, stay 
up there,O he called, wiping away web lacing.

Clara watched as he walked around Tuickly, examining the box crates, 
giving a swiHt tug on the top oH each. Pailed shut, to their dismay. Pext, 
he tried liHting a barrel, leaking black dust Hrom a hole in the side onto 
his shirt.
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A door slammed upstairs. Clara and Isaac Uumped, her brother drop;
ping the barrel.

4

YOidsWO Motter, holding two dead rabbits by their hinds, placed his ri…e 
on a wall rack next to the door and glanced around Hor his young’uns.

Eoments later, they charged up the steps. YMa? Ma? Ma?O
Isaac Gnally strung a sentence together. YMa? NeQwe Hound some;

thing in theQthe basement? ”ou must come and look?O
Motter stared at his children. Something else to worry about, the last 

thing he needed. “e had inspected the basement the Grst night and saw 
nothing concerning, save Hor maybe Clara discovering a piano. Pow his 
imagination ran wild with what they could have Hound in Dohn Rennett’s 
secluded, domicile basement.

Bhree minutes later, he Hound himselH standing, bewildered, above the 
gaping hole in the ground, ambivalent oH how to proceed in handling the 
situation. In his experience, no one buried something without reason. 
Eaybe they’d stumbled upon something dangerous. Bhen the rousing 
notion oH treasure smoothed his Hurrowed brow. “ow could he be upsetW 
AHter all, he did tell them not to leave the house. “e sti…ed a smile, trying 
not to salivate at the Hresh anticipation oH what waited down there.

YSon, get me the lantern.O Motter pushed the top board completely out 
oH the way, then stepped down the rickety ladder and waited Hor Isaac to 
return with light. YAnd a hammer?O

Isaac appeared in the stairwell. YNhich one, MaWO
YClaw hammer. It’s in one oH the boxes.O
Isaac returned and lowered the items into his Hather’s hands. Motter 

waved the lantern over the …agged crate, gently brushing away dirt with 
his palm under the soHt amber glow. A Haded blue cross with thirteen stars 
revealed itselH under the remaining smeared Glm, obscuring the eTually 
Haded red box which contained it.

Isaac bent over the hole, owl eyed and eager. YNhat is that, MaWO
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YBhat’s a …ag, Isaac— ConHederate …ag.O Motter, inspecting the crate, 
turned to view the other items.

Isaac recoiled. “e must’ve learned a bit about the Zebellion Nar in his 
9enver schooling, albeit brie…y, but now he encountered the subUect up 
close and personal Hor the Grst time. Motter saw the weight oH the …ag’s 
meaning maniHesting in his son with dread and incredulity.

Yup, your great uncle’s a Rebel, kid. Bhe irony wasn’t completely lost 
on Motter. If only you knew who your old man really is.

Motter placed the lantern down on the powder keg, slid the curved 
edge oH the hammer into the groove under the lid on each side, and 
pulled, loosening the restraints. 6sing the heel oH his hand, he Horced 
up the cover, releasing it. A stale odor oH must and metal surHaced Hrom 
inside the crate as Motter waved the lantern overhead. “e swiHtly exhaled 
through his nostrils in a disappointed sigh. Bhough Har Hrom the riches 
he and his children hoped Hor, the crate’s dusty contents didn’t surprise 
him.

Zi…es. Barpley Carbine ri…es, to be exact. The Confederate kind. An 
entire arsenal oH them sat alongside small boxes oH pre;made GHty caliber 
paper cartridge rounds. Motter picked one up and turned it over in his 
hands, Gnding Y‘F7KO engraved underneath. TarpleyQthe man who 
invented the breechloading carbine. “e’d heard oH these rare and trou;
blesome single;shot Grearms. Pow, with disbelieH, he stood over twenty 
or more, all piled on a bundle oH wilted straw. Pext to them lay a handHul 
oH— Oetchum grenadesW? Bhe Hunny things looked like little torpedoes 
with their large tail Gn sticking Hrom the back, a monstrous version oH an 
arrow Heather.

YNowww,O Isaac called Hrom above.
Motter concurred.
“e pried open the second crate. Another rotten smell emanated Hrom 

within, this one slightly more sulHuric. Bhe absence oH substantial mon;
etary or geological value leHt him disheartened. Pevertheless, his pulse 
skyrocketed upon realizing what lay beHore him. “e liHted a long, thin 
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cardboard cylinder, dry and soHt to the touch, wiping away the surHace 
dust to reveal one word3 YLPM8qSIQL.O

Isaac, again, called down. YMa, what’s thatWO
Ry the dangling wick, Motter placed the device down, nestled once 

again with the rest. Y9ynamite, son.O
Motter had only come across dynamite in the mines in recent years, and 

his experience and utilization oH it remained minimal at best. Bhough 
he’d certainly inspected wiring Uobs and supervised plenty oH detona;
tions, clearing Hresh tunnels in Rennett’s mines. Bhe low man on the 
totem pole usually handled explosives and anything deemed danger;
ous, and knowledgeable volunteers constantly worked with the element. 
Nhere had his uncle;in;law had gotten hands on some, much less an 
entire cache, he had no idea. “e knew with certainty that it received 
limited use during the war, practically nonexistent.

“is mind Uumped to the dynamite’s potential value, considering the 
options Hor where to sell it. Nowhere. You’re in hiding, fool. qld habits 
died hard, he supposed.

Isaac gaped down at him. Y”ou think is still works, MaWO
Motter, curious himselH, turned the stick over in his hands. YIt’s very 

old.O 
Intermittent sTueaking sounded Hrom behind. Motter held out the 

lantern, casting dim light on a brown Geld mouse. It stood on hind legs, 
staring back at him beHore turning and scurrying o!. Its echoing sTueaks 
and chirps trailed away into the void. Motter sTuinted aHter it. Maybe 
there’s more to this mysterious cache.

“olding the lantern aloHt, he stepped Horth behind the little Heller and 
discovered another space, slightly more complex than he had imagined. 
Bwo;by;Hours oH wood stood built into the walls, the makings oH a Hrame;
work Hor a seemingly incomplete proUect. Bhe path then narrowed to a 
Hour;Hoot crawl space.

Motter called up to the young’uns over his shoulder. YNait here?O
Already crouching, he soon Hound himselH kneeling in the damp, soHt 

clay. 9ancing shadows Hrom the swaying lantern re…ected over the ply;
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wood walls and ceiling. “e crawled over the cold ground, his insatiable 
brain already leaping straight back to riches. Well, Christ, what else is 
there? Gotta be a good explanation for all this.

Bhe trail went Hor some distance, and his heartbeat spiked, the dirt 
walls and trelliswork oH cobwebs closing in around him as he clawed away 
the tacky Gbers. “e wondered where that mouse went, and iH there were 
others. Merhaps a colony. qr rats.

“e Hroze. Lerie memories oH crawling through dark, muddy, rat;Glled 
trenches …uttered Hrom his subconscious like the …ame oH his depleting 
oil lantern3 Hading in and out, diXcult to discern one image Hrom anoth;
er. Pipping. Riting. STueaking. “e’d camped underground Hor a dog’s 
age, waiting Hor saHe passage Hrom the bodies and the acrid smell oH decay;
ing …esh. An escape Hrom Qirginia’s heinous subterranean internment.

Something sTueaked, scuttling in the distance.
Motter shuddered, unsure which noises sounded now and which 

echoed Hrom twenty;two years past. Turn back, turn back, turn back… 
Rut twisting around in such conGnes seemed physically impossible. “e 
panted, sti…ed.

Poticing he still wore his coat, he slid o! the extra garment and 
unbuttoned his …annel as well. Cool. Sort oH. “e closed his eyes and took 
several deep breaths, exhaling completely, then pressed Horward.

Bhe light extinguished.
Nith a deep groan, and keeping one hand on either side oH the wall, 

Motter Helt his way around the curved tunnel, only bumping his head a 
Hew times, until he eventually came to a dead end. “e reached aroundJ 
the plywood returned to cold clay once again. Po riches. And thank;
Hully, no rat colony. And— no ceilingW InGnite space stretched above his 
head, along with a twinge oH cool air. Something solid pressed against 
one side3 a ladder oH wooden planks. fently standing, Motter reached 
up and touched something solid but pliable. “e pushed, and it rattled 
without budging. jeeling around, he Hound the door above him had 
been latched shut, held with piano wire Hrom within. AHter disentangling 
everything, he liHted the door with the Horce oH his upper back. Bhe 
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briskQHreshQdusk air swept his Hace as he pushed open the door, along 
with an inch oH meadow.

jorget riches. “e couldn’t have been happier to see the nearby 
batwing doors, the Hront oH Rennett’s house, and the Hading light oH day.

5

Motter walked in the Hront door and entered the kitchen. “is son and 
daughter Gred up the stairs and through the door with bewildered ex;
pressions.

Y8isten to me—O Motter grabbed a rabbit by the legs and slammed it 
down on the kitchen counter, its body …umping. Nith an eight;inch 
butcher kniHe, he split the hide Hrom tail to throat, leaning the animal 
over to drain and into the sink. YI don’t want either oH you playing in 
that hole in the ground, you hear meWORoth gave a resounding Y”es, 
Ma,O though Clara scrunched her nose at the sight oH the spilling blood 
staining the white porcelain.

YI’m serious. Stay away Hrom it. Lverything inside is dangerous.O
YNhat is it all,O Isaac asked.
Y9on’t know, son. ”our mother’s uncle was a general who Hought in 

the Zebellion Nar. jought Hor the ConHederates.O “e shook the carcass 
oH its remaining blood drips, then placed it on its back. “is blade split 
the sternum, making a hollow crunching sound like a dog chewing on 
bone. YEust’ve stockpiled supplies. 9ug this— hidden escape route.O

Yjor what, Ma,O Clara asked, still recoiling in visible disgust.
She had been privy to the gutting and cleaning ritual oH house chick;

ens over the years, Ea’s chore, though she’d never watched. “aving the 
ranch;to;dinner;table experience oH her Hather hunting, killing, cleaning, 
and cooking the pretty wild animals dwelling in their backyard must have 
been relatively shocking Hor her.

Y“ard to say.O Motter reached into the carcass, scooping out the inter;
nal organs and viscera. Bhey splashed into the sink with a wet plop. “e 
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wiped his Glthy hands on a rag, then went right to work, careHully cutting 
and removing the bladder. Yjear. SaHety.O

YNas 6ncle Dohn a bad manWO
A Hair Tuestion. Short answer3 yes.
YI didn’t really know him,O Motter said aHter a brieH pause.
A doleHul look crossed Isaac’s round Hace. YRut he was a ConHederate, 

rightWO
YBhat don’t make him a bad person necessarily, Isaac. Bhe one thing 

I need you to know bout that war is most people who served either side, 
iH not all oH them, didn’t have much choice in the matter. It’s Uust what 
you did,O Motter explained, oversimpliHying Hor the sake oH ending the 
conversation.

frandpa Eorgan was one thingJ Motter had no interest in disparaging 
another blood relative oH his son’s and leaving him with a needless unease 
over a man he’d never know. Bhough Motter understood what Gghting 
Hor the deplorable South meant. jighting at all, even. Porth. South. 
9idn’t matter. Narring put your soul at hazard.

Every man makes a choice, he thought. Then the whirlwind begins.
“e wished to stay honest with his son, which meant complete de;

Hection. His truth had no relevance here. YBhe man lived a bit oH an 
unconventional liHe. It was Uust his way, is all.O Nith a Grm grip, he peeled 
o! the tacky hide, tearing the membrane between skin and meat. YAll 
right, let’s get supper going. Claire, peel some potatoes, please. Isaac, run 
out to the well. Ne’re going to need more water Hor the stew pot.O

Y6hh— about that, Ma. 9idn’t frandpa tell yaW Bhere ain’t no well. 
Reen getting water Hrom the river.O

Y“uh.O Niping his slimy red hands on a towel, Motter realized he’d 
been too busy to even notice. YNell, ain’t that Uust swell. Ne’re gonna 
have to do something about that, now, won’t we.O 6nder his breath, he 
added, YNhenever it is I get paid.O



Chapter   

T ynan Dunkin sat at the far edge of an oblong center bar. The 
vivacious Bughouse Saloon thrummed with life. A crescendo of 

harmonics playfully belted from dueling Tack pianos, oOset on either 
side of a long, narrow stage straight back against the wall. -nly the spoM
radic amble of patrons veiled his view of the instruments. jen xovially 
entered and e—ited the stairs on either side, leading up to a labyrinth of 
hallways and interconnected themed roomsLspaces mostly reserved for 
e—plicit business. The kind of business the Bughouse was known for, 
the kind that allured and beguiled qouisiana patrons from far and wide. 
The kind that made Tynan cringe. -n stage, four ladies in light blue 
corsets and petticoats held matching parasols, putting on a sprightly, 
provocative performance of burles:ue for imbibing spectators at short, 
round top tables.

Though only early evening, the house bumped with crowds. jen 
from all walks shacked up in the Bughouse… cowboys, miners, tradesmen, 
hunters, lumberxacks, lawmen, men of business. Men of pleasure.

And men like Tynan, in search of their :uarry, knew of one place 
where the trail always endedC 

-klahoma ’ity. 
An unceasing, dynamic throng of cultural diversity inhabited the 

American capitalism, all under one roof. Transactional relationships left 
and right. To walk in the door invited the abandoning of oneWs morals 
to a new economy of frivolous lu—ury and impulsive desire, utterly deM
praved and lawless. Jhen the good city folk 1nished a weekWs work, 
they took their hardMearned wages and invested in the pleasurable comM
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modities the Bughouse oOered. And the Bughouse specialiHed in a little 
something for everybody.

Vully occupied gaming tables lined the perimeter of this honkyMtonk 
carnival, oOering a variety of opportunities to test oneWs wits and skill. 
The more popular choices included craps, roulette, faro, Spanish monte, 
and, of course, poker. The clink of clay chips resounded, shu;ed beM
tween 1ngers and stacked on tables, so loud that the noise rivaled the ratM
tle of roulette wheels. Both sounds resonated below a haHe of billowing 
cigar smoke, pooling high above. The soft amber glow of gaslight from 
crystal chandeliers, barely visible, Iickered like stars 1ghting through the 
fog of an overcast night sky.

Then there were the women of the houseLthe girls of virtueLthe 
real attraction. The Ladies in White, theyWd come to be known inside, 
though some misogynists outside referred to them as Soiled Doves. SaunM
tering about with Iirtatious laughter and persuasive winks, these jan 
’harmers leisurely gestured in doorways and hung out second Ioor parM
lor windows, waving silk handkerchiefs, the banner of suggestive bliss, at 
passersby.

Tynan noticed all from the long mirror behind the barWs haHelMstained 
li:uor bottles. Ne stared at his own reIection through round lightly 
tinted specs while he sipped a short glass of golden ale. Stoic. Uigilant. 
A perfect vantage point. Nis bottom lip, full of tobacco, :uivered as 
he moved the shredded leaf along his gumline, working in the productE 
anything to get the sour taste of the Bughouse from his mouth. This parM
ticular spot symboliHed the immorality plaguing the world. Ne believed 
the thin Ioorboards beneath his boots concealed the gates of Nell. 

Rt was dark magicC
Behind his left shoulder, he watched several rounds of faro played on a 

short, s:uare table, the dealerWs pro1le e—posed. Vour men in threeMpiece 
suits and oval derby hats shared a round of laughs, collecting their winM
nings and placing their ne—t chip wagers on the board of spaded cards. 
Nowever, they would not have the last laugh. Yot this round. PnbeM
knownst to the patrons, the dealer slyly edged the top card in the card bo— 
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opposite of its intended path and :uickly glanced down before applying 
some pressure and sliding two together, to appear as one, from the proper 
end… the dealer card !the card they think theyWre gettingE the high card” 
followed by the player card !the card underneath theyWre actually gettingE 
the low card”. The euphoric chatter diminished.

Dealer wins.
A prism… in the damn card box. Clever son of a bitch.
This dark magic re:uired colorful magicians. And the Bughouse 

served as this circusWs Big Top.
0ust beyond the bar, oO to the far left at a round top in front of the 

stage show, a qady in Jhite sat sideways on a businessmanWs lap. She 
massaged the chest inside his doubleMbreasted xacket with one hand, the 
other wrapped around his neck as she whispered in his ear, kissing with 
crimson lips. Nis two pals, thoroughly engrossed in the show, turned 
back to e—change hearty smiles and garish remarks.

A scantily clad bar maid in black arrived with full shot glasses. Jith 
a :uick sleight of her massaging hand, the qady in Jhite lifted a watch 
from the manWs vest pocket and :uickly passed the priHe to her left hand, 
still draped over his shoulder. The men cheered to good times while the 
qady, accepting a drink with her right hand, used her left to slide the 
watch by the chain into an arti1cial pocket of the barmaidWs long, lacy 
undergarment. The barmaid turned away, on to other patrons, as the 
qady in Jhite spilled her own brown libation down her manWs gullet.

Yo matter what one purchasedLan hour of lust, a bottle of bathtub 
bourbon, or an anteMin of 1veMcard studLeverything at the Bughouse 
came at a price. The patrons mostly left grati1ed, and the house always 
won. 0ust a series of commercial transactions, the erotica of commerce.

Tynan 1nished his drink, wiped his mouth on a fresh spittoon towel 
hanging from the edge of the bar, and habitually twisted up the ends of 
his bushy brown mustache with the leather tips of a black glove. The 
compulsion soothed him as, from the corner of his eye, he watched two 
men approach.
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7Jell, well, well, looky here, Zllis. Rf it ainWt the infamous Tynan 
DunkinK8 jurphy came up on TynanWs right, 1rmly patting his shoulM
der.

Rnstant irritation.
Zllis crossed behind to his left. 7So it is, so it is.8
The two unsolicited men Ianked Tynan, a bit rough around the edges. 

They wore leisurely dress… Iannel button downs, woolen slacks, long 
xackets, Stetson hats. A bath wouldnWt have killed them. TynanWs nose 
crinkled, taking in the odious scent.

jurphyWs rotund belly poked his side as he leaned in. 7To what does 
-klahoma ’ity owe the honor of your arrivalQ8

Tynan sighed. 7jurphy. Zllis. ’an R oOer you a drinkQ8 Ne put a hand 
up, though unenthusiastic. 7Barkeep, let me set these gentlemen up.8

The barman, pouring whiskey shots for two men nearby, nodded. 
7Jhat, uh, whatWll it be, boysQ )erhaps somethin from the troughQ8 
TynanWs words Iowed with an aristocratic air, inIected with a splash of 
southern drawl. Deep and tran:uil.

jurphy glowered. 7A funny guy, you is.8
7Je donWt want anythin from you, Dunkin. Je know youWre here for 

)lummer, and so are we. Jell, R got some shit news for ya. Je was here 
1rst, so you can xust fuck on oO from wherever it is you came. (ou and 
your dirty goddamn horse.8 Zllis, a tall crony with long blonde hair, slid 
back his black, threeM:uarter length coat, e—posing the two silver ’olts in 
his holster.

Tynan seethed. Intimidation tactics. Oh, I like this game… mm-hmm. 
I like it, I like it.

7Yow Zllis, whatWd his pretty little white horse ever do to youQ8 jurM
phy Iashed a big, shitMeating grin of crooked teeth.

7Jhat is that you ridin, anywayLa yoonieMcornQ8 Zllis scoOed and 
giggled, making an invisible horn protrude from his forehead with his 
1ngers.

TynanWs face glowed burgundy. Ne dropped some shiny silver change 
on the bar and stood, straightening his violet ascot.
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7Yow hold on, Dunkin, let us by your drinkK8 jurphy turned to the 
barman. 7Three JhiskeysK And make it snappy, our friend here is on 
high order of businessK8 Ne chuckled.

7R donWt drink that 1ery piss,8 Tynan snapped, scowling.
Ne reached into the pocket of his gray vest, under a matching blaHer, 

and pulled a gold watch. Depressing the crown, he snapped open the 
front lid. The 5oman numerals on the white face indicated twentyMthree 
after eight. Time to go. Ne snapped it shut and tipped his black top 
hat, looking both jurphy and Zllis in their presumptuous eyes before 
turning. Their gaHes burned his back all the way to the batwing doors.

2

7That man right there is slicker than deer guts on a doorknob. R donWt 
trust him, not one iota, R donWt. And whatWs with the specsQ8 Zllis shook 
his head in contempt.

7R hear heWs got sensitive eyes,8 jurphy mocked. 7Nell if R know. 
jaybe the light bothers him.8

Zllis smirked, head still shaking as he looked up and around at the 
dimly lit space. 7Sensitive eyes, huh. Zverything bout that man seems 
sensitive. Zspecially them silly clothes. The hell he think he isQ8 After a 
moment of silence, he glanced at jurphy. 7Time is itQ8

7Nell, R donWt know. Nalf past eightQ8
7Jhere in ’hrist is sheQ8
The men stood at the bar, drinking. The dark brown fuel not only 

burned, but instantly dried out their mouths, leaving frenHied tongues 
to massage the Ieshy inner walls for moisture.

They downed another round. 
A siHable woman, tall, broad shouldered, and built like a brick shitM

house, shu;ed down from the second Ioor. The madam of the house, 
Big 2itty 5odgers, descended the stairs with deliberate steps, marked 
unmistakably by her siHe and infamous black ravenWs bonnet. The hat 
featured an enchanting, birdMadorned trimLits wing feathers fanned 
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upward to add another three inches to her daunting statureLwith a 
streak of red silk crepe tied around, holding the contraption in place. Ner 
painted, pouty lips stretched into a hearty grin.

The 3ueen of the -klahoma underworld crossed the stage, moseying 
through rows of tables and greeting patrons with either a ginger wave of a 
black glove, a blow of a kiss, or a warm touch on the shoulder. A UictoriM
an ball gown of black silk draped her rotund bodice with an asymmetrical 
overskirt of powdered cinnamon that glimmered depending on how the 
light hit it, shifting and twisting with every turn.

As 2itty approached the bar, her grin twisted to a grimace at the sight 
of jurphy and Zllis. Ner demeanor only soured the closer she came, 
until she stood right in front of them. She looked over to the barkeep 
and, without asking, was presented with a hardy glass of li:uid 1re.

She threw back the drink, not even wincing, and spoke with a voice 
both heavy and assertive. 7Been waitin on you boys now for bout a spell.8

jurphy shrugged. 7Je was held up a bit. AinWt never been here beM
fore. ’ouldnWt 1nd the damn place.8 

7This place is the only spot in all the -2 even a blind man could point 
you in the direction of. JhoWs the flaneur?”

7The whatQ8
7The peacockish gent you was talkin to at the bar. 3uiet. Aloof. Starin 

at himself in the mirror for the last hour or soQ (ou understand, even 
when RWm not in the room, R see everythin in my palace.8

7That ainWt nobody. An old ac:uaintance, is all.8 Zllis cocked his 
partner a :uick glance.

7R wouldnWt worry bout him,8 jurphy added.
7Jell, then, letWs hurry this up, boys. R canWt be standin here all 

eveninLeverybodyWs gotta wanderin eye, if you know what R mean.8
7Jhere is he,8 Zllis demanded.
A lengthy pause followed.
2itty put a hand on her voluptuous hip, leaned into the opposite leg, 

and sighed in annoyance. 7(ou boys wanna keep wastin time hereQ8
7)ay her,8 Zllis huOed.
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jurphy pulled some folded bills from his trousers and held them up.
2itty snatched the money from his grasp, gave the dollars a :uick once 

over with a twist of the wrist, and slid her earnings behind the ru;ed 
black ribbon trim accents of her bodice beside her bulging, pale bosom. 
7Third Ioor. 5ight hallway. qast door on the left. The ’on:uistador 
5oom.8

7’hristC8 jurphy shook his head at the BughouseWs eccentric operM
ations. 7JhatWs he doinQ8

She shrugged. 7qast R knewQ Bath.8

3

jurphy kicked open the door of the ’on:uistador 5oom, tearing the 
knobWs lock plate from its strike pad and shattering the front xamb with 
his boot heel. Ne e—ploded in, pistol raised.

juch to his immediate delight, he found )lummer sitting in a porceM
lain tub on the farMright side of a partially veiled room. Ne sat, placidly 
soaking with his bald head and back to jurphy, reading a newspaper. 
Almost as if heWd e—pected them. This unforeseen apathy dis:uieted 
jurphy. Nis gaHe Iicked to the manWs handgun, lying an armWs length 
away on a nearby side table.

7DonWt you move, )lummerK8 Ne inched his way in with swift glances 
left and right.

jahogany  furniture  1lled  the  space.  A  round  table,  chairs,  a 
fourMdrawer dresser, and two small buOet hutches lined the perimeter, 
at least from what he could see behind the sheer white curtains dividing 
the room. Ztagere shelving and bookcases stood indiscriminately shoved 
between, muddled with biHarre obxects and trinkets… porcelain Spanish 
1gurines, vases, decanters, 1ne decorative china. -n one shelf, a shiny 
helmet, 1t with an arching plume of red ostrich feathers, sat ne—t to a 
model ship with three tall canvas masts. A small centered table, clothed, 
held a silver tray with silver teapots, goblets, and fruit. jurphy shook 
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his head with incredulity, mouth axar at a si—Mfoot decorative medieval a— 
hanging at a fortyM1veMdegree angle on a wall. Fucking specialty room.

)lummer slowly turned his head to jurphy, e—posing blonde mutton 
chops connected to a grinning mustache and crowWs feet eyes. 7Jho that 
beKQ8

7DonWt ya goddamn moveLhands where R can see emK8
)lummer dropped the paper, his arms at ninety degrees, resting on the 

tubWs edge. ’urtains on either side of him gently billowed from the cool 
breeHe of a nearby open window. 7NowWd ya 1nd meQ8

7DonWt concern you. Yow, youWre gonna stand up, slowly, and step 
out the tub.8 jurphy inched his way into the room, gun pointed steadily 
at the man in the tub. 7Any :uick movements, )lummer, and R wonWt 
hesitate to put a bullet in that head of yours. Believe you, me.8

7Yow donWt do nothin stupid, ya hearQ RWm a gettin.8 )lummer, using 
the edge of the tub, pushed himself up, water cascading oO his thin, bare 
body. Ne stepped out, slowly grabbed a towel from a coat hook, and 
began drying oO, eyes locked on jurphyWs.

jurphy stared back. Vuck, tried to. Decorative skulls resting on the 
windowsill drew his gaHe. Still, he noticed a slight twitch in )lummerWs 
eye, one that almost seemed to glance up and over his shoulder.

Oh fuck!
jurphy turned to a furious halberd crashing down at him. 5ecoiling, 

he leaned backward, legs twisting and causing him to stumble. Jith 
1erce momentum, the curved blade arced past his torso by inches. As it 
hammered down, splitting the Ioorboard, the long shaft collided with 
his raised arms and knocked the gun from his grip.

A wrathful qady in Jhite stood above him, bending over the xammed 
a— in a sheer nightgown and struggling to dislodge the weapon from the 
Ioor. Vire 1lled her wide, screaming eyes, and she belted out a shrill wail. 
Jith the rage of a charging steer, she yanked the halberd out with such 
force, the curved blade on its backside 1red up and stuck in the ceiling.

Something wet and warm hit jurphy in his face. Ne Iinched, strugM
gling to regain his footing. Jhen he opened his left eye, a viscous, 
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translucent string clung from his eyelashes, partially obstructing his viM
sion.

Saliva. And likely tuberculosis riddled.
7(ou 1lthy, goddamn harlotK8 jurphy palmed the bitchWs face.
The blow launched her backward, tumbling her into the small table 

and spilling its silver contents to the Ioor.
jurphy turned to )lummer, who, clothes in hand, 1red two shots 

before ducking out the window. jurphyLstunnedLpulled his second 
pistol and returned 1re, only hitting the frame.

)lummer was gone.
jurphy picked up his other gun and darted to the window. )ulling 

in a deep breath to regain his con1dence, he slowly inched his head 
out. )lummer, who had managed to make it to the alleyWs 1rstMIoor 
1re escape landing, leered up while strenuously pulling trousers over a 
wet body. Both men 1red simultaneously, with )lummer xetting down 
the remaining stairs, pulling on his buttonMdown shirt, and 1—ing his 
suspenders while jurphy ducked back inside.

4

)lummerWs boots and xacket remained upstairs, but he would have to 
contend with that another time. Rnstead, he ran barefoot down the dim 
alley, glancing back for his assailant in the window. Ne held a slight 
advantageE the sun had set, and the skies deepened to a darker shade of 
blue. Yot :uite night, but diNcult to hit a moving target, nevertheless.

As he turned to face the alley for a clean break, a tall stack of wooden 
crates fell from under the dark shadows of the adxacent buildingWs 1re 
escape. Nis foot stuck in a rung, tripping him up as he tried to clear the 
debris with a xump. )lummer, refusing to drop his ’olt, fell face 1rst into 
the hard dirt, smashing his nose and splitting the bridge.

Vrom the dark, a tall, blonde man appeared. Ne drew two guns as 
)lummer rolled to his back, pulling his gun, still in his hand. Blood 
gushed from his swelling nostril. After a brief standoO, )lummer heard 
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the other man plodding down the 1re escape and knew heWd lost. Ne 
dropped the gun.

7Jise choice, scum,8 the blond taunted. 7Pet up. Slowly, now. qetWs 
go.8

NaMhaK (ou gotWimK8 The rounder man galloped over from the stairs. 
7(ou are a worth one pretty penny, shit heel.8

The silvery snap of pistol hammers cocked behind the men. Their 
heads turned deliberately, glancing over their shoulders before turning 
completely to face whatever adversary loomed.

An e—:uisitely clad man appeared from the darkness, materialiHing 
from tenebrous dust and shadows with two leatherMglove wrapped ’olts 
in hand, one pointing at each standing man. )lummer stared at the apM
parition, unnervedLwondering whether friend or foe lay behind those 
inscrutable, tinted specs.

5

7(ou boys shouldnWt have,8 Tynan obliged. 7But R do appreciate the 
eOort. -n behalf of the Jichita ’ounty sheriOWs oNce, R want to perM
sonally thank you for your services. RWll take it from here.8

jurphy groaned. 7-h, what the fuck is thisQ8
7NeWs ours, DunkinK8 Zllis seethed. 7Je found him fair and s:uareK 

ThereWs a goddamn code of ethics out here. A man like you oughta know 
that.8

7Jhat in holy horseshit is goin on,8 )lummer spewed from the 
ground, holding his shirt against his ooHing nose.

7Shut up,8 jurphy snapped.
7’odeQ8 Tynan said, ba;ed. 7-hLoh, yes, right. The code. 5ight, 

rightC well, R might recall one particular code. -ne governed code, you 
know, back in the days of the 5ebellion, commissioned by a man named 
qieber. -ne we swore an oath to abide. -ne restricting all wanton viM
olence, stealin, pillagin, tortureC rape. And the vilest of all acts, in my 
humble opinion… desertion.8
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jurphy and Zllis e—changed nonplussed glances. Behind Tynan, the 
gas lamp alongside the saloon slowly shimmered on, casting a dull amber 
limelight over the men.

7YoQ That ainWt the ethical code you mean.8 Tynan smirked. 7DidnWt 
know there was such honor amongst common gutter trash. (ou may 
think nobody remembers, and you may be right. Sportin a diOerent 
name, diOerent look. DonWt matter none. R know. (ou two belong at 
the end of a rope ne—t to )lummer. Rn all actuality, by law, you ainWt 
even Pnited States citiHens no more, R reckon. R ought a let him go8Lhe 
gestured to )lummerL7and xust take you both in instead.8

7ThatWsLthatWs a swell idea,8 )lummer s:uawked, mu;ed under his 
shirt. Blood drenched the fabric, though his nosebleed began to wane.

7Shut up,8 Tynan said.
7(ou dirty fourMIushin bastard. Rf you think youWre leavin this godM

damn alley, you got another thing comin,8 jurphy said. Nis guns, and 
ZllisW, still angled at )lummer.

A moment of strained silence fell. )lummer, owlMeyed, glared up at all 
three men. Tynan, hidden behind his tinted specs, could sense his fear.

7R think R gotta fair way to settle this, boys. Now bout we play a 
little gameQ8 Tynan slowly holstered one ’olt and, with his free hand, 
removed his top hat. 7Jichita 5ules. RtWs real easy, so pay close attention. 
Yow, RWm goin toss this here hat in the air. Jhen it hits the ground, we 
draw. SavvyQ8

The other two men e—changed awkward, tentative glances before holM
stering their pistols and backing up and away, forming a triangle around 
)lummer. Tynan holstered his ’olt.

The hat, a moment later, shot straight up into the air. jurphyWs and 
ZllisWs gaHes followed it, but only for a moment. 0ust as Tynan, and they, 
had suspected. 5egardless, it gave Tynan the edge he needed. That split 
second. And Tynan knew better than most that every second counted.

The three men drew their weapons with infectious speed, followed by 
a :uick smattering of gun 1re.
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Polden muHHle blasts Iashed over )lummerWs head as he braced for cover 
with one arm, feeling for his gun under a crate with the other. As two 
bodies fell around him, he brushed over his pistol, grabbing it and :uickM
ly rolling on his back. Ne didnWt know, nor care, who was still standing. 
This was his moment, the 1nal reckoning. NeWd die before returning to 
xail.

A hat landed on his belly. juch to his chagrin, the last man standing 
loomed before him… the spectacled stranger. Before he could s:ueeHe oO a 
round, two 1ngers ripped clean from his knuckles with a single pop from 
the other manWs gun. )lummerWs gun fell from a shredded hand, leaving a 
nickelMsiHed hole between where his inde— and middle 1ngers once were.

Ne s:uealed in agonyLscreaming like a stuck pigLstaring at the 
shallow, bloodMspurting void. 7ANNN, ’N5RSTK j( NAYDK j( 
VP’2RY  NAYDK  (-P  BqZJ  -VV  j(  VRYPZ5S,  (-P  Y- 
P--D P-DDAjY S-D-jRTZK8

The damned stranger xust crouched calmly over the fresh corpses, 
rummaging through pockets. Jrithing on the ground, )lummer dimly 
noted him pull a folded wanted poster with a hand drawn picture of 
)lummer from a coat. Another held chewing tobacco and two speed 
loaders, which he removed and placed in his own pocket. Vinally, he 
stopped, retrieving the obxect he sought.

7Jrap it in this.8 The man in spectacles threw a white handkerchief at 
)lummer, the fabric landing beside the hat on his bloodMsoaked stomach. 
7RtWs goin be a good while before anyone can Iash a peek at that.8

7YambyMpamby sumbitch,8 )lummer eked out, barely able to speak 
through the pain and anger.

7jmm. (ou got some mouth on you.8 The man s:uatted, lowered his 
specs, and looked )lummer in the eye. 7(ou donWt shut it, RWm gonna 1ll 
it with somethin you ainWt gonna like very much. SavvyQ8 Ne replaced 
his hat and smirked.

)lummer winced. 7’hristK8



Chapter   

D ead cattle.

The familiar stench pierced Potter’s nostrils long before he 
rode up on it. Nauseating, to say the least. The scorching sun hung high 
above, its rays intensifying the scent in the air. Potter shed his overcoat, 
draping it across the horse’s shoulders—one of Chisum’s work steeds. 
He patted the trickle of salty sweat on his brow with a hanky before 
lowering it to covering his nose. The end of the week loomed. Pay day. 
Finally. All he had to do was get through it.

Chisum had him plenty busy with daily chores, and the exhaustion 
in his body was a constant reminder of the labor he had forgotten. 
Every step of the process, from the painstaking plowing and planting 
of grass seed in the pasture to the backbreaking harvesting of hay bales, 
was carried out by hand. Repairing downed posts and mending barbed 
wire tears along the fence line proved an endless and monotonous chore. 
He’d spent much of the morning riding the line, inspecting for breaches 
about Lve miles southwest of the property. Tedious work, but simple. 
He preferred it to herding, however—the least desirable of his tasks. 
Song drives on horseback delivering cattle to Sincoln and Fort Iumner 
caused his back to throb. Mt still ached from the previous evening, when 
he had returned from an overnight stay delivering product to Sincoln. 
Iix dismal hours there, and six back.

To his dismay, Chisum recruited him speciLcally to carry on as a 
professional safeguard during the delivery process, making herding his 
primary function. A gun for hire, so to speak. jutilated cattle and 
random stickups had become a maJor problem for the boss. Dead cows 
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appeared about once a month, with virtually no evidence of an assailant, 
though Chisum spouted conspiracies about a single group behind it all. 
Potter Lgured some residual paranoia from the Sincoln County Bar still 
lingered in the man’s mind.

The cow he stumbled upon had been dead for at least a week, Judging 
by its severely decomposed state. Torn asunder. -lack with rot. He strug?
gled to envision the nature of the intruder. -lack bear“ Cougar“ Apache 
Mndians sending a message, perhaps. Not uncommon in these parts. 
-etween the lurking cattle thieves and the mysterious entities responsible 
for their demise, he had to remain vigilant. Thus far, he’d managed to 
avoid the Jarring sound of his ri”e Lring at another human target.

Barren’s cold, dead eye staring up at him ”ashed through his mind.
He dismounted, walked past the carcass, and inspected the fence 

post, wafting away a swarm of black ”ies. Two poles leaned in at a 
forty?Lve?degree angle. The wire bowed slightly, as if it had gotten caught 
on something and pulled. A pale?yellow, threadlike substance wrapped 
one of the barbs. He unraveled the silky material and rubbed it between 
his Lnger and thumb.

Fur.

2

Yjr. Potter.Z Nora nodded, a curious smile ”ashing across her radiant 
face as she entered from the open door behind the counter. YDidn’t 
expect you back so soon.Z

Potter, holding two shovels, a scythe, and a pickax, simpered awk?
wardly, trying to think of something to say. All he could muster was 
YDidn’t expect to have a proJect so soon.Z He regretted the words im?
mediately.

YNot surprised. This whole town seems to be a constant work in 
progress.Z

Potter struggled not to stare by avoiding direct eye contact. He had 
already seen too much. Nora captivated the eye in a baby blue paisley 
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dress, this one o…?the?shoulder and short sleeved. Her skin shone a shade 
darker than during his previous encounter, Just a week ago. Potter’s 
own face, feeling the e…ects of the sun’s strength since arriving in town, 
wore a constant sunbaked scarlet8 he’d soon have to get used to it, as 
the summer season was only beginning. Nora’s complexion, however, 
looked sun?kissed and stunning.

His cheeks, already red, darkened slightly. Yzhh, how much do M owe 
ya“Z

YThat’ll be Lve dollars. 7ou know, you probably could’ve gotten these 
new over at the Farmer’s Alliance for a few pennies more, M reckon.Z

Y1h& uh, yeah, M spose you’re right.Z He hadn’t even considered buy?
ing new specialty tools. YM, uh, usually prefer to buy second?hand when M 
can. Already broken in. They Just get beat up anyway, don’t they“Z Potter 
conLdently pulled Lve silver pieces from his pocket, stacking them on 
the counter. He could clearly a…ord new. Right now, however, he Just 
needed a good save. Yzh, also, M need a bag of ”our. The young’uns, they 
love potato bread.Z

YAlways a pleasure.Z
Potter grinned awkwardly. The expression felt unnatural, making him 

self?conscious once again. He found himself staring at her bosom—now 
uncertain for how long, though certainly she’d noticed—and glanced o… 
to her side, where the landscape painting hung on the wall. YHow much 
for the painting“Z

Nora, surprised, looked behind, then back to Potter. YThe painting“Z
Potter fumbled for his next words, foolishly unsure of himself yet 

eager to be supportive and o…er some business. Yzhh, for Clara. Ihe 
loves that depiction of the town.Z

Yjy favorite, too. The girl’s got good taste. That, for Clara, is on the 
house.Z

Challenge, met.
Y1h, M—M couldn’t possibly.Z
YConsider it a welcome gift.Z Nora turned to the painting, unhooking 

it from the wall.
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YBell, what about the painter“ Bon’t he be upset“Z
YBe’re a community of barterers here, jr. Potter. M’m sure it’ll Just 

work itself out.Z
YBell, thank you, js. Nora. That is mighty kind of you.Z
YOust as long as you come to service tomorrow.Z
YIervice“Z
YAfter all, it is Iunday. jinister Healy’s sermons are usually inter?

estin, to say the least. Thought provokin, M might add. A real passionate 
man.Z

YM think M can arrange that.Z Potter, realiGing he wore an unprecedent?
ed layer of Llth on his skin, blanched. The more he thought about it, 
the stench of his body odor could likely clear a church. He wondered if 
Nora had noticed, hoping against hope she hadn’t. Yzhhh, know a place 
a man can get a bath round here“Z

YRight next door. Through that door behind me, as a matter of fact.Z
Potter blinked, not understanding.
YThat’s my place, too. As well as the place upstairs. Bhere M live.Z
Y1h.Z He gaped at her, dumbfounded. Right… the barber pole.
Yjight M suggest a shave as well, jr. Potter“Z
He looked down, realiGing his Lngers had habitually begun stroking 

his silver chin hair. Y-ill, please, call me -ill. And no. Thanks.Z For the 
past two decades, the scru… had been hiding his old face, distancing him 
from the image in the last Banted poster he had stumbled across.

Baving farewell to Nora, he stepped out of Reynolds’s -uy : Iell 
to Lnd his two young’uns playfully chasing each other around the 
schooner, stirring up dust.

He smiled and placed the tools in the back, followed by the painting, 
wrapped in a white sheet. Y9ids got your letters for qrandpa“Z

He was early, very early. Mntentionally so. He had no idea what this 
postal service was like, how often they traveled, and how long it would 
take a letter to reach Denver. Now Denver ran a crackerJack operation 
with their team of postmen! daily delivery, same time, without cessation. 
Sike clockwork. However, Denver had a population of over three thou?
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sand. And this sure as shit wasn’t Denver. He couldn’t be late, and he 
wasn’t taking any chances.

The young’uns responded with a resounding Y7es, Pa.Z
YBell, all right. Set’s go.Z
Clara pointed at the large, thin, s0uare obJect her father had placed in 

the back. YBhat’s that“Z
YA gift from js. Nora.Z
Clara gasped. YBhat is itV“Z
Y7ou’ll Just have to wait and see.Z
Potter walked guiltily past the Alliance, wishing he’d bought new 

tools. He liked new. 1n the other side of the building, two doors down 
from Nora’s general store, the Potters entered the narrow, two?story post 
o3ce. Msaac, in front, opened the door for an elderly couple exiting, 
carrying luggage. Two men in another room, behind the long counter 
and through an open doorway, chatted animatedly—bickered, if Potter 
had to guess. 1ne sorted through a basket of mail while the man to his 
left ate a piece of fruit, what looked to be a peach. Potter could Just about 
make them out in the dim space as they entered.

YSook, Aaron,Z the tall man sorting mail continued, Ymy father is 
goin to be here next week. He’s arrivin with the head of the land o3ce, 
to evaluate everythin we been doin here. EverythinVZ He brushed dirty 
blonde bangs back from his eyes. Y7ou know how long we been waitin 
on this shit“Z

YM’m completely aware,Z the Asian man said. Next to the blonde man, 
he looked noticeably shorter.

YFive sonovabitchin years, pal. That’s how goddamn long it was since 
we Lled that paperwork. Be did what we was supposed to be doin. Held 
up our end of things.Z

Potter glanced around, waiting. The vestibule looked mostly bare, its 
only o…ering an aluminum sign for Western Union & Telegraph, nailed 
to the side wall. How bout that? -eyond, on the wall behind the counter, 
two doGen or so cubbies hung with resident’s names stenciled under 
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each. Potter raised a brow, pleasantly surprised by the e3ciency of such 
an insigniLcant operation in such an insigniLcant town.

YM know, M know. M am only asking, are we rushing things“ The mill is 
not producing like it used to. Deliveries have dwindled, 5an, and we do 
not even have a Lnancial windfall.Z

YSook, we didn’t spend the last six months tunnelin out that aban?
doned hole under the church for nothin.Z The man lowered his voice. 
YBe need to have everythin in place for when this charter passes and my 
father takes over. jr. Chisum gave us his word he’d be backin this little 
operation of ours.Z

The Asian man sighed. Y-ut even he does not know what we are 
doing.Z

YThe less jr. Chisum knows, the better, M say. -y the end of summer, 
we’ll get in a truckload of our Lrst haul.Z  

YM am Just worried is all. There is a lot to go wrong here if your father 
catches wind of this or, qod forbid, if the minister happens to stumble 
upon—Z

YDon’t be so yellow, my friend. That kooky old drunk can’t see Lve 
feet in front of his own eyes.Z The blonde man giggled. YProb’ly be our 
biggest customerVZ

Confused by what he thought he heard, Potter cautiously returned 
to the door, opened it, and slammed it shut, pretending they had Just 
arrived. -eing a fresh face, he preferred to stay inconspicuous.

The men stopped speaking, followed by a brief silence. -oth entered 
the room.

Yjr. Potter,Z the blonde said in a surprised voice.
Potter blinked, surprised himself. He narrowed his gaGe. YDo we know 

each other“Z
You never can tell.
YImall town.Z The man, nonplussed, continued sifting through let?

ters, sliding them in little cubbies as he spoke. YTiny town, actually. 
News of travel travels fast. Plus, M’m the postmaster round here. Mt’s my 
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business to know the who’s who. Name’s 5ance. 5ance Imith. Oust go 
by 5an, though.Z He extended a free hand, and Potter shook it.

Firm grip.
The man to 5an’s left spoke. YHi, Aaron Bilburn. M run the mill 

in town.Z Bilburn initiated a handshake, but abruptly withdrew to 
wipe away the peach Juice dribbling down his chin. YIorry.Z He smiled 
awkwardly.

jore accents. -oth di…erent. Imith had a strong midwestern di?
alect, while Bilburn, for a Chinaman, spoke damn near perfect Eng?
lish—much easier to discern, especially compared to Imith.

Chisum’s words rang in Potter’s ears! This town’s a bit of a cultural 
melting pot, if you will, a peculiar group of individuals you’ll undoubtedly 
meet.

Potter gaped, struggling to believe these two were the men who es?
sentially ran this small town. -oth appeared young, younger than Potter 
by leaps and bounds. Mf he had to guess, at least twenty years his Junior. 
Ihy enough to avoid enlistment, that’s for sure. Bilburn need never 
hold 5an, missing a limb or riddled with bullet holes, as he bled out 
in his arms. He’d never dole out platitudes of comfort to his friend’s 
pallid face, watching the curtains slowly close in those horror?stricken 
eyes—those windows—before his soul dissipates. 1h, what a time to 
be young. These men, no, boys, carried an unperceived innocence they’d 
never comprehend, much less appreciate. He winced ever so slightly at 
the thought. Perhaps Aaron and 5an formed the generation Chisum had 
referenced as the Yones to carry things on.Z

Potter shook his head at himself, regaining his composure. YThis 
here’s my son, Msaac, and his sister, Clara.Z He gestured to the two, 
standing on either side of him with stoic expressions. YBas surprised to 
see a mill, of all things.Z

Y7es, sir. This here is the pinnacle of moderniGation,Z Aaron said 
facetiously, opening his arms as if to encompass the entire town.

Y1h& what’s that“Z
YTextiles.Z
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YTextiles“Z
Aaron turned to the young’uns. YThat would be sheep’s wool.Z He 

looked back at Potter. YDid you expect me to say opium Joint“Z
Potter smiled thinly.
YThat’s okay.Z Aaron grinned8 his thin mustache bunched under wide 

nostrils. Yjost do. jy folks run one in 1maha. qrew up around that 
poison. Ieen enough good people lose their way, lose everything, because 
of it. Ieen a lifetime’s worth.Z Aaron glanced morosely at the ground.

Y7eah.Z Potter understood. Bhat was more, he too knew the euphoric 
dangers of such a potion. Bas he a slave to opium“ No, not by his own 
admission. jaybe more of a seasoned retainer. Modestly loyal.

YAnyway, a sheep farm is about Lfty miles west of here in the forest 
highlands, over by the Capitan range. Be are closest, so all the pelts end 
up here, of course. qreat business. 9eeps us plenty busy.Z

YImart hustle.Z
YIure beats doping up rich city folk.Z
Yje and Aaron moved here from 1maha a few years after the Lrst 

settlers arrived,Z 5an interJected. YThey came here bout Lfteen years ago 
from jissouri, hence the name. -ut we built half the structures here in 
town. Basn’t much here at all, completely underdeveloped. A church, a 
few barterin huts is all, really. Be saw immediate opportunity, ain’t that 
right“Z He nudged Aaron.

YRight on the money. Church is the oldest building. Bas nowhere half 
the siGe you see it today, mind you. Be expanded it. Previous settlers had 
dug out a makeshift basement for worship or something, we guess, but 
we straightened the space out for jinister Healy.Z Bilburn pu…ed up his 
chest. YHad that stained?glass window you see there imported straight 
from Rome.Z

YRome, you say“Z
YBell, 5an’s father helped facilitate that proJect.Z
YHe did indeed. jy father, fortunately, has many connections. Mn fact, 

he arranged my openin of this here z.I. Postal Iervice. 1nce that was 
in place, we could Lnally call jissouri PlaGa a real town. qot a sleepin 
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0uarters upstairs for travelin guests. Mn all honesty, we don’t get much 
of that, though. jiller’s also boards travelers and does a better business, 
probably cause he’s got the restaurant below. -ut it’s there if need be. 
Truth be told, M actually stay in one of them rooms myself. 7ou on the 
old -ennett farm, M hear.Z

Potter nodded.
Yjy old man’s been tryin to snatch up that land for years. His stub?

born brother won’t sell, though. Tryin to expand this town, ya know. 7a 
must know jorgan -ennett“Z

YNot really, no. His associates agreed to rent out the land to me.Z
YHuh. How bout that“Z 5an’s tone came out dry.
Mf Potter hadn’t observed the haughty undertone before, and he most 

certainly did, 5an’s blatant disbelief smacked the taste from his mouth. 
He stood silent, a cool glare his only response. The air, staling, hung 
among them for a moment.

Aaron, cringing under the 0uiet’s sti”ing weight, broke the tension. 
YHey, uh, you looking for some work, jr. Potter“ M might have a need 
at the mill. At least until we start building. Then, of course, we will have 
plenty of work, if you are handy with carpentry.Z

YThen, my friend, we will have to import the helpVZ Imith interJected. 
YPlenty of cheap labor Just south of here. And M tell you, it’s certainly 
gonna take a village.Z

YCall me, -ill. And no. Thank you.Z
YHow bout you, little feller“ M can teach you to run a factory. How 

would that be“ Mnvaluable life skills await a young man such as yourself.Z
Msaac, wide eyed with eager interest, turned to his father. YCan M, Pa“Z
Potter took a moment to answer, unsure what to make of either feller 

in the post o3ce. He hadn’t much experience with Chinamen, outside 
an 1pium Joint, but from what he knew, 1riental culture prioritiGed 
hard work, ancestral traditions, and strong family values. Bilburn cer?
tainly seemed friendly enough. Could Potter trust him with something as 
important as Msaac’s safety“ I mean, hell—not like I trust people, anyhow. 
He loathed the idea of making their presence in the village known so 
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hastily, but he didn’t know how much longer he could honestly hold 
out.

The hourglass drains.
Potter sighed. Yjaybe a day or two a week. Iomeone still needs to be 

home to look after your sister.Z
Msaac’s eyes lit up.
Y-efore M forget.Z Potter reached for the young’uns’ letters, handing 

them over to 5an.
YNeed anythin, don’t ever hesitate to ask, ya hear.Z 5an o…ered a 

s0uirrely smile. YBelcome to our little town.Z
Potter tipped his hat. Thanks.
1nce the schooner pulled away, Clara, sitting next to her pa, looked up 

at him with an in0uisitive expression. YPa, everybody here talks funny.Z
He laughed. YM noticed, darling. -ut you know what“Z
Clara shook her head.
YAll these people, they probably think we talk funny. -et ya didn’t take 

that into consideration, did ya“Z
Ihe shook her head again.
YAs a matter of fact, your pa also used to talk funny at one time. A 

long, long time ago.Z
YNuit teasing, PaVZ 
A tight smile touched the corners of Potter’s mouth while he stared 

out into the open valley beyond the mill, remembering his family’s Tu?
dor manor in southeast Connecticut—a lifetime ago—as the schooner 
crossed the bridge.

4

YNow grip it. Tightly, son.Z Potter stood behind Msaac and peered over 
his shoulder, ensuring everything aligned properly. Y7ou got it“Z

Y7es, Pa.Z
Y9eep the butt in the crook of your armpit. And close your left eye.Z
Y1kay.Z



jMIER7 PSA;A 64O

Potter glanced up. Dawn glowed around them. Following a night of 
vicious rain, splotchy gray painted the morning skies. Fair conditions, 
apart from the breeGe8 the late spring air bore a slight chill which would, 
hopefully, dissipate from the soon?to?be?rising valley sun. The patchy 
grass, heavily saturated from a midnight storm, sponged under their 
boots.

Across  the  yard,  Lfty  yards  or  so,  an  old  barrel  stood  with  a 
two?by?four propped across. Potter had lined six empty bean cans atop. 
He wondered if he and the boy stood far enough back, but since his 
son had never Lred a weapon, he at least needed to establish a baseline. 
Bith any luck, the exercise wouldn’t take too long. Training Msaac wasn’t 
exactly the Lrst order of business, but they’d been here a week now—too 
long—and the boy’s eagerness only grew.

A yawn struggled to escape Potter’s mouth. Io much for all the Ar?
buckles’ he’d drunk this morning. The fulmination of cracking thun?
derclaps had Jolted him awake hours earlier, causing him to toss and 
turn, numbly, to no avail. His aging body, exhausted and achy, wanted to 
shut down, but his mind stayed on. Drifting. How many sleepless nights 
until he felt safe“ Dead men tell no tales, assuming jcCormac’s corpse 
stood propped against a tree. -ut this feeling of borrowed time lingered. 
Bithout sleep, the futility of the day’s forthcoming, undeniably toil?
some activities loomed monumental. And letting down a man like Oohn 
Chisum was not in the cards. Not here, not now, anyway.

Really, only one choice remained to him.
Potter, sti”ing any self?criti0ue about Justifying a precarious habit, 

had rolled himself a special 0uirley. Then he’d stepped out onto the 
deck, following it around to where it wrapped the side of the house. 
Seaning on the railing, rain misting his cheeks, he’d smoked and watched 
nature’s light show. Oagged silver ”ashes, in rapid succession, haphaGardly 
lit the valley’s inLnite landscape while the Capitan jountains ”ickered 
ominously in the distance. jolten Lrebolts discharged from the heavens, 
splitting the earth and dissolving on impact. For a moment, and only a 
moment, he’d stood in the midst of a battleLeld.
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Potter shook his head and stepped to his right, his Cuban heel sinking 
into sludgy clay, and lined up his sight with his son’s. YBith your right 
eye, look straight down the barrel. Sine up the notch in the site with your 
target.Z

YM got it,Z Msaac whined, Ldgeting.
Y1kay, okay.Z Potter backed up. YTake a deep breath& hold it.Z
His son’s chest pu…ed, held.
YBhen you’re ready, s0ueeGe the trigger.Z
Msaac, without hesitation, Lred, the recoil Jolting him.
jiss.
Oust as Potter expected. YThat’s okay, that’s okay, son. Be’re gonna try 

it again.Z
Msaac pulled back on the Lnger lever, snapping another round into 

the chamber. His father gave him the go. He Lred another two shots, 
one completely missing, the other hitting the barrel, before sighing in 
frustration.

YIteady, Msaac,Z Potter instructed. YOust breathe. This time, try to look 
through your target. Oust beyond.Z

Msaac inhaled deeply, loaded another round, and took aim. The wind 
picked up, gently blowing his bangs into his eyes. His opportunity would 
come, Potter knew. His son Just needed a little patience. The second the 
wind diminished—moments later—he Lred. The can tumbled back o… 
the barrel. His mouth gaped, and he looked at his pa wide?eyed, ecstatic.

Yqood. qood, son. Set’s hit a few more, then it’s time to grab a 
shovel.Z Potter sighed, back already aching. YBe got some digging to do.Z

The clouds broke by mid?morning, the sun sneaking its way through 
to warm the early Oune skies. Forty yards from the property, the boys 
stood six feet deep in an oblong hole, mounds of moist dirt scattered 
about. The digging, for the most part, proved easy8 they 0uickly worked 
through the damp dirt. However, they also worked up 0uite a sweat. Not 
much of a day for rest and relaxation.

Potter, already down to his undershirt—sleeves removed—held up his 
slacks with damp red suspenders. He wiped his brow and took a drink 
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of water from a pail, ladling some into his mouth before o…ering a sip to 
the boy.

Sooking up, he saw Clara feeding the hens outside the barn, -lanco 
standing not far behind her. Delight beamed from her little sun?kissed 
face. Ihe’d fallen in love with that old nag. The sight brought ease to 
Potter’s otherwise callous old soul.

YHow much further, Pa“Z Msaac panted.
YM don’t know. Be should’ve seen a sign by now. The dirt seems to 

keep getting drier the further we dig.Z
They remained 0uite  a  distance from the riverbank.  1ne?hun?

dred?Lfty yards or so, if Potter had to guess. Itill plenty close, however. 
He Just couldn’t understand the problem.

The sun slowly crept beyond the clouds, drawing Potter’s attention. 
His internal sundial remained a bit o… in this new territory, but he had 
a feeling they were now running late. The well would have to wait.

He cleared his throat. YSet’s Lnish this later. Time to get ready.Z

5

Potter, in the same suit he wore in his meeting with Chisum, kneeled 
down to tie the yellow pinafore around Clara’s handmade dress, light 
green with a ruPed yoke top. A tad small, Potter thought. -essie had 
originally designed it—and many like it—a couple siGes over, intending 
for Clara to get plenty of use over time. After a recent growth spurt, 
that time had Lnally passed8 she’d Just about grown out of it. Msaac, 
sitting on the bottom step of the staircase, wore his Iunday best! brown 
knickerbockers and a matching blaGer, similarly made by ja. -essie had 
always been 0uite savvy with a needle and thread.

YPa, why are we going to church,Z Clara asked.
Y7ou two used to go with your mother, don’t you recall“Z
Y-ut we stopped when she went to heaven.Z
YChurch ain’t never given me the proper guidance, darling.Z Bith his 

hand, Potter swept her curly bangs back from her curious eyes. Y-ut 
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it was wrong of me to prevent you two from making the decision to 
go, based on your own experience. Didn’t realiGe you enJoyed it all that 
much.Z

YAre you going with us“Z
Y1f course M am.Z
As the words left his mouth, he remembered attending church meant 

making a public appearance. -ut the other town residents probably kept 
their heads low too, minding their own business. At least, according to 
Chisum. -etter to test the waters now, before they settled in. -esides, he 
needed to get an idea of who all lived around here.

Potter stood, brushing o… his own Iunday best. You just never know 
when you might need a favor.

6

The left side of the French double doors gently pulled open, creaking 
with a sharp reverberance over the 0uiet congregation. Daylight spilled 
down the center aisle as the Potters tried to enter 0uietly. A few heads 
peered back, disinterested, though the golden light through the open 
door shone directly on one seething gentleman, turning in his seat to 
glare back at them. Potter immediately noticed the slightly older man’s 
prominent, and bad, salt?and?pepper comb?over.

The minister, Healy, Potter presumed, stood front and center, behind 
a podium. His voice, piercing and emphatic, carried from his short and 
portly frame all the way back to the last pew. Y-rothers and sisters, if 
someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore them 
gently. -ut watch yourself, or you also may be tempted. Carry each 
other’s burdens, and in this way, you will fulLll the law of Christ. Mf 
anyone thinks they are something when they are nothing, they deceive 
themselves. Each one should test his own actions. Then they can take 
pride in themselves, without comparing themselves to somebody else, 
for each one should carry their own load. Anyone who receives instruc?
tion in the Bord must share all good things with their instructor&Z
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The Potters had arrived much later than expected.
Potter removed his hat and glanced around a mostly full church, 

hoping to see a speciLc familiar face. A di3cult task, from behind the 
seated congregation. The nave, much smaller than he’d expected based 
on the impressive outside construction, comprised twelve well?spaced 
pews, six on either side. Itill, he guessed most of the community sat in 
attendance.

To his immediate delight, a hand raised in the last pew on the far left, 
behind the seething comb?over man. Nora smiled with an inviting wave. 
As she pushed over, allowing them to slide in, Potter noticed her mostly 
empty pew and wondered if she’d intentionally sat alone, anticipating 
his tentative arrival.

Nora leaned in and whispered, Yjorning, -ill. Didn’t think you’d 
make it.Z

YDo not be deceived,Z Healy shouted. Yqod cannot be mocked. A 
man reaps what he sows. The one who sows to please his sinful nature, 
from that nature, will reap destruction8 the one who sows to please the 
Ipirit, from the Ipirit will reap eternal life.Z

Heat rose to his cheeks. Yjy apologies, ja’am. Be seem to have lost 
track of the time.Z

YIounds like a real 0uandary. Perhaps a new timepiece may rectify the 
situation,Z she said, curtly.

Time…
Potter sensed he displeased her with his tardiness, though her smile 

didn’t falter. Neither did his blush. YDon’t believe in em, ma’am.Z
YPlease, call me Nora. Be’re plenty ac0uainted now.Z
YSet us not become weary in doing good,Z Healy continued, Yfor at 

the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up. Therefore, 
as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, especially to those 
who belong to the family of believers.Z

YPa, the whole town’s here,Z Clara whispered, loudly enough for 
the couple in front to turn back and cast wrathful glances. Ihe slunk, 
horriLed, in her seat.
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Msaac pointed to the middle of the right pew. YThere’s jr. Bilburn 
and jr. ImithVZ

YIHHHHVZ The comb?over man hissed over his shoulder, spittle dis?
charging from a pursed lip. Icarlet?faced, he glared once again at Potter 
and his children, pausing this time to take a long, explicit look at Clara 
and Msaac. The uncomely woman next to him, also with salt?and?pepper 
hair, glared back nastily with the same contemptuous expression.

Potter’s eyes narrowed. An uncomfortable warmth, almost burning, 
radiated under his skin.

YExcuse us& pleaseV No need to be rude,Z Nora Lred back a stern 
whisper, pointing her Lnger forward in rotation. The universal sign to 
turn?around?and?mind?your?own?fucking?business.

The man scowled at her before averting his eyes and turning forward, 
shaking his purple head. The wife sco…ed, appalled.

Nora leaned into Potter and muttered, YDon’t you mind them, -ill. 
That’s Just Charon and Samiya Dotterweich. -unch of unfriendly old 
kooks.Z

Potter’s brows raised, awestricken by the Lery Nora Reynolds—a side 
he had not anticipated.

Healy rambled on, oblivious to the minor disturbance in his con?
gregation. YThose who want to make a good impression outwardly are 
trying to compel you to be puriLed spiritually. The only reason they do 
this is to avoid being persecuted for the cross of Christ. Not even those 
who are puriLed obey the law, yet they want you to be puriLed that they 
may boast about your ”esh. jay M never boast except in the cross of 
our Sord Oesus Christ, through which the world has been cruciLed to 
me, and M to the world. Neither puriLcation nor impuriLcation means 
anything8 what counts is a new creation. Peace and mercy to all who 
follow this rule, even to the Msrael of qod. Finally, let no one cause me 
trouble, for M bear on my body the marks of Oesus.Z

Hours must have passed since stepping into the church. Now, recall?
ing another reason he didn’t attend Iunday service, Potter wished he had 
a timepiece, if, for nothing else, to see how long they listened to Healy 
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drone on. Bith brow crinkled upon his glossy face, the man animatedly 
waved his arms behind his post, his long green and yellow ecclesiastical 
robe glittering in the light. A beJeweled miter sat atop his head, em?
broidered with a six?winged seraph. -ishop’s attire, Potter immediately 
recogniGed. Iomething about the man struck him as odd& something 
about his vehemence Potter Just couldn’t place.

YThe grace of our Sord Oesus Christ be with your spirit, brothers and 
sisters,Z he Lnally Lnished.

The congregation’s resounding YamenZ echoed through the rafters.
Thick beads of sweat trickled from under Healy’s miter, which he 

audaciously dabbed with a white handkerchief.
The congregation Lltered out in order at the service’s end, starting 

with the front pew. Charon Dotterweich guided his wife down the pew 
with a gentleman’s open arms, as if she didn’t have the willpower to Lnd 
the way herself. Rounding the corner down the aisle toward the exit, 
he shot another scowling glance at the Potters, which Nora, and Clara, 
clearly caught.

YDid you enJoy the service, Clara,Z Nora asked, pointedly ignoring the 
Dotterweichs.

Clara scrunched her face. YM think so. M don’t understand the minister’s 
talk, though.Z

YMt’s okay, sweetheart. M agree, jinister Healy can be a bit much. The 
sermon was about Paul the apostle, who gave his life for the good of his 
people once he realiGed he did everythin he could here on this earth. He 
says those who’ve done bad will have the same bad in”icted upon them, 
and those who’ve done good will be graciously rewarded. And, most 
importantly, you must hinder your fellow brother and sister from fallin 
towards the dark.Z Ihe turned to Potter. YThat bout what you got out 
of it, -ill“Z

Potter only smirked. They stood waiting their turn to exit, then 
walked out into the aisle, Potter stepping aside to let Nora out.

YThank you, -ill. 7ou are 0uite the gentleman.Z Nora headed to the 
open French doors, then paused, turning back. YPlease forgive me for 
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rushin away. M must go on ahead and open the store. This time of day is 
prime for business, with the post?service foot tra3c and all. Thank you 
for indulgin me today.Z

Y1ur pleasure, Nora.Z
Nora, exiting the church, bustled down the dusty walkway& but not 

before turning and stealing one last glance. Potter gaGed back at her as he 
and the young’uns stepped through the French doors, Msaac and Clara 
skipping out.

Sweet, sweet freedom. Though he found himself missing Nora’s ”oral 
essence, a bou0uet of scents reminiscent of lavender.

7 

Charon and Samiya Dotterweich promptly returned to their two?story 
adobe brick farmhouse, Just beyond the woodlands on a three?hun?
dred?acre open prairie. Though YpromptlyZ somewhat overstated their 
speed. -uckley, clad in his usual black suit and top hat, moved the 
carriage forward at a dreadful snail’s pace. Charon knew better than 
to heckle his silver?haired driver, however. The ancient one?eyed Mrish 
7ankee tended toward crankiness.

Charon remained plenty mi…ed himself, red in the face as he re”ected 
on that tacky troglodyte of a man and his unruly o…spring. Bho enters 
the house of qod after the start of service“

The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 
unrighteousness of men.

Romans 6!6K reminded him of today’s sermon. Nuite delightful, and 
appropriate. The minister touched upon such topics too rarely, though, 
and Healy had been a bit gregarious in his sermon deliverance. Not 
the best administer of the Sord’s word, Healy& but these days, proper 
practice in southeast New jexico seemed scarce.

Charon sighed. The world’s an imperfect place; no hiding that. Mf only 
the minister spent more time on ;ephaniah 6!6O. Now that was the verse 
Charon most feared.
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-uckley, Jowls sagging like a basset hound as he mustered a frowning 
smile, Lnally let them out at the front door before parking the rig along?
side the barn.

Charon exited the coach and reached for his better half. Bith a gentle 
grasp of his hand, Samiya elegantly made her way down onto the iron 
step, one foot entangled within the long chemise beneath her dress.

YCareful, my dear, careful now,Z he warned, gently lifting the dress to 
help her descend and ending with a soft kiss on her gloved hand.

Ihe blushed, bearing a sheepish grin. 
The  Dotterweichs,  devout  Christo?pagans  of  the  highest  or?

der—though Just devout Christians, as far as the nosey qod?fearing 
community needed to know—met in church, fell in love in church, 
and subse0uently, and obviously, married in church. They’d spent the 
entire sanctity of their union spreading God’s Work, as they called their 
benevolent practice, to cities in need, across many denominations, all 
over qod’s green earth. Anything to avert the possibility of ;ephaniah 
6!6O, The Day of Brath, from coming to fruition.

Samiya’s careful and slow descent, a reminder of their age, worried 
him that this mission could prove to be their last. Iure, Charon felt great, 
but he’d be lying if he said he hadn’t, too, felt the slow deteriorating 
e…ects of Father Time. Regardless, in retrospect, he saw The Work as a 
monumental achievement, the culmination of years of tireless e…ort.

zpon its establishment in 6KUW, they relocated from the nascent town 
of Bichita Falls, Texas, to jissouri PlaGa. Prior to that was Oonesboro, 
Arkansas, and before that, Chattanooga, Tennessee, right along the Trail 
of Tears—a period in the Ioutheast when Charon worked under An?
drew Oackson, vanishing Indians, as the ethnic cleansing work had been 
coined. Truly, the best of both worlds. Charon, paid handsomely, trav?
eled with his government contract while he and Samiya spread benevo?
lence, a religious cleansing, in the infancy of each previously unfamiliar 
territory. They never stayed anywhere longer than two to four years. The 
incorporation of a township meant The Bork was Lnished. Time to 
move on.
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-ut they knew The Bork could never be Lnished. Not really. Not 
when sinful townships demanding a proper cleansing were establishing 
across this incredible Sand of Siberty. The Trail of Tears may have dried 
up with the Oackson Campaign concluding8 Charon aged out of gov?
ernment work at roughly the same time. However, qod’s Bork& horns 
a plenty. And they didn’t need to travel too far to Lnd it. Eight years 
ago, Just three hundred and Lfty short miles away, they stumbled upon 
a newly budding settlement.

jissouri PlaGa.
Now, this newfound, albeit peculiar, community was in dire need of 

puriLcation. And this puriLcation had an expiration. There were rules, 
simple rules to decontaminating the inherent sins and secrets fabricated 
and weaved into a settlement. 1nly this time, initially unbeknownst to 
Charon and Samiya, the work took much longer than before. 7ears, 
even. They supposed this was okay. Even though their soaring spirits 
had endured the toils of time, their aging bodies had not. Travel proved 
di3cult. -esides, the Dotterweichs 0uite enJoyed settling into their new 
abode in the middle of nowhere, New jexico.

Samiya walked inside ahead of Charon, who paused to admire the 
old farmhouse. At one time, it had ”ourished with livestock! horses, 
cows, chickens, pigs, sheep. The place had previously belonged to the 
jcDermotts, an elderly couple from 1dessa. The retired farmers had 
built this home with their bare hands in the 6KLQs, raised nine children, 
and fostered and maintained said livestock.

8

-uckley saw their dairy cow—their only cow—graGing by the small 
creek, far from the property, by the edge of the woodlands. Ihe must have 
escaped from the fenced pen behind the barn, the wood su…ering severe 
dry rot from age. He readJusted his eye patch, Just to be absolutely certain 
his eye didn’t deceive him. As usual, it didn’t. He hu…ed and ambled his 
way out to bring her back in. After securing the cow and giving a good 
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slap on her hind, sending her in motion, he stopped and glanced at the 
poorly constructed grave markers. Two busted pieces of wood comprised 
each one, tied together to form a cross. Eight of them haphaGardly lined 
the perimeter.

-uckley crossed himself and lit a cigarette.

9

Charon walked through the front door and hung his hat, placing his 
Jacket on a corner rack alongside it. Then he turned and peered up at 
the large cruciLx above the door. -lessing himself, he walked back out. 
Time to prepare an early lunch.

Iave for the remnants of decaying straw and dried, decomposed dung 
scattered over cracked clay, the barn which once housed horses now lay 
mostly barren. Mostly. A barrel containing a sectioned side of Chisum’s 
beef awaited him. He stuck his hand into the brining solution and pulled 
out the hind, placing it on the small table beside. As he picked up the 
cleaver from its place on the wall, he could already imagine the satisfying 
sound it would make as it sliced into the salted ”esh.

He smiled. zpon their arrival in town, he’d known the best course of 
action from experience! immerse himself into the community and set 
up shop. No better way to do so than providing a necessary service. 1f 
course, he wasn’t classically trained, so to speak. -ut oh, he had oodles of 
experience in the abattoir arts—mostly with those savage and wayward 
Redskins—and wouldn’t you Just know it“ Iuch shop had yet to be 
established in the plaGa. God’s Will. Charon was sure of it.

Charon the -utcher opened for business in spring of 6KUW.
Bith precision, he sliced the hind into half inch strips, his Lngers 

coated in the cold, slick blood. He instinctively reached for a nearby 
towel to wipe them o… when a cruciLx hanging on the wall grabbed his 
attention. 1ne of many. He turned to glance around at the crosses. At 
least thirty or so covered the walls, nailed helter?skelter. He followed their 
winding path with fond memory toward the back, stopping halfway to 
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admire the set of old shackles, desolately hanging from oxidiGed chains 
bolted to metal wall plates. qently, he lifted one, turning it over in his 
hand8 he did the same with the set next to it. Then he continued to the 
end, overlooking a long table horiGontally situated alongside the back 
wall. Chains and shackles rested in each corner. His hand brushed over 
the dusted, splintered wood, over reddish?brown stains engrained on the 
top board.

Having his shop in earshot of the postmaster, Charon was privy to 
some good news. Exciting news! the conclusion of their work in jis?
souri PlaGa. Ioon this town would be o3cial in the law’s eyes, with Imith 
likely appointed Lrst mayor. And, on top of that, new blood had arrived. 
Fresh, young blood. The cleansing was almost complete& though the 
threat of ;ephaniah 6!6O still loomed over the town. The day of wrath; 
the day of distress and anguish; the day of trouble and ruin; the day of 
darkness and gloom; the day of clouds and blackness.

-ut one needn’t worry&
He kneeled in front of the altar and crossed himself in front of a large 

cruciLx on the wall above. From underneath, he pulled a skull from his 
tGompantli of eight, one for each year in jissouri PlaGa—not counting 
the jcDermotts’. All children.

Charon knew the cautionary tale of Abraham being tested by qod 
to sacriLce his own son8 he Lgured that was why so many people to?
day frowned upon human sacriLce. -ut what about the 1ld Testa?
ment—more speciLcally, the -ook of Amos, or the -ook of Seviticus“ 
The New Testament’s Acts of the Apostles“ The mention of ancient 
deity joloch particularly sparked Charon’s curiosity. YPassing children 
through the Lre,Z joloch called it! a sacriLce of puriLcation. Charon’s 
discovery of a similar Mncan ritual, through his studies at 1xford as a boy, 
had made its appearance along the Trail of Tears. And the results proved 
undeniable.

He caressed the small skull, softly wiping away dust and admiring its 
chiseled features. His hand brushed over the mandible, the grin. A loose 
tooth fell from the upper front palate, and he smiled too. A seed. A seed 
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that would ensure continued growth and prosperity. As he returned the 
skull to its home, two hands Lrmly s0ueeGed and rubbed his upper back 
on either side of his neck.

He placed a hand on Samiya’s. YMt’s time again, my lady. Mt’s time for 
reJuvenation.Z

Y7es, dear.Z
YBe must prepare for Capacocha. Be must prepare for the strawberry 

moon.Z He o…ered her a thin smile. YTo restore cosmological order, to 
satisfy the Almighty, M must once again ferry over these innocent souls.Z



Chapter   1

I da Horton poked her graying head in the doorway of McKinney’s 
disheveled o.ceT mhe racket co,ing fro, the holding cells down the 

hallb along the rear of the corridorb etched her weathered face with -eu
wilder,entT mhe sherix didn’t see, -otheredb thoSghT mhe stale scent of 
coxee lingered in the heavily stagnant air of the windowless roo, where 
he satb parked -ehind a -Ssy deskb ,eticSloSsly Llling oSt paperwork in 
the overcrowded shoe-oB of a spaceT Ahe watchedb waiting an eternity for 
hi, to notice herT

;atelyb this chaos was their lifeT qoBes of case Llesb ,ostly old recordsb 
janked his deskb stacked fro, joor to ceilingb while every day McKinney 
painfSlly yet skillfSlly ,aneSvered aroSnd the, while dealing with the 
other soonutou-euLled paperworkT “ taskb it see,edb he’d never -e free 
fro,T “ sea of foldersb papersb and an overjowing ashtray engSlfed his 
desk? a shiny red apple sat forlorn in the far cornerT His rotSnd -ody 
coSld -e partially to -la,e for the lack of ade”Sate ,o-ilityb thoSgh the 
fact he coSld do ,Sch of his Yo- fro, his seat always i,pressed IdaT mhe 
lifestyle sSited hi, YSst LneT

Ida knocked on the door fra,eT Emol-ertRP
EZeSpbP McKinney repliedb not looking Sp fro, writingT His tongSe 

peeked oSt fro, the side of ,oSthT
EZoS’re a-oSt to have so,e co,panyTP
EHehRP
Ida sighedT Ahe spoke in a nasallyb soft voiceb which she knew he foSnd 

invaria-ly frSstratingb ,oreover with a fSll hoSseT mhe noise fro, the 
Yail increasedb a riotoSs echo spreading Sp the corridorT
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EJo,panyDP Ida declared over the racketT EZShuyoS’re ,arshal’s 
walking inTP Ahe pSshed her largeb sliding specs -ack Sp the -ridge of her 
noseT

EJhristb Idab can we get so,eone to shSt these delin”Sents SpDR IuI 
can’t even hear ,yself think for —od’s sakeT …here the hell is —o-sonRP

EzSst retSrning fro, lSnchbP she said with ,ock reliefT
OepSty —o-son appearedb dScking Snder the fra,e4his -locky 

-ody -arely Lt throSgh the doorway4and holding a thick sandwichT 
EShare-wiff,P the -ear of a ,an saidb particles falling fro, his ,oSth as 
he gnashed his foodT

EI need yoS to shSt those ,en Sp in thereDP McKinneyb hilarioSsly 
shorterb peered Sp into —o-son’s doe eyesT

—o-son stopped chewing and gawked down the corridorb Lnally 
noticing the noiseT EHowRP

McKinney stopped writing and sla,,ed his Lsts on the deskT EAhitb 
—o-sonb I don’t know0 Sse that good sense of yoSrsT May-e try the 
SsSal4a pail of troSgh water in the face oSghta do itTP

2

mynan entered the …ichita JoSnty Aherix’s o.ceb holding 9lS,,er 
-y the -ack of his gri,y neckb his hands shackled -ehindT qlood soaked 
the dirty -andage on his captive’s inYSredb poorly treated li,-T mynan 
had foSnd a Jovington physician to apply sStSres on day one into their 
threeuday travel northb ,ore than enoSgh kindnessb -efore letting natSre 
take its coSrseT

—o-sonb standing in the doorway of McKinney’s o.ceb tSrned to the 
sla,,ing of the front doorT E…ellb godda,nDP

EMcKinney hereRP mynan spoke sharplyb walking 9lS,,er to —o-u
sonT He already knew the answerT

E…hy yesb sirb he isTP
EIs that OSnkinRP McKinney shoSted fro, the -ackb trying to 

s”See‘e hi,self fro, the restraints of his work areaT
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—o-son s,iledb taking 9lS,,er -y the ar,T Emhis ,an give yoS any 
troS-leb sirRP

EFhb I don’t knowTP mynan tSrned to 9lS,,erT E…hat do yoS sayb 
9lS,,erR How’s that trigger LngerRP

9lS,,er spit at mynanb hitting his ascot? he shi,,ied fro, —o-son’s 
graspb kicking his legs Sp toward mynan’s faceT mynan -acked away as 
—o-son dropped his lSnch to gra- 9lS,,erb locking hi,4with little 
exort4in a -ear hSgT

9lS,,er continSed to kick and thrSst with all his weightT E9iss on 
yoSb Maryb yoS Llthy sS,-itchD ZoS pray to Jhrist I never rSn into yoS 
againb shiny shituheelDP

E“ll rightb co,e onbP —o-son said throSgh gritted teethT E;et’s goDP
9lS,,er looked Sp at —o-sonT E;ips on ,y assb yoSDP
E“nd he calls me MaryTP mynan da--ed the dirtied ascot with its 

,atching pocket s”SareT
EFkayTP —o-son dragged hi, -ackwardsb past McKinney’s o.ceb 

toward the YailT EZoS ,ade ,e drop ,y sandwichTP
EHeyD HeyDP 9lS,,er shoSted -ack at mynan throSgh the doorwayb 

still in aggravated transitT EZoS4yoS tell e, how ,any innocent ,en 
yoS shot to git ,eDRP

McKinney appearedb co,pletely Llling the doorfra,e of the front 
roo,T EZoS foSnd hi,D Jhristb that was ”SickTP He -ea,edT EJo,e inb 
have a seatTP

mynanb deadpanb sat with his legs crossed in the chair in front of the 
deskb carefSlly re,oving his tinted specs and Ssing the pocket s”Sare to 
polish each lensT

McKinney s”See‘ed his  wide  -ackside  into his  screa,ing seatT 
E…hat’s that he’s spewing a-oSt Qinnocent ,enb’ nowRP

E—ot into an altercation with an 1dward MSrphy and a 6rank 1llisT 
1videntlyb they also got word of the -oSntyTP mynan glared Sp at McKu
inneyT EUowb how do yoS spose that isRP

E…asn’t -y ,ebP McKinney said defensivelyT
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EM,uh,,TP  mynan held  his  specs  Spb  inspecting  the, in  the 
gasupowered wall la,pT

Emhose na,esb Sh0 soSnd fa,iliarT How do I know e,RP
EMay-e it’s -ecaSse they’re fSckin oStlawsb mol-ertT mhey o-vioSsu

ly weren’t Ssin their real identitiesT Hellb they don’t even look the 
sa,e4-arely recogni‘ed the,b ,yselfT ASre s,elled the sa,eb thoSghT 
mrashTP mynan popped a piece of rolled leaf into his ,oSthT

EJhristTP McKinney shook his headT
EI don’t know what kind of horseshit show yoS rSnnin hereTP
mhe -anter fro, the Yail cells increased twoufoldT
EAorryb mynanb as yoS can see4and hear4this place is a-solSte godu

da,n chaosTP
EZeahb what is all thatRP mynan tSrned his head and glanced over his 

shoSlderT
EIt’s a real ,onkey far, over hereb I tell yaT mhose cages yoS’re hearing 

have -een fSll every day the last two weeksT Jri,e is SpT 9eople see, to -e 
losing their ,inds over so,ethingT “nd we’re short staxedD ;ost a good 
,an YSst the other dayb and hellb so,e days I’, lScky to pick ,y head ox 
this desk hereT qSried in -Sllshit seven days a weekT …e YSst can’t keep 
Sp the co,ings and goings of ,en who volSnteer the,selves to lend a 
helpfSl handT Aob I apologi‘e if so,eone slipped one past ,eT mhis city is 
in a plagSeb and I honestly can’t tell if things is getting -etter or worseTP

mynan pSt a gloved hand SpT E“ll rightb all rightTP
EI don’t know if there’s any papers on the,T …as it at least a righteoSs 

shootRP
E“ righteoSs shootRP mynan scoxedT Emhey’re war desertersT —Silty of 

every war cri,e i,agina-leTP He spit hotly into a pail on the joorb SnsSre 
of its intended pSrpose4likely a waste-asket4-St not giving enoSgh 
of a shit to askT EI knew the, fro, -eforeT mrSth -e toldb I thoSght they 
were dead till I saw the, in Fklaho,a JityTP

EJhristTP McKinney continSed to shake his headT
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Emhey’re lScky that’s all they gotT mhe story aroSnd the ca,pLre on 
those two0P mynan huffedT Moot pointT He pSlled his watchb snapping 
it openT E—ot ,y ,oneyRP

Emwo grandRP
Emwo grandTP
McKinney leaned -ackb glancing throSgh the open doorwayb and 

calledb EIdaDP
Ahe appeared instantly in the door fra,eb as if she’d -een present in 

the roo, the whole ti,eT EZesb mol-ertRP
McKinney YS,pedT EJhristb yoS scared ,eb wo,anD HSit listening in 

on ,y conversationsTP
Ahe rolled her eyesT EMy apologiesTP
Eqring this ,an his ,oneyb will yaRP
Ida nodded and stepped oStT
EFohb speaking of whichb yoS ,ight like thisTP McKinney swiveled in 

his chair to face a tall creden‘a alongside his desk against the wallT 3S,u
,aging throSgh an open drawer clSttered with only wanted postersb he 
pSlled one and placed it over scattered Lle folders across the deskT E—ot 
word the other day that zoseph —ri.n was spotted in OenverT …oSldn’t 
yoS YSst -elieve itDRP

mynan leaned over to see the pictSreb hand drawnb of a cleanucSt yoSng 
,anT mhe na,e strSck a chordT E—ri.nRP

EZeahT His crew ro--ed the Kansas 9aciLcb not onceb -St twice in ’IG 
and ’INT ;eft a whole slew of -odies -ehindT ;aw and civilianTP

EHShTP 3ecognition hit mynanb shifting his de,eanor fro, i,passive 
to -ewilderedT He’d read the na,e in the paper -eforeb as he did ,any 
a wanted ,anb -St ”Site so,e ti,e had passed since he’d seen —ri.n’sT 
E…e were actSally fro, the sa,e neigh-orhoodT AoStheast Jonnectiu
cStTP

EZoS know hi,RP
EUot reallyT 1nlisted togetherT Aerved in the sa,e co,panyT Flder 

gentle,anT Flder than ,eb anyhowT 9resS,ed hi, dead or i,prisonedb 
like ,ost of the, ,enTP
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EHe’s very ,Sch aliveT —ot two kidsT qoy and girlTP
mynan waved his hands in protestT E…aitb how do yoS know any of 

thisR mhe way things are rSnnin here these daysb soSnds like a -Sncha 
hearsay horseshitT “ wild goose chaseb if yoS ask ,eTP

E…ellb Lrst we got a tip fro, an older ladyb Lftiesb I’d sayT Ja,e on 
in and said she thoSght she recogni‘ed hi, while Qpassing throSghT’ 
JoSple days laterb we foSnd her late hSs-and4old oStlaw na,ed Mcu
Jor,ac4in the ,iddle of the Oenver woodsT JoSple hSnters stS,-led 
Spon hi, tied to a treeb half fro‘en and delirioSsT mhey -roSght hi, to 
the Oenver sherixb who identiLed hi, throSgh old papersTP

EI thoSght yoS said late hSs-andRP
EFhb yeahb he’s -een presS,ed dead for yearsTP McKinney chSckledT 

EAonova-itch was a Jowtown MaraSderDP
mynan’s eyes narrowed in”SisitivelyT
E—ri.n’s old gangTP
EUo shitTP
EUo shitT zSst arrived this ,orningT ;ocked Sp in the -ack with the 

other ani,alsT JnfortSnatelyb he ain’t talkingb -St that don’t ,atter 
,SchTP

EAob where’s —ri.nRP
EAkipped townb I woSld gSessT Fnly thing we got fro, McJor,ac 

was that he worked in the ,ines oSt thereT …e’ve had correspondence 
with the ,ine’s ownerb a ,an na,ed qennettb -St that tSrned Sp nothu
ingb other than he was going -y the na,e ASllivanT Uo residencyT Uo 
nothingT I know it’s not ,Sch to go onb -St if yoS want to pSrsSeb the 
-oSnty is ten grand deadT mwentyuLveb aliveTP

mynan’s eyes lit SpT He spit in the pailb catching the dri--le with a 
leather LngerT

Emhis is an egregioSsly violent individSal who’s elSded captSre on 
,any occasionsT “nd he’s likely aware he’s -een discovered and will -e 
looking over his shoSlderT …hy he left this sorry sack of shit alive is 
-eyond ,eT “t any rateb with that saidb I’ll send yoS along with two of 
,y ,arshalsTP
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EI don’t need any of your ,enTP
EIt wasn’t a re”SestT mhis sonova-itch will not disappear againT If yoS 

want the -oSntyb this is the dealTP
E…hy not send yoSr own ,en aloneR …hy ask ,eRP
EZoS’re the -est tracker I knowb and I want this done ”SicklyT qefore 

he vanishesT mwo ,en is all I can spare right nowb all things consideredT I 
think three of yoSs can -ring hi, downTP

mynan stood Sp and once again checked his watchT
E“nd we want hi, aliveT —ot itRP
E;oSd and clearb sherixTP He jashed a sly grinT EFn second thoSght0 

-ring ,e McJor,acTP
McKinney -linkedb clearly dis”Sieted -y the eBpression on mynan’s 

typically deadpan faceT EI already told yoSb he ain’t talkingTP
mynan snapped his watch shStT E9ersSading conversation fro, anu

other ,an is ,y specialtyb woSldn’t yoS sayRP

3

OepSty —o-sonb -y the ar,b Lr,ly placed a ragged McJor,ac in the 
chair mynan had previoSsly occSpiedT mhen he plodded ox to stand to 
the sideb picking doSghy -read fro, crooked teeth with a pickT

mynanb now sitting co,forta-ly in McKinney’s chairb re,oved his 
hatb eBposing his longb fringed hairT mhe dark tresses parted down the 
,iddleb draped over tightly cropped sidesT He leaned -ackb plScked the 
apple fro, the deskb and gently tSrned it over in his leathered pal,T “ 
shiny red delicioSs appleT

McKinney stood stoically in his open doorwayb his rotSndness co,u
pletely -locking the entranceT

mhe roo, fell silentT
McJor,acb apparently YSst as sSllied as the day he was foSndb reeked 

so,ething —od awfSlT He glanced -etween the three ,enb -ewilderedT 
Fne coSld al,ost hear the ticking of the clock on the far wallT He 
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scratched his head with cSxed wristsb the rattle of his chains -reaking 
the staleb noBioSs silenceT

mynan needed a few ,o,ents4McJor,ac’s faceb olderb ,Sch ,ore 
haggard4-St he soon recogni‘ed this scS,T His -lood -oiledb radiating 
Snder his clothing and across his faceT He tSrned to McKinneyT E;eave 
SsTP

McKinney nodded sideways toward the open door at —o-sonT mhey 
eBitedT

mynan stared i,passively throSgh tinted lensesb waiting for McJoru
,ac to speak LrstT

McJor,acb still seatedb picked his nose and wiped the wet snot on 
his Yacket sleeveT mhe ticking soSnd of the second hand on the wall clock 
ha,,ered in the silenceT MSsic to mynan’s earsT He needn’t wait longb 
eitherT

McJor,ac Lnally -rokeT EZoS gonna eat that appleb ,isterRP
EFhhhb that dependsbP mynan said slylyT
EFnRP
EFn what it is yoS can tell ,e a-oSt the ,an who tied yoS to a tree 

and left yoS for deadTP mynan waved the apple Snder his nose teasinglyb 
then took an a,ple snap into its crispb YSicy jeshT He chewedb ,oSth 
open with slow deli-erationT

McJor,ac didn’t respondT He eyed the appleT
EZoS look like yoS coSld Sse a hot ,ealTP mhe words stSck in his 

throatb -St mynan forced the, oSt with a hard gSlpT EI can arrange thatTP
mhoSgh he loathed the presence of sSch scS,b and he sSre as hell 

didn’t advocate -ri-ery Snder SsSal circS,stancesb mynan recogni‘ed 
the Sni”Seness of this sitSationT “ waiting ga,eT Aoonb the entire coSnu
try woSld know of this -oSntyb and convoys of hSnters spanning fro, 
specialists to novices woSld jock to Lnd —ri.nT 1veryone looking to 
cash inb inclSding the savagesT mhe worst of the worstT

mynan woSld not let sSch a freeuforuall happen nowb not with this little 
ace Sp his sleeveT —ri.n was hisT



zTzT “;F!NI

E“ hot ,ealb hShRP McJor,ac joStedT Emhey gonna hang ,e -y the 
neck or worseb an yoS wanna oxer ,e a free lSnchRP

Emhere ain’t no free lSnchesT “t leastb that’s what ,y father once told 
,eT Uo0 -St what I can oxer is a deal of sortsT Fne where yoS at least 
live and ,ay-e don’t rot in a cage the rest of yoSr daysTP mynan placed 
the -itten apple in the ,iddle of the deskT

McJor,acb interest pi”Sedb ga‘ed longingly at the appleT E…hatb Shb 
is it I gotta doRP

mynan re,oved his specs and leaned forwardT Emell ,e everything yoS 
know a-oSt zoseph —ri.nTP



Chapter     

“W elcome to the exciting world of textiles, Isaac!” Mr. Wilburn 
held the front doors of the mill open, a huge, squinting grin 

painted across his narrow face.
Isaac smiled, Mr. Wilburn’s elation easing some of the knots tied in his 

stomach during the transit on his father’s old nag. After all, today was a 
proud day for him: his Lrst as a working man. Pike Ha.

Se stepped into a spacious, open room. Poud. -ix large metal conv
traptions lined the front perimeter, each operated by six women sitting 
on stools. A deep whirring, the clicking and clanking of mo—ing pieces, 
resonated through the hollow space, requiring them to raise their —oices 
to speak abo—e it.

Isaac took it all in, eyes wide. “Wow.”
Mr. Wilburn smiled. “Pet me gi—e you the tenvpenny tour!”
“I?I don’t ha—e any money, Mr. Wilburn.”
Sis boss laughed, leading Isaac around in a semicircle. “Well, looks 

like you are in the right place, then. Along the wall, as you can see, we 
ha—e spinning and wea—ing machines.”

“MachinesY”
“Tes. Ohese giant, clunky pieces of metal. Ohey separate the bushels 

of clean wool, which the workers o—er here feed into it.” Mr. Wilburn 
pointed to the side of the machine.

Isaac watched the soft material “feed” the contraption as an elder, 
about his grandmother’s age, pressed on a lower paddle with her foot. 
Jn the opposite end, thin strands Lred out, spooling around narrow 
wooden rods. Se’d ne—er seen such an intricate process.
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“And,” Mr. Wilburn continued, “with the power of dark sorcery inv
side this machine, the wool magically turns to twine.”

Isaac’s mouth fell open, then snapped shut. Se shot a suspicious 
glance at Mr. Wilburn.

Ohe man Gust smiled wider. “Want to see your workstation!Y”
Isaac nodded eagerly, and the two walked down the winding stairs to 

the Lrst le—el, which stood below the bridge on a squat piece of land 
along the ri—erbank. Ohe wheel on this side slowly churned, its paddles 
scooping water loudly enough to be heard through the thin walls.

“Sow are you and your family settling in?been about two weeks 
nowY”

“Cood. Ha’s working for Mr. Bhisum. I spend most of the time lookv
ing after Blara while he’s away. Deen working a lot, myself! Ha showed 
me how to shoot a riVe, so I hunt now. And we’—e been digging up the 
backyard trying to hit water from the ri—er for our well. It’s tiring, I tell 
ya.”

“-ee, you’re already on your way. Sard work pays oz. Orust me.”
Ohey reached the Lrst Voor, and Isaac immediately noticed the abv

sence of windows. ;im. Rery dim. Warm as well. A few steamvpowered 
lanterns hung from the walls, casting a sparse, Vickering illumination. 
Darrels and crates, some Llled with fabric waste and others empty, clutv
tered the area, all placed in a disorderly manner. -pools of twine, in —arv
ious drab colors and siNes, lined the lattice of metal shel—ing high against 
the wall. Ohe wooden Voor, unrecogniNable with dinge, lay shrouded 
in fabric pieces and woolen dust balls, which shifted about as the two 
walked along the only clear path to the back. Isaac raised his brow, highly 
doubting whether anyone had e—er swept or cleaned the place.

Mr. Wilburn pointed to the narrow hallway to the right of the stairs, 
which led to a door. “Ohat?is where I li—e. It’s not much, but it’s home.”

Hiles of pelts rested in one cornerE another corner held a large crate 
with the bottom cut out. Zaw sheep’s wool Llled the container, Llthy, 
some stained red. 9ext to the crate, and immediately snaring Isaac’s eye, 
stood a giant monstrosity, the likes of which Isaac had ne—er seen. -e—eral 
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rows of tightly wound cylindrical blades comprised the fa0ade of the 
machine, aligned in rows and rows like honed teeth.

“Ohis is the carding machine,” Mr. Wilburn explained.
“BardingY” Isaac gulped, analyNing e—ery belt, e—ery wheel, e—ery 

blade.
“Oextile separator is all it is. Tou see, this machine processes the wool 

before we clean it and it reaches the upstairs. It Llters out all the dirt, 
blood, and gunk from the material. -tretches it out some, too. Your Gob 
is to feed the wool into the separator, slowly, mind you, and make sure 
it doesn’t Gam up! -ounds much more complicated than it is. Ohink you 
can handle thatY”

Isaac nodded tentati—ely, unable to a—ert his eyes.
“2sed to be my Gob, but we are getting quite busy. I can’t keep up with 

running this mill and all the proGects me and Ran will soon be in—ol—ed 
in.”

Mr. Wilburn pulled a ripcord, and the carding machine came to life 
with a —ociferous squeal, the noise soon dissol—ing into a deep, uninterv
rupted grumble.

A bead of sweat trickled down Isaac’s brow.

2

Isaac,  exhausted,  ended his  Lrst  day  of  manly  work,  his  clothing 
drenched from hours of feeding the carding machine. Ohe lack of —env
tilation didn’t help, either. Se couldn’t wait to go home. Se smiled as 
he climbed the stairs toward Mr. Wilburn’s o…ce, already imagining the 
proud look on Ha’s face.

çerie quiet hung hea—y in the mill as he reached an empty factory Voor. 
Ohe women, too, had ended their day and departed.

Mr. Wilburn’s o…ce, a long rectangular room, loomed high in the 
back center of the mill Voor, enclosed by fourvfoot pony walls with 
beams?empty frames where one would usually Lnd a window?leadv
ing to the ceiling. Owo desks faced each other, both co—ered in paperv
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work, and Mr. Wilburn sat at the one facing the doorway. Ohe chaos in 
the basement closely mirrored the o…ceE small crates Llled with random 
siNed twine spools mingled with dismantled carding machine guts, pieces 
scattered heltervskelter.

Mr. Wilburn looked up with an awkward smile. “;on’t mind the 
mess. Deen working on Lxing this machine for a time now.” Se stared 
with disgust at the bulk of parts in the corner. “Bome, ha—e a seat.”

“Who shares the o…ce with youY”
“9o one, yet. In time, when we expand, that space will hopefully be 

occupied by my future rightvhand man.” Mr. Wilburn nodded at the 
empty desk. “Ohis is big business, Isaac. As you can see, there are six 
machines out there. In L—e years, I would like to double that number. 
Ohat is my dream.”

Isaac, impressed, gaNed serenely at the mill Voor from his seat. Se 
could almost reGoice in Mr. Wilburn’s —ision. Bertainly, the mill held 
plenty of room for these machines.

“What is yoursY” Mr. Wilburn asked.
Isaac blinked, the no—el question catching him oz guard. 9o one 

had e—er bothered to inquire about his thoughts on anything before. 
“I?I?uh, I Gust don’t know, Mr. Wilburn.”

“It’s okay to not know. I didn’t. I only knew what I did not want. And 
when you know that, the rest tends to come.”

Isaac wondered what exactly Mr. Wilburn meant. Dut he liked the ring 
of the words, and he certainly needed a place to start. At the —ery least, 
he knew he enGoyed a man’s work far more than his usual chores.

After thanking Mr. Wilburn, Isaac Go—ially stepped from the front 
door onto the bridge, squinting as the blinding light penetrated his 
shocked pupils. Pike the sun, gratiLcation beamed from his narrow face. 
Se had Gust completed his Lrst full day of proper work. Crown up work. 
So, this is what it’s like to earn your keep. An indescribable feeling washed 
o—er him, a euphoric emulsion of accomplishment and purpose. Se 
turned his hands o—er, staring at the Llth and Lngernail grime. Ballouses 
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co—ered the middle part of his thumbs, palms too, from sweeping and 
mopping the basement Voor.

Ooday, he was a man.
Ohe orange sun’s brilliant melancholy descent behind the Bapitan 

Mountains marked the end of a gorgeous day. Sopefully, the Lrst of 
many. Oime to head home. Se walked across to the Missouri HlaNa side 
and untied Dlanco from a long post which secured, he guessed, se—eral 
employees’ steeds. As he mounted and turned to cross the bridge, recv
ollection of this morning’s errand dawned on him. Ha had gi—en him 
some sil—er before he left the house, requesting he stop at the butcher’s 
shop for two pounds of tenderloin?the Lrst time that the family would 
purchase meat in Missouri HlaNa, as opposed to hunting it.

Pately, game pro—ed scarce. -ince acquiring the Dennett house, he 
and Ha had shot e—ery expendable woodland creature on the property. 
-quirrel and Gackrabbit didn’t quite Lll the belly, and until Ha ingratiated 
himself with Mr. Bhisum, they’d be “up in ;ick’s meadow.” Whate—er 
that meant. Ha said funny things when tired, and e—er since he started 
working for Mr. Bhisum, he came home too tired to hunt or e—en to 
mo—e, croaking about his “old body.” Defore bed, Isaac would Lnd Ha 
sitting on the porch rocker, smoking one of those cigarette things he 
rolled and no doubt thought Isaac wasn’t aware of.

Isaac entered the empty butcher shop. A long counter separated the 
front of the wide, horiNontal room from the partially walledvoz back, 
from which the proprietor emerged. Sis crimson hands, wet with fresh 
blood, mopped a hea—ily stained towel between his Lngers, smearing the 
crimson around more than remo—ing it. Sis apron, which must ha—e 
appeared at one time white, had tanned and yellowed from either poor 
cleaning or hea—y use. Maybe both. An age of dried blood blotched the 
fabric. Dut the rest paled in comparison to his horrible face.

Isaac stared, wide eyed. It was that mean old man from church!
Ohe butcher pushed back the thinning bangs o—er his crown and 

attempted an awkward smile, more like a snarl. “Tou need something, 
sonY”
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Isaac tensed up, unable to process a thought. Sis skin Vashed ice cold, 
and gooseVesh crawled up the back of his neck. Se wanted to turn and 
lea—e, but something rooted his feet to the hardwood Voor. 2nable to 
a—ert his eyes from the red rag turning in the man’s hands, he managed 
to sputter, “2hhhI umm?”

“-peak up, boy,” the man snapped. “Tou gotta tongue now, don’t yaY”
“Tehvyehvyehvyes?yes, sir. Mayvmay I ha—e two pounds uhvuhvof 

tenderloin, please, suhvsirY” Isaac wiped his forehead, which misted with 
perspiration.

Ohe butcher paused brieVy, gaNing intently at Isaac with penetrating 
eyes before withdrawing to the chamber beyond the partition. Ohe imv
pulse to Vee resurged, but the man returned moments later. Se held a 
long, Gagged, fatty cut of raw beef, which looked to Isaac like a mallet 
sculpted in Vesh.

Ohe butcher slammed the whole tenderloin down on the counter. 
“What’s your name, sonY” he said e—enly.

Isaac, a foot away, recoiled. “2h, Isaac, sir.”
“Tou can call me Bharon. 9o need to be all proper, though I do 

appreciate the respect. Tou and your family Gust mo—e to town, I seeY” Se 
pulled a sharp, narrow blade from a knife sheath attached to his trousers 
and held it up. Ohe metal gleamed in the golden light piercing through 
the side window.

“Tes, suhI Bharon.”
“Tour father and sister, I saw. 9o motherY”
“-hvshe died. When we li—ed in ;en—er.”
“;en—er, you say. 9ow, that’s quite a distance to tra—el to mo—e to our 

little town. Must be tough getting along without a mother, I imagine.” 
Bharon trimmed away strips of fat and connecti—e tissue with ease, 
tossing them to the side. “Ban always depend on the power of Cod by 
your side, howe—er. I saw yous in Bhurch. Tous a religious familyY”

Isaac watched with fascination as Bharon sliced oz the thin, fatty 
chain from one side, then Vipped the meat, slicing away the sil—er skin 
and muscle. Aside from Ha dicing up a few rabbits, foxes, and other 
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small woodland creatures, Isaac had ne—er seen the barbaric mutilation 
of preparing meat?though, as he’d come to realiNe in recent weeks, such 
brutality merely ser—ed as a means for sur—i—al for most men. Ohe art of 
catching, cleaning, and cooking meat felt like a rite of passage.

“Well, it’s been the Lrst time for a couple years for me and my sister. 
Jur Ma used to bring us. Dut then we stopped going when she passed.” 
Isaac glanced at the Voor, slightly ashamed but not completely underv
standing why.

“Tou know it’s a sin?a —iolation of your baptismal oath?to miss 
your weekly responsibility to assemble with your community. Oo be 
present for the Hassion of our Bhrist, Pord, and -a—ior,” Bharon said, 
pointing the gritty blade at Isaac while wiping his tacky meat hand down 
the apron side.

Isaac, swallowing dryly as he peered at the knife, shook his head.
Bharon began slicing twovinch medallions from the tenderloin strip. 

“Jh, yes. Tour community, especially. Ohey’re there to support and 
guide you from straying from the narrow path that can only lead to 
eternal life. Tou recall your denominationY”

“2hhhI” Isaac, ner—ous he didn’t ha—e an answer, stared oz behind 
Bharon.

“Dest guess is you’re Hrotestant. Makes the most sense, up in Bolv
orado. Are you Methodist, like Minister Sealy’s churchY DaptistY Hresv
byterianY Hlease, please to holy Cod”?Bharon glanced up at the ceilv
ing?“don’t tell me you’re Mormon.” Ohe blade, yet again, inched closer 
to the boy’s face.

“I?don’t really know. I know?I know I’m Bhristian.”
Bharon beamed brightly. Se Gabbed the tip of the knife into the 

countertop. “Well, we can at least thank 1esus for that, now, can’t weY” 
Se placed the medallions on one side of the cast iron scaleE the cylindrical 
counterweight raised at the opposite end. Ohe meat weighed in o—er two 
pounds, closer to three.

Bharon began wrapping the pieces in brown paper. “I, myself, am 
Zoman Batholic. Sowe—er, beggars certainly can’t be choosers, so the 
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wife and I ha—e con—erted to the mission’s faith. We do, howe—er, ha—e 
a rousing suspicion our minister has come from Batholicism. Sis serv
mons, the way he carries himself. Deen in many Hrotestant churchesE I 
know the Pord’s Hrayer has been extended. Ohey sure don’t pray to the 
-aints during ser—ice. Mass usually ends with Denediction too. 9ot here, 
though.

“Tour father a religious manY Krom Lrst glance, I’m guessing no.”
Isaac shrugged, unsure. “I spose not. Se ne—er went to church with us 

before last week.”
ç—en though he ne—er asked, Ma would often mention that Ha was 

either too exhausted or o—erwhelmed from his long shifts in the mine. 
Ha rarely mentioned Cod, which piqued Isaac’s imagination about his 
beliefs.

“I knew it. Sad him pegged for an atheist, soon as I saw his face. Ohat’s 
okay. What you need, son, is to recei—e the sacrament of conLrmation. 
Tou won’t get that here?Methodists stop at Daptism. Jnly then will 
you be fully recei—ed in the house of Cod, you hearY Pord knows how 
long you’ll be kicking around this town. Tou want to get married somev
day, don’t youY”

Isaac nodded.
“-peak up, son!”
Isaac twitched, Gumping out of his skin. “Tes, Bharon.”
“All right then. 9ow, my brother, he’s a tra—eling priest. Bomes two, 

maybe three times a year to —isit. And I tell you, you are in luck, son! Se’s 
gonna be arri—ing in town, end of the month. If you want, I can arrange 
a BonLrmation ser—ice for you.” Bharon handed him the meat package. 
“I think that would be in your best interest, don’t youY”

“Tes,” Isaac said eagerly, nodding. “2h, how much do I owe youY” Se 
pulled loose change from his pocket, pushing it around with a thumb.

“KiftyvL—e cents, that’d beI howe—er, for you, it’s on the house.”
“SuhY” Isaac glanced up, eyes wide. -urely, he’d heard wrong.
“Tou keep your pa’s money, now. Duy yourself some new clothes. 

-upper’s on me. 1ust as long as you meet my brother, Kather Senry, at 
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the end of the month. We’ll get you properly conLrmed, so you can li—e 
a long, holy life with the rest of us, among the righteous. At the end of it, 
you’ll get right into those pearly gates where our Almighty -a—ior waits. 
Ohat sound good to youY”

“Tes,” Isaac said quickly, not totally con—inced but knowing what 
Bharon wanted to hear.

“All right then.” Bharon glanced toward the door. “Tou go on now.”
Isaac hurried toward the exit. BonLrmation did sound good, in thev

ory. Dut coming from this daunting man’s mouthY -ome internal inv
stinct immediately clicked, an inherent alarm sensing somethingI oz. 
Se reached for the door?

“Jne last thing.”
Isaac froNe at the entrance, slowly turning in the direction of Bharon’s 

chilling —oice.
“Hrobably best not to tell your old man, at least not until after. Se 

may not appro—e, or at least quite understand, your wanting to be in the 
Souse of Cod.” Bharon grinned, his full, gray teeth eerily reminiscent 
of the carding machine. “Wouldn’t you agree, sonY”

Isaac tentati—ely nodded his head and walked out.
-omething about Bharon struck him as odd, but as he rode the nag 

back home, he couldn’t place what. Batholicism sounded interesting. 
çternal sal—ation, e—en better. Kree beefY Oruly amazing. Ohough, for 
some reason, he doubted Ha would like the idea of him returning after 
disco—ering who ran the shop. Dest not stress about that now, though. 
Ooo many things on the plate already. Sell, would Isaac e—en have time 
for a BonLrmationY A working man earned his keep, and he took his 
responsibilities at the mill seriously. 9ot to mention his new promotion 
to primiti—e hunterLgatherer, in addition to his pre—ious position as a 
fullvtime child rearing professional. After all, someone had to keep an 
eye on Blara. Isaac trotted proudly into the woodlands.

çternal sal—ation might ha—e to wait.



Chapter   1

“C ome. It’s time.”

“Time?” Potter, exhausted from the day’s work, gave Cof-
fey a perplexed glance as he slipped out of his chaps on the ranch porch. 
His spine cracked as he leaned forward, his hips tightening and shooting 
warm pain down his left thigh. The long ride, after an even longer day 
under the blazing sun, left him sore and wearied to the bone. “Time for 
what?”

“Ya wanna know why we’s the Jinglebob ranch, don’tcha?” Coqey 
teased.

Potter, despite a mild curiosity, at this point wanted nothing more 
than to slip out and head home.

Coqey evidently sensed his reluctance. “Come on. It be —uick, I 
promise ya.”

The duo entered the enclosed cowshed at the back of the ranchOa 
spacious area, currently occupied by recently arrived cattle. Potter had 
noticed them slowly pouring in over the last week, though he’d won-
dered why no one yet acclimated them to the herd.

“This here’s our soon to be Jinglebob Cattle,” Coqey explained, ges-
turing to the animals. “jur Bob, for the next week. Will, we’s gonna be 
brandin this here cattle with Chisum’s special mark.”

“Mhat’s that?”
“Match.”
Coqey pulled a six-inch blade from his back pocket and walked up to 

the Srst steer. Taking the Eoppy left ear and pulling it taut, he stuck the 
blade into the Eesh at the root of the ear and, in one swift motion, sliced 
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upward, splitting the ear into two separate segments. The cow bellowed 
hard, snorting and grunting.

The two men backed away.
Dor a moment, Potter wondered how much pain the animal felt. He 

didn’t know much about cow ranching, but he doubted the necessity 
of splitting the ear to mark one’s territory. 8evertheless, he found the 
endeavor interesting. “Lo, why’s it called a GJinglebob?’”

Coqey smiled. “jhhh, ya see, at one time or another some of the fellas 
used to wear these little metal trinkets on the spurs of their boots, that 
Bingled when they walked. They called them Binglebobs. Woss liked it so 
much he decided to use the same name for his uni—ue brandin.”

That sounded about right, Potter thought, considering the capricious 
personality of his employer. He watched Coqey, who seemed capable of 
any Bob, work with an impressive and skillful touch. His loyalty to the 
ranch was matched only by his exceptional work ethic. It struck Potter 
that he hadn’t asked yet.

He sighed, scratching the back of his grimy neck. “Hey, Coqey, can I 
ask you a favor?”

“Rm-hmm. Ween waitin for this.” Coqey ran the blade through an-
other ear.

The cow bellowed.
“Re and the boy have been digging out a well in the backyard. Thing 

is, it’s Bust two of us, and we’re not making much headway. ;on’t know 
why, either.” Potter scratched his head. “The boy, strong as he is, tires 
—uickly, and, well, hell, I ain’t no spring chicken either. Could sure use 
another hand out there.”

“5 well, eh?”
“Yeah, for whatever reason, there ain’t one on the property. I can pay 

ya a few bucks for your time. That ain’t no problem for me.”
5nd it wasn’t. Chisum paid handsomely for a day’s work. 8ot mine 

money, but more than enough. Potter shoved a pre-rolled —uirley be-
tween his lips.

“I owe ya a debt for my life, Will. It be the least I can do for ya.”
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“You don’t owe me anything, Coqey.” Potter struck a match and lit 
the —uirley, sucking back deeply on the tip and exhaling. Lmoke rem-
nants feathered from his nostrils. “jf all the reasons I ever had to pull 
the steel, yours has given me my only solace.”

This made Coqey smile. He nodded in appreciation. “I’ll Bus go clear 
it with the Wig Ran, Srst. Lhould be no problem, though.”

The men walked out of the shed, Coqey toward the main house, 
Potter to Wessie’s mare, still tied to a post outside the ranch. Wehind 
his horse, oq the side of the cowshed, several ranch-hands surrounded 
a large, gated pen. AliBa, Hiram, and Lalvador leaned against the outside, 
whistling and hollering, while Amiliano and 9ustine stood inside. The 
black stallion loomed Bust past them. Rassive. Ltriking in both size and 
beauty. 5 maBestic creature, wild and stunning.

The beast, neighing and snorting, edged itself into the corner of the 
pen, trying to avoid the unrelenting ranch hands. Lo far, it had success-
fully run one man, Amiliano, ragged in circles! though, in an oblong 
space, the horse possessed limited means of escape. Amiliano slowly and 
gently inched his way forward, a lasso draped between his two hands. 
6nbeknownst to the beast, the other hand, 9ustine, stealthily climbed 
the gate’s middle rung behind it, gripping a stock saddle. The beast 
beheld its captor, pacing each step for creeping step, the sunlight shim-
mering across its silky broad shoulders.

Amiliano locked eyes with the beast, now nearing pen’s edge, and 
began twirling the lasso side to side.

The stallion neighed, rearing.
Potter slowed his pace, turning his head to see what he knew would 

come next.
9ustine leaned in, hands stretched forward to hover a saddle over the 

stallion’s back. Amiliano’s lasso loop enlargedOin direct proportion to 
his shit-eating grinOthe faster he butterEied, zigzagging elaborately side 
to side and rolling behind his back before he Snally raised it above his 
head. 5 bit garish, Potter thought.
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The stallion’s nostrils Eared as it drove its front hoof into the ground 
with a snort, pawing back dirt with vicious strokes. Its head thrashed 
back and forth, heaving its shaggy, long mane. Amiliano, ten feet from 
the beast, launched the rope. It landed swiftly around its neck, Amiliano 
—uickly pulling taut. The stallion resisted, yanking back on the rope and 
thrusting violently. Amiliano fell to a knee, holding tight to his side. 
9ustine, now over the struggling beast, dropped the saddle on its back.

“I got’im… I got’im… 9et on…” Amiliano called through gritted teeth, 
holding on for dear life.

9ustine Bumped on top, gripping the beast’s neck to keep from slid-
ing oq, while two other hands Bumped over the railing into the pen 
to —uickly batten down the saddle. The task proved an impossibility. 
Amiliano’s grip slipped, the rope tearing through callused hands as the 
horse thrashed. Dinally, he let go, and the beast shot up, kicking out its 
front legs. The other men turned for the closest railing.

NEEEIIIGGGGHHHH!
9ustine Sred oq the saddle, somersaulting over the edge of the pen 

and slamming face Srst on the dirt. The stallion bolted toward Amiliano, 
who turned and ran for the pen’s edge, Sfteen feet away. Mithout a 
second to spare, he escaped the horse’s trampling hooves and Eipped 
himself over the gate, landing on his back, while the other men standing 
alongside had a good, hearty laugh.

Potter smiled, kept walking. He’d almost reached Wessie’s mare when 
a voice stopped him dead in his tracks.

“Mhere is the new guy? You know, Rr. Lilent.” Amiliano shouted, 
smacking his chaps and dusting himself oq. “9et his ass here… Lee what 
he can do…”

5pproaching Wessie’s horse, Potter Eipped up the collar of his Backet 
and pulled his hat low. 8ot the friendliest bunch, the ranch hands. In 
fact, Potter got nothing but cold shoulders and frosty stares the Srst 
week, with the second diverging only with the addition of brief and 
brus—ue observational remarks regarding the task at hand. Thankfully, 
Coqey, at least half of the time, had been there to talk to. Wut Potter 
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understood the animosity. 8ew man. Ltrange man. 8o one is to be 
trusted, not until they’ve proven themselves. jf course, staying strangers 
suited Potter Bust Sne3 and if his critical change in clothing su4ced long 
enough for him to escape notice and return home, so much the better.

“There he is…” AliBa shouted, pointing. 5 mariBuana cigarette hung 
from his lips. He mumbled something inaudible to the other men, then 
yelled, “You can sure herd in some cattle, but can you tame the beast…?”

Ugghh… ain’t this just swell.
“Yeah, we hear you’s got a special way with horses, gringo…” Lalvador 

taunted.
Coqey, on the porch at Chisum’s rear screened door, stopped short of 

stepping into the kitchen.
“1et’s see what you got, 8ew 9uy,” Hiram chimed in.
Potter continued to untie the reins. “Lorry fellers. 8ot today.”
“Mhat chicken-shit. Ya know, I’m tired of Woss bringin in these 

no-good pasture strays. 5in’t none ever been worth the steer shit on my 
heels.”

Potter stopped. He turned with the thousand-yard stare down, blood 
pressure soaring. Mhat does one do? Challenging these menOmen he 
had to see on the dailyOwasn’t much of an option. 8either was walking 
away. Certainly not. It would happen again tomorrow and the day after 
that. Can’t shoot them either. Though, a man’s got to have principals. 
Can’t Bust drop every man that cracks wise. Alse, you’d be no diqerent 
from common gutter trash.

Potter glanced over to where Coqey watched. Landy, sitting next to 
Coqey, watched too, dust clinging to her shaggy, waxen coat.

He dropped the reins, faced the leering men, and headed straight 
toward Hiram, standing conSdently by his horse with a smirk. 5s Potter 
neared, though, Hiram backed against his steed, hand cautiously hover-
ing over his sidearm. Potter, without stop or hesitation, swiftly reached 
toward his throat. He seized the rope slumped around the horse’s saddle 
horn, Bust above the ranch hand’s neck, and continued straight past 
Hiram, who stepped from his path as Potter entered the pen.
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The stallion snorted and shook its head, dragging its front leg with a 
penetrating gaze. This boy was worked up. Potter, with utter caution, 
inched his way forward, rope in hand! his eyes locked with the distressed 
creature. It hoofed its way left, right, looking for a way around the ad-
vancing man. The lasso, still draped over its shoulders, dragged behind.

Potter stepped forth, beginning the gentle swing of the rope in his 
hands. The stallion’s meticulous retreat ended abruptly, cut short when 
its hind—uarters met the gate. 5 wind picked up! dust emanated from the 
sandy loam, circulating through the pen. 5 Sne mist obstructed Potter’s 
view of his grunting opponent. He waited for his moment, dancing the 
lasso full swing above his head. 5nd, as the dust settled, the anxious 
creature, cornered, got an eye full of its tall aggressor. Instantly, it reared 
up on hind legs, kicking forth its front hooves.

NEEEIIIIGGGGHHH!
The rope wrapped around the front legs, and, as it landed, Potter 

pulled taut and held tight. In a fruitless endeavor to evade, the horse 
managed to entwine itself, promptly collapsing onto both front knees.

The ranch-hands exchanged bewildered glances, 9ustine gaping in 
surprise.

Potter approached the scared animal, and, with a gentle hand, began 
stroking its silky, long mane. He whispered into the stallion’s ear, acutely 
aware of the other men leaning in to listen without any possibility of 
making out the tune. The same one Wessie would sing to ease her stub-
born mare, ironically titled, “5ll the Pretty 1ittle Horses.” 5 moment 
later, the horse lay down fully, almost serene. AliBa cautiously entered the 
pen, and Potter turned and handed over the reins. 5 look of shock still 
hung on AliBa’s sun-drenched face as he began tightening the saddle.

“Here.” AliBa handed over his green cigarette. “9ood for the nerves.”
Potter gave it a —uick, narrow look. “8o, thanks. 9ot my own recipe.”
Coqey, still grinning in the doorway, shook his head and Snally en-

tered. Potter walked out of the pen, brooding, his face vexed as he tipped 
his hat to the men before turning toward the ranch.

He grinned. Ain’t no flies on me.
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The woodlands abruptly broke, revealing the concealedOand recently 
sickledOenclosure as Potter and Coqey arrived at the Wennett house.

Coqey whistled. “Color me impressed, Will. This here is some range ya 
got. I can see why everyone wants a piece.”

“Dather in-law owns it,” Potter explained. “He had it built for his 
brother sometime after the war. 1ent him the money to do so. Mhy here, 
you may ask. I couldn’t rightfully tell ya. The man could have had it made 
had he gone into business with his brother.”

“8o well, eh?”
The men dismounted and walked to the backyard.
“8ope. Had to cut the grass down to be absolutely certain. It’s crazy.” 

Potter pointed out a distance beyond the house. “Avidently, Wennett 
used to fetch his water from the Pecos there.”

Coqey looked over. “Lweet heavenly Jesus.”
“Yup. Ry sentiment exactly. John Wennett was a peculiar feller. You 

see, me and the boy started one Bust beyond the outhouse.” Potter point-
ed again. “Wut it turned up shit. 9ot some shovels in the barn. Digured 
we’ll start Sfty yards or so up from that one.”

The men unmounted, and the young’uns exploded from the front 
door, Clara in the lead.

Potter scooped her up in his tired arms. “Qids, you remember Rr. 
Coqey, don’t ya?”

They both nodded, exchanging perplexed glances. Their pa hadn’t 
brought anyone to their homestead since Ra’s funeral.

“Mr. Coffey. That sounds funny, Pa.” Clara smiled.
“Mell now, young lady, it sure does. Wut you can Bus call me Coqey. 

Rost of my friends do. I believe an overdue thank you is in order.”
“Dor what, mistOer, uh-um, Coqey?” Her face twisted with bemuse-

ment.
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Coqey  beamed  a  mouth  full  of  teeth  followed  by  an 
if-the-poor-girl-only-knew laugh. “Ya got ya self a special little girl, Will.”

“;on’t I know it.”

3

Two hours into the dig, with sweat soaking through his Henley, Pot-
ter could no longer bare the strength of the blazing orange ball Snally 
making its methodical descent through the sky. He peeled oq his shirt, 
Sxed his suspenders on wet shoulders, and drank a ladle of river water 
from a wooden pail. Coqey himself had stripped to an open button 
down, exposing his frail, dark frame. ;epending how the sun hit, Potter 
glimpsed marks across his chest. 1ong, vague outlines of deep scaring. 
Rany, many outlines.

Wy mid-evening, the men managed to dig themselves a wide, eight-foot 
hole. Impressive, considering they had Bust put in a twelve-hour day at 
Chisum’s ranch. They delegated to Isaac the task of ceaselessly pouring 
dirt by the pailful into the schooner. 6pon his last return, Potter sent 
his son inside for his suede pouch and to check on Clara. He then 
oqered water to Coqey, who delightfully dropped the shovel to take a 
well-earned break.

Potter s—uatted and scooped up a handful of dry soil, thumbing the 
silky mixture of clay and calcium carbonate around in his palm. “IOI 
Bust can’t reconcile this, Coqey. Ry goddamn head is spinning.”

“Mhat’s that?” Coqey took down another ladleful, water dribbling 
down his chin onto his shiny chest.

“Mhy in the Christ haven’t we struck water, yet, huh?” Potter stood, 
frustrated. “Me’ve been at this all evening. Luch a waste of goddamn 
time.” He chucked the dirt against the pit wall.

“Raybe we go down another few yards or so? Ya know, for proper 
measure.”

Potter shook his head and stared into the pit around them with an 
appreciative smile. “If not for you3 I would’ve called it —uits three feet 
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ago.” He stood and stretched, arching his crackling spine, and stretched 
his long arms with a gentle rock side to side.

“You was in the war?”
Potter blinked. “Huh?”
“Them marks on ya. Lcars, looks like.”
Potter peered down upon himself. The right shoulder bore a tre-

foil-shaped depression, about the size of a —uarter. Dive inches over, 
another marred his upper chest. “Yeah3” Potter plunged the spade back 
into the dirt, twisting, hoping for water. “Infantry. Potomac 5rmy. Mir-
ginia.” He tossed dirt into a pail. “Dought in Wull Zun. You heard of it?”

“Yes, sir.” 8ow it was Coqey’s turn to blink. “Heard it was the most 
violent battle in the whole war.”

“Couldn’t say if it was or wasn’t. Lure can’t imagine anything else 
being much worse.”

“You’s a lucky man, Will. That where ya got them scars?”
The sound of the whistle nearly deafened him.
He blinked, shaking his head. He paced a long stretch of the rac-

ing Qansas PaciSc cabin, guns in hand. Ren and womenOpassen-
gersOstood terriSed, arms raised against the windows, shielding the 
armed men inside. jutside, men on horseback raced alongside, some-
how keeping pace with the train. Rarshals, bounty hunters.

Clad in long dark coats, hats, and cloth to veil their faces, the Cow-
town Rarauders, so dubbed by Ledwick County o4cials, Sred out open 
windows between the human shields. 5nd as the train gained momen-
tum, what began with a meticulous modicum of return Sre became 
scattered. 5lmost ubi—uitous. 1ead proBectiles in rapid-Sre succession 
struck every part of the train, shattering windows, tearing into cabins. 
jne stray shot a shield, a woman, through the head. The bullet exited her 
skull, along with brain matter, and struck Potter, followed by a second 
as he toppled backward over a table.

Potter gripped the side of the pit, the grit of dirt under his nails center-
ing him in the present moment. 5fter all these years, he still —uestioned 
the casualty, the collateral damage, as it were, and the real motives of 
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those lawmen in pursuit. They’d known the risk involved, and they’d 
decided what they’d sacriSce, who they’d sacriSce, to put him and his 
gang down.

“Rost of em,” Potter oqered Snally.
“I served in the sixth 6.L. 5rtillery Color Zegiment. jne of many, I 

’spose.” Coqey, with the spade, chiseled away at the hard sediment. “You 
heard of a Dort Pillow? Tennessee?”

“Yeah.”
“;ay a reckonin.” He shook his head. “I was for sure it was. Me 

was held up inside there, six hundred men or so, I reckon. There 
was this generalO9eneral Dorrest, his nameOhe was the leader of this 
Qu-Qlux-Qlan, ya know. Jus bout the epitome of pure evil, I say. Him 
and his men surrounded us up on the high grounds there. Me was at 
a grave disadvantage. The fort, surrounded by hills, down by the river 
there, stood no chance. Llowly but surely, they picked us oq like sheep, 
one by one. The Sght lasted for hours. Hours, I tell ya. 5 butchery, it 
was, till we Snally Bus surrendered the fort.

“Me Sgured, by then, we’d be taken as prisoners, sumtin. Wut they had 
sumtin else in mind, I guess. They came in guns ablaze.

“In the end, they took bout a hundred or so of us. The rest, mostly 
colored types, they slaughtered. 6p close. Nuite personally. 5ll I could 
do was watch and wait for the good 1ord to pass his Budgement on each 
one of us. Delt like the longest day of my life, that.” Coqey stopped 
digging. “They tied us together like cattle, single Sle. Carted the herd of 
us oq. I can’t begin to tell ya the sight to be seen outside that fort. Wodies 
strewn about. Piles of the dead as far as the wary eye can see, Will. Lome, 
still alive, moanin, wailin, twitchin. 1eft to the buzzards.” Coqey shook 
his head.

“They walked us along the Rississippi. The waters stained red for 
miles. I tell ya, I ain’t never seen such horror in all my days.”

Potter stared oq. “It changes you, don’t it? That kind of violence.”
Isaac returned and lowered the pouch down.
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Potter reached for it. “Lon, you can call it —uits here. 5ctually, why 
don’t you test those new shooting skills of yours and fetch us something 
for supper.”

His eyes lit up. “Mell, what should I shoot, Pa?”
“Hmm3 well, I’ve had a hankering for mountain lion for some time 

now, boy.” He smiled at Coqey. “Mhat do ya think?”
Coqey grinned. “Rmm-mmm, mountain lion sound mighty tasty, if 

ya ask me.”
“Wring us the largest beast you can Snd.”
Isaac, ecstatic, ran oq, and Potter pulled his papers and tobacco shake. 

Pre-torn. Lhredded. He —uick-rolled a —uirley, oqering it to Coqey.
He shook his head. “8o, sir.”
“5 group of us broke away from our unit.” Potter struck a match with 

a thumb and lit up. 1eaning against the clay tomb wall, he inhaled the 
sweet smoke. “Have no illusions, we never intended to return. 8ot after 
Wull Zun. Mell, I guess it was still during. The mayhem, it never ceased 
to end. Lo we hid underground in the collapsed trenches for two days, 
waiting out the Sghting. Lurvived on our hard tack, or what remained 
of it. The smell of decay above in the scorching sun eventually became 
unbearable, so we made our move. Dor days, we walked those empty 
woods. ;ays.

“Aventually, we ended up in the mountains. Hid out there a couple 
months, I guess. Hell, could have been years, for all we knew. 8o concept 
of time, up there. Me were famished, emaciated. Had to conserve am-
munition for safety reasons, so hunting was di4cult. Me ate what little 
plant life the mountain oqered. Werries, plants, fungus. Zisky, but at that 
point, death would have been better. Hunger played hell with our heads.

“Lhit got real strange, I tell ya. Wegan to see things, hear things. Things 
that weren’t there, you know? Idle chatter. 1aughing, eerie like. ;eep 
in those woods. Cackling. It’d Bust echo through the grove, day, night, 
didn’t matter. Me walked the perimeter daily, and I tell yaO not another 
man for miles. Wut the noises never stopped. Me’d hear knocking behind 
our campsite in the middle of the night, like someone banging a rock 
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against a tree. Ltrange shit. Twigs broke behind us while we pissed or 
s—uatted in a hole, but there’d be no one there. Paranoia plagued the 
group. 5t some point, I don’t know when, some of us began to have 
visions. Lee men from the brigade wandering those woods. jnes that 
had been killed, Coqey. Zotted faces of dead men, Bust standing in the 
distance. Casting spiteful glares. jthers would Bust be passing through. 
5s if we weren’t even there. The men, terriSed beyond all rational com-
prehension, thought we’d found the trapped souls of the dead stuck up 
in those mountains. 5 sort of perdition, I spose.” Potter shook his head. 
“8ow, I don’t know about all that. You think battle is bad3 a man can 
go crazy out in that wilderness, believe you me.

“I kept seeing this morose Eag boy, uh3 Henry. Henry, his name was. 
Difteen or so. 9ood kid. 9ot real chummy with him in the camps. Wegan 
to look after him a bit. You know, they had all these kids out there on 
the frontline, raising Eags and shit, for 9od knows what reason. 5nyway, 
he was with us a long time3 till Wull Zun. Took a bayonet in the neck. 
I dragged him into the trench. Tried to stop the bleeding, and he Bust 
stared up at me with these scared eyes. ;esperate, merciful eyes. Wegging 
me not to let him die. Wut there was nothing I could do. He lay there 
suqering till he Snally bled out.

“8ow he lingered in those woods, watching me with resentment. 1ike 
he thought his life and death my responsibility, and I failed to protect 
him. Lpose he was right3 but that was the Snal straw. In some bleak eqort 
to stay alive, stay out of our own heads, we left the mountains.

“Me walked a few more days. Couldn’t believe how —uiet things were. 
In our ignorance, we thought maybe the war was over.” Potter smirked. 
“In time, we stumbled across a small town. Dredericksburg, I believe. 
5lmost deserted. I would guess most of its village had been enlisted.

“Me headed for the general store. The only place of business here. 
jlder man and woman, probably bout my age today, well, they took 
one sight at us coming around the corner, and the old man, he came out 
and pulled a gun, told us we ain’t welcome. Though I’ll never forget the 
look of fear on him and his wife’s face.” Potter snubbed the butt, then 
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lit a pre-rolled special —uirley. “Mell, we cut them right down where they 
stood. ;idn’t even hesitate to reason. 1ooted the store for the limited 
food, supplies, the money and Bewelry they had on them, you name it.”

Coqey, leaning against the pit wall, Bust watched intently.
“5pparently, that theft wasn’t enough. Heading out, we came up on 

a big, beautiful house. 1ooked much like aOa plantation or something, 
though we didn’t see any laborers. The men decided that was it! they 
wanted what they had, and they were gonna get it. They knew we could 
hide out there, survive months or longer. 5nd I assure you, we did Bust 
that.” Potter took another long drag. “Inside3 inside was a family. Tried 
to defend it, best they could. Dather and young boy Sred upon us, but 
we got the best of em. Just about ran out of bullets trying, though, and 
they managed to kill two of us in the process.

“I was Srst inside. Happened to Snd the wife and her two daugh-
ters hiding in this room, a hidden room, inside3” He paused, trying 
to remember. The location always varied in his nightmare. “Inside the 
kitchen pantry, I spose. I heard the low whimpering, found the door. 
They were terriSed, huddled together on the Eoor. jne of the fellers saw 
them and ran back to the others. I could hear them hollering, all excited 
like. The wife, she stared up at me. I tell ya, Coqey, Bust like that boy Hen-
ry. Those same merciful eyes. Lhe knew what was to come, I reckon. Lo 
did I. ;id the only thing I could think and pulled my sidearm. Problem 
was, I only had two bullets left.” He paused a moment, Sghting the cold 
lump in his throat, Sdgeting with the —uirley in his Sngertips. “Dreed 
them daughters, though, from a fate worse than hell. That’s about the 
hardest thing I’ve ever done. Mell3 almost, I spose.” Potter pulled in 
the opiate infused shake vapor, exhaling a feathery plume through his 
nostrils.

“Mish I could tell you all our prayers were answered. Dar from it. Me 
didn’t Snd much. Lome dry goods. Couple cows in the pastureOwe 
needed at least one alive. 5 hen house, is all. Wut we knew that sure wasn’t 
enough. 8ot to get through winter. Dound plenty of salt in the house, 
though. Came in handy for what was to come.” Potter revulsed, chills 



RILAZY P1575 F20

crawling up his wet spine. “It was savage, Coqey. Ducking savage, I tell 
ya. Me survived on that for3 shit. Too goddamn long.”

“MuhOwhat happened to the wife?”
Potter studied the incredulous look on Coqey’s face. 8ot a surprising 

reaction, but grounding nonetheless. He didn’t want to overburden this 
poor man, especially since he’d come to like him. Aven respect him. Wut 
now that he’d started sharing, he couldn’t stop. The story Eowed like 
water in the dry air.

“Can’t tell you for a certainty what happened to the wife.” He glanced 
to the ground, unable to meet Coqey’s eyes. “I can assure you, nothing 
good. Me kept her alive. I know that. I know3 I know that. Then, one 
morning, found her dead. Hanging there from the corner of a four-post 
bed inOin one of the kid’s rooms. Lheet tied around her neck. Couldn’t 
say how it happened. Lelf-inEicted, I imagine. 8o clothes on. Lh-she was 
all banged up. That was it. I skinned out after that, Bust before sunrise. 
Llowly made my way out west.

“I never touched that poor woman, Coqey, but I think about her 
sometimes. ;ream about her, even. Mished to 9od I had done some-
thing about it.” Potter Eicked the butt of the —uirley. “Mar does a horri-
ble thing to men. Changes em overnight. Turns boys into men, and men 
into monsters. 8o one comes back the same. Wut I guess you know that.”

He glanced up.
Coqey, pensive, held the shovel handle in both hands, the spade 

wedged in the ground. He looked directly into Potter’s eyes. “Certainly, 
changed my view of this world. I say it made me more appreciate the few 
things I got.”

“I spose.”
“Can’t change what’s done, Will. You’d be dead alongside that woman 

if ya had. 5in’t no sense dwellin. 5in’t no sense in that at all. 8ever did 
any man any good, ya hear? You got a lovely family. 5 home. You alive, 
right?”

Potter nodded.
“Mell, shit, you alive, ain’tcha…?”
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Potter grinned thinly. “Yeah.”
“Can’t ask for anythin more.”
The men Snished by sundown, having dug themselves a ten-foot 

hole which re—uired fetching a ladder. Isaac eventually returned, albeit 
without mountain lion. Potter was okay with what he did have, though. 
They enBoyed raccoon, pit roasted to perfection, with a bottle of brandy 
brought by Coqey from Chisum’s private collection.

5s they Snished eating around the Sre, Coqey pulled an old banBo 
from a threadbare case he said he’d won in a poker game some years back. 
He began strumming a peppy tune with a varying rhythm. The melody 
Bumped and changed on the dime, as if he made it up on the spot. 5nd he 
pretty much did, Potter Sgured, staring in wonderment at the mystery 
musician. This man, always full of surprises.

Coqey’s right foot stomped, and Potter’s hands, as if they had a mind 
of their own, began to clap in a rhythmic beat. Isaac and Clara stood 
from their blanket and followed suit, clapping and laughing. The two 
began to twist and Bump, encircling the burning pit in some crazed ritual 
rain danceOthe one thing they’d yet to see upon arriving in town.

Matching them, Potter couldn’t help but smile. “We careful now, you 
two don’t get too close to those Eames…”

“Me’re professionals, Pa…” Isaac —uipped before tripping over his own 
feet, tumbling into the shadows. Clara cackled. 

Mhen the brown bottles emptied and the young’uns passed out on 
their blankets under a half-moon lighted sky, Potter lay back against a log, 
arms folded behind his head, and stared bleary-eyed at the starry cosmos, 
fading away in a drunken haze of ragtime. Aventually, even Coqey, lean-
ing against his own log, relin—uished the banBo and tipped his hat down 
below his brow for a nap. He’d be needed back at the Jinglebob Zanch! 
he’d depart bright and early, before dawn. The bonSre, down to a dull 
smolder of orange and red embers, soon threatened full abandonment, 
close to extinguishing the night’s remaining light as Potter closed his eyes.

5fter a long day’s work, sleep came swift, deep, and sound.
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Potter slumped against the wall of the six-foot pit, at his wit’s end. 
Dour days of digging holes, each day’s another Sfty yards out from the 
previous, and still, nothing. He didn’t know if he had it in him to try 
again. The sweltering heat scorched his skin, even with the sun setting 
overhead, and the schooner towered with sediment and rock. He and 
Coqey still needed to return all that sediment to the earth once they 
Snally struck gold. jr water.

He spat at the dusty ground, picked up his shovel, and resumed dig-
ging. Just the strangest thing.

8either Potter nor Coqey could Sgure out why the holes kept turning 
up dry. The goddamn Pecos was right there. Potter could toss a stone and 
hit the surface from the bank of the pit. 8o point to digging a well any 
farther out. He stared at the dirt around him, almost too tired to think. 
His Boints ached! his Sngers burned with callouses and blisters. His lower 
back throbbed, but hell, a man twenty years his Bunior would struggle 
with this level of labor. He supposed his aging, Sfty-four-year-old body 
held up better than most.

Coqey, lifting his spade to toss another shovel full, paused, staring at 
the mound of dirt.

Potter stopped digging, mostly to catch his breath. “Mhatcha got?”
Lome strange anomaly poked through the dust. Lmall. Wrown. Cylin-

drical. Drayed at the edges, almost charred.
Coqey lifted it from the dirt, rolling it between his Sngers, analyzing it. 

He waved it under his nose, taking a whiq as his eyes Slled with wonder. 
“Tobacco…?”

He tossed the item over to Potter, who also inspected it before taking 
a whiq.

“1ooks like the butt of an old cigar3 strange.” Potter disregarded the 
relic stogie, tossing it over his head. Mith his handkerchief, he wiped his 
saturated brow.

“You sure there is water in these here parts, Will? Me been at this almost 
a week, I say.” Coqey, still out of breath himself, dropped his shovel. 
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He pulled a pocket watch from his trousers. “Woss got a special dinner 
meetin tonight with some business type men. 8eed to cut out soon and 
make my way on back, if ya don’t mind. Hate to leave ya here, though.”

Potter glanced around the sultry pit. “It’s gotta be here, Coqey… It’s 
goddamn gotta be…”

Drustrated, he grabbed the pickax, swinging it over his head and 
drilling it into the hard clay. Coqey backed himself to the wall, too close 
for comfort. Mith everything left in him, Potter plunged into the earth 
again. Then again. 9runting. 5 Sne dust plumed upward, coating his 
wet skin as he hacked away, choking on the mist.

Coqey wafted the grit from his face. “Come on, Will. You gonna hurt 
ya self, now. Ltop that…”

Potter, hu4ng, grunted and stuck the pick one last time. 5 profound 
thud echoed through the space, accompanied by a resonating tremor 
surging up the handle. The reverberation pulsed through Potter’s arms, 
forcing his release. He slipped back, falling to the seat of his pants.

Mith an open hand, Coqey rushed toward Potter. “Ya all right, Will?”
“That3 was strange.” He stared, dumbfounded, at the handle.
“Mhatcha got there? You hit a rock, something?”
“IOI don’t know.” Potter pulled the pickax and dug down with his 

hands a few inches, scooping away the damp dirt.
Lomething solid met his Sngers. He cleared away several inches, ex-

posing a Eat surfaceOhigh sheen, charcoal color. 1ike gunmetal. The 
more he brushed away, the more it shined. Pristine. 5nd, oddly enough, 
no ax mark.

Coqey gaped. “That a cannon buried down here…?”
The men took their spades and cleared away as much of the pit Eoor 

as they could. Coqey kept checking his watch, now running late, though 
his face shone with curiosity.

Potter shot him a bemused, interested smile. Wut, as they continued 
working, his expression shifted to owl eyes and a full-on gape.

“Coqey3” Potter stared down at their mystery obBect, which dwarfed 
the hole in which they stood. “This ain’t no cannon.”
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Isaac rode up on the old nag, returning from work as his pa and Rr. 
Coqey climbed out from the pit.

“Hiya, Pa. Hiya, Rr. Coqey.” Isaac dismounted. “How’s the well 
coming along?”

Rr. Coqey shot his pa a wry, crooked smile. “Righty uneventful till 
Bus now, I’d say. How’s the nag treatin ya?”

“5wful.” Isaac grimaced. “Horse keeps stopping and shitting up all 
over the place. 5in’t never seen a horse do that before…”

Pa tried, and failed, to stiEe a grin. “Drom now on, you take Wlanco. 
Lon, grab a shovel, will ya?”

That was the last thing Isaac wanted to hear. Axhaustion weighed 
heavily on every bone in his body. Ltill, he’d risk hurting worse if he upset 
his father.

Mithout —uestion, Isaac picked up Coqey’s shovel and peered into the 
hole. Lomething shiny peeked back from the surface.

Isaac s—uinted. “Mhat is it, Pa?”
“8ot sure. Me’re going to dig it out, whatever it is.”
Isaac fought the urge to roll his eyes. He didn’t care if the hole held the 

lost city of 5tlantisOa story his ma used to tell him. He needed water 
and a change of clothing. Plus, someone would need to tend to dinner, 
since clearly Pa had been digging all afternoon.

Lince arriving in Rissouri Plaza, Isaac had embraced the additional 
responsibilities entrusted to him. People now relied on him. 5nd he 
knew, both to his delight and chagrin, that a man earns his keep.

Rr. Coqey, reluctant to leave, glanced back at the pit. “I wish I could 
stay, Will, but I reckon I must be gettin back to the ranch. The boss 
awaits.”

“That’s all right,” Pa assured him. “5ppreciate the help, Coqey. 1ook, 
I don’t know what we’re looking at here, but let’s keep this Bust between 
us till we Sgure out what we’ve got, yes?”
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“Ya got my word.”



Chapter   1

P otter and Isaac widened the diameter by vfe xeet ofer the neut two 
ho,rsl onpy stoggink xor water breaqs and a .,icq dinner ox baqed 

beans and breadT Che s,n sanq on its vnap descent behind the Magitan 
zo,ntainsl peafink them with a mere hapx ho,r ox dwindpink pikhtl b,t 
Potter remained mesmerijed by the enikmatic obWect beneath his xeetT 
Che sopid s,rxace bepow stretched onl seeminkpy invniteT —ith the hepg 
ox a broomRa recent g,rchase xrom ’eynopdsSRIsaac swegt away the 
dirt whipe Potterl k,ided by a pantern oferheadl wandered the gerimeterl 
his imakination ,npeashedT Could it—nooo. Could it reappy be a ship, a 
goddamn ironclad, run aground right here in my own backyard!? Chey 
stood on the Aat tog decql gpated in some appoy. Uteepl most piqepyT You old 
sonovabitch, John. I knew you’d been up to some shady shit out here… but 
the USS Merrimack!?

-ccordink to pekendsl the sc,ttped Hnion battpeshigl sapfaked and 
conferted to serfe the Monxederacy, fanished axter enkakink in a xace:oF 
with its Hnion co,ntergartl the zonitorl in the historic Damgton ’oad 
battpeT ’,mors s,kkested the Monxederates depiberatepy destroyed the 
shig to qeeg the Hnion xrom recpaimink itT Mertainpyl the zerrimacqSs 
gresence in the yard shed some pikht on his ,ncpe:in:pawSs secretife gost:
war pixestypeT Che b,ried arsenap cache s,ddenpy made some sort ox senseT

Potter kot down on his qnees with a pantern to insgect the shigSs 
immac,pate s,rxaceT PreserfedRwepp greserfedT This should be oxidized 
to all hell. De noticed somethink epse ,n,s,apl tooJ a kpimmerinkl iri:
descent shimmerT Lor a momentl he tho,kht his eyes gpayed tricqs as 
the pikht oscippated bacq and xorthT Colors. Oegendink on how the pikht 
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hit the metappic s,rxacel and his ankpe ox sikhtl the materiap grod,ced 
a sgectr,m ox radiantl microscogic coporT - vne kpitterl m,ch piqe a 
diamondl tho,kh it ranked xrom darq to pikhtT

Doweferl the s,rxace grofed pess than gerxectT Hgon x,rther insgec:
tionl Potter discofered an area ox spikht discoporationT It stipp euhibited its 
nat,rap iridescencel apbeit camo,Aaked by a d,sqy sheenT -pmost sinkedT 
De noticed a thinl spikhtpy indented pine r,nnink down the s,rxacel 
which traiped oF ,nder the kro,ndT Upidink a vnkernaip into the creficel 
he considered whether he co,pd spig a wedke into the sgaceT Hnearthink 
an accessibpe sgot mikht taqe daysl or efen weeqsl tho,kh he harbored 
some rep,ctance abo,t refeapink it at appT

Che consideration ox sayink fuck itl and W,st vppink the hope in rikht 
nowl crossed his conx,sed mindT !,t the c,riosity wo,pd eat at himT 
De qnew itT Oesgite eferythinkl his o,tpaw mindset grefaipedl whirpink 
with sgec,pation abo,t the gotentiap fap,e t,cqed away insideT —ith this 
imakined treas,rel they co,pd abandon the !ennett ho,se and disaggear 
so,th to zeuicoT 6r ’ioT DeSd met a xepper xrom ’ioSs seaside whoSd 
described the bea,ty ox its cagtifatink cpear waterT

—ith newxo,nd determinationl Potter retriefed his toops xrom an 
,ngacqed bou inside and kot to worq hammerink a gicq into the metap 
wedke aponk the kroofeT Che s,rxacel tho,kh sopidl had a meas,re ox 
gergpeuink gpiabipityT De had nefer seen or to,ched anythink .,ite piqe 
it bexoreT 6nce the sgace widened a centimeter or sol which didnSt taqe 
ponkl Potter spid in the gicqauT ”entpyl he g,pped bacql refersed itl and 
g,pped akainT Che spikht inward xopdink ox one side convrmed his int,:
itionJ he had made a breaqthro,khT De t,kked with app his mikhtl carex,p 
not to breaq the aul b,t the st,bborn seap wo,pdnSt b,dkeT Hsink his 
M,ban heepl he stomged the s,rxace with one xootT Chenl ,tipijink his 
two xeetl he efent,appy xo,nd himsepx sgrinkink ,g and downT ”asgink 
xor airl ragidpy posink his breathl he co,pd sense the metap shixtinkl apbeit 
spikhtpyl beneath his xeetT Ut,cqT

Isaacl hopdink a panternl watched xrom abofeT EMarex,pl PaY Marex,pYZ
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EVo, ainSt kotta worry abo,t mel sonTZ Potter kr,nted o,t in xr,stra:
tionl peanink xorwardl hands on his thikhsT EChis koddamn think wonSt 
b,dRZ

FLOOOOOM!
- seap b,rstl and the hatch yiepded ,nder his weikht as he gp,mmetedl 

repeasink a s,rke ox m,sty airT Potter drogged ten or so xeetl bo,ncink 
oF the sopes ox his bootsl t,mbpink down on his sideT Che gicqau cpinqed 
aponk the sopid Aoor nearbyT

EP-YYZ IsaacSs scream rank down in an echol hoppow between the wappsT
;yes cposed and heart racinkl Potter ropped oferT EDopy horse shitTZ
Dis eyes A,ttered ogenl vuatink on the patch oferheadT Che past 

remnants ox daypikht streamed thro,kh the ogenink8 garticpes ox d,st 
kpeamedl Aoatink thro,kh the d,sqy streamT De sat ,grikhtl sweegink 
his kaje thro,kh the obsc,re sgaceT Dis hands met the Aoorl copd to the 
to,chl feiped in d,st and cobwebsT …isibpe wisgs escaged his mo,th as he 
vnappy bekan to breathe in the stapel coop airT

Isaac d,cqed his head in xrom abofeT EPal yo, oqayY9Z
EVeahTZ Potter stoodl d,stink his tro,sers and speefesT E7ower that 

pamg downl wipp yaTZ
Isaac did as his ga badeT
Potter reached ,g and krasged the bottoml taqink the pikht xrom his 

sonT E7istenl ISm koink to need yo, to ket the padder xrom the barnT 
Uho,pd be W,st abo,t ponk eno,kh to reach the bottomT Oo not come 
down hereT ItSs not saxel yo, kot it9Z

Isaac noddedl t,rnedl and ran xor the barnT
Che corridor in which Potter xo,nd himsepx gressed in narrowpyl 

maybe vxteen xeet wide by his estimatel with d,st coatink efery s,rxace 
in a vnel kray ashT De hepd o,t the panternT Che Aicqerink pikht danced 
akainst the wappsl groWectink the same kpitterink metappic shine as the 
euterior s,rxaceT De br,shed his vnkers across the copd metapl peafink 
an imgrint in the d,stT Uteggink into an ironcpad xor the vrst timel he 
co,pdnSt shaqe a mystixyink xeepink ox ,neaseT -pmost xorebodinkT
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Potter adfanced incrementappy down the corridorT Oarqness germe:
ated the airl tho,kh not as totappy as he eugectedT -ponk either wappl efery 
ten xeet or sol pittpe s.,ares emanated a soxtl gape kpow xrom hikh abofeT 
Cwenty:vfe yards ,gl one pikht ipp,minated a str,ct,rap chanke on his 
pextT - recession in the wappl no0 an ogen doorwayT

Che pantern kentpy ,nfeiped the sgace aro,nd him as he enteredT Che 
rooml tho,kh wider than the corridorl wasnSt m,ch parker by comgar:
isonT -bo,t the sije ox his new pifink room sgacel he recqonedT ;mgtyl 
tooT

—eppl apmostT
-t vrstl he onpy noticed the smapp s.,are ganepl abo,t the sije ox his 

handl hankink twepfe inches xrom the side ox the door xramel attached 
by a b,ndpe ox metap threadink xeedink into the wappT !,t as he sw,nk 
the panternl the pikht eugosed a smapp mass grotr,dink xrom the rikht:side 
Aoorl hard to discern bepow an ake ox settped kritT De s.,intedl hopdink 
the pikht hikherT Dapx ox the mass eutended ,g the wappl and the second 
hapx pay across the Aoorl sgpittink into a matchink gairl garappepl two xeet 
awayT 7eksl stretched o,tT De wapqed oferl insgectink the gerson sittink 
bacq akainst the wappT

Potter wasnSt shocqedl nor s,rgrisedT In xactl he had apmost eugected 
a bodyT 1,st one ox many thinks yo,Sd vnd in a b,ried warshig0 tho,kh 
the vk,reSs attirel diNc,pt to maqe o,t thro,kh the krimel bore no 
resembpance to any ,nixorm heSd seen bexorel Hnion or MonxederateT - 
shimmer xrom the obsc,red torso reAected PotterSs pikhtT De bpinqedT 
Lrom head to toel this man sat encased in d,pp metapT

Potter bent neut to the bodyl insgectink the conceaped ofap headT Che 
horijontap arm ox a kopd cross cofered the spits xor eyes8 the base ox the 
cross pay down the centerT !attpe armorl Potter vk,redT -rmor xor a war 
he qnew nothink abo,tl piqepy xrom a pand he qnew nothink oxT —ith a 
c,rio,s to,chl he shixted the xace giecel g,shink kentpy ,ntip the hinke 
poosened xrom its r,sted restraintsT Che fisor spid ,gT !ehind the masql 
the warriorSs sq,pp restedl missink efery tooth eucegt a xew made ox kopdT 
- necqpace ox simipar materiap draged his notched metap torsol andl at its 
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endl a ro,nd gendant kpimmeredT The reflective object. Potter hepd it in his 
handT Che center contained a red cross in a desikn ,npiqe any heSd seenl 
with words in an ,nxamipiar pank,ake written aro,nd the gerimeterT

-nother kpimmer ca,kht his eyel this time on the xar side ox the 
roomT Uomethink pay behind a cpear wappl gerhags kpassl tho,kh feiped in 
d,stinkT Potter straikhtened and wapqed to the edke ox the roomT —ith a 
br,sh ox his speefel he wiged away the krime and hepd the pamg to his 
xreshpy ,nobstr,cted fiewT Dis mo,th xepp aWarT Cho,kh shadows stipp 
dimmed the casel the kpeam in his eyes pit the scene rikht ,gT

”opdl sipferl grecio,s metapsT -pp the metaps Potter co,pd thinq oxl 
act,appyT ”emstonesl mostpy ,nrevnedl some ox which he recoknijedT De 
stegged bacq and wafed the pamgT ’ows ox shepfes encased this wappl app 
pined with eu.,isite trinqets ,npiqe anythink heSd efer seenT

…esseps comgrised m,ch ox the disgpayed coppectionT Potsl gitchersl 
chapicesl fasesl and ,rnsl most brass or bronjel some cpoisonn3 with 
copored kpass and Aorap gatternsl app with carfinks ox vk,res and stranke 
animapsT 6thersl maybe marbpe or ceramic stat,ettesl boasted vk,res 
ox ghoeniuesl drakonsl and sergentsT Uome aggeared kopd or sipferl and 
some carfed Wade and iforyT —hat the fesseps containedl Potter hadnSt the 
spikhtestl nor did he careT De sapifatedT

!rooches and necqpaces tooq the shage ox winked scarabsl drakonAiesl 
b,tterAiesRinsectsRmany encr,sted with stones ox emerapdsl r,biesl 
diamondsl and sagghiresT - bronje bepp the sije ox a wakon wheepl with 
intricate do,bpe drakon hooqs on either sidel sat apone on a shepx8 bepow 
thatl a m,ch smapper ho,rkpass rested inside a do,bpe rotatink xrame ox 
circ,par appoyT Che kpass pay ankpedl a modic,m ox sandl ,nto,chedl st,cq 
in the ,gger hemisghereT Cime tragged in a bottpeT

-nd weagonsT Uo many weagonsT Utranke onesJ thinl three:gronked 
dakkers8 ponkl c,rfe:edked swords8 and smappl star:shaged metapsl shargpy 
edkedT —ooden anti.,itiesJ batonsl bowsl arrowsl sgearsl and shiepdsT 
!ronje shiepdsl with tiny pines etched into themT MharactersT - pank,akel 
gerhagsT -nd bpacq sheathinkl or what aggeared to be grotectife payer:
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inkT Ugiqed sheathinkJ fests and chest gpates8 sho,pderl arml and hand 
gpates8 thikh and capx dressinksT

E—owZ was app Potter co,pd m,sterT - qid in a candy shogT
Che artixacts orikinated xrom eras and cifipijations ,nqnown to himl 

app ponk gastl b,t Potter k,essed the fap,e xar euceeded the s,m ox any:
think heSd efer had his hands on bexorel stopen or earnedT Doweferl m,ch 
to his dismayl he xo,nd no kopd coins or b,ppionT In his eugeriencesl 
anyone so xoophardy as to gawn s,ch Etreas,reZ was piabpe to be robbed 
and qipped ponk bexore ,npoadink itT Still…

!eyond the wapp ox ,nattainabpe riches and the dead warriorl the room 
aggeared barrenT —ith one pastl ponk pooql Potter contin,ed down the 
mysterio,s corridorl gassink seaped:oF doorwaysT -t peastl he k,essed the 
recessions were doorsT ‘one seemed hinkedl and they pacqed qnobs or 
handpesT 1,st d,sted windowsT Hgon reachink the endl a ferticap sgpit 
wapp aggeared with a narrow agert,reT Lipm:coated windows adorned 
either side ox the ogeninkT

Potter spid his hands in the copd cracql g,ppink and g,shink with app 
his mikhtT -xter inadfertentpy sweegink away Aoor dirt with his boots 
ofer the co,rse ox seferap attemgtsl he discofered that this door stood set 
inside a kroofed Aoorl ogenink with a spidink mechanismT Cho,kh he 
xaiped W,st the same in his eFort to g,pp the do,bpe doors agartT

The pickax.
De ret,rned with the toopl wedked its bp,nt tig inside the cracql and 

drew bacq on the handpe horijontappyT Che door mofed efer so spikhtpyT 
”r,ntink thro,kh kritted teethl Potter yanqed akain and akainl kifink 
the eFort his appT Inch by inchl the door tr,dkedl s.,eapink aponk the dry 
tracqT De s.,eejed his body into the narrow ogeninkl xorcink the door 
aponk another inch or two ,ntip he spigged thro,khT

Potter tooq a moment to rekain his breathl wigink the copd gersgi:
ration away xrom his head with a dirty speefeT Chis rooml widerl b,sierl 
oFered m,ch more than the grefio,s by firt,e ox tankibpe obWectsT Ugepp:
bindink kadkets vpped the sgacel their s,rxaces akpow xrom the smapp wapp 
s.,ares now pinink the center ox the ceipinkT
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Uemi:cpear Aat ganepsl rectank,par and three to xo,r xeet wide xrom 
corner to cornerl pined the rear wappl some ox which h,nk abofe some 
sort ox consope grotr,dink o,t by a xootT

Potter ganned the pamg ofer one stationT Che ganeps contained maybe 
switches or b,ttonsl not embossedl b,t strankepy A,sh with the d,sty 
s,rxaceT De drakked his vnkers acrossl cpearink away vpmT UmoothT Uwirps 
ox stranke writinkl piqe a xoreikn pank,akeRchicqen scratchRscrawped 
o,t ,nder eachT Chis room m,st be the controp center ox this fessepl 
tho,kh Potter .,estioned how anyonel efen the HTUT kofernmentl had 
access to s,ch an adfanced systemT

Technology sgrank to mindRa word heSd read abo,t as a yo,nk man 
in his xatherSs .,arterpy Darfard Wo,rnapsT Indeedl these ironcpads were 
the ginnacpe ox technology d,rink the warT Potter sh,dderedT Cho,kh he 
pacqed the vrsthand eugerience to ascertain the grefaipink norms ox s,ch 
shigsl somethink abo,t the sgace sent chipps ,g his sgineT

De stegged xorward aponk the centrap gathl abo,t the width ox a 
doorwayT Che Aoor krad,appy decpined ,nder his —eppinktons as his pamg 
ganned str,ct,res aqin to armchairsT Uiul he co,ntedl three on either 
sidel each one spogink in xront ox the otherT Upikhtpy wider than any chairs 
heSd seenT Capperl efenT Utrankepy diFerentT Chin seatinkT Chin bacqinkT 
Hn,ghopsteredT Oeconstr,ctedl yet app attached by a thin xrameworqT 
-nd no0 no legs9 Potter pooqed ,gT C,bink eutended down xrom the 
ceipinkl connectink each seatbacqT - Aat ganep accomganied the xront 
ox each seatl smapper b,t otherwise simipar to the ones in the rearl apso 
hankink xrom the ceipink by a thin cabpinkT

Hgon reachink the xar wappl aggrouimatepy twenty xeet awayl Potter 
cpeared the vpm ,sink his gapml r,nnink it across seferap xeetT -pp kpassT 
Che entire xront ox the controp rooml app kpassT De contemgpated the gos:
sibipity ox to,chink the ceipinkl .,estionink whether itl tool comgrised 
kpassT Imgossibpel s,repyT !,t he qnew one think xor certainJ heSd reached 
the end ox the Wo,rneyT ‘owhere x,rther to kol andl he s,ddenpy recappedl 
heSd pext Isaac ,g in the git some time akoT Potter didnSt want to worry 
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the boyl and he certainpy didnSt want him down here pooqink xor his ga in 
the darqT Dastipy t,rnink bacql he raised the pantern to maqe his ascentR

De kasgedl stoggink shortT Uomeonel or something, sat in the xar:rikht 
chairl sp,mged spikhtpy xorwardT Just a dead man… b,t bikl bikker than 
any man heSd efer metT Che swayink pantern kpow danced aro,nd the 
corgsel eugosink bpacqish sqinJ wrinqped and weathered piqe opd peatherl 
apmost comgpetepy decayed aro,nd the sqepetap remains. Its headl ofapl 
apmost heart:shagedl draged xorwardT Che emgtyl vst:sijed socqets aponk 
the ,gger edke kaged at himT Its ,ncpothed armsRponker than any 
manSsl bony and serrated aponk the edke ox its xorearmsRsat xopded 
neatpy at the epbow crooqT - hand was missink on one sideT Che otherl 
stipp intactl ended in three ghapankesl sharg to the tigT Potter bent spikhtpyl 
powerink the pamgT Its peksl apso ponker than any manSsl inferted at the 
qnee piqe a bird or a dok to drage aponkside the seat its strankepy h,:
manoid body rested onT

Utraikhtenink himsepx ,gl Potter ca,kht a sipfery kpeam reAectink xrom 
within the center ox the sp,mged beinkT De ga,sedl then reached o,t 
spowpyT Che arm Aeshl copd and r,bberyl nearpy made him recoipl b,t his 
c,riosity ofergowered his rep,ctanceT De g,shed the withered pimb aside 
xor a better pooqT

- ponk bpade grotr,ded thro,kh the center ox the stranke torsol a bpacq 
stain smeared across the edkeT Potter wapqed behind the chairl vndink its 
narrow hipt eutendink xrom the bacqT ”entpyl he gpaced the pantern on the 
Aoorl wragged his hands aro,nd the handpel and g,ppedT Che weagonSs 
weikhtl heafy as a bo,pderl Werqed him xorward ,neugectedpyT De apmost 
drogged the swordl barepy manakink to remain ,grikht as he repeased the 
deceased xrom its entombed restraintT

Pantinkl he hepd the ancient bpade abofel twistink it in his hands 
to admire the remarqabpe craxtsmanshigT Uteep arms c,rfed toward the 
bpadel and the pikhtpy bronjed handpe and cross:k,ardl vnepy enkrafedl 
brandished winked horses and yeppow medappions on either sideT Che 
handpeSs bottom qnob had the same cross as the deceased metap:manSs 
gendantl its shargpy edked bpade etched in the same pank,akeT
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-s ix this discofery wasnSt xascinatink eno,khl somethink epse str,cq 
his kp,ttono,s eyeT - soxtl white kpow xaintpy g,psed in xront ox the 
deceasedl W,st bepow the hankink ganepT It emanated xrom inside a con:
sopeRthe onpy s,ch defice bexore app the siu chairsl piqepy the controp 
ganepT Lp,sh b,ttons cofered its s,rxaceT

Potter gpaced the sword downl vk,rink its fap,e gaped in comgarison 
to whatefer he stood goised to ,nfeipT

Che controp boul abo,t three xeet hikhl sat at a ponk armSs penkth 
xrom the deceasedT Che kpeam emanated thro,kh the thin spit ox the 
xront ganepT —ith some Wostpinkl Potter vk,red o,t how to spide the 
comgartment door oF and remofed itT

- bpacq bou sat insideT - parke kpobe pifed at its centerl the kpow g,psink 
,nder a thin d,stinkT Che sghere reminded Potter ox a crystap bappl one 
which once had s,ggosedpy shown his x,t,re xrom the wrinqped hand 
ox an opd kygsy in some bayo, brothep garpor roomT —ith his hanqyl he 
wiged the bapp in a circ,par motionl tho,kh its contents aggeared W,st 
as the s,rxace didJ cpo,ded at bestT -nd the noiseT - soxtl g,psink noisel 
apmost ina,dibpeT Che orbl whatefer it wasl enchanted himT De krigged 
either end with his parke gapms and yanqed at the deficel which poosened 
with each sharg g,ppT —ith one past t,kl it repeasedl sendink Potter onto 
the seat ox his gantsT

Uomethink t,kked spikhtpy at his sho,pderRa bonyl three:vnkered 
hand krigged himT De t,rned to see the emgty socqets ox the deadl 
peanink oferl starink at himT Che creat,reSs Waw droggedl eugosink a 
mo,th ox shinyl kray teethl sharg and serratedT

Potter s.,irmed bacqT E-DDD-DDYZ
Che beink sp,mged oF the seat and onto himl enk,pvnk him in its soxtl 

sgonke:piqe corgseT De str,kkped to ropp xrom ,nder the heafy carcassl 
hygerfentipatinkl barepy manakink to g,sh oF the creat,re and spide 
himsepx o,tT —ithin seconds ox his escagel he scrambped ,g and sgrinted 
toward the doorT Phantom vnkers krigged his sho,pder akain and akainl 
and he sh,dderedl spowink to taqe one past pooq behind himT Che kpow 
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now enk,pxed the sgacel g,psink inl g,psink o,tT De bacqed thro,kh the 
tikht ogenink and t,rned to a darq vk,rel krabbink his armT

- shripp whimger s.,eejed xrom his mo,thT De sw,nk the pantern 
oferT

- gape moon ox a xace stared ,g at himl wide eyedT EPaYZ
EMhristl IsaacYZ De g,pped in seferap deeg breathsl his go,ndink heart 

radiatink xrom his torso thro,kh the eardr,msT E—hat the hepp are yo, 
doink in here9 OidnSt I tepp yo,l stay ,g tog therel h,h9Z

EI kot scaredl PaT —hat is itRwhat is it in there9Z
E‘efer yo, mind thatT Vo, hear mel boy9 Mome onTZ
Mpara stood waitink o,tside the hope as her xather and brother cpimbed 

o,t ox the patch and o,t ox the dirt tombT E—hat are yo, two doink9 
—hatSs that down there9Z

Der brother bo,nded toward herT EVo, sho,pd a seen itl MparaRZ
EIsaacY ChatSs eno,khT 7istenl the two ox yo,l rikht nowTZ Potter bent 

downl krabbink the yo,nkS,ns by the armsl gracticappy s.,eejink them 
toketherT EVo, do not ko into that hopeT ;ferT OoRyo,R,nderstand9Z

Chey noddedT
E‘6T ‘oTZ Potter .,icqpy mocqed their head nodT EI need to hear yo, 

say itT I need a Myesl PalS yo, kot it9 Cepp me yo, ,nderstandYZ
EVesl PalZ Isaac and Mpara said in ,nisonl pooqink at one another 

xearx,ppyT
E”oodT —e donSt tepp anyone abo,t what we xo,nd herel yo, hear9Z
Chey nodded akainT Potter sikhed and sp,mged his headT
E—hat:what did we vnd herel PalZ Isaac asqed carex,ppyT
Potter t,rnedl pooqink bacq toward the gitT EI donSt qnowl sonTZ

2

Potter tossed and t,rnedT Utranke metap karb xrom a xoreikn pandT Hn:
.,estionabpy not associated with the MonxederacyT -nd that thingl that 
creat,re at the hepmT ‘ot h,manT ‘ot a koddamn chanceT ‘ot to men:
tion those artixactsT Che treasurel so to sgeaqT !,tl xor some reasonl the 
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kpowink bou intrik,ed him mostT Chat white pikht had an enerkyl one 
that had g,psed thro,kh him when he gpaced his hands ,gon itT

Hnabpe to speegl Potter rose xrom bedl cracqed the yo,nkS,nSs doorl 
and geaqed insideT Dis chipdren aggeared xast aspeegT Isaac certainpy was8 
his snorink co,pd be heard xrom townT Mpara spegt on her sidel xacink 
the oggosite wappT O,ietT -pways .,ietT ”entpyl he cposed the doorT Che 
hinke creaqed po,dpyl and he crinkedl pisteninkT

Mpara ropped oferT Chenl sipenceT
Potter waitedl xrojenl xor seferap tense momentsT Linappyl satisved 

Mpara stipp spegtl he repeased the doorqnob with a sipent sikhT
—ith two panternsl he set o,t xor the gitl krabbink the gicqau and 

cpimbink down into the danq corridor xor the artixact roomT De stood 
one pamg in the center ox the Aoorl sgarsepy ipp,minatink the rooml whipe 
he sat the other bexore the cpear wappl pikhtink his way as he wo,nd bacq 
the gicqau and paid it into the sheer s,rxaceT Che au recoiped on imgactl 
the referberation rattpink ,g PotterSs arms as he st,mbped bacqwardT ‘ot 
a dent or a scratch in the wappl as ix heSd str,cq stoneT Dis mo,th kagedT 
Che stranke materiapl certainpy not kpassl oFered no entry gointT

Potter t,rned to fiew the rooml now in cpear fiewT Che metap man 
watched mocqinkpy xrom behind as his eyes x,ppy adW,sted to the darqT 
Cwo other doors stood in corners ox the rooml both seapedT - s.,arel 
tri:gronked ganep sat adWacent to eachl in grouimity to where a qnob 
or handpe wo,pd tygicappy grotr,deT Potter gpayed aro,ndl xeepink the 
recessed gpatel b,t xor the pixe ox himl he co,pdnSt vk,re o,t the mech:
anismT De cpenched his vstsT Cho,kh he xort,natepy had no actual in:
terest in the treas,re trofel his inabipity to ket to it grofoqed his desirel 
grimaripy x,eped by sgiteT

Fuck it.
Che treas,re trofe wasnSt what he came down xorl anywayT De ga,sed 

at the metap warriorl taqink the necqpacel and t,rned toward his tr,e 
destinationT

;nterink the controp rooml he wapqed to the kpowink ganepl spowpy 
mane,ferink aro,nd the bijarre carcassT 1,st the sikht ox it sent him 
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sh,dderink once morel chipps riggpink down his sgine and shatterink 
efery nerfeT Ix onpy heSd smoqed that .,irpey bexorehandT Lor a momentl 
he considered the heafyl c,mbersome swordT Lascinatinkl b,t he had no 
,se xor itT Che kpow in his gerigheraps becqonedT

Che misty white kpobe remained where heSd pext itl g,psink in and o,tT 
De staredl wide eyedl his intrik,ed xace reAectink in its white pikhtT —hat 
wo,pd he vnd ,nder his cpo,ded x,t,re9

Tell me my fortune.
Che defice grofed heafyl m,ch heafier than the swordT De sw,nk it 

ofer a sho,pder anyway and ha,ped it ,g the padderl o,t ox the gitl and 
straikht into the shedT Pantinkl he ogened a smapp toop cposet and gpaced 
the orb downl coferink it with strawT —ith his heart stipp racinkl he bacqed 
awayT Che mipqy kpow go,red thro,kh the spits ox the door and wappsT 
zesmerijinkT

—ith a shaqy handl he g,pped a sgeciap .,irpey xrom a shirt gocqetT
Just a couple drags. Just a couple.

3

E-DDDDR-DDDDR-Dl -DYZ Potter sat bopt ,grikhtl wheejinkl 
kasgink xor airl sginnink his head xrom side to sideT

‘o LrohrmannsT
De sat apone in a rooml in a bedT Dis bedl he tho,khtRhopedRkpanc:

ink at his s,rro,ndinksT
-pone0
Che nikhtmare had ret,rnedl W,st as horrixyink as bexorel and he woqe 

,g in a ganicl the memories ox twenty years ako Aoodink bacqT - copd 
sweat drigged xrom his x,rrowed browl his bed sheets thoro,khpy soaqed 
thro,khT Lor a momentl Potter wondered ix heSd gissed himsepxT De had 
no recoppection ox xappink aspeegl m,ch pess ret,rnink inside xrom his 
pate:nikht treas,re h,ntT Cho,kh mostpy darq in the rooml he co,pd 
see the earpy pikht ox dawn xrom his windowl the nikht sqy W,st abo,t 
efagoratedT Lifel maybe vfe thirty in the morninkl ix he had to k,essT
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De str,kkped to rekain controp ox his breathinkl trembpink as he 
reached xor the side tabpe drawer and the s,ede go,chT De needed the 
go,chR

Che Aoorboard creaqedT
Potter xroje and kpanced toward the doorT - shixt in the foidT - vk,reT 

Uomeone standink in the cornerT - hat brim mofed into the dim pikhtink 
ox the dawnT Potter reached xor his k,ns on the bedside tabpel b,tl akainl 
they werenSt thereT

Lrom the shadows stegged a man in a ponkl darq coatl caqed in dirtT 
Oebris shooq xrom his body with each sg,r cpinqink stegT De pooqed at 
Potterl barink a hardl krispy krinl ear to earT Potter noticed somethink 
epse gec,piarJ a missink eye with tinyl bpacq hopes s,rro,ndink itT -nd the 
mo,thRtorn at the cheeqsl the pigs and Aesh app knawed away to brownl 
checqered teeth with two kopd xrontsT -s he nearedl the pikht xepp on his 
gape kreen xacel the edkes heafipy mopderedT

Chis man was cpearpy deadT
Potter s.,eejed his eyes cposedl fikoro,spy shaqink his headT De 

co,nted spowpy to threel and with m,ch rep,ctancel poosened the ten:
sionT Peeqink thro,kh bp,rred eyepashesl he xept his heart stogT Che corgse 
was stipp thereT —apqinkT ‘earinkT

Chis was no dreamT
Potter recoipedl bacqink himsepx akainst the headboardl krabbink the 

sheets xor a x,tipe sense ox s,ggortT Che man remofed his UtetsonT Che 
crown ox his headl piqe a cracqed ekkl sgpit ogen ferticappy in a Wakked pinel 
darql decayink brain matter grotr,dink xrom the wo,ndT

Fuck me, Lord, and all that is unholy… that’s… that’s… that’s…
—arrenT Che kpint ox kopd teeth and the ornate ifory krig ox the Mopt 

Peacemaqerl intricatepy enkrafed and nestped in his decayink handl be:
trayed himT  

Potter g,pped the cofers ofer his head and s.,eejed his eyes sh,tT E‘ol 
nol nol nol nol nol nol nol noY ‘o x,cqink wayY Vo,Sre deadRI shot 
yo,RI shot yo, deadYZ

Che sheets Aew oFT
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—arren stood bedsideT Potter coweredl arms ,g ofer his headl con:
f,psinkT Che corgse peaned xorward with a spow kaitl and Potterl gara:
pyjedl ,nintentionappy pocqed onto his xrostedl fac,o,s stareT zakkotsl 
imbedded inside the facant socqetl repeasedT - xo,pl fisco,s A,id oojed 
xrom the scapg wo,nd down his xorehead8 it drijjpedl sgippink makkots 
onto PotterSs raised arms and xaceT

—ith startpink desgerationl he spagged away the s.,irmink parfal 
wincink and moanink emghaticappyT

EChere is many a spig twiut the c,g and the pigl 1oelZ —arren said 
in a karkpedl broqen foiceT zonotonapT Inh,manT De stared desopatepy 
thro,kh Potterl s,bd,edl as ix defoid ox his so,pT E’id yo,rsepx ox that 
bouTZ

Potter broqe xree xrom its stony kaje and cpenched his pids sh,tT In the 
xetap gositionl he pay .,iferinkl waitink xor the nikhtmare to endT

Che foicel seeminkpy x,rther awayl sgoqe akainT EVo, were rikhtT 
Chere is onpy one tyge ox man in this shit worpd0Z

Potter ogened his eyesT
EVo, are pooqink at himTZ —arrenl now at the doorl t,rned to euitT 

Potter watched him dissigate into the foidT
De checqed his armsl his bedsheetsT ‘o bpoodT ‘o makkotsT 6ddpyl app 

cpeanT
Chat koddamn ogi,mT De reappy oferdid it this timeT No more!
Potterl rekainink his xac,ptiesl tooq the mini kpass fiapl h,rried down:

stairsl andl xrom the gorchl pa,nched it into the arid mornink airT It arced 
thro,kh the sqyl soarinkl W,st barepyl app the way to the gitT It bo,nced 
downl disaggearink into the darqnessT

‘o chance ox speeginkT ‘oT ‘ot yetT
Potter xo,nd his gistops stipp hopsteredl hankink xrom a coat hooqT Che 

cypinders remained emgtyl ,nto,ched xor weeqsRsince the showdown 
in the woodpandsT Co his repiexl the gistops had act,appy vred when need:
edT -pmost a year had gassed since heSd vred them grior to that dayl 
and he did so onpy xor kenerap tarket gracticeT Che k,ns were heafyl 
c,mbersomel and imgracticap at bestT 6bsopeteT !,t they werel at one 
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timel his grijed gossessionT Che deadpiest weagon ox the ’ebeppion —arJ 
the 7ezat refopferT

PotterSs inxantry had inadfertentpy thwarted a Monxederate shigment 
ox the gistops comink in xrom the Potomac ’iferT Uhrewdpyl the kray 
coats had manaked to sneaq the k,ns gast the Hnion nafap bpocqade with 
a d,gpicito,s shigment groox xrom the Hnited PinkdomT Oh how clever, 
Johnny RebT !,t the k,ns didnSt ko fery xarl waypaid on their so,thbo,nd 
Wo,rney d,rink the warSs bpoodiest battpeT 6,t ox three:tho,sand gieces 
ox bp,e steep set to arrife in the Uo,thl vfe h,ndred had made their way 
into the hands ox Hnion sopdiersT

Potter bro,kht his gistops downstairs and gpogged down on the 
qitchen benchT Che Monxederates had contracted a Lrenchman by the 
name 7ezat to create the ,ni.,e weagonT Che cypinder hepd nine 
ro,ndsT ‘o refopfer grior to or yet since had hepd s,ch cagacityT -nd 
that wasnSt efen the most intrik,ink asgect ox the k,nT ‘oT It was the 
second barrepl the twenty:ka,ke short barrep shotk,nT !,tl agart xrom 
their ,nwiepdy and eucessife weikhtl these k,ns gossessed a x,ndamentap 
grobpemJ their ,se ox a m,jjpe poadinkl cag:pocq b,ppet systemT Potter 
had no cag:pocqsT PrimitifeT De sat with nothink b,t a gacq ox opd gager 
cartridkesRsame ones heSd been ,sink to ropp .,irpeysRa container ox 
k,ngowderl and a bou ox TK4 capiber pead bappsT

Mreatink a thin gaste with candpe wau and beex tappowl he thoro,khpy 
kreased each cypinder chamberT De didnSt tend to the gistops xre.,entpyl 
b,t with their akel pimited ,sel and recent tendency ox Wamminkl he need:
ed them in grime conditionT ;ach chamber hepd a gager cartridkel each 
vpped with twenty krains ox k,ngowderT - b,ppet cagged each k,ngow:
der:vpped cartridkeT Che m,jjpe poaderl a thin rod connected barrep:sidel 
comgacted each cartridke into each cypinderT Che wipdpy ineNcient worq 
tooq seferap min,tes xor each chamberT

7astl ,sink a smapp sheet ox gager and the width ox a cikar to mopdl 
Potter ropped a cartridke parke eno,kh xor each refopfersS shotk,n barrepl 
which he vpped with krageshotl or smapp capiber ro,ndsT zanyl many 
ro,ndsT
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Linishink his worql Potter Aeetinkpy wondered ix s,ch tedio,sl ,nr,py 
weagons W,st wasted his timeT !,t somethink abo,t the gistops kafe him 
an ,ngarappeped convdencel a sense ox emgowermentT Uome gsychopok:
icap adfantake ofer his oggonentT De smipedT Lew dared to stand in his 
ha,khty and destr,ctife gathl and those who hadl weppl theySd tasted the 
end ox his copd bp,e barrepT ;ucp,dink Monxederate menl these two re:
fopfers harbored the ,nxort,nate so,ps ox thirty:siu menT 6r thirty:ninel 
considerink the recent enco,nter in the cpearinkT

Potter crinkedl g,shink the gistops across the tabpeT DeSd tho,kht 
.,ite eno,kh ox —arren xor one nikhtT



Chapter   1

T ynan dismounted. He stood, tobacco wedged in his cheek, staring 
up through dark lenses at the vacant Sullivan homestead. Behind, 

his insipid new entourage—Claude and Grover, appointed especially by 
McKinney—followed suit.

The former home looked serene. A few scattered hens in front skipped 
away as the men stepped forth. Beyond the bird’s clucking, he heard 
nothing but the mellow trickle of the riverbank echoing from beyond 
the house.

Not an easy xnd, for sure. No road ejisted that led here, -ust someq
where oL the beaten path a few miles from town, behind Cherry Creek. 
The men spent Ouite some time working oL directions from a drunken 
local Ouestioned in a downtown saloon, a former employee of Bennett’s 
Mines. The acOuired information yielded a general but tenuous sense of 
direction. Apparently, this man had stumbled across GriDn and brought 
him home after GriDn put down his in-ured horse. However, the man 
was unable to verify whether GriDn had a wife or children, as he saw 
none present upon his arrival.

Tynan hadn’t ejpected an easy undertaking, considering who McKq
inney’d tasked him to xnd, but the roadblocks loomed abundant. The 
man at the Fand 8Dce, 2aly, his name was, proved absolutely hopeless. 
He had no records of property owned by a GriDn or a Sullivan, and 
in fact, much of the city’s land and municipal records had perished in 
the Big Jlood of ’19. 2aly seemed inordinately overwhelmed in -ust 
discussing the matter and the interminable real estate battles he’d ad-uq
dicated ever since.
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Bennett’s Mines, a venture fraught with potential, proved eOually 
futile. Tynan could smell a morsel of horseshit and tell you the color, 
sej, and animal breed if he had to. Nothing got past him. But he’d never 
met such a tightqlipped group of miners. Not a single one oLered a piece 
of viable information regarding GriDn’s—Sullivan’s—family. zn fact, 
everybody had the same response, the same cold, bewildered disposition. 
Their shared, almost compulsory, reticence gave Tynan the sense they’d 
been forewarned. But what in Christ are they protecting?

Jinally, he and McKinney’s cronies did a thorough sweep through the 
house. Their xndings proved meager… stripped beds, a sparse collection 
of utensils in a kitchen drawer, and sheer curtains hanging from every 
window. They did, however, stumble upon a wardrobe in the master 
bedroom that contained a plethora of dresses and ballgowns. “jOuisite 
pieces… some of silk fabrics, others lavish, velvet materials with decorative 
brocade patterns and damask. Tynan had seen such styles working past 
cases, usually in prestigious estates, but even the uninitiated eye could 
recogni?e the ejpense and elegance of such fashions. The wealth needed 
to own -ust one, much less an entire wardrobe.

Tynan stood, laying out each garment on the bed for further study. 
GriDn, or someone else, cared deeply for this woman.

Tynan licked his leather xngertips, twisting the edges of his furled 
mustache. Settling down was never in the cards for him. Heh, settling 
down” no, not an option. Could never be. Not in several lifetimes. A 
man could be killed, strung up, even, -ust alluding to that sort of thing. 
He swallowed the thought down, stiRing it. Work is life.

YThese some mighty pretty dresses, ain’t they, 2unkinPZ Claude, 
walking up behind Tynan, smirked.

Tynan, not in a gaming mood, turned to the door. YFet’s go.Z
They walked behind the house, where Grover had -ust ejited the barn.
YAin’t nothin here.Z Grover sighed, disappointed, though his typical 

demeanor was invariably that of disappointment… vitriolic and morose, 
looking like someone had shit in his morning Granula.

Tynan ga?ed the backyard. YNothinPZ
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Y5ell, -ust some tools, is all. But nothin of any use to us.Z
He stared toward the creek. YTools, you sayPZ
YThat’s what z said, ain’t itPZ
Tynan shoved a fresh roll of tobacco in his mouth. A moment later, he 

walked into the barn. Nothin of any use to us, my ass. zf he had to endure 
unwanted Yhelp,Z he would have preferred the company of associates 
with at least some xeld ejperience. He never asked his companions’ age, 
or for anything that wasn’t pertinent to the -ob at hand, but he saw 
it. They wore their youth on their faces, in their speech, their attitude. 
Tynan, always spot on, xgured late twentiesV but even without his unq
canny knack for reading people, he saw right through their bullshit like 
an empty bottle of Iack 2aniels.

Not that Tynan was an old soul. At fortyqone, he’d already spent 
two decades in the xeldV after ten years as a deputy in 5ichita, he’d 
hung up the uniform to work for himself. He never cared much for 
the smokedqxlled room of backdoor politics or the coerced, potential 
corruption that came along with the -ob as a lawman. Not to mention, 
he hated 5ichita. But he’d paid his dues, the check long mailed. His 
marshals, on the other hand”

6seless as ever, Claude and Grover stood around outside the barn, 
audibly bitchin while Tynan worked.

YNothin, huhP 5ell, that don’t sound much like a surprise.Z Claude 
grunted, con-uring up some throat mucus, and spit on the ground.

Y5hat y’all xnd,Z Grover asked with disinterest.
YAin’t shit here but a bunch of dresses.Z 5ith that, Claude lowered 

his voice, though not as much as he might have thought. YHad z waited 
a minute longer, z’dqa said he was bout to put one on.Z

Tynan scowled at the wall in his marshals’ direction. zntimidating 
boys, sure. Broad shouldered. 3ugged. Jearless. Admirable traits, all 
wasted on them. Grover and Claude’s palpable absence of ambition 
accompanied an immaturity that bordered on infantile. Simply stated, 
they lacked gumption. Gumption was a precondition for the -ob. To 
Tynan, it was something innate, hardly developed.
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A man didn’t have to be a genius to be successful, though. Iust foq
cused. Bounty hunting demanded an unwavering commitment to one’s 
purpose. Jinding outlaws necessitated the use of geographical and perq
sonal resources, networks, only gained with timeV success reOuired an 
unyielding tenacity to xnish the game. Not to mention, handiness with 
the steel. Wou needed willingness to die to even do this -ob in the xrst 
place, a fact which surely deterred most common folk. And the men in 
this xeld, often remnants of the old war, proved anything but common. 
The -ob attracted rugged survivors. Seasoned men. The initiated. Beq
cause you needed to be detached to do this work. 3emoved from the 
outside—physically, emotionally, mentally—and shrouded in solitude.

8utside the barn, Claude hooted and hollered with laughter. “ven the 
morose Grover snickered.

Tynan -ust searched the barn in silence. Though he would have loved 
nothing more than to share his ejtensive knowledge and ejpertise—a 
rexnement of skills, decades cultivated—with his two subordinates, he 
wished not to waste time with the uninitiated.

He doubted they would live to see thirty.

2

Holding two shovels from the barn, Tynan walked past his marshals, 
heading toward the creek. They followed.

Y5e ain’t found diddly sOuat here, 2unkin. 5hat’s your nejt big, 
bright ideaPZ Claude spit again, then turned, grinning at Grover.

Tynan dropped the shovels by the old oak tree, in front of the headq
stone labeled Elizabeth. Y2ig.Z

Y2igPZ Grover, scratching his bushy, dark beard, peered at Claude.
YThat’s what z said. Ain’t itPZ Tynan removed his specs, staring with 

contemptuous gray eyes.
YWou really ain’t ejpectin us to—Z
Y5ell, z didn’t bring you here on holiday. 8r to Ouestion my instrucq

tion.Z
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YHey, we don’t work for you, shitqheel.Z Grover stepped toward Tyq
nan.

Casually, Tynan opened his coat, ejposing his holstered pistols. Yzf 
there’s a problem, you can go back to 5ichita. Air your grievance with 
McKinney.Z He spat tobacco -uice at Grover’s feet. Jrom his vest pocket, 
he pulled the gold watch, Ricking it open before giving it a long glance. 
YBetter pick up that shovel. Sun’ll be up sky high real soon.Z

Jor the nejt hour, Claude and Grover dug and dug deep. They’d 
ejpected to xnd the pine boj two, maybe three feet down, but to their 
dismay, it was not. Nor was it four feet or xve feet down. Tynan watched 
over, perched on a low, thick oak branch, feeling only the slightest hint of 
guilt at dirtying his marshal’s threeqpiece. He wondered, recalling 2aly’s 
claims of the devastating Big Jlood, if disaster precaution ejplained the 
unfathomable depth of the casket.

Another hour into the ejcavation, their shovels xnally struck someq
thing. Both men, now down to their undershirts and suspenders, 
dropped the shovels and climbed from the hole, ejasperated and dripq
ping sweat. Grover, covered in dirt, rolled onto his back in the grass, 
splayed out for much needed rest and cool air.

5ith the spade, Claude pried the lid oL the casket. Though adhered 
by sludge and time, the seal broke after a few minutes of labor. The lid 
opened.

“li?abeth’s remains lay wrapped in a sheer, white fabric. Claude, 
straddling the casket, unfolded the sheet to reveal her body, heavily deq
composed. 5rinkled, dark brown skin, ejsiccated, clung to the bones 
like worn leather. Her hands, completely ejposed bone, rested, neatly 
folded, over her sternum. Her mouth retained a complete set of teeth, 
and long, dark hair Rowed from her head.

“ven in death, “li?abeth appeared to be a woman of elegance. She lay 
clad in a black lace and satin dress with an Aqline scoop neck, similar 
to the styles of those in her wardrobe but much more tattered—likely 
due to chemical reactions from body decomposition. 7ictorian gold 
intaglio earrings lay at the base on either side of her head, her ears long 
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deteriorated. Two of her phalanges bore rings, both gold, one of which 
held a diamond. 2raped from her neck, -ust above folded hands, sat a 
heartqshaped locket, also goldV it rested on her breastbone.

YGet on up outta there,Z Tynan commanded.
Claude paused, still straddled, glancing at the body before climbing 

from the grave. Tynan removed his coat and hung it over the oak branch, 
then sOuatted and -umped down, landing on the side edges of the casket. 
The locket, doubtless pristine as the day it was buried, glimmered in the 
sunlight. Tynan sOuatted over her torso and placed the locket in his right 
hand. Heavier than ejpected. Solid. 5ith his thumbnail, he pried the 
-ewelry open. ;ortraits of two children xt snuggly inside. A boy and girl. 
Now straddling the boj, he ejamined the remains.

Something looked oL, but a few moments passed before he xnally 
considered the neatly ruKed sheet lining. 8dd, to wrap a body in such a 
veil. Fike royalty. As one who’d been privy to many a burial, he’d never 
seen a pine boj prepared with such care and elegance.

He felt along the inner edges between the body and casket, searching 
for embroidery. ;eople from a certain social class, mostly upper, plasq
tered their surname on their xne linens, bedding, towels, and sometimes 
even clothing. Maybe the rich feared the help stealing their belongings, 
or maybe they -ust en-oyed Raunting wealth and class. “ither way, Tynan 
hated the arrogance of the aKuent. His xngertips traced over an unusual 
stitching” a name sewn into the sheet.

The embroidery read Bennett.
Tynan climbed out. YFet’s go.Z
Y5here to,Z Grover asked.
YFand oDce.Z
YAgainLPZ
Tynan stopped and glared.
Grover gulped, xnally reali?ing his place. Y6h—what do you want we 

should do—Z
YClose it. Cover it. Muickly.Z
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Claude -umped back down as Tynan walked out of sight. 5ith haste, 
he slid the rings from the woman’s bony xngers, scooped the earrings 
from the base, and shoved everything in his pockets. The locket, shining 
brightly, beckoned. He placed his hands around the chain—

Click-snap.
Above his head, a pistol hammer yanked back. Claude fro?e, slowly 

glancing up.

4

YLeave it.Z Tynan stood at the head of the plot, his Colt pointed down 
at Claude’s head. YShow some goddamn respect.Z

Claude, fro?en, -ust stared back.
Y5e savvyPZ
Claude sneered. Y5hatever you say, boss.Z
Tynan watched as Claude returned the items and closed the casket 

lid. Now, bounty hunting reOuired an infallible conviction that your 
actions were morally, ethically, and inherently correct. And although 
Tynan subscribed to these beliefs, his code of ethics diLered—just slight-
ly—from his peers. 2epending on the severity of the crime, he’d choose 
to skip the middleman, so to speak. The politics, the headache, the 
bullshit. He’d rain down his own form of -ustice, as with Murphy and 
“llis.

He spat, wiping his mouth with a leather indej xnger. He couldn’t 
wait to get his hands on GriDn.



Chapter   1

P otter opened the toolshed door. The device, still under the hay, 
pulsed its ominous glow.

Isaac had woken him up, worried that his pa hadn’t gotten out of bed. 
Potter never slept past the young’uns, but he hadn’t dozed oj again until 
Wust before sunrise, when the easing ejects of the opium dosage Anally 
mitigated enough for him to cease contemplating Marren’s unwelcome 
visit. Ct least …cHormac hadn’t crept into his thoughts and dreams yet. 
Perhaps he’d survivedS a troubling possibility.

Potter needed a new contingency plan, preparation to drop everything 
and go at a moment’s notice, if need be. …issouri Plaza may have been the 
salvation he’d been longing for, but something in his gut warned they’d 
never be safe here.

-is head pounded, triggering the daze of withdrawal symptoms. Cn 
unavoidable repercussion of overindulgence.

Oighing, Potter swept oj the hay and picked up the device, tak—
ing a moment to look it over in the mid—morning light. InterestingS 
not a perfect rectangle. Intricate patchworks of vertical lines appeared 
carved into it. xther lines, much smaller, sprawled out, scrawled over 
a bronze—colored metallic geometric surface on the edge of either side. 
Hhicken scratch“the same language he’d seen written on the console. 
-e shifted the device in his hands, inspecting its Anely carved intricacies. 
Omall indentations, grooves, marked the edges of the strange bo? sur—
rounding the globe.

”Mhat’s that, PaER
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Potter, startled, turned to see his daughter in the outside doorway, 
long pigtails draped over each shoulder. -er round, wide—eyed face 
brimmed with curiosity.

-e couldn’t deny that he possessed something, so he headed towards 
her. ”It’s nothing, Hlara. Mhy don’t you go run back insideER -e e?ited 
the barn toward the schooner.

”Nid you get that from the buried warshipER
-e nearly tripped over his own shoes. ”Mho said anything about a 

buried warshipER
”Mho elseBER Hlara, walking side—by—side, stared up at her pa mat—

ter—of—factly.
”Zour brother and I are going to have a long talk about discretion.R
”Mhat is de—creshingER
”qever mind, hon.R
”Fut did youBER
”I did. Cnd I’m giving it away.R
”To whoER
”To whom.R
”To whomBER
Potter dropped the device in the back of the wagon. ”Mell, you are Wust 

full of Guestions this morning, aren’t yaER
-e turned, scooping her up, and kissed her cheek. -e held her“boy, 

was she getting heavy“gazing into her pretty eyes. Jor a moment, he saw 
Fessie. Ohe looked more and more like her mother every day.

The reminder pained him, but he only smiled. ”Zou know, with your 
Guest for answers, you could run for town marshalBR

”Han I touch itER
”Cbsolutely not. Me don’t know what this thing is.R
”Mho doesER
”…aybe …r. Milburn.R -e put his daughter down and climbed onto 

the schooner bench. ”I’m headed to the mill, so you be a good girl and 
do your chores. I’ll be back this afternoon. xh, before I forget, you and 
your brother make sure you have your letters for 2randpa.R
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”Zes, Pa.R
Cs he set out for town, he reconsidered his own words. -e loathed the 

risk involved with introducing fresh eyes to this strange contraption, but 
if the law crept up at his doorstep, he’d rather not hightail it out of town 
empty—handed. The idea of obtaining the Wewels behind the wall grew 
increasingly enticing. Oomething deep inside called to him, whispering, 
no“beckoning“to probe into the bo?. Perhaps it held the answer.

Hlutched tight against his chest, the globe pulsed.

2

Mhen Potter arrived, the noise of the busy mill accosted him. C bright 
whirring thrummed with an intermittent rattling of moving parts. 
1oud. Incredibly loud. Oi? women sat at si? spooling machines, twine 
Aring through back and forth at dijerent angles, all collecting along the 
sides around wooden handles. -e found Caron at a desk tinkering with 
a massive piece of mechanical material, likely a spooling part.

Potter gave the open door three curious raps with his back knuckles.
”…r. Potter“uh, FillBR Caron stood.
”Caron.R Potter nodded. ”I apologize for the unannounced visit.R
”qo apologies needed. I welcome the distraction. Mhat can I do you 

forER
”I was hoping you could take a look at something.R Potter, attempting 

to sound casual, instead found the words dripping ominously. 1eading 
Caron outside to the bridge, he pulled back the sheet in the schooner’s 
bed.

Caron’s eyes lit up. ”Mhy, what do we have here,R he asked, speaking 
directly to the device.

”I haven’t an idea.R
”Mhere did you And thisER
”0ust sort of stumbled up on it.R qoting Caron’s brow furrow slightly, 

as if he intended to probe further, Potter added, ”Zou seem a man who’s 
gotta way with mechanicals and what not. Thought maybe you can take 
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a look at it. Mould appreciate your opinion.R -e didn’t voice the other 
reason why Caron was the most well suited to inspect this obWect3 as an 
Csian immigrant in the unmerciful white man’s Mest, he seemed most 
likely keep his trap shut.

”ThisS this is very curious. Mould be honored to give it a look. 1et’s 
get it to my oVce.R

Potter slid the device out, lifting it up over his shoulder and following 
Caron back inside.

Caron pulled the piece of spooling machine oj his desk, tossing it to 
the side, and scooped loose papers and such into a pile thrown into a 
crate on the Koor. Potter placed the device gently on the cleared surface. 
Caron, with a piece of damp cloth dipped into his glass of drinking water, 
gently wiped down the bo?’s face. ‘sing a short, thin metal rod“some 
broken piece of spooling eGuipment lying around“he prodded the 
cloth into each nook and cranny, wiping out the residual dirt and cob—
webbing. Potter, impressed by Caron’s meticulous handling, stood aside 
and watched. 1ast, he carefully polished the globe, clearly hoping, along 
with Potter, that the fog lived on the surface. To their disappointment, 
the interior remained clouded, the glow, faint.

”IncredibleBR Caron stood back. ”This contraption is very curious, 
indeed. Zou say you Wust stumbled upon itER

”Zeah.R Potter glanced back and forth from Caron to the device, 
evading the Guestion. ”Mhat do you spose it doesER What’s it worth, 
Aaron. Don’t toy with me.

”Houldn’t be certain.R
”Oaw this writing on the side here.R Potter pointed to the chicken 

scratch. ”Is this Hhinese or 0apanese or somethingE …aybe this came 
from CsiaER

Caron snickered. ”Is that why you brought this to meER
Potter, face reddening, Koundered. ”‘hhh, I don’tS Wust, you know, 

curious is all. ‘mmSR
”It’s okay, Fill, it’s okay.R Caron smiled. ”I can see how you might have 

thought that. To be honest, I have seen nothing like it before. Clthough, 
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if, uh, if I had to guess, I would have to say, maybe an engine of sorts. 
Mas this all you foundER

-is mind Kashed to those rotting remains falling atop him, the sharp 
Angernails grazing his shoulder. -e gulped. ”0ust about. Zou think it’s 
worth anythingER

Caron stared, unhearing, at the orb.
”CaronER
”-uhER -e looked up at Potter. ”xh, uh, that’s hard to say without 

knowing what this thing does.R
”-ow bout this.R Jrom his inner coat pocket, Potter revealed the 

chain and cross. ”This gotta be worth something. Hocksure, it does.R

3

Caron held the necklace in his hand with a gentle up and down motion, 
giving a feel for its weight. -eavy. -e shrugged. ”Oure, this could be. 
Though, without knowing the type of alloy, it’s also hard to say. 0ust 
from looking at the cross, you might want to check with …inister -ealy.R

-e turned immediately back to the strange device. The fog almost 
danced in its pulsing light. Beautiful.

”-ealy, huh,R Potter said, interrupting his inspection. -e didn’t seem 
too happy about Caron’s suggestion, either.

Caron gulped, hurrying to e?plain. ”I know, he is kind of a lot. Inter—
esting feller, though.R

”-ow’s thatER
”Masn’t always clergy. Mell, he was, I suppose, part of the ministry 

back east before he came here. Teacher, I believe.R
”Teacher to clergyE -ow peculiar. Jirst I’ve heard of such a thing.R
Caron Kushed, realizing how much he’d revealed. Trots of the mouth, 

they called it. Cn unintentional occupational hazard. Though, if he 
was honest with himself, Fill Potter frightened him. Oomething about 
the way he looked at people kicked Caron’s defense mechanism into 
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overdrive. -e became subordinate. Omiled. Placated. Put his foot in his 
mouth. Too late to turn back now, though.

-e forced a grin. ”Mell, the long and short is we got him liGuored up 
real good one night. It was the minister’s birthday, see, and we had a small 
celebration at &an’s, above his store front. Told us a horriAc story of how 
his parish burned to the ground. Houple people died in the Are. …e and 
&an, we couldn’t believe our ears. -e was pretty broken up about it. Oort 
of Wust fell apart. 5ept talking about a redemption only the Pope could 
give.R

”-e’s catholicER Potter blinked, surprised.
Caron shrugged. ”I know he said it was at Zale Hollege. ‘hS Hon—

necticut.R
”-e never said howER
”qo. -e mumbled something about Qsuspicious circumstances.’ Me 

had our own suspicions, though. xnce a week, we would host a card 
game. Clways invited him, but he would never come. In fact, was very 
adamant about not coming, saying he’d never touch a deck of cards again. 
Me Agured a man with a personality like his would be itching to take a 
few dollars from us.R

”Zou seem a smart man, Caron,R Potter said, glancing around at the 
spooling machines. ”I would think someone with your mind might be 
able to tinker with this thing. I’m certain it does something. …aybe try 
to get itS runningER

”LunningER
”Zeah. Oomething clearly powers this thing. Time is of the essence 

here. If not, if you know a market that would buy it, I’d split the earnings 
with you. Fut only under the condition you don’t mention me or where 
it came from. NealER

Caron raised a brow.
”Please, Caron. Those must be my conditions. I appreciate you re—

specting them.R
Caron bit his lip, avoiding Potter’s cold, dead stare. Better not to let a 

man like him down. ”Light. I mean, I“I could try, Fill.R
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‘pon leaving the mill, Potter walked straight toward the church, the 
other end cap of …issouri Plaza. This town grew more and more inter—
esting each day. Cpparently, corruption e?tended even to the minister. 
-e thought back to his Arst conversation with Hhisum and wondered 
if maybe he was right about the residents of …issouri Plaza. Thus far, 
everyone shared some fairly colorful history. xne that led them here.

qowhere.
Jrom under the brim of his hat, he took in the sights. The street 

maintained its usual calmness, Wust as it looked upon his arrival. Ocant 
townsfolk moved up and down, carrying out their daily routines. qot 
a single person looked at Potter as he walked, a notion that could not 
please, or perple?, him more. -is plan to avoid town had proved unre—
alistic, but he felt more at ease with this strange, tucked—away town.

-e Wust hoped it stayed that way.
xn the porch of his storefront stood a man in white, a burgundy 

stained apron tied around his waist. Hharon the butcher. Potter watched 
him through sGuinted eyes. If he didn’t know better, he’d say someone 
watched him, tooS though that feeling never ceased.

Hharon stood, arms folded, a frown painted on his round, glum face. 
-is hair, what remained combed across his balding head, shifted in the 
light breeze. Potter thanked his lucky stars that he had no incentive to 
send his son back to the shop. Yver. Ohould Hhisum cease supplying pro—
visions, hunting proved to suVce Wust Ane, even if the game left much to 
be desired thanks to the semiarid climate and scattered woodlands. Thus 
far, providing ample meals for the young’uns hadn’t been a problem, and 
most likely wouldn’t be, so long as he could keep with the Hattle Faron 
of qew …e?ico“his kind of people.

Paying  Hharon  no  further  mind,  Potter  stopped  in  front  of 
Leynolds’s Fuy 6 Oell. Jrom the street, he craned his neck to peer into 
the dark window, hoping to catch a glance of the curly haired proprietor 



…IOYLZ P1C9C :U7

standing at her post. qothing. Perhaps she’d ojered a shave and trim 
to some lucky resident. -e considered entering, but he didn’t need any 
supplies or goods. Fesides, what would he sayE Prior to Keeing here, he 
hadn’t seen many women since Fessie’s passing, much less spoken to one. 
Mell, other than his little girl. Eh, maybe later.

-e carried on. 2lancing to the side, he caught sight of a man in a 
top hat, likely T.O. 8uinsberry, sitting on his rocker. The aroma of his 
cob pipe smoke lingered in the air. qot much business today, Potter 
supposed.

The church loomed brightly behind a short white picket fence. Potter 
cautiously crossed a brood of unintimidated clucking hens as if he were 
in their way, hoping to avoid confrontation. -e smirked at the thought 
as he pulled open the right Jrench dooré the rusted hinges brayed, echo—
ing through the empty church. -e entered and strolled up the center 
aisle of the dimly lit nave. 8uiet. Cmber strips of dust—speckled sunlight 
poured through the few windows, diagonally reKecting oj pew tops. 
-e stopped a moment to admire the giant round stained—glass window 
straight ahead in the rear. 2orgeous. &arious blue tones comprised much 
of the patterned cells, along with purple and pink in …ary’s outAt. Led 
and gold trim lined the perimeter, complementing golden skin tones and 
the crescent halo over each head. Freathtaking as the window was, he 
thought it a bit gratuitousS perhaps something speciAcally wanted by 
&an, who reminded him of his young self. 1ord only knew where that 
could lead. &an’s pal and conAdant seemed the opposite3 a man of simple 
tastes and pleasures, analytical, with Gualities like a blacksmith. Clso, 
a bit of a pushover. Potter saw the possibilities in such a powerhouse 
uniAcation.

-e crossed over the chancel and behind the 1ord’s Table, noting a 
faint red wine stain on the altar’s white cloth. Damn dry town. Mings 
Kuttered along with faint trilling overhead. Nirectly overhead, as a matter 
of fact. Fehind a wooden grate, where the belfry loomed. Its bronze 
bell hung desolately. The lantern, suspended above the bell, Kaunted 
enchanting birds, all elegantly perched along its edges. Otrange design, he 
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thought, having the steeple“partially open, no less“in the back, over 
the chancel. Good thing they don’t get much rain in these parts… though I 
wonder how often Healy has to clean bird shit off the Table.

-e found -ealy sitting in the vestry, a meeting room to the left of 
the chancel, drinking the holy sacrament out of a large, ostentatiously 
beWeweled chalice and copying notes from a larger work. Cssumedly, the 
Fible. Jrom the looks of the small room’s twin bed and sizable wardrobe, 
this must be where -ealy slept.

Potter coughed. ”…inisterER
…inister -ealy Wolted, glancing up. ”-uh, whatER -is head spun 

around until his disoriented gaze reached the doorway. ”…r. PotterB 
Pleasant surprise, pleasant surprise, yes.R

”Mell, this wasn’t a planned visit. Oorry to interrupt.R
”They never are, are theyE Mell, other than Ounday morning, I sup—

pose.R -ealy snickered. ”Oo, what brings you in, my sonE HonfessionE 
Mell, you’ve certainly come to the right place.R

Potter cringed. ”‘h, no.R
-ealy felt around his desk, pushing papers around, searching for 

something. Then he felt his face, realizing that the something, his round 
spectacles, were already in place. ”xf course, we’d have to baptize you 
Arst. Then, I’ll clear my entire schedule. I can only imagine, under that 
e?terior, an entire lifetime of sin, yesER

Potter glared at the inebriated man. ”Mhat e?actly would you know 
about it, …inisterER

”Mell, don’t get your britches in a bunch, PotterB Oin is inherent in 
every man and woman. Zou were born with it. qo shame in that. It’s as 
natural as bees to a Kower. That’s what I’m here for. qow granted, we 
don’t really do penance in the traditional sense here in the, uh, …ethodist 
church,R -ealy rambled and trailed oj. ”Probably lose a lotta folks, I 
imagine. I start advising them to share their deepest, darkest secrets“R

”…inister, I’m here cause I thought maybe you might wanna take 
a look at something.R Potter pulled the chain from his pocket. ”I, uh, 
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found it among Fennett’s things in his study,R he added, saving -ealy 
the trouble of asking.

…inister -ealy’s eyes stretched wide, his mouth gaping as though he 
beheld the mythical -oly 2rail. ”IncredibleBR

”Zou know what this isER
”IndeedBR The …inster reached his hand under the dangling cross. 

”…ay IER
Potter released it into his palm.
-ealy held the necklace out in front of him with one handé his other 

palm cupped around the pendant. ”This, …r. Potter, is the cross of the 
5nights TemplarBR The …inister turned it over, e?amining the engraving 
of the date3 in the year of their 1ord, 1312.

”Nights?R Potter pointed toward the ceiling.
”qo, no, no. C knightBR The …inister, gesturing, made his arms 

wide around his body. ”C 5night, …r. Potter. …etal armored soldiers. 
5nighthood was an honorary title for men representing service to the 
monarch or church. They e?isted in Yurope, oh, mostly around a thou—
sand years ago or so. The …iddle Cges. Clso known as the medieval era, 
or as I like to call it, the Age of Faith.R

The wheels in Potter’s brain turned. The theory made sense. Mell, 
only in that he vaguely recalled reading 2eojrey Hhaucer’s The Knight’s 
Tale as a boy, though the book’s knight depiction didn’t Guite match up. 
Fut a real knightE

…inister -ealy pulled an old thick leather—bound book from a shelf 
ne?t to his desk. -e opened, Kipping through the pages until he came 
upon the section. ”Zou see, the 5nights Templar were a Hatholic military 
xrder, forming in the tenth century. This year“R he pointed at the 
pendant“”the year of thirteen hundred and twelve, was when the xrder 
disbanded.R

”-ow do you suppose this came to end up in my, uh“studyER
”Mell, …r. Potter, that is indeed the Guestion.R The …inister thumbed 

through a few more pages. ”Cccording to the scriptures here, after their 
dissolution, what was left of the xrder Ked from Ireland to qew Yngland 
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in early twelfth century, see.R -ealy emptied the wine bottle’s remains, 
Alling his chalice.

Potter raised a brow, wondering where -ealy got wine in a dry town. 
”JledER

”xh yes. …ostly to avoid imprisonment. xr being burned to death.R
Sounds about right.
”The once powerful xrder began a steep decline, losing battles, losing 

land“the holy land“Anally losing support of the countries. Oooner 
or later, their secret organization had been revealed, and the monarchs 
sought them out for e?terminationS kings indebted to the xrder, who 
owed them Guite a fortune with no intentions of repaying. The dealings 
in Yurope in those times were Guite nasty. 1ook here.R -ealy held the 
pendant for Potter. ”The writing. It’s in 2aelic.R

”2aelicER
”The language of the Irish. This necklace proves they made it to 

CmericaBR
”Mell, shit, ministerSR Potter, though fascinated, didn’t share the 

same e?citement as the minister. ”Is it worth anythingER
”xh, yes.R
”LeallyER -is eyes popped.
”Indeed. To the congregation, it is Guite pricelessB I would love to have 

this on display during service. I think it could be very inspiring for the 
townsfolkB …ay I hold on to itER

Potter ground his teeth. Mith Hhisum’s accurate sentiment on silver’s 
current value, or lack thereof, melting the necklace down would prove a 
fruitless venture. Cnd even if the 5nights Templar pendant held histor—
ical value, Potter had no way to contact an interested buyer, especially 
not without drawing attention to himself. -e should Wust say hell no and 
throw the damn useless thing in the river.

Instead, he mustered a reluctant, one—shouldered shrug. ”Non’t see 
why not.R

5
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C sign hanging from the front door of the post oVce read3 Closed. Will 
be back end of week. Potter, tapping the envelopes on the back of his hand, 
stiKed the urge to slam his Ast into the wall. The letters would now be 
late, even though he’d planned to get them out ahead of schedule.

The morning had started with such lofty promise, but the necklace 
turned out to be shit. -e harbored doubts about the mysterious black 
bo? that Caron held for him. Cnd now …organ’s coercion mail sat in 
limbo. xne disappointment after another, and not even lunchtime. This 
trip, insofar, had been a bust. -e twisted his head, setting his sights on 
the grocery.

‘pon entering, Potter didn’t see qora at her post. Maybe this is a bad 
idea. -e turned toward the door.

”FillER
-e stopped. qora had Wust reached the bottom step of a set of stairs 

in the back corner, appearing a bit more casual than usual in a Koral 
bed gown, gray petticoat, and blue apron. -er hair shone from under 
a white linen cap, braided in a long pony, and a yellow kerchief covering 
her breasts bulged from the gown opening. If he had to guess, she was in 
the middle of chores in her homestead.

Ohe smiled. Ohe always smiled. ”Mhat a pleasant surprise. Mhat brings 
ya in todayER

”‘h, Wust, uhS Wust ran out of potatoes, is all.R -e had plenty of 
potatoes. ”0ust gonna grab a sack, if you have it.R

”Oure do, darlin. Hame in yesterday, as a matter of fact. Light over 
yonder.R Ohe pointed across the store to where the root vegetables lived, 
her eyes never leaving his. ”That all you came in for, FillER

Potter, uneasy, deKected. ”‘hhh, actually, I was trying to mail some 
letters. Post oVce closedER

”Zeah.R Ohe walked from the stairs along the front of the store to her 
post. ”&an and his father had a meetin over in ClbuGuerGue. -is father’s 
a big—time lawyer. They’re still workin on some land claim here, I reckon. 
Feen ongoing ever since I can recall.R
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”xh. I see.R Potter walked up, grabbing the sack on his way. ”Mell, let 
me pay you for these and let you go bout your business.R -e dropped 
some change, nodded, and walked away.

”Fill,R she called after him.
qearing the door, he turned back. ”ZeahER
”Mhat do you say I cook you and the young’uns supper one of these 

nightsE -ow’d that beER
-e smiled thinly. -appy, yet saddened in the same instant. -e wanted 

nothing more than to spend a lovely evening in the presence of qora, 
but the unknown pervaded, likely disasters spinning through his mind. 
Cssociating with him brought risks. The last thing he’d want is for her to 
be hurt, or killed, on account of him. ”That is a mighty generous ojer, 
qora, but I don’t think I’m ready for“R

”Jor supper,R she interrupted. ”Ourely you must have it every night.R 
Cs if she thought him sheepish, her tone shifted toward the stern voice 
one used with a child. ”No you notER

Potter, fearing her une?pected forwardness meant he’d ojended, 
Koundered. ”I Wust mean to accept such an invitation. Cs much as I’m 
wholeheartedly obliged.R

”Mell, I’ll leave the invitation open.R Ohe emphatically popped open 
the register, pulled out bills, and began counting. Otill focusing on the 
cash, she added, ”Jriday, I plan to cook enough food to feed a small 
village. Hall it seven o’clock. Zou show, you show. If not, …iller and the 
boys in the cafQ will be mighty happy.R Ohe pushed the cash drawer shut 
and looked up impassively at Potter.

The smile was gone.
Potter ojered a slight nod, tipped his hat, and left.
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td.xcugExvyp.O

NEIGHHHHHH!
DIosxpodduQ osxpodduxpydxtdQpydxtdxntpfdxsmhynxdfyxEmyybxdfynybJx
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v x.vuspfdynyhxPoohvumhxgnyudsnyxfsmpxrnoaxfynxaosdfOxq xdfyxvooE.xorx
tdbxuxaovyOxNfyxhnoHHyhxdfyxgungu..xtmxrnomdxorxft.xcood.bxumhxfyx.atvyhO
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DqyymxnyuvxyupynxdoxfyunxcosdxPfudgfuxrosmhxtmxdfudxPyvvOJ
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gnugEtmpxvtEyxumxypp.fyvvOxïfyxry,ynxfuhx.HtEyhxasvdtHvyxdtay.xdfnospfS
osdxdfyxmtpfdbxdfymxcnoEyx.vtpfdv Ox-,ymxPtdfxdfyx.auvvxnyHnty,ybxfyxnyS
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Ptdfxgom’hymgyIxCft.saxsmhyn.doohxumhxoeynyhxft.x.sHHondx.fosvhxfyx
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Chapter   1

T ynan and his two marshals sat quietly in the parlor room of the 
Bennett estate. Claude picked at his dirty gnGernails. vro,erb 

chewinG toWaccob spat into a copper cup he kept in a satchel tied to his 
horse. Tynan stared at his open watch. SaitinG. The room was quiet. 
Io quietb he could hear the sweep of the hand ticking with each second 
of passinG time. Sith a Gentle swipe of the thumWb he Wrushed o,er the 
inscription on the inside lid. En old :nGlishb it readD Funkin.

Ainallyb the door opened. ’ ser,ant enteredb tallb Wlackb clad in a Wlack 
and white chauHeur“s outgt. En his hand Walanced a sil,er tray with a 
sil,er coHeepot and four porcelain cups. ?e placed the platter down on 
the coHee taWle Wetween the three menb who sat in armchairs around itb 
Wefore pourinG a cup and oHerinG one to each. vro,er declinedb instead 
spittinG into his own cup as he eyed down the ser,ant with contempt.

”Es your master on his way inb Wy chanceM- Tynan askedb takinG his 
steaminG coHee cup from the ser,ant“s hand.

”E“m  hereb  Gentlemen.-  jorGan  appeared  in  a  regned  Wrown 
threezpiece suitb as if he“d Lust returned from a day of necessitous Wusiness 
meetinGs. ”E apoloGiJe for my tardiness.- jorGan took a seat in the 
fourth and last chair.

The ser,ant nodded toward him. ”Cup of ’rWuckles“b sirM-
”Thank youb Oemrichb yes.-
Oemrich smiled and poured a cup. ’ moment laterb after droppinG in 

two lumps of suGar for his Wossb he left.
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”xowb what is it E can do for you WoysM Qou claim to ha,e information 
aWout my sonzinzlawM- Arom the taWleb jorGan opened a ciGar Wo!b 
pullinG one from the stack and oHerinG it around.

Tynan put a hand upb shakinG his headb as did vro,er.
”Sellb don“t mind if E do.- Claude smiledb reachinG o,er to take the 

ciGar. ?e mo,ed it under his noseb twistinG it Wack and forth. ”jmmb 
mmmb mmm. E sure do enLoy a gne ceezGar. Puite fancy. Shere does one 
procure such gne quality toWaccoM ?a,anaM-

”xew :nGlandb actually.-
Claude“s mouth dropped. ”This here is from the Qanks up north—M-
”Et“s considered hyWrid. They Wred CuWan seeds with seeds from 

Iumatra in Iouth ’merica to come up with a leaf which deri,es from 
shaded soil. Et“s quite fascinatinGb the meticulous culti,ation methodsb 
when you consider one doesn“t necessarily inhale the smoke.-

”Ipeak for yourselfb mister.- Claude lit hisb pullinG Wackb then Wlew a 
stream of Gray smoke.

”But you Gentlemen didn“t come here to discuss the GrowinG methods 
of toWacco.- jorGan touched a match to hisb twistinG while he puHed so 
the Rame would e,enly liGht.

”Zlease e!cuse my deputyb jr. Bennett. ?e“s yet to We properly house 
trainedb- Tynan saidb iGnorinG Claude“s contemptuous Glare. ”Iir. Se 
ha,e reason to Welie,e your late dauGhter“s husWand is none other than 
notorious outlaw 2oe vri9n. voes Wy a numWer of aliases. xow he“s 
usinGb or should E sayb was usinGb :dward Iulli,an. ?e“s wanted on 
countless war crimesD desertionb armed roWWery. jurder.- ?e handed 
jorGan the wanted poster.

”Qesb this looks like :ddie Iulli,an. ’nd nob E“m afraid E know nothinG 
of which you speak.-

vro,er gnally spoke up. ”jiGht E mentionb sirb there is quite the hefty 
reward for the capture0-

”Fo E look to want for anythinG hereb WoysM- jorGan smiled. ”Oook 
around you.-
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Tynan had looked. ?e sat in a larGe parlor roomb essentially jorGan“s 
o9ceb in one small section of a larGe palatial colonial. 2ust in this room 
aloneb while waitinG for jr. Bennett to arri,eb Tynan had spotted oWz
,ious wealth. Sealth he wouldn“t see in ten lifetimes. The liquor hutch 
with gne chinab the Grand pianob the elk head o,er the stone greplaceb the 
mahoGany deskb they all left a Witter taste in his mouthb e,en worse than 
the coHee he sipped.

Claude smirked. ”‘eckon we can“t claim to know if you“re pri,y to 
this informationb Wut rest assuredb if you“re tryinG to help this criminal 
elude captureb your actions will carry hea,y charGes of their own.-

jorGan“s demeanor soured. ?e dropped his ciGar in the crystal ashz
tray and sat forward. ”Qou dare come into my house and threaten meM 
Qou“,e any idea who E amM-

vro,er sat up. ”Se know e!actly who you areb Iil,er Baron of Colz
orado. ?ullaWaloo. Qour inRuence don“t much impress us.-

”To tell the truthb we“re a Wit curious.- Claude leaned forward with a 
cold smile. ”Sho else you ha,e hidin in those minesb who miGht We of 
interestM-

jorGan stirred in his chair. ”E think it“s time E asked you Woys to lea,e. 
Oemrich—-

”Qesb sirM- Oemrich appeared immediately from around the cornerb as 
if he“d Ween ea,esdroppinG.

”vo run out Wack and fetch the Woys to see these men out.-
Tynan siGhed. The Woysb part of jorGan“s security detailb stayed in a 

compact caWin hidden Wehind the estate. Arom Tynan“s researchb one of 
them e,en douWled as his dri,er.

Oemrich nodded and turned to lea,e when Tynan“s hand went up.
”xowb that won“t We necessary. Se“ll We riGhtfully on our way. Oook. 

jr. Bennett. Se ha,e no interest in yourb uhb how do E sayb e!tracurricz
ular acti,ities. ’in“t none of our Wusinessb- Tynan oHeredb placatinG. ”E 
read aWout your wife and dauGhter. ’ Genuine traGedyb what happened. 
That alone wouldb hellb proWaWly make me reconsider my faith. 1n top of 
thatb you lost two younG Woys to the po! as well. 1ne can“t e,en WeGin to 
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imaGine what that loss is like. E know E surely can“t. Qou ha,e my deepest 
condolences.- Tynan waited a moment for jorGan to ease up a Witb sit 
Wack in his chair. ”Qou ha,e two Grandchildrenb yesM-

”Qes.-
Tynanb sittinG upb leaned forwardb peerinG in jorGan“s pensi,e eyes. 

”Et don“t Wother you0that manb that monster, is raisin the only WeGotten 
family you ha,e leftM Iurelyb they“d fare Wetter hereb at your estateb instead 
of Wein out there. En hidinG. Oike animals.-

jorGan looked o,er at a portrait on the wall Wehind his deskD his wifeb 
dauGhterb and two Grandchildren.

Tynan studied him. ”Sellb hellb E sure think they would. 2ust think of 
the education they could ha,e. The life. Qou sayb Elook around hereb“ andb 
wellb E ha,e. ’nd what E see is their West chance for a future.- ?e sat Wack. 
”Because honestlyb it“s only a matter of time till he“s found. Ef not Wy usb 
then Wy some other outgt. ’nd vod only knows how that will play out. 
Qou don“t want them younG“uns in the middle of it.-

jorGanb still pensi,eb puHed his ciGar.

2

Ten minutes laterb jorGan stood at his open window and watched as 
Oemrich saw Tynan and company out the front door. vro,er stopped 
a moment as he e!ited to Gi,e Oemrich a salty Glanceb then spit on the 
stone landinG ne!t to his polished shoes. ‘eachinG o,er and snatchinG a 
pocket square from Oemrich“s Wreast pocketb he wiped the Wrown Guck 
from his Weard and tossed the dirtied faWric Wack with a deadpan ”much 
oWliGed.-

The men mounted their steeds. Tynan put a piece of rolled toWacco 
into his mouthb then turned to his marshals.

”Se gnd vri9nb or whate,er faWrication he Goes Wy now.- ?e spat. 
”Qou Woys West We prepared for what follows. Time“s a wastin. Oet“s Go.-

Oemrichb o,erhearinGb hurried to jorGanb who he found in a dense 
ciGar haJe at his desk. ’lmost melancholic. ?is chair faced the window 
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Wehindb and he satb starinG out to watch the three men Gallop down the 
stone dri,eway. ?e sipped an apFritif of Camparib swirlinG the WriGht red 
liquid around his sherry Glass as his ciGar continued to Wurn in the crystal 
ashtray nearWy. Imoke Willowed.

Oemrich couGhed. ”jr. Bennett. Iir.-
jorGan looked o,er. ”Come. ?a,e a seat.-
Oemrichb Wrows furrowedb sat in the leatherzWound chair across from 

his Woss. Iilence followed.
?e Wroke grst. ”E think them Woys is up to no Goodb sir.-
”Qupb E share the same sentiment.- ?e turned to face Oemrich. 

”There“s a letter here E“,e writtenb thouGh unsure E would come to use it. 
xow E“m afraid E ha,e come to no choice. Qou will take this to the Aederal 
marshal“s o9ce this afternoon. E“m not feelinG up to GoinG anywhere.-

”Qesb sir.-
”E know you“,e only Ween here a short timeb Oemrich. ’nd we ha,en“t 

really had much of a con,ersation. ’Wout anythinGb much less aWout 
your life in jissouri ZlaJa. xe,er talked much aWout my Wrotherb either. 
En factb E ne,er much wanted to ask. To know aWout hisG lifestyle. Shat 
he was doinG down there.- jorGan rose. ?e pulled a te!tured Glass from 
a collection in a small hutch ne!t to the deskb and with itb the Wottle of 
Campari. ventlyb he poured his ser,ant a hearty drink and topped oH his 
own.

Oemrich smiled. ”1WliGed.-
”Qou“,e had to li,e with my Wrother for how lonGM- jorGan smiled 

and touched his Glass to Oemrich“s. ”Qou“,e earned it. 2ohnG always a 
stranGeb stranGe character. ?ard to Welie,e we were Wrothers. ?ellb e,en 
harder to Welie,e we were twins—- ?e satb chucklinG wrylyb and took a 
dip swiG. ”2ust mirror imaGes of one anotherb E suppose. Sho could“,e 
thouGht two people Wirthed from the same womW at the same time could 
We so emphatically diHerent. Sho knowsM E suppose that“s one of the few 
thinGs that separated us. ?ad he stuck aroundb thouGhb we“,e could“,e 
taken o,er this city.-
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Oemrich raised a Wrow. By nowb his employer was pretty well liquored 
up. Puite unusual for this time of dayb and certainly for this early in the 
week. Zerhaps the information enclosed in his letter WrouGht him some 
remorse he needed to drown.



Chapter   1

T he sign on the door read 

“BE BACK IN THIS AFTERNOON.”
Thoroughly irritated, Potter shoved the letters back inside his coat 

pocket. It was the end of the week—a rough week at that—and the 
postmaster was still away from his goddamn post. Guess that means the 
bank is closed, too. He smirked and shook his head.

He stared out over the town, the post ojce porch oWering the perfect 
vantage point. Right in the middle of the strip, he could see everything. 
Probably more so from the second level, hell, even the roof. Not a bad 
way to monitor the goings on, especially if this setup was intentional. 
Brilliant, if so.

The morning unveiled itself slowly around him, a gorgeous bluebird 
day in the making. The sun still rose leisurely ’ust beyond the church. 
Before nine a.m., if he had to guess. He felt fresh, invincible. xith the 
lingering eWects of opium withdrawal dissipating, hezd eMperienced one 
of the best nights of sleep he could remember, and at sunup, hezd risen 
and cooked a large breakfast for Isaac and Clara. xith some of the 
leftover tenderloin, heavily preserved with salt and stored in the cold 
basement, hezd whipped up a tantali…ing batch of steak and eggs with 
fresh bread and sliced apricots, a delicious fruit of which New JeMico 
had a seemingly endless supply.

Potter took a deep breath of sweet, clear air. Nothing would bring him 
down today. NothingL other than the goddamn postmaster.

As he stepped down, he pulled on the hat brim to shield his face from 
the glaring sun. He could ’ust about feel the 2ne lines of crowzs feet 
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pervading each corner of his s-uinting eyes. A stagecoach and several 
horses sat on the otherwise -uiet street, parked ’ust outside the mill. He 
knew Isaac toiled inside, a thought which 2lled him with pride, and hezd 
yet to visit the facility during his sonzs diligent work. Not to mention, 
almost a week had passed since he left the device with Aaron. Truly, if he 
was being honest, the device was all he could think about. He lacked any 
hope in the strange, busted hunk of metalzs potential. But that globe. 
The pulsing, white glowL

He needed to know what progress Aaron made, if any.
;pon entering the noisy mill, his ga…e immediately 2Mated on several 

men on the right side, standing in an elongated room. The postmaster, 
!an, stood neMt to Aaron, along with two gentlemen. One, older, wore 
a premium beige threeYpiece suit and matching hatZ the other, similar in 
age, 5aunted a uniform with a silver star on his chest. The town marshal.

The racket from the spooling machines stole his attention. The 
women, hard at work in their long blouses and aprons, kept their faces 
barely visible under linen caps. Completely ignorant of the ojce proY
ceedings. He found the placement of the ojce and the design of the 
facility as a whole -uite interesting. Though odd and unconventional, 
the layout doubtless served its purpose for Aaron, providing him with 
the perfect vantage point.

Potter made his way around the 5oor to the ojce, appearing in the 
doorway. !an, facing the door, 2nally peered up from the huddle of men 
around the desk, while the others, taking notice, stopped speaking and 
turned.

“BillQ” Aaronzs mouth gaped. “;hL was not, uh, -uite eMpecting you 
today.” He 5ashed sheepish glances at the other men, at a clear loss for 
what to say. “;hhh.”

The words lumbered out of Potterzs mouth unwittingly. “xas ’ust 
looking for the postmaster.”

“Hiya, Bill. I do apologi…e,” !an said, nonchalant. “xezve been away 
on business.” He turned to the man on his right. “Izd like you to meet 
my father—”
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“Roswell Smith,” the man inter’ected, voice, deep and hoarse. He 
stepped forth, eMtending a hand to Potter. “Jighty pleased to meet ya.”

Potter shook it. “Bill Potter.”
Smithzs grip was overly 2rm and eMtensive. An attempt to eMhibit 

dominance. Potter held in an irritated sigh. From the grandiose smile to 
the handshake and attire, this man bore no dissimilarity to any highY
falutin politician he had come across. Crooked like an auger, the lot 
of them. He looked down at the high, eM-uisite shine of Roswellzs 
blackYscaled boots.

Roswell took notice. He boasted a hearty smile, eMposing a shiny gold 
canine. “Premium caiman gator. Straight from a cobbler over in the New 
Orleansz French ‘uarter. ?ou ’ust canzt get -uality like this anywhere 
else. Izd dare you to even try.”

“Bourbon Street,” Potter inferred.
“AhQ ?ouzve been7”
I shot a bank teller there in the face when he decidedly pulled a gun 

instead of the bag of cash I asked for. “4ust once.”
Potter, seeing the manzs fascination with the black boM, wondered 

how long until he oWered some sort of -ueer, twoYtiming horseYtrade 
advance. Surprisingly, out of the two men standing here, Roswell posed 
the biggest threat to his—shit, does he know— 

“Have you met the marshal7” !an oWered.
“I donzt believe wezve been properly introduced, Jr. Potter. Gave 

Jather.” The marshal tipped his hat.
Potter, deadpan, nodded. He recogni…ed the marshal from Jillerzs, 

and though he could have done without ever making his ojcial ac-uainY
tance, he supposed it was time. No need to arouse suspicion through 
avoidance.

“I must say, this here contraption is -uite some interestin piece of 
e-uipment,” Roswell said. “Ainzt never seen anythin like it.” He turned 
to the device. “xhere did you say you came across this thing7”

Potter hesitated. The answer I don’t remember saying anything to you, 
asshole seemed neither appropriate nor cordial. “I didnzt.”
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“Jr. Potter, If I mayL I must say, as a man who studies law, I deal with 
a clientele who wish to keep things close to the chest, so to speak. ?ou 
are, for lack of a better word, an outsider of our town here. ?ou donzt 
know any of us. But we are a tightYknit little community. So I understand 
your reticence to divulge information. I assure youZ you have nothing to 
fear. xe are very curious. Itzs my understandin youzve been doing a bit 
of eMcavatin in your backyard tryin to situate yourself a well7”

Potter 2red Aaron an incredulous glance, whose tan compleMion 
5ushed rose, looking down at his feet.

Guess he knows. “?eah.”
“I bet therezs more out there where this came from. Jore of whatever 

it is, this—”
“There isnzt.” Potter cut him oW. “Izve dug up much of the land from 

my house to the river. There ainzt nothing else out there. I assure you.”
There was a moment of awkward silence until Aaron, archly uncomY

fortable, 2nally cut it. “;hhh, after cleaning it up a bit, I got to playing 
around with it. I think it is some sort of power supply.”

Jatherzs eyes narrowed. “xhat you mean, 9power supply,z boy7”
“I could not presume to guess, but, uh, all signs point to it being an 

engine.”
“qike a steam engine7” Jather glared, incredulous. “Boy, this tiny 

thing couldnzt run a locomotive, much less clear water from a coal mine. 
?ou been smokin them funny cigarettes7”

Aaron returned a 2ery glare.
“Itzs no wonder that old codger Jorgan wonzt sellQ” Roswell smirked. 

“Hezs been sittin on somethin up there, hasnzt he7 I knew it. Gid I not 
say that was the case, son7”

!an nodded, matching his fatherzs shitYeating grin.
Roswell went on, shaking his head. “xe should a been up there a year 

ago, tearin up that property.”
“I mean, we couldnzt, Pa.”
“I know, I know. Now, itzs only a matter of time.”
Potter gaped. Tear up the property—only a matter of time?
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“Gonzt you see, Jr. Potter,” Roswell continued, “xhatever this is, 
whateverzs down there—if anythin—it could bene2t this whole townQ”

“Bill, Izd like to hold on to this a while longer, if you would not mind 
terribly,” Aaron asked sheepishly. “;h, I think Izm on to something. I 
would like to try a few things here.”

Potter, head spinning, hesitated before answering. “?eah, sure. xhatY
ever you think.” He glared at Roswell. “As for the rest of you concerned 
citizens, this here boM, and whatever else is under that ground, is private 
property of Jorgan Bennett, Silver Baron of Colorado. And Izd think 
twice before stepping an uninvited foot onto his land.” He tipped his 
hat and uttered, “0entlemen,” before turning and walking out.

As he untied his mare, the mill door opened. He looked up.
Aaron skipped feverishly across the bridge. “BillQ HeyQ”
Potter mounted up, blood pressure rising. His face had 5ushed, yet 

his body strangely chilled, as if hezd ’ust submerged in the winter river. 
Nothing Aaron could say would make this betrayal of con2dence up 
to him. His rage went beyond mere anger. No. Something more lurked 
beneath the surface, something he couldnzt reconcile.

Fear.
Aaron came to a sliding halt, kicking up a clay dust. “I am terribly 

sorry, Bill. I know you said not to tell anyone about the boM, and IYI had 
every intention not to, but they—they ’ust showed up, while I was toying 
with it, you know7 IYI did not know what to say. And the marshalL he 
does not like me very much. Jr. Smith started to ask -uestions. HeYhe 
scares me, too, to be honest. He will soon run this town, you know.”

“Howzs everyone know Izm digging a well7”
“IYIsaac told me about it and I must have mentioned it to !an in 

passing, you know7”
Silence fell upon them for a moment while Potter glanced oW. An 

idiom hezd learned in his youth regarding eMcuses and assholes came to 
mind. Everyone has one, but the question is always how dirty.

Aaron looked up, his tone shifting morosely. “?ou cannot know what 
it is like to—to struggle. To drift, town to town. Knowing you are not 
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accepted. xhere your worth is always -uestioned. ?ou are constantly 
looking over your shoulder.”

Potter, sitting with reins in hand, stared oW into the Pecos. Finally, he 
turned to Aaron. Yeah, kid. I know more than you think.

“Jy parents died in a 2re when I was 2fteen. I barely made it out 
myself. For years I hid out. xorked odd ’obs. qived in fear. ;ntil I met 
!an and Jr. Smith. That man gave me a home. Helped 2nd me work in 
this mill. I owe him. At the least, I could not lie to him.”

“Itzs 2ne, Aaron,” Potter 2nally conceded. As eMpected, his mood 
remained unchanged, the anger burning bright in his belly. “Izm ’ust 
sorry I brought it here.”

xithout another word, Potter yelled a command and set oW, tearing 
hell for leather over the bridge.

2

Potter arrived home post haste. He ’umped down from the horse and 
began pacing the yard, hitting himself in the forehead with the palm of 
his hand.

Stupid, stupid, stupid, greedy fuck. Why, why, whyyyyyy? You’ve gone 
and fucked it all up, and now you brought trouble, you brought trouble, 
trouble’s coming, how do you plan to get out of this one, Joe, huh?

He needed a drink. Fortunately, CoWey had left behind the remnants 
of a bottle of brandy from their last spit2re venison cookout.

Potter stormed into the house and found Clara washing clothes in 
the kitchen sink. After -uickly greeting her with a kiss, he grabbed the 
brandy and pulled the cork with his teeth, spitting it on the counter. He 
tipped the bottle back, taking a generous swig of the brown li-uid. His 
throat burned as it 2red down. Another.

Thoughts of men showing up on his property 5ooded his brain. 
If they found the ship, someone was bound to 2nd him. But 5eeing 
Jissouri Pla…a, the safest, smartest option, would upend the youngzuns. 
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Hezd never seen Clara happierZ Isaac loved his prosperous mill position. 
They had a future here. And where would they go, anyway7

The running never stops. Not as long as I’m around.
Apprehensively, he opened the basement door and stared into the 

open crate of dusty dynamite. The arsenal had the capacity to overthrow 
an entire city. Not that hezd forgotten. But even with such 2repower, 
Potter knew he couldnzt singleYhandedly protect his property. He was 
good, but not that good.

Another option still remained to him, though being plenty drunk 
would be the only way hezd go back down there. He sighed, took another 
swig, and got to work.

3

Potter blinked, letting his eyes ad’ust to the darkness of the ironclad.
Over several trips, hezd transferred the dynamite to the well, gently 

dropping separate, smaller packing crates of the material down into the 
ship. Though he still failed to grasp how, and why, 4ohn Bennett had 
ac-uired so much of it in the 2rst place.

He glanced around the long, vast hall of the ship. Regardless of BenY
nettzs reasons, he supposed, he was more than grateful for the abundance 
of materials.

After lining the corridor from the base to the control room and then 
back to the base, Potter carefully, tediously tied all the ends together 
in a complete ;Yshape with a spool of wick, also found in the crate. 
The brandy coursed through his veins, numbing him to his ineMplicable 
surroundings. Even so, the thought of the control room made his 2ngers 
shakeL especially knowing what remained behind the control room 
door. Knowing he soon needed to reenter.

A little more liquid courage can’t hurt. He swigged hard from the 
bottle, then proceeded down the hall.

The ship had numerous nonfunctional doors lining the corridor, 
leaving Potter curious about where they led. xhat potential wonders, 
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or horrors, lay concealed beyond them7 qacking any concrete notion of 
the shipzs si…e, he considered the possibility that the dynamite might not 
obliterate the whole ironclad. His sense of security solely relied on his 
ability to annihilate the ship, if he wished, in a last resort scenario.

Potter wiped his sweaty neck. Hopefully, even if the eMplosion didnzt 
2nish the ’ob, the devastation and subse-uent 5ooding would keep anyY
one from snooping around the property.

As he came full circle, tying oW the last of the dynamite, he set down 
the lantern. A small, re5ective surface on the ground glimmered against 
the shadows of the 5ickering 5ame. Potter s-uinted. Propped up against 
the wall, speckled with dust, sat the opium vile. He dropped his work, 
walked over, and picked it up, rolling it between his 2ngers. The euphoric 
5ush of the brandy diminished any inhibitions his sober mind might 
have raised.

He grinned. Eh… what the hell?

4

The colossal carding machine growled and gurgled unusual chatter. 
Isaac, down to a white teeYshirt and dripping with sweat, stood before 
it with a large metal fork, head throbbing and ears ringing. Hezd stuWed 
rolled swabs of wool in each canal to dampen the noise, but the trick only 
worked enough to make the sound bearable, if that.

His suspenders chaWed his shoulders as he shoveled bushels of raw 
material onto the spiked conveyer, daydreaming of sitting upstairs beY
hind a spooler. Perhaps one of these old maids would kick oW, and he 
could take over. Anything beat the carding machine. He would ’ust 
about play an in2nite game of hideYnYseek with his little sister if it meant 
hezd never have to feed dirty wool into this ghastly, loud monstrosity 
again.

The discussion with Jr. xilburn on his 2rst day lingered in his mind. 
Those words about “knowing what you don’t want” returned. And, as 
he thought about it, he 2nally knew what he didnzt want& to endure the 
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same hardships as his father, returning home eMhausted, in agony, and 
unful2lled after a grueling day. Thoughts of 0randpa crossed his mind, 
along with Jr. xilburn, Js. Nora, and the other shop owners in town. 
He recogni…ed that life would demand relentless dedication, but there 
was a certain sense of ful2llment that came with being in control of your 
own destiny.

Isaac smiled, then sniWed. Something smelledL acrid7
The  noise  from  the  carding  machine  grew  louder,  reaching  a 

highYpitched s-ueal. PuWs of darkYgray smoke discharged from every 
ori2ce of the machine. In a panic, Isaac stepped back and -uickly glanced 
over its visibly moving parts. And there it sat& a chunk of wool, stuck at 
the top of the feeder. ‘uickly, he ’abbed and prodded at it with the metal 
hay fork, trying to release it from the belt, but the soft fabric ’ust pulled 
and separated.

5

Aaron stared at the device. The globe in its center swirled with volatile 
smokyYwhite mist.

“This thing is fascinating,” he muttered, caressing the glass. Energy 
gently nipped at his 2ngertips, as if moving through the surface. “?ou 
think we can break it open7”

!an knocked on it. “Pretty solid. xhy—you think therezs somethin 
inside7”

“All I can say is it feelsL alive.”
Aaron continued to feel around the globe, the glow re5ecting oW his 

spellbound face. His body tingled. The tips of his 2ngers gra…ed over little 
concave imperfections in the glass, three nodules on each side, which he 
lined up with three of his 2ngers. He wasnzt sure why, but he felt an 
impulse to turn it. And with much eWort, he did. The boM slowly shifted 
and clicked. !an and Aaron glanced at one another.

“Go it again,” !an whispered.
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Aaron forcefully twisted it another click. Then another. It clicked 
several more times until he completed a full rotation. Then the globe 
started blinking, a series of popping and clicking and winding emanating 
from within. !an and Aaron stepped back and watched as each side of 
the device mysteriously opened at its center, folding into itself. A silver 
cylindrical tube appeared with a bright whirring sound, sliding out siM 
inches out on each side. A moment later, all functions ceased. The globe 
dimmed before 2nally eMtinguishing.

“xhoa.” !an gaped. “How did you do that7”
“I—I do not knowQ”
The two stood and stared at the device a little longer, waiting for 

something to happen. Nothing did.
“I think it could be trying to turn on,” Aaron said.
“?ou mean like a lamp7”
“xell, sort of, I suppose. That is the right idea.” Aaron began analy…Y

ing the outer edges of the transformed boM. “If this thing is what I am 
thinking it is, I think I might know how to get it running.”

“?ou say, 9runnin7z”
Aaron looked out onto the mill 5oor. “I believe we might be able to 

rig it to one of the spooling machines here. And maybe, if it can generate 
enough frictionL”

Aaron -uickly relieved the women of their duties, giving them the 
rest of the day. Gespite their clear confusion, they asked no -uestions, 
happy to oblige. He stood watching as the last few ambled toward the 
eMit, tapping his foot all the while. Hurry, hurry, hurry. As soon as the 
door closed, he locked the mill behind them while !an carried the device 
to the closest machine.

4oining his friend, Aaron removed the metal cover, eMposing the inner 
guts and moving pieces of machinery. Cogs, pistons, pulleys, belts, all as 
familiar to him as the back of his hand. Thin strands of wool stretched 
throughout, wrapped around the many cylinders until eventually stopY
ping to spool around wooden handles.
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After cutting through all the fabric leads, Aaron removed a central 
shaft connecting two large pulley wheels. No eWortless task. He tried to 
rig the boM by inserting the eMposed cylinders between the two pulleys, 
but the cylinders wouldnzt -uite open far enough.

He gestured to the other side of the machine. “0ive me a hand, would 
you7”

On the count of three, both men pulled at opposite cylinders with 
everything they had, struggling to eMtend the opening. Their tugYofYwar 
succeeded ’ust enough. The boM slid right inside the widened space, 
essentially replacing the former shaft in a snug gap between the two 
pulleys.

!an  2red  up  the  machine.  xith  his  foot  on  a  paddle  underY
neath, Aaron pumped, generating power within the gears. The pulleys 
turned—one clockwise, the other counter—and sure enough, the boM 
cylinders turned with it. The movement started slowly, with some clear 
resistance within the boM, but sure enough, the more he paddled, the 
more everything shifted. The globe 2red up with a 5ash and continued 
on with its pulsing, ominous glow. It began to oscillate, slowly at 2rst, 
then faster and faster. xithin moments, it rapidly accelerated to a few 
hundred revolutions per minute, a familiar speed for Aaronzs machinery. 
The bright whirring returned at a fre-uency that seemed to increase. 
Tiny red dots of light, the si…e of a pinhead, lit up the device in the vertical 
nooks and crannies of its black outer shell. !an and Aaron ’ust looked at 
one another with pure ama…ement.

“xhat in 0odzs name you spose itzs doin,” !an wondered aloud.
Aaron stared, grinning. “I do not know.”
At that moment, the device pieces separated from each side of the 

spinning globe, sliding apart along a metallic shaft running through 
the globezs center. The white mist inside -uickly dissipated, eMposing 
its crystalYclear core. Jyriad 5ashes like lightning pulsed through it, in 
vivid colors of blue and red. A current, of sorts. The device contracted 
once again, then the end side opened, separating, the pieces vanishing 
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as if folding into itself. Standing at a distance, !an and Aaron found 
themselves captivated by the incredible sight unfolding before them.

xith Aaron no longer at the controls, the spooling machine ceased 
its operation, while the enigmatic boM remained active. Primed for its 
intended use, whatever that may be. The two gaped into the open cavity. 
Several thick, shiny, cylindrical crystals, the shape of railroad spikes but 
resembling diamonds, protruded down from the interior mechanical 
material.

Aaron, with curious apprehension, approached the device. He gently 
felt the smooth, warm edges of the crystal, gave it a tug, and tried twisting 
it one way, then the other. Nothing. Something told him to give a push, 
and when he did, the ob’ect clicked and dislodged into his hand—surY
prisingly heavy for something so small, about four inches long by the 
naked eye. Holding it to the golden sun piercing the mill window, he saw 
two places along the shaft where the ob’ect, tinted light blue, appeared 
whittled down with a triangular shaped indentation. As he turned the 
prism, a spectrum of colors re5ected from within its a…ure body.

6

Isaac rushed to the top of the stairs, desperate for help. The mill, to his 
surprise, sat empty. Odd, but no time for dwelling. He ran to the ojce, 
where Jr. Smith and Jr. xilburn stood in front of the desk with their 
backs to him. As he opened his mouth to speak—

“Jy god, Aaron, you think we hit the ’ackpot here or what,” Jr. 
Smith eMclaimed. “These are like diamonds or gems of some sort, arenzt 
they7”

Isaac saw siM shiny, crystalYlike ob’ects laid out in front of them.
Jr. xilburn picked up two, eMamining each. Identical. He lined up 

the triangle edged notches perpendicularly with two pieces as if to inY
terlock them, then glanced at the others. “They are too heavy for gems, 
though they do remind me of something we used to play with back 
home.”
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“?eah, whatzs that—your grandmotherzs ’ewelry boM7”
“A Kumiki.”
“AkooYJaYKee7”
“Ku—miki. It is a 4apanese word meaning 9put together.z ?ou know, 

like a pu……le. qook here, see these notches7 They all have them.”
“Jy genius friend, always full of surprises.”
Jr.  xilburn  2dgeted  with  the  pieces.  The  pu……le,  as  it  were, 

snapped together with mild dijculty, though Isaac wasnzt surprised. 
Jr. xilburn was naturally good with his hands—perhaps the smartest 
person Isaac had ever met. 

Jr. xilburn held up the strange ob’ect. qight pierced through it once 
again, displaying a brilliant mosaic of color which seemed to 5ash, oh so 
subtly, in an intermittent pattern. Completed, it resembled a spiked ball, 
though the spikes were blunted. Isaac gaped, captivated by the beautiful 
prism.

“It is a knot,” Jr. xilburn eMplained.
“A knot, huh7” Jr. Smith laughed. “Strangest knot Izve ever seen, but 

I guess thatzs where you and I diWer, friend.”
“xhat do you suppose it is doing7”
“Canzt say,” !an said, ga…ing into it. “Kinda reminds me of the teleY

graph.”
“qike a signal7”
!an shrugged. “Jaybe.”
A sulfuric scent stung Isaaczs nostrils. He blinked, pulling his eyes 

from the crystal to see sooty smoke drifting in from the basement doorY
way. He opened his mouth to call for help—

“Potter says this was the only thing he found in his backyard. I donzt 
believe that horseshit for one damn minute.” !an stared at the shiny 
stone, eyes hungry. “Come now, please tell me you ainzt that ignorant.”

Isaac backed out of sight from the doorway.
“?ou think there is more7”
“Shit yeah, I do. ?ou gotta lot of brains for a Chinaman, but you sure 

lack the good sense 0od gave the common man.” He giggled, holding up 
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the prism. “Izm gonna bring this little crystal ob’ect to my father. Hezs 
got some government connections. I reckon he may know someone who 
can inspect such a thing. And I tell ya, sooner rather than later, wezre 
gonna 2nd out what in Potterzs yard.”

Isaac  2nally  panicked.  “Jr.  xilburnQ”  He  entered  the  ojce 
posthaste, as if hezd ’ust shot up the stairs, and pointed behind him to 
the smoke billowing from the stairwell. “The carding machine, itzs—itzs 
all ’ammed upQ Itzs smoking—lookQ”

Aaron hurried toward the black cloud. “ShitQ Come give a hand, !anQ”
“xhat should I do, Jr. xilburnQ7” Isaac asked, hoping for one anY

swer in particular.
Aaron stopped brie5y, giving him eMactly what he wanted. “;hh, I 

think you might be done for the day, Isaac.”
He ran out of the ojce, down the stairs. !an dropped the prism on 

the desk and sprinted out behind him.
Isaac watched !anzs dashing departure, then turned to the sparkling 

prism. Jesmeri…ed. Those colors…

7

xith hands in heavy pockets, Isaac briskly walked out the front door 
and into the warmth of the early summer air. Crossing over the bridge, 
he started toward the many steeds tied to the long post. To his dismay, 
Blanco was not one of them. He walked circles around the post in a 
twitchy 2t, hoping hezd somehow overlooked the only black horse in the 
bunch.

His heart fro…e in his chest. The post was maybe 2ve feet from the 
edge of the riverbank. A stupid place to tie a horse. He teetered to the 
edge of the bank and peered down at the scant plot of land which, barely, 
harbored the ground level of the mill.

Nothing.
He ambled in lopsided circles through Jain Street, which, as his luck 

would have it, teemed with activity. Carriages and stagecoaches traversed 
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the road or sat stationed alongside storefronts. Horse posts and troughs, 
previously unnoticed by him, appeared to eMist in four places on both 
sides of the roadZ horses, of course, tied to all. Brown, dark brown, 
chocolate, shitYonYaYgoddamnYstickZ they all looked the same. Starting 
on his left, Isaac bustled past the seemingly empty assay building along 
with the vacant bank—what a peculiar town—skimming the tied steeds 
and glancing down alleys as he moved from storefront to storefront. 
Jaybe someone found Blanco loose and tied him up7 Or what if someY
one had stolen him7Q His sister would be utterly devastated, and likely 
reproachful, given that she didnzt particularly approve of him riding 
Blanco. But Pa rode that ancient horse hezd brought home before they 
moved, and, of course, he eMplicitly prohibited anyone from riding Jazs 
“temperamental mare.”

Isaac walked past the marshalzs ojce and the peculiar furniturePcojn 
store. The Abraham qincoln looking gentleman he hadnzt met, but 
assumed was ‘uinsberry, sat perched on his porch, gently rocking in his 
chair. Their eyes met, and ‘uinsberry held Isaaczs ga…e with a look of 
contempt as he passed, giving him the collywobbles. Evidently, business 
was slow.

The alley between the undertakers and Jillerzs CafQ provided a glance 
of a few dark horses gra…ing under the water tower, but as his patience 
wore thin, Isaac skipped eMamining them and carried on across the street 
to Taylorzs Tailor R Clothier. As he did so, he happened to glance inside 
Jillerzs. The marshal sat in clear view at a window table with a newsY
paper in his hands, engaged in conversation with that pretty barmaid. 
Her hand rested on his shoulder. Isaac smiled. 4ust about everyone in 
town seemed so friendly. Jaybe if he couldnzt 2nd Blanco on his own, 
he could return here and ask the marshal for help. Curious, Isaac glanced 
back at the undertaker, still rocking, though he couldnzt see his watchful 
eyes.

The vacant church lot only oWered a handful of liberated chickens 
clucking outside the short, white picket fence. He peered around, then 



4.4. AqOU/:

glanced at the busy horse post between the tailor and Js. Norazs store. 
Jany horses, none black, none Blanco. Ugh, what a stupid name.

xalking by, he saw Nora through the wide window behind the 
counter, tending to patrons. She looked happy. Always smiling. She, like 
the barmaid, was very prettyZ he wondered for a moment whether his 
pa thought the same. As he passed, Nora glanced out and shot him a 
hearty TeMan grin. He pretended to miss her look, wanting to avoid an 
interaction. qast thing he needed was talk of a missing horse making its 
way back home.

He continued past the Farmerzs Alliance, busy as well, and found a 
couple chocolate steeds, none of which belonged to his sister. He passed 
the post ojce. Not much going on in there with !an at the mill, though 
an older gentleman in a white suit stood leaning against the counter with 
a newspaper in hand, a cigar clenched between his teeth.

Isaac, heart thundering, completed his ’ourney around Jain Street, 
pausing before his last stop. The only one he actively tried to steer clear 
of& the butcherzs shop. The end of the month neared, and Charonzs 
-uest to ful2ll his sacrament loomed. Isaac had his scruples. Something 
about the scary manzs attention, both recent and peculiar, ’ust didnzt 
feel -uite right, and his own tentative agreement to the ritual made him 
uneasy. xith Pa working siM, sometimes seven days a week now, they 
hadnzt been back to church, nor had they needed the butcherzs product, 
since Jr. Chisum graciously supplied their meat. He wondered—shit, 
hoped—Charon mightzve forgotten about the whole damn deal.

Isaac approached the Alliance, reaching the edge of the wide and 
porchless adobe brick store front. Closing his eyes, he forced himself to 
slowly poke his head around the corner. qast store, for all the marbles.

He hadnzt the slightest idea what hezd say to eMplain his way out 
of this& the disappointment in Clarazs eyes, the anger in his pazs. His 
skin stung as he recalled his singular taste of the end of his Pazs service 
belt& his punishment when Clara, under his care, had burned Jazs book 
collection shortly after her death. The second worst day of his life. He 
couldnzt fathom the possible depth of punishment for losing a horse.
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Slowly, his eyes pried open and glared ahead. The alley was empty.
His heart thumped, skipping a beat, and dropped into his stomach. 

Nausea crept into his dry throat as he turned in circles, giving Jain Street 
another desperate once over.

“IsaacL”
Oh, shit.
He fro…e a moment, then turned to Charon. He stood on his porch, 

clad in the same stained, 2lthy apron—fresh blood smeared down the 
side.

“EM-uisite timing, son.”
Isaac stood in silent protest.
“Jy brother, Father Harry, ’ust arrived the other day. He is -uite 

delighted to meet youQ”
Isaac narrowed his eyes. Father… Harry? Was that the right name?
“Havenzt seen you in church, son. Everything all right7”
Isaac nodded.
“Not if youzre absent from the house of 0od, it isnzt. Now, what could 

possibly be more important than your covenant with the Almighty7”
“Itzs ’ustL well, wezre real busy now, sir. Jy pa is working. Izm now 

working. Jy sister needs watching after. And—and—”
“Son,” Charon said, moving to the edge of the porch and leaning over 

the railing a few feet from Isaac. “Gidnzt I say to call me Charon, huh7”
Isaac took a step backward.
Charon slowly rounded the edge of the porch, stepped methodically 

down three steps, and stood in front in front of Isaac. “Now, there is 
always time for the qord. And you donzt necessarily have to go to church 
every time to accept the qord, if you make the eWort at home. Say your 
prayers before supper. Practice with your sister. I imagine you own the 
Bible. Am I right on that one7”

“;hhhL”
Charon shook his head. “Oh, Isaac. Today has got to be the day, son,” 

he said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “?ou see, it was the work of the 
good qord which brought you here today. Ainzt no denying thatQ”
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For a moment, Isaac wondered what really brought him here—the diY
vine power of “the good qord,” or some shrewd play by Charon. Jaybe 
hezd hidden Blanco inside the butcher shop. He peered over Charonzs 
shoulders into the front windows.

“Having faith will only get you so far with the man upstairs. Thatzs 
why itzs imperative you commence with the ceremonyQ”

“Izm afraid I canzt right now, you see, my horse is missing, anYand Pa is 
eMpecting me back home, see, he works real late, uhL gotta get hunting 
and supper going.”

Charonzs neutral eMpression slipped. His eyes narrowed slightly, his 
mouth bowed in either disappointment or frustration. “xell, okay. PerY
haps another time would be best. ?ou say your horse is missing7 xhy 
donzt you come inside, and Izll bring you home. Izm eMpecting Buckley, 
my driver, anytime now. Supper will be on me. Howzs that sound7”

The skin on the back of Isaaczs neck tightened, the hair stiWening. 
He glanced around awkwardly, wondering how hezd say no to such a 
proposal. All he wanted was to 2nd Blanco and go home. He looked 
toward the mill and the barren bridge, wondering if Aaron or !an might 
appear and intervene—not that he wanted them to.

“So how about it, son7”
“Huh7”
“I said, why donzt you come on in and wait. xezll take you home.”
“Isaac,” a familiar voice called from behind.
Isaac turned to 2nd Nora at the edge of the alliance. In her hands, she 

held the reins of a black horse.
Blanco!
“I think this old stallion belongs to you,” she said, pulling Blanco 

across the alley entrance.
Isaaczs heart soared, then fell at Norazs aberrant, deadpan eMpression. 

In the handful of times hezd made her ac-uaintance, hezd seen nothing 
less than a sevenYmile smile stretched across her pretty face. Its absence 
left him disconcerted.
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She met Isaaczs eyes and handed the horse over. “Be careful, hon, 
these straps are a little frayed. Found him wanderin up and down Jain 
Street round lunch time. Recogni…ed 4ohn Bennettzs old nag right away. 
Hadzim tied up round back. Once the crowd died down, I was planning 
to bringzim back before you 2nished up the day at the mill, but looks like 
Izm a bit”—she glanced at Charon and back to Isaac—“late.”

“Jrs. Reynolds. Pleasure to make your ac-uaintance,” Charon said 
with a thin smile, his tone even and indiWerent.

“Mizz Reynolds.” she clapped back curtly, her hands resting on her 
broad hips. “Thank you very much.”

“Jy apologies.” Charonzs smile dampened. “Anything I can do for 
you, Mizz Reynolds7”

“No, Izm afraid not, Jr. Gotterweich. 4ust came over to give the boy 
his horse and see him oW.” She turned to Isaac. “0o on now. 0o home, 
darlin.”

xithout hesitation, Isaac mounted Blanco and pulled back on the 
reins, s-uee…ing his legs against the horsezs ribcage. Blanco lunged forY
ward. He looked back as they set oW, catching Nora say one last thing 
before she turned and tramped away.

“qook, Charon, if I mayL I donzt know what your intention with that 
boy is, but I think it best to ’ust leavezim be, ya hear7”

8

Not a moment too soon, a red stagecoach pulled up alongside the butchY
erzs building. The elderly man behind the reins gently and cautiously 
stepped down, bones creaking and cracking, and ambled around the 
storefront where Charon still stood, watching the boy ride oW over the 
bridge. By the time he 2nished his short walk, Buckley had -uickly and 
masterfully rolled a cigarette and stuck it between his lips.

xithout breaking focus, Charon said, “I want you to follow that boy. 
Find 4ohn Bennettzs property and gather any information you can get. 
Tonight has got to be the night.”
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Buckley struck a match, lit his cigarette, and nodded.

9

xith a -uirley hanging from his lips, blue smoke wafting from the tip, 
Potter stared through the glass. The peculiar treasure of the artifact room 
beguiled him, staring back through the clear barrier. Concealed. ;natY
tainable. Taunting. If he ended up back on the run, these items might 
prove highly pro2table. Jaybe in JeMico or South America. There, 
theyzd live like royalty. His skin crawled at the thought of not being able 
to access the treasure, much less steal it. Though, if he was being honest 
with himself, he didnzt really want the items at all.

Since his youth, Potter relished taking money. Hezd started legally, as a 
landlord. The eldest of seven siblings, he had the responsibility of manY
aging multiple properties owned by his family in southeast Connecticut. 
Properties rented by the aSuent. Properties he had perpetual access to. 
He himself was no drudgerZ as the son of prominent business owners, he 
certainly never wanted for much. So, what made him steal—boredom, 
the challenge, the titillation of committing such an act7 He thought not. 
It was a compulsion. KleptomaniaL a condition hezd read about in his 
fatherzs Harvard ’ournals. He knew his parents were likely abreast of 
the party responsible, too. After years of numerous tenant complaints 
of neighborhood theft and a looming reputational business threat, the 
solution presented itself.

The Rebellion xar.
4oseph 0rijn, in their eyes, didnzt -ualify for the mere threeYhunY

dredYdollar reprieve—the price to buy your way out of conscription. 
Gue to his potential inheritance of their grand estate, 0rijn overlooked 
the comprehensive control his parents possessed over his 2nancial holdY
ings. Three hundred dollars was pocket lint to them.

Guring the war, hezd pilfered from fellow brothersYinYarms and lootY
ed enemy corpses too, of course. But did that really count? Rations, 
ammunition, money. qife. Shortly after, hezd doubled down on such 
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commodities, taking them in larger -uantities and usually with eMcessive 
force. He took women, though never unwillingly or with much dijculY
ty. After all, he was -uite the handsome man. Jore importantly, he took 
Bessie for his wife. His most pri…ed treasure of all. And hezd stolen her 
from the one man no mortal wise dared cross, much to the chagrin of 
her father.

Hezd 2nally won. Or so he thought.
“BillQ”
Potter blinked. The voice, familiar, echoed from far away. There ain’t 

nobody there.
“Jr. PotterQ”
Mr. Potter? He dropped the butt of the -uirley—one of two hezd 

rolled, the other tucked under a 5ap inside his Stetson—and snubbed 
it with his boot toe. Several more times, his name echoed through the 
strange ship before he cautiously emerged from the hatch. Of course, he 
saw only the clay pit wall and, above, a bright yellow ball illuminating 
the pale sky. Then the silhouette of a man obscured his view.

“BillQ7”
He knew that voice. “CoWey7”
“Oh, sweet 4esus. 0lad I found yaQ”
Potter climbed from the pit. Now, seeing CoWey up close, he could 

see the distress in the manzs eyes. His cowboy attire, unusual for this 
timeYofYday, pi-ued Potterzs curiosity, though the medley of alcohol and 
opium kept him pleasantly indiWerent. “xhatzs going on, you—you 
look troubled7”

“Boss sent me down here. xe gotta situation over at the ranch. The 
cattle, they busted out the barbed wire. Scattered all overQ Boss needs all 
handsYon deck, if ya know what I mean.”

“?eahL yeah, I do. Shit.”
Potter instantly knew what this meant& likely, an allYday aWair. Isaac 

was still at work, and even in his euphoric state, he didnzt feel comfortable 
leaving Clara alone. Not to mention this fully armed ship. Christ, for all 
he knew, someone busted open the gated pasture to draw him away. He 



4.4. AqOUVV

had no doubt that they, whoever they were, had duly informed the entire 
community about his property. A wave of paranoia and hot 5ashes swept 
over him, leaving little means to stem the tide.

He hesitated, wiping his perspiring forehead with his hanky. As he 
attempted to shove it into his back pocket, it fell to the ground. He 
didnzt want to let CoWey down, nor Jr. Chisum, but he was stuck. His 
mind ineWectually ran in circles, the opium, though a small amount, 
comfortably numbing his thoughts. Jaybe he should bring Clara to the 
ranch. But hezd have to tear hell for leather, given the urgency, and he 
couldnzt risk her safety en route. She was safer at home with the crate of 
ri5es.

Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck… I can’t, I can’t, I can’t, I can’t, I can’t…
“CoWey, IYIYIzm sorry, I—”
From the woodlands, Isaac appeared on Blancozs black back.
“Bill7” CoWey looked behind, then back at Potter in-uisitively.
“Eh. Never mind.” Potter sighed, relieved. Though still not fully comY

fortable leaving, he climbed Bessiezs mare and waited.
Isaac rode up moments later. “0ood afternoon, Jr. CoWey. Pa.”
Potter -uickly looked at the sunzs position. “Isaac, youzre home earY

ly7”
“?es, Pa. Jr. xilburn gave me the rest of the day. Carding machine 

’ammed up good. Needs 2Ming, I reckon.”
Again, Potterzs mind went straight to that black boM, Jarshal Jather, 

and Roswell Smith. Why… why in holy damnation would a machine just 
all of a sudden “jam up?” They trying to get us all back to the house together, 
or just the young’uns? What the hell are they playing at!? He shook his 
head. It’s the opium, it’s the opium, it’s the opium, it’s the opium, it’s the 
opium, it’s the opium, it’s the opium, it’s the opium, it’s the opium, it’s the 
opium…

“BillQ” CoWey snapped his 2ngers.
“Huh7” Potter snapped out of it.
“?a all right, friend7”
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“;h, yeah. ?eah. Fine. Fine.” Potter glanced CoWey up and down, 
then reached out to touch him. “Thatzs a mighty fine ’acket. Cowhide7”

CoWey looked down. “;h. ?eah. It is. ;h, we gotta get a move on, Bill, 
if we gonna get hold of this.”

“Right.” Potter turned to Isaac and glared into his befuddled eyes. 
“Keep an eye on Clara. ?ou hear me, son7”

“?es, Pa.”
“I will be back by nightfall. Do not answer the door. ?ou encounter any 

troubleZ you head straight to the basement with your sister and you hide 
in that weapons cache. No one will come mess with you in there. 4ust 
remember, sometimes you gotta throw a grenade. ?ou ’ust never know. 
Trust me.”

CoWey shot Potter a bewildered look. Isaaczs poor eyes widened, 
glancing at both his pa and CoWey.

“Oh, and be cleaned and dressedQ xezre invited to dinner at Js. 
Norazs.” Potter had only ’ust recalled her invitation. Gespite his previous 
intentions of not returning to Jissouri Pla…a, now, in his sorry state, 
the thought of seeing Nora proved irresistible. I must not know what I’m 
saying.

Shaking his head at himself, Potter tugged at the reins, turned, and 
tore into the woodlands with CoWey.

10

Buckley, near the edge of the property, watched the men enter halfway 
down, hitting the dusty trail to the meadow where all the trails interconY
nected. One led to town, another to the 4inglebob Ranch.

From behind a tree, he puWed his cigarette, top hat in hand, his long, 
wild hair drifting in the cool bree…e. He watched with partially obscured, 
narrowed eyes as the boy entered the house. “Father said curious things, 
he did. Curious things.”

Buckley considered ’ust going in and taking the boy himself, but 
that idea posed a couple of issues.  Not that he couldnzt handle a 
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twelveYyearYold kid. At eightyYtwo years young, he remained tough as a 
workhorseL but there was the sister. And this talk of a weapons cache? He 
didnzt like the sound of that. No, sir. Buckley could not reconcile all of 
what hezd heard, but hezd done as Charon had asked. The details would 
mostly satisfy him.

Itzs all in the details.
Dinner at Ms. Nora’s.



PART     



Chapter   1

I t was only a matter of time before Clara found herself down in the 
pit, inside the ship. Unintentionally, of course. Though curiosity 

loomed in her subconscious, she hadn’t given the ship much thought 
until today, waiting in her Sunday best.

They were to have supper in town, but they were starving, so Isaac had 
fried up a few eggs he’d fetched from the coop alongside the barn in an 
eWort to not spoil their appetite. -ith satisked tummies, they had begun 
an intense game of hideznzseeq, as you did when satiated, energiNed, and 
waiting for your pa’s return. Isaac had won two games, having successz
fully evaded his sister’s hunt, krst hiding, or rather, sAueeNing, into the 
oven. The door had barely closed behind him. The second time he’d hid 
inside the weapons cache, tucqed away down the darq path, which Clara 
had forgotten about. She did, however, looq inside the empty dynamite 
crate. xothing.

She wanted to Auit playing, but she needed to beat her brother at 
least once. Though her determination was not without guilt. She threw 
a slightly manipulative tantrum, and Isaac, liqely feeling bad, gave her a 
whole thirty seconds to knd the perfect hiding spot.

—t krst, Clara ran out to the barn. She considered the loft, but the 
ladder was missing. The tool closet door hung open, but provided a 
far too easy target. She e“ited in an an“ious Rurry, time running out, 
qnowing her brother would soon yell!

”Meady or not, here I come, ClaraEY The call rang faintly from inside 
the house.
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Clara looqed around. There was the schooner!still covered, but 
empty. The outhouse. The smelly, gross, Ryzridden outhouse. That 
scared her. She looqed beyond and saw the well pit, immediately running 
to it. She stopped short at the edge and looqed down. Hoy, was it steep. 
The ?ump loomed, far too risqy for someone of her siNe. —nd her pretty 
dress. Fh, 2a would not be happy if she got it dirty.

The sAueaqy hinges echoed as the side screen door Rew open. Clara 
turned to see Isaac e“plode through the opening. She panicqed, glancing 
around for a place to hide but knding nothing. Ger 2a’s hanqy lay 
discarded in the grass.

Isaac, paying no attention, headed straight toward the barn. Clara 
peered into the pit and made up her mind. She grabbed the hanqy, laying 
it at the edge of the pit, then hiqed up her dress, sitting on it. -ith 
her buttonzup half boots, she cautiously edged herself over the side and 
swiftly descended, gracefully landing on her feet. She almost lost her 
balance, wildly Rapping her arms, but she managed to stabiliNe herself 
without a sound.

2a said!commanded, really!not to go inside the ship. Hut Isaac had 
been. -hy not herJ Gow dreadful must it have beenJ Ger sqin erupted 
in gooseResh at the thought of what grave things may lie waiting in the 
shadows. 5lutters klled her little tummy, battling against the negative 
thoughts creeping in. ”5aith,Y she repeated to herself. ”0otta have faith.Y 
She was knally tired of being afraid. If Hig Hrother managed it, then how 
dangerous could it beJ

The entrance of the ship emerged before her, the ladder poqing up. 
She smiled.

She might knally win this game.

2

Isaac e“ited the barn and glanced around the yard. Ge pulled away the 
veil which covered the bacq of the schooner. xo Clara. xot surprising, 
but he still had to doublezchecq.
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The outhouse.
”—ll right, Clara, good ?ob. Zou got me. 0ross place to hide. —nd I’m 

not going in there, so come on outEY Ge stood and waited. ”ClaraEY
Ge pounded on the door, annoyed, then Rung it open. Lmpty. xo 

sign of Clara in the vacant stall. But where else could she be? Inside he’d 
been thorough, checqing every conceivable place, even spots he might’ve 
hid had it been his turn. Still plenty of nooqs and crannies one could 
stuW themselves into, if you could believe it, but surely Clara should have 
turned up by now.

Scratching his head, he looqed around. Toward the river, he saw the 
small mounds of dirt around the pit. Oh, no… Isaac ran now, certain of 
her hiding place. The end of his father’s blacq belt Rashed through his 
mind’s eye, setting his stomach churning.

”Clara, you better not be inside that damn ship,Y he hollered as he 
cautiously crouched at the edge, dropping to the pit Roor. Ge hovered 
over the open latch. …arqness. ”ClaraEY xo answer. 5inally, he came to 
his rational senses. xo way she’d be hiding way out here in this darq, 
creepy ship. MightJ

—s he turned from the latch, a hand grabbed his anqle.
”—GGGEY
Clara, giggling, poqed her head through.
Ge glared down at her. ”Goly Christ, ClaraEY
”Come onEY
”0et up out o’ there. Zou qnow 2a don’t want us in hereEY
”0ame ain’t over till you tag me, stupid,Y she teased, ducqing down 

inside the ship.
Isaac, though plenty annoyed, hesitated at the opening. 2a’s warning 

rung in his ears. You do not go into that hole. Ever. Do—you—understand?
Hut what could he doJ Sighing, he followed his sister down the ladder.
Ge saw only darqness upon his descent, save for a soft, amber glow 

pulsing somewhere up the corridor. xo sign of Clara. Ge approached 
the lighted ob?ect, recogniNing it as his father’s lantern3 its Rame gently 
Ricqered as he lifted it in front of his face. —n anomaly against the wall 
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?ust beyond the ?uddering reRection caught his eyes. Short, narrow rods 
lined the walls all the way down the corridor, each suspended in the 
middle of the wall, bound. -hen he drew closer, he knally grasped what 
he saw. Dynamite. Though he couldn’t fathom why 2a would want to 
destroy the ship.

— sharp, faint clanqing drew his attention down the hall.
”ClaraEJY Ge inched his way down, holding the lamp straight out in 

front.
That familiar, stale scent slowly pervaded his nasal passages. Ge didn’t 

liqe it. Ge didn’t liqe being down here, and he planned to give his sister 
Auite a tongue lashing when he found her. —head, though faintly, he 
could see the cracqed door to the control room. Ge prayed she wasn’t 
inside, recalling the looq on his father’s face: something eerily close to 
fear. Still, the only open doorway loomed, and despite his aversion, he 
entered.

5irst thing he noticed was the metal man’s remains. 5ascinated, he 
stared at the armored sqeleton, veiled in a sheer blanqet of intricate webz
bing. Its squll, fully e“posed, leaned to the right3 its open ?aw brandished 
a goldzchecqered smile. -isps of long sliver hair, still intact, draped over 
its armored chest.

—n auric brilliance shimmered in his peripherals. The lantern shifted, 
reRecting against something near the far wall. Poving closer, Isaac held 
the light high to fully observe the ob?ects behind the transparent strucz
ture. Ge gasped. 2a must have found these buried artifacts but not yet 
unearthed them. Maybe that’s what the dynamite is for?

Something slowly moved over his left shoulder, brushing his collar 
bone. Clara’s hand. Ge turned, rolling his eyes, but the hand was not that 
of his sister’s. xot a human hand at all. Fnly three kngers, each thicqer, 
longer than any he’d ever seen. The sqin, grotesAuely wrinqled, brown, 
and leathery, ended in honed tips. MaNor sharp. Something guttural 
gurgled behind him.
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Isaac froNe, unable to move. The hair on his necq stood erect. Hlood 
drained from his pale cheeqs and settled liqe cold stones in the pit of his 
stomach.

— crusty knger crawled up his necq, and that’s when he twitched, 
sAuirming bacq. In the scattering light, something stood. Something 
with a silver oval for a face, a mouth full of tiny holes, and narrow slits for 
eyes. Lyes staring at him. Isaac screamed, bacqing away3 his legs twisted. 
Tripping, he fell crashing onto the seat of his pants. The lantern came 
down, gently clanqing its metal base as it bounced. The light Ricqered as 
if to e“tinguish, but didn’t. Gis arms shooq, bracing for cover, the lamp 
dangling in hand.

Shrill, familiar giggling followed. Too familiar.
Isaac dropped his arms. Clara, standing over her appalled brother, 

removed the metal man’s helmet, a smile painted across her victorious 
face.

She’d won.
”-hat the hell, Clara,Y Isaac yelled, seething. — moment later, and he 

would have pissed himself.
”0ot youEY
”That shit ain’t funnyEY Ge Auicqly stood, dusting his pants, and shot 

his sister a scorching glare, noticing she still held whatever touched him. 
”That a handEJY

”I don’t qnow. That man had it.Y Clara pointed to the metal man, 
unfaNed. Then again, she was eight.

”UghEY Isaac’s face, beet red, boiled. ”Christ, you scared me half to 
deathY!for a split second he considered the conseAuence, but the words 
spilled from his trembling lips anyway!”you, you goddamn gullyRuWEY

Clara’s mouth dropped in utter disgust, her little pale face souring. 
Isaac instantly regretted his words. 0ullyRuW was literally the worst thing 
anyone could say to another person.

”…on’t call me thatEY She shoved him away. Gard.
Isaac stumbled bacqward into the wall, smearing away an age of dust 

along with him. Fnce again, the potential conseAuences of his actions 
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stunned him. It tooq everything in him to not smacq her, though he’d 
yet to raise a hand to her in anger.

“That’s itE I’m done playing with youEY Ge shooq his kst at her, lantern 
shaqing in his grasp. ”—nd when 2a gets bacq, I’m telling him you tricqed 
me into coming down hereE —nd he’s gonna be so mad!Y

”4ooqEY Clara’s eyes widened, pointing to the now dustzfree wall 
behind him. Ge turned to see that his blaNer had revealed the presence 
of a door. In the pale light, a small sAuare panel shimmered, e“posing 
an imprint roughly the shape of an oversiNed hand debossed into the 
surface. — hand with three edged kngers.

Isaac stared for a moment, wide eyed, then shooq his head. ”-e don’t 
belong down here. 2a’s going to be bacq here any minute. Zou qnow 
what he’s gonna do to me, he knds us down hereEJ Zou remember what 
happened last time. xow drop that gross thing and let’s goEY

”Hut IsaacEY
Ge’d heard enough. 0rabbing her hand, he dragged her across the 

room.
”xo, stopEY She tightened up, resisting with all her weight.
Ge yanqed at her wrist. ”Come onEY
Clara pulled bacq with such force, she slipped through his grasp, 

stumbling bacqward and falling on her bacqside. ”FuchEY
Isaac’s heart sanq at the sight of his sister, lying on the ground, her 

dress dirtied. -hat if she had suWered physical harmJ
”I’m: I’m sorry, Clara,Y he oWered, voice sheepish. ”Zou oqayJY
”I’m kne,Y she snapped, picqing herself up and dusting her klthy dress 

with a heavy hand.
She glowered at Isaac, but her anger lasted only a moment.
”4ooqEY Gers eyes lit up as she pointed to the clear wall. ”Zou qnow 

what that door opens toJ — room full of all thatE — treasure, IsaacE …o 
you qnow how happy 2a would be if we were able to get it for himEJY

Isaac stared at the wall. 2erhaps that was the answer. Their pa might 
be angry they disobeyed him, but surely his fury would pass once he saw 
their spoils. —nd, as Isaac looqed at the wall, he imagined moving away 



D.D. —4FB;j

from this new austere lifestyle. Ge was no fool. Ge qnew they didn’t 
move from …enver, from all they qnew, so 2a could knd worq. Ge hadn’t 
the slightest idea why they were in Pissouri 2laNa. That Auestions was 
best left unasqed.

—fter a Auiet yet apprehensive deliberation, he nodded. ”Fqay. 
0imme that thing.Y

Heaming, Clara complied.
Isaac placed the rubbery hand on the panel. xothing. Ge applied 

some pressure, and as he did, the panel plate compressed a half inch or 
so. — soft lightzgray glow illuminated within the handprint and along 
the panel edges. Isaac dropped the hand and stood bacq with Clara. The 
wall to the right of the artifacts began to grind and shift. Slowly, the door 
opened, sAuealing along its dry tracq liqe nails on a chalqboard.

The young’uns winced at the noise, grinning all the while. This mysz
tery certainly surpassed hideznzseeq. Gearts racing, they entered.

Isaac led the way, lantern held high, with Clara right on his heels. 
This room, ad?acent to the control room, looqed much smaller than the 
previous space. Puch busier, too. Ge turned a full revolution, getting a 
bird’szeye view of the layout. xo other points of entry or e“it. —nd no 
treasure. There were, however, four long cylindrical glass tubes situated 
in the center. —t si“ or seven feet long, their rectangular bases protruded 
four feet from the ground. The tubes, encased in each, rose up halfway, 
barely visible through a Auarter inch overlay of gray dust.

— narrow counter stood against the wall beyond the tubes. The surz
face displayed glass panels Rush with the wall alongside variously siNed 
and shaped dials, qnobs, and switches. Two tall, wide chairs sat posiz
tioned in the front, along with a long, semizclear plate of glass which 
protruded down from the low ceiling. The glass panels and buttons 
displayed peculiar, scratchzliqe symbols.

Isaac and Clara inched their way around the space.
”Isaac, what are theseJY Clara climbed the edge of one of the tube 

bases, brushing away dust with the end of the pinq sash tied at her waist. 
”Zou thinq there’s treasure insideEJY
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Isaac leaned over with the lantern. ”I don’t qnow. I!I don’t thinq so.Y 
The capsule, though darq, appeared empty. ”-e shouldn’t be in here.Y

Ge walqed to the control counter, waving the lantern over to analyNe 
its foreign features. …arqened colors of green, yellow, and red faintly 
appeared under dusted clear buttons3 Isaac wondered if they might emit 
light.

”IsaacEY
Ge immediately turned to his sister.
She leaned over another capsule, staring down into it with k“ated eyes. 

”C’mereE I need the light.Y
Isaac held the lantern over the dusted tube. The material inside shimz

mered, the Rame’s glow reRecting in the metallic, bronNezliqe surface. 
Though its contents appeared solid, the shimmer gave the tube an apz
pearance of motion, almost Rowing. Polten. Isaac e“changed a perz
ple“ed, awestrucq looq with his sister.

Clara, using her sash, dusted the surrounding surface of the capsule, 
e“posing several inactive buttons, switches, and small glass panels. —t 
its base, she unveiled a plate with a handprint, liqe the door entrance. 
She gasped, looqing up at her brother before scurrying out of the door 
with the lantern, only to return moments later with the mummiked 
appendage.

Isaac stood and watched, chewing his lip. Ge didn’t feel right about 
any of this. —n imagined scene of 2a returning, seeing them depart from 
the well with a wrathful gaNe, replayed over and over in his head.

The hand hovered over the plate as Clara lined it up.
Isaac needed time to thinq!to kgure out how to get his father or 

maybe CoWey down here instead of opening the capsule by themselves. 
”-aitEY

Clara mashed the hand onto the panel. It suppressed with a pale 
glow, followed by distinct clicqing. The base also gleamed softly in blue, 
brightening Auicqly to a deep aNure. -ithin moments, it began to ascend 
slowly from the Roor.
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Together, the siblings bacqed away from the clicqing and popping, 
Isaac holding the lantern between them.

— narrow stream of icy air rushed upward from several mini ports on 
each side of the capsule, hissing liqe steam from a qettle’s spout. Isaac 
could see his heavy breath leaving his mouth. — dense mist klled the 
capsule as the air depleted, the capsule radiating with a brilliant white 
light. The base halted.

Click!
The capsule split horiNontally at its center, the seal breaqing suction 

and releasing its pressure. Lach half slid open lengthwise in the opposite 
direction. The young’uns stood froNen in the soft glow, vapor seeping 
out of the opening in a languid escape to permeate the space surrounding 
them. —s the mist thinned, partially dissipating, the capsule’s strange, 
frosty contents gradually revealed themselvesQ a serpentine, alloy materiz
al, though, up close, it appeared lustrous and damp. Soft. The paperzthin 
layer of veiling frost Auicqly melted away. To Isaac, the composition 
looqed liqe an elongated sacq of potatoes.

Clara tooq a step forward.
— whoosh of compressed air slammed into their faces. Isaac grabbed 

his sister’s arm, pulling her bacq.
The metallic potato sacq, deRating, desiccated away around an interz

nal, solid structure. The young’uns turned, eyes bugging, to a gurgling 
clear tube at one end of the capsule, a darq liAuid draining down below 
the Roor. 2arts of the sacq, which now tooq on a gelatinous appearance, 
shifted. Scraping emanated from the inner edges. Something inside: 
moving. The center of the wet sacq rose several inches before splitting 
open at its gooey seam. 0ray condensation misted from the orikce with 
a clear, viscous Ruid ooNing down the edge.

Mising from the severed opening came three long, honed phalanges, 
sharp to the tip. The wet, trembling kngers reached up, cupping the 
ship’s cool, stale air. The young’uns gaped at the hand in motion, then 
bacq to the decomposed one in Clara’s arms, then bacq up again. The 
hand gently splayed its kngers, twisting at the wrist. FoNe dripped as the 
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arm followed, its wet sqin gleaming with a grayzblue hue as it reached 
out, trembling, before falling to the side of the capsule, motionless. Clara 
turned to her brother, a horror unliqe any he’d ever seen in her eyes.

”4et’s go, ClaraEY Hefore he could knish spitting out this sentence, 
Isaac had Clara’s hand, dragging her from the chamber.

She dropped the hand, unable to avert her fearful eyes as her brother 
pulled her away.

The two hauled ass up the ladder, out of the ship, and inside the house, 
Isaac slamming the door behind them. Ge stood against the frame, bent 
over, heaving, trying to catch his breath.

Clara, in tears, ?umped onto the couch and hid under a chunqy brown 
handzqnit throw.

”-hat was thatEJY Ger pallid face poqed out from under the blanqet 
wrapped around her head, her voice Auivering.

”…on’t: qnow.Y Isaac barely eqed out the words between deep 
breaths.

”I’m scared, IsaacEY
”It can’t hurt us. IzI thinq whatever it is: is dead now.Y
”Gow do you qnowEJY
”It!it stopped moving, rememberJY
5aintly, in the distance, something rustled.
Isaac bacqed away toward Clara3 they both stared at the front wall.
”It’s coming, it’s comingEY Clara sobbed, hysterical.
Isaac ?oined her on the couch, sAueeNing his arms around his bundled, 

trembling sister. The noise intensiked. xearing. The familiar sound of 
hooves pounding dirt.

Through the window, Isaac saw a man in a hat on horsebacq apz
proaching the homestead.

”It’s 2aEY Isaac hopped oW the couch.
Clara burst from under the throw, beaming. ”2aEJY Ger e“citement 

promptly melted away, and she threw out a hand. ”-uhzwaitEY
Ger brother stopped.
”Zouzyou can’t tell 2a bout what happened in the!that shipEY



D.D. —4FB;J

”Hut, what if he!Y
”2lease don’t tell 2a we went in there, IsaacE Please—pleeeaaase!Y She 

yanqed desperately at his blaNer sleeve, tears streaming, terriked.
4ooqing into her eyes, he qnew they both thought of that night: the 

night Clara torched her mother’s booq collection. The palpable fear of 
their recent encounter paled in comparison to her current state of terror.

Isaac’s mind ran circles. Telling his father was the right option, but 
he trembled, thinqing of the conseAuenceQ the feeling of 2a’s folded belt 
against his bare bacq. Gis ass. Gis legs. The image nauseated him as much 
as the physical pain.

Hlinqing away the memory, Isaac siNed up his sister!her pretty dress 
now a mess. ”KuicqlyE 0o change before 2a gets inEY

Isaac tore oW his ?acqet and began smacqing the bacq, trying his best 
to clear away the dirt. The aNure crystal shot from his interior pocqet, 
rolling across the hardwood Roor with a heavy clanq. Clara stopped and 
turned as the crystal brushed by her feet. She picqed it up.

”-oah.Y She gaNed into the sparqling, iridescent ob?ect, captivated. 
”It’s sooo pretty. -here did you get thisEJY She turned the qnobby ball in 
her hands. Translucent shades of red, yellow, and orange twinqled inside 
its core.

Isaac tramped over and grabbed it from her delicate grip. ”Zou 
shouldn’t touch itEY

”GeyEY Clara scowled. ”-ell, what is itJY
”I got it from the mill.Y Ge glared at it. ”Hut it came from inside the 

ship. Geard Pr. Smith and Pr. -ilburn talqing about bringing a bunch 
of city men!businessmen, probably lawmen!down here to our land. 
Coming to get what’s in the ground.Y Ge nodded toward the pit.

”SoJY
”They ain’t the good men, Clara,Y he clariked. ”They’re the Had 

Pen.Y
Clara sAuinted, her face scrunched with confusion.
”Had Pen gonna come taqe our land. Come taqe our pa away from usE 

Zou don’t want that, do youJY
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She Rinched, horriked. ”xoooEY
”…on’t you worry. I won’t let nothing bad happen to us. —nd whatevz

er this is,Y he added, raising the crystal, ”they ain’t gonna have it. Kuicqly 
now, go changeEY

Ge smacqed away as much of the dirt from the bacq of his legs and coat 
as he could while Clara scurried upstairs. Ge qnew his little sister didn’t 
Auite understand, but nor did she asq for clarikcation. xo matter. Ge’d 
evoqed the fear of losing her pa, and that was enough. “All men bear a 
debt,” 0randpa had said on his krst day in Pissouri 2laNa, not realiNing 
that Isaac eavesdropped through the dirty window. —nd 2a would have 
to repay his, whatever that meant. —lthough Isaac had never Auestioned 
the surname change and sudden move, his intuition told him that these 
activities were not typical for families.

Isaac, clean and composed, ?ust managed to slip on his blaNer as 2a 
opened the door and stepped inside.

Clara, in a fresh dress with a pinq bowtie in her hair, stood midzlandz
ing on the staircase, staring. 2a looqed at Isaac, to Clara, then bacq to 
Isaac.

Silence.
2a furrowed his brow. ”Uhhh. Zou qids readyJY



Chapter   2

T he Antiquarian regained consciousness, its eyes glazed and utterly 
bewildered. By this time, the cryogen liquid had drained and the 

remaining viscous -uid had dried to a semiksolid, tacSy substance. plowk
ly, it sat uf, then drafed its long, trembling legs one at a time over the side 
oj the cryogenic sleef fod. TaSing a moment to jully come to, it let its 
eyes adIust to the darS. Gts nostrils -ared, taSing in wajts oj stale, dusty 
air.

—ently, it steffed downxa balancing actxtaSing one wobbling stef 
at a time.

pomething was unquestionably awry. The sojt white glow oj the 
emergency lighting around the uffer ferimeter allowed jor easy maneuk
vering through the unusually darS laboratory. At the control fanel, the 
Antiquarian sliffed into one oj the icy seats and taffed several buttons, 
dust clinging to its tacSy, muscular jrame and its honed Fngertifs. The 
sharf, resounding clicSs oj glass taffing glass Flled the ineNflicably 
muted research vessel. Wrustrated, it tried the sheer comfuter screen 
froIecting down jrom the ceiling instead, founding the icons with more 
jorce than necessary.

Lothing.
The crajt was inoferablexdisconcerting, at best, since, to the best oj 

its Snowledge, inoferability should be imfossible. Though the damned 
hyferkdrive maljunctioned, another supposed impossibility, the moment 
they entered 97k68’ZMs orbit. Wor the love oj EuriS, the shif was one 
oj the oldest units in the -eet, its days undoubtedly numbered. Lot to 
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mention, Yarth, as they rejerred to it here, had froved more di“cult than 
eNfected.

ptill, the being hadnMt resented the froIected long return home to 
p”kHkH8U. 9ith the Yarthktime equivalent oj a millenniaklong interk
galactic con-ict, comfounded with the economic and Fnancial burden 
jaced by the Antiquarian militaryxas well as their speciesxit suffosed 
it was lucSy to Iust have a crajt and be on assignment away jrom the 
mayhem.

All …imfrobabilities? aside, the crajt should at least be awaSe. Cnless 
ij the crajt was utterly destroyed, which, insojar, it clearly wasnMtJ or dek
commissioned: But even then, there would be some residual intelligence 
coming jrom the Oerebrum. 3ust enough to get the screen running and 
fossibly access a local maf or utilize an eNternal camera.

CnlessJ No.
Yyes jully adIusted, the Antiquarian ambled into the dingy, dustkFlled 

cabin oj the artijact room. The armored Yarthling, which had been alive 
and awaiting transfort bacS to p”kHkH8U jor observation and research, 
now o4ered only a file oj bones behind tarnished tin flating. A damn 
shame, too. 1art oj the AntiquariansM millennial visit assignment includk
ed collecting artijacts and gathering human sfecimens to tracS this new 
flanetMs evolution.

Gts gurgling curses riffled and echoed through the emfty crajt. Gt 
hadnMt returned home. The question now; how much time had fassed:

The Antiquarian steffed into the corridor. Roonlight foured into 
the hatch, illuminating a narrow fath. pfecSs oj drijting dust sfarSled 
through the bright stream. pcattered jootfrints disturbed the thicS ash, 
leading behind the Antiquarian and into the control room. The direck
tion frovided little comjort as the Antiquarian entered. Gts comrade lay 
slumfed over on the ground. Gt inched around the corfseMs chair, jear 
becoming a reality bejore its eyes. The damaged control boN in jront 
hung ofen, the blacS boNxthe Cerebrumxfowering the shif gone.

”urrying bacS to the cryogenic chamber, the Antiquarian fut its 
hand to a dusted square fanel. The wall creaSed ofen three jeet, revealing 
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a short, walSkin closet. 9hite comfression suits Ftted with armored 
faneling over the chest, shoulders, abdomen, thighs, and shins hung 
jrom a long racS which slid out jrom the inner wall. The suitMs color 
adIusted to the sSin tone oj the Antiquarian as it slid inside, a cool baby 
blue with a touch oj gray, molding to its muscular jorm. Gmferceivable, 
yet shiny. Gt wasnMt sure what to eNfect outside the shif, but uf until 
now, the frimitive creatures oj 97k68’Z fosed no imminent threat with 
their unsofhisticated weafons. And the jact that the Antiquarian was 
still here, alive, meant that not too much time had elafsed.

At least, it hofed.
9ith one swijt bound, it shot uf through the hatch and into the 

fit, then to ground level. Gt sucSed in cool, crisf air through its snout, 
savoring the jreshness in its comfleN resfiratory system bejore jully 
eNhaling. ThanSjully, the AntiquarianMs seljkregulating body temferak
ture ensured its comjort and warmth desfite the flanetMs unfredictable 
weather. 97k68’ZMs atmosfhere had no adverse e4ect on its glossy eNtek
rior, either, though the dynamic figment oj its sSin would undoubtedly 
continue to adaft.

The Antiquarian stared uf at the starry, bright sSy. Beautijul, feacek
jul, and, ij nothing else, ordinary, at least in comfarison to the rest oj this 
strange, frimitive world. 9hat it looSed uf jor, it quicSly joundxwhat 
the inhabitants oj this PocS rejerred to as …constellations? in the celestial 
sfhere. The YarthlingMs sSy unicorn glowed in the distance, but the most 
frominent jeature oj this jantastic beast dwelled in its eye.

”ome.
The cool night sfoSe in sojt tones. 7ight trilling emanated jrom 

miniature nocturnal creatures roaming the frairie, along with the flacid 
sound oj nearby -owing water. A quicS scan oj the lens observed a 
flethora oj minute movements alongside a central, jreestanding struck
ture on this jragment oj land, jringed by a fartial moat.

9ater.
The Antiquarian dranS generously, squatting, scoofing river runo4 

into large, cuffed hands. Gt jelt as ij it had been at least a hundred years 
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since it last tasted something so cold, so clean, so rejreshing. Brie-y, it 
wondered whether it had been much, much longer. Gt Seft drinSing, 
glimfsing the myriad tiny amfhibious creatures Iust below the surjace, 
whirling fast with the current.

Oatching sight oj an eNtensive structure, it ambled toward the buildk
ing, fassing by several tiny, roaming, twoklegged creatures that accounted 
jor the minute movements it had detected. The unintelligent beings 
clucSed and hurried away, allowing it to fass, disinterested, to feer into 
a window oj the structure. Although it immediately detected no lijek
jorms, it stood jor some time to be certain. As it turned away, it caught 
movement in its vast ferifherals and stoffed to do a double taSe bacS 
through the window. pomething inside moved. The Antiquarian moved 
with it, gently, side to side, mimicSing its movements. Gt saw something 
it hadnMt seen in some time.

Gts re-ection.
A large, ornate, re-ective surjace hung against the hallway wall. Gt 

slid o4 its helmet and tooS a longing looS at the weathered jace glaring 
bacS. A lanSy Fnger carejully traced the narrow Iawline uf over high 
structured cheeSs and under the thin grooves oj large, red, striated eyes. 
The view, though jrom ajar, had unveiled enough.

The Antiquarian sulSed. Gt had seen better days.
Gts stomachs growled.
Gt moved into the second structure, where a much larger, jourklegged 

creature lay on a file oj yellow flant matter. The Antiquarian feered 
over the little door. The blacS creature stared bacS at the being. Gts many 
nostrils -ared, taSing in the old animalMs unaffealing scent; a jaint whi4 
oj decay.

Gt walSed out.

2

The sun gently sanS behind the mountain range into an ocean oj orange 
haze as the schooner broSe through the woodlands, nearing the ricSety 
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bridge on its affroach to town. The temferature had quicSly droffed 
since 1otterMs return jrom his emergency cattle herding eNcursion. ”e 
sat behind the reins, wraffed in his dingy brown overcoat& Gsaac and 
Olara sat neNt to him, also bundled uf. Two lanterns gently dangled, 
unlit, on either side oj the carriage, awaiting their use on the return. The 
ride stayed mostly silent& the clifkcloffing oj the horsesM hooves and the 
squeaSing bench frovided the trifMs only sounds.

1otter, anNious oj the eveningMs activities, looSed down at himselj. 
Oo4ey had lent him the outFt jrom OhisumMs wardrobe; a white oNjord, 
brown wool vest, and matching tie and darS slacSs. Oo4ey also ran him 
a warm bath, Sindly trimming an inch or so oj scraggly, graying beard 
hair with a fair oj shears jound in a drawer under the sinS. The last 
time 1otter had eNferienced such cleanliness and frofriety eluded him. 
Though not usually seljkconsciousness, he suddenly, and without unk
derstandable reason, jound himselj needing to create a frojound e4ect 
with his affearance.

7ije in Rissouri 1laza, jull oj such fromise, had changed him. ”eMd 
earned the trust oj his current emfloyer, Rr. Ohisum, quite a jeat in 
itselj. 9ith the slowly growing raffort among the other cowboys in 
the grouf and his develofing jriendshif with Oo4ey, heMd begun to 
eNferience a sense oj acceftance that had eluded him jor some time, 
maybe his entire lije. And then there was Lora.

A sinSing jeeling in his stomach warned him that this wouldnMt be a 
longklasting situation. ”e Snew the imfortance oj never growing comk
flacent in a location. All worthwhile things met their sudden end, danger 
never more than a stef or two behind. 9hy would lije here be any 
di4erent: And as the warm jeeling in his chest, what he could almost 
describe as haffiness, dimmed and drained away, he Snew, here and now, 
what his jamily needed to do. TheyMd leave, e4ective immediately.

”e glanced at his o4sfring. ”eMd need to breaS the news to them 
tonight, but the looS on their morose jaces gave him fause. …2ou Sids 
been mighty quiet this whole trif.?

Leither looSed uf.
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…Gsaac: Olara, darling: pomething wrong:?
Olara gently elbowed Gsaac in his side, biting her lower lif.
Gsaac stared at his jeet. …Lo, 1a.?
1otter was no jool. …7ooS here, weMre Iust honoring Rs. LoraMs cordial 

invite jor suffer. Lothing more. —ot it:?
…GtxitMs not that, 1a.?
…Then what:?

3

Gsaac, eyes still averted, jell silent.
…pon,? 1a fushed.
…9ell, itMs Iust thatJ what are we going to do with that underground 

shif:?
…Lever mind about that shif, all right: AinMt nothing to worry yourk

selj about. 2ou hear:?
Gsaac fictured the dynamite sticSs lining the long shif corridor. A 

dryness creft into his throat in anticifation oj his jatherMs fotential 
reaction. …9ell, GxG saw the emfty crate in the basement. The dynamite 
crate.?

1a sighed. …GtMs what we call a jailksaje.?
…9hatMs that mean, 1a:?
…All it means is that ainMt nobody gonna come on our froferty to 

harm us. And certainly, nobody is coming jor whatMs buried in that well.?
…2ou learn to do that in the war:?
…Lo. There was no dynamite then. Rining jor your grandjather, 

though, we used it quite a bit.?
Gsaac, always curious about his jatherMs wartime eNferience but too 

ajraid to asS, Fgured now o4ered as good a time as any. …9hyMd you go 
to war, 1a:?

…Gt was our civic duty. 2ou jought jor your country. Wor your jreedoms. 
2ou jought against tyranny.?

…Tyranny:?
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…Tyranny is a feofle against your jreedoms. The junny thing is, you 
jought jor those jreedoms, yet there was no freedom in your choice to 
Fght.?

…G donMt get it.?
1a sighed. …pon, we live in a darS, dark, unjorgiving world. A world 

you and your sister have yet to be frivy to. 2ouMve had it real easy bacS 
in Ienver. Dn the jarm. Jisits to —randfaMs. And it fains me to say it, 
but that ainMt the same world in which man eNists. Ran is a Fend. ”is 
murSy heart ainMt Flled with nothing but guile and savagery. ”eMll taSe 
everything at the drof oj the hat. Then Sill you dead Iust as jast jor the 
inconvenience. And in all oj my days, G ainMt never met one wasnMt worth 
his weight in horseshit.?

Gsaac squinted. ”e didnMt understand everything heMd heard, butJ 
Surely Pa doesn’t believe that. ”e thought oj all the days theyMd worSed 
on digging the well together under the sweltering sun. …9hat about Rr. 
Oo4ey:?

4

1otter faused, taSen abacS. …9ell, G sfose. G sfose heMd be the eNceftion.? 
1otter ignored the sudden fang in his chest, instead jocusing on his 
youngMuns. …7ooS at me, both oj you.?

Gsaac looSed at his jather. Olara continued to stare at her jeet.
…2ou need to frotect whatMs yours. Wight jor it. G can only hofe living 

here this fast month had an e4ect on you both. G need you two to be 
smarter. Rore vigilant. 7ijexit ainMt easy, esfecially without your ma 
here to helf guide you two. GtMs a raging goddamn river, is what it is. Dnly 
thing you can do is learn a way to navigate it without drowning.? And 
sometimes those flood waters come rushing in, and there ain’t nothing you 
can do. 1otter Snew this truth better than most, but he Seft the thought 
to himselj.

…G thinS G wanna Fght when itMs my turn, 1a.?
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…Gt created a lot oj good, but listen to me, Gsaac. There is nothing good 
about war, you hear me: Lot a damn thing. Iying jor axa something 
you donMt quite understand. Killing jor it. G fray to —od you are never 
jaced with that choice. Things were much di4erent jor me than they 
will be jor you and your sister in these times to come. 9hat you can 
do; maSe a better choice. IonMt create chaos. Oreate offortunity. ”elf 
those who canMt helf themselves. ThatMs how you sefarate yourselj jrom 
the savages.?

GsaacMs voice hushed, almost whisfering, as ij reluctant to asS. …9hat 
haffened, 1a:?

A loaded question. To 1otterMs twelvekyearkold boy, thereMd liSely be 
no acceftable answer or eNflanation, nor true imfortance. ”e suffosed 
heMd eNflain his fast in jull when Gsaac reached manhood, but he also 
susfected heMd never live to see that day.

Best sticS to the big ficture lessons jor now, 1otter Fgured. …All G can 
say, son, is this; my time on this earth has been jar jrom eNemflary. 9hatMs 
carried me through were a jew, jor lacS oj a better word, principles. They 
sure as hell Seft me alive, and theyMre still worth their weight in bullion. 
One; listen to many, sfeaS to a jew. 2ou can learn a lot about the loudest 
guy in the room. And never o4er anything unless asSed, or until itMs 
absolutely necessary. pajer having reservations. Keef things tight to the 
vest. Trust is a frecious commodity. Two; never loan or borrow money 
jrom anyone, esfecially jriends. That can get ya Silled. Every time. YNceft 
—randfa.? 1otter smirSed slyly. …2ou can taSe his money all day. And 
three, and this is most imfortant, son; above all else, be true to yourselj. 
1eofle are always gonna test you, and how you resfond will determine 
how jar they will get with you. AinMt no sense flacating these tyfes oj 
feofle. Always stand your ground, and always sfeaS your mind with 
what you want in this short lije. Oourse, not everyoneMs gonna liSe it. 
They donMt have to. At the very least, no one can taSe that away jrom 
ya.?
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Gsaac nodded, squinting in contemflation. These phaSesfearian tenk
ants had served 1otter well, and he wholeheartedly Snew them to be true. 
”e Iust hofed his son understood, too.

The carriage stoffed in jront oj PeynoldsMs Buy L pell, and they all 
dismounted. 1otter glanced through the window. Lora stood inside, 
Sneading dough on a counter butcher blocS. ”e raised his SnucSles to 
the door, trembling slightly, and SnocSed.

Lora smiled, wifed her dusty hands on her white afron, and saunk
tered to the lojt door, fulling it ofen. …Bill 1otter. G was curious ij youMd 
maSe my acquaintance this evenin.?

1otter -ushed as he removed his hat, trying his best not to breaS eye 
contact and jailing miserably. …Chh, G afologize jor our tardiness, Lora,? 
he said, Fdgeting with his hat brim. …G hofe weMre still welcome in your 
humble abode.?

phe steffed bacS, becSoning them through the door. …2ouMre right on 
time.?

5

…The boy. ”eMs across the street, sir.? BucSley, liSe a good lafdog, froudk
ly rasfed in the ear oj his master.

Oharon, midkchew, swallowed a hunS oj bloody meat, then droffed 
his utensils on the flate, slightly turning his head to acSnowledge BucSk
ley standing over him. Dver the blaring instruments oj the house band, 
he returned a curious …Dh:?xas ij this encounter had been jortuitous, 
as ij BucSley hadnMt been ferched on the stagecoach alongside RillerMs 
with eNflicit instructions to …Seef an eye on the grocerMs afartment.? 
”e glanced at 7amiya, sitting directly across jrom him. phe glanced 
bacS submissively jrom under her finS bonnet as she cut and slowly 
masticated mousy bites oj steaS. Oomfulsively, she dabbed corners oj 
her narrow, clean lifs with a bib cloth tucSed into her blouse necS, 
embroidered Miller’s Café.

Oharon smiled. …9e will go ahead as flanned. 2ou Snow what to do.?
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E lija salivated, glancing at the grave faces of his cohorts behind a 
straight u.shT whe r.sh of a pinning hand, speet as the chance to 

dik his pic’ pith a ho.seys best girl, electriIed his phole bodmT Ht had 
been so long since his last brothel visit, heyd alSost forgotten the feelingT

Ge raisedT GiraS and “alvatore foldedT ESiliano and N.stine calledT
Elija, brandishing a slm grin, fanned his glorio.s hand on the ro.nd 

tableT
”Jice hand,F ESiliano reSar’ed, then fanned his shabbm cardsT !ac’s 

over acesT ”O.ll ho.se—F
Elijays sSile Selted apamT Shiiiit. “o close, b.t no cigarT -h pellT Ge 

had a special cigar heyd soon enjomT
”“onovaxbitch!F N.stine slaSSed dopn his cards, draining his 

phis’em glassT
ESiliano scooked the kile of red, phite, and bl.e chiks across the 

green felt, then began stac’ing theS bm colorT whe rest of !inglebobys 
livezin ranchzhands eAchanged pearm inebriated glances, enveloked in 
a bl.e haMe of tobacco sSo’eT C f.ll ashtram, eSktm drin’ing glasses, 
and kean.t shells littered the keriSeter betpeen each Sanys seat phile a 
Ivezpic’ candle b.rned at the tableys center, creating aSkle lightT qore 
uic’ering pic’s lined the highlm ill.Sinated living rooS, along pith a 
rikzroaring Ire and the aSber glop of scorched tiSberT Lhis.S had 
granted the Sen, klentm eAha.sted after the long damys ha.l of chasing 
cattle, the rest of the evening o2, along pith a case of rme iSkorted froS 
Clb.7.er7.e in a recent cattle barterT
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”…o.r deal, kartnerTF ESiliano drokked the tattered dec’ in front of 
GiraST ”…o. call itTF

GiraS, bloping sSo’e rings, gave the cards a 7.ic’ tho.ghtT ”!o’erys 
pildTF

Elija, too tired to care abo.t the loss, got .k, mapned, and stretched his 
arSsT ”H gotta ta’e a kissT Peal Se o.tTF

”Re a good cheer, pill ma, and grab a bottle froS the ’itchen to ko.r 
.s another ro.ndTF

Elija stekked o.t, calling over his sho.lderT ”…ayll can pait tpo daSn 
Sin.tesTF

Ge lit a stogie heyd klanned to sSo’e earlier in the dam, before the cattle 
escakeT C skecial stogie heyd c.t, eSktied, and Illed pith Sarij.ana heyd 
kic’ed .k in a kharSacm in 0incoln Lo.ntmT whe s’.n’m vakor Illed his 
mearning l.ngs as he held, then eAhaled, letting the cool breeMe g.ide his 
inebriated bodm in a gentle roc’ to and froT Ct this koint, he pas klentm 
dr.n’ and highT

Rom, phat a bright night tonightT Must be some moon.
whe .rge to kiss s.ddenlm escalated, and he carried on dopn the 

korch, then st.Sbled dopn tpo steks, his boot heel catching in the skace 
betpeen the stairsT Gis inattentive, aSbling gait bro.ght hiS to the side 
of the barnT whe o.tho.seZ too farT Jot a chance in hell, not phen the 
barn pall s.1cedT Ge s.kkosed the ranch siding po.ld s.1ce too, b.t 
the pindops reSained oken to cool the ho.se, and he didnyt need anm 
Sore shit froS the fellersT Ql.s, tonight, he co.ld act.allm see the barn 
froS the korchT

Ge .nb.ttoned and began relieving hiSself, phich, in this SoSent, 
kroved the greatest feeling in the porldT Llosing his emes, he sighed pith 
contentSentT R.t phen he directed his gaMe topards the barn, anticiz
kating the f.ll Soon, his emes fo.nd its radiance obsc.red bm clo.dsT 
Hnstead, soSething else gloped .k there in that night s’mT whe strangest 
goddaSn thing heyd ever seenxsoSe ’ind of eldritch glop, tpitching in 
the atSoskhere, sort ofZ j.stZ hovering, stretching along the entire valz
lemT whe haMe boasted the Sost vivid greens heyd ever seen, li’e chartre.se, 
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eAcekt the haMe pas alive, and dancing brilliantlm across the phole daSn 
s’m— Ge coc’ed his head bac’ so far, apestr.c’ and spaming, he began 
kissing on his bootT

Ge k.lled the stogie froS betpeen his liks, glancing betpeen it and 
the green s’m, then tossed it apamT ”-h, f.c’ Se—F Geyd s.relm overdone 
it this tiSeT

3.ic’lm b.ttoning his tro.sers, he t.rned in a kanic to call the bomsT 
whe restless groans of the cattle, carried froS the kast.re, interr.kted 
hiST

Shit. ”JoT Jot again, kleasexnot tonight—F
:ild gaSe kosed a constant threat to the livestoc’T Rears, cats, even 

v.lt.resT Jot to Sention comotesT whe goddaSn porst, those comotesT 
C kast.re klag.eT Cnd soSething elseT “oSething S.ch porseT whemyd 
crossed kaths pith soSe big sonovabitch attac’ing the herd not one 
Sonth agoT Lertainlm at least one of theS had shot it, and, pith a shrill, 
bloodc.rdling crm, it had vanished into the nightT Christ.

Gis abilitm to rationaliMe diSinished bm the secondT Ge glanced bez
tpeen the ranch and kast.re, So.th ajar, debating betpeen hollering 
for the boms or tending to the copsT Ge co.ldnyt foc.sT E.khoria too’ 
hold, bl.rring the lines of ris’ phich, .nder less blitMed circ.Sstances, 
po.ld have elicited a call for helkT Pecision Sade, he drep his sidearS 
and traiksed ap’pardlm kast the barn, his gait heavilm inu.enced as he 
folloped the Sistm green trailT

Ge cliSbed the pooden gate phich led to the kast.re and hokked 
dopn, pobbling b.t catching hiSselfT Ccres of uatland stretched before 
hiST whe kale green glop reuected oSino.slm o2 the cattleys bac’s, 
kroviding SiniSal detail as he pal’ed aSong theST ;rgent sh.4ing in 
the distance signaled the kotential krobleS as the livestoc’, hundreds 
of cops, began kressing their onezton bodies topard ElijaT Ge k.shed 
against the anAio.s c.rrent pith his arSs .k, lantern in one hand, g.n 
in the otherT Cs he reached the end of the herd, the Ield began to 
oken .k, and he crossed a cop on its sideT Hn the s’mlight he sap its 
throat cleanlm slit andZ drained5 whe gro.nd .nder his feet reSained 
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reSar’ablm drm, considering the gaking chest s7.arelm okenedxthe ribs 
c.t pith krecision and reSovedT “7.atting over the aniSal, he paved the 
lantern over the cavitmT

whe heart pas SissingT
Ge loo’ed o.t, noticing, for the Irst tiSe, his parS breath escaking 

froS his karted liksT !.st bemond the steaSm reskiration, tpo other cops 
lam on their sides, kres.Sedlm dead, several mards apam in either directionT 
Ge stood, keering side to side, and sap nothingT Geard nothing, other 
than the fep o.tlming Soos froS behind the gateT

qambe heyd seen prong, iSagined the phole thingT what shit he 
sSo’ed pas badT Pid he tell the boms5 …eah, tell theS what, eAactlm5

Ge didnyt need this right nopT No insideT No to bedT Lall it a nightT 
Ge t.rned for the ranchT

C th.d froS behind drep hiS bac’ aro.ndT
C straggler cop ten mards o.t had collaksed to its side, and soSething 

else looSed in front of itT “oSething 7.ite large, soSething not idenz
tiIable as anm aniSal skecies he ’nepT Cnd, Sore than that, soSething 
alSostZ human? Ge co.ldnyt see S.ch over the copys bac’, b.t this 
thing loo’ed b.smT whe heino.s, pet so.nd of Sasticating and tearing 
uesh carried over the distanceT

when, the creat.re loo’ed .kT
Elija froMeT whe emes, dar’ red in this light, blin’ed in rakid s.ccession, 

tho.gh them pere tpice the siMe of hisT wpo thic’, tpelvezinch antennae, 
li’e those of an insect, c.rved above each eme and bac’ behind the bald, 
shinm head, sharkening to a Ine edgeT Ht pas Sissingx

No nose. Wait, phere the fuck is his noooosse!?
!.st slitsT whree slits in an odd, triang.lar shake, phich oscillatedT 

Rreathing, Elija kres.Sed, bm the escaking vakorT Hts jap, thin and sklit at 
its center, .nhinged horiMontallmT Ht cro.ched over the cop, eAaSiningT 
EmelidsT Emelids u.tteringT whin, S.sc.lar arSs uared o.t, ta’ing in the 
air, its shark Ingers sklamedT Hts bodm reuected the kale green s’mlightT

Fucking mescaline, thatys phat he S.styve sSo’ed— Geyd never tested 
the s.bstance hiSself, b.t he ’nep of its ksmchological e2ects and hall.z
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cinogenic krokertiesT Ge stood in incred.litm, patching this Sanzcreaz
t.re eating his copsx

That, at least, S.st be real. But how!?
Ge pas clearlm going insaneT Gis head sk.n, patching, .ntil the so.nd 

caSeT Cn odd distortionT
”:hat in holm Lhrist,F he S.tteredT
C strange clic’ing in brief b.rsts. wrillingT WaskmT q.ch li’e a cric’et, 

tho.gh lo.der and Sore deIned than anm insect heyd heardT “loper, too, 
the cadence dis7.ietingT

whe tall Sanzcreat.re shifted, still cro.chingT Hts arSs, legs, and torso 
str.c’ Elija as h.San, b.t other eleSents also krotr.ded froS di2erent 
karts of its shinm bodmT Each elbop eAtended a foot or so bemond the 
forearS, li’e jagged boneV ’n.rled, narroping to a serrated koint, and 
connected to the center forearS bm a thin, ueshm SaterialT Hts calves and 
chest bore siSilar krotr.sionsT whe jagged bone c.rved .k and slightlm 
bac’ froS the corner of each .kker kectoral S.scleT wpo Sore eAtended 
froS its sho.lder blades pith a thin, veinm IlS of ueshm Saterial narropz
lm draking dopn over each sho.lder, alSost to the gro.ndT -n either 
side of its paist, krotr.sions pith Sore of this thin Saterial uared o.t 
j.st over its hiks, c.rving dopn near its thighsT

Hts bl.ish s’in shiSSered in the green glop as it por’edT
Elija blin’edT Hrreskective of his c.rrent Sental state, he at least recz

ogniMed his obligation to halt the destr.ction of his bossys krokertmT Ge 
sloplm raised his kistol, coc’ing it as his sights loc’ed onto this SanZ 
thing.

whe creat.re stokked and keered over the dead aniSalT Ht raised itself 
sloplm, staring o.t topard Elija, its So.th sSeared criSsonT Hts chest 
heaved pith each breath of air, condensation pafting froS an oken 
So.thT whe Sandible, sklit dopn the center, 7.ivered‘ parS blood 
drikked froS each edgeT Elija froMe in his boots, .nable to avert his 
del.sive emesT

whe Sanzcreat.reys head tpisted bac’ and forth, antennae shifting as 
if scanning its s.rro.ndings, before it cro.ched and ret.rned to its SealT 
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Ht k.lled the copys steaSing heart froS its chest, holding the organ above 
its headT

”-h, f.c’ thisTF Elija holstered his sidearS, t.rned, and bolted topard 
the ranchT

Ge charged thro.gh the okeratic Sooing of the herd and o.t the gate, 
letting it sping behindT whe herd folloped, sh.4ing thro.ghT

:ith his g.n handle, Elija prakked at the living rooS pindopT ”Gem, 
g.ms— LoSe on, get o.t here right 7.ic’—F Ge contin.ed to sSac’ at the 
glass, ta’ing 7.ic’ glances behindT

whe Sen inside loo’ed aro.nd at one another before drokking their 
cards and rising froS the tableT ”O.c’, letys go, coSe on, h.rrm, godz
daSSit—F

whe Sen Ired o.t the front door and ranxtpo pith lanterns, all pith 
g.ns drapnxdopn the korch and aro.nd to the side of the ranch phere 
Elija stoodT whe deskerate cries of the herd resonated froS the barn as 
them charged in, folloped bm a sSattering of siS.ltaneo.s conversationT

”O.c’, Elija, phatys all the f.ss abo.t—5F ESiliano heaved, trming to 
catch his breathT

Ge co.ld barelm force the pords o.t of his So.thT ”whezthereys 
soSezsoSexthing o.t there in the kast.re—F

”G.h5F
”CzazazaxF
”:hat5F
”Cza thing!F
”:hatys that Sean, goddaSSitT :hat thing5F
”qm N-P, po.ld ja loo’ at that—F GiraS kointed a Inger to the s’mT
Elija shoo’ his headT ”HzHzH donyt ’nopT :hatever it is, itzitys ’illin 

Rossys cattle, tho.gh—F
”:hat, li’e an aniSal5F
”JoZF
”whe hell didnyt ma shoot it—5F
”HzHzHxF
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”!es.s Lhrist, Elija, mo. sSo’in that shit again, ainytchaT :hat H tell 
ma bo.t that—5F

”Golm f.c’in shit Sm Lhrist, phatys all that in the daSn s’mT :ill ma 
loo’ at it—5F N.stine stared, caktivated bm the shifting haMeT

”JoxH donytxH donyt f.c’in ’nop,F Elija melled, kanic’ingT ”Oorget 
the daSn s’m— 0oo’, itzit stood real tallzli’e, li’e a SanT …o. ’nop, li’e 
mo. and Se—F

Evermone disregarded Elija and stared .kT “hoc’ and ape s.bs.Sed 
their facesT

”0oo’, H seen it tear o.t itszits daSn heart, raisin it .k to the s’m—F Elija 
feigned the Sotion of the Sanzthing, raising the heartT

”Jop, hopys that even kossible5 …o.xmo. seeing anmthing5F whe 
Sen, Inding it di1c.lt to brea’ their s’m gaMe, interSittentlm keered the 
krairieT

”!.stZ dar’ness,F “alvatore saidT
”H see theS cops all ko.rin o.t the daSn gate—F GiraS kointedT 
”:hat do pe doxsho.ld pe alert the boss—5F Qanic u.shed N.stineys 

faceT
”JoT Jo need to dist.rb the bossT No in and grab the torches,F ESilz

iano orderedT
“alvador ret.rned kost haste pith three, and GiraS lit theS pith a 

SatchT whe Ive ca.tio.slm entered the kast.re in a sidezbmzside forSaz
tion, a distance of Ive feet betpeen eachT

:ithin SoSents, the Sen fo.nd theSselves in front of the dopned 
cop, albeit  tpentm feet  bac’T  whe strange,  .nidentiIable creat.re 
h.nched behind, silentT Ht had stokked its feeding .kon the akkroach 
of the ranchzhandsT

whe Sen, arSed, shared bepildered glances, paiting for this thing to 
Sa’e a Sove, anm Sove, to shop itselfT Ht soon stood, emelids u.ttering, 
and t.rned its head as if to viep its s.rro.ndingsT whe torchesy uaSe 
reuected froS its glassm red emesT LhillingT



!T!T C0-YDñ

Ht stekked bac’T whe sho.lder blade krotr.sions Soved o.tpard, and 
the ueshm IlS eAkanded another Ive feet on either side, u.ttering asZ 
asZ

whe creat.re raised itself several feet froS the gro.ndT
”:hatxphatxphat .nholiness is this,F ESiliano S.ttered, So.th 

agakeT ”H thin’ soSeone nop needs to parn Lhis.STF
”Lristo, es el Piablo—F “alvador crossed hiSselfT
whe Senys heads fell bac’, their staggering emes folloping the Sovez

Sents of the hovering beingV a silho.ette aSid the greenzlighted s’mT Hts 
pings vibrated, creating a soft, a.dible so.ndT

Elija phikked his head aro.nd, ens.ring his coSkatriots sap the saSe 
thing he didT ”:hat did H tell ma5F

N.stine, face stric’en, sloplm bac’ed apamT whe creat.reys head folz
loped his SoveSent, loc’ing emes pith hiST Gis boot heel rolled over 
a stone, throping hiS o2 balance, and he s7.eeMed the trigger as he 
fell onto the seat of his kants, erraticallm okening IreT whe other Sen, 
in a bepildered u.rrm of solidaritm, shot at the creat.re too, sc.rrming 
bac’pard and sidepams in a feeble, frantic atteSkt to ’eek an eme on their 
targetT

Elija gaked as several b.llets tore thro.gh the creat.reys pingsT Lmlinz
ders eSktied, stri’ing itsxarmored?xchest pith eno.gh force to ’noc’ 
it o.t of the s’m and into dar’nessT

2

Lo2em, dressed neatlm in his blac’ and phites, entered the secondzuoor 
karlor rooS pith a silver klatterT Ht held a steaSing kot of co2ee, a cigar, 
and tpo SatchesT Lhis.S, as .s.al for this ho.r of the evening, sat in 
his sil’ robe on a coMm red éictorian karlor chair pith a snifter of brandm, 
entirelm engrossed in his c.rrent novelV Vril, bm Edpard R.lperz0mttonT 
Ge too’ a SoSent to greet his lomal servant phile shoving a cigar in 
his face, s.bse7.entlm stri’ing both Satches, tpisting, and igniting the 
speet tobacco leafT
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N.n Ire blasted in the distanceT
”Lo2em, once a pee’T -nce a pee’, Hyd li’e teaT what isnyt too S.ch 

to as’ for nop, is it5F Lhis.S blep a kl.Se of silver sSo’eT
”Lo.rse not, qrT Lhis.STF Lo2em sat the tram dopn on a side table 

and ko.red a steaSing c.k, glancing .k at the pindopT ”0oo’s li’e theS 
boms is at it again, h.h5F

”….kT Reen a long dam, Lo2emT whem deserve itTF
”Wec’on that case of scotch Sight a been a bit too genero.sTF Ge 

sSiledT
”…o. Sam be rightTF Lhis.S ret.rned the grinT ”…o. ’nop mo.yre 

pelcoSe to join theSTF
”Jot reallm Sm pam, sirTF Lo2em, as friendlm as he pas pith the 

handsxor as friendlm as the hands pere pith hiSx’nep his klace at 
the ranchT Retter to ’eek things b.siness as .s.alT Resides, he ’nep all 
too pell that fraterniMing pith these Sen, phite Sen, kartic.larlm, co.ld 
have conse7.encesT ”R.t H Mkreciate the considerationTF

”“.it mo.rselfTF
Lo2em noddedT ”Clreadm haveTF

3

GiraS ran for his life, the harroping sho.ts of the ueeing copboms 
aro.nd hiS echoing thro.gh !inglebob WanchT

”Po myall see it—5F
”LhristTF
”:e ’ill it—5F
”H donyt see shit—F
”:hm mo. stokkin—5F
”HyS o.t—F
Qanting, GiraS sloped to a halt, standing, intentionallm, aSid the 

livestoc’T Nlancing aro.nd for the other Sen, he realiMed them had ceased 
r.nning, tooT Each Sanys uaSe uic’ering across the kast.re krovided the 
onlm indication of his locationT whe tpo pith lanterns had klaced theS 
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dopn as them cro.ched, f.Sbling to reload their Lolt revolversT N.stine, 
the closest to GiraS, kanted and gr.nted, So.th hanging oken as he 
str.ggled to shove each 7.ivering b.llet into its slotT “aliva drikked froS 
his liks as he heaved over his kistol, bloc’ing the lanternys uaSeT

Ge disakkeared IrstT
C bl.e uashT GiraS tpitched‘ a chillm pind g.st pashed over hiST
-verhead, soSeone screaSedT
GiraS t.rnedT whe so.nd, bloodc.rdling, faded in a direction he 

co.ldnyt 7.ite resolve, tho.gh his int.ition told hiS upT R.t that pas 
coSkletelm abs.rdT Reads of speat drikked dopn his f.rroped brop, the 
torch in his hand nop b.rning at f.ll cakacitmT Gis vigilant emes darted 
bac’ and forth betpeen the other uaSes in the distanceT

”:hat do pe do,F a distant voice bellopedT
”H sam pe get the f.c’ o.t of here,F melled anotherT
”Nood call—F GiraS, closest to the gate, Sade a hastm dash for the eAit, 

still bloc’ed bm conf.sed, pondering livestoc’T ”NoddaSSit, get the hell 
o.t the pam—F

Ge k.shed thro.gh the aSbling herdT Cs he eAited, a rasking th.d 
greeted hiS pith a sklatter of parS blood across his faceT N.stineys 
lifeless bodm lam sl.Sked bac’pard, iSkaled bm the Setal gateT Gis 
peight gentlm tpisted the kost sidepamsT C 7.ic’ pave of the torch over 
N.stineys vac.o.s emes sent GiraS reeling, st.Sbling topard the nearest 
b.ilding for coverV the stableT Hnside, heyd Ind a kitchfor’T qambe the 
SacheteT Niven that landing a stram b.llet kroved di1c.lt, he at least 
retained eno.gh good sense to consider the .se of alternate peakonsT

GiraS jer’ed oken a .tilitm closet, grabbed the kitchfor’ leaning 
aSong shovels and other farSing tools, and phirled aro.ndT Ge stood 
center in the soft dirt and hamV torch in one hand, the for’ held in the 
other, t.c’ed .nder his arS li’e a jo.sting lanceT An open targetT Gis 
head jer’ed bac’ and forth betpeen either okening, pondering phich 
side to eAitT RiMarrelm, he co.ld act.allm see the rooftoks of the ranch and 
his bossys éictorian .nder the gloping liSe haMe as he inched bac’ the 
pam heyd coSeT
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”GiraS,F ESiliano sho.ted froS the entrmpamT “alvador and Elija 
stood tightlm behind on high alert, uashing glances side to side, .k, and 
aro.ndT

”…eah,F he called bac’, skinningT whe so.nd of horses shifting in their 
stalls sent hiS in seSizcircles of dis7.ietT

”…o. good—5F
”;hTF Ge loo’ed aro.ndT ”…eah, HxH thin’ soTF
”LoSe on— :e need to get Lhis.S before it gets into the ho.se—F
GiraS loo’ed behind to a vacant entrmpam before beginning a bris’ 

kace topard the SenT
”Cinyt no sign of it anmphere,F Elija said, t.rning and patchingT
GiraS reached the eAit, heading for the ho.seT ”what thing coSes 

bac’, H gotta little s.rkriaaCCCGGGxF
OroS above, tpo hands latched onto his .kker bac’ and nec’, driving 

their nails thro.gh his coat and into his ueshT

4

ESiliano loc’ed bonezchilling emes pith GiraS a SoSent before the 
koor San ascended, screaSing into the dar’ raftersT

Prokking his torch in the grass, nop tpo steks behind, ESiliano 
j.Sked, reaching for his friendT Ge grabbed GiraSys heel pith one hand, 
holding tightT Oor a SoSent, both Sen h.ng in the airT

whe boot keeled o2T
ESiliano fell a foot, st.Sbling bac’pardT ”GiraS—F
whe kitchfor’ kl.SSeted along pith the torch, instantlm igniting the 

s.rro.nding ham and sending uaSes f.rio.slm dopn the stableT
“ilenceT ESiliano raised both kistols and stared into the void, paitingT
”LoSe on,F “alvador .rgedT ”0etys go—F
wrilling Illed the stable pith its ghastlm reverberationT C SoSent later, 

a del.ge of parS blood sklashed ESilianoys face, So.th, and emesT Ge 
Sokked his forehead pith both jac’et sleeves, clearing his vision j.st in 
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tiSe to hinder a length of GiraSys entrails, .nraveling froS the dar’ness, 
froS falling atok hiST

“alvador reached in and k.lled ESiliano o.tT ”qove mo.r ass, gringo—F
”:ait—F ESiliano stokkedT ”0oc’ the doors—F Ge man’ed the door 

along its slider, latching it closedZ b.t not before tossing in his torchT

5

Elija gaskedT ”whe horses—F
”O.c’ the horses,F ESiliano snarledT ”No ro.nd the other side—F
Elija and “alvador ran to the bac’ of the stableT “alvador sSashed his 

lantern on the gro.nd, sending a krok.lsion of uare .k a stall pallT
”:ait—F
”:ait—5 Oor phat, coño—5 0etys go—F
Refore k.lling the door closed, Elija keered aro.nd the b.rning b.ildz

ing for his friend, for the creat.re, for a kotential okkort.nitm to free 
horsesxhis Sare, Oandango, in kartic.larT Geyd claiSed Oandango three 
mears ago in wij.ana, phen heyd d.eled her krevio.s opnerV an infaSo.s 
qeAican bandidoT Elija, pho had been shac’ing .k pith the bandidoys 
sePora, still held the horse in a sentiSental, tho.gh Sostlm trokhied, 
regardT

whe sSo’m haMe beginning to eng.lf the skace Sade seeing not onlm 
di1c.lt, b.t insanelm ris’mT Elija listened instead, hoking for soSe signT 
Ge heard onlm the roar of the uaSes and the neighs and b.c’s of the 
conf.sed steeds rattling in their oken stallsT

Cs he began to k.ll the slider, tpo Ig.res in the bac’ drokked froS 
the ceilingT -ne Ig.re, li’elm GiraS, fell, vanishing into the uaSesT 
whe other landed on its feetT C silho.ette aSid the Sistm vakorT :ings 
u.ttered pith a c.SbersoSe tpitch, singeing in the eAkanding heatT 
Elija, fearing its icm stare, slaSSed the slider door sh.t and threp over 
the latchT
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Ge t.rned to r.n, then froMeT “alvador had ro.nded the corner, 
skrinting f.ll skeed topards Lhis.Sys ho.se behind ESiliano, alreadm 
halfpam thereT

Clone, Elija stood, staring bac’ at the barn doorT what thing hadnyt 
seeSed too concerned abo.t its s.rro.ndingsT What if it survives the 
flames, somehow? Ge po.ldnyt k.t s.ch a feat kast the creat.re, not after 
all heyd seen tonightT R.t if it s.rvived, then all the horses po.ld kerish 
for nothingT

Surely, the best way to ensure this motherfucker dies is a clean, old-fash-
ioned bullet through the head. Ge j.st needed to l.re it into the okenT 
when, he co.ld ta’e his shot and singlezhandedlm save the ranchT This is 
crazy—how much booze and marijuana have I had? R.t his conIdence 
onlm contin.ed to rise as he kict.red his victorm, the Sonem and acclaiS 
he po.ld do.btless earn froS Lhis.ST Cll senses bl.ntedT Ge felt inz
vincibleT

“loplm, Elija .nlatched the barn doorT

6

Qotter gaMed aro.nd the karlor rooS, Illed pith at least thirtm or so 
kaintingsT whe still lifes uaplesslm reklicated gorgeo.s landscakes and 
str.ct.res, Sost of phich he recogniMed .kon his initial viepingV the 
Qecos Wiver, the Sill, the ch.rch, even Rennettys ho.se, s.rro.nded bm 
the river pith a bac’drok of the Lakitan qo.ntains in the distanceT 
“oSe kaintings h.ng froS palls, phile others lam stac’ed in corners, 
li’elm paiting for their skace in the storeT Ge recalled seeing an easel 
d.ring s.kker, kositioned in the corner betpeen tpo pindops pith 
s7.are kanes in Jorays living rooS, pith the canvas atok it o2ering a 
scenic viep of the topnT

Snip. Snip. Snip.
Gis kanoraSic viep froS the reclined barberys chair reSinded hiS 

of the :adsporth Cthene.S q.se.S art gallerm heyd fre7.ented as 
a mo.ng bomT The Eleanor Reynolds Exhibit. who.gh these kaintings 
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kroved S.ch Sore iSkressive than anmthing he co.ld ever recall seeing 
in GartfordT Lo.rbet, qillet, Pa.SierZ amateurs.

Ge panted to ’ic’ hiSselfT ”H still canyt believe mo.yre the artistTF
Jora, standing behind, leaned in to skea’ in his earT ”N.essin mo. 

didnyt see the signat.re at the bottoS of the one H gave mo., did ma, 
darlin5F “he too’ tpo Ingers of daSk hair and snikked an inch of 
Sangm, sklit ends pith a kair of shinm shearsT

”…o. tr.lm do have 7.ite a giftTF
”:hm, than’ mo.T Cnd j.st so mo. ’nop, Rill, uatterm pill get mo. 

evermphereTF
“he giggledT “he pas alpams sSiling and gigglingT whis evening, esz

keciallm, Qotter had kaid close attentionT whe ram of light Jora eA.ded 
asto.nded hiST Jothing co.ld k.ll her dopn froS her colossal, e2erz
vescent clo.dT “he kossessed a rare kresence, .nli’e anmthing heyd ever 
laid emes .kon, and he pondered hop this hardzpor’ing, .nSarried 
kioneer poSan co.ld reside in s.ch a desolate, arcane topn phile rez
Saining so jovialT Qerhaks her gro.nded seSblance Sirrored his opn, 
having s.2ered and s.rvived lifeys trib.lationsT -r kerhaks, Sore siSklm, 
qisso.ri QlaMa ekitoSiMed hoSe for her, S.ch li’e it did for the rest 
of this Seager coSS.nitmT who.gh Qotter fo.nd this idea di1c.lt to 
fathoS‘ her hallSar’s seeSed too good for this klaceT :hatever the 
ca.se, hopever, her s.rro.ndings didnyt seeS to deIne herT

At the day’s end, she is a lady to the manner born.
Gis face u.shed again, at a loss for pordsT ”Gop, .hZ hop long have 

mo. been kainting5F
”-h, nop, j.st bo.t Sost of Sm lifeT Rarelm kic’ed .k a br.sh d.ring 

Sm Sarriage, tho.gh, brief as it pasT wrming to be a good little housewife,F 
she Soc’ed klamf.llmT

Snip. Snip. Snip.
”Ct the general store here5F
”0ord, noTF Jora giggled againT ”Hf mo. co.ldnyt tell bm the pam H tal’, 

HyS a weAas gal, thro.gh and thro.gh— Jo, pe ended .k here on k.re 
coincidence, travelin froS Pallas on o.r pam to LaliforniaT qm h.sband, 
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“aS, pas a verm s.ccessf.l citm ban’erT Gad 7.ite a pam pith keokleT 
:ith SonemT “o S.ch so, he got into it pith soSe bad keokleT 0ong 
storm short, fearin for o.r lives, pe j.st kac’ed .k and leftT Ro.t all mo. 
can do in a sit.ation li’e thatT !.st a tad late for the Nold W.sh, H rec’onTF 
“he sSiled, then daSkened Qotterys hair pith a pet cloth and began 
sekarating sections, snikking apam large, Satted ch.n’sT ”Jeedless to 
sam, pe didnyt Sa’e itT Oell in love pith this little topnT Pecided it be 
sSart to go bm Sm Saiden naSe, Wemnolds, so pe didT “aS ran the 
barbershok and H, of co.rse, ran the grocerm storeT

”;nfort.natelm, pe pere never able to have children, phich bro’e 
Sm heartTF Ger voice softened, trailing o2 to a phiskerT ”wried li’e hell, 
tho.ghT Cfter Ive kainf.l Siscarriages, pe Inallm called it 7.itsT Hf it ainyt 
Seant to be, it ainyt Seant to be, H rec’onT R.t H g.ess itys j.st as pellT Ge 
kassed froS cholera bo.t fo.r mears ago nopT woo’ .k kaintin after that, 
Sore as a sal.tarm pam of ’eekin b.smTF 

”:hatys a cholera,F a voice as’ed froS behindT Llara sat eavesdrokz
king on the second to last staircase stek, eating a kiece of cr.stm bread 
leftover froS dinnerT

Jora t.rned and sSiledT ”-h, honem, itys a terrible, terrible diseaseT 
qostlm coSes froS drin’in fo.l paterT …o. go on and eat .k, nop, donyt 
be shm—F

Llara grinned, t.rned, and ran bac’ to rejoin her brother in the coMm 
.kstairs akartSentT

”:e had a siSilar sit.ation in Penver,F Qotter said pith slight rel.cz
tance, .ncertain hop S.ch he panted to shareT ”…o. heard of the Rig 
Olood5F

Jora nodded as she triSSed apamT
”Qrobablm one of the biggest catastrokhes H have ever borne pitness 

toT !.st a besoS of destr.ctionT Cnd Sind mo., Hyd fo.ght in the parT 
R.t Hyll never forget itT Ht had rained for, pell, felt li’e forever, anmpamT H 
pas stressedT :hen it rains, thereys no por’, and no por’ Seans no kamT 
H iSagine S.ch of the farSers shared the saSe sentiSentT qm Ressie, 
her Sother, and Llara pere on their pam hoSe froS the theater phen it 
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hakkenedT Popntopn becaSe the neA.s for the Qlatte Wiver and Lherrm 
Lree’T whem rose pith great f.rm, coSbining forces, tearing thro.gh 
their ban’sT qm pife, and Sotherzinzlap, along pith Sanm others got 
ca.ght in all the t.rSoilT Llara sap the phole thing hakkenTF

Jora k.t a hand to her heaving chestT ”Sweet Jesus.F
”:iked o.t S.ch of the topnT H heard soSetiSe after that soSe 

klainsSen, So.ntaineers, had foreparned citm o1cials of spollen cree’s, 
b.t them largelm ignored pild fol’T Cnd no one else sap the disaster 
coSingT Jeedless to sam, pith the uooding, the sepage overuopedT Ht 
contaSinated the pater s.kklm for Sonths to follopT wrash, San.re, 
bodiesT OilthT qanm faSilies got sic’TF

Jora Inished the c.t, bringing the length dopn to a reskectable level 
of gropth, then lathered .k Qotterys nec’ for a shave, tidming .k Lo2emys 
7.ic’ triS jobT Cfter, she r.bbed a little lavender oil betpeen her hands 
and Sassaged it into the Ibers and his nec’, sloplm Sa’ing her pam dopn 
his .kker bac’T

”Jop, soSe sam Penver pas overr.n bm saloons and gaSblingT Rrothz
elsT whem sam Nod sSote that topnTF Qotter shoo’ his head, k.lled his 
ko.ch and its contents froS a front koc’et, and began rolling a 7.irlemT 
”Jop, H donyt ’nop bo.t all that, b.t it pas dar’ tiSes for a skellT 
Lertainlm, pas for SeT

”wpelve keokle pent Sissing that nightT H ref.sed to rest .ntil H fo.nd 
Sm pife, dead or aliveT H left the mo.ngy.ns pith their grandfather and, 
pith a fep Sen froS the Sines, left on a search and resc.eT H reSeSber 
the peather folloping the storS pas absol.telm kerfect, li’e soSething 
o.t of fairmtalesT whe birds chirkedT whe s.n pas high and bright overz
headT Jever do H recall seeing bl.er s’iesT Ht pas parS, .ncoSSonlm 
parS for qamT 0i’e the storS never pasT !.st ineAklicable destr.ction 
evermphereT

”whe topn itself pas .nder several feet of pater for damsT 0i’e a ghost 
topn in the Siddle of an oceanT whe onlm keokle o.t pere the fep pith 
boatsT H Ig.red them pere all on the saSe SissionT H tell ma, H had no idea 
hop long the Qlatte pas, b.t pe coSbed that river for tpo dams on a 
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boat Sm fatherzinzlap had coSSissionedT Javigating the debris fallo.t 
pas soSething to beholdT Oloating str.ct.resT WooftoksT Pead horsesT 
qore of those than anmthing else o.t thereT Rodies and the li’eT Everm one 
’nifed the heart as pe k.lled theS o.t, ponderingT Oo.nd one poSan, 
alive, j.st sitting in a tree, bo.t Ifteen Siles or so dopnstreaST

”:e caSe .kon tpo tall oa’sT Oo.nd the stagecoach there, pedged in 
betpeen, Sostlm s.bSerged, mo. ’nop, sort of on its sideT whe driver, 
still attachedT Gis leg st.c’ o.t of the pater, ca.ght in the reins, tho.gh 
the horses pere long goneT H pish H co.ld tell mo. H pas hokef.l, b.t H 
’nep before H okened the doorT whe pater inside pas S.r’m, b.t s.re 
eno.gh, there she pasT Ger gold loc’et reuecting the lightTF

Jora leaned over and klaced her hand .kon Qotterys, phich restlesslm 
takked the arSrestT ”H aS so sorrm, RillT H tr.lm aSTF

”Hyll never forget the loo’ on Sm little girlys face phen the “heri2 
bro.ght her hoSe and told Se phat hakkenedT H j.st bro’e dopnZ pekt 
li’e a babm in front of her, HsaacT “elIsh and pea’, H pasT H lost itT what 
pas the onlm tiSe the ’ids ever sap Se li’e thatT HxH pas barelm there for 
theS after thatT :or’ed long ho.rs to ta’e Sm Sind o2 the kain of it allT 
H donyt ’nopT H feel li’e H failed theST H donyt ’nop phat H pas eAkectingT 
C hakkm ending, H g.essT 0ord ’nops H certainlm donyt deserve oneTF

”“o.nds li’e myall pere goin thro.gh a lot, is allT Htys .nderstandable,F 
Jora saidT ”…o.yre a good San, RillT H can see thatT “ap it on mo.r face 
the Sin.te mo. stekked into Sm storeT Lo2em skea’s highlm of ma‘ H 
heard bo.t phat mo. did for hiST …o. st.c’ mo.r nec’ o.t for a kerfect 
strangerT Wis’ed mo.r lifeT Rad Sen donyt do s.ch thingsTF

Ge gentlm s7.eeMed bac’ and loo’ed .k at Jora, inches above his faceT 
“he o2ered a pistf.l sSiled, then leaned in, klanting her liks IrSlm on 
hisT

Qotter tpitched, apestr.c’T C shoc’pave ignited everm bl.nted nerve 
in his n.Sb bodm, tho.gh he barelm Soved, let alone ret.rned the senz
tiSentT

“he ’issed hiS againT whis tiSe, his liks karted slightlm, tentativelm 
inviting her inT Rm the third ’iss, Jora sl.n’ over the side of the chair, 
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eSbracing hiS in an ap’pard straddle as she k.lled bac’ on the side 
leverT whe chair f.llm reclinedT C pave of g.ilt pashed over hiS, a kric’lm 
heat skreading across his s’in as he ret.rned the ’iss, tho.gh his .nease 
softened pith each caress of her bac’T

This is wrong, partner. This is all wrong. This is—
Refore long, he fo.nd his hands s7.eeMing her bac’side .nder her 

dressT Ger hands .nb.ttoned his kantsT
Ge didnyt stok herT

7

Lo2em, skotting the blaMe froS a ’itchen pindop on his pam to IA 
Lhis.S a snac’, r.shed o.t the bac’ door and onto the adjacent korchT 
Ge glanced topard the ranch for the boms, emes darting aro.nd the krokz
ertm, the barn, the krairieT Oinallm, he noticed the level of visibilitm at this 
ho.r in the eveningT

Ge gaked at the dancing green haMe overheadT ”:hat in Nodys 
goodxF

Refore he co.ld coSklete his sentence, ESiliano arrived at the ho.se, 
darting spiftlm kast hiST

”Gem—F Lo2em phirledT
ESiliano pas alreadm o.t of reachT Gis footfalls ko.nded .k the 

staircase as Lo2em t.rned bac’ to stare at the oSino.s s’mT
C SoSent later, “alvador reached the ho.se, r.shing kastT
Elija, folloping, hesitated onlm a SoSentT ”:e need to get Lhis.S the 

f.c’ o.tta here—F
Lo2emys head sk.nT qo.th ajar, he glanced betpeen Elijays kanic’ed 

emes, the b.rning stable, and the bright green s’m before t.rning bac’ to 
phere Elija, nop gone, had stoodT

whe abr.kt neighing of distressed horses drep his attention to the 
stableT C handf.l of steeds bolted froS aro.nd the b.ildingys corner, 
tearing kast the ho.se and into the dar’T

C g.tt.ral, trilling so.nd reverberatedT
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-nce again, Lo2em t.rned to IreT whe silho.ette of a tall Ig.re stood 
aSid the blaMing uaSes and bright greenznavm s’ies of astronoSical 
tpilightT whe Ig.re began Soving in his direction, sSo’e rising froS its 
sho.ldersT

”what Hiram?F Lo2em gaMed at the bl.ish Ig.re eSerging froS the 
dissikating shadops, grad.allm becoSing Sore kroSinentT R.rg.ndm 
emes rakidlm blin’edT whe trilling escalatedT

Lo2emys parm emes s7.inted, trming to Sa’e o.t its strange feat.resT 
”Cp hell no, that ainytxF

Refore he co.ld Inish, a hand grabbed his sho.lder, thr.sting hiS 
bac’pardT

”0etys go—F Elija man’ed Lo2em skinning thro.gh the doorpam, then 
stekked bac’ onto the korchT

Lo2em trikked bac’pard, crashing dopn on the seat of his kantsT 
OroS the uoor, he patched Elija k.ll both sidearSs, 7.ic’lm .nloading 
all tpelve ro.ndsT whe bl.ish Ig.re st.Sbled bac’pard, falling to the 
gro.ndT

”…ECGxGCCC— H got the s.Sbitch— H did—F Elija hollered, kanting, 
str.ggling to catch his breathT

”Gem, hem, phat in Nodys naSe is that!?F Lo2em blin’ed, kic’ing 
hiSself .k froS the gro.nd and d.sting o2 the bac’ of his kantsT ”Elija, 
phereys the other boms—5F

Elijays sSile vanishedT Ge griSaced as he pal’ed inside, kassed Lo2em, 
and headed topard the stairsT ”NoneTF

Lo2em, glancing behind, folloped hiS .k to Lhis.Sys karlor rooS, 
phere his verm conf.sed boss stood bm his chairT ESiliano and “alvador 
g.arded the frontT

”:hatys goin on dopn there—5F Lhis.S glanced at each of his SenT
”H thin’ H got the s.Sbitch—F Elijays elation ret.rnedT ”H shot hiS dead, 

H did—F
ESiliano blanchedT ”Ht got o.t the stable—5F
”:hat did,F Lhis.S deSandedT
”Gop do mo. ’nop itys dead,F “alvador as’ed, reloading his kistolT
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”H seen it fall—F Elija sSiled li’e a child phoyd j.st ’illed his Irst gaSe, 
skilling o.t his eSktm shells, nonchalant, onto Lhis.Sys lavish -riental 
kashSina pool r.gT

”H donyt tr.st itT what thing pas no San H ever seen—F “alvador, nop 
kosted .k against the pall neAt to the pindop, kee’ed o.tT

”:ill soSeone klease f.c’in skea’ to me,F Lhis.S snakkedT
”qrT Lhis.S, peyre .nder soSe sort of attac’,F ESiliano Inallm saidT
”:hatxpho—5F
”Jever Sind that, bossT :e gotta get mo. to a safe klace—F
”:hatxnoT HyS not goin anmphereT whis is phat H hired you forT 

wo reg.late intr.sions and anm stealing of my goddaSn krokertm nopT 
:hereys N.stine5 :hereysxF

”PeadT Roth deadTF “alvador stared at the incinerating stableT
”H thin’ it hadZF Elija hesitated, emes pide pith fearT ”Ht had pingsTF
”:ings5F Lhis.Sys f.rio.s emes darted betpeen the SenT
”:hat if thereys Sore5F
”LhristTF Lhis.S paved an annomed hand, his face reddeningT Ge 

t.rned to sit bac’ in his coSfm chairT
”“alvador5F ESiliano nodded at the pindopT
”Jot seein n.thinTF
”0oo’,F ESiliano tried againT ”:e donyt ’nop phere it caSe froS or 

hop Sanm are o.t thereTF
Lo2em stekked in, k.tting his hand on Lhis.Sys sho.lder and loo’z

ing hiS dead in his leerm emeT ”:e need to goTF
POP!
“hattering glass drep the Senys attention to the oken doorpam of the 

shadoped adjacent rooST Lreeking so.nds of cr.nching and kokking 
folloped as feet dragged over the shardsT whe ranch hands ca.tio.slm 
stekked in front of Lhis.S, g.ns drapn at the icm footfallsT Each jarz
ring stek sloplm faded into the silence stiuing the karlor rooST N.tt.ral 
trilling shattered the still air, echoing as pisks of gram sSo’e drifted kast 
the doorpamT

whe footfalls ceasedT
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:ith a sensation of tiSe distending, the Sen stared at the eSktm 
door pitho.t SovingT :itho.t breathingT whro.gh the dar’, three long 
Ingers slin’ed aro.nd the center edge of the doorpam, grikking the 
fraSeT Hts shark Ingertiks d.g in, the pood crea’ing and sklinteringT

”:hat is it, Lo2em,F Lhis.S, pidezemed, phiskered d.llmT
“oSething g.rgled in the dar’nessT
“Nope.” Lo2em grabbed Lhis.S bm the arS sleeve and man’ed hiS 

topard the eAitT

8

”Oire—F ESiliano k.lled his trigger before he co.ld even Inish the coSz
SandT

N.nIre rang o.t in s.ccession, blasting into the uoral pallkaker and 
thro.gh the Sistm okeningT C uash shot across, o.t of sightT

”Net behind the boss,F ESiliano ordered ElijaT
Ge obemed, k.rs.ing Lo2em and Lhis.Sxalreadm halfpam dopn the 

right side of the ;zshaked hallT
ESiliano leaned topard “alvador, Sotioning pith his g.n as he phisz

keredT ”Gead on o.t aro.nd to the bedrooS doorT :e got this f.c’er 
trakkedTF

“alvador nodded, sidestekked into the diS hallpam, and sc.rried to 
the doorT -nce there, he too’ cover alongside, apaiting either the creaz
t.reys eAit or his okkort.nitm to join his coSradeT

ESiliano, stek bm ca.tio.s stek, akkroached the oken doorpam, treSz
bling kistols kointingT whe heel of his boots softlm, .navoidablm, clan’ed 
across the uoorboard, kossiblm giving .k his kositionZ b.t phat choice 
did he have5 Ge closed his emes, too’ a deek breath, and eAhaled coSz
kletelmT

N.ns blaMing, he eAkloded into the dar’, screaSing, .nloading both 
Lolt cmlinders in a Satter of secondsT whe heedless S.MMle blasts kroz
vided brief uashes of his horrifming assailant, tpisting thro.gh the oken 
skace in front of the doorT Ge co.ldnyt be certain if anm ro.nds had 
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str.c’, b.t phen those haSSers str.c’ eSktm chaSbersxleaving hiS 
in dar’nessxice shivered dopn his skineT

9

“alvador paited .ntil the Iring stokked and the b.llets Inished sklinz
tering thro.gh the door, inches froS his face, before t.rning to face 
the entranceT :ith a leg raised, he aiSed his heel above the ’nob and 
str.c’ the door, shattering it oken phile kointing his g.ns into dar’nessT 
Ge hesitated for a SoSent, .ncertain of ESilianoys phereabo.ts in the 
shadopsT

”“G--wF echoed froS pithinT
whe creat.re str.c’ o.t froS the dar’ness, lifting hiS o2 the uoor 

phile obsc.ring its opn kathT Hts charge 7.ic’lm ended at the stairpam 
railing as them both crashed thro.gh, falling straight dopnT

10

Elija, phoyd j.st abo.t reached the bottoS, halted as Lo2em and Lhis.S 
froMe ahead of hiST whe horrifming hodgekodge crashed dopn before 
theS pith s.ch claSor, the bottoS steks cr.shed and sklintered .nder 
its peightT :itho.t hesitation, the three Sen Ired right bac’ .k the stairs 
topard the karlor rooST

ESiliano, standing over the b.sted railing and eSktming shell casings 
onto the uoor, grabbed Elijays arS as he kassedT ”Gemxhem— :here the 
hell are mo. goin5F

”;hhTF Ge loo’ed at ESiliano, d.Sbfo.ndedT
”Net after itT 0etys go—F
whe tpo ranchzhands crossed the hallpam, 7.ic’lm reloading phile 

beginning their slop, vigilant descentT “alvadorys bodm lam at the bottoS, 
his nec’ bro’enT Gis loper half skrapled on the stairs, phile his torso and 
arSs sklamed on the uoorT C dar’ red kool sloplm eAkanded aro.nd his 
tpisted headT
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ESiliano threp Elija an obsc.re hand gest.re, signaling for hiS to 
inskect the front half of the ho.se phile he Soved topard the bac’T

Elija, 7.ivering so hard he barelm grikked his g.n, stekked over the 
corkse, contin.ing to glance dopn in betpeen kanning the diSlm lighted 
skaceT Ge co.ld not avert his foc.s froS “alvadorys oken emes, the eSktm, 
.kpard stareT

11

Lo2em loc’ed the tpo karlor rooS doors behind hiS and his boss as 
Lhis.S ko.red hiSself a heftm glass of brandm pith a sha’m hand, 
skilling half its contents on the credenMaT

”:eyre trakked, Lo2em— 0i’e f.c’in rats, trakked, pith no Seans of 
escake—F Ge k.t bac’ a healthm g.lk, slaSSing the crmstal dopn and 
piking his pet S.stache pith a sleeveT

Lo2em sk.n aro.nd, loo’ing for the ansper to an iSkossible riddleT 
whe loc’ed doors them hid behind o2ered little ass.rance, nor did the 
IreklaceT Bullets don’t seem to work. What good’s that poker gonna do? 
LliSbing the u.e seeSed iSkossible, Sostlm beca.se of the bossys pide 
hiksT Gis emes uitted across the So.nted deer head over the Santle, 
the elekhant g.n neAt to itT Cgain, pishf.l thin’ingT Qrobablm not even 
loadedT Ge loo’ed bac’ at the Ireklace, folloping it .kZ the roof—

Lo2em h.rried to the pindop and slid it okenT “tic’ing his head o.t, 
he glanced .k and dopn, ignoring the chartre.se s’mlineT Hnconse7.enz
tial, coSkared to the krobleS at handT whe Sansard roof ledge h.ng 
aboveT Relop, nothingT whe height, tho.gh onlm tpo stories, still kroved 
7.ite a drokT

Ge craned his nec’, rac’ing his brain for an ansperT when, he sap itT 
”whe front korch, boss— :e can cliSb o.t onto it and cliSb dopnTF

Lhis.S gaMed at hiS pith bepildered deskeration, threp bac’ his 
freshlm Illed snifter, and noddedT
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whe tpo crekt dopn the eerilm serene hallpam, ca.tio.slm tight to the 
right pallT Jo noise, no SoveSentT whem slikked into the skare front 
bedrooS, briSSing pith hoke, and man’ed at the pindopsT

“t.c’T whe sills pere nailed sh.txLhis.Sys pam to krevent thieves 
froS cliSbing the korch and entering in the Siddle of the nightT Hn their 
distressed state, the Sen had forgotten this Sinor detailT

”:hat can pe .se to brea’ the pindop—5F Lo2em paved the oken 
lantern aro.nd, the high uaSe uic’ering sidepamsT

Lhis.S cringedT ”Jozno— what thing co.ld hear .s— O.c’— O.c’—F
Lo2em loo’ed .kT The roofT ”whis pam, boss—F
Ge led Lhis.S bac’ o.t into the hallpam, behind the central staircase, 

and .k narrop pinding stairs, leading to the eSktm, tpozbedrooS third 
uoorT ;kon reaching the pindop, Lo2em, jabbing his kalS .nder the 
fraSe, kokked it okenT Ge iSSediatelm stekked o.t onto the narrop 
ledge of the Sansard roof, t.rning to give a hand to Lhis.ST

Ross kea’ed his head o.t, blin’ed, and bac’ed apamT ”J.hz.h—F
Lo2em grabbed hiST ”Ross—5F
”Lo2em, mo. ’nop hop S.ch H had to drin’ tonight—5F
”:ell, noTF
”Jeither do H— H ainyt goin o.t there‘ Hyll fall to Sm goddaSn death—F
”H gotcha, bossT Jop, ma need to tr.st Se on this oneTF Lo2em eAtendz

ed a hand, beads of speat rolling dopn the sides of his teSklesT
:ith grave rel.ctance, Lhis.S stekked sloplm o.t onto the ledge, 

holding the krotr.ding pindop fraSe for dear lifeT
Lo2em handed Lhis.S the oil laSkT ”HyS gonna cliSb dopn on the 

korch roof nopT H pill helk ma dopn phen ma readm, o’am—5F
Lo2em, as a tall San, reached the kitched roof pitho.t S.ch iss.eT 

Ge sat on the Sansard ledge, then uikked hiSself over and slid dopn to 
hang o2 the edgeT when he drokked another one to tpo feet, Sanaging 
to land 7.ietlm on his feetT

Lhis.S handed o2 the laSk and tried to rekeat phat he sap, albeit 
S.ch less gracef.llmT Ge sat, t.rned onto his bellm, and inched his pam 
over the edge .ntil the roof reached his Sidsectionxthe brea’ing kointT 
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Gis shorter, heavier bodm slid o2 the ledge, and he dangled, barelm holdz
ing onT

”Ponyt mo. let Se fall, Lo2em,F he hissedT
”Notcha, bossTF Lo2emys pords rang hollop in his ears as he prakked 

his arSs aro.nd Lhis.Sys slikking legs, kraming not to slide o2 the roofT
Ge co.ldnyt sam phat hakkened neAtV phether he slikked on a loose 

shingle, or if Lhis.S tore o2 the g.tter altogetherT Either pam, both Sen 
slid dopn the kitched roof, rolling o2 the side and crashing, ass dopn, 
hard into the hedges .nder the karlor rooS pindopT

12

ESilianoys right hand treSbled, coSkletelm eAtended in the forefrontT 
Gis indeA Inger tpitched alongside the Loltys trigger, phere it po.ldnyt 
accidentallm IreT Gis left hand, grikking its tpin, k.lled bac’ close to 
his chestT Qassing thro.gh Lhis.Sys o1ce, he inched dopn the soSber 
hallpam, the karlor rooS coSing .k on the left, and, j.st bemond, the 
’itchenT whe uoorboards gentlm crea’ed in the distanceT !.st Elija, brieum 
seen froS his kerikheralsT Qarallel to ESiliano, tho.gh across the ho.se, 
the other ranch hand headed topard the dining rooS as them coSbed 
the Irst uoorT

ESiliano crossed the karlor rooS, sloplm and deliberatelm t.rning to 
face the okeningT ESktmT Ct least, froS phere he stoodT “till, he entered 
the skace pith j.st as S.ch ca.tion as heyd .sed to creek dopn the 
hallpam, g.ns raised, readm to .nload both cmlinders into this creat.re 
and Inish the job pith the eightzinch blade t.c’ed apam in his side sheath 
if he had toT

wo his disakkointSent and relief, the karlor pas clearT
Ct the saSe tiSe, he co.ld hear Elija crossing the elongated dinz

ing rooS, ka.singxli’elm chec’ing .nder the e7.allm elongated dining 
tablexand then contin.ing on againT OroS the so.nd of it, he pal’ed 
sloplm, alSost dragging his feetT Evidentlm, he panted to reSain a fep 
kaces behind ESilianoT
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:ith a sigh, ESiliano entered the oken entrmpam into the pooden 
kanel ’itchenT whe iSSac.late rooS shone, than’s largelm to Lo2em, 
save for a tea ’ettle sitting on the bac’ b.rner of a large stove in the rearT 
Landles in their halfzlife Selted in silver holders, uic’ering in each corner 
and pindopsill to cast dancing shadops across the center b.tcher bloc’ 
island and the Sanm kots and kans hanging froS the ceiling aboveT

C thin, distant crea’ing tpisted ESiliano aro.ndT !.st bemond the 
’itchen, the bac’ door and its decrekit al.Sin.Szscreened co.nterkart 
h.ng pidezoken, gentlm spamingT -ddT qambe that thing had left the 
ho.seT Ge pal’ed over, hokef.l, and loo’ed .k at the .nsettling s’mT 
Elija, still o.t of sight, porried hiST Geyd seen the fear in that bomys emesT

Cnother crea’ echoed in the dar’T Ge glanced to the right front 
corner, o.tside the candlesy tpin’ling reachT whe pal’zin kantrmT Gis 
blood kress.re rose‘ the ko.nding of his heart echoed thro.gh his ears 
in the silent void of Lhis.Sys ho.seT Ct a crapling kace, he inched 
topard the kantrm, his boot heels softlm th.dding pith each stek across 
the uoorboardT

Hn his kerikherals, ESiliano skotted Elija, sloplm entering the froS the 
dining rooS doorpamT wension r.shed froS his sho.ldersT Gis kartner, 
still in the ho.seT “till aliveT

:ith Elija at his bac’, ESiliano drep closer, g.ns raisedT Cltho.gh he 
co.ldnyt see the tpozpam spinging door, he ’nep it pas thereT Ge j.st 
pished heyd held on to one of those torchesT Golstering his left kistol, he 
reached for the door, grasking the handle pith his IngertiksT Elija ’ekt 
his distance behind, g.ns raised, as ESiliano stekked into the dar’T

Gis best idea at the SoSentV ’ic’ oken the kantrm door and oken 
IreT Qerhaks j.st the latter, tho.gh he hesitated at the tho.ght of Illing 
Lhis.Sys kantrm pith b.lletsT Ge needed to be certainT Qic’ing .k a 
sa.cer pith three S.ddled candles Selting into each other, he too’ tpo 
brief steks bac’, raised his right foot, and sSashed the door oken pith 
his boot heelT

Cn .nearthlm screech so.nded as a poolm, phite something clobbered 
into his chest and, pith shark kins tearing at his uesh, krokelled itself o2 
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his ribs, sending hiS bac’pard several steksT whree slashes Set his griSm 
chee’bone, dragging across his noseT Ge hollered in s.rkrise, drokking 
the klate of candles and str.ggling to regain his balanceT

whe assa.lt abr.ktlm ended, his brain .nable to catch .kT Ge sk.n, 
glancing aro.nd pildlm in the dar’nessT C cacokhonm of thrashing trailed 
along the granite co.ntertok‘ korcelain containers of salt, s.gar, and 
co2ee uep to their destr.ctive deSise, rattling along the ’itchen uoorT

whe creat.re, sSall, hellzbent for leather, slid .ncontrollablm topard 
Elija, s’idding, slashing, and claping the uoorboard to avoid hiS before 
Iring bac’ .k on the co.nter and j.Sking into the sin’T C SoSent 
later, its kointmzeared face akkeared in viep near several b.rning candlesT 
Ht o2ered a long, kenetrating hiss, j.Sked o.t, and bac’ed apam into the 
dar’T

Sandy… fucking cat!
whe fallen candles rolled into the kantrm thro.gh the stillzspinging 

door, crea’ing on its drm hingesT ESiliano, heart jabbering, glanced in 
and iSSediatelm released a chest deek sigh of reliefT ESktmT Ge t.rned 
to the sin’ co.nter, glaring at the last klace heyd seen the daSn catT 
whe fallen uaSes uic’ered as the kantrm door sp.ng in and o.t, then 
eAting.ishedT

C th.d, phich seeSed to eSanate froS the roof, and a s.bse7.ent 
r.stling o.tside the diningzrooS pindop snakked his attention apam 
froS the hidden felineT Elija gap’ed anAio.slm at ESilianoT

ESiliano noddedT ”No chec’ it o.tTF
Wel.ctantlm, Elija t.rned and entered the dining rooST
OroS behind, the kantrm door crea’ed oken sloplmT PeliberatelmT 

ESilianoys heart drokked into his stoSach as his bodm parilm t.rned, 
coSkelled bm soSe sheer force bemond his opn rational .nderstandingT 
Ge coc’ed the g.n, still grikked in his claSSm left kalS, .nder a sha’m 
th.SbT

0ong khalanges c.rled aro.nd froS above the door fraSe, grikking 
the edgeT “oSething large drokked froS the ceiling, then raised itself to 
its f.ll heightT Cs his emes Set the creat.reys terrifming red orbs, n.Sbz
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ness radiated thro.gh his bodm, ice in his veinsT whe chills sent the hair 
on the bac’ of his nec’ standing on endT

Elija called o.t froS the other rooST ”Htys Lhis.S andxand, .h, 
Lo2em— “hit— H thin’ themyre headed for the daSn stagecoach—F

ESilianoys g.n rose pith blinding skeedT
Jot fast eno.ghT Refore he co.ld even kok o2 a ro.nd, a shark 

edgexsiSilar to the catys clap, tho.gh thic’er, heavier evenxbr.shed 
his esokhag.sT

Ge gasked, shark met briefT whe air ref.sed to k.ll into his l.ngs as he 
cho’ed on the hot li7.id Illing his So.thT qore skeped froS .nder 
his right hand, phich he clasked aro.nd the giant slit in his throatT whe 
serrated edge of the creat.reys forearS lopered as ESiliano st.Sbled 
bac’pard, heedlesslm s7.eeMing o2 ro.nds into the c.kboard, the ceilz
ing, and the ’itchen pindop as he fell into the co.nterT

“andm screeched, catak.lted o2 the co.ntertok, and shot dopn the 
hallpam, her pretched Seps trailingT
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Lo2em, helking Lhis.S into the stagecoach kar’ed bm the ranch, t.rned 
his head topard the ho.seT

Lhis.S froMe a SoSent, listening to the g.nIre reverberate over the 
ranchT “7.ealing echoed into the kast.reT 

Sandy. 
Gis heart bro’e at the idea of leaving his friend behindT whe tho.ght 

of going bac’ blaMed in his Sind, b.t onlm for an instantT “.relm, it po.ld 
be s.icideT C heaviness in.ndated hiS‘ he spalloped drmlm and sl.Sked 
hiSself into the coachT 

”0etys go,F he S.tteredT

14

Elija t.rned, startled bm the g.nIreT C th.d folloped, then silenceT
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:hite uashed thro.gh the karlor rooST “andm bolted kast, sc.rrming 
.nder a éictorian arSchair pith a klaintive SepT

Cgain, the ho.se fell eerilm silent, save for the sl.ggish drag of his opn 
heavm breathingT Ge sho.ld Sa’e his pam bac’ to the ’itchen to chec’ on 
ESiliano, b.t he nop stood alone in this ho.se, pith no chance against 
the .n’nopn looSing pithinT

Gooves traSkled o.tside as the stagecoach tore ass kast the ho.se, 
Lo2em hollering coSSandsT

Elija  gaked  after  the  coach  as  it  disakkeared  into  the  nightT 
”:.hzp.hzp.hzpait for Seee, goddaSSit—F

Ge bro’e for the front doorT
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“andm, kanting, cro.ched .nder the chair on high alertT Ger coat spelled, 
the f.r on her bac’ ski’ing and r.nning dopn her skineT “he patched 
the clobbering of boots jog bm, hoking, and s.cceeding, not to be fo.ndT

whe reverberations trailed apam, and, SoSents later, a breeMe shifted 
thro.gh the karlor bm her tailT “he ’nep phat that SeantV outsideT Cll 
seeSed 7.ietT

wiSe to Sa’e a brea’T
“taming lop to the gro.nd, t.fted bellm f.r to the uoor, she sc.rried 

alongside the co.ch, then the uoralzkatterned pallT whe deafening koks 
of g.nIre and bloodc.rdling screaSs stokked her dead in her trac’sT -h, 
she left too soonT woo soon indeedT

;nable to kinkoint phere the so.nd originated, she folloped the 
so.rce of cool air .ntil the okening stood in her kerikheralsT “he scanned 
the dar’ skace thro.gh dilated k.kils, able to see evermthing thro.gh a 
SonochroSatic bl.e h.eT Cll clearT

“andm Sade a brea’ for the eAit, h.rtling thro.gh the doorpam onto 
the landingT whe fresh air r.4ed her long, alabaster coat as she slid to an 
abr.kt halt, colliding pith the boot of a fallen SanT “loplm, she gaked 
.k pith pide emes at the tall, kec.liar, light bl.e creat.re standing aboveT 
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Ger nep friendT whe one that had crapled inside the kantrm phile she sat 
hidden behind a bag of uo.rZ at least .ntil the eAkloding door scared 
her half to deathT

whe creat.re keered bac’ dopn at her, then gentlm s7.atted and 
stro’ed her b.lbo.s Sane pith a heavm b.t slop handT

“andm recoiled slightlm, still ketriIed, patching its everm SoveT
whe creat.re raised itself and stood at the edge of the stairs, staring o.t 

over the vast, green, Soonlit vallemT
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“Siling, Qotter prakked his arSs aro.nd Jorays paist, hands interz
loc’edT Roth lam, Sostlm, f.llm dressed, pith Jora ap’pardlm on his lakT

”HyS sorrm, H feel li’e H c.t mo. o2 before,F Jora S.rS.redT whe 
right side of her face n.dged against his left, br.shing against his nicelm 
triSSed, oiled beardT

”Htys o’amTF Qotter inhaledT whe faint scent of lavender oil lingeredT 
“oothingT

”…o. j.stxmo. j.st loo’ so sad, RillT Cnd if HyS bein coSkletelm honz
est, Hyve been hokin for 7.ite a bit of tiSe mo. Sight ta’e the initiativeT 
R.t as pe got to tal’in, H got porried that pas never gonna hakkenTF “he 
gentlm slikked a hand .nder an .nb.ttoned shirt slit, r.nning her Ingers 
thro.gh his graming chest hairT ”…o. j.st seeS a bit, pell, shmT :hich 
ainyt terribleT Cct.allm, itys 7.ite refreshin, Seetin a San pho ainyt j.st 
shootin vile, cr.de reSar’s o.t their childish So.th, or porse, trmin to 
j.st get Se in the sac’T …o.yd be s.rkrised bm the things H hear dam to 
dam froS keokle j.st kassin thro.gh the storeT Cnmpam, H hoke H pasnyt 
overstekkinTF

Qotterys grin slikked, a faSiliar, leaden peight ret.rning to his stoSz
achT ”…o.yre krobablm rightT HyS certain H po.ldnyt have Sade a Sove on 
mo.TF

”…o. reallm loved her, didnyt mo.,F she as’ed, tone even and gen.ineT 
”…o.r so.lSateTF
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”H doTF
“he gentlm r.bbed his chestT ”Gopyd the mo.ngy.ns ta’e itZ the loss 

of their Sother, that is5F
”Llara, going thro.gh her opn, rebelledT “heyd Mforgetf.llmy leave the 

gate oken so Ressieys cran’m Sare po.ld roaS o2T LaSe hoSe one 
night, late as .s.al, to IA eS s.kker, and fo.nd a barbe7.e in the bac’z
mard of Sm pifeys boo’ collectionT “he j.st torched theS allT H phikked 
Hsaac good and hard pith Sm old service belt for not ’eeking an eme on 
herT “he didnyt skea’ to Se forZ pell, a long tiSeT “heys bo.t as st.bborn 
as her old San, H rec’onT R.t those dams pere a bit of a bl.r for SeT C 
dr.n’en okiate ind.ced haMe H pas hoking Hyd never snak o.t ofT qorgan 
fo.nd Se, had Se loc’ed .k to drm o.t before the f.neralsT Ct Sm pifeys 
b.rial, he told Se he panted c.stodm of Hsaac and LlaraT PaSn near 
insistedT what pas never going to hakkenTF

”:hm on earth po.ld he pant to ta’e mo.r children5F
Qotter slid his hands apam, a Ire in his bellm beginning to blaMeT qeSz

ories of that dam, the dam he k.t his pife to rest, b.rned into hiST Gis 
invariablm disakkroving fatherzinzlapT Ressie, k.lled froS a s.bSerged 
carriageT “taring into her eSktm, oka7.e emes, her kallid, cold uesh against 
his face as he h.gged her for the last tiSeT

”Qlease, eAc.se SeTF Qotter sat .kT
Jora slid dopn, nop kerching on his lakT Wising to stand, Qotter 

s.kkorted her as she cliSbed to her feetT when he pal’ed o.t onto the 
korch and leaned over the railingT qain “treet akkeared Sostlm desolate, 
the topnsfol’ scarceT wpo carriages traveled in okkosite directions on 
either side of the roadT whe faint dr.SSing of a kiano o2ered ja.ntm 
t.nes, briSSing froS qillerys LafQ across the pam along pith the savorm 
scent of sSo’ed beef ribs froS the chiSnemT

whe cool, drm air cooled his u.shed face, refreshing hiS as he leaned 
o.t to overloo’ the topnT 0ighting his 7.irlem, he k.lled bac’ a deek 
breath of bitter sSo’e, holding it a SoSent before eAhaling its vakor 
and patching it sloplm dissikateT whe night seeSed brightT Rrighter than 
.s.al, even pith the aSber glop of the streetlaSksT Ge loo’ed .k, eAz
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kecting a kalezmellop Soon high above the topn, and did a do.ble ta’eT 
Cn eldritch green glop looSed in the distance, dancing in smnc to the 
rhmthS across the ill.Sinated s’mlineT
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Jora stekked o.tT “tanding neAt to Qotter, she kl.c’ed the 7.irlem froS 
betpeen his tpo Ingers, phich h.ng liSk over the railingT “he too’ a 
drag and eAhaled, gram sSo’e skilling froS her nostrilsT

“he grinned, relishing the sensationT ”Lanyt tell ma the last tiSe H had 
one of these sSo’em treatsTF

”Pelicio.s, ainyt it,F Qotter as’ed, staring o.t at the s’mT
“he glanced .k, folloping his gaMeT Ger So.th drokked, along pith 

his sSo’eT
”“peet !es.s, RillTF “he kointed at the tpitching haMe, its all.ring green 

color u.ct.ating pith faint shades of red and k.rkleT ”…azma seein that5 
:hat is that in the s’m there, h.h—5F

”P.nnoTF he said dreaSilm, alSost nonchalantT ”Jever seen s.ch a 
thing in all Sm lifeT Ht carries a strange elegance, donyt it5F

”what donyt concern mo., hon—5F “he gaked, staring betpeen the haMe 
and Qotter before glancing .k and dopn qain to see if anmone else bore 
pitness to this dis7.ieting eventT

Ge shoo’ his head, leaned dopn, and kic’ed .k the sSo’e, rikking 
another dragT

Ger gaMe settled on hiST ”…o. all right, Rill5F
”Nonna be IftmzIve end of C.g.stT Fifty-five.F Qotter en.nciated his 

age, alSost in bepilderSent, still gaMing at the haMeT ”whatys older than 
Sost keokle live bm a decenni.S or Sore, mo. ’nop that5F Ge sSir’edT 
”Gell, H sho.ldyve bo.ght the farS phen H pas Llarays ageT Eldest child to 
seven siblingsT Cll deadT QostSaster pith the QoA shoped .k at o.r front 
door pith Sail, and that pas itT H pas the onlm one pho didnyt get sic’T 
when, the parT whenxF Cs if .npilling to Inish his tho.ght, he h.ng 
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his headT ”0ived tpo lifetiSes, JoraT -ne krivileged, b.llshit eAistence 
folloped bm one of barbaric, .tter savagermTF

”…o. also lived one as a fatherT C faSilm SanT CS H right5F
Ge t.rned to herT ”whereyre things mo. donyt ’nop abo.t SeT what 

no one ’nops abo.tT werrible thingsT HxH tho.ght the ’ids and H po.ld 
be safe hereT whe Siddle of nophereT H pas prongT q.styve been o.t Sm 
daSn ignorant Sind to thin’ s.ch a thingT wo thin’ anyone is safe in this 
porldTF

“he blin’edT ”:hat are ma samin, Rill5F
”H act.allm caSe here, S.ch to Sm chagrin, to tell mo. HyS sorrm 

andxand to sam goodbmeTF
”Rill, slop dopnT :hat are ma tal’in bo.t5F “he reached o.t her hand, 

panting to br.sh her Ingers over his sho.lderT
“HEEEYAAAA!” whe distant,  frantic  sho.ting,  along pith the 

ko.nding of galloking hooves, bro’e the ap’pard tension betpeen 
theST



Chapter     

C haron and Lamiya stepped out of Miller’s luncheonette and 
gaped at the chartreuse skies above.

Charon crossed himself. “Sweet Holy Mary, mother of our Lord Jesus 
Christ.”

They had been in a delighted mood only moments earlier, thanks 
to their evening of dining and entertainment inside Miller’s. Although 
their idea of entertainment was complaining at every little thing that 
went wrong: as usual, everything. Charon’s porterhouse, which he’d sold 
to Miller, was grossly overcooked with a warm red center. Christ, didn’t 
he ask for it rare! And Lamiya, her poor ears. The three-string trio blared 
far too loud, especially from where they sat. Then that savage barmaid 
Sheyenne had oFered them a table further back, which they’d obviously 
refused with disgust. How dare she ask them to give up their usual table, 
where they’d sat every fourth xriday for the better part of the last si? 
months— And the bandWoh, they couldn’t tone it down!—

qhen Charon and Lamiya stepped out of Miller’s and saw the 
disconcerting green skies, however, their cheery disposition shattered. 
They’d failed to follow through with their ePuinoctial sacrijce, unable 
to coerce the Botter boy to their farm, and now the full weight of their 
incompetence bore down on them.

Sometimes, late at night, Charon actually wondered if God’s Work, 
something he wholeheartedly believed in, was all Iust a bunch of hul-
laballoo. He’d cared little to jnd out. He’d Iust thought, maybe, he had 
more time. Eut, as he looked up to the strawberry moon peeking brightly 
from behind a cloud, he knew.
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The day of reckoning had arrived.
“Sir.” Euckley, standing on the porch smoking, nodded across the 

street.
Beering over at Zeynolds’ Vrocery, Charon grinned. There’s still hope. 

“Euckley, get to the carriage. zuickly!”

2

CoFey yanked on the leather reins wrapped around his jst. The horses 
skidded over gravel, bringing the stagecoach to a screeching halt. qithout 
a moment to spare, Chisum swung open the cabin door and helped 
himself down before CoFey could dismount.

“qhere the hell is Smith,” he demanded.
CoFey glanced around. “R don’t believe he’s here, boss.”
“qell shit, CoFey, R can see that! xind him, for Vod’s sake!”
The men walked through the tight alley alongside the building be-

tween the hardware store, coming to a narrow set of stairs leading to the 
second level. Chisum huFed up the Oight, out of breath and out of shape, 
and rapped at the door with the side of his jst.

4an opened the door, evidently nonplussed at the sight of John 
Chisum standing on his landingWlikely the last person he’d ever e?pect 
to show up at the post oUce, much less his front door. CoFey, who had 
collected Eoss’s mail for years, jgured 4an could Iust about count on two 
hands the few times he’d actually spoken with Chisum in his many years 
in Missouri Bla…a.

“Mr. Chisum— CoFey—” 4an glanced back, then returned his ga…e, still 
perple?ed. “qhatWwhat can R do for you’s—”

Chisum pushed his way in before 4an could jnish speaking, leaving 
him holding the door open. CoFey waited on the landing until 4an 
invited him in, which he did with an almost imperceptible nod.

CoFey strode into the kitchen behind 4an. As he glanced around, 
he discovered the co…y apartment, though Puaint, lacked in oFerings. Rt 
comprised only two rooms with a partial wall divider. xor some reason, 
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he’d e?pected to jnd piles of mail all over the place, as if 4an would’ve 
taken work home with him. He supposed 4an hadn’t much need, since 
he lived above his place of employment. The kitchen housed a small, 
round table, where 4an’s father, Zoswell, sat with a bottle of red wine 
with two glasses.

“John—” Zoswell raised a perple?ed brow at the interruption, wiping 
his wine-stained mustache with his pocket-sPuare handkerchief. Stand-
ing from his chair, he Puickly brushed his cream-colored slacks, part of 
his matching three-piece suit, before e?tending a hand to greet Chisum.

Chisum, in inadvertent disregard, walked around the table until both 
Smiths stood in his view. “qhere’s that fancy telegraph machine of 
yours—”

“Dhhh,” 4an dribbled, his brain too slow to process.
“qe need to send for help right away. qell, for Vod’s sake, boy, don’t 

Iust stand there with your britches in your hands. Boint me in the damn 
direction!”

“Rt’s, uh6 it-it’s downstairs,” 4an stammered. “R-R don’t Puite under-
standW”

“Some thing attacked my ranch! Set it abla…e and killed my damn 
men!”

“quh-what—” 4an’s eyes darted back and forth from Chisum to Cof-
fey.

Chisum turned to his servant. “CoFey, am R speaking goddamn Chi-
nese over here!—”

CoFey stiOed a crooked grin. “Sure ain’t, boss.”
“All hell’s broken loose! Come on, you fool, get a move on!” Chisum 

grabbed 4an by the arm and led him out the door.

3

All the way from ;ora’s porch, Botter watched, and certainly heard, 
Chisum’s alarm. Moments later, his employer, the postmaster, and the 
postmaster’s father ran into the post oUce. Curious, yes but most-
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ly nerve-wracking. He couldn’t shake his paranoia, the fear he’d been 
found. He could only imagine the bounty on his head. Maybe he should 
have Iust skinned out of town that afternoon.

“qhaddya spose is all that about,” ;ora asked, glancing back from 
Botter to the post oUce.

“8on’t know.” He stepped oF the porch.
“Eill, where ya goin!—”
He didn’t answer. ;ora Puickly stepped behind, catching up with 

him near the post oUce. Together they entered the dark lobby and fol-
lowed the soft glow of lanterns and surly chatter in the back room. The 
gas-powered wall lamps, set low, provided about as much insuUcient 
lighting as the hand-held options, illuminating the strange scene before 
them.

4an, sitting at a mahogany, roll-top desk in front of a telegraph, tapped 
away on its round morse key knob, a sPuare device with a spring-loaded 
lever attached. Chisum had already lit a fresh cigar. He spoke, pacing 
back and forth behind the desk, and 4an tapped out his words. Clicking 
echoed through the space.

“This is John Chisum. Cattle rancher of Missouri Bla…a, ;ew Me?-
ico. Yighty miles south-east of Lincoln County, ;ew Me?ico and two 
hundred miles north-east of Yl Baso, Te?as. The Jinglebob ranch is under 
attack by an unidentijed assailant. Rt has killed livestock and several of 
my help. Blease, R urge you to send reinforcements immediately.”

“;ow what—” Chisum looked to 4an.
“;ow we Iust wait for a response, R reckon.”
“qell, shit. How long’s that gonna take, 4an,” he asked, as if 4an knew 

and had merely decided to withhold the answer.
4an, sweating profusely and struggling to maintain eye contact, Iust 

shrugged his shoulders. His eyes stopped on the doorway, staring at 
Botter.

CoFey, closest to the doorway, turned. “Eill!” He grinned and shook 
Botter’s hand with ecstatic enthusiasm.

“Yverythin all right,” ;ora asked.
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Chisum pulled the cigar from his face. “;o, everythin’s not all right! 
8id you Iust hear— My ranch is under attack!”

Botter narrowed his eyes. “qho—”
Maybe bounty hunters had discovered his employer. Eennett’s land 

was dejnitely off grid. xew people, other than the odd and mysterious 
residents of Missouri Bla…a, even knew their homestead e?isted.

Chisum shook his head. “;ot a who, Eill. A-a what.”
Botter raised his brows as CoFey struggled to e?plain the events of the 

last hour. The details proved vague at best9 CoFey and Chisum had seen 
very little. Botter couldn’t reconcile the story for the life of him. Madness, 
surely.

He looked back and forth from CoFey to Chisum. “R don’t under-
stand.”

“;ot much else to it, Botter,” Chisum shouted. “Some vile thing 
swooped in and tore through my men like they were sheets of water-clos-
et paper!” He turned to 4an. “3ou got any weapons in here— A pistol, a 
riOe, a-a-a-a goddamn cannon—”

“Dhhh, R, uh6 well, R don’t, uhW” 4an’s damp forehead looked like 
it might e?plode under the pressure.

Zoswell interIected, voice dripping contempt. “Let’s not Iump to any 
conclusions, John. qhere’s Mather— qe should consult with him jrst 
while we wait.”

“Aw hell, anyone rowin with both goddamn oars in the water knows 
where Mather is. Nr should R say, with whom. Nnly Puestion is how close 
is he— Earracks locked up— Surely, he’s got weapons inside.”

POP, POP!
Vunjre rang out somewhere in the distance.
The group hesitated, staring atwitter at one another. Vunjre, though 

uncommon, was hardly unheard of, especially on a weekend or special 
event. Eut today was no holiday. And with news of Chisum’s “intruder,” 
Botter thought it felt too coincidental. He turned for the doorway as, 
through the gunjre, the faint, guttural screaming began.
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“quh-wait! 8on’t go out there!” Chisum pleaded. Eeginning to 
sweat, he removed his Stetson and blotted his beading forehead with a 
pocket sPuare.

Botter briskly made his way to the front lobby with ;ora and CoFey 
in tow, gaining a ha…y look out the dusty window. Dnder the dim glow 
of a gas streetlamp, a tall man with an eye patch and a top hat hopped 
around a lopsided stagecoach. Dnable to see more through the grit, 
Botter pushed halfway out the door.

CoFey grabbed his arm. “Eill, R seen it my with my own eyes. He’s 
right. Ain’t no animal R ever come across before.”

Botter could see the raw fear in CoFey’s white, wary eyes.
The screaming continued intermittently, louder now, much more 

disconcerting. The sound, the uncertainty, drove Botter out the door 
despite CoFey’s warnings9 he skipped down the steps and feverishly 
scampered up and across the street toward a busted stagecoach. Ey this 
time, some of the other townsfolk had gathered around, forming a shal-
low barrier near the alley. Most spilled from Miller’s, having heard the 
commotion.

Botter pushed through the growing crowd. A body lay sprawled on 
the ground, a pistol clenched in his bloodied grip.

4

“Rsaac6”
Rsaac stared at the crystal knot, gently turning it over in his hands. Like 

peering through a kaleidoscope, he thought, save for this one didn’t re-
Puire looking through the window of a long wooden tube. 4ivid shards 
of color reOected throughout as it moved.

xaintly, in the distance, the voice echoed again. “Hellooo—”
Rsaac barely even heard them. The glow twinkled in his palm, capti-

vating.
“RSAAC!”
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Rsaac gasped, Ierking back so hard, he nearly dropped the crystal. 
“HuhWwuh-what!—”

Clara glared at him. “qhat are you doing!—”
He blinked around at the small yet co…y apartment, comprised of a 

family room, kitchen, and tiny bedroom, barely adePuate to house a 
full-si…e bed. 8imly lit wall lamps provided much of the lighting, along 
with half-burned candles slumped in their gooey, wa?en bases in win-
dowsills, on side tables, and over the jreplace mantle. He and Clara sat 
on one of three diFerent shabby sofas enveloped in front of the crackling 
jre.

xor a moment, Rsaac had no idea where they were. Then, he spotted 
the small, sPuare table in the kitchen, still covered in the remnants of a 
devoured feast. Ms. Nora’s. The bones of a stripped roast chicken sat on 
a carving board in the center9 the savory aroma still lingered in the toasty 
Puarters.

He inhaled deeply, tension easing from his body. “;othing. qhat do 
you want—”

“R said, where is Ba and Ms. ;ora—”
“Eusy.” Rsaac shrugged, returning his ga…e to his new toy, now won-

dering if his forlorn father was, in fact, co…ying up with the proprietor of 
Zeynolds’s Euy é Sell. 8uring supper, he had noticed Ba oFering Ms. 
;ora that same soft stare his ma used to own.

“qhy’s it taking so long for a haircut— R went down before, and they 
were Iust talking!”

“AHHWNqq!” A mu2ed scream drifted into the apartment.
Clara and Rsaac pulled their attention away, peering up and around.
“Nh Lord, somebody please help! Nh, it hurts. Rt hurts Puite badly!”
Rsaac Iumped from the couch and ran to the window. Rn the road 

below, a woman lay holding her ankle around a black, calf-high boot, 
crying out in pain. He glanced around the street, jnding not a single 
soul to help. He had e?pected to see his pa or possibly Ms. ;ora e?it the 
barber shop.
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“Nh, please, somebody! Blease! R’m in tremendous pain, R couldn’t 
possibly get up!”

“qhat is it,” Clara asked with moderate interest, sitting upright.
“;othing, Iust some lady. Looks like she fell or something. Ain’t 

nobody out there to help.”
“Nhhh, heavens, ohhh,” the lady cried out.
Rsaac waited and waited for his pa to emerge and help the poor woman 

as she wailed. ;othing. “Aw, hell. 3ou stay here. R’m gonna to go jnd pa.”
“8on’t you leave me,” Clara whined.
“Here.” He tossed her the crystal knot. “3ou can hold this till R get 

back.”
Clara caught the toss easily, her eyes lighting up as she sank back into 

the co…y couch.
Rsaac skipped down the steps, walked behind the store counter, and 

cautiously ducked his head in the barbershop’s Puiet doorway. Ympty. 
His mind stirred, wondering where they could have possibly gone, and 
why he and his sister were left behind. The lady uttered another cry 
and, without further hesitation, he proceeded through the vacant room, 
e?iting onto the porch.

The woman shook and bawled from under a pink bonnet. “Nh, 
please, son, won’tcha come give me a hand— RWR’ve fallen and twisted 
my poor ankle!” She sobbed in a fetal position, holding her foot. “Surely, 
R can’t make it up on my own!”

Rsaac, once again, glanced the empty streets, then stepped forth to-
ward the woman. She looked up and e?tended a white-gloved hand. He 
reached for it, but the dancing green skies stopped him dead in his tracks. 
Maybe she’d tripped while looking up. Nr maybe she fell while running 
away from something andWthat face, now clear in the skylight. qhere’d 
he seen it—

Eefore he could muster another thought, he felt the pressure of two 
bracing arms. Nne wrapped around his upper body, and the other 
pressed jrmly over his mouth. He writhed and tried to scream as some-
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thing swept him backwards, heels dragging painfully across the dirt, his 
resistance only slightly delaying the inevitable.

He fell backward into a stagecoach, someone already sitting inside on 
the left. The hurt ankle lady—

A man plopped down across from her and pounded on the wall, 
slamming the door behind him. “Let’s go!”

A command jred from the driver, and the horses took oF with such 
force, Rsaac rolled backward into the lady’s legs. Rmpulsively, he tried to 
rise, but the lady dug the heel of her black mid-calf boot into his neck, 
holding him down.

“Hello, son. 3ou never came to see me,” Charon said dryly.
The butcher’s glacial stare terrijed Rsaac more than anything. Heart 

thundering, he fought to breathe, but Mrs. 8otterweich’s pressing heel 
restricted his airways. Bain stabbed at his lungs, his vision blurring.

5

“qe’re running out of time,” his wife pleaded. “3ou saw those skies. qe 
must prepare Capacocha!”

Charon glanced away from the boy, meeting Lamiya’s ga…e. “3ou 
want us to do the ritual here, darling— qould this satisfy your insatiable 
desires—”

She nodded. “;ow. ;ow, for our Lord and Savior, before we lose it 
all!”

“qell, so be it then.” The coach would have to suUce for the ancient 
Rncan ritual. The sacrijce must be made. And Charon would once again 
ferry over an innocent soul to the other side. xrom his inside bla…er 
pocket, he pulled a small black leather-bound book and tossed it to 
Lamiya. “How Puickly can you read the scriptures—”

She Oashed a sly smile.
Charon looked down at Rsaac. “Sorry, young chap. R suppose R must 

dispense with the theatrics before the missus’ knickers get all twisted.”
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xrom a leather sheath which hung from his belt, concealed by the 
black bla…er, he produced a butcher’s knife. The long silver edge shim-
mered in the Oash of pooling light from a passing streetlamp. Rsaac Puiv-
ered. Charon slid to the edge of the seat, then slowly leaned in, lowering 
the blade, the boy watching it near his throat.

Yverything fell silent.

6

A blur of white light Oooded into the carriage, much like a dream. A 
living nightmare. “Keep hold of him!” faded into the background, along 
with an incoherent babble of what Rsaac guessed was Eible verses. A 
barrage of pleadingWplease, noWfell from desperate lips, which he soon 
reali…ed to be his. Then the cabin shook violently, and before he knew it, 
the nightmare ended.

Almost.
The horses skidded to a halt as the right rear side dipped, the wheel 

shattering with a shriek of wood. Mrs. 8otterweich Oew up from the 
seat, smacking her pink bonnet against the hard roof and chomping her 
lower lip. SPuealing, she grabbed her husband’s bla…er for support. The 
knife fell from his hand as he grasped the roof, though his head still 
smashed against the window, cracking the glass.

Rsaac rolled from the attempted assault and e?ploded from the stage-
coach door, Iumping over a pothole and bolting down the dusky alley. 
His heart thudded inside his narrow frame as he struggled to suck down 
the fresh, cool air into his whee…ing lungs, pumping his legs as fast and 
far as he could. Stairs leading Vod-knew-where on either building side 
tempted him, though the idea of getting trapped on some roof or patio 
Puickly deterred him. Oeg barrels. Stacked bo? crates. Headstone and6 
coUns— ;ot inside a coUn, not tonight.

A side door! Please, please open.
He eagerly met the knob, twisting. ;othing. After pounding at the 

windowless cafP door, he glanced behind. Charon stepped clumsily from 
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the stagecoach. Rt was dark, but with this misty sky, Rsaac knew he re-
mained somewhat visible down the alley. No, no, no, no. His head spun 
around, ga…e landing on the one probable place of salvation.

The water tower.

7

“Nh, Charon!” The blood dribbled down his wife’s chin as she reached 
for his pocket sPuare.

“Euckley, you blind old sonovabitch!” Charon yelled, waving a jst.
This wasn’t the jrst time his driver had caused an accident in as 

many months. He let the reins slip through his grip one stormy night in 
January, sending the stagecoach into the shallow creek, runoF from the 
Becos, near their home.

Goddamnit.
Charon reached back into the cabin and pulled a revolver from under 

the seat. He glanced at the busted wheel, half of its rungs snapped clean 
oF, and stooped down to check the a?le. Eent to hell. Hopefully not 
damaged to the point where the carriage wouldn’t make it home, though 
hardly his most pressing issue at the moment.

“Heaven’s sake!” Lamiya threw open her side door before Euckley 
could reach the handle. As she climbed out, she slapped away the trem-
bling hand he e?tended. “R got it, R got it. Eack away! Eack away now, you 
fool!”

Euckley did so, lighting a pre-rolled cigarette he pulled from his outer 
suit’s chest pocket with a wooden match struck on the wheel. “Sorry, 
ma’am. Musta missed it is all, R suppose.”

He shifted around his leather eye patch as if that had caused his lack 
of perception. Lamiya glared with contempt, holding the handkerchief 
to her swollen, bloody lip.

No time for this.
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Turning, Charon Iogged down the alley. “3ou come back here, boy. 
There is no place you can run that R won’t jnd you!” He stopped, raised 
the revolver, and popped oF two rounds.

Lamiya yelled from somewhere far behind. “Careful now, darling. 3ou 
can’t kill him yet!”

8

Nne round struck the cafe door, eminently close to Rsaac’s face. qood 
splintered oF, slicing his cheek as he fumbled backward. He pivoted 
toward the utility shed under the tower, partially hidden by its high 
stilts and elaborate, lattice structure. Maybe he could climb the tower 
and scream over the town from above. Surely, someone would hearWhis 
pa, hopefully, from wherever he’d vanished. He knew the butcher’s gun 
likely had four bullets left to dodge, though the tower should make 
shooting much more complicated. He glanced back. Charon, already 
halfway down the alley, ran with shocking speed for someone of his 
bulk. Rsaac, Oustered and lacking alternatives, ran under the lattice and 
rounded the corner behind the shedW

FWAP!
He collided face jrst with something solid. The force sent him oF his 

feet, tumbling backward onto the seat of his pants and stealing from him 
what little breath remained. Vasping for air, he peered up at the obIect 
that sent him down.

Something stepped forward from dark, the bright sky casting bars of 
light and shadowy lattice across its body. A warbling cry gurgled from 
its darkened face, an unnerving, loud screech that echoed through the 
valley.

xro…en to the ground, Rsaac had no wind with which to scream. He 
Iust stared up, unmoving, at the shimmering creature they’d awoken.

9
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Charon slowed to a brisk pace as he met Rsaac. “Nh, the Lord, he sure 
works in mysterious ways, does he not—”

The boy, sprawled on the ground, didn’t bother looking back. He Iust 
stared up, past the shed’s corner. Charon followed his ga…e, and what he 
saw dropped his Iaw.

“My Vod.” He locked onto those burgundy orbs. “Rt’s you6 the 
Brince of 8arkness6 here, in the Oesh!”

He crossed himself, then dug behind his necktie for a chain, pulling 
it out and kissing the hanging crucij?. He raised the gun back in a futile 
surrender, knowing bullets oFered no match for Nld Scratch.

The devil’s slanted lids Outtered, ga…e following Charon’s movement 
as he began taking deliberate steps back. Rts eyes dilated fully, the red 
lenses rolling back into its head.

qith an almost unperceived Puickness, it lunged.

10

Botter approached the one-eyed man in the top hat, leaning over the dead 
man and a hysterical woman in a pink bonnet. She sprawled across the 
body in a grieving embrace, her ferocious sobs forcing onlookers to back 
away while e?changing ghastly e?pressions. The man’s face resembled 
split sausage casing, Oesh bulging through three deep, parallel slits. The 
wounds began at his forehead and cut diagonally across to his chin, 
splitting his nose and lips down the middle. Nne eye socket, hollow, 
oo…ed burgundy9 the other stared directly back at Botter. Nnly the man’s 
si…e and thinning comb-over identijed him as the angry church patron 
and butcher, Charon 8otterweich.

;ora rushed up, brushing against Botter’s side, CoFey Iust behind 
her.

“My god, Eill. qhatWhappened—” She covered her mouth in horror.
Lamiya, panting for air, choked out a scream. “RT ATTACOY8 HRM! 

RT ATTACOY8 M3 CHAZN;! NH, SqYYT JYSDS, RT CAMY 
NDT Nx ;NqHYZY, RT ATTACOY8 HRM, NH M3 VN8!”
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The crowd whispered among themselves, gaping at one other. A bar-
rage of words, all variations of the same Puestion, spewed from their lips. 
“qhat attacked him—”

“R 8N;’T O;Nq, R 8N;’T O;Nq, R 8N;’T O;Nq!”
“R ran down and pulled him out, R did!” Euckley assured the towns-

folk, proudly puUng a cigarette.
“qhat was it, Euckley—” ;ora asked.
“R ain’t saw nothin.” Euckley glanced down, ashamed.
;ora sPuatted ne?t to Lamiya, putting a hand on her twitching back. 

“qhat’d you see, Mrs. 8otterweich—”
“RtWit-it wuhWwas dark-darkness!” qhee…ing and sobbing, Lamiya 

turned to ;ora, grabbing a jstful of her blouse. “R-R tell ya, it-it-it 
wuh-was that God damned Satan himself! Come straight up from the 
river of jre and brimstone! He’s come, ;ora. He’s come to SMRTY 
THRS TNq; Nx BYZBYTDAL SR; A;8 Y4YZ3N;Y R; RT!” 
Spittle Oung from her puFy, bleeding lip, hitting ;ora’s face in between 
wails and gasps for air.

Botter pulled ;ora from Lamiya’s clutches,  and the distraught 
woman fell back upon Charon’s remains. He turned his head and peered 
down the multihued, sparsely sky-lit alley.

“qait here.” Botter reached behind his bla…er and unhooked the 
leather enclosure strap over each holstered LeMat revolver.

“qhat6” ;ora, aghast, glanced from Lamiya to Botter. “qhere ya 
goin, Eill!—”

Botter didn’t answer, nor look back. Yntering this alley was the ab-
solute last thing he wished for, but some odd, sheer force of will com-
pelled him to do so. The thin strip of streetlight vanished from under 
his boots as he entered the darkness. His eyes, Puickly adIusting, could 
Iust about make out a set of stairs against the side of Miller’s on his right. 
The stenciled outline of empty wooden barrels and stacked pine crates 
sat beneath. To his left, zuinsberry’s tapered pine bo?es leaned vertically 
against the side, a blank sPuare top and oval headstones resting alongside. 
He didn’t miss the odd irony as he ambled towards his possible death.
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Hearing a commotion, Botter glanced back. Marshal Mather fumbled 
out of Miller’s and down the porch side in a slightly disheveled uniform, 
adIusting a lopsided gun belt. Vray chest hair stuck out the top of his 
brown collared shirt, the top two buttons undone. Vus Miller, wearing 
his usual bartending garb, followed several steps behind Mather, towel 
in hand.

“Look out,  look out,  everybody!” The marshal pushed his way 
through the crowd, voice raising an octave higher each time he spoke. 
“Make way, please! Come on now, coming through!”

The stout marshal, diminishing under the twenty or so townsfolk, 
jnally broke through. “Mrs. 8otterweich, you all right— ;ow what pray 
tell isWoh sweet, heavenly Jesus!”

The color instantly drained from his cheeks, and he clutched his 
stomach. Botter jgured the poor man hadn’t seen a dead body in over 
a decade, much less one with a violently mutilated face.

“Look out!” Thrusting himself through the few stragglers alongside 
the edge of the alley, Mather bent over, gripping the side wall of Miller’s, 
and vomited in the dirt. xine particles of dust billowed from the splash.

Miller peered at the remains through the break in the crowd. “Nh, 
for fuck’s sake, lad!” qincing, he turned his head, crossed his chest, and 
kissed the tip of his thumb. “Terrible, terrible way to go, R think.”

Botter, halfway down, spun back to the water tower directly ahead. He 
stepped lightly but conjdently, ambling into the void, his palms resting 
over each LeMat handle. A cool gust of wind picked up, ru2ing under 
his bla…er. A dry creaking startled him, drawing his attention upward. 
Just the windmill beginning its oscillation, the fantail gently twisting 
behind. A bluish gray strip of moonlight crossed the revolving fan blades 
diagonally across the wide water keg. He glanced over the half-e?posed 
moon, which rivaled the green glow. Eehind, the cries of the hysterical 
Mrs. 8otterweich carried down the alley alongside the marshal’s retches.

Zeaching the end of the alley, Botter turned and looked back at Main 
Street. Though the alley wasn’t terribly long, perhaps half a city block, 
the circle of townsfolk seemed injnitely farther away.
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A sort of warbling sounded ahead, almost birdlike, albeit sluggish and 
Puite unsettling. Loud. Vritty. Like those 8enver katydids, e?cept with 
a busted instrument.

Eefore Botter cocked his head fully around, he whipped both pistols 
out and up, clenched in his jsts, hammers cocked. His eyes darted in 
the dark, struggling to see. A glimmer of moon and green sky spotlit the 
meadow Iust beyond the lattice of the tower. Ympty.

The sound stopped and started, intermittent. Rt echoed all around 
him, almost through him, a reverberation Outtering his nerves. Nothing’s 
out there… right?

He stood perfectly still, jring shallow glances right and left, waiting 
for something to emerge from the dark. The warbling suddenly stopped. 
Something shifted behind him, a scraping, followed by a bright sPueal. 
Botter Puickly turned to a small bo? crate ne?t to Miller’s, a shadow 
scurrying across.

Goddamn rat.
Another sound, ahead, caused him to look up. Just the windmill, now 

cranking.
To the right, something shifted in his peripherals. He did a double 

take. Tough to see, similar in contrast, but there it stood, perched on the 
low-pitch roof of the water tower, gleaming periwinkle in the twilight.

Voose Oesh crawled his skin, up his arms, and down the back of 
his neck. The creature glistened, chest heaving, breathing, standing tall. 
The eyes, dark, almost bug-like, stared out, overlooking the town with 
most of the villagers in its peripherals. Rts Iaw opened down the middle, 
revealing a mouth with rows of ra…or teeth. As the bitter chill of the ;ew 
Me?ican evening air pierced his thick, weathered skin, Botter reali…ed 
where he’d seen that ghastly face before6 or, rather, one he recalled as 
heavily decomposed and long deceased.

Little worried him, much less terrijed him in his half century walking 
this earth. Yven with the looming burden of McCormac’s untimely 
arrival, he remained relatively unfa…ed. Three thousand redcoats blasting 
muskets in his general direction on a muddy meadow in Brince qilliam 
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County, 4irginia, had been the closest he’d felt to true fear. Eut at least 
then, he’d known what he was up against. And of course, in his twenties, 
he’d been invincible.

That was then. This was now.
Botter glanced down, gently holstered his guns, and stepped back-

ward, not taking his eyes from the creature, which he was now certain 
came from his pit. xinally, it moved backward, fading into the void. As 
he turned for the alley, the creak of an opening door drew him back. The 
utility closet Oung open and out came runningW

Botter gaped. “Rsaac—”
“Ba!” His son reached for him, grabbing his sleeve.
“Rsaac, what-what are you doing out here—” He glanced around. 

“qhere’s your sister—”
“Ms. ;ora’sWBa, R saw it! R saw it, R saw it up close!”
Botter scanned his boy, looking for inIury. He cupped Rsaac’s face, 

brushing over his thin cheek cut with a thumb.
“Rt didn’t hurt me, Ba, it didn’t! Rt leaned over me an-and looked at me 

with these brilliant eyes an-and R think sniFed me. R was so scared, but it 
was okayW”

“qe need to go, come on.” Botter took one last look around, then 
placed his hand on Rsaac’s back, shu2ing his son up along the alley.

11

4an, still sitting at his desk staring at the telegraph, shouted to his father 
and Chisum. “Hey, so what’s all the commotion out there— Can ya see 
anything—”

The men, who monitored the lobby window with the restless antici-
pation of a people awaiting imminent attack, glared at the glass.

“R don’t like it. R don’t like it one bit, for Christ.” Chisum spoke out 
loud to no one in particular, though Zoswell stood nearby. “Ey Vod, 
Mather jnally made an appearance.”
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The sound of the telegraph sprang to life, startling 4an. Although 
he sat in anticipation of a response, mostly to avoid whatever occurred 
outside the post oUce walls, he surely hadn’t e?pected one to arrive this 
evening, much less this fast. xrom the transmitting device in the desk 
cubicle, a narrow strip of paper generated, discharging from the loud 
mechanism.

“HeyWhey, guys! qe got a message! Come Puick!” qide-eyed, 4an 
held the strip of paper with two jngers as it pulsed from the telegraph. 
qith his other hand, he began to decode with a lead pencil, scratching 
the words onto a used manila envelope.

Chisum burst into the room and pulled the soggy-tipped cigar from 
his mouth. A trail of saliva followed. “Christ, boy, what’s it say— qhat’s 
it say!—”

xor a moment, 4an Iust blinked at the envelope. “Dhhh, it says they’ve 
already a dispatched unit en route. Two days ago, from xort Hood, 
Te?as.”

Chisum’s brows crinkled, dumbfounded. “xort Hood— qell, how the 
hell can that be possible— R thought you sent word to AlbuPuerPue—”

“RWR did.”
“Smith, you ain’t making a whole lotta sense to me.”
“Dhhh, best guess— xort Hood alerted authorities in AlbuPuerPue 

of their actions9 they might be closer in pro?imity. Nr maybe they was 
already there, passin through on their way down here—”

“qhat, uh, why they coming— They say why, boy—” Chisum jdgeted 
with his mustache. The fresh look of panic in his eyes matched the one 
he’d worn when he’d jrst entered the post oUce.

The Smiths weren’t directly privy to the wheeling and dealings at the 
Jinglebob Zanch, or with the others in town, but they hardly needed 
to be. 4an had heard enough old maiden sewing circle conIecture about 
Chisum, and he knew when a man looked Iumpy. And Chisum— qell, 
he walked like a cat upon a hot baked stone.

The front door opened.
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4an Ierked to his feet, he and Chisum both poking their heads into the 
lobby. A bree…e of cool, arid air met them. Zoswell stood in the doorway, 
staring down the street.

“Ba,” 4an called. “qhat’s goin on out there—”
“Looks like some sort of accident. qe should check this out, John, see 

if they need a hand or something.”
“Are you out of your mind!—” Chisum approached Zoswell. “8id you 

not hear a good goddamn thing R said!—”
Zoswell put his hand on Chisum’s front shoulder. “John, you need to 

Iust calm down. R understand you’re under duressW”
“qith all due respect, Zoswell, you ain’t seen the shit R’ve seen 

tonight.” Chisum clenched back down on the wet stogie. “So, if you 
wouldn’t mind takin your goddamn hand from my shoulder, R’d be 
much obliged.”

Zoswell dramatically removed his hand, placed it up as if to wave 
goodbye, and walked out the door. 4an hesitated, unsure if he should 
stay or go. Chisum’s twisted face ignited the fear in his gut, but this 
would soon be his old man’s town. His town. Rn front of Ba, and the 
townsfolk, he had to maintain a strong faRade. Appearances carried 
weight. Looking back at Chisum, then to his father, already halfway 
down the street, he stepped out the door.

Chisum ambled out behind him, muttering audibly all the while. 
“Christ, they’re out of their damn minds.”

12

Closely guiding his son in front of him, Botter side-stepped around the 
spectating Main Street crowd, still hovering over Charon 8otterweich. 
He glanced over the many heads.

Standing behind the sobbing Lamiya, Euckley hunched over the 
corpse, chain-smoking rollies. He jdgeted with his eye patch and mut-
tered incomprehensible, repeated lamentations. “8amn shame, R tell ya. 
8amn shame.”
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xrom across the crowd, ;ora locked eyes with him. His gut told him 
to snap the fuck out of it, to get Clara and skin out of town, but that 
warm ga…e tugged at some corroded, temperamental strings inside him, 
hindering his departure.

Zoswell and 4an arrived beside him, peering over shoulders to get a 
glance through the tightly huddled spectators.

Chisum, in tow, moved at a brisk pace so as to not be left alone. “8id 
ya see it, Botter,” he shouted from afar, huUng.

Botter fought back a groan as the crowd turned to look at him. Leaving 
quietly was, at the moment, out the window.

The marshal, wiping the acrid remains of vomit from his bushy mus-
tache with a paisley handkerchief, glanced back and forth from Chisum 
to Botter. “Can someone please e?plain to me what the hell is goin on 
here—”

Lamiya looked up, then stood to face Botter, wiping her swollen red 
eyes. “3ou saw him, didn’t you!—”

“qho!—” Mather, bewildered, glanced away, attempting to avoid 
Charon’s remains.

Lamiya eyed the marshal with utter contempt. “The Vod damned 
8evil himself, you sinful troglodyte. That’s who!”

Mather, noticing his shirt, hurried to fasten the remaining buttons.
4an stepped forth. “qe’re under some sort of attack, marshal!”
“A-attack,” Mather stammered with utter incredulity. Clearly, in his 

co…y little town- appointed Iob as an oUcial, he hadn’t faced an “attack” 
of any kind.

Miller pulled a tarnished silver Oask from his back pocket, unscrewed 
the cap, and tipped it into his mouth. He swallowed hard, wincing, and 
wiped his mouth with his backhand before oFering a sip to Botter.

He blinked at the outstretched Oask. “qhat’s that—”
“A lil ;umber ;ine, Zed Yye, eh.”
Botter raised a bewildered brow.
“Vin,” Miller clarijed.
“R thought you didn’t sell liPuor—”
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“R don’t sell it, mate! ;ever said R didn’t ’ave it.”
Botter grabbed the Oask, took a healthy swig, and handed it back.
Chisum, heaving and breathless, jnally arrived. “8id ya see it, Botter!— 

8id ya—”
“qhat was down there, Eill—” ;ora, now at his side, slipped her warm 

hand around his.
Botter, giving a Puick glance down the alley at the vacant water tower 

roof, didn’t answer, instead sPuee…ing ;ora’s hand. She opened her 
mouth to speakW

“qe need to go.” He began pulling her and Rsaac away.
“quh-where we headed, Eill,” she asked.
He didn’t respond.
“Eill—”
He dragged them beyond the onlookers, around the busted coach.
“Eill6 William Potter!”
Botter stopped partway in the street and looked at her.
Eennett’s house. Yverything left in their world was in that house. 

Yvery penny saved from the Jinglebob Zanch. xood. Clothing. His scat-
tergun. And, of course, those seemingly unattainable artifacts. Eut if that 
thing came from the pit in his yard, then his place was dejnitely out of 
the Puestion. Vod only knew what else dwelled in that ship.

“R don’t know.” He peered up at her second-Ooor window. “qe gotta 
get Clara. R know that. 3our place.”

“;N! ;o-no-no, that thing can get into any place!” Chisum ap-
peared from around the coach. “R’m tellin you, it jumped through my 
second-Ooor window, for Christ’s sakes!” He pleaded. “;o place here is 
safe. ;o place!”

“R gotta get my daughter, John.”
“The mill!” 4an interIected. “Rt’s a big place. Blenty of space to hide 

out till the authorities arrive.”
“That mill—” Chisum pointed. “The one on the opposite side of 

town— qe’ll all get picked oF on the way.”
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Botter looked down the street. The mill was a good idea, but Chisum 
was right. A helluva walk to the tail end of Main Street, and not one he 
wanted to risk.

4an glanced around. “Nh, the church!”
Zoswell shook his head. “qhat good will that do, son— Rt’ll Iust follow 

us there.”
“;o, the basement! qeWwe can hide in there.”
“qe can’t jt the whole goddamn town into a6” Chisum shot 4an a 

bewildered look. “There’s a basement in that church—”
“Nh yeah, yeah, trust me, it’s uh6 weWweW”
“Can someone please tell me what in Sam Hill is goin on round here!—” 

Mather Ioined the party, eyes darting from 4an to Chisum.
“qe ain’t got time for all that, Mather,” Chisum e?ploded. “Help is on 

the way, but we can’t wait! There’s some unholy thing stalkin this village, 
an unstoppable sumbitch. Oilled all my men, and we need whatever 
jrearms you can muster up. ;ow!”

The marshal gave a tentative nod. “Then let’s go, son. Vonna need a 
Puick hand.”

“Dh.” 4an’s body shifted toward the church. “R wanna make sure 
everybody gets down there safe and sound, you know.”

“3our father can lead em down. R need someone with some strength, 
some vigor, if we get into a tight spot now.”

“qhy don’t you take, uh, CoFey—”
CoFey took a step forward.
Chisum raised a hand to block his path. “That R can’t abide, Smith. 

CoFey doesn’t leave my side.”
The marshal didn’t argue. “Time’s a wastin, son. Come on then.”
Mather and 4an began a feverish pace toward the oUce, though 4an 

kept glancing back at the church. Mather, more focused, only tore his 
eyes from their destination to scan the strange skies.

Botter followed the marshal’s ga…e, hoping against hope not to see 
something watching them all from above. The pale face of the strawberry 
moon made its primordial appearance, jnally slipping from behind its 



J.J. ALNGQ5

clouded veil to commingle with this eldritch chartreuse ha…e. Current 
situation notwithstanding, he and the rest of the townsfolk standing on 
Main Street could at least agree on one thing.

Tonight was something to behold.

13

Zoswell glared at Chisum. Surely the servant should have gone instead of 
his son. Eut he couldn’t argue here about why 4an’s life mattered more 
than CoFey’s. Ead for the optics. Eetter to focus on formulating a plan, 
getting everyone to safety. Coming out on top. He Iust needed to think of 
a good alternative to the chapel. He agreed with his son about needing to 
hide, but a space with so many windows posed unnecessary risks. Eesides, 
who knew how many people would even jt in this alleged basement—

He turned to Miller. “3ou have some space, a-a-a room— Somethin 
with no windows—”

“Aye, pantry in the back. qhere R store the dry goods, though it’s 
plenty jlled with cases o’ Schweppes Vinger Ale and that retched 8octor 
Erown’s Celery Tonic.” Miller’s mouth twisted in disgust. “Tell you, R 
couldn’t give that shite away to a thirsty Chinaman crawlin in from the 
railroad.”

“All right, listen. Vet everyone inside in that pantry. Lock all the doors. 
3ou have any protection in there—”

“3a betcha, R do.”
Heads turned in the crowd, and chatter among the townsfolk in-

creased. Banic Puickly elevated, and as it did, Zoswell stepped forth to 
face his people.

“All right everybody, please listen up.” He held up his hands in the 
air, gesturing for Puiet. “Many of you know who R am, havin met me 
over the years. Berhaps you shared a cup of Arbuckles’ or a meal with 
me in Miller’s, or we e?changed amusin anecdotes. Some others R am less 
familiar with, but that will change, R assure you. The name’s Zoswell 
Smith. R am the father of 4ance Smith, your humble postmaster. This 
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wasn’t how R was plannin to announce my candidacy for oUce9 however, 
now’s as good a time as any, R reckon. R will be soon appointed as your 
jrst Mayor of Missouri Bla…a. And as your mayor, R can assure you that 
R will let no harm come to you and your loved ones.”

He spoke with conjdence, making eye contact with as many as he 
could, and the crowd, mostly, listened. They trusted him. And if he led 
them through this crisis, his mayoral oUce was all but guaranteed. He 
struggled to stiOe a furtive grin, especially as he caught sight of Chisum 
glowering in the background, angrily puUng his cigar. He wafted away 
swirling smoke with a la…y hand.

“Blease, all of you, go on back inside Miller’s with haste,” Zoswell 
instructed, keeping his voice even to encourage calm movements from 
the crowd. “8o not stop for anythin. Stay vigilant and protect yourselves 
and your families until we jgure out what e?actly is goin on here. R assure 
you, there is nothin to be concerned about. qe’ve Iust received word that 
the proper authorities are en route. qe e?pect them any time now. 3ou 
folks, the powerful community that is Missouri Bla…a, have no fear.”

The townsfolk e?changed apprehensive glances as they began jling 
back into the cafP.

Zoswell smiled to himself, glancing over his obedient Oock. Lamiya 
and Euckley remained unmoved.

He walked over to the grieving widow, kneeling over her husband’s 
remains. “Mrs. 8otterweich, Ma’am, R am terribly sorry for your loss.” 
He leaned in from behind and placed his hands on her shoulders in an 
eFort to help her up. “Rf you would please Iust follow the othersW”

Lamiya shuddered, shrugging him oF. “3ou get your jlthy, swindlin 
hands oF me, mayor.” She scowled. “3ou don’t think we know what 
you’re up to here—”

“RWR, uh, R’m sure R don’t know what you mean, ma’am.”
“That shrewd son of yours and that no good Chinaman friend of his 

planning on smuggling in the 8evil’s water and poisoning the whole 
town. Nh, yeah6 my Charon overheard all of it!” She stood, her face 
twisting in a snarl. “You… you and the other sinners of this town. Satan 
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has returned to smite you all. Eefore he’s done laying down his retribu-
tion, you all are gonna look back and wonder how you had it good for 
so long and pissed it all away.” She smirked, stood, and walked to the 
stagecoach. “Let’s go, Euckley!”

Zoswell watched her slam the door, Euckley ambling into the driver’s 
seat behind her. The cabin wobbled on three wheels as the horses made 
their slow departure down Main Street.



Chapter   2

V an glanced around the marshal’s o,ce- a small- oneystorb iuwldwng 
fwth tfo rooms stwll dwmlb lwt Mrom ieMore the marshal leMt Mor 

.wller’sN Aot much to see wn the MoreMrontN v kwswtor’s iench lab agawnst 
the fwndof- and tfo desOs Maced each other on ewther swde oM the roomN 
pne sat comTletelb iare- kewled wn a thwn laber oM Bne dust- TerhaTs fwth 
the wdea oM wntroducwng a deTutbN zhe other- .ather’s- looOed iare as 
fell- sake Mor a Blthb coPee mug and a cuT Mull oM sharTened TencwlsN xey
hwnd rested a dustyladen- mostlb emTtb iooOcase- and wn the corner stood 
a coat racO fwth a long trench- fhwch looOed as wM wt had bet hold a coatN 
pne could argue the sTace fas not fell utwlw“ed- esTecwallb conswderwng 
the lacO oM crwme- iut that dwdn’t stoT .ather Mrom holdwng hws Tost as 
the marshal oM .wssourw Yla“aN

vgawnst the fall- iehwnd .ather’s desO- a racO hung fwth tfo rw”esN 
.ather graiied one- tosswng wt to Van- then graiied the secondN pTeny
wng hws desO swde drafer- he Tulled out tfo ioUes oM rounds and a gun 
ielt fwth tfo Twstols iuttoned wnto each holsterN

HIou Mamwlwar fwth hof to use one oM these- son-… .ather asOed- 
Meedwng iullets wnto the wron recewker on the rw”e’s swdeN

HJhhh- not reallbN… Van turned the heakb- Morewgn steel oker wn hws 
hands- grwmlb starwng at the wntwmwdatwng streaO oM swlker re”ectwng wn the 
amier glof throfn Mrom the fall’s gas lamTN zhough he’d held guns 
ieMore- he’d neker Bred oneN Le suTTosed tonwght he’d learnN

H3t’s real swmTleN Iou shoke the iullets wn here2… .ather snaTTed iacO 
on the handle- loadwng a roundN HIou Tull iacO on the leker actwon here- 
awm- and BreN vnd bou Tull iacO on wt agawn- sonN…
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Van conswdered the Tawr oM rw”es and TwstolsN Hzhws all bou got- .ary
shalj…

HLell noN… Le smwrOedN H;ot a caiwnet wn the iacO Mull oM rw”esN…
8ust as he Bnwshed that statement- a chwllwng nowse rattled through the 

roomN xoth men sTun to Mace the iacO fall tofard the oTen doorfab- 
.ather holdwng the rw”e outN zhe retched sound- though dwstant- wny
creased to a deeT- guttural farilwngN

HShat ws wt- .arshalCj… Van fhwsTered- mouth aqarN
.ather heswtated- starwngN
Van’s hands iegan to tremileE hws stomach soured wn wcb OnotsN Le 

fasn’t readb Mor thwsN HIouybou thwnO wtywtyws comwn Mrom outyoutswdej… 
putswdeN —aMer out there- Mor sureN

.ather fhee“ed an wnaudwile snwcOer- shaOwng hws headN Le released 
the rw”e’s hammer and lofered wtN Hvfe- shwtN…

Van- sloflb strugglwng to load hws rw”e fwth tremilwng Bngers- stoTTed 
to ga“e at .atherN HSuhyfuhyfuhyfhatj…

H;ot some drunOard Tassed out wn the cageN éan sure grwnd the grakel- 
can’t hej… Le shooO hws headN HLoTe he awn’t marrwedN Yoor fomanN…

Van swghed fwth relweM- fwTwng hws Morehead fwth hws sleekeN HShoj…
HJhh- 3 dunnoN —abs hws name ws 8ulwan Labnesj I dunno!… Le emy

Thasw“ed those last tfo fords- as wM Van had asOed a stuTwd- wrrelekant 
DuestwonN H—ome lafber Meller Mrom Aef Fngland- 3 guessN xrwdgefater- 
.assaR.assachusettsj ;ot hws fhole lwMe storbN Lell- the fhole damn 
caMZ Tractwcallb dwd- the fab he carrwed onN… .ather Tulled each swdearm 
Mrom wts drb holster- checOwng thewr Mull cblwndersN Hvnbfab- he fas causwn 
such a damn commotwon wn .wller’s earlwer- looOwn Mor a- a sherrb coiilerN 
9amn MoolN zold’wm wt fas a drb tofn- iut oM course- he don’t lwstenN 
;ake hwm Tlentb farnwnN zhen he started gettwn handsb fwth —hebenne- 
so- bou Onof- 3 hauled hws ass rwght wnN —fear to éhrwst- wt fas lwOe he 
wanted to get tossed wn a cellN —umiwtch Tassed rwght outN ;uess all he 
needed fas a ied Mor the nwghtN 0eller looOed lwOe he had enough Mortbyrod 
to Owll a goddamn horseN zhat iob’s gonna need the ;old éure fhen he’s 
Bnallb irung iacO Mrom the deadN…
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Van Onef oM MortbyrodN —ome cheaT- danO- iathtui fhwsOeb strong 
enough that- wM one dranO wt- theb’d qust aiout stumile Mortb rodsRaiout 
an ewghth oM a mwleRieMore Bnallb collaTswngN Aeedless to sab- Van had 
neker trwed wtN H;old éurej…

H—trbchnwne- arsenwc- and atroTwneN ?ooOs lwOe Ture gold fhen theb 
stwcO ba fwth the hbTodermwcN xe wn Bne Mettle aMter that- 3 assure bouN…

Hvwn’t some oM those Towsonsj…
Hzhe poison ws fhat’s runnwn through that iob’s kewnsN xe rwght iacO 

fwth them rw”es- sonN… .ather turned to falO- then sTun iacO to VanN 
H—omethwn comes raTTwn at that Mront door2…

Van gulTedN HIuhybeahj…
H9on’t ansfer wtN… .ather’s mouth tfwsted wnto a sardonwc grwn as he 

contwnued across the room to the oTen doorfab on the Mar rwghtN

2

vs .ather neared the cage- the retched farilwng wncreased- as dwd hws 
smwleN Le could relate to the current state oM .rN Labnes- though he 
hwmselM fas nof ten bears soierN At least someone’s having fun tonight.

Le entered the dwmlb lwt iacO room and tooO the cornerN LalM oM the 
room- swmwlar wn sw“e to the Mront- contawned sekeral wnterconnected metal 
cells along wts lengthN Labnes- wn the Murthest cell- lab slumTed oker a 
fooden cot on hws Mront swde- mouth oTen- sTwttle clwngwng to hws lofer 
lwT and drwiilwng dofn hws irofn threeyTwece suwtN Lws curlb ilonde locOs 
Mormed a Tarasol- kewlwng hws fretched Mace- fhwle hws leg and arm draTed 
oker the same rwght swdeN

.ather smwled and shooO hws head as he steTTed wn- Mumilwng wn hws 
TocOet Mor the caiwnet OebsN Oh, to be young and stupid. Le looOed uT- 
stoTTwng dead wn hws tracOsN

9wrectlb wn Mront oM hwm- wn Mront oM the caiwnet- loomed an unMathy
omaile creatureN zhe tall- shwnb ilue Bgure Teered wnto the cell- neUt to a 
fwdeyoTen fwndofRone fhwch .ather realw“ed he’d neker closed aMter 
the aMternoon heatN
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zhe creature stared at the man on the cot- head gentlb cocOed to the 
swdeN 3ts Bgure looOed slender- though Duwte muscularN —wnefbN Le could 
qust aiout see ekerb Birous thread oM wts long arms restwng at wts swdeN 
vnd tallN zaller than anb man .ather could recall eker seewngN 3t irwe”b 
remwnded hwm oM the zallest .an vlwke at YNzN xarnum’s shof- fhwch 
he’d seen some tfentb bears agoN

3ts sOwn glwstened fwth a strange bet ieautwMul metallwc sheen- an wrwy
descence fhwch shwMted wn karbwng color wn the soMt Tool oM the fall lamT 
glof iehwndN éeruleanN —Ob ilueN ;unmetal grabN —lateN

Swth wts iacOswde to .ather- wt dwsTlabed another Mascwnatwng oddwtbN 
v deswgn- oM sorts- slwghtlb darOer than wts dbnamwc sOwn tone- bet stwll 
notwceaileN zhe Tattern stretched across wts uTTer iacO- around wts necO- 
and along wts shoulders- Duwte lwOe the deswgns oM dwPerent wndwgenous 
TeoTles he’d encountered oker the bearsN 3ntrwcate TatchforO- thwcO- a 
feakwng oM wnBnwte curked lwnes and Townted edgesN Le wmagwned the 
trwial art fraTTwng around the thwng’s chest- though he couldn’t Duwte 
tellN

zhe iranchylwOe Troqectwons emanatwng Mrom thws creature’s uTTer 
iacO and hwTs- hofeker- dwsDuweted hwmN 0orearmsN éalkesN —wmwlar to the 
iodb art- theb too had curked- Townted edgesN 0rabed- swnged Tweces oM 
fhat aTTeared to ie some gossamer materwal- almost translucent- clung 
to the iranchesN 3ts chest heaked lwghtlb- shoulders rwswng qust so fwth 
ekerb gurglwng ireathN

zhe Hsnorwng… sure as shwt fasn’t thws Labnes MellerN 3t rattled Mrom the 
unholb thing, aTTarentlb caTaile oM taOwng out éhwsum’s regulatorsN

zhe creature rawsed wts arm- gentlb slwTTed ietfeen the cell iars- and 
smoothlb slwd the door oTen- wnstantlb ToTTwng the locOwng mechanwsmN

Clank! Clink-clink-clink.
zhe  MucOwng  Oebs  slwTTed  through  .ather’s  shaOwng  handN  Le 

sDuee“ed shut hws ebes- heart stoTTwngN xreathlessN
Le eUhaled Mullb- Trbwng oTen hws lwdsN zhe ilue creature turned slwghty

lb- ilwnOwng at hwmN Le stood Duwkerwng- nof starwng wnto those darO red 
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orisN 3ts lwds ”uttered oTened and shut on an angleN zhe lofer leMt met 
the uTTer rwght at dead centerN

pnce .atherRpartiallyRregawned control oM hws Macultwes- he dwd the 
onlb thwng he Onef he could doN

YanwcN
0umilwng and wnadkertentlb Brwng hws rw”e- he stumiled iacOfard out 

oM the doorfab- fhwrlwng Mekerwshlb wnto the mawn o,ceN Van- loadwng a 
éolt Twstol- nearlb qumTed out oM hws seatN

.ather Taused- grwTTwng hws rw5e wn ioth BstsN H—on- 3 don’t thwnO 
those rw”es are gonna cut wtN…

HLuhj… Van- ieMuddled- Teered ietfeen .ather and the iacO entrby
fabN

.ather looOed iehwnd- tooN ?ong- shwnb Bngers slwd around the door 
Mrame fwth ghoulwsh languor- Mollofed ib a grwTTwng ilue handN zhe 
sharT twTs dug wnto the fooden Tanel- cracOwngN

.ather slammed oTen the door and iroOe out wnto a MullR
H1JAC…

3

Yotter sfung oTen 1ebnolds’s xub 6 —ell’s door and steTTed iacO outy
swde fwth TrecwTwtatwng cautwonN zhough he struggled to fatch hws ekerb 
steT- clumTs oM darO curls oistructed hws kwefN

élara- nestled wn hws rwght arm- held twght around hws necO fwth her 
head iurwed wn the nooO- almost under hws coatN Aora Mollofed dwrectlb 
iehwnd- 3saac’s hand grwTTed wn hersN

Yotter- saMelb descendwng the Mef steTs- sfung rwght- the church wn hws 
kewled swghtN 9wstant carrwages hauled ass out oM tofn- kanwshwng wnto the 
kowd oM nwght along fwth the Madwng strwde oM trottwng hookes tearwng uT 
the loamb earthN Fkwdentlb- not ekerbone trusted the nef mabor’s adkwceN

Swth the last coach dwsaTTearwng wnto the horw“on- .awn —treet stood 
iarren- sake Mor the remawns oM the ghastlb- wneUTlwcaile scene wnkolkwng 
the 9otterfewchs and thewr iroOen stagecoachN
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zhe omnwTresent- kwle trwllwng rekerierated throughout .awn —treet- 
wnterruTtwng thewr strwde fwth haltwng treTwdatwonN

Christ, where—where’s it coming from? 0ullb eUTosed- Yotter sTun 
aiout fwth no means to tell- cranwng hws necO to glance uT and dofn 
.awnN

HShat ws that- xwll-… Aora mutteredN
H3 don’t lwOe wt-… élara- groanwng iehwnd her Ta’s head- emThasw“ed 

each ford fwth utter dwsmabN
Yotter charged ahead- Morgwng thewr TathN H7eeT gowngN…
zhe church neared- the Mawnt shwmmer oM the lamT castwng wts scantb 

glof oker the douile doorsN Yotter- ireathwng heakwlb Mrom an oTen 
mouth- trudged Morfard- condensatwon drwMtwng ieMore hwmN v chwll hung 
wn the awr- the temTerature gentlb droTTwng as the nwght sOb creTt Mory
fardN xebond the church- the canarb moon loomed- large and omwnous- 
dfarBng the éaTwtan’s qagged green swlhouette ielofN zhe mountawns 
aTTeared eons afab Mrom them- Mrom anb newghiorwng cwkwlw“atwonN Yoty
ter had neker Melt so aloneN

zhe leMt door oM the church sfung oTenN éoPeb leaned out- holdwng 
the door fwth one arm fhwle fakwng them wn fwth the otherN

Yotter grwnned and TwcOed uT the Tace to an almost Mullyon qog- racwng 
to enter the house oM ;odN Aof- Onofwng that hellwsh monsters eUwsted- 
the unielweker wn hwm fondered wM mabie2 qust mabie the .an uTstawrs 
dwd tooN If we’re safe anywhere, it has to be church. Right?

zheb hurrwed through the doorN —aMeN
éoPeb’s ebes scanned .awn —treet- nof wn hws Mull kwef- ieMore cuttwng 

the tofn oP Mrom thewr forld fwth a Duwet clwcO oM closwng doorsN Yotter 
lofered élaraE she slwd lwOe a lead fewght Mrom hws grwTN

Le turned to hws MrwendN HShat’s the Tlan- éoPebN Shere’s .wnwster 
Lealbj…

éoPeb shruggedN Hxout to get a rude afaOenwngN…

4
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1osfell- reMuswng to shelter wnswde a twght Tantrb fwth hws Totentwal aiety
tors- Mound hwmselM wn the rectorb fwth éhwsum at the Moot oM Lealb’s cotN 
The mayor can’t be seen hiding in a time of panic and despair. The mayor 
solves problems. zo hws dwsmab- the mabor hadn’t another oTtwonN

Lealb- oilwkwous to the forld’s haTTenwngs- lab cold wn hws fhwte Tuly
Twt roie- nof dwshekeledN v tfwsted green stole fraTTed hws MoreMront- 
and droTs oM TurTle stawned the fhwte clergb collar TeeOwng through hws 
ilacO collared shwrtN pn the dresser rested an emTtb iottle oM the holb 
sacrament and a stawned iron“e chalwceN zhe foodb aroma oM Mermented 
Mruwt Terkaded- seeTwng Mrom the Tores oM the unconscwous mwnwsterN

zhe tfo men eUchanged keUed looOsN
HSaOe hwm-… éhwsum sawdN
1osfell leaned oker and claTTed wn hws snorwng MaceN HLealbC éome 

on- faOe uTC Leb- .wnwsterC Iou wn thereCj…
zhe mwnwster’s mouth- locOed oTen- eUTelled a cacoThonb oM fretched 

snores Bltered through a stench oM stale iurgundb strong enough to qust 
aiout faOe the deadN

Hph- MucO thwsN… 1osfell graiied each shoulder and shooO the hell 
out oM the mwnwster- MorceMullb TumTwng hwm wnto the Brm cotN HLFv?I- 
Sv7F JY 0p1 0Jé7’— —v7FC…

HxvLLC… Lealb’s ebe snaTTed oTen- and he shot iolt uTrwghtN 
HSuhyfuhyfhuyfhatRfhat’s gowng on- Mor the loke oM all LolwnessCj… 
Yantwng- he ruiied hws ebes fwth hws Talm heels- glanced around to kerwMb 
that he remawned wn the house oM ;od- and ilwnOed at ioth men wn MrontN 
H8ohnj 1osfellj Sell- fhatyfhat twme ws wt- gentlemen- Mor crbwng out 
loudR…

Hzwme to get uT-… éhwsum demanded- cuttwng oP LealbN HSe got a 
swtuatwonN…

5

.ather ”ed the o,ce Tosthaste- cuttwng strawght uT .awnN
H.arshal- fawt-… Van called Mrom iehwndN
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.ather- Tantwng and out oM ireath- turned to see Van slwdwng to a 
dustyTlumed halt wn Mront oM .wller’s wllumwnated caMZN zhe iob Townted 
to fhere wts TroTrwetor stood iehwnd the counterN

zhe marshal shooO hws head- dumiMoundedN HShb the hell fe stoTy
Twn- sonCj…

H.wllerR3 rememier hwm sabwn he’s got feaTonsC…
.ather glanced at the church- rwght wn hws grasT- then looOed iacO at 

hws comTanwon fwth a rawsed irofN
Van’s Mace tfwsted fwth wncredulwtbN HLeyhe’s qust standwn wn thereN put 

wn the oTenN…
HpOabj…
HYolwshwn2 glassN…
.ather- fantwng nothwng more than to ieelwne wt to the church- 

groaned under hws  ireathN  zheb could undouitedlb use fhateker 
feaTons .wller TossessedN —hebenne- too- came to mwndN

Le fanted to ensure her saMetbï thws vTache foman fho’d taOen 
Tossesswon oM hws old twcOerN vnd the twmwng couldn’t hake ieen forse- 
nof that he’d hake to ansfer to the soonytoyie aTTownted maborN Kiss 
that silver star goodbye, son. Lell- Mor all he Onef- he’d soon ie shacOled 
wn hws ofn qawl Mor mwscegenatwonN vn 3ndwan fas conswdered Tersona non 
grata wn these Tarts- and the laf strwctlb Moriade engagwng wn relatwonshwTs 
oM a seUual nature fwth themN

.arshal 9akwd .ather- hakwng neker Trekwouslb iroOen a rule- agawn 
fondered hof and- Murthermore- why thws Moriwdden Mruwt tasted so 
delwcwousN Ies- she fas bounger- much bounger- fwth her strwOwng Meatures 
and tafnb sOwnN —he certawnlb lwt uT anb room through fhwch she iree“edN 
xut that fasn’t wtN Aot all oM wtN zhere fas somethwng arouswng wn the Mact 
that an old stwcOler such as hwmselM- a Tencwl Tushwng slough- could hake 
thws secret edgb swdeN xut fho fas he Owddwngj vnb man Tlabwng fwth at 
least halM a decO had to assumeN

Le tooO one longwng looO iacO at the church ieMore qoggwng strenuy
ouslb oker to VanN
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zheb entered together- the iutter”b doors sfwngwng iehwnd the men 
on wts sDueaOb hwngesN .wller- not eken looOwng oker- Toured tfoyBngers 
oM some Taleybellof lwDuwd wnto a rocOs glassN zhe sharT aroma oM iotany
wcals Termeated- assaultwng .ather’s senswtwke nostrwlsE he wmmedwatelb 
wdentwBed the gwn- desTwte the manb bears swnce hws last encounterN

HShat- uh2 fhat are bou down- ;usj… .ather sauntered tofard the 
counter fwth an wncredulous glanceN

.wller thref iacO hws glassN H8us ’akwn a fee iwt o’ drwnO- .arshalN Iou 
gonna haul me wn- ehj…

H3’m- uh…R.ather sfallofedRHaMrawd the qawl ws Mullb occuTwedN Se 
don’t hake access to our BrearmsN…

Hzhe mad drunOard bou arrested got em- ehj… .wller smwrOed and 
thref iacO tfo more Bngers oM gwnN

HShateker that thing ws that decwmated éhwsum’s ranch- wt’s wnswde mb 
qawlN…

H.wght 3 wnterest bou wn a totj… .wller Toured the shot ieMore Bnwshwng 
the DuestwonN

.ather heswtated- starwng longwnglb- then looOed uTN Hxetter maOe wt a 
douileN…

.wller’s ebes lwt uT- and he ”ashed a crooOed grwnN Lws gold teeth 
tfwnOled as he Toured .ather the glass- then oPered one to Van- fho 
Tolwtelb declwned fwth a rawsed handN

.ather thref the douile iacO- the Mamwlwar iurn wgnwtwng hws sensesN

.wller OeTt hws Mocus on VanN HIou sure- —mwthj Iou looO a iwt Teely
weyfallbN…

HAoN Shere are the other MolOsj… Van sfwkeled hws head around the 
emTtb caMZN

H—torage room- ’wdwnN 8us lwOe bou sawdN…
HShatC Shbj 3 sawd to get ekerbone to the churchC…
.wller shruggedN HIour Mather Melt dwPerentlb- 3 suTToseN…
Van’s Mace tfwstedN HLuhN…
.ather glanced uT- senswng somethwng wn Van’s toneN HShat ws wt- 

sonj…
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HAothwn- neker mwndN vre theb at least saMe herej…
Hvbe- iout as saMe as a tfentbybearyold can o’ tomatoes- 3 recOonN 

Shwch- wncwdentallb- 3’ke gotN…
H3 don’t Onof hof 3 Meel aiout old tomatoesN Shb awn’t bou wn there 

fwth themj…
H9on’t lwOe twght sTacesN xeswdes2 3’ke lwked a long twme- MellersN ?wked 

wn manb TlacesN 3 can tell bou thwsï wM there’s one thwng bou can ie certawn 
o’- ws that bou can’t stoT fhat’s comwn Mor bouN Iou can’t cheat Mate- nae- 
swrN Aae matter ’of long bou run an ’wdeN xest to stand uT- Mace wt ’ead on- 
3 sabN…

.ather fondered wM .wller fould OeeT that sentwment wM he Onef 
eUactlb fhat the threat entawledN H—hebenne fwth themj…

HvbeN…
H;ood- goodN… vnd Mor hwm- that fas enoughN HJh- looO- ;usN 3 Onof 

3’ke neker asOed- iut 3 can onlb assume bou hake Trotectwon hereN ;od 
fwllwn- bou doN Se could use ekerb feaTon bou’ke got hereN…

H3’m sorrb-  .arshalN  vll  3’ke got ws  mb tfelkeygauge ie’wnd the 
counterN… .wller Tulled wt out along fwth a ioU oM shellsN HShateker thws 
ws- 3’ll ie qownwn the Bght- wM bou don’t mwndN…

Hzhen let’s get to the churchN zhe others are fawtwn on usN…
.wller Owlled the lwghts- and the three creTt out the door fwth a gentle 

strwde across the Torch- dofn the steTs- and onto .awn —treetN vmier 
streetlwght re”ected wn ten small Tools on ewther swdeN Swth the eldrwtch 
glof oker the kalleb- .ather could qust aiout see the entwre strwTN

Le glanced uT and dofnN vll clearN HIou tfo stab close iehwndN 7eeT 
kwgwlant- ba hear mej ?et’s crossN…

vnd theb dwdN —lof- delwierate steTsN zhe loam crushed under each 
ioot heelN xebond the resoundwng MootMalls- onlb the rumilwng oM a 
forOwng fwndmwll iehwnd iroOe the swlence- tfwstwng wn the iree“eN Aot 
that .wssourw Yla“a fas Onofn Mor wts nwghtlwMeRwt fasn’tRiut .ather 
couldn’t rememier the last twme he saf the streets so emTtb- esTecwallb at 
thws hourN —twll- a good Meelwng farmed hws fhole iodb as he aTTroached 
the church- nof wn swghtN vll looOed Bne wn the festN zhough hwlarwouslb 



.3—F1I Y?v&v GGP

underyarmed- theb fould ie saMe once theb reached the iasementN pnlb 
a matter oM twme untwl helT arrwkedN

v slof- sonorous trwllwng shattered the crwsT awr and sfeTt uT .awn- 
rattlwng the menN zheb stoTTed- onlb halMfab across the streetN

.wller grwTTed the shotgun to hws chest- Teerwng uT and aroundN 
HShat’s that- .arshalj…

H—omethwn that’s rwsen Mrom the deTths oM hellN…
H3sywsyws wt nearj 3t sounds nearN… Van’s rawsed rw”e tremiled wn hws 

armTwt crooON
H9on’tRnoiodbRmoke-… .ather mutteredN Lws torso sTun wn a 

creeTwng semwycwrcle- rw”e held hwgh at the readbN Lws shwMtwng ebes Mro“e 
halMfabN H3t’s rwght iehwnd usN…

Hph- oh- éhrwst-… Van fhwmTeredN
H—tandwn wn Mront oM mb o,ceN…
HShat do fe doj…
H3 hake a strange Meelwn- MellersN… .ather racOed hws irawnN Hzhese iuly

lets fe got awn’t gonna do wtN Lofeker- theb mab ie enough to slof that 
thwng dofn and gwke us a head startN Shen 3 sab Qfhen-’ fe Bre and run 
dofn that alleb- thereN… Le nodded aheadN H.abie fe can dwkert wt afab 
ieMore fe reach the churchN…

.wller and Van eUchanged an a,rmwng glanceN

.ather noddedN H1eadb2 WHEN!”

.ather turned and Bred hws rw”e- then tooO oP Mull Telt Mor the alleb 
ietfeen zablor’s zawlor 6 élothwer and 1ebnolds’s xub 6 —ell- fatchy
wng oker hws shoulderN —econds later- a conserkatwke ilast Mrom Van’s 
threeyround shotgun echoed through the awrN zhe creature wnstantlb 
recowled to the swde- seemwnglb ieMore the Brst sDuee“ed trwgger- leakwng 
the delabed shot Mrom Van’s rw”e to ilof out the marshal’s Mront fwndofN

—twll looOwng iacOfard- .ather’s ioot caught the qagged edge oM a 
rocON v ToTTwng sound Blled hws ears- and a qolt oM Tawn shot uT hws leg 
as he lurched wnto a swdefabs somersaultN zhe wmTact OnocOed the fwnd 
clean out oM hwmN .wller slofed and graiied the marshal Mrom iehwnd 
ib the collarN
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H9on’ MucOwn stoT- mateC… Le banOed untwl .ather returned to hws 
MeetN

Van- rwght iehwnd- shoked hwm onfard- causwng .ather to actuallb 
scream wn TawnN zheb tooO the corner around the iacO oM the clothwer- 
.ather wn Mull lwmT- and iacOed agawnst the fallN

HIouybou thwnO wtywtywtywt saf usCj… Van- at the edge oM the iuwldwng- 
turned to gwke shallof glances uT the allebN

H—hwt- mb damn anOleC 3R3 thwnO 3 tfwsted wtC… .ather Tlaced a hand 
on .wller’s shoulder- TreTarwng to Tut fewght on hws MootN

Héan bou falO on wt- matej…
H3y3 thwnO soN Aot kerb Mast- thoughN… .ather gentlb wncreased the 

Tressure- a fhwmTerwng moan escaTwng hwm wnadkertentlbN vgonbN
zrwllwng rekerierated oker .wssourw Yla“a- akertwng thewr attentwon to 

the tofn’s falls and the kalleb sObN
H3 sab fe maOe a stand ’ere-… .wller sawdN HSawt Mor wt to come- and fe 

amiush wt ieMore wt Mollofs us to the churchC…
H3 thwnO thuhythat’s aya iad wdeaN zheb sab wt2… Van gulTedN H3t Owlled 

all .rN éhwsum’s menN…
HSell- ’of the ’ell can that ie- mateCj Shat fe talOwn aiout ’ereRwt’s 

qust a damn man- awn’t wtCj…
HShat 3 saf awn’t no manN… .ather TantedE hws Mace tfwsted wn rekuly

swonN
Lws swmTle Tlan to taOe a Mef men and arm them fwth the tofn’s 

meager feaTons stocOTwle had gone horrwilb afrbN 1osfell- wn hws Brst- 
aliewt mostlb uno,cwal act oM leadershwT as selMyaTTownted mabor- had 
managed to kaguelb lull the naRke tofnsMolO wnto a Malse sense oM securwtbN 
xut he fas marshalN .wssourw Yla“a fas stwll his tofn- and OeeTwng wts 
TeoTle saMe fas his dutbN

Le shooO hws headN Hxut bou’re rwght- ;usN 3 don’t Onof wM 3 can maOe 
wt- and fe can’t lead wt to the churchN…

HSellN… .wller TumTed the shotgunN H—o ie wt- matesN Iou iobs readbj…
HAoC… Van sDueaOed wn Trotest- shaOwng hws headN
.ather noddedN HpOab- MellersN…
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.wller qumTed out to Mace the alleb- .ather hoiilwng iehwndN Van 
swmTlb tfwsted around the corner and hung ib the edgeN

vn emTtb- swlent street met themN
zhe three stood TerMectlb stwll- guns out- starwng at thewr ofn ireath 

dwsswTatwng wnto the shadofs oM the muted allebN
.wller shooO hws headN H3 don’t see nothwn- .atherN…
H.uhymuhymabie wtywtywt’s gone-… Van muttered- wnchwng iacOfard 

iehwnd the cornerN
Hvnd fhere do bou suTTose you’re ’eaded- —mwthj…
Van craned hws necO- ebewng the churchN H3y3y3 can’t do thwsN…
.ather gaTed- loferwng hws rw”eN HWhat!? Yull bourselM together- sonC…
H3y3y3 got thwsythws here tofn to conswderN .uhyme anyand muhymb 

old manN 3y3y3 can’t dwe hereN Aot lwOe thwsN —orrb MellersC… Van turned and 
iegan an aTathetwc sTrwnt tofard delwkeranceN

.wller shooO a BstN H0or MucO’s saOe- —mwthC…
H—mwthC… .ather hoiiled out oM the alleb wn a Meeile attemTt to stoT 

hwmN H—mwthC…

6

.wller- the last man standwng- Teered uT the kacant alleb- gwkwng a last 
wnsTectwon ieMore iacOwng outN Le turned the cornerN

zhree ilacO serrated edges slwced through the ”esh under hws qugular- 
shreddwng the fwndTwTeN 0astN éleanN 9eeTN zhe sensatwon resemiled 
that oM a TaTer cut- sfwMtlb reTlaced ib the chwllwng emirace oM the iree“b- 
arwd nwghtN v surge oM farm lwDuwd Mollofed- sTlashwng hws TuPb fhwte 
arm sleekes stwll out wn Mront- holdwng the shotgunN .outh agaTe- he 
struggled to Tull wn shallof gasTs oM awr- choOwngN

zhe ilue creature- fhwch had droTTed Mrom the rooM- reached wnto 
.wller’s oTen mouth and Tulled out ioth gold teeth fwth easeN

—tumilwng iacO- .wller trwTTed on .ather’s rocO- Brwng the clenched 
shotgun wnto the creature’s chestN 3t rocOeted iacOfard wnto the dwrt 
ieMore he Mell afab hwmselM- ioth sfallofed uT ib the alleb’s shadofsN
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.ather  shuddered  and  turned  tofard  the  qarrwng  shotgun  ilastN 
H.wllerC… Le shouted at the shadofed allebN

3mTenetraile darOnessN Aothwng iut the agonb oM .wller’s desTerate- 
dwsswTatwng gasTs echoed iacON

.ather turned to Van and dwd a douile taOeN zhe cofard fas halMfab 
to the church alreadbN

H;oddamn wtC… .ather heswtated- looOwng iacO Mor anb swgns oM the 
dofned creature2 Mor .wller- fho could ie heard no moreN



Chapter   2

C hisum wiped an age of grime down his slacks, swearing to himself. 
The hanky from his blazer pocket lay draped over a pew upstairs. 

Of course. Sweat beaded his xushed face, and dark ovals formed under 
the thinning pits of his white OHford shirt.

’e glanced around the peculiar basement, making sure theyVd gained 
all the leftover materials from when Aan and jaron had completed their 
renovation Iob several years earlier. -n a corner of the siHNfoot high room, 
amidst the shelving of unused Christian artifacts owned by ’ealy, sat 
additional sheets of scrap wood along with limestone blocks and granN
ite stones, ones used for the front steps and foundation. Rothing that 
would help them now, though.

’e handed oq the last of the wooden panels from the bottom of the 
basement stairs to Loswell, sPuatting above. Then he climbed back up 
the ladder and crawled from the opening, previously hidden by a sliding 
platform built into the chancel which held the MordVs table. Shaking his 
head in disbelief at the underground compartment, he turned to glance 
about the church.

Jotter and his son worked one side of the nave, boarding up the row 
of three narrow windows. Jotter held the long, awkward panel while the 
boy hammered away using a chipped limestone brick. Coqey and 3s. 
Leynolds worked the opposite wall. JotterVs little girl sat in the front 
pew, wrapped tightly in her coat and staring at some glass toy in her lap. 
She turned it over in her delicate hands, adrift and largely unnoticed. jt 
the back wall, ’ealy kneeled, swaying, deep in inebriated prayer, facing 
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a ?veNfoot cross of southern yellow pine suspended in front of the vivid 
stainedNglass window with Our Mady of ”race.

Chisum studied the glass before turning to Loswell. E’owVre we 
gonna board that up!B

Loswell, also down to a white buttonNdown, looked up indiqerently, 
narrowed his bushy eyes, and shrugged.

The double doors shook violently. Wveryone stopped, the sound 
drawing the current congregation from a focused forti?cation eqort 
to an eHchange of befuddled glances. ’ealy stood hastily and turned, 
almost tripping over his own feet under his discombobulated robe. ’e 
habitually crossed himself.

EChrist jlmighty, itVs here, ainVt it. -t found us—B Chisum gripped his 
hat with two ?sts. Yeads of sweat rolled down over furrowed brows. EZe 
need to get inside the basement now—B ’e glanced at the opening, then 
back at the entrance. Wven the notion of the basement brought little 
comfort, considering what heVd witnessed tonight.

The doors heaved back and forth, threatening to rip from their dusty 
hinges, but a twoNbyNfour plank wedged in between the handles preN
vented their opening. Yarely. The shaking ceased, immediately followed 
with;

RAP—RAP—RAP—RAP—RAP—RAP—RAP—RAP!
Coqey, closet to the doors, looked back to a deadpan Jotter. The little 

girl shoved the crystal into her coat pocket, turned, and kneeled on the 
pew, leaning over the backrest to view the commotion.

The doors shook again.
RAP—RAP—RAP—RAP—RAP—RAP—RAP—RAP!
E’ey, hey, fuckin open up in there, Christ,B someone called from 

outside. ECome on;Puickly, Puickly—B

2

Coqey ran to the door and slid out the twoNbyNfour. Aan eHploded inside, 
xinging the doors open so hard, they almost snapped back shut. Coqey 
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grabbed them Iust in time and prepared to reseal the entrance, but distant 
shouting halted him. ’e peeked his head out through a narrow opening. 
3ather, tearing ass from the dark, came into focus.

EZait for me, goddammit—B 3atherVs heavy frame shook as he shuUed 
up the stone steps, panting past Coqey.

Coqey glanced out at 3ain Street, now empty, before shutting the 
doors and replacing the barrier.

EAance—B Loswell stepped toward his son. EJraise 4esus, you all right! 
Zhat happened out there, son! Tell me—B

Coqey could see the haunted look in the boyVs eyes, a rexection of 
the same hellish encounter that he himself had narrowly escaped. ’e 
watched Aan lean forward between the ?rst set of pews, hands resting 
on shaky thighs, head shakingD he couldnVt catch his breath to speak.

EZhat happened!B Chisum repeated, incredulous. EWhat happened? 
’ow bout 5where are the goddamn guns, 3ather—!VB

E”uns—!B 3ather howled. EThat thing out there Iust picked oq 3iller, 
for ”odVs sake— 6orget the shittin guns, there ainVt no guns—B ’e grabbed 
a handkerchief laid on a pew and, with the whistling sound of the 7nion 
Jaci?c, wiped the mucus running from his nose into bushy salt and 
pepper whiskers.

EZhat do you mean, 5picked oq,VB Rora asked.
E:ead,  Rora.  -t  Iust  swept  in  and  snatched  the  life  from  him 

likeB;3ather snapped his ?ngers;“that.”
RoraVs face twisted in horrorD she reached an arm around JotterVs 

waist and leaned into his sleeve to hide watering eyes.
E:idNdid you see it, huh! Zhere is it now!B Chisum demanded.
E-;- donVt know.B 3atherVs head shook. EOut there somewhere. 

3iller hit it with the shotgun, and it fell to the ground.B
E-sNis it dead!B Loswell perked up.
E-t took a closeNrange twelveNgauge blast to the chest. -Vd say it ainVt 

doing too well, wouldnVt you say!B
Loswell hurriedly panned to inspect the room. E’owVs the winN

dows!B
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EOther than the stained glass, itVs done,B Jotter said.
EThen letVs hope the fact it canVt see in saves all our hides. -tVs time to 

go below. Zait for the authorities.B

3

The nine strolled up the center nave toward the chancel, Loswell in the 
lead. Jotter paused where Clara waited in the aisle for her pa, taking her 
hand.

Strange sPueaking, high above, broke the brief solace. j faint chirping. 
Jotter looked up, but beyond the wall lamps, only darkness veiled the 
ceiling.

Clara, walking alongside, sPueezed his hand. EZhat is that, Ja!B
Yy this time, all nine paused, heads staring up. j shadow ?nally 

emerged and xuttered into view. Small. Yirdlike. -t shot over the group, 
vanishing again.

E4ust a bat, darling, is all.B
The group resumed. js they neared the chancel, two more bats 

swished down from directly above. j moment later, two more, then 
immediately three.

Jotter sPuinted. EThey must be coming from the bell tower.B
Tough to see. Only a large, sPuare vent separated the cupola from 

the church. Through its wide cracks, a black cloud of screeching bats 
suddenly poured into the sanctuary, erratically ?ring in every direction 
over the group. j deep scraping followed, sharp and scattered.

E”et to the basement—B Chisum sPuawked.
Jotter scooped up Clara, scurried into the sanctuary, and climbed 

up  onto  the  chancel  behind  the  minister,  his  employer,  and  the 
soonNtoNbeNappointed mayor. Rora and -saac followed. The open baseN
ment loomed beneathD above, an unrestrained grinding ampli?ed to a 
thundering clatter.

ESTOJ—B Coqey shouted from behind.
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Jotter turned his head. ’is friend threw back one arm, blocking Aance 
and 3ather, and reached out with the other for the group ahead of him, 
as if his determination alone could stop what happened neHt.

The tower bell plummeted through the vent. Jotter twisted and fell 
to his knees, shielding his daughter as the bell fell straight into the 
basement hole, wedging itself in the opening. The clapper, which hung 
inside, struck the bronze edge, casting its ?nal, yet sonorous;almost 
deafening;carillon pitch. Loswell and Chisum, mere inches from the 
opening, braced themselvesD the impact sent them stumbling backward 
from its path of destruction. Wveryone covered their ears under a thick 
plume of dust.

The moment the ringing settled into a dull roar, and hands began 
to unfasten from ears, a resounding shriek ?lled the sanctuary. Jotter 
Puivered at the startling yelp of his daughter, still embraced. Slowly, he 
looked ahead.

The creature stood atop the bell, chest heaving, almost pulsing in and 
out. -ts eyes blinked, surveying the group.

Rora, now by JotterVs still kneeling side, grasped his shoulder tightly. 
EYill, what;what is that—!B

’ealy, behind the bell, staggered to his feet and pulled the cross from 
under his robe. ’e held it out in front and began taking small steps 
backward, reciting prayer. EMet the Mord be our protector against the 
wickedness and snares of the devil— 3ay the Mord rebuke him— Jrince of 
the ’eavenly ’ost, by the power of the Mord, thrust back to hell Satan 
and all the evil spirits who wander through the world;B

The creature hopped down in front of the gaping ’ealy, wrapped a 
hand around his clergy collar, and sPueezed his throat to lift him two 
feet from the xoor. Cross still out, shaking in his chubby ?st, ’ealy 
continued reciting through gritted teeth and strained breath, his face 
beet red. The creatureVs head, mere inches from ’ealyVs, turned slightly 
and blinked at ’ealy, his terri?ed, bowed rexection rexecting in those 
giant red orbs. -ts Iaw separated in the middle, Iust enough to eHpose 
rows of tiny, serrated teeth, pinchers on each end, tips clicking. 6rom 
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deep within came the guttural warbling, rippling through the church. 
The creatureVs moist nostrils xared, seemingly taking in ’ealyVs scent. 
The manVs body unstiqened only slightly, eyes ?Hated and still brimming 
with unmistakable fear.

Jotter gaped. Is this communication?
6rom behind;way behind, between the middle pews;3ather and 

Aance held their rixes out, sights set.
EZhen you get a lock on, son,B 3ather said, one eye closed, staring 

down the barrel with the other, Eyou shoot that sumbitch. ‘ou got it!B
ERo.B The rixe trembled in AanVs grip.
ERo, wait.B Coqey, standing in front of the two men, put both arms 

out. E‘ouVll hit the minister—B
The creature warbled again. Zith its long hand tucked under the 

ministerVs xeshy Iowls, it gently twisted his head side to side and glanced 
the heavyset man up and down.

EZuhNwuhNwhat,B ’ealy eeked out.
The being dropped ’ealy on his heelsD his legs gave way under the 

weight of his body, sending him falling backward.
Jotter pried Clara from his neck and handed her oq to an uneHpecting 

Rora, still staring in shock and awe at the monster before her. ETake 
Clara. Hide!B

E’uh,B Rora turned, and, without consideration, found Clara alN
ready in her arms.

ENoooo, Ja—B Clara reached for her fatherVs neck instead, grabbing a ?st 
full of coat collar as she sPuirmed from RoraVs grip.

E”O— ROZ—B Jotter gave Rora a ?rm nudge, yanking his coat 
through ClaraVs clenched claws.

She wailed, arms stretched out in RoraVs tight grip as she ran left past 
the front pews, around the sanctuary, and toward the rectory.

Zith one last glance at his retreating loved ones, Jotter pulled his 
pristine Me3at pistols and moved Puickly backward down the center, 
?ring at the creature. 3uzzle blasts emerged from close behind as 3athN
er and Aan Ioined the assault on either side, eHchanging intermittent 
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rounds at the blue devil. jiming while moving proved di0cult in the 
dim lightingD only one or two bullets struck the creatureVs back through 
its shredded wings. Led eyes narrowing, it fully swung around to face 
the ?ring sPuad.

Jotter stopped and sPueezed oq four rapid shots, hitting its chest.
Christ, he nearly overlooked the thrill, the electric surge of energy 

pulsing in his blood when harnessing such brutal authority. -t wasnVt 
the eHpungement of another soul, no. ‘ou bottled that remorse, stored it 
away, and hoped the cork stayed plugged. Yut despite ZarrenVs appearN
ance, haunting JotterVs subconscious, killing the man and his brothers 
had rekindled something in him. j rather onerous, for lack of a better 
word, pleasure. Jerhaps it took more than dipping a toe back in that 
murky water to believe this sensation wasnVt a xuke. :espite the sentiN
ment, in the end, the cruH of the matter always came down to one thing1 
prevailing.

’e paused, noticing a strange anomaly. Wach bullet that struck lit 
up the creatureVs torso, radiating a brief glow, a shockwave that lasted 
only for an instant. jlmost unperceivable. 4agged lines, cracks, perhaps, 
displayed too, at least momentarily. -f he saw true damage, maybe they 
could put an end to this thing after all.

EJotter,B 3ather shouted. EZhat are you doin—!B Lounds fell from a 
brimming pants pocket as he fumbled to reload the Zinchester.

The blue being lunged over the bell, over the sanctuary, landing ever 
so gently in the aisle between the front pews. -t stepped slowly forward, 
advancing the men, driving them backward as Aan and 3ather fumbled 
to reload. TwentyN?ve, thirty feet away. Zith a clear view of his targetVs 
head, Jotter opened ?re again, heedful of his limited capacity. Though 
how many more shots would they possibly need! ’ead shots always 
guaranteed death.

Zith unrivaled speed, the creature crossed its face with both arms. 
Yullets struck its serrated forearm protrusions, ricocheting each round. 
One bullet zipped by JotterVs head. jnother struck a pew.

Shit.
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Coqey crouched through a row of pews and scurried up the side to 
Ioin Chisum and Loswell, working on the situation behind the mayN
hem. The bell, now wedged in at a fortyN?veNdegree angle, was, of 
course, no ordinary bell at all. AanVs father had specially ordered it, 
Iust like the stainedNglass window, from the Aanduzen Yell 6oundry in 
Cincinnati, known for their large, ostentatious ringers. The impressive 
fourNfootNwide bell, a representative of freedom and an echo of divine 
power, now blocked their only passage for escape.

Coqey, sPuatting gently behind, wrapped his hands around the 
crownVs edge on the bellVs upward slant and pushed with all his might. 
Loswell and Chisum bent over either side, hands under the lip, and 
pulled too, trying to dislodge the mouth. Their crimson faces twisted 
with every pained grunt. Loswell kept counting to three and shouting 
“lift!”

ETogether, gentlemen— Together— Count of three, letVs go—B Loswell 
shouted again. EOne, two, three—B

The men tried again. ChisumVs sweaty grip faltered under the narrow 
lipD he slid right oq, falling backward. Coqey fell to his knees, panting, 
out of breath.

E-tVs stuck— Zhat are we gonna do now—!B Chisum patted his dripping 
forehead with a hanky.

E7h,B Loswell stuttered, looking around. EZe break the window, 
make a run for it—B

EZhat good will that do! That thing will Iust hunt us down—B
Coqey peered back at the blue creature walking down the center nave, 

its singed back protrusions twitching irregularly. ’e shuddered.

5

Clara lay on the church xoor, watching the men.
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3s. Rora had forgone the rectory idea, instead dragging Clara around 
the sanctuary and past the stained glass. There, theyVd found -saac hudN
dled behind an armchair in the east corner. 3s. Rora had grabbed him, 
and theyVd all slid to the xoor together, swathed in her warm arms.

Jeering out from beneath the pew, Clara strained to make out bits and 
pieces of the conversation at the other end of the church. They can’t move 
the bell on their own. -ce gripped her heart as she glanced over to an oil 
lamp on a mantle between windows her pa and 3s. Rora had boarded 
up. She knew what she needed to do if only she could Iust muster the 
strength to riseL to overcome those nasty collywobbles coiling in her 
belly. She truly believed in faith over fear. 6aith, thus far, had triumphed 
over fear in each instance since arriving in Rew 3eHico. Ja had been right 
all along. 6ear was poison;a slow killer which consumed its victim over 
a lifetime. She resisted its hold on her.     

Clara burst up from the ground, 3s. Rora reaching to grab her and 
falling short. -gnoring shouts for her to Eget back,B Clara broke free and 
ran down the side of the nave, heading straight toward the mantle.

6

Jotter, 3ather, and Aan neared the barricaded front door, their asN
sault coming to a disPuieting end. Jotter, down to two rounds;his 
buckshot;conserved as much ammo as he could, holding oq the blue 
being while 3ather and Aan struggled to reload their weapons. Still, the 
creature advanced slowly, meeting them halfway down the nave.

3ovement drew JotterVs eyes away from the creature. ’is daughter 
stood, nearly adIacent to the blue being, along the rightNside wall. No…

Yreathlessly, he watched her grab the lamp. Yarely reaching it on her 
tiptoes, she managed to slide the base toward the edge, gripping the 
bottom to carefully lift it down and eHtinguish the xame.

3ather continued to fumble, loading the Zinchester with the last of 
his pocketVs contents. Aan ?lled his last cylinder and snapped it back into 
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place. Row the three of them watched in spineNtingling horror as Clara 
turned to make her way back.

The creature paused with a slight twist of the head.
JotterVs previously pounding heart stopped in his heaving chest, 

plummeting into his sour gut. This thing’s field of vision must be vast.
-t turned to Clara, also watching. She gaped up at the creature, the 

lamp clutched tight against her chest. The blue being blinked at her. -ts 
head slowly cocked to one side, then the other, looking her up and down.

“NO,” Jotter murmured, prayed, watching the eHchange.
-t took a lengthy step in her direction.
BOOM!
JotterVs buckshot hit the back of the creatureVs neck, chipping away 

some material that fell, rattling across the hardwood xoor. The blue 
being belched a shrill sPueal, followed by a low, gritty grumble as it 
turned back. -ts shimmering, azure skin tone suddenly darkened several 
shades, seamlessly blending with its tribal body markings.

E’ey, you sonovabitch,B Jotter screamed. EZeVre over here, come 
on—B

The blue being leaned in and ripped a pew from the ground, launchN
ing down the aisle. Rowhere to runD no time to duck. Jotter struggled 
to lift his arms, barely able to brace himself. Aan, now on his Colts, kept 
?ring. Shots ripped into the pew before the wood smashed into both him 
and Jotter, clotheslining them, and instantly taking them down.

The pew barely missed 3ather, who began ?ring his rixe once again, 
getting oq two rounds.

The bench landed awkwardly, partially leaning on the end armrest of 
one pewD the other end fell atop Jotter. The impact to his head;though 
mostly blocked by his arms, now in tremendous pain;threw oq his 
ePuilibrium, giving him instant spins. ’e glanced around at the pews, 
now furiously twisting and swirling around him.

The creature bounded to the marshal, grabbed his xeshy neck, and 
lifted him from the ground. -t looked him straight in his bulging, bloodN
shot eyes, blinking almost inPuisitively. jnalytically. -ts nostrils xared.
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Aan, on the opposite side, crawled from under the pew and reached for 
his pistol. 6rom the ground, he ?red his last rounds, striking the creature 
in the lower back and tearing into its silky xesh. j green, viscous liPuid 
splashed from the wound.

j highNpitched sPueal belted from the being. -t xung 3ather backN
ward, landing him perpendicularly across a row of back pews. ’e yelped 
in agony, his spine audibly crunching down on the top edge as his heavy 
body rolled onto a bench.

jll around Jotter, the world danced.

7

Rora watched from the pews as Clara ran to the bell men, the lamp in 
her small hands. Opening the base with tiny, Puick ?ngers, she poured 
the oil down the wedged edge of each side of the basement opening.

:espite her terror, Rora beamed.
Chisum, too, watched in wideNeyed awe. E3y god, is this Jotter girl 

brilliant— Zhy the hell didnVt you think of that, mayor—!B
The three men resumed their work. Zith much eqort, they dislodged 

the heavy bell, rolling it out of the way.
Chisum instantly sprung down the basement ladder rungs, picking 

up Clara as he made his descent.
Coqey turned, waving for Rora. ECome on, 3iss, -saac—
Rora pushed -saac ahead, running close behind him. ’e descended 

?rst.
She hesitated, looking around. EYill— - donVt see him—B
EjinVt no time, 3s. Rora,B Coqey said with a gravelly tone.
E3s. Leynolds, letVs go now. :own the cellar—B Loswell stood in front 

of her, beckoning toward the opening. EZeVll check on em. :onVt you 
worry bout that, now. Ouickly, maVam—B

jnHiously, Rora peered beyond Loswell. ’e held her back, obstructN
ing her view and coaHing her toward the opening. Yut, past his arms, she 
saw the only thing standing1 the creature.
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’olding back sobs, she descended.

8

Aan Iumped onto a bench and ran down to the side aisle. The creature 
lunged toward him, thrusting the pew from its path and knocking over 
those behind. Aan hopped down Iust in time. Lunning up the aisle, he 
turned, ?red two shots, then clicked several empty chambers at the blue 
being, which swiftly bounded diagonally, now facing him at the front of 
the nave.

’is father, behind him, called out, ECome on, boy—B
Aan stood unmoving, staring at the creature. EZhat about the marN

shal! 3r. Jotter—!B
EjinVt no time— AanceLB
Aan hesitated. Jotter, under the bench, barely moved in a languid toil. 

3ather, out of sight, appeared to be down for the count. ’e swallowed 
hard, mouth bone dry. j ghost of a chance heVd make it to the basement.

’e glanced down the row of pews neHt to him. On the ground, 
halfway down the center aisle, lay JotterVs Me3at pistols. The creature 
stood an ePual distance in the opposite direction.

’e could do it. Oh, yes. -f he could get close enough, he could do it. -t 
bled. This, he knew. And if it bleeds, it dies. ’e knew one of those guns 
still had a ?nal shotgun shell in its chamber. ’e stared at the creature, 
which stood, breathing, waiting;waiting for something only it knew.

EAjRCW,B his father screamed.
Aan looked back toward the basement.
ECome on;letVs go—B
-n some deranged consideration beyond his own rational comprehenN

sion, he looked at the gun again, then shook his head. Suicide, surely. 
Zhat in Sam ’ill was he thinking!

The sPueak of the pew drew his gaze from his departure. Jotter. ’e 
pushed the pew oq his chest and slid out from underneath, slowly, on 
his hands and knees. The creature turned.
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Row. ’is chance to make it to the basement. ’e peered back at the 
gun, then to his father. Salvation loomed, waiting for him.

The creature moved toward Jotter.

9

Jotter glanced over at the vertiginous being. -t whirled in dreary semiN
circles along with the dimming church, all obscured in the shadows of 
fading light. Still dizzy. Fuck. ’e scanned for his pistols. 3atherVs rixe lay 
within reach, ten feet away. Zithout thinking, he crawled toward it.

The creature moved in.
Jotter reached for the rixe, narrowly grabbing it, and spun on his 

back. ’e snapped back on the action lever. The creature leapt forward, 
straddling him, leaning in. Zith a clear shot to the throat, he pointed the 
barrel, sPueezed his eyes shut, and pulled the trigger.

Click!
Rumbly, he unclenched his lids.
Those unsightly red eyes leaned in, two feet from his own. ’is curved 

rexection shined in each glossy orb. The three nostril slits xuttered with 
each dampened breath, taking in the scent of its prey. Cold eHhalation 
washed over JotterV xushed face.

The creature snatched the rixe from JotterVs grip, almost tearing oq 
his ?ngers;still secured in the lever action loop;with it. -t turned the 
weapon over in its long hands, caressing every curved edgeD its eyelids 
xickered oddly. jdmiration! Yewilderment! jfter studying the rixeVs 
craftmanship, it cast a perpleHed look down the barrel.

Jotter recalled the Templar PnightVs sword. -f this thing dated back to 
the twelfth century, perhaps it had never encountered such power.

The creature snapped the riUe in two like a twig, throwing each half 
in either direction.

THWAP!
jn empty rixe cracked the creature in the back of the head. E’W‘—B
The being turned to Aan, standing behind.
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ECO3W OR— CO3W jR: ”WT 3W—B Aan paced backward, waving 
at the blue creature.

-t followed, though hesitantly.
ECome on, you sonovabitch—B ’e stepped slowly, ?ring Puick glances 

back.
’is father stood from the ladder halfway down the basement, watchN

ing with horror.
E-Vm right here,B he yelled. ECome on—B
The creature slowly but surely followed, now ?fteen feet away.
Jotter turned to 3ather, face down, slumped across the bench. ’is 

mouth hung open, spittle dripping, and his arm draped oq the edge of 
the pew.

E’ey, hey, 3arshal—B Jotter grabbed his shoulder, shaking him. E‘ou 
alive—! Christ, 3ather—B

Ej’’’— 7ghhh, careful, Jotter;-Vm awake, -Vm awake,B he said 
gravely, though his closed eyes begged to diqer.

ECome on.B Jotter grabbed his arm, lifting.
j shrill, bloodcurdling howl fell from the manVs wet lips. E- canVt 

move, Jotter. Wverythin;everythinVs numb.B
E3atherL!B ’e glanced up the nave.
Aan and the creature faced oq at the other end of the church. LoswellVs 

shouting voice echoed from the back. Slowly, he looked back to the 
marshal.

3ather struggled to open a tearing eye. EYest guess! YackVs broken, 
son. ‘ou go on. ”et out of here while ya can.B

10

The creature inched closer to Aan, now at the top of the aisle. Terri?ed, 
shaking, he stared up at its face, Iust as Jotter did. ’is rexection stared 
back in those glossy red orbs. Jossibly the last thing heVd ever see.

Legret xared in his gut. ’eVd given up a straight shot to the basement, 
and the rest would soon be headed toward salvation. Zell, most of them. 
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Yut the marshal and 3r. Jotter still had a ?ghting chance, if he could Iust 
drive this creature away.

’e steeled himself. They had Jlans. Aan and his father. jnd with 
Jlans, you needed people you could trust. They both liked the malN
leable marshalD there was history, there. jnd knowing 3atherVs EseN
cretB would soon have its advantage. Jotter;the unknown, the wild 
card;remained at the bottom of the Mong Mist, but they ?gured theyVd 
eventually dig up something, pun intended, from the manVs past. Ro 
doubt, he would choose to repay his new savior in dividends, not to 
mention property, which would likely be theirs in time, anyway. VSides, 
3r. Jotter looked like a man youVd want working for you in the event 
of an unsavory element breezing through town. Aan wanted, needed, to 
keep them both safe.

Jlus, if he pulled this oq Puick, heVd be the savior of 3issouri Jlaza.
E-Vm sendin you back to ’ell—B Zith a clear shot to its vulnerable 

throat, Aan pulled the Me3at tucked in his pants behind him;the hamN
mer already all the way back, engaging the lower barrel;and sPueezed 
the trigger. The ’ammer cracked down with a short ping.

j puq of smoke.
The creature stood before him, unmoved.
3is?re.
AanVs mouth dropped as the blue being approached. Zith one hand, 

it wrapped its long, pointed ?ngers around his throat and lifted him 
straight up. Zith the other, it sPueezed AanVs hand, still wrapped around 
the pistol. -t crushed the carpels before twisting his arm around to comN
plete a revolution. ’is shoulder tendons tore seamlessly inside of his shirt 
sleeve, his bones popping and snapping with ease. Yefore his brain could 
fully process the pain, long before it even signaled his mouth to scream, 
the creature tore his arm clean from its socket. :ark arterial blood surged 
from the opening.

Aan groaned, gaping down at the void where his arm once lived. Ylood 
beaded his face and open mouth. -t tasted warm.
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EROOOOOO—B ’is father, twenty feet back, began to claw his way 
from the basement opening.

Aan struggled to focus, to signal him to stop. No…
Coqey grabbed his father, straining to hold him back. Ja fought tooth 

and nail until one of them lost footing, both plunging back into the 
basement. Screams for Emy boyB echoed up from below.

Aan smiled, relieved, turning back to his rexection in those giant 
red eyes. Crimson spray from his shoulder showered the jntiPuarianVs 
cobalt body and bugNlike face as it launched him straight back through 
his fatherVs imported stained glass.

Colored shards rained down the basement opening below.

11

Jotter glanced around for a viable weapon. Rothing. Zell, almost nothN
ing. ’e looked down at a glassyNeyed 3ather.

The marshal returned his desperate gaze. E’elp me up, son.B
’e hollered, eyes rolling tears as Jotter pulled him from the bench and 

leaned him upright.
3ather pulled his pistols and, with trembling arms, raised them 

straight out. E-Vll cover you;get to the basement.B
Jotter looked at 3ather and nodded. ’e crossed the pew to the side 

aisle and paused as the creature turned around. 3ather unloaded from 
each gun. Several bullets struck the MordVs tableD a few more hit the 
pulpit. Rone hit their target.

The being darted its head about in confusion, peering around the back 
pews before it purposefully plodded down the center aisle. Jotter, slunk 
against the wall, watched as it walked right by him toward 3ather. Zith 
a sigh of relief, he took one gentle step to his right, toward his destination.

-t stopped. Slowly, the creature turned its gaze toward Jotter, standN
ing against the wall, frozen between two boarded windows. The being 
bounded right over the entire row of pews, landing ?ve feet to his left, 
head slinking around.
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JotterVs terrorNstricken heart hopped and skipped as he fought to conN
trol the ?erce, shallow breaths eHpelling from his lips. ’e gaped up at this 
creatureVs perpleHing actions, struggling to anticipate its neHt move. ’is 
arm twitched as he recalled AanVs ghastly groan of fear and incredulity, 
over and over, the sound forever singed into his brain.

’e had no intention of having his own limb ripped from his shoulder 
socket.

’is head ?nally stopped spinning, giving him a clear vision of their 
assailant. 6oot by foot, the creature shifted closer to him. -ts deep blue 
skin glistened and shimmered in the glowing eminence of the wall lamp 
behind Jotter. -t looked practically identical to the deceased thing in that 
ineHplicable ironclad buried in his fucking back yard, eHcept the living 
version was far worse. ’ideous. Rothing short of horri?c. -t reminded 
him of an insect, a sort of praying mantis, though much more evolved. 
’umanistic.

-t crossed directly in front of Jotter and IustL hovered. ’e stared at 
the chameleonNlike body armor which wrapped its chiseled being. Ouite 
diqerent from what the Templar Pnight oqered. The armor changed 
color, similar to the being it protected, but it appeared to be wearing very 
thin with imperfections. Cracks. The back collar, Jotter guessed, looked 
shredded away from his buckshot. Only a matter of time until it failed.

jt least, he hoped.
The creatureVs head slowly shifted. Meft. Light. Mooking at either side 

of his head! Zet nostrils xared, breathing. Snu0ng him out.
-t crossNblinked rapidly, several times.
These peculiar mannerisms, impossible to grasp, utterly disPuieted 

Jotter. Zas the creature studying him, or Iust toying with its prey like a 
wildcat! Jotter once again saw his rexection in its eyes. -ts Iaw separated 
at the center, eHposing pinchers on either endD a viscous, clear mucosa 
stretched with it. Yehind, rows of tiny, serrated teeth gleamed.

One of the creatureVs arms stretched out sideways, its hand meeting 
the wall. -t dug its ?ngers into the surface, tearing into the panel and 
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slowly running along it. The opposite arm reciprocated, both inching 
toward Jotter, both aligned with his throat.

JotterVs mind drew blank. The last thing he wanted to see before his 
end were the eyes of the horrifying creature who did him in. ’e clenched 
his lids shut, the thumping of his Iabbering heart nearly drowning out 
the grating of dragging claws. Rearly.

POP—POP—POP—POP—POP—POP!
Jotter twitchedD his eyes popped opened. 3ather, slowly but surely, 

had reloaded his Colts.
The creature sPuealed and turned for 3ather.
EYill,B someone shouted in a low tone.
Jotter looked over.
Coqey, partially emerged from the basement, waved him in. ECVmon—B
Jotter inched his way in CoqeyVs direction, keeping a close eye on the 

creatureVs pursuit of the gun?re.
3ather dropped one gun and, using the top lip of the pew as a crutch, 

?red four more rounds, all striking the creatureVs upper body. Still, the 
blue being Puickly neared. -ts back protrusions shifted, outstretching its 
obliterated wings.

Jotter, halfway to the basement, stopped in his tracks, heart pounding 
as he stared through the frayed fabric of the creatureVs wingspan at 
the marshal. ‘et he couldnVt ignore CoqeyVs urgent cries coming from 
behind.

3ather stiUy inched his way down the row toward the center nave, 
sheer agony engraved on his red face. 6rom the opposite end of the aisle, 
the creature locked eyes with 3ather and thrust both pews xanking him 
apart. ’is broken body hit the ground with a scream. Yefore he could 
open his eyes, the blue being straddled him. ’e glared up at his empty, 
defenseless hands, the last gun inches out of reach.

The creature reached down for 3ather. -ts narrow ?ngers gripped 
each edge of his silver star, sharp tips clinking as it made contact, and 
pulled it oq his shirt. -t waved the metal under its active nostrils before 
its mouth Puivered open, pinchers clanking against the steel. j moment 
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later, the blue being slid the star into a concealed thighNside compartN
ment.

Curiosity furrowed JotterVs brows as his mind drifted to the artifact 
room.

Zith its hands once again free, the creature lifted the anguished marN
shal horizontally into the air, pressed straight above its head. The unN
godly sound ripped from 3atherVs lungs almost shook the MordVs table. 
Yetween those strange, pressing hands, his body began to bow, forming 
a slight 7 shapeD the sound of his spine snapping and crumbling under 
pressure reverberated through the nave. j moment later, 3ather fell 
silent. ’is head slumped overD his arms dangled, limp.

Jotter couldnVt tell whether the marshal had passed out from pain, but 
he suspected, hoped, the poor man had departed to meet his maker. ’e 
did know this1 3ather and Aan had saved him from meeting his own. Ro 
time, however, to ponder whether their sacri?ces were in vain, though he 
doubted he wouldVve stepped up the same, if the boot was on the other 
foot.

j hardened tug of his arm sent him oq balance as Coqey yanked him 
backward toward the basement. The man didnVt say a word, didnVt even 
glance at the horror behind. Yefore Jotter knew it, he found himself at 
the bottom of the ladder.

Loswell sprawled on the cold xoor directly below, wailing into his 
palms between slightly incoherent mumbling. E3y boyVs gone, my xesh 
and blood is gone— - canVt believe it;- canVt believe it—B

Jotter Iust stared up as Coqey slid the MordVs table overhead, sealing 
them below.
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:otter Mfuredv sknce Vethodksts dkdnWt so guch su.scrk.e to crosses wkth 
a cruckMed OesusT

’kttknf kn the darbnessv he toob kn hks surroundknfsT mhree rows oz 
sheliknf stored dust-coated statuettes( randog natkikty characters and 
zarg ankgalsv Oesus prayknfv Oesus carryknf the crossT Vaknlyv kt presented 
an hogafe zor iarkous ierskons oz the )krfkn Vary and .a.y OesusT —ne 
curkous statue oz Vary showed her straddlknf a serpent .etween her lefsT 
mhe shelies a.oie and .elow held gore iarkous skSed cruckMJesv sklier 
and .ronSe candela.rasv .oobs B.k.lesv or gay.e hygnsIv wkneE.ottles 
and .ottles oz wknev soge egptyv gost corbedEkncense stkcbs Bxukte 
arogatkcIv drknbknf flassesv fo.letsv chalkcesv ’aturn hatsv and .krettasT 
Rn upper shelz held a crate Mlled wkthv oddly enoufhv chkldrenWs shoesT

Yut :otter zound the pakntknfs gost knterestknfT Fourteen sgall can-
iasesv statkons oz the crossv lkned one sectkon oz .are wallv a.out three zeet 
oz space .etween eachT ’tacbed pakntknfs lay kn the cornerv tooT Parfer 
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worbsT qhat appeared to .e mhe Noly Fagklyv mhe Past ’upperC gostly 
relkfkous su.;ectsv .ut all eJxukskte worbsT :otter was no hkstorkanv .ut 
heWd .een to the qadsworth VuseugT Ne bnew a Leg.randt when he 
saw oneT The Return of the Prodigal Son. NolyT ’hktT 2eJt to Leg.randt 
was :oussknWs Extreme Unction and )ergeerWs The Allegory of Faith. Ne 
could only fuess what othersT

:otter had seen a zew such pakntknfs iksktknf ’aknt :atrkcbWs Noly 
mrknkty kn Nartzord as a younf ganT ’uch cathedrals oz eJceptkonal gerkt 
wouldv zrog tkge to tkgev .rknf kn skfnkMcant worbs depkctknf a relkfkous 
naturev splashed on canias .y the worldWs freatest artkstsT mhese pkeces 
oz art proikded gaterkal zor study and re,ectkon .y the zortunate zew 
.lessed wkth a classkcal educatkonT Rt soge pokntv :otter suspectedv the 
pakntknfs .ezore hkg gustWie .een on dksplay zor pu.lkc ikewknfT Zz he 
was stkll a .ettknf ganv heWd put sklier dollars on 6ale ?ollefeT

—ne corner oz the .asegent stowed a rusted-oier twkn-skSe cot wkth 
a .are gattress and pkllow“ kt sxuealed and sxueabed as Nealy bneeled 
.eskde ktT Ne zaced a larfe cross on the wallv el.ows on the cotv hks hands 
tofether kn sklent prayerT 3iery so oztenv heWd .efkn speabknf aloudv hks 
iokce .arely audk.leT

2eJt to the cot stood a gahofany credenSav presuga.ly Mlled wkth 
clothesT R rocbknf chakr sat kn another cornerv occupked .y ?hksugv who 
fently rocbed up and downT mhree chakrsv possk.ly part oz a bktchen or 
dknknf roog setv lay scattered haphaSardlyv as kz theyWd .een dropped 
and zorfotten a.outT —ne held ?oAeyv skttknf hunched oierT qkth el-
.ows restknf on hks thkfhs and hands tucbed under hks chknv he stared 
at the froundT 2ora sprawled .eskde :otter on the ,oorv .oth thekr 
.acbs afaknst the wallT Zsaac and ?lara sat near.yv playknf wkth the holy 
MfurknesT

mhe okl lagpv the roogWs only geafer lkfht sourcev ,kcbered kn the 
center oz the roogv perklously low on zuelT

?oAey and :otter had .oarded the hatch wkth the last oz the stored 
panelknf upon enterknfT 2owv he wondered what food thekr .arrkcade 
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would doT Fakth agonf the froup had dkgknkshed sknce trappknf theg-
selies .elowT —nly a gatter oz tkge untkl it zound thegT

?oAeyWs wordsv spoben ;ust as theyWd pulled the PordWs ta.le shut 
.ehknd hkgv echoed kn hks gkndT “I thought you was a goner. You’s a real 
lucky man, Bill. Real lucky.”

PucbyC yesT :otterWs entkre eJkstence had .een .uklt around the theory 
oz lucbT Ne possessed an kncredulous and presuga.ly knnate a.klkty to 
walbv hellv parade throufh the ialley oz the shadow oz death wkth a .kf 
fuck youv contknuknf to elude RSraelv the pale rkderC not that he actually 
believed kn the archanfelT Yut lucb proikded no answerT 2ot thks tkgeT 
mhe creature had cornered hkgT moyed wkth hkgT qhy” Zts actkons gade 
lkttle senseT Nellv none oz tonkfht dkdT

Yut eieryone else who crossed paths wkth the creature had suAered the 
sage xukcbv ikolent zateT

Nealy .efan afaknv .arely audk.leT !Pord Oesus ?hrkstv dksplay your 
power kn the worldT 6ou are a gkracle-worbknf UodT Ukie us the strenfth 
to zollow you and help us kn tkge oz trou.leT4

2

?lara gakntakned the zargv the natkikty ankgals all fathered kn a ckrclev 
protectknf the .a.y OesusT ’he stopped and flanced at her .rotherT Zsaac 
held Ooseph and Varyv runnknf a thug. oier the handcrazted curies and 
frooies oz each pkeceT

!ZWg scaredv4 she adgkttedv her words .arely a whksperT Vusterknf 
courafe kn the zace oz perkl was one thknfT mhks zelt lkbe sogethknf else 
entkrelyT Rntkckpatknf the kneikta.lev her zakth .efan to zalterT !RrenWt 
you”4

Zsaac loobed up at her wkth conMdenceT !2aT4
!qhatD”4
!:a aknWt fonna let anythknf happen to usT 2eier hasT 2eier fonnaT4
!Yut how do you bnow”4
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!6ou regeg.er how he handled the Yad :eople that trked to hurt VrT 
?oAey” 2ow theyWre .est palsT Rnd kn returnv VrT ?oAey fot hkg that 
;o. protectknf VrT ?hksugWs ranchT4 Zsaac sgkledT !—ur pav ?larav ks the 
toufhest gan youWll eier bnowT4

?larav recallknf her zatherWs herokcs kn the zace oz danferv nodded 
egphatkcallyT mhe gegory .roufht her a sgall sense oz hopeT R .elkez 
that they could escape the church .asegent alkieT

’he flanced oier to where VsT 2ora and :a sat hand kn handT mhey 
appeared happyv despkte the eienknfWs horrkMc eientsT ’he wondered how 
lonf thekr happkness would lastv wkth that thknf up there loobknf zor 
thegT 2ot to gentkon the Yad :eopleT

Ner stogach churned as she regeg.ered her earlker coniersatkon 
wkth Zsaacv thekr secret gksadienture knto the pktT mhe natkikty lag. 
shoob kn her handsT 2ow that the gonster hunted thegv :a needed to 
bnow where kt cage zrogT Yut that night stkll haunted herT mhe whkp oz 
:aWs .eltT ZsaacWs screagsT

5na.le to stop shabknfv ?lara dropped her porcelakn sheepv walbed 
oierv and curled up neJt to her paT 2o gatter how guch she upset hkgv 
she bnew heWd neier hurt herT Rndv kn a tkny roog zull oz peoplev her 
.rother would .e saze zrog hks zuryT

Rt leastv she hopedT

3

:otter draped hks arg oier ?laraT !NowWs gy lkttle fkrl”4
!’caredv :aT4 ’he sxueeSed hkg tkfhtlyT !mhe gonster ks cogknf zor usv 

:aT4
!Legknd ge oz the truth oz your powerv4 Nealy droned onT !’ur-

round us so no one can plucb us zrog your handT Legoie our zear and 
replace kt wkth zakth kn youv UodT mo you .e all flory and powerv zoreier 
and eierT4
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:otterWs eyes narrowedT !‘onWt .e skllyv darlknfT 6ou haie nothknf to 
zearv obay” Z wonWt let anythknf happen to youv you hear ge” 2one oz us 
down here wkllT4

?laraWs eyes watered“ she .lknbed tearsT !2ow that the gonster wab-
enedv the Yad :eople are fonna coge tabe you awayv arenWt they”4

?hksug and Loswell .oth sat up kn thekr chakrsT
:otter tklted her head up wkth a Mnfer under her chkn so thekr eyes getT 

!qhat are you sayknfv ?lara” qhat Bad People”4
’he  faie  hkg  a  wkstzulv  croobed  sgkleT  !mhe  Yad  :eople  who 

want  whatWs  kn  that  .urked  shkpv4Eshe  hesktatedv  then  gorosely 
addedE!where we wobe the gonsterT4

:otter loobed oier at Zsaac and sakdv loud enoufh zor the entkre roog 
to hearv !whatWs she talbknf a.outv Zsaac”4

ZsaacWs gouth droppedT !5hhhC4
!malb to gev Zsaacv4 :otter coggandedT !qhatWs she talbknf a.outv 

‘Bad People?’ qhat monster dkd youWs wabe”4
!qe-we-we was playknfv :av an-and we went knskde the wellv andE4
!6ou dkd whatD”4
!qe-we-we dkdnWt gean tov :aD Nonestv we dkdnWtD4
:otter .lknbedT !qhatEdkdEyouEdo”4
!ZWg sorryv :aD4 Zsaac shudderedv .efknnknf to cryT
:otterWs zace .urned redT Ne stood and garched oier to hks sonT !qhat 

Z sayv huh” Z told youv .oyv Z told you to beep you and your skster out that 
foddagn pktD4 :otter fra..ed Zsaac .y the shoulders and shoob hkgT 
!‘kdnWt ZD” NuhD”4

ZsaacWs cryknf ,ooded knto a zull-on .awlT mhe .oy wheeSed and shud-
dered wkth ikolent spasgsv no lonfer a.le to zorg a coherent sentenceT

!‘onWtv :aD4 ?lara shoutedT
!YkllD4 2ora crkedT
!Z faie you one skgple ;o. whkle ZWg away at worbv .oyT Oust the oneD 

’heWs ;ust a lkttle fkrlv zor ?hrkstWs sabeD4
2ora stoodT !Ykllv you stop thatD 5nhand that .oyD4
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:otter flared at hks treg.lknf sonv then zorced hkgselz to let fo and 
step .acbT Ne turned to Mnd all eyes on hkgv gere shadows around the 
lanternWs flowT

?lara stood zearzully latched onto 2oraWs wakstT NorrorC ungkstab-
a.le horror Mlled hks daufhterWs eyes as she spobeT !ZWg not a lkttle fkrl 
anygoreT4

:otter .lknbed at hks daufhterT :erhaps she spobe trueT Rzter tonkfhtv 
he bnew one thknf zor certakn( sheWd earned her seat at the ta.leT

Nealy .robe zrog prayer andv kn a loud .ut stern whksperv shoutedv 
!:leasev beep kt downD mhat thing can hear usT4 Ne flared up at the 
.oarded ceklknfT

!qhatWs your .oy sayknv :otterv4 Loswell degandedT
:otter eJpelled a deepv futtural skfhT !qe zound sogethknf .urked kn 

the .acbyardT R shkp oz sortsT4
!R shkpv4 ?hksug spobe upT !qhat bknd oz shkp”4
!ZEZ donWt bnowT Z thknb ktWs an old kronclad fun shkpT 6ou bnowv 

zrog the warT4
!qellv how the hell ks that possk.le”4
:otterWs eyes narrowedT !?age down the :ecosv Z recbonT Fkfured that 

was o.ikousT4
!Yut why”4 ?hksugv gore knxuksktkie than krrktated or surprksedv 

turned to hks rkfht-hand ganT !?oAeyv you bnow .out thks”4
?oAey sat strakfht .acb kn hks chakr“ he loobed .acb and zorth zrog 

?hksug to :otterT !5hhv Zv uhhEZE4
!?oAey dkdnWt see anythknfv4 :otter knter;ectedT !Ve and the .oy 

zound ktT4
LoswellWs zace seared redv iksk.le eien kn the dkg lkfhtknfT !Z recallv 

.acb at the gkllv you saykn there was nothknf else you zound out therev 
rkfht”4

!Poobv Z dkdnWt want to draw any unnecessary attentkon to gy prop-
ertyT Rndv zranblyv ktWs none oz your foddagn .uskness whatWs .urked kn 
gy yardv4 :otter sakd eienlyT
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Ne couldWie lkedT —ncev heWd deiksed iarkous scenarkos at the drop oz 
a hatT Yut he bnew none oz hks words would proikde solace to Loswellv 
andv at the kggedkate gogentv he dkdnWt fkie guch oz a shktT

Loswell charfed up to hkgT !5nnecessaryD 6ou zakled to gentkon kt 
was har.orkn zucbkn gonstersD4

Znstknctuallyv :otter reached zor hks skdeargv shocbed to fra. a hand-
zul oz akrT

?hksug stepped .etween the two genT !LoswellT4 
Nealy held up hks handsT !Uentlegenv fentlegenv pleaseT mhere are 

other powers at play hereT Forces that are .eyondE4
!’tay out oz thksv :adrev4 Loswell knterruptedv stkll flarknf at hks oppo-

nentT !ZWg the gayor oz thks townv :otterT 3ierythkn ks now gy foddagn 
.usknessv youWll .e sure oz thatD qe fet out oz thks hole kn the froundv 
youWll haie a lot to answer toT Yelkeie you geT4

!qhat  was  kn  that  shkpv  :otter”4  ?hksugv  curkousv  pulled  a 
halz-sgobed ckfar zrog an knner pocbetT Vay.e he kntended to lkfht ktv 
thoufh he ;ust rolled kt .acb and zorth .etween hks MnfersT

!’oge fold trknbetsv oz sortsT Vay.e soge sklierT ’tranfe thknfsT Z 
donWt bnowT ’tuA zrog another tkge perkodv gay.eT4

!Oust who the hell are youv :otterv huhv4 Loswell frowledT !6ou show 
up here gysterkouslyT ZWie .een solkcktkn Vorfan Yennett zor that prop-
erty zor yearsv to no aiaklT 6ou show up kn kt and .rknf a whole heap oz 
trou.le to thks sgallv xuket townT4

?oAey stoodT !?Wgon nowv .oysv aknWt no tkge zor MfhtknT qe fot 
guch .kffer things to worry .outv hereT4

!—hv pkss up a treev ?oAeyT Z donWt recall asbkn a no-food cotton-pkcbkn 
spadeWs foddagn opknkonT —nly reason youWre here and not upstakrs 
wkth that thknf ks .ecause oz your assockatkon wkth thks gan rkfht hereT4 
Loswell poknted to ?hksugT

!NeyD4 ?hksug stepped knT
!Uonna .e a lotta chanfes round here when thks all ks all oierv Z can 

progkse youE4
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!Neyv wakt a gknutev foddaggktD4 ?hksugWs round zace reddenedT 
!2ow youWre fonna watch how you speab to gy associatev ’gkthT RknWt 
no cause zor that bknd oz talbv you hearkn ge” Rnd as zor :otterv wellv 
heWs egployed .y geT R gan oz hkfh characterT 2ow weWre terrk.ly sorry 
your .oyWs foneT qe areT Ne was a food bkdT Yut that donWt fkie you the 
foddagn rkfhtE4

!The right!? 6ou wanna speab to ge a.out rightsD” Rs oz thks weebv Z 
ag gayor oz thks townT Rnd you .etter watch ktv Oohn ?hksugT Q?at-
tle Yaron oz 2ew VeJkcoTW Now .out Z order an kniestkfatkon oz your 
dealkns” NowWd that .e” ZWg sure soge oz those zaces round your prop-
erty gkfht .e the sage ones Z saw on a stacb oz wanted posters kn gy 
o0ceT4

?hksugWs iokce zell deathly xuketT !Z ag the larfestv cheapest supplker 
oz cattle zrog here to ’anta Fev east meJasv all the way to 2ew —rleansT 
:uttkn ge out oz .uskness wkll pkss oA xukte a lot oz people who depend 
on gy productT Z donWt thknb youWd want to contend wkth those conse-
xuencesv mayorT4

!6our product can stayT Rnyone can herd cattlev4 Loswell declaredT 
!ZWg cleanknf up thks townshkp when thks ks oierT ZWg no zoolv OohnT 
6ou donWt thknb ZWg aware thks lkttle coggune ks chocb zull oz defen-
erates” mhe drefs oz thks freat coggonwealth” Nellv kt zucbkn eiolied 
zrog soge dksklluskonedv ’eienth-day Rdientkst ?hurch outcasts run-
nkn zrog whateier trou.lkn nonsense they caused kn VkssourkD Rccept-
knf anyone who strolled on knT malb a.out drefsT Rnd whereWre they nowv 
Z asb”4

!qe donWt stop that thknf upstakrsv theyWll .e no town lezt to .e gayor 
ozT4 ?oAey turned fraiely to :otterT !Ykllv what are we fonna do”4

:otterv standknf stokcallyv flanced aroundT 3JpresskonlessT Hell if I 
know.

!qe waktv4 ?hksug answeredT !mhe caialry should .e here kn no tkgev 
Z presugeT4

:otter flared at hks egployerT !mhe cavalry”4
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!mheyWie .een dkspatched to Vkssourk :laSaT ’tranfely enoufhv Z was 
told they were already en routeT4

!NuhT4 :otter .lknbedT
!qho bnows whenv thoufh” ?ould .e days .ezore they showv kz they 

eien show at all wkth those efrefkous freen sbkes and whateierWs kn thegT 
Vore oz thoseC things” mhks could xukcbly .ecoge a wkdespread sktu-
atkonv4 Loswell spewedv stkll enrafedT !Rnd we haienWt any recourse zor 
such .kSarre ckrcugstancesD Rnd not to cogpound the pro.legv .ut we 
haie no zoodT 2o waterT qe canWt ;ust fet drunb oA wkne and hope zor 
the .estT qeWre trapped here lkbe foddagn ratsD4

!qe need to put a plan knto placeT qe need gore weaponsT ?an we fet 
to the garshalWs o0ce”4 ?hksugv kn a cold sweatv patted hks flkstenknf 
zorehead wkth hks hanbyT

!2ov nov thatWs too rksbyT Z donWt wanna see anyone else hurtv4 2ora 
pleadedv huffknf ?lara kn her argsT

!Yeskdesv whateier the garshalWs fot wonWt .e enoufhT4 ?hksug Mnal-
ly shoied the ckfar kn hks gouthv pattknf hks ;acbet and wakstcoat pocbets 
kn search oz gatchesT

:otter .arely heard thegT The cavalry.
!:av what a.out the .asegent”4 Zsaac spobe upT
!Nuh”4 :otter flanced at hks sonT
!mhe rk,esD4
!qhatWs he sayknv :otterv4 ?hksug asbedT
!mhereWsv uhv a stocbpkle oz funs and aggunktkon .urked kn gy .ase-

gentT4 Ne loobed at ZsaacT !mhatWs .rkllkantv .oyT4 
?hksug cracbed a sgkleT !Z bnew that old cracbpot Yennett would 

Mnally proie usezulD ’ug.ktchv skttkn rkfht on an arsenal cache under 
eieryoneWs nosesT4 Ne shoob hks headv Mnally zound hks gatch .oobv and 
strucb a ,ageT

Loswellv stkll zugknfv paced the roogT !For UodWs sabev Oohnv youWre 
not fonna sgobe that down herev are you”4
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:otter .lknbed at ?hksugWs zrayed ckfarv regeg.erknf the old ckfar 
?oAey had unearthed durknf thekr dkfT mhe puSSle pkeces shkzted kn hks 
.raknv clkcbknf tofetherT !Vy UodT4

!qhat ks ktv Ykllv4 ?oAey asbedT
!Ne bnewT YennettT Ne bnew all alonfT4 :otter turned to ?oAeyT 

!Ne dkdnWt delk.erately zorfo the use oz a well kn hks .acbyardT mhat 
sonoia.ktch bnewD mhat was his ckfar we zound kn the pktT Ne duf the 
well ;ust as we dkd and zound the kroncladT Ne was scaredv ?oAeyT Ne 
zeared what was down therev so he collected all those weaponsT4

?oAeyWs .row zurrowedT !6a thknb he fot knskde”4
!Z-Z-Z donWt bnowT Vay.eT Z geanv kt was pretty easy zor me to .reab 

knT :erhaps he .lew kt openv then dkd hks .est tryknf to seal kt .acb shutT 
Z donWt bnowD4

!Yennett was a loonv4 Loswell spat .ktterlyT !Rnd letWs zace ktv he was 
no sakntT qho bnows what sordkd thknfs the general dkd durknf the warT 
—hv Z regeg.er hkg and hks servant. ’aw theg kn town oncev at VkllerWsv 
actuallyT Oukte chuggyv they wereT mhat was alsov knckdentallyv the last 
tkge Z saw hkgT Rnyone saw hkgv Z gkfht addT ZWg wkllkn to .et dollars 
to dof shkt he rkpped oA those weapons azter the war and stashed theg 
away kn case they cage zor hkgT4

Zfnorknf Loswellv or perhaps wantknf to spkte hkgv ?hksug strucb hks 
gatch and lkt hks ckfarT !Lefardless oz hks kntentkonsv the xuestkon now 
ks how the ?hrkst you plan to fet thegT4

:otterWs head sunbT
I’ve no fucking clue.

4

NoursT Nours gust haie passedv surelyT 3Jactly how lonfv :otter dkdnWt 
bnowT Rn eternkty”

mhe dkg ,kcber oz a zadknf okl lantern sknfed kn the center oz the 
sklent .asegent ,oorT Rny gogent kt would eJtknfukshv leaiknf theg kn 
cogplete darbnessT Ne stared at kt zrog hks seat on the ,oor at the .acb 
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oz the roogv pleasantly surprksed .y kts enduranceT 2ora sat neJt to hkgv 
head leanknf on hks shoulderT

:otter loobed oier at herv .arely iksk.le kn the dkg lkfhtT ’hadows 
concealed her eyesv thoufh patches oz sun-bkssed cheebs regakned iksk.le 
kn the floogT mhey flkstenedv wetT

!Now you zarknfv 2orav4 he asbed soztlyT
’he snkQedT !ZWg obayT ?anWt .elkeie )an ks foneT Rnd the garshalT 

ZWie bnown theg a lonf tkgeT Uood genv ya bnow” Z donWt understand 
any oz thksv YkllT RknWt you worrked”4

!Z thknb weWll fet out oz hereT4
!2ot what ZWg rezerrkn toT4
:otter skfhedv needknf no regknder oz the authorktkes en routeT Ne 

held lkttle to no chance oz passknf unrecofnkSedT 3iery unsaiory .ounty 
hunter had dou.tless crawled zrog the sxualkd creikces oz sockety to try 
thekr lucb at seebknf hkg outT

:otter shruffedT !mhey Mnd ge herev they Mnd ge hereT Z was stupkd 
to thknb Z could hkde kn Vkssourk :laSaT4

2ora sxueeSed hks handT !qhat wkll they do to ya”4
!Vore worrked a.out what theyWd do to gy zagkly to fet to geT4 R 

ikskon oz hostafes funned down on the Ransas :ackMc ,ashed .ezore hks 
eyesT Ne loobed oier at hks chkldrenv skttknf on the cotT Ne needed to Mnd 
a way to fet theg out sazelyT !ZWie gade a lot oz poor deckskonsv 2oraT 
Nurt food people to sustakn gy own precarkous surikialT Z always bnewv 
thoufh“ ZWd neier outrun ktT Rll Z wanted was enoufh tkgeT mkge to do 
rkfht .y thegT4

!Z donWt bnow nothkn .out all thatv YkllT Rll ZWie seen ks a gan whoWd 
fo to the ends oz the earth zor hks chkldrenT mhatWs allT4

:otter oAered a tentatkie sgkleT Ne wasnWt so surev .ut he wanted so 
guch to .elkeie herT

!6ou bnow you aknWt the only onev ektherT4
!Nuh”4
!mhks townWs zull oz people who donWt wanna .e zoundT qeWre gost 

oz egT4
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:otter shkzted hks faSe towards 2orav strufflknf to geet those captk-
iatknf .lues kn the dkg lkfhtknfT

!qe aknWt neier fonna let anyone tabe one oz our ownv ya hear” Zz 
need .ev weWll shoie you and the bkds down here tkll thknfs cool oAT4 ’he 
sgkledv puttknf her arg around :otterWs shoulderT

?oAey sat zorward kn hks chakrv loobknf upT !mhknfs ks gkfhty xuket 
up thereT4

!qe should checb kt outv4 ?hksug sakdT !’ee kz that thknf ks foneT 
Yeskdesv Z fotta tabe a pkssT ‘onWt bnow .out anyone elseT4

!Uood kdeav4 Loswell sakdT !Z iote :otterT4
:otter stoodT !qhy ge”4
Loswell rose tooT !qellv .ecause you are the reason weWre all down 

hereT Rnd Z donWt thknb the rest oz us deserie to suAer the consexuencesT4
!Fknev4 :otter fround out throufh frktted teethT
?oAey clkg.ed to hks zeet as wellT !ZWll fkie ya a handv YkllT4
:otter clkg.ed the ladder whkle ?oAey held kt steadyT qkth the .acb oz 

the claw haggerv he fently pulled each oz the twenty or so naklsT qhen 
he reached the Mnal zewv ?hksug ;okned ?oAey to support the hanfknf 
edfesT Fknallyv the three gen prked zree the awbward .oard and fently 
lowered kt to the froundT

:otter regoied hks hat and clkg.ed the ladder once afaknv pullknf 
the reskstant hatch .acbT qkth soge zorcev he draffed kt less than a zootT 
Time to grease these tracks, Healy. Ne stucb hks head throufh the narrow 
openknfv where a cool .reeSe oz welcogev zresh akr ruQed hks dksheieled 
locbsT

Rt Mrst flancev he saw nothknfT mhe low lkfhtknf gade ikewknf any-
thknf .eyond the PordWs ta.le dk0cultT R zew .lue shards regakned alonf 
the radkus oz the round iokd where the stakned flass once lkiedT 2o skfn 
oz lkze kn the freen sbyv howeierT

Ne flanced around afaknT 2othknf kn the churchv ektherT Nks only 
o.structkon was to the rkfhtv where the PordWs ta.le layv .ut he couldnWt 
kgafkne the creature hkdknf thereT Vay.e kt was foneT Vay.e he had a 
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real chance to gabe a .reab zor ktEfra. the bkds and fet a head start 
.ezore the caialry arrkiedT

Ne draffed the ta.le .acb oier hks headv hks zace twkstknf as he dkd sov 
and turned to the entkre roogv starknf up at hkgT

!qhat ks ktv Ykllv4 ?oAey asbedT
!2othknfT Oust heaiy ks allT ‘kdnWt see anythknfv .ut then afaknv Z 

could only see so zarT4
!mhat ta.le sure slkd oier pretty easy zor geT4
!NuhT4 :otter loobed up at the one thknfv the stupkd ta.lev whkch 

separated theg zrog the creatureT !qellv ZWd say ktWs rkfht a.oie us thenT4
!?hrkstD ?hrkst on the foddagn crossD4 ?hksug .efan packnf the 

.asegentT !qhat are we to do” qe canWt stay down here all nkfhtD4
?oAey duf frkge zrog under a lonf MnfernaklT !qe dkfT4
?hksug stoppedT !Nuh”4
!6a bnowv thks aknWt the Mrst tkge Z .een stucb kn the froundT mrappedv 

lkbeT ?oursev ktWs .een .out twenty years or sov .ut that donWt chanfe 
nothknT qhen the Le.els cage an .lew Fort :kllow to hkfh heaienv they 
toob .out ekfhteen or so oz us colored gen .acb to thekr cagpT ‘ropped 
us all kn a freatv .kf holeT ’ealed the fate a.oieT qe Mfured they had 
no kntentkon oz eier lettknf us outv so we toob to dkffknT Zn turnsv ya 
seeT ’oge dufv whkle the rest watched zor the fuards a.oieT qe was 
down there a food lonf whklev prolly daysv ZWd sayv .ezore we realkSed they 
had a.andoned cagpT Pezt us zor deadT Pkbe ankgalsT —nly reason we 
bnew that was cause we was .eknf huntedT4 ?oAey loobed upv starknf 
throufh the ceklknfT !Ylacb iultures ckrclkn a.oieT ’oge chewkn thekr 
way throufh the wooden latch oier topv trykn to fet knT4

Ne sat .acb down kn hks chakrT !2ot all oz us surikied down therev 
seeT Yodkes oz our zeller .rothers .efan to pkle up kn one cornerT mheg 
.krds loobkn to zeast on egT qaktkn zor the rest oz us to fov ya bnowT Ous 
watchknT qaktknT Rnd the xuketT ’ooo xuketv kt wasT NadnWt heard sklence 
lkbe that sknceC sknce eierv Z thknbT qe ganafed to tunnel ourselies 
algost to the edfe oz the rkier .ezore the 5nkon troops showed on upT4
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?hksug fapedT !?hrkstv ?oAeyT ZWg sorry you had to endure such a 
horrkMc thknfT ?anWt kgafknev .ut youWre not serkously suffestkn we dig 
ourselies outv are you”4

:otter faspedT !munnelD ’hktv thatWs rkfhtT4
2ora loobed at hkgT !Nuh”4
!)anT Z oierheard hkg talbknf to Raron a.out tunnelknf under the 

stores zorE4
:otter .kt down on the wordsT )an was fonev andv assugknf they 

surikied the nkfhtv he saw no reason to kgplkcate Raron zor sogethknf 
now krreleiantT

!5hC soge prkiate pro;ectv Z recbonT4 :otter ;ugped down zrog the 
ladder and turned three-skJtyv starknf at the wallsT Ne fra..ed the dyknf 
lagp and held kt where he and 2ora had leaned earlkerT

Knock, knock, knock.
’olkdT
!6ou bnow .out thksv Nealyv4 Loswell asbedT
Nealy peeredv wkde eyedv around the froup kn astonkshgentT ?learlyv 

he hadnWtT
!6ouv Oohn” 6ou bnow”4
?hksugWs .ezuddled loob gatched NealyWsT !2oT R.solutely notT 

Now would Z”4
mhoufh ?hksug was eikdently unknzorged a.out the Mner detakls oz 

the new operatkonv :otter regakned unconiknced .y hks egployerWs replyT 
Ne wondered kz the ganWs poor coier krbed the new gayorT Even your 
kid’s got secrets, SmithT

Ne toob a step .acbv surieyknf the roog once goreT !3ieryonev clear 
the sheliesD4

mhe froup xukcbly and xuketly regoied the ktegsv placknf theg kn the 
center oz the roogT mhe sheliknf zollowedT Rnocbknf reier.erated zrog 
anJkous Mstsv eieryone tryknf to Mnd the hollow wall as the ekfht oz theg 
spread alonf the perkgeterT 2eJt to :otterv ?hksug .anfed the surzace 
wkth the skde oz a MstT
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?oAey called zrog the corner oz the .acb wallv neJt to the statkons oz 
the crossT !Zv Z thknb Z fot sogethknD4

:otter walbed oierv zelt aroundT Ne bnocbed at the wall to the lezt oz 
the statkonsT ’olkdT Yut kn .etweenv the sound algost echoedT Ne stepped 
.acb zor another loobT mhe statkonsC kn the shape oz a doorT

:ullknf statkon ten away reiealed a slkier oz darbnessT :otter pressed 
hks hand to ktT R thknv cool .reeSe freeted hks MnfersT ’tatkon nkne and 
eleien cage down neJtT Fourv Miev and skJ zollowedT Rnother slkierT Ne 
had eJpected a latch or a holev sogethknf to openT 2othknfT Zn zactv the 
wall .ehknd each slkierv whkch ran zrog ceklknf to ,oorv proied solkdT

:otterv analySknf the wallv reached .acbv wrkfflknf hks MnfersT !’oge-
one fra. ge the haggerT4

R gogent laterv ?lara placed the tool kn hks handT ’wknfknf .acbv 
:otter droie the head throufh the wooden panelv leaiknf a xuarter-skSe 
holeT ?old akr sgacbed hks zaceT qkth the claw endv he splkt the hole down 
the center and used hks .oot heel to penetrate the panelT Zt tore away 
easklyT qkth the palg oz hks handv :otter sgashed out the upper portkonv 
reiealknf a narrowv darb passafeT

qkth the deterkoratknf lanternv essentkally useless at thks pokntv the 
froup entered the pktch .lacbnessT

!6ou sure you dkdnWt bnow thks was a door”4 ?hksug shoob hks headv 
dkrectknf hks zrustratkon at NealyT

mhe gknkster shruffed helplesslyT !Zv Z ;ust thoufht kt was poor car-
pentryT4

5

mhe Rntkxuarkan crouched low on the larfe ta.lev sklent and stkllT Pksten-
knfT qatchknfT

Zts gosakcv three-hundred-and-skJty-defree ikskon saw eierythknf 
throufh thousands oz gknkature heJafonal lensesv and saw kt wkth depthT 
Yased on the poor akg oz these 3arthlknf creaturesv kt bnew kts eyes 
also saw a hkfher zrexuency oz lkfhtv kts Meld oz ikskon only narrowknf 
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once the analytkcal eye .elow eJposedT 5nzortunatelyv kts spectacular 
optkcs heaikly relked on gotkon zor accuracyT ’tkll o.;ects appeared two 
dkgenskonalE,atEand anythknf lkiknf ;ust seeged to .lend knto the 
.acbfroundT 

mhoufhv ;ust nowv kt saw nothknfT Neard lkttleT ’gelled eierythknfT
What a stench. mhe repufnant scent oz 3arthlknf creatures had zaded 

sogev .ut as lonf as the sgell lknferedv kt bnew the prkgktkie .eknfs hkd 
sogewhere close .yT

mhe .leedknf Mnally stoppedv the wound clottknf relatkiely xukcblyT 
Rs eJpectedT ’oonv the Rntkxuarkan would resuge kts huntT

R patch oz cutkcle zorged zrog wkthkn the clotv creatknf a zresh layer oz 
eJosbeletonv .ondknf and strenfthenknf kts necb wound and lower .acbT 
Zts necbv stkll healknfv would gost lkbely neier return to one hundred 
percentT Rnd kt would .e days .ezore kt cogpletely healedT

Vost ieJknf oz allv kts wknfs were foneT qhat pkeces oz geg.rane 
regaknedv sknfed and zrayedv twktched uncontrolla.ly kn an awbward 
attegpt to ,utterT :aknzulv .ut ultkgately knconsexuentkalT 5pon kts 
return to ’ector ’N-G-G98v a teag oz gklktary gedkcal technkckans would 
adgknkster the transplantT 5ntkl thenv kts iertkcal leap and honed Mnfers 
allowed kt to clkg. structuresv whkch had seried kt well up to thks pokntT 
’tkllv the Rntkxuarkan should neier haie allowed ktselz to fet trappedv 
to fet kn;uredT mhe lonf sleep gust haie thrown oA kts knternal gech-
anksgsv thoufh the transktory nature oz kts weabness dkdnWt gabe kts 
zaklure any less dksgayknfT

Zts gksskon paragetersv threev to .e eJactv regakned zar zrog cogpleteT 
Zt bnew thksT Yut kts success regakned kgperatkiev refardless oz how 
guch tkge passed kn returnknf hogeT

mkgeT Zz only kt bnewT mhese 3arth things were zar gore adianced 
todayT mhekr weaponsv gore powerzulT mheyE

Ughv the Rntkxuarkan couldnWt thknb anygorev not wkth thks 3arthlknf 
stenchT 3ientuallyv kt would Mnd the ?ere.rugT mhen kt could start the 
repakrsT

Too much time spent here. Too much. Zt wanted oA thks gksera.le rocbT
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Zt sensed sogethknf elsev tooT
?loseT
Zt waktedT

6

’knfle Mlev the froup ag.led thekr way kn the coldv darb unbnownT :otter 
ledv slkfhtly crouchedv lantern danflknf out kn zrontT Nks other hand 
knterlocbed 2oraWsv who trakled close .ehkndT Zsaac zollowedv then ?larav 
wkth ?hksugv Nealyv and Loswell kn the gkddleT ?oAey closed the end 
oz the chaknT

mhe  tunnel  structure  proied  xukte  prkgktkiev  poorly  duf  outT 
mwo-.y-zour support .eags stood on ekther skdev runnknf across the 
ceklknf eiery ten zeet or so kn a desperate and zee.le attegpt to hold the 
passafe tofetherT ?o.we. sklb clunf zrog a.oiev fently swayknf as they 
passedT 2orav wkth a zree handv pulled away clugps zrog thekr pathT 
mhe walb regknded :otter oz traiersknf the narrowv unzagklkar trakls kn 
YennettWs claustropho.kc gknesv the type where one gkfht carry a cafed 
canary wkth theg as a precautkonT

mhe tunnel stretched onv kgpresskiely lonfT Must be beyond Nora’s 
storefront by now, maybe even past the hardware store. But how much 
farther to the mill?

R ladder egerfed kn the lanternWs flowv thoufh the tunnel stretched 
onwardT :otter handed the lkfht to 2ora and ascended the steps halzwayT 
R.oie the caried-out dkrt lay a wooden trapdoorv whkch he pushed up 
onv openknf the hatch and ,kppknf kt up and oier the ruf kt lay hkdden 
underneathT

!ZtWs the post o0ceT4 :otter peebed around the .acb roogv then de-
scendedT !ZWg fuessknf thks trakl gust fo all the way to the gkllT Follow 
kt thereT4

!qhat wkll you dov :otterv4 ?hksug asbedT
!Ura. the arsenalT ZWll .e .acb as soon as Z canT Zsaacv ?larav coge 

onT4 :otter fukded hks younfWuns up the ladderT Zz that thknf zound the 
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tunnelv theyWd .e skttknf ducbsT Yetter to beep theg saze hkgselzC beep 
theg close .y hkgv tooT

!6ouWll coge .acb zor us nowv wonWt yav4 2ora sakdv knches zrog 
:otterWs zaceT Ner words ranf stronfv gore oz a stategent than a xuestkon 
as she peered up knto hks narrowv weathered eyesT

Ne wonderedv bnowknf what lkttle she bnew oz hkgv how guch oz hks 
kntentkons she suspectedT ’he was certaknly no zoolT

Ne stared .acb down knto her pretty .luesv ;ust lonf enoufh to seal 
theg knto gegoryT !Uet eieryone to the gkll and skt tkfhtv obay” Nelp 
ks cogknfT4

’he bkssed hkg hard on the lkps and stepped .acbv watchknf hkg 
ascendT

!W’cuse gev gkssT4 ?oAey sxueeSed .y 2orav steppknf on the ladderT 
!ZWg cogkn wktchav YkllT4

!2ov noT Z need you here wkth the othersT Z need sogeone to loob azter 
2ora and4E:otter nodded hks head .ehknd ?oAeyE!themT ZWll .e MneT 
Z fot the .oy hereT qeWre foknf to .e lkbe lkfhtnknfv ya hear”4

?oAey noddedT !qhateier ya sayv YkllT4
!6ou .e carezul out therev ya hear gev4 2ora coggandedv her eyes 

slkfhtly flaSedT
Ne nodded and clkg.ed zrog the hatchv shuttknf kt .ehkndT
Rlone kn  the  post  o0cev  :otter  sxuatted kn  zront  oz  Zsaac  and 

?larav sxueeSknf thekr shouldersT !2ow stay wkth gev you understandT 
‘oEnotEleaieEgyEskdeT 6ou fot ktD”4

mhey nodded ikforouslyT
mhe three Mled out onto the roadT ’treetlagps fently ,kcberedv accog-

panyknf the flaSed sbkes and lag.ent flow oz the waJknf goon washknf 
down oier Vkssourk :laSaT mhe entkre town sat iksk.ly kllugknated under 
a lkge freen haSeT qkth the kncreasknf nug.er oz o.stacles aheadv :otter 
pakd the stranfe sby lkttle gkndT Ne stepped oA the porchv flancknf up 
and down the streetT 3gptyv saie zor ?haronWs corpsev stkll lyknf under 
a lagppost .eskde VkllerWsT OuketT moo xuketT mhe church looged kn the 
dkstancev also sklentT
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qkth cautkonv they paced up Vakn ’treet towards LeynoldsWs Yuy 
S ’ellv where :otterWs schooner rested kn zrontT Vc?orgacWs naf and 
YesskeWs gare awaktedT :otterWs .lood pressure rose as he reached the 
carrkafeT mhoufh they stood a freat dkstance awayv the church sat too 
close zor cogzortT Ne bept a ikfklant eye on the PordWs housev hopknf 
thekr actkons regakned knconspkcuous as he and the chkldren clkg.ed 
knto the schoonerT

—nce seatedv :otter pulled up and .acb on rekns wkth a fentle skde to 
skde shkztT mhe horses .acbed up untkl the church pulled out oz skfhtT Ne 
dkrected theg around toward the gkllv beepknf a been eye .ehkndT Uod 
wkllknfv the creature wouldnWt hear the xuket sound oz rollknf wheels kn 
thekr slow and gethodkcal departure zrog townT ’o zarv as ozten sakd kn 
2ew 3nflandv sgooth saklknfT

qhen the ag.lknf carrkafe reached the gkll .rkdfev howeierv the 
horses hauled at a zaraway soundT R iast and iehegent howlT mhe cry 
swept throufh Vkssourk :laSa zrog eierywhere across the ialleyT R sec-
ond howl zollowed ktT

!:av dkd youE4 ?lara .efanT
!6eahT4
Ne faSed up zor the Mrst tkge at the straw.erry goonv andv zor a 

gogentv he zound hkgselz enfrossed kn the .rkllkant rocbWs sentkent ap-
pearancev adrkztv way up therev at the streabknf heels oz sknuousv freen sbyT 
Zn Mzty-Mie years oz scourknf thks earthv heWd neier seen sogethknf soC 
the word beautiful dkdnWt do kt ;ustkceT SpellbindingT Ne wondered how 
such a skfht eJksted kn thks cruel worldT —nce kn a lkzetkgev he supposedT

Ne held onto the hope that thks wouldnWt .e the Mnal chapter oz thekr 
lkzetkgeT 

!Z dkdT4 Ne faie the rekns a couple oz Mrg tufsv zollowed .y a cog-
gandT

mhe horses .efan thekr .rksb trot oier the .rkdfeT Rs they crossedv he 
caufht the dkstant sound oz proddknf hooiesT Ne craned hks head to peer 
around the schooner canopyT
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!Oesus ?hrkstT4 Nks gouth droppedv and he swore under hks .reathT 
!qho ag Zv Yklly the bkdD”4

The whirlwind is here.



Chapter   2

T wenty bestraddled soldiers puttered in from the cold desert void, 
gently silhouetted by the lime-washed valley sky as they entered 

Missouri Plaza. Fifteen traveled in two-by-two formation with one man 
at the helm. Two small, lantern-lighted carriages Lanked them, covered in 
white canopy, with four soldiers behind the reins and one soldier inside 
a carriage.

Cieutenant —olonel Foster, leading, raised a hand, stopping the troop 
under the hanging sign. The soldiers, clad in cavalry standard navy-blue 
wool sack coatsjwith gold patch and piping and matching forage 
capsjhalted at once. From under a golden horsehair plume dress hel-
met, the lieutenant colonel noted the shattered stained glass church 
window Eust beyond the dimly illuminated reach of a nearby streetlamp.

Four a.m.
xarlier than eHpected. Much earlier, though, the navy skies of nautical 

twilight loomed with the threat of dawn, creeping up right around the 
corner. Cieutenant —olonel Foster hoped the sun held oq a while longer. 
Ae preferred to slink in discreetly. —overtly. Cong before breakfast, long 
before the residents of a town even woke, leaving them none the wiser as 
he ac’uired his target. Cess chance of contention or an all-out gunIght. 
Sfter all, today he sought only one man, albeit an egregiously dangerous 
one. Sn outlaw who now harbored two youngRuns.

The lieutenant colonel, a father of seven himself, predicted mini-
mal casualty of his own men, if any. Yn his eHperience, these wanted 
menjanimalsjgenerally ended the threat of apprehension in one of 
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two waysJ death by their own volition or by the hands of authority. St 
the very least, they left their oqspring behind, unharmed.

The broken church window dis’uieted Foster, however. Ae stared 
at it, stroking his white handlebar mustache. Cikely nothing, though a 
souring sensation trickled in his gut. —ould he be too lateD

Ais paranoia, along with a hardy compulsion to leave no stone un-
turned, prompted his decision to investigate. Following a command-
ing hand gesture, fourteen soldiers dismountedV seven taking immediate 
cover by their horses, riLes raised at the ready. The rest deployed in an 
organized scuttle around the church. Three ran toward the rear, and four 
separated on either side of the building, with two at the side windows and 
two around front. Two front men trampled scattered shards, crushing 
and snapping under calf-high “eqerson !avis boots, before propping 
themselves up on either side of the broken window, where Eagged trian-
gles of blue stained glass protruded outward.

Zergeant ”incent, on his way, stopped and shouted back, WCieutenant 
—olonel, we have a bodyKO

W2indows are boarded up on the insideKO The side-window soldier 
shouted.

S call came from around the opposite side. WAere as wellKO
Zergeant 2oods, up against the building on the side with the broken 

window, grasped his riLe in the crook of his arm and carefully peered in. 
Sfter a long look, he shouted over his shoulder. WSll clear hereKO

WThe front doors seemed to be Eammed up. Possibly sealed from the 
inside,O said Zergeant Morris, coming up from the front.

The lieutenant colonel unmounted and approached the troops. Ais 
saber gently swayed from his hip as he stepped. Bneeling neHt to the 
face-down body, in the small radius of dirt not saturated with blood or 
covered in broken glass, he reached around the neck with two Ingers and 
felt for a pulse.

Ae looked up at his men. WThis manRs alive. CetRs get him overKO



“.“. SCU:?N

The two soldiers closest rushed to their commander, kneeling around 
the young man, each grabbing one of three limbs. The fourth, an arm, 
was conspicuously absent from his bloody shoulder socket.

Wxasy. xasy now, fellas.O Foster looked up at the caravan. WCieutenant 
Aarvey, Grooks, bring the med kit. Aurry, now.O

The men turned over the body.
The lieutenant colonel, behind, leaned over the pale boy. WZon, can 

you hear meD YRm Cieutenant —olonel xugene Foster of the First —avalry 
!ivision, Fort Aood, TeHas.O

The young man, eyes barely open, glared up at Foster.
W2ho did this to you, sonDO
Ais  white  lips  parted  and  trembled,  eyes  drifting. 

W—hajchajchajO
Foster looked back. W2e got that kit comingKDO
Aarvey and Grooks arrived posthaste with a large canvas bag. Grooks 

unzipped it, revealing its contents of bandages, dressings, and instru-
ments. Aarvey pulled out a roll of gauze bandaging and held it to the 
boyRs torn shoulder socket. Aarvey eHchanged a look with Grooks, one 
cognizant of a much futile eqort.

W“ust relaH, son, weRre gonna take care of you,O Foster prompted. WY 
need you to try and tell me what happened here, okayDO

W—ha-cha-cha-cha-chajO Ais head and remaining arm trembled, 
gently raising from the dirt. Ae waved a shaking Inger at the broken 
window. W—ha-cha-church-ch-ch.O

Ais arm dropped, and his head hit the dirt, eyes rolling to the back of 
his head.

Foster checked his neck for a pulse, then stood. WAeRs gone. Zurround 
the buildingKO

The remaining men unmounted and Eoined the troops at the back 
of the church, forming a semi-circle, riLes raised. ”incent and 2oods 
approached the window and peered in.

W2hat do you see,O Foster called.
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WThe church appears to be in complete disarray, Cieutenant —olonel,O 
”incent said. W4hh, Y see another body. Uther than that, nothing.O 
The soldier lowered his riLe, s’uinting. WYtjYtRs tough to see, lieu-
tenant colonel. Gased on the uniform, perhaps itRs the town marssZZA-
ASSSSCCCSSSSAAAjO

5ineteen men watched the sergeant-maEor disappear through the 
window.

érisly screaming trailed.

2

Sbruptly and without breath, Saron 2ilburn woke in a chilling sweat to 
a snapping and whirring sound. Ais eyes Luttered, attempting to adEust 
to the darkness and make sense of his damp surroundings as he panted, 
heart Euddering against his breastbone. Where the hell am I!?

!idnRt matter. This—anything—was better than wherever heRd Eust 
been.

Ae twisted his head around, drawn to the portentous pink glow of 
the center globe in the black boH sitting on his credenza. 3ed sparks of 
electrical current Ired from its core, gently kissing the crystal surface, 
illuminating the corner of his bedroom. Magenta Lashes pulsed from the 
center to the inner edges. Ynternal sounds resembling brief gusts of wind 
propagated within the device.

How good to be home.
!ays and restless nights had passed since Gill Potter had placed this pe-

culiar device in his hands. AeRd felt the need to conceal it in his bedroom 
once he Eumpstarted itjonce the azure crystal somehow disappeared 
from his desk.

Tonight, though, something Inally dawned on him. Ae felt drawn to 
this black boH in a mystifying way he couldnRt put a Inger on. Ss if this all 
had been preordainedja calling, so to speakjto se’uester this device.

This energy.
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Ais studies of the machine, surely not of this world, left him in a 
perpetual state of wakefulness. S harrowing meditation. Tonight, how-
ever, the device proved most evocative. Mesmerizing. Gewitching. S 
trancelike state had swept over him, enveloping his mind like a dream. 
xthereal, even. Though, now that heRd awoken, it seemed more a vivid, 
hellish nightmare.

Ae gazed into the boH, remembering.
S battle had ensued over Missouri Plaza. S battle under great, green 

skies. Yt had started at a ranch, “ohn —hisumRs, most like, with men 
attacking him as he fed in the pasture. 3aw meat. Ae savored the tangy, 
coppery taste of warm blood on his lips. Cots to feed on. Zatiated. Aow-
ever, the ranch handsR act of unmitigated aggression had to be met with 
a defensive strike, tantamount to theirs, and with eHtreme preEudice. 
Saron felt the LameRs heat ripple up his back in the engulfed barn, 
causing him to soak his sheets with sweat as he drifted on.

Ae furthered upon PotterRs young boy in town, hiding in fear. The 
innocence in that boyRs eyes when —haron, the butcher, appeared and 
pulled a weapon on the boy. Saron had zero tolerance for such aggres-
sion, and —haron ’uickly met with the same Ierce fate as —hisumRs 
men. Though the boy, he wore a familiar scent. Saron suddenly knew, 
though he didnRt know how, that this child had been in his craft, perhaps 
responsible for his awakening.

Felicitations, young boy.
Saron smelled something else on the boy he couldnRt ’uite place. The 

boy knew something. AeRd have to consider this, howeverj
Oh, my. What is that?
Saron picked up a pungent scent and ’uickly drifted on into town, 

over the crowded strip of Main Ztreet in this strange, tiny village. Yn Mar-
shal MatherRs Eail cell, he met an interesting individual locked away. Une 
with, oh, such great potential. The Geast within. S goddamn travesty, 
wasting away in this cage, when the Ine specimen suited one of his mis-
sion parameters Eust Ine. Uf course, as he tried to ac’uire this delicious 
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specimen, he was once again thwarted, this time, by the meddlesome 
marshal himself.

5ow the Geast roamed free, he supposed, thanks to the lock heRd 
opened. Gut with that smell, heRd surely Ind it again.

Perhaps the most dis’uieting se’uence for Saron was when his friends 
ganged up, carrying an all-out assault to put him down. Cittle did they 
know. Their weapons, impressive yet primitive, proved no match for his 
species. Snd now, it was too late for them. Ae hunted these cowardly 
men down, and they posed no challenge. xasy targets. Ae found himself 
savagely killing the proprietor of MillerRs —af7, along with the town 
marshal, and, of course, ”an. There was something so satisfying, yet 
e’ually atrocious and gut-wrenching, about staring into his best friendRs 
terriIed eyes while his arm broke free from his shoulder socket, then tore 
away from the body. The potent scent of urine stung SaronRs nostrils 
before he tossed ”an, like trash, out his overpriced window.

They had it coming, these creatures. Snd if Saron was honest with 
himself, they all did. We’re all the same, aren’t we? Cegionnaires9 once, 
maybe. !ogs of war, that better suited them. Snd that other man, the 
one that got away. Potter. Ae had something interesting about him. 
Zomething to oqer.

Zuddenly, his assailants were gone. Aiding, perhaps. Zomewhere. 5ot 
far, Saron knew. Ae could smell them. Taste them. Ais ship. The young 
boy, and the young girl. Zhe wore the scent, too, perhaps more so. 2hat 
could itjoh. Ae perked up. They had something. Uh, indeed they did. 
Ae smiled. Gut had they activated itD

Saron, Inally catching his breath, shook his head. Ae couldnRt make 
heads or tails of the vile vision. 2as he in someoneRs mind, reading their 
thoughtsD Ur did someone, some thing, invade and pillage his ownD

4nable to fathom a return to sleep, he carried the device up to his 
oJce. There he sat with a bottle of MillerRs bathtub gin, a glass, and a 
book, watching the ominous black boH which lay before him on the busy 
desk.



“.“. SCU:?K

3

The group, now led by 5ora, Inally reached the end of the tunnel, 
which concluded with a wall of dirt. “ust as on the opposite side of the 
church. 5ora waved the lantern across, inspecting the wooden surface 
with her free hand, nudging each edge to see which way it opened. xvery 
side proved solid as she laid into it with the heel of her hand. Maybe 
something obstructed the entryway on the other side. Zhe had spent 
little time in the mill herself, maybe visiting once or twice for fabric. Zhe 
couldnRt fathom what the basement might hold.

W2hatRs the problem,O —hisum called from behind.
WYjY canRt budge it. Might be Eammed up.O 5ora pushed again, pant-

ing with eqort and frustration. WY donRt knowDO
WRZcuse me, miss.O
—hisum s’ueezed his slightly rotund body around 5oraRs frail frame, 

s’uishing her against the cold clay. 3unning his hands up and down the 
wall, he nudged the surface with his palm heel, feeling for a weak spot. 
The left side gave slightly. —hisum nodded, stepped back, and thrusted 
himself into the wall, nudging it open a few inches. Ae hit it again, 
widening the crack a bit more.

Ae turned to 5ora. W—an you get inDO
Though tight, she managed to s’ueeze through the narrow opening, 

her dress catching and tearing on a serrated edge. 4nable to see past a 
two-foot radius, she stood blinded in near total darkness.

Zhe waved the lantern in a circle. Sround her sat storage crates, some 
of which blocked the hidden passage. The secret doorway, which she had 
entered from, lay behind wall-to-wall stacked shelving, which housed 
spools of multicolored twine from Loor to ceiling.

5ora pulled with two hands while —hisum pushed from behind. 
2ith a scrape of the Loor, the blocked door rigidly slid open, Eust enough 
for everyone to pass through. —oqey shoved it closed behind him as he 
entered the mill.
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They moved cautiously, staying close together through the busy, nar-
row maze of the basement Loor around YsaacRs monstrous wool separator 
workstation.

4pon reaching a long hallway, 3oswell spoke up. WThis is familiar to 
me. Y believe 2ilburnRs domicile is this way.O

3oswell led them down until they reached a door at the end of the 
hall. !espite his best eqorts, pounding on it and shouting urgently, their 
uneHpected arrival went unnoticed.

W2ell, where in —hrist could he beKD AeRs bout the only one that 
wasn’t on Main Ztreet tonight,O —hisum said.

3oswell glanced overhead. W4pstairs.O
The Ive, led by 3oswell, walked single Ile up the stairs onto the 

illuminated manufacturing Loor and around the corner to the central 
oJce.

4

Saron, hearing footfalls, looked up from his book to Ind the disheveled 
townsfolk standing, in the middle of the night, at the door to his oJce.

Zlightly tipsy, he stood and staggered. WMr. Zmith9DO Ae glanced 
around with tired eyes, feeling the sedative eqects of the gin. WMr. 
—hisumKD Minster Aealyjwuh-what-whatRs going onDO

—hisum pushed his way through, bumping 5ora and 3oswell from 
his path to approach SaronRs desk. WY donRt know how to put this, son, 
other than to Eust come out and say itJ some ungodly creature is out there 
in the night, and itRs tearin up the whole townKO

W2uh-whatKDO
W2here the —hristRve you been, sonD AavenRt you heard all the damn 

chaos out there tonightKD
Saron cast a befuddled glance over the group.
WYtRs killed the marshal,O —hisum bluntly stated before dropping his 

gaze. WSnd9 some of the others.O
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W2hat are you sayingD 2hat killed the marshalDO Saron watched 
silent eyes fall upon him. St that moment, the vision returnedjthe 
nightmare of his friend, torn apart before his very eyes. Ae glared at Mr. 
Zmith. W2uh-where is ”anDO

3oswell removed his hat, bracing it in two hands as he stared at the 
ground.

WAe didnRt make it,O 5ora said somberly. WYRm so sorry, Saron.O
3oswell Eust shook his head.
Mouth agape, Saron popped back down in his seat, staring oq at 

nowhere but somehow seeing everything. WY, Y Eust donRt understand,O 
he muttered. W—an someone please eHplain what is going on hereDO

—hisum approached Saron and put a hand on his shoulder. WCook, 
son, we need the place to lie low till help arrives. éot itDO

The black boH, relatively ’uiet since Saron brought it into the oJce, 
began revving up. S deep whirring issued from within, and a brilliant 
white light Lashed with intermittent pulsing throughout the globe. 
xveryone put up a hand to gently shield their eyes as their vision adEusted, 
drawn into the beacon.

—hisum shook a Inger at it. WThat, uh, supposed to do thatDO
WMy éod, would you Eust have a look at thisDO Aealy, gaping from 

behind splayed Ingers, sauntered over to it. WYncredibleKO Ae looked at 
Saron. W2hat is itDO

Saron, still in a dense haze of shock and incredulity, stared into the 
globe as if he could see beyond its intricate depths. The device. Ae glow-
ered at the boH, vaguely understanding that it played some ineHplicable 
part in tonightRs events. WUblivion.O

W8ou Igured it out, you sonovabitch, youK 8ou got this runnin.O 
3oswell approached it, unable to avert his wide eyes. S white glow 
reLected from his bemused face. Ae reached out, letting an open, trem-
bling hand hover an inch from the pulsing light ball. WThis thing is 
generating light, goddamn power, without the use of heat or an internal 
combustion. AowRs this possible, SaronDO

Saron Inally looked up. WYtRs not.O
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—oqey pointed to the windows across the mill Loor. WY think Y see 
somethin outsideKO

Aealy crossed himself. WPlease Cord, please say itRs not that thing. Ys 
itKDO

—oqey didnRt answer. Ae scurried from the oJce to the window, 
lifting it open.

W2hat is itKDO —hisum shouted.
—oqey beamed, returning a hearty grin. WAelpKO



Chapter   2

P otter  and  his  young’uns  made  it  back  to  the  house  at  near 
break-neck speed, or at least as fast as two decrepit horses dragging 

an unwieldy carriage with three people could run safely in the dark 
woods without colliding with a tree or losing a wheel. Clara, sitting in 
the middle of the bench, gripped tight to the back of her brother’s and 
pa’s coats so as not to roll backward into the carriage. Perhaps she just 
feared the backsplash coming from the rear of McCormac’s nag as the 
horse defecated her usual muddy nightmare manure. The smell, beyond 
heinous, smacked Potter in the face, adding insult to injury on a night 
that undoubtedly couldn’t get much worse.

He yanked back on the reins, the horses sliding to an abrupt halt, and 
threw out an arm, bracing his kids against the bench back to keep them 
from toppling over the front. “Let’s go!”

Hopping down, he scooped Clara under the arms, lifted her to the 
ground, and threw open the front door, stepping inside with Isaac and 
Clara right behind. With a shaky hand, he put the carriage lantern down 
on the counter, then continued to light a couple of the wall lamps, barely 
holding on to each match he struck. Cold sweat ran down his temples, 
his stomach churning as nausea washed over him.

He wiped his face with a handkerchief and turned to his children. 
“Listen to me. Listen. Grab everything you need, only things you need, 
right now. Get loading them into the carriage. Clothing. Food. Only 
the necessities.” Potter paused. Delegation—otherwise chaos will ensue. 
“Clara, you are on pantry duty. Grab a couple crates from the basement 
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and start ?lling them, okayB Isaac, grab you and your sister’s belongings. 
Start packing them right now. Right now, you got it!?”

Isaac turned to Clara with a muddled look. “—ut Pa, what about the 
basementB Aren’t we going toN”

“Dever mind that, Isaac. zo as I say. Please. Go, now. And when 
you’re done, help your sister!”

The room suddenly began to gently sway left, then right. Potter 
clenched his eyes shut, pinching them with two ?ngers, waiting for the 
dixxiness to pass.

Isaac nodded and ran down the basement stairs to retrieve the luggage.
Clara peered up at Potter with that curious emerald gaxe. “Pa, aren’t 

we going back to the millB”
He fought the urge to shout, barely grasping his last remaining morsel 

of patience as he looked at his daughter. He got down on one kneeNeye 
levelNand cupped his hands around her shoulders. “Change of plans, 
honey. Dow, I need you to hurry and pack up the kitchen, okayB”

“What about Ms. Dora, PaB And Mr. CoJeyB We have to save them 
from the monster!”

“We cannot go back there, honey. It’s not safe for us.” His focus on 
her began to falter as he struggled to shut out the shifting living room 
behind.

“—ut PaaaN”
“You and your brother’s wellbeing are the—most—important—thing 

to me. To Grandpa. It’s the only thing that matters now! And I need to 
get you’s far away from here. zo you understand, do yaB zo ya grasp 
what I’m saying, ClaraB” He realixed his grip had tightened, jostling her 
while he spoke, and he forcibly rela2ed his ?ngers.

Clara, morosely, shook her head.
“Do, no, no, no,” Potter mimicked, shaking his head. “Done of this. 

Please. Go.”
He turned her around by the shoulder and gave her a gentle shove. 

She stopped, shooting him a sad, narrow glance over her shoulder. The 
dagger of her disappointment pierced his heart.
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Isaac returned, lugging three large trunks. He handed one oJ to his 
father.

Potter grabbed it and went upstairs without a second look.

2

Isaac turned to his sister.
Clara stared up at him with sad eyes. “Pa says we ain’t going back to 

town.”
“I had a feeling we weren’t. I think those cavalry men want Pa.”
“To helpB”
“To take him away.”
“Why!B”
“They’re with the —ad Men, Clara.”
“I don’t want them to take Pa!” Clara’s eyes glassed, tears immediately 

shedding from their corners.
“Then we need to hurry and pack our belongings so we can get out of 

here.”
Isaac took a step toward the stairs, but a strange sound stopped him 

short.
He turned to Clara. Her coat pocket vibrated with a ?erce hum. She 

blinked at him, then pulled a lit-up prism from her pocket, barely grip-
ping it as it shook up her arm. The various hues inside the core 4ashed. 
Sparks of bright, colored light 4ashed inside, brighter than those new 
incandescent electric lamps he’d seen once in zenver. The multicolored 
projection from the tiny crystal illuminated the center of the house.

Clara, nearing the basement, paused. “I don’t want this anymore.” She 
glowered, heading for the outside door.

“Wait,” Isaac blurted. “Where areNwhat are you doing!B”
Clara opened the door and launched the knot into the dark.
Slamming the door, she turned back to Isaac. “The —ad Men can have 

it.”
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Potter éuickly shut the door behind and leaned up against it, eyes closed. 
The Attack, best he could ever describe it, was coming on. The walls 
closed in on him, spinning. An unbridled suJocation tightened his 
throat, swift and ine2plicit, leaving his sanity to dangle at the frayed 
edges. Is this finally the end?

The ?rst attack had presented itself during the Rebellion War, lost 
up in those mountains. :pon his descent, he’d mostly managed to keep 
the episodes at bay, but they had returned with a furious vengeance 
after —essie’s passing. The chink in his otherwise impervious armor, 
a slow and methodical attempt to engulf him completely. Physically. 
Emotionally. :tterly incapacitated, he awaited his ?nal breath, which 
never seemed to come.

He knew only one cure for his malady. One he had recently chosen to 
suppress despite the ecstasy, the rapture, it delivered. Or, he supposed, 
fabricated. Though the conseéuences of its use remained dire, they paled 
in comparison to all he faced now.

He packed éuicklyNnot a whole hell of a lot to his wardrobeNand 
changed from the restricting blaxer and tie to something a bit easier 
to move in. Slacks held up by his lucky red suspenders and a weath-
ered white long-sleeve Henley served just ?ne. From under his hat, he 
pulled the special éuirley, the one reluctantly tucked away for that what 
if moment, and lit it. He smoked half, pulling deeply and letting the 
to2ic vapor penetrate his seasoned lungs. The opiates struck all the right 
nerves, instantly soothing him. His hands mellowed to a dull tremble, an 
almost imperceptible éuiver, though he still noticed it. He sat in the near 
dark on his bare bed, the window open, letting the cold night wash over 
him.

Oh, did he feel swell.
Floating away…

4
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Trilling, deep and guttural, echoed from within the church, breaking the 
breexy silence as cavalry soldiers slowly closed in on the broken window. 
A bewildered Foster stood behind his men, his tall, shining saber raised 
high in the air, tentatively preparing for a ?ght against God knew what. 
He’d never seen a man pulled straight oJ the ground before, and by the 
sound of his screams, something had tossed him around like a rag doll.

—y the time his men inched their way over, silence fell once again. 
Actually, come to think of it, the whole town seemed strangely éuiet. 
zeserted. The night had reached its darkest phase, right before dawn, but 
still, in his e2perience, a saloon or a caf; should be in operation. Maybe 
some entertainment, some music. At the very least, someone would drift 
along the street.

Something wasn’t right. He wondered about their intended target, 
just how dangerous of a man they sought.

Were they too lateB
From the round hole behind the church came the sergeant-major, 

4ying out backwards, hitting several troops and toppling them over. He 
lay sprawled in their arms, eyes open. Throat missing.

Foster stared at the mutilation in horror. Certainly not work of the 
outlaw for whom they cameNnot the work of any man, for that matter. 
The threat before them left him at a complete loss for words, save one6 
“FIRE!”

Thankfully, they’d come prepared. Eighteen men ?red aimlessly into 
the broken window until their chambers emptied. Then, once reloaded, 
they ?red again, plunging .5K caliber slugs into walls and pews. Their 
shots tore into the Lord’s table and podium, ricocheting oJ the busted 
bell with ringing pings. —ullets 4ew back out of the church… one hit a 
soldier in the shoulder, another in the thigh. One shot struck the gas 
lamp between the side windows. Flames propelled from the shattered 
unit, furiously propagating up the wall and across the ceiling.

“They’re ?rin back,” qensen shouted.
“Take cover,” Foster commanded.
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Most of the troops dispersed on either side of the window and along-
side the burning church, out of the line of ?re, clutching their ri4es 
between boarded-up windows and the front doors. Dow surrounding 
the perimeter, they stood in silence, awaiting their unknown assailant. 
Only a matter of time.

In mere minutes, the famished 4ames consumed the dilapidated 
structure. —lack smoke billowed from the empty cupola and wafted 
from the broken stained-glass window, fanning around the corner and 
crossing the cavalry men. zeep warbling spilled from within, a withering 
groan rising above the sound of crackling ?re.

Foster scowled. With the church interior fully illuminated in the bur-
geoning 4ames, he gave the command to advance the window. Si2 troops, 
led by —rooks, surrounded the broken pane, ri4es at the ready.

“FIRE,” yelled —rooks.
The soldiers ?red into the church, again and again, seemingly not 

ready for the scene that greeted them.
“Fall out!”
The si2 men backed away to the caravan.
“There’s somethin inside, Lieutenant Colonel,” —rooks called as he 

approached.
Foster peered through the thick smoke, unable to make out anything 

at this distance. “What is it, —rooksB”
“INI don’t know. It’s big. It ain’t a person, Lieutenant Colonel, and 

it ain’t respondin to ammunition. It doesn’t appear armed.”
“What’s it doinB”
“qust standin on a table. Watchin.”
Foster moved in toward the window, wafting away the dark smoke 

with a white glove. He stopped feet out from the church, just far enough 
to see inside.

A tall, terrifying creature stood on the Lord’s table, staring back at 
him. Its re4ective skin glittered in the light of the surrounding ?re, which 
now consumed much of the nave as the 4ames advanced toward the 
chancel.
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The monster’s jaw separated… its mouth opened. Trilling poured from 
within.

Foster dropped his saber down to his side, placing it in his left hand 
in order to cross himself with the right. “My God.” Still maintaining eye 
contact with the creature, he yelled behind for the grenades, command-
ing the rest of the men to return to the caravan.

Sergeant qensen and Sergeant Lariviere ran back with a rectangular 
crate of 8etchum grenades, pulled from under the carriage canopy. Fos-
ter, without speaking, pointed his saber to the window.

“Take cover,” Lariviere yelled to the troops, launching a grenade in 
toward the creature before running to join his comrades on the outskirts.

The grenade detonated on impact. The e2plosion folded the steeple in 
on itself… grinding down, it crashed through the roof onto the chancel. 
Plumes of smoke and ash spewed upward through the gaping hole and 
from the back window, most of which now covered the north end of 
Main Street, eJectively blotting out the moon above. Flames crawled the 
e2terior, the church now completely engulfed.

“Good Christ, look out!” Foster, continuing to back away to avoid 
pieces of singed drift, peered up at the raging blaxe. “I’d say whatever it 
was, it ain’t comin out no more, gentlemen!”

5

Potter, regaining a bit of composure as his nerves settled and the sickness 
mostly passed, sat up gently on the bed. His new friends, his only friends, 
eagerly awaited his return0 depended on him, more like. CoJey. Dora. 
Their last grave gaxes from the tunnel’s shadows stayed vivid in his mind. 
Hopefully, they’d found Aaron and were now safe inside the mill. The 
cavalry would likely be enough to protect them, but even the military 
seemed ill-eéuipped to face this formidable force. At least with the Army 
potentially dismembered, Potter supposed, he and the young’uns would 
have a leg up on making their escape.
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—ut how much farther could theyNheNrunB The idea crept into his 
bones and nestled, weighing on his soul. He no longer bore resemblance 
to the man his wife had married… and for the ?rst time, he was glad 
—essie wasn’t alive to see what remained of this feeble bastard. He had 
the audacity to preach to Clara about faith before fear, and yet here he 
sat, tail between his legs, once again ready to skin out of town. Christ0 
the gut-wrenching look on her confused little face tonight.

Every problem he’d ever 4ed from had invariably worsened in his 
absence6 his childhood thefts, his unit in the war, the train robbery. The 
image of Mrs. Frohrmann’s pallid body suddenly resurfaced, hanging, 
her empty gray gaxe meeting his. He shuddered.

Maybe it was the drug’s euphoric eJects, but he felt something wash 
over him. A sense of clarity0 or stupidity. Regardless of which, he needed 
to see this through until the end.

Potter swallowed dryly and stood. With the help of the boy, they could 
éuickly pack the dynamite, the grenades. The Tarpley ri4es were mostly 
useless, though he supposed they’d make a sturdy club. He knew the 
fate of Missouri Plaxa rested in the hands of every armed, able-bodied 
person willing to defend it. The town needed him. He’d deal with what 
remained of the cavalry after. Hopefully, he and the young’uns would 
make a éuick slip before it came to that.

If he survived.
He walked downstairs to ?nd the boy returning from loading crates 

into the carriage. “Slight change in plans, son. Where’s your sisterB”
Isaac wiped his hands on his trousers. “:h0 don’t know.”
“I thought you were helping herB”
“INI was busy packing, Pa. I told her to do the same. So, she went.”
So much for staying rela2ed. Potter charged into the kitchen to ?nd a 

suitcase-sixed crate partially ?lled with what little remained in the pantry. 
Canned goods, coJee beans, root vegetables, dried herbs. Do sign of his 
daughter.

“Clara!B” Potter spun around the kitchen. A moment later, he met 
Isaac by the stairs. “Go up and check for her!”
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Potter grabbed the lantern, opened the basement door, and skipped 
down the steps, grasping the railing with his free hand for support. 
Dothing but sheet-covered furniture andNthe ammunition cache! What 
if she’d tried to retrieve the ri4es and hurt herself falling into the pitB

He yelled for Clara again, swiftly yet cautiously heading toward the 
hidden storage hindered by his limited visibility of the 4oor. As he 
neared, he immediately noticed the gate still open from when he earlier 
retrieved the dynamite. He hovered over the hole, lantern outstretched, 
and yelled for Clara two more times. Silence. From his hunched posi-
tion, he saw the crate and barrel lids lying open, e2posing the arsenal 
beneathNsome of it, missing.

No-no-no-no-no-no-no-no…
Potter ?red up the steps, e2iting the basement, and collided with his 

son in the hallway, scaring the shit out of them both.
Isaac, bouncing backward, gasped for air. “She’s not upstairs, Pa, or 

anywhere in the house!”
Potter glanced at his son. “Wait here.”
He e2ploded through the side door and rushed into the barn, charging 

over the hay-covered sediment toward the dark stable. Hoping. Praying. 
Rounding the stall wall to the opening, he saw e2actly what he dreaded.

—lanco was gone.
He séueexed the lantern handle in a trembling hand, inches away 

from smashing it and setting everything ablaxe. “F:::::::C8,” he 
howled from the top of heaving lungs, voice éuivering, throat burning.

Only the sedative eJect of his earlier éuirley grounded him. Out of 
breath, with spittle clinging from his beard, he hung his weary head.

“GRIFFIN!” A familiar voice shattered the cold, dry air.
Potter shuddered… the lantern rocked loosely in his faltering grip, al-

most dropping. He shot around, reaching for his hip. His right hand 
slapped against an empty holster.

A tall ?gure stood before him in the barn entryway, silhouetted by the 
moonlit sky.
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“Who-who’s thereB” His voice trembled. A rhetorical éuestion, how-
ever0 because as soon as that gravelly voice rippled through the barn, he 
knew the answer.

The dark ?gure stepped disjointedly toward Potter, spurs clink-
ing with each slightly incoherent, stiLy footed step. Potter, petri?ed, 
just watched the shadow lumber inside, threadbare clothing gradually 
emerging in his light. The rib cage, the only distinguishable contrast 
among the drab clothing and infused dirt, peeked through a partially 
open 4annel. A dead man walking. He waited for Warren’s groteséuely 
decomposed face to shift into the lantern’s amber glow.

“She’s gone,” the ghost said, face still hidden by shadows.
Potter séueexed his lids shut, feeling a dense chill propagate through 

his sedated nerves. He pulled in a slow, deep breath, e2pelling it with an 
internal count. One, two, three, four, five. “I know you’re not real, I know 
you’re not real, you’re not real, you’re not real, you’re not reallyNyou’re 
not really here, you’re not, you’re not, you’reNYAAA8!”

Warren’s boney carpels dug into the corners of his throat, lifting 
him straight oJ the ground. Instinctually, he grabbed the man’s wrist. 
—rown, malleable 4esh séuished in his grip as he dug his ?ngers into the 
space between the corpse’s forearm bones. His eyes opened, now look-
ing down inches from Warren’s gnarled face, which loomed inscrutable 
under a shabby Stetson. —y this time, the little skin left to him had long 
since molded over, spotted dark brown and black. Where his mouth once 
lived, a tarnished, perpetual smile of yellow-brown bone around two 
gold fronts remained. A mocking, haunting grin.

Potter glared into Warren’s frosted, sunken eye, ine2plicably intact. 
De2t to it, the formerly vacant socket séuirmed generously with mag-
gots… they dripped onto his cheekbone as he spoke.

“You didn’t listen,” he grumbled, speaking each word distinctly, sep-
arately, as if they came from someone, or something, else. 

zesperate to breathe, Potter pulled at the unbudging wrist with one 
hand while clawing into rotted 4esh with the other. Strands of black, 
sinewy muscle peeled away, breaking apart under his ?ngers.
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“I warned you to rid yourself of that bo2, qoe. I warned you, but you 
just could not overcome your own pridefulness, could youB Dot even 
for the sake of your own children.” A hardy chortle gurgled from deep 
within Warren… his body heaved and swayed, his mouth ajar.

Sardonic laughter, Potter ?gured. A cluster of black widow spiders 
4ed from in between teeth in its gaping smile, scattering in all directions. 
Many scurried up Warren’s tattered coat sleeve… Potter, eyeballing them, 
séuirmed.

“And here it is. Your downfall. Your painful acceptance of a mean-
ingless e2istence, to drink from the same pompous trough as the rest 
of us deplorable lost souls. Though your fate is something far worse. 
Cognixance is your curse. To savor that knowledge, that pain, before 
your demise. Then, like us, scour the earth in perdition. AbsolutionB” 
He shook his head. “I can tell you… eternity is a mighty long time. Dow I 
ask you, qoe0 what would you trade that pain forB”

Struggling to pull in air, he looked down at Warren’s smug, rotting 
face.

I… I’m not sure.
“It is reassuring, isn’t itB To know that some people, people like 

usNthe venal, the blindly arrogantNwe never change, do we.”
“INkilledNyou,” Potter séueexed through gritted teeth. He could 

no longer breathe. His face 4ushed, burning… his eyes bulged from their 
weathered sockets. “YouNareNnotNREALNMOTHERNF:C8-
ERRRR!” With both hands, he dug his ?ngers in between the bones 
and yanked, snapping Warren’s forearm away in two pieces. Freed from 
agony, he fell to the ground, gasping for air.

“zo you think saving your friends, the town, can redeem a life of 
debauchery, qoeB Do matter where you run those soldiers will come 
for you.” Warren looked down, his one eye on Potter, dust and bone 
fragments spilling from an empty coat sleeve.

“I got time.” Potter choked out, spittle hanging from a éuivering lip.
“We all think we do.” The corpse chortled again. “Men like us even 

more so. Each of us surprised to ?nd we are all wrong.”
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Potter, still gasping, picked himself up and glared up at Warren.
“Try as you might, you cannot cheat death. And that hourglass of 

yours0”
Slowly regaining his faculties, Potter backed away toward the door, 

lantern swaying in hand.
“The only thing you will ?nd along the narrow edge draining the 

sands of time is the life you lost.”
Potter e2ited the barn, keeping Warren in his eyeline until the ghost 

disappeared from his light. He turned to the side door of the house.
POP!
Potter screamed as a slug tore into his thigh, sending him sideways. 

He smacked into the side door, sliding onto the seat of his pants. The 
lantern fell, this time smashing. Its 4ame e2tinguished. He sat, gaping, 
astounded.

He was shot.
He brushed his ?ngers through his hair, pushing it from his face, his 

head strangely, oddly, naked. His hat had fallen away, though where it 
went, he couldn’t see. The pain subsided almost instantly as cold laced 
his body.

6

Townsfolk began pouring out of a caf;. Miller’s, the sign read. They 
made their way across the street in a bewildered state of panic and awe, 
gaxes 4itting between the :.S. Army and their burning church. A couple 
of men tipped their hats low, standing back behind the crowd. One 
woman walked backward all the way, almost tripping over the body in 
the street before turning and fading into the alley.

Foster, astounded, gaxed at the townsfolk in wonderment. Where had 
they all come fromNsurely not all from this little luncheonetteB

At the south end of Main Street, two gentlemen briskly emerged from 
the dark, heaving as they approached. The nearby 4ames cast bright 
amber light on their disheveled appearance.
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“Oh, thank you. Thank you, God, you’re here!” The one in the 
cream-colored suit e2tended a hand, panting. “Roswell Smith. Mayor of 
Missouri Plaxa. zid you kill itB Please tell me you killed it!” His eyes made 
brief contact with the man with the sword, his gaxe drawn instead to the 
inferno.

“I’m Lieutenant Colonel Eugene Foster of the Seventh Cavalry zivi-
sion. Fort Hood, Te2as.” Foster slid the saber back into its sheath and 
shook Roswell’s hand. “Can anyone e2plain to me what in Sam Hill is 
goin on hereB zid we kill what, e2actlyB”

“Hell, you saw it, didn’t yaB” The other man, hunched over with his 
hands on his thighs, struggled to catch his breath. “Your goddamn guess 
is as good as ours. We’re under invasion, here.” He glanced up. “Look at 
the damn sky! It’s fuckin green, you see that!B”

“And you areB”
“qohn Chisum. Cattle rancher in these parts,” he said, decidedly 

vague.
“qohn Chisum of qinglebob Ranch, rightB I’ve plenty heard of ya.” 

Foster shook Chisum’s hand and looked up. “It’s happenin all over the 
country. Got reports of that from the north two days ago. That in the 
sky there, they’re callin a solar storm passin on through.”

“Solar storm you sayB And it twitches in the sky like that, green!B” 
Chisum, 4abbergasted, glared over the valley.

“That thing inside there has killed a number of our residents, Eu-
gene,” Roswell continued. “My son, Nan for one, postmaster of Mis-
souri Plaxa. Miller, the proprietor of our caf;. We lost the marshal, zave 
Mather.”

About ?fteen yards back, an Apache woman wrapped in a shawl 
turned and blinked. Foster met her gaxe for an instant, just long enough 
to see the ?relight re4ecting in her glassy eyes as she covered her open 
mouth with a éuivering palm.

“Christ, I can’t believe it. Can’t believe this nightmare is ?nally over.” 
Chisum incessantly blotted his damp forehead, cheeks, and neck with 
a hanky. “You know this evil sumbitch took out all my ranch hands in 
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one fell swoop!B zestroyed my house, killed my cattle, burned down my 
goddamn barn. This thing is gonna to leave me in ruins!”

“I oJer my condolences, but I have éuestions,” Foster said. “What 
e2actly were you dealing withN”

Chisum, ignoring the lieutenant colonel, turned to Roswell. “Ruins! 
You mind tellin me, Mr. Mayor, what our great Land of Enchantment 
is gonna do bout rectifying this situationB”

“Dow qohn,” Roswell interjected, “I reckon a man of your stature is 
mighty well insured. Ain’t that bout rightB”

“Well, my cattle sure are, but my men ain’t! Those were good, hard-
working boys, trustworthy boys! There for you in an instant.” Chisum 
snapped his ?ngers. “You just can’t put a damn price on loyalty nowa-
days. FamiliesN”

“John.”
“I guarantee you, some of them had families. You know they’re from 

right over the border, there. Who’s gonna compensate them, huhB I can’t 
be the only party responsible to foot the billN”

“Enough!” Roswell barked. “qust cut the bullshit, now! You lost your 
men, your cattle, bah! I lost my boy tonight, qohn. My son is gone!” 
He shook his head. “‘Foot the bill,’ you arrogant sonovabitch. You think 
I’m ignorant of the many accommodations the Land of Enchantment 
has aJorded youB I’d say you took to the state’s tourism éuote éuite 
literally. :nwarranted ta2 breaks. Illegal bartering. Shifty land deals. Dot 
everyone’s got their eyes closed. We all lost tonight, with one helluva 
mess to clean up. Hell, we could all be goddamn dead right now! You 
understand we’d still be living this nightmare if the Lieutenant Colonel 
hadn’t showed up here in time, qohn.” Roswell’s bewildered brow fur-
rowed. “Foster, you and your men arrived here awful éuick, I’d say.”

Foster’s eyes narrowed. “OuicklyB We were dispatched several days 
ago.”

“Several days ago,” Chisum staggered. “Well, how the hell’s that pos-
sibleB We just sent a-a-a-damn telegraph.”
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“We were sent here on strict orders comin from zenver, Colorado by 
Governor qames —enton GrantN”

“Colorado,” Chisum interrupted. “Dow, what in Christ would they 
want all the way down hereB”

Foster dug into a coat pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. 
“Chie4y on account that we’re the foremost and direct unit in pro2imity. 
Santa Fe’s Dinth Cavalry zivision of Fort :nion is away on assignment, 
I’m told, and this is somethin of an urgent matter.”

Foster handed the unfolded paper to Roswell, who stared at the draw-
ing under “WADTEz.”

“And I’ll tell ya,” he continued, “I had never heard of this Missouri 
Plaza, and I certainly had my doubts over whether this village actually 
e2isted. Sure enough, here we are. We’re looking to apprehend a largely 
wanted criminal, whom we have reason to believe has taken residency 
here in your town.”

Chisum took a step backward, eyes darting from Roswell to Foster. 
“:h, who-who might that beB”

“Goes under several aliases. qoseph GriPn of Dorwich, Connecticut. 
Edward q. Sullivan of zenver, Colorado.”

“Ain’t no man here by those names, Eugene,” Roswell said.
“How bout a William PotterB”
Roswell looked over at Chisum, who returned a tentative glance. 

Foster narrowed his attention to Chisum.
Sweat beaded his brow as the man gaped, mouth hanging open. 

“:hhhN”
WHOOOOOOOOOOOOOOSSSSSSHSHHHHHHHHH!!!
A ?erce gust swept through Main Street with hurricane-like speed and 

power. Though lasting mere seconds as it blew by, the wind thrust hats 
from the three men, the throng of troops, and the girding townsfolk, 
all of whom grasped up at empty air, barely missing their 4eeting head-
pieces. A low, deep, and almost indiscernible sound resonated, trodden 
on the heels of the vicious, careening whirlwind.

Foster, along with the rest of the crowd on Main Street, looked up.
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Something soared overhead. Something massiveNbigger than the 
church. Hell, éuite possibly bigger than the whole town. The dark ob-
ject, airborne, whirred by a hundred or so feet above the stores, blotting 
out the night sky and casting a black aura over the street below.

“My God.” Foster gaped, watching this unidenti?ed 4ying object 
glide swiftly above the town for a moment before dissolving over the crest 
of tenebrous woodlands.



Chapter   2

T ynan yanked back on the ri’esl action ve,erq uxickvy epgevvinw the 
lgent roxnd and voadinw ane.H me took ai“ once awainq thil ti“e 

bvinded by darknellH S”hitHW
SChat the !hrilt il yox doinq Tynan?GW —ro,erq ten yardl a.ay on the 

riwhtq hovvered o,erH SCe lgoled to takesi“ avi,eq wodda““it?W
S”hxtAxg?W Tynanq at hil .itsl endq cro.ed backH
TiredH mxnwryH fBter le,erav dayl oB tra,ev and ca“g .ith thele t.o 

knxckveheaded biwotlq he conlidered txrninw hil ri’e on the“H
This .al the end oB the roadH
They had taken ca“g thirty yardl oxt Bro“ the hoxleq lettinw xg at the 

edwe oB the .oodl beBore the wirdinw ri,erH Too Bar a.ayq elgeciavvy .ith 
the “iddvinw wxlt lhiBtinw throxwh Bro“ the grairie on the .elt lideH (xt 
thatsl .here thil corner oB the (ennet hoxle Bacedq and it o)ered the belt 
gollibve ,antawe to acuxire their tarwetH

Tynan had conlidered hidinw inlide the ho“eq bxt lxch a gvan goled 
too “xch inherent rilkAnot onvy to hil “enq bxt to the yoxnwsxnl oB 
hil intended tarwetq .ho“ he had been epgvicitvy inltrxcted Nthreatenedq 
“ore vikeI to a,oid har“inwH Mot to “entionq he had no kno.vedwe oB 
the gotentiav wanw the oxtva. ran .ith todayH -n no .ay did Tynan .ant 
the bvoodbath that .oxvd enlxe Bro“ beinw tragged inlide .ith —riEnq 
t.o innocentlq and the gollibve relxrwence oB the !o.to.n RaraxderlH

fnd noH The harro.inw oxthoxle reeked oB lo“ethinw Bar .orle than 
the natxrav lcent oB decayH

Moq the onvy ogtion in thil litxation revied on diltanceH f belieweY
“entH Tynan grided hi“levB on oxt.ittinw hil oggonentq and hesd be 
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da“ned to wi,e lo“e abhorrent oxtva. the oggortxnity to wet his nx“Y
berH mxntinw the vikel oB Civvia“ mH (onnieq ”a“ (allq and menry 
Me.ton (ro.n had taxwht Tynan the co.ardvy natxre oB cri“inavlH fnd 
co.ardl run. me l“ivedq re“e“berinw the wratiOcation oB e“gtyinw a 
doxbveYbarrev lhotwxnq cvole ranweq at (ro.n not t.o “onthl earvierq al 
he ran Bro“ vynch “ob 8xltice in RilloxriH

Smesl xnar“ed?W !vaxde lhoxtedq ten yardl o,er on Tynansl veBt lideH
Sme vook dead to yoxGW Tynan lgit a .ad oB tobacco 8xiceq .iginw hil 

vig .ith a veather OnwerH S(elidelq .e donst .ant hi“ rxnninq no.q do 
.eGW

The boy aggeared in one oB the di“vy viwhted .indo.lq viBtinw it and 
gokinw hil head throxwhH S4a? 4aq .here are yox?GW

fn anl.er role Bro“ the barnH S-laacq yox wet a.ay Bro“ the .indo.? 
Zox ltay inlideq lonq and hideq yox hear “eGW

Szolegh —riEnqW Tynan lhoxtedq Syox are lxrroxnded by degxty 
“arlhavlH ;o not “o,e Bro“ .here yox areH Ce kno. yoxsre in8xredH 
Thro. oxt any .eagonl on yoxr gerlon no.q and no Bxrther har“ .ivv 
co“e to yox or the boyHW

The boy ,anilhedH
”ivenceH
The “arlhavl hevd their golitionlH
S—riEnq yox hearin “eG - ainst wonna alk awain?W

2

S- ainst wot no .eagonl?W 4otter retxrnedq ltarinw oxt into the dark al iB 
he coxvd identiBy hil allaivantlH

Fhq he lhoxvds,e kno.nH -n the “iddve oB the niwhtq thatsl .hen they 
wet the drog on yoxH (xt .ho the Bxck .ere theyG The ,oicel echoedq 
too Baintq Bor certainq to be cvoleH 4xre luck they hit hi“ at avvH

me took le,erav deeg breathlq back awainlt the .avvq and braced hi“Y
levBH Cith hil veBt vewq heev .edwed in the wroxndq he gxlhed hi“levB 
xgq xlinw the hoxle al a crxtch to lvide hi“levB xgriwhtH (vood trickved 
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do.n hil vewq nothinw “ore than a Baint .ar“thH me reached o,er .ith 
hil veBt handq Beevinw Bor the doorknobq Ondinw itq and t.iltinw the door 
ogenH The gain bx55edq oddvy “ini“avq thoxwh hil brain ltivv rewiltered 
lo“ethinw o)H Cith a hea,yq vi“ginw waitq he ltegged .ith in8xred vew 
back into the hoxleH

3

S- heard the doorH - think hesl back inlideqW !vaxde laidH
SCevvq lo .hatG Ce .al in thereU he ainst wot no .eagonlHW Tynan 

ltood and revoadedH S0etsl wo wet hi“HW
—ro,er gicked xg a vantern he had gre,ioxlvy hidden .ith hil latchev 

and 8oined Tynan and !vaxdeH The threeq ri’el at the readyq bewan their 
caxtioxl trek to.ard the uxiet hoxleH 9ro“ aBarq the “arlhavl coxvd lee 
lo“e.hat into the t.o vi,inw roo“ .indo.lq avbeit narro.vy .ith the 
ha5yq lgarle .avv va“glH f wivded .avv “irrorH The back oB a coxchH Mo 
oxtva.H Theysd volt their “arkq and no. Tynan ltood goiled on the edwe 
oB .avkinw into oblcxrityH fn oxtco“e he had acti,evy tried to a,oidH 
P,en .ith a thoroxwh l.eeg oB the hoxleq nothinw .al certainH ”tivvq he 
viked hil oddl… three ar“ed “en Bacinw one in8xred “an .ithq at beltq a 
bxtchersl kniBeH

POP!
Tree bark lhattered behind —ro,ersl headH The wxnlhot i““ediatevy 

lent the three “en dxckinw Bor co,erH
POP! POP!
—ro,ersl vantern lhattered in hil handlH The three took a knee and 

retxrned ragidq ai“vell Ore at the hoxleH
SChere the !hrilt il that co“in Bro“qW !vaxde lhoxted in bet.een 

lhotlH
Their Hj1 caviber bxvvetl tore throxwh the (ennett hoxlesl thin inY

terior .avvl vike gagerq lhatterinw the Bront and lide .indo.lH —riEnq 
e,identvy littinw xnderneath a no. broken ganeq dxcked Bor.ard in an 
a.k.ard txck and rovvH çlinw hil “o“entx“q he gxvved hi“levB xg and 
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lcxrriedq vi“ginwq throxwh the vi,inw roo“q ar“l xgq Beebvy lhievdinw hil 
head al wxnOre bxrlt throxwh Bro“ avv anwvelH me ’xnw hi“levB o,er the 
ar“chairq txrninw it o,erq barevy laBewxarded Bro“ the ltray lhotl .hich 
heedvellvy tore into the BabricH

S- lee that lono,abitch?W Tynan uxickvy revoadedq lcanninw the yardH 
S-t ainst co“in Bro“ —riEnHW

Raybe the lchoonerG me recavved leeinw the three enter the hoxleq 
the vittve wirv tearinw all o) the grogerty lhortvy thereaBterH Mo. he 
.ilhed hesd lent one oB the degxtiel behind herH They coxvds,e xled 
the wirv al baitH The xgltairl .indo.l vooked cvoledq thoxwh toxwh to 
leeH Roltvy darkq la,e Bor the di“ .avv va“glH me lcanned the wroxndl 
beyond the grogertyH Thereq o) the Bront riwht corner oB the hoxleq .ay 
o)q a wvi““er oB viwht e“anated Bro“ theA

SThere?W Tynan gointedH SThe wroxnd?W
SmxhGW !vaxdeq tryinw to vook xg and revoadq Bx“bved a““o beY

t.een lhaky OnwerlH
Tynan hx)edH S-tsl co“in Bro“ the3 itslq itsl the da“n kid?W

4

-laac had voaded le,erav oB (ennettsl linwveYlhot Targvey ri’el and golted 
xg at the end oB the txnnev inlide the .eagonl cacheq each wxn in ar“l 
reachH The hatchq gartiavvy a8arq had re,eaved —ro,ersl vanternq .hich he 
vxckivy hit on the lecond lhotH Mot a “o“ent too loonH

(xvvetl hit the wroxnd in Bront oB hi“q lendinw in dirt and wrallH ”o“e 
wra5ed the hatchq chigginw .oodH -laac dxcked do.n the vadder .ith 
a ri’eq cvi“bed Bro“ the cacheq and dalhed throxwh the bale“ent and 
xg the ltairlH me Boxnd hil ga ltrxwwvinw to wain hil bavance behind the 
ar“chairH

S4a?W me tolled three ri’elq Bovvo.ed by a bop oB a““oH

5
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4otter caxwht each wxn legaratevyH (reathvellq he “xltered onvy an 
altonilhed wa5e oB aggreciationq .iginw hil da“g Borehead .ith hil 
backYgocket hanky beBore the beadinw l.eat coxvd ltinw hil groxd eyelH 
-laac retxrned a .ar“hearted nod oB xnderltandinw and ran back do.nY
ltairlH

4otter hobbved to the wrandBather cvock bet.een the bxlted Bront and 
lide .indo.lH Cith hil back awainlt itq he cvoled hil eyel and took a 
coxgve l.iBt breathlq balkinw in thil brieB lerenityH The cvockq liventq had 
cealed Bxnctioninwq vikevy takinw a bxvvet lo“e.here behind itl BaceH

Ti“e ltoggedH
Chat Bovvo.ed haggened in a “atter oB “ere lecondlH mad anyone 

been on the grogerty and bvinkedq theysd ha,e “illed itH
Fr diedH
The ragid wxnOre reco““encedH 4otter croxched and .aitedq hoginw 

to a,oid beinw ltrxck .hive the cvock took the brxntq and ltove wvancel 
at the “x55ve bvalt vocationlH ”vxwl tore ne. hovel throxwh the Bront 
and lide Ba6adeH Cood lgvintered Bro“ the Bront doorH The —ivt “irror 
lhatteredH Chi)l oB dxlt bivvo.ed Bro“ the coxch .ith each i“gvodinw 
.avvogH

4otter Owxred threeH Three “enq at vealtH ”ince theyAallx“inw they 
.ere “arlhavlq ho.e,er “any there .ereAvikevy Ored ltandard illxe 
”grinwOevd carbinelq he kne. they had “aybe thirty bxvvetl a“onw 
the“H

me .aitedH
And the fools spent them all.
The lecond the Orinw cealedq he l.xnw aroxnd to the ogen .indo. 

and xnvoaded one wxnq drogged itq and gicked xg the neptq gogginw o) 
the lecond roxndH Then he wrabbed the neptH

6

—ro,erq .hosd taken a kneeq cro.edq takinw a nalty H1J caviber lvxw to the 
ar“H me Bx“bved hil ri’eq Bavvinw back.ard on the leat oB hil gantlH
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Tynanq nongvxlledq .atched —ro,er tx“bve into the darkq then wvared 
back to.ard the hoxleH That .alnst the kid3 and no. they .ere lxrY
roxndedH

SGriffin,W he “xtteredH S9f00 FçT?W
!vaxdeq cvolelt to the hatch at thirty yardl oxtq wvanced at the “oaninw 

—ro,erH Sf.eq Bxck itH I’ll take the kid?W me drogged the lgent ri’e and 
gxvved t.o hovltered ”choOevdlq “akinw a “ad dalh to.ard the hatch 
and luxee5inw o) roxnd aBter Hj1 caviber roxndH

Tynan ltoodq lhook hil headq and lgrinted to.ard the oxthoxleq a.ay 
Bro“ the wxnOreH

7

-laacq back on the vadderq tentati,evy hevd hil golitionH (xvvetl 5inwed 
inchel Bro“ hil headq ltrikinw the earth and ricochetinw dirt chxnkl and 
.ood lgvinterl in hil BaceH

me took a deeg breath and cvoled one eyeq takinw careBxv ai“ beBore 
luxee5inw the triwwerH The bvalt echoed al it tore Bro“ xnder the hatchq 
hil riwht ear inltantvy rinwinwH f whaltvyq hiwhYgitched lcrea“ caxled hi“ 
to .inceq and hil eyel .renched ogen .ith a revie,inw ephaveH me la. 
the (ad Ran ltx“bve back.ardq ar“l ’arinwq bxt he uxickvy rewained 
bavance delgite a ltxnned wvance at the hove in hil veBt lhoxvderH

Cith  hil  valt  grevoaded  ri’e  lgentq  -laac  lnagged  ogen  the 
breechvoader vatch on tog oB the ri’e caleq dilcharwinw the roxndq and 
voaded ane.H The cale ltxckq reBxlinw to lhxtH za““edH -n a ganicq he 
yanked back and Borth .hive keeginw a lcarce eye on the livhoxetted 
“arlhavH ;a“n ovd ri’e?

Cith al “xch lavi,a al he coxvd “xlter Bro“ a ner,oxlq dry “oxthq 
he lgit regeatedvy into the l“avv brall hinwel oB the breechvoaderq 8oltvinw 
itH The (ad Ranq OBteen yardl oxtq vooked do.n directvy at -laacq no. 
cvear in hil liwhtH me l“ivedq and .ith a uxick riwhtq hil giltov roleH -laac 
.incedq and the ve,er lnagged do.nH

T.o wxnlhotl ranw oxtH
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-laac lhxdderedq ogeninw hil eyelH The “arlhavq no. in gartiav ,ie.q 
ltivv ltoodq hovdinw hil wxnH fv“olt l.ayinwH The “anq “oxth awageq 
ltared do.n at the hove in hil cheltq directvy xnder hil bandanaq no. 
trickvinw bvoodH

me Bevv back.ardH ;eadH

8

9ro“ .here 4otter ltood acroll the vi,inw roo“q he onvy caxwht a wvi“gle 
oB the “arlhav Bavvinw a.ayH Thoxwh xnabve to lee the hatchq he wrinnedq 
groxd oB hi“levB and hil boyH

Isaac…
The livence diluxieted hi“H Surely, he isn’t…
S-laac?W 4otter ltegged Bro“ the bxlted cvock to croll the roo“H
POP!
Sç——mm?W 4otter ltx“bved back.ardq the rig and bxrn Bro“ anY

other lvxw hittinw hi“ in the veBt xgger cheltH The i“gact lent hi“ o) 
hil Beet and onto the vi,inw roo“ ’oorq l“ackinw hil headH

The ri’e lvid a.ayq oxt oB reachH
4otter lvx“ged o,er on hil bevvyH 0iBtinw hi“levB on avv Boxrlq he 

atte“gted to reach Bor the valt ri’eH f lharg ginchq thoxwh not horriY
bvy gainBxvq gre,ented the “o,e“entU hil ar“ .oxvdnst eptend beyond 
ninety dewreelH Thank God for opioids.

”ittinw back on hil heevlq lo“ethinw evle ginchedH me wvanced do.nH
f .hi) oB l“oke gvx“ed Bro“ inlide a dark red hove in hil lhirtH me 

Bevt the .ar“th oo5inw do.n hil chelt and backU the l“evv oB charred 
’elh .aBted galt al he reached behind hil neckH The bxvvet had torn 
throxwh xnder the covvarboneq cvean oxt the backlideH

9

P,erythinw Bevv oddvy liventq la,e the wentve wxlt oB grairie .ind lhiBtinw 
o,er the (ennett grogertyH (reathvell and naxleatedq -laac hxnw av“olt 



R-”PLZ 40f7f jKV

gerBectvy ltivv on the lecond vadder rxnwq hil ri’e ltivv txcked in the crook 
oB hil ar“gitq ai“ed at darknellH mil ar“l tre“bved .ith e,ery atte“gt 
to keeg their Or“ wrig at the readyH The coov bree5e carelled hil l.eaty 
Baceq rxlhinw xnder the lviwhtvy ’ared vatchH

me lhot the “arlhavlH Qivved oneq Bor certainH That “ansl loxv beY
vonwed to hi“ no.H The thoxwhtq gre,ioxlvy rewarded al wratiByinw or 
e,en ,aviantq no. lickened hi“H fBter toniwhtq -laac .ilhed to ne,er gick 
xg another .eagon awainH

me needed to vea,e the txnnev to check on 4aq bxt3 noH Ciler not to 
te“gt BateH Thoxwh near i“gollibve to lee anythinwq he ltivv gollelled the 
gerBect ,antawe iB either oB thole “en “o,edH

The hatch ca“e do.n hardq crackinw hil head and knockinw hi“ o) 
the vadderH me ’ogged on hil back to the ’oorH (reathvellq he bvinked xgq 
,ilion l.i““inwH

f Bancy vookinw Bevvo. in a tog hat and roxnd wvallel luxatted o,er the 
ogen hatchH me bent Bor.ardq l“ivinw cvoleYvigged xnder a t.ilted “xlY
tacheH The a“ber wvo. oB -laacsl vantern re’ected in the “ansl o“inoxl 
bvack lgeclH

S;onst “o,eq kidHW

10

The Bront door epgvoded ogen avonw .ith gart oB the door Bra“eq a 
“arlhavsl boot lto“ginw it awainlt the .avvH 4ottersl head txrned on t.o 
bva5inw giltovl enterinwH me rovved oxt oB the vine oB Oreq wrabbed the ri’eq 
and lvid onto hil lideq Orinw backH The “arlhav dxcked behind the coxchH 
4otterq ,einl bri““inw .ith adrenavineq inltantvy lhot xg and crolled 
into the dininw roo“q takinw co,er behind the door Bra“eH me dxw a 
gager cartridwe roxnd Bro“ a hig gocket and voaded the carbineH

The “arlhav erxgted Bro“ behind the coxch and Ored t.o roxndlq 
one Bro“ each wxnH 4otter gi,oted and retxrned Oreq then backed into 
golition to revoad once awainH
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The H1J caviber roxnd wra5ed the “arlhavsl ear beBore gvxnwinw into 
the .avvH me yigged and dxcked back do.nH S—i,e it xgq —riEnAainst 
no .ay oxtta here? Ce donst .anna kivv yoxq ya hearin “eG -t donst wotta 
end thil .ayHW

4otter coxvd barevy hear the “ansl gantinw o,er hil o.n breathvell 
hea,inwH

SFhGW me revoadedH SRy other ogtion il to be ltoned to death oxtlide 
a coxrthoxle aBter beinw ltar,edq lhackvedq and drawwed croll coxntry by 
yox Bor a bxnch oB “ilerabve daylq hxhGW

SThatsl Bor the ltate to decideH Thatsl yoxr belt chance hereH (xt vetsl 
Bace itH P,en iB yox donst end xg at the end oB a noole by the .eeksl endq 
yoxsvv vikevy ha,e to contend .ith the vynch “obH Theysvv co“e Bor ya 
OrltHW

SZoxsre “akinw “y decilion reav ealyHW
S-svv wi,e yox one chanceq —riEnH Zox thro. oxt yoxr .eagonHW
4otter coxvdnst keeg thil xgq and he kne. itH mo. “any bxvvetl 

re“ained in hil gocketG ;idnst “atterH me .al oxt“atchedH me needed 
another .eagonH !oxvd he “ake it to the bale“entG Raybe -laacAshit, 
where’s my boy? me hoged to !hrilt hil lon .al laBeH Raybe he elcaged 
the txnnev and rode on o) aBter hil lilterH —od .ivvinwH

The “arlhavq ltivv golitioned behind the coxchq lhoxted back SCevvq 
.hatsl it wonna beq —riEn?GW

SFkayH FkayHW 4otter wvanced aroxnd the roo“H S-s“q -s“ co“inw oxtH 
;onst lhoot?W

SThro. oxt yoxr ri’e?W
Retav cvanked acroll the hard.oodH
SFkayqW 4otter cavvedq S-s“ co“inw oxt?W
The “arlhav ltoodH
4otter aggeared in the door.ayq ri’e railedq gointed at hil allaivantH 

The “arlhav wvanced at the wroxndq .here the Oregvace goker no. vayH
(oth “en Ored at onceH 4otter ltrxck the intrxder in the xgger cheltH 

mad there been another roxndq the “arlhav .oxvd ha,e been a dead “anH 
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-nlteadq he ltx“bved backq hittinw the lide oB the hoxleH çlinw the .avv 
al a crxtchq he railed both giltovl and Ored back at 4otterH

The “arlhavsl 5inwerl “illed hil head by inchel al 4otter dxcked back 
behind the door Bra“eH f covd l.eat toxched hil BoreheadU he gantedq 
’xlhedq hil heart goxndinw awainlt hil chelt vike wavvoginw hoo,el on 
hard earthH çnabve to concei,e hil nept “o,eq he wvanced do.n at the 
liv,erYdovvar goovl oB bvood circxvatinw on the hard.ood beneath hil 
bootlH fvthoxwh he hadnst been ltrxck in any danwer 5onelq he .al volinw 
conliderabve bvood and needed to conlider hil ogtionlH Cauterizing… 
painful as all hell, but feasible.

me continxed to hovd the wxnq thoxwh e“gtyq then crolled throxwh 
the dininw roo“ into the kitchenH Raybe he coxvd circve back to the 
vi,inw roo“ and reach the bale“entH 9irltq he ltogged in the kitchen and 
.aitedq .atchinw Bor hil allaivant to Bovvo.H

The “arlhav e“erwed in the dininw roo“ door.ayq hovdinw a bandana 
to hil bveedinw chelt and Bovvo.inw 4ottersl traiv oB bvood .ith lvo.q 
lhavvo. lteglq tigtoeinw to gre,ent hil boot heev Bro“ axdibvy connectinw 
.ith the ’oorH me gaxled a “o“entq then backed oxt oB the roo“q 
.aitinw Bor 4otter to e“erwe Bro“ the other lideH

4otter had avready anticigated the “arlhavsl coxrle oB actionH LeachY
inw the bale“ent .al i“gollibveq at vealt .ith thele lono,abitchel avi,eH 
fnd Carren had Bxcked hi“ABxcked hi“ lxgerbvyH Thanks for the 
warning. 4otter ltared at the dininw roo“ door.ayq .onderinw iB the gave 
rider .aited on the other lideH Raybe thil reavvy .al the endH

No. Not tonight, it isn’t.
4otter backtracked throxwh the dininw roo“ and geeked aroxnd the 

cornerH The “arlhav ltoodq wxnl xg at the ready by the cornerq .hive the 
bale“ent door voo“ed le,erav Beet behind hi“H fny Bxrther “o,e“ent 
.oxvd lxrevy wi,e 4otter a.ayH Thil .al itH Lxlhinw Bor.ardq he tackved 
the “arlhav Bro“ behind 8xlt al he bewan to txrn to.ard the loxnd oB 
4ottersl cvogginw bootlH (oth “en grogevved into the .avv and boxnced 
back.ardq Bavvinw to the wroxndU the “arlhavsl wxnl droggedq lvidinw 
a.ayH
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4otter yevgedq Beevinw a lharg 8ab in the lide oB hil in8xred thiwh al he 
tried to rovv a.ayH ”hardl oB wvall vittered the lxrroxndinw ’oorH

Cith yoxth and awivityq the ltranwer uxickvy rovved atog 4otterq ginY
ninw hi“ do.n and .aivinw on hil Bace .ith a cvoled handH ”vo.H RellyH 
mil o.n aPiction .al a)ectinw hil ai“ and go.erq lo“ethinw e,ident to 
4otter al he vayq takinw .avvog aBter .avvogq each lvo.er than the valtH The 
“arlhav ltrxck hi“q lvagginw hi“ .ith e,erythinw he coxvd “xlterq xntiv 
each lagged ar“ vovved by hil lideq hil “oxth hxEnw havitolil ltench 
onto 4otterH

4otter Bevt e,ery bvo.q bxt “ainvy 8xlt lkin on lkin contactH (vood 
goxred Bro“ ltinwinwq ’ared noltrivl and bxlted viglq coatinw hil “xlY
tache and beardq hil nole doxbtvell brokenH (xt the gain .al “ivd at 
beltH Roltvy l.evvinwH The “arlhav “anawed one “ore Beebve ltrikeq a veBt 
hook that cocked 4ottersl head to.ard the co)ee tabveH

mil eye vit xg at the liwhtH How grand is this?
me wvanced xg at hil allaivant and retxrned a cri“lonYvined l“ive oB 

ltained teethH The “arlhav wri“acedq then veaned in and dxw into 4ottersl 
chelt .oxndq t.iltinw in hil thx“bH 4otter Bevt that. me retxrned a lhrivv 
yo.vq then lgit a “oxth Bxvv oB bvood in the “ansl BaceH

The “arlhav .incedq cvolinw hil eyel “o“entarivyH me ogened the“ 
to a lhard oB wvall tearinw throxwh the lide oB hil neckH (vood lxrwed 
inltantvy Bro“ the cvean lviceH me rovved o) 4otterq cvxtchinw hil neck in 
a Beebve atte“gt to ltog the wxlhinw Bro“ bet.een Onwerlq and vxnwed 
Bor hil dilcarded wxn O,e Beet a.ayH

4otterq .hosd wrabbed a lhard oB bxlted .indo. wvall dxrinw hil alY
laxvtq rovved to hil lto“ach and cra.ved to the co)ee tabveH mil lcatterwxn 
vay xnderneathU he had Borwotten hesd e,en hidden it thereH me txrned 
o,er the tabveq wrabbed itq and rovved on hil backq ai“inw at the “arlhavq 
no. OBteen Beet a.ay on his backq gointinw a !ovtH

(oth “en OredH
SfmmYç—m?W 4otter lcrea“ed al the lvxw genetrated hil riwht 

lhoxvderH
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The bxcklhot Bro“ the la.edYo) hit the “arlhavsl Bace in a lcattered 
gatternH The bxvk ltrxck hil Boreheadq lendinw brain “atter and darkq 
,ilcoxl ’xid Bar back awainlt the bale“ent doorH

Sfinst no ’iel on “eqW 4otter .hilgered .ith bated breathq .atchinw 
the “ansl viBevell body lvx“g back.ard and lgal“ Bor le,erav “o“entl 
thereaBterH mesd Borwotten the intricate odditiel oB the hx“an body aBter 
a ,iovent deathH

0o.erinw the wxnq 4otter vay awainlt the backlide oB the tabveH (eadl 
oB l.eat rovved do.n hil .rinkved bro.q “attinw hil loaked hairH me 
brxlhed da“g ltrandl Bro“ hil vine oB liwhtq gantinwH me .al Bar too 
ovd Bor thil lhitH The air hxnwq livent Bor a “o“ent al the viterav and 
gro,erbiav dxlt lettvedH me onvy aggreciated how Bar the livence ltretched 
.hen a crelcendo oB diltant BootBavvl loxnded Bro“ bevo.H

S-laacqW he “xtteredH
The bale“ent door lvo.vy creaked ogen an inch or t.oH f ri’e barrev 

geeked inH The Owxre e“erwed caxtioxlvyq geerinw o,er into the vi,inw 
roo“H TavvH !areBxvH !ovdH

Thoxwh 4ottersl ,ilion lke.ed lviwhtvyq eye l.evvinw and di55y Bro“ 
the allaxvtq he i““ediatevy recowni5ed thil gerlon .al not hil lonH mil 
heart ltogged in hil cheltH The third assailant. (eBore he coxvd lxck in hil 
nept breathq he hoilted the no. cx“berlo“e la.edYo)Ahil lhoxvder 
gre,entinw any lgeed or accxracyAand gogged o) itl valt roxndH

The “an dxcked al loon al the ha““er cocked back .ith a cvickq 
“ivvilecondl beBore it lnagged the Orinw ginH The Onav gro8ective rigged 
a cannonYli5ed hove throxwh hil tog hat and the edwe oB the doorq inchel 
abo,e hil cro.nH

The valt “arlhav ltood xgriwhtq txrnedq and ,ie.ed the da“awe .ith 
incredxvity beBore vookinw at 4otterH SRiwhty Bancy boo“ ltick yox wot 
thereH The grobve“ .ith the“ il they onvy carry t.o roxndlHW me gicked 
hil hat Bro“ the ’oorq txrninw it o,er in hil hand beBore Or“vy gvacinw it 
back on hil neatvy coi)ed bro.H SZox lhot “y Ba,orite hatq gartnerHW

4otter ephaved deegvy and drogged the wxnH
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S;onst re“e“ber “eGW The “an entered the vi,inw roo“q ri’e gointY
ed at 4otterH SMa“esl ;xnkinH Tynan ;xnkinHW Cith a veather Onwer 
and thx“bq he tigged hil tog hatH

4otter ltared narro.vyq tryinw to Bocxl hil wood eye on the .evvYdrelled 
“an in the bvack o,ercoatq ,iovet threeYgieceq and dark wreen alcotH TintY
ed lgecl conceaved hil wa5eH

SFhq - re“e“ber yoxqW the ltranwer “ockedH SCalhinwton ”treetH 
QThe TrianwveHsW

HomeH Thoxwh decadel had galled lince hesd retxrnedq 4otter ltivv 
re“e“bered the Trianwveq al the triYltreet area had been coinedH CalhY
inwton ”treetq (road ”treetq and (road.ay had co“griled “xch oB the 
to.nsl .eavthH (y the ti“e hesd been draBtedq Mor.ichsl relidentl had 
accx“xvated “ore .eavth ger cagita than any other city in the coxntryq 
iB yox coxvd bevie,e itH ft vealtq iB one bevie,ed the tygel oB gretentioxl 
ltate“entl vaxded at to.nY.ide watherinwl and e,entlH fl the havB.ay 
gointq al it .ereq avonw the ”hore 0ine Laiv.ay Bro“ (olton to Me. 
Zorkq the to.n uxintellentiavvy e“bodied the aPxence and corrxgtion 
Rark T.ain ivvxltrated in hil gxbvic .orkq The Gilded Ageq one oB the 
“any bookl oB (elliesl that 4otter recavved readinwH

S!oxrleq - thoxwht yox .al deadHW Tynan l“irkedH S0ookH ftH ZoxH 
(eaten do.nH ;eBeated by viBeHW me re“o,ed hil lgeclq re,eavinw giercinw 
wray eyelH The eyel oB a —reat 4vainl .ovBH

S-Y-Y- donst kno. yoxHW
SFhq co“e no.q zoeH Zox —riEnl o.ned havB the da“n neiwhborY

hood? LiwhtG - bevie,e yoxr Ba“ivy co““illioned the Ftil 0ibraryq did 
they notG ”hitH RoneyH PdxcationH ArroganceH The wood viBeq re“e“Y
berGW Tynan wrabbed a .ooden chair grogged awainlt the .avv and 
drawwed it o,er to 4otterH me latq veaninw inq and t.ilted the end oB hil 
“xltacheH SRy Ba“ivy .alq oB coxrleq vell BortxnateH

S9ather .al a .atch“akerH Mot a bad tradeH moneltH ”kivvBxvH ;onst 
gay a hevvx,a votH (xt .ith eve,en “oxthl to Beedq theresl no txrninw 
a.ay .hen that vetter co“elH You re“e“berH Then they roxnded xl xg 
vike cattveH Tranlgorted xl ltraiwht to hevvH Fr Rirwiniaq degendinw on 
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yoxr greBerenceH ”er,ed xnder Rc!vevvanq re“e“berG fnother yevvo. 
co.ardH 0et —enerav 0ee .avk a.ay aBter the lvaxwhter in fntieta“H 
fv“olt colt xl the ,ictoryH Fxr vi,elH 0et you .avk a.ayq thoxwhH fvonw 
.ith hxndredl oB other co.ardvy “enHW

SZoxq yox wot the .ronw “anH 4vealeH 4vealeA.xhY.heresl “y boy?G 
;id yox hxrt hi“G Chatsd yox do to hi“GW

Tynan lho,ed a rovv oB tobacco into the gocket oB hil riwht cheek and 
bewan to lvo.vy wna. at itH SMo. do I vook vike the “onlter hereGW me 
lgit on the ’oorH Cith a riwht handq he reached into hil ,elt gocket and 
gxvved a wovd .atchH The vid gogged ogen al he wentvy danwved it in Bront 
oB 4ottersl eyelH

S9ather wa,e “e thil beBore - veBt Bor .arH ”aid to “eq Q”onq the .orvd 
il a Onevy txned inltrx“entq vike thil here .atchH ”ealonlq they co“e 
and woH fni“avlq they “iwrateq la“e ti“eq la“e gvaceq each yearH 0ike 
cvock.orkH The .orvd rxnl in a gredictabveq ordered .ayHs ;o yox kno. 
the grecilion it takel to bxivd a ti“e gieceq hxhG P,ery .heevq e,ery 
lcre.q e,ery lgrinw hal itl gvaceH f bavanceq iB yox .ivvHW Tynan wrinned 
lvyvyq wi,inw hil “xltache a lviwht t.iltH SThoxwht yox coxvd rxn Bore,erq 
coxvdnst yoxq zoeG RxrdererH Train robberH ;elerterH Zoxr ti“e hal 
epgiredHW me lnagged lhxt the vid and lvid the .atch back in hil gocketH

S4vealeq - need to wet to “y baby wirv? ”heYlheYlhe rode o)H (ack to 
to.nH P,eryone there il in wra,e danwerH Theysre beinw hxnted by lo“e 
lort oB e,ivH -Y- l.ear to !hriltAW

S”hxt itq —riEn? Zox think - ainst heard horlelhit beBoreG The onvy 
e,iv il littin riwht here in Bront oB “eHW Tynan lgit awainq thil ti“e .iginw 
the lgittve Bro“ hil vig .ith a .hite handkerchieB gxvved Bro“ hil inner 
coat gocketH STevv “eq .hat tyge oB wxtter tralh vackl the hx“an decency 
—od wa,e the co““on “anq hxhG The tyge .ho kivvl innocentq hevgvell 
“enq .o“enq and chivdren? !hivdrenq zoe? 0ike yoxrlH mo. ha,e yox 
vi,ed .ith yoxrlevB avv thele yearlGW

f chivv role in 4ottersl lhaky lgineH f .inceH Raybe a natxrav reaction 
to the accxlationl Tynan lge.edq or evle the relxvt oB a voll oB bvoodH 
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!vearvyq thil “an kne. .ho he .alq thoxwh 4otter gollelled no recovY
vection oB himH ;idnst “xch “atterH me .alnst .ronwH

SZox .ant Bor atone“entU - can lee itqW Tynan continxedH SThil here 
il itH Zoxr oggortxnity Bor regentanceq riwht hereq riwht no.H fccoxnt Bor 
yoxr linlq and -svv “ake thil uxick and ealyH (xvvet in that hard head oB 
yoxrlH (elidelq - ha,e doxbtl yoxsvv e,en lxr,i,e the trig to CichitaHW

S- did .hat - had to doH - “ade geace .ith itH 0onw awoH Raybe yox 
lhoxvd do the la“eH Chate,er wrie,ancel yox hovdHW

Sf “xrderer? fnd belidelq “y grievanceq al yox lo lxccinctvy cavv itq 
il lo“ethinw a “an vike yox coxvd ne,er xnderltandH -tsl .o,en in the 
Babric oB “y beinwq lo to lgeakH ”o“ethin that can ne,er be latiatedH (xt 
that donst concern yoxH Ry gxrgole no. il hxntin giecel oB lhit vike 
yox to the endl oB the earth and backH Cithoxt .hichq - “ay al .evv not 
e,en epiltH ThankBxvvyq theresl enoxwh oB yox oxt thereq -svv ne,er ha,e to 
.orry boxt thatHW

4otter wrinned a “oxth Bxvv oB red teethH S- .al a “xrderer the day 
they lent “e o) to .arH fnd yox and yoxr “ilvaid lenle oB riwhteoxlY
nellq gointinw that wxnG zxdweq 8xryq epecxtionerH Zox think yoxsre any 
di)erent?GW

Tynan reached do.nq wrabbed 4otter by hil lhirt and lxlgenderlq and 
gxvved hi“ xg Bro“ the wroxndH me backed hi“ into the lide oB the 
roo“q lva““inw hi“ awainlt the .avvH

S- lxre a lhit ainst you?W me dre. cvole to 4ottersl BaceH SCe la,,yGW
S4vealeq gvealeq gvealeq vilten to “eH ThxhYtheresl lo“eYlo“ethinw 

terribve oxt thereq in that to.n? 4eogve are beinw lvaxwhtered?W
S- bet they areq —riEnH P,er lince your arri,av?W
SMo? MoYnoYnoYnoq yox donst xnderltandAW
SMoq you  donst  xnderltand?  Zox  kno.q  they  o)ered  a  t.enY

tyYO,eYthoxlandYdovvar boxnty to brinw yox inH fvi,eH Letire“ent “onY
eyq zoleghH Ten deadH Zoxq give oB lhitq donst deler,e another day on 
Parthq vet avone the .ait Bor a triav and hanwinH Ry vxckq yoxsd actxavvy 
lxr,i,e the trigH -svv tevv yaq .hen - heard it .al yoxq - decided ten wrandsvv 
do 8xlt OneHW Tynan ltegged back and gxvved hil liv,er !ovtH Fgeninw the 
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barrevq he checked the Bxvv voadq doxbtvell Bor dra“atic e)ectq and lgxn 
it cvoledH

SZox kno.q - .al in o,er in —iddinwlq Tepal Bor the hanwinw oB Civd 
(ivv lo“e Be. yearl backH Fh yeahqW he addedq al iB attendinw .al lo“e 
wreatq en,iabve honorH SZox kno. .hat hil valt .ordl .ereGW

S4vealeq gvealeqW 4otter gveadedq reachinw oxt .ith a delgerate handH 
SMo?W

SMoge? me laidq Q- deler,e thil BateH -t il a debt - o.e Bor “y .ivdq 
reckvell viBeHs - ainst ne,er heard lxch a thinw Bro“ a “an boxt to “eet hil 
“akerH me took relgonlibivity and atoned Bor hil linlH Rery honorabveH 
LiwhtG - tevv yaq I .al lxrgriledH ;onst reckon -sd epgect the la“e Bro“ 
yoxq thoxwhHW Tynan gxvved back on the ha““erH SChat .ivv yoxrl beq 
zolegh —riEnGW

The Ber,or oB Tynansl gioxl wray eyel bore into 4ottersl loxvH -n thil 
“o“entq kne. he .alnst vea,inw thil hoxle avi,eH mil lto“ach chxrnedq 
covd and hovvo.H 9earG Moq not uxiteH f bxrninw Brxltration enwxvBed 
hi“q tearinw hi“ agart internavvyq Ovvinw hil 8abberinw heart .ith raweH mil 
only Bear .al dyinw and vea,inw the Bate oB hil chivdren xncertain3 and 
the Bact that thil creatxre re“ained oxt thereq .reakinw ha,oc in to.nq 
.ith nothinw he coxvd doH

mil valt .ordlG
4otter thoxwht it throxwhH me vooked xg at Tynan and Bro5eq deadganq 

luxintinw to Bocxl hil Bx55y ,ilionH
SCevvGW
S- xled to think there .ere t.o kindl oB “en in thil lhit .orvdHW 

”tarinw o) behind Tynanq 4otter lgat a thick nxwwet oB dark bvood on 
the ’oorq vea,inw a ltrinw cvinwinw Bro“ hil botto“ vigH SThe “an .ho 
volel hil viBeH fnd the “an .ho takel itHW

SçhYhxhHW Tynansl wray eyel narro.ed inuxiliti,evyH
SThoxwh thil valt “onth hal con,inced “e other.ileH ft the daysl 

endq theresl onvy oneHW 4otter thoxwht back to hil terle con,erlation .ith 
Rc!or“acH No one truly walks away.
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Tynan lgrit5ed bro.n tobacco 8xice to hil lideq .iginw hil vig dry .ith 
a veather indep OnwerH Sfnd .hich “an il thatGW

4otter l“irkedH
Cith hil railed ar“q he gointed a bvoody Onwer xg o,er Tynansl 

lhoxvderH S(ehind yox3W
”e,erav vonw aggendawel e“erwed Bro“ the darknellH fr“lH 0ewlH 

Sxick “o,e“entlq av“olt t.itchyH It had vawwardvy entered the ogen 
door and cra.ved the Bra“e xg onto the ceivinwq obBxlcated in the lhadY
o.l oB the .avv va“glH mavB.ay into the dark roo“q the wreen inhx“an 
body reached ltraiwht do.n .ith Boxr vonw ar“l and wentvy drogged to 
the ’oorH

;eeg trilling Ovved the vi,inw roo“H
-t ltoodH
Tynanq be.ivderedq txrnedq wvarinw xg in xneuxi,ocav horror at the 

varweq lhinyq dark orbl oB the creatxre to.erinw beBore hi“H Tobacco Bevv 
Bro“ hil lvack “oxthH SChat the BAW

4otter reached do.n and yanked oxt the narro. giece oB 8awwed wvall 
ltickinw in hil thiwhH Smey3W

Tynan txrned backH Mot Balt enoxwhH 4otter lho,ed the lhard xgq 
ltabbinw into the “arlhavsl throatH 4ottersl Bace .rithed into a lnarvq 
t.iltinw in the wvallq lvicinw hil o.n ’elh in doinw loU he coxvd Beev it 
lcraginw the bonel behind the “arlhavsl cvenched 8a.H Car“ bvood 8etted 
do.n 4ottersl handU the “etavvic tanw Ovved the air al hil bxrninw wa5eq 
vike hot coavlq gierced Tynansl lhockedq lvaty eyelq .ide .ith dilbevieB at 
either the creatxre or the reavi5ation that f“ericasl Rolt Canted had 
oxt.itted hi“H Cet wxrwvinw loxndl elcaged hi“q hil inltinct to breathe 
o,erridden by the inabivity to do loH mil hand lgxtteredq lgittinw oxt t.o 
roxndl in uxick lxccellion into the .avvH

The briwht “x55ve ’alh and lcrea“inw dilcharwe lent the creatxre 
reevinwH 4otter vaxnched Tynan into the to.erinw creatxreq caxlinw it to 
vole itl bavance al it lei5ed hi“H 

(reathinw hea,ivyq 4otter gaxled to reco“gole hi“levBq to la,or thil 
“o“entH f l“avv  l“irk gvayed on hil uxi,erinw viglH  Fnce awainq 
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hesd  gre,aivedH  Thoxwh he  kne. it  re“ained to  be  leen  .hether 
heAtheyA.oxvd lxr,i,e the niwhtH

S-laac3W 4otter .hirved to.ard the bale“ent doorH
KAAA—BOOOOMMM!
The .avvq lip Beet behindq epgvoded in a brivviantq bvindinw ’alh oB heatq 

debrilq and lhragnevH f lnag oB yevvo. ’are killed 4otter al the bvalt lent 
hi“q airborneq acroll the vi,inw roo“H

11

Chen 4otter ca“e toq he Boxnd hi“levB lvx“ged awainlt the ad8acent 
.avvH

”ivence Bevvq la,e Bor the hiwhYgitched tone ’oodinw the inlide hil headH 
0ike lo“eone co,ered hil earlq dro.ninw oxt “olt loxndH

me rovved o,erq chokinw on dxltq tryinw to catch hil breath throxwh 
a ha5e oB denle l“okeH mil wa5e bvxrredq bxrninwAnot 8xlt Bro“ the 
cvoxded roo“H The ,ilion in hil veBt eye had le,erevy di“inilhedH me 
coxvd onvy lee lo“e lcattered debril that had entered on i“gactq avv 
wrainyH

Cith looted handlq he brxlhed a.ay the .oodq gvalterq albeltolq and 
other inlxvatinw “ateriavl gartiavvy co,erinw hil body al he l.i,eved hil 
head aroxnd in conBxlionq lcanninw the “alli,e Brayed hove in hil vi,inw 
roo“ .avvH

me Bro5eq a ,ilion “ore terriByinw than anythinw he had yet to lee 
e“erwinw throxwh the ha5yq wray “iltH

The creatxre rele“bved the bvxe beinw Bro“ beBoreq bxt it “o,ed 
xneuxi,ocavvy BalterH Rore ,icioxlq and lo“eho.q “xch “ore ad,ancedH 
-tl body vooked broaderq ltockierq .ith a bxvk oB co,erinw aroxnd the 
torloH (ody ar“orq gerhaglH -t gollelled lip aggendawelq al oggoled 
to the bvxe beinwsl Boxrq bxt the t.o additionav ar“l lee“ed di)erentH 
”“oothq xndeOnedH ”tivvq itl Onwerl gro8ected vike tavonl Bro“ the torlo 
ar“orq honinw to euxavvy lharg gointlH -tl covorinw avlo di)ered Bro“ itl 
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bvxe coxntergartq an iridelcentq teav wreen that continxavvy lhiBted al it 
“o,edH

Cith a nearvy xngercei,abve ’xtter oB itl bx55inwq uxadYltrxctxred 
.inwlq the creatxre dro,e Tynan awainlt the .avvq nearvy bvockinw the 
bale“entH 4otterq getriOedq vay .atchinw in horror al the creatxre 
reached in .ith itl “iddve aggendawelH -t l.iBtvy e,ilcerated Tynanq 
lgivvinw hil wxtl acroll the wroxndH

4otter wawwed and retchedq eyel .aterinw at the liwhtq the l“evvH Cith 
e,erythinw he had veBt inlideq he gxvved hi“levB Bro“ the ’oor and bovtedH 
Ro,inw al Balt al hil lhakyq vi“g vew coxvd carry hi“q he headed ltraiwht 
do.n the havv.ay galt the ltxdyq roxndinw the kitchen to.ard the lide 
doorH Raybe he coxvd enter the bale“ent Bro“ the oxtlide txnnevH

The .indo.l i“gvoded on each lideq lhootinw lhardl oB wvall at hi“H 
T.o “ore wreen creatxrel grogevved inlide the ogeninwl behindH Fne 
vanded on the link coxnterq Oercevy wralginw onto the ceivinw to keeg 
Bro“ lvidinw o)H f ltack oB (elliesl One gorcevain gvatel ca“e cralhinw 
to the wroxndH The other gvanted onto the kitchen tabveq cva.l wralginw 
.oodH f wxttxrav .arbvinw e“anated Bro“ bothH

”tivv in a near lgrint Bor hil in8xred conditionq 4otter lvid back.ardq 
Owhtinw Bor.ard “o“entx“ al the t.o thinwl toxched do.nH me ltx“Y
bved aroxnd the corner into the dininw roo“q barevy a,oidinw a covvilion 
.ith a .avvq and ltogged brie’y to wrab the doorBra“eq cvx“livy rewainY
inw hil bavanceH

P,identvyq outside .al oxt oB the uxeltionH
me needed to reach the wodda“n bale“entq  thoxwhH !reeginw 

throxwh the dininw roo“q he golted xg awainlt the door Bra“e andq 
gainltakinwvyq geeked aroxnd the cornerH The ’xtterinw creatxre ltood 
.ith itl back to hi“q continxinw to tear a lxlgended Tynan to giecelH 
The “arlhav hxnwq viBevellq o,er hil o.n entraivlH mil wovd ti“egiece Bevv 
to the ’oorq boxncinw a.ay .ith tattered giecel oB gxrgve .ailtcoatH

4otter cregt .ith deviberate “o,e“ent to.ard the creatxreH To.ard 
the bale“entH (ack awainlt the .avvq he liventvy bewwed not to be leenH 
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9i,e Beet Bro“ the wrxelo“e e,ilcerationq he reached the lviwhtvy a8ar door 
and lvid into the ogeninwH

The rinwinw in hil earl lxblided lviwhtvyU he coxvd hear lhatterinw wvall 
and the thxddinw loxnd oB ,ioventvy lhiBtinw ob8ectlq vikevy Bxrnitxreq 
abo,eH me geered xg the dark ltairlq allellinwH They “xlt be co“inw in 
Bro“ avv anwvelH

4otter haltivy delcended the ltairlq hil boot lvidinw on lvick bvoodH milq 
Tynanslq .ho e,en kne.H The viuxid dro,e hil vi“g vew oxt Bro“ xnder 
hi“q lva““inw hi“ on the leat oB hil gantl al he lvid avv the .ay do.n 
and vanded at the botto“H me helitated thereq lgra.ved on the wroxndq 
takinw a “o“ent to catch hil breath and aggreciate hil ltivvq lo“eho.q 
xnbroken neckH

fnother epgvolion rocked the hoxleq lhakinw the BoxndationH f 
wro.inw gatterinw loxnd reached hil earlH f l“atterinw oB ,aryinw wxnY
Ore oxtlideq vikevy the loxrce oB the epgvolionH Li’el gogged o) in the 
diltanceq avonw .ith the ragidq terriByinw Ore oB a —atvinw wxn re,erberatY
inwH 9aint ,oicel yevved co““andlq co““andl he kne. avv too .evvH fnd 
al he thoxwht aboxt it3

A fucking cannonH The .eagon had torn a hove ltraiwht throxwh hil 
vi,inw roo“ .avvH

4otter Boxnd hi“levB on the battveOevd once awainH (xt inltead oB 
Rirwiniaq the horrorl oB an avvYoxt .ar erxgted on the (ennett grogertyH 
fnd thole creatxrel .ere hereq in hil house, takinw co,erH

S4fqW a Ba“iviar ,oice cavvedH
4otter thrxlt hi“levB xg and wvanced o,erH mil lon ltood in the gave 

vantern viwhtq ar“l cx)ed aroxnd the bale“ent givvarH
me ran o,erq kneevedq and brxlhed hil handl o,er hil boysl uxi,erinw 

bodyq checkinw Bor in8xrielH SZox avv riwhtq boyAhxhG? Zox didnst wet hit 
or nothinwq did yaGW me cxgged hil handl xnder -laacsl cheeklH

S-Y-s“ avv riwhtq 4aHW -laac vooked xgH SChatsl woinw on oxtlideGW
SZox .oxvdnst bevie,e “e iB - tovd yaq lonH Chat “atterl il I wot yox 

no.q and .esre wonna “ake it oxt oB hereq yox hear “eGW me lgoke .ith 
con,ictionq avthoxwh hil .ordl rxnw hovvo.q e,en to hi“H f ,ilion oB the 
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dilligatinw hoxrwvall ’alhed beBore hil eyelq the d.indvinw landl lgivvinw 
itl re“aininw wranxvelH me at vealt hoged !vara and -laac had a chanceH

KRRREEEEEEEEAAAAAAAHHHHH!
4otter and -laac wvanced xgH f lhrivv lcreech tore throxwh one oB the 

xgger ve,evlq xnvike anythinw either had e,er heard beBoreH -nhx“anH 
”e,erav “ore ,ociBeroxlq .retched criel Bovvo.ed in lxccellionq ,aryinw 
in tone and venwthH

S4aqW -laac laidH
The vook oB Bear and delgair on hil lonsl Bace broke 4ottersl heartH It’s 

not going to end this way, he tovd hi“levBq Owhtinw back the creeginw wxivt 
oB dilaggointinw hil yoxnwsxnlH Not like this. me coxvd ltivv “ake it riwhtq 
wet the“ a.ay Bro“ hereH

4otter ealed hi“levB do.n into the cache and wrabbed a ri’eq voadinw a 
roxnd into the cha“berH me retxrned to -laacH S”gread agart yoxr handlH 
Qeeg the chain taxtHW

SCxhY.xhY.hat?GW
4otter took ai“H Sfnd donstH Ro,eHW
-laac .inced behind the givvarH Cith a voxd banwq 4otter lhot the 

chainq Breeinw the boy Bro“ itl reltraintlH
S-laacHW Sxickvyq he e“braced hil lonq luxee5inw hi“ vonw and Or“U 

the loot and dried bvood on hil Bace l“eared awainlt -laacsl cheekH me 
coxvdnst recavv iB hesd e,er hxwwed hil boy vike thil beBoreH Just one of my 
many shortcomings as a father. The thoxwht laddened hi“H mesd “ake 
it xg to both hil chivdrenq iB they lxr,i,ed the niwhtH

-B he ltivv had ti“eH
-laac ltared xg at hi“H S- do woodq 4aGW
4otter vooked hil boy in hil eyelH SZox did woodq -laacH Zox did reav 

wood? -s“ groxd oB yoxq lonH Today yox beca“e a “anq yox xnderltand 
“eG f “an?W me .iged hil bvoody nole and “oxth on hil .rilt lvee,eH

SZoxr Bace?W -laac gxvved backq eyel .ide al he lgotted the wvilteninw 
bxrwxndy veadinw Bro“ 4ottersl chelt to hil headH SZox3 yoxsre lhotq 4a? 
Zoxsre lhot bad?W

S-s“ Oneq lonH Thil bvood ainst avv “ineHW
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SThat “anH Cith the tog hatHW -laac Bro5eq horror Ovvinw hil BaceH 
SChat .al he layinw xg thereq 4aG Terribve thinwl he laid aboxt yox?W

S0ilten to “eH 0ilten to “eq lonH Mo “atter .hat haggenlq no “atter 
.hat yox “ay hear aboxt “eq yox re“e“ber thil… yox know .ho yoxr 
Bather ilH fvv riwhtGW

-laacsl eyel wvalled o,erH me nodded and hxwwed 4otter once “oreH
S-s“ wonna need yox to do “e a Ba,orH -s“ wonna need yox to caxteri5e 

thil .oxnd xg hereHW me l.avvo.ed hardH S(oth lidelH !an yox do that 
Bor “eGW

-laac noddedq eyel BearBxvH Smo.q 4aGW
4otter  wvanced  aroxndH The  busted  handcuffs.  me  re“o,ed  the 

vanternsl wvall co,er and hevd the “etav bindinwl o,er the ’a“eH
SCesre wonna wet thil nice and hotH fvv riwhtG Chen itsl readyq yox are 

wonna grell thil to the .oxndq very hardq tivv it ltogl bveedinwHW 4otter 
gantedq barevy Borcinw oxt the .ordlH SThen yox .ivv regeat on the backH 
—ot itGW

-laacsl Bace contortedH mil head nodded yelq bxt hil “anneril“l 
lcrea“ed revxctanceH S4a3W

S”hhhYlhYlhYlhHW 4otter lhook hil headq then wvanced xg at the dilY
concertinw noile .ithin hil ho“eA.hat re“ained oB itH

The “ayhe“ continxed abo,e the“H —xnOreq epgvolionlq xnearthvy 
lcrea“inw and trivvinwH Fnvy a “atter oB ti“e xntiv thole thinwl dilco,Y
ered the bale“entH

SCe donst ha,e a vot oB ti“eq lonH - need to Ond yoxr lilterH mereq itsl 
readyHW me handed the edwe oB the handcx) to -laacq the oggolite lide 
charred bvackH Cith hil lhirt torn and hil wxn bevt dilcarded nept to hi“q 
4otter vo.ered hi“levB to the covd earthq uxi,erinwq cvenchinw hil hovlter 
bet.een hil teethH 0ookinw xg at -laacq he noddedH

-laac lvo.vyq bewrxdwinwvyq grelled the hot “etav to hil ovd “ansl 
xgger cheltq hovdinw the brand Or“H

fwonyH Chi)l oB l“oke dilligated beBore 4ottersl eyel al hil lkin 
leared vike beeB on a caltYiron lkivvetH me lcrea“ed throxwh cvenched 
teethq eyel inltantvy tearinwH
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Cith a .inceq -laac vet xgH
4otter lgit oxt the hovlterH Lovvinw o,erq he coxwhedq walginw Bor air 

on avv BoxrlH ”gittve cvxnw to hil uxi,erinw vigH The gainq incredibveH 
çni“awinabveH Christ. me “iwht ha,e volt conlcioxlnellq had he not 
been gartiavvy ledatedH

Now for the second hole.
The brandinw valted an eternityq or lo it lee“ed to 4otterq hil “oxth 

.aterinw Bro“ the l.eetq gxtrid aro“a oB charrinw ’elhH me cvenched 
hil throatq Borcinw back ,o“itH Chen the tortxre Onavvy concvxdedq he 
needed a Be. “o“entl to catch hil breath and lit xgH

S4ayback il a reav lono,abitchq ehGW me .iged tearl Bro“ hil eyelq 
o)erinw hil trax“ati5ed chivd a wrateBxv nodH SThanklq lonHW

-laac ltrained a l“iveH SChat no.q 4aGW
S-s“ woinw to wet yoxr lilterH fvoneH -tsl not laBe Bor yox xg thereq 

oxtlideHW me wvanced inlide the artivvery cacheH SCesd better thank yoxr 
—reat çncve (ennett Bor diwwinw oxt the bale“entH —et inHW

SmxhGW
SZoxsre wonna hide inlide the txnnevH Cait Bor “e toAW
SMo?W
S-laac3W
S4aq gveale? Take “e .ith yox?W
4otter luxatted in Bront oB hil boyH SMothinw .ivv Ond yox do.n hereH 

FkayG Corle co“el to .orltq yox ha,e ri’elH 0oad e“ xgH Zox ha,e 
wrenadelH fnd iB yox need to wet oxtq yox kno. .here the hatch ilH There 
il no better gvace to be riwht no.q okayGW

SThat ainst itq 4aHW
SChat il itq boyGW
-laacsl eyel .evvedH
4otter rxPed hil lonsl hairH S- ainst wonna vea,e yoxq -laacq iB thatsl 

.hat yoxsre thinkinwH -sd ne,er vea,e yox behindH P,erH fnd - ainst wonna 
die oxt there eitherq yox hear “eGW

-laacq ltrxwwvinw and Baivinw to Owht back tearlq noddedH
S!o“e onHW
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-laac cvi“bed do.nH 4otter gainBxvvy ’igged o,er the hatchq 8x“ginw 
in beBore it lva““ed do.nH They cra.ved to the edwe oB the txnnev 
towetherq 4otter .incinw .ith each toddveH The gain had Onavvy bewxn 
to let inH —entvyq he ogened the hatch an inch and geered oxtH

(edva“q e,en Bro“ hil “ini“av ,ie.gointH Torchel bxrned aroxnd a 
cara,an oB trooglH !a,avry “en interlgerled the edwe oB the .oodvandlq 
lo“e rxnninwq lo“e takinw co,er behind t.o carriawelq avv Orinw at an 
xnleen tarwetH Fne carriaweq al he epgectedq hevd a cannonU the otherq a 
—atvinw wxnH

S!o“e hereHW me hxwwed -laac once “oreH S- will be backq okayGW
The boy noddedH
4otter wrabbed a wrenade in one handq the epgvoli,e a.k.ard and 

hea,yH -n the otherq he cvalged a “ore Ba“iviar .eagon… a ri’eH me vooked 
xg at the hatch beBore lhxttinw hil .eary eyel to take t.o deeg breathlH 
Just get to a horse. me grayed Bor one oB hil to be avi,eH

Cith a diluxieted liwh and a lhake oB the headq he cvi“bed oxtH



Chapter   2

M inister Healy, Aaron, and Nora stood in silence behind the fac-
tory woor gindog, starinu omt in disvay oPer Missomri zla.aO 

pn the oSSosite end of the street frov ghere they stood, waves enumlfed 
the chmrch, an avber beacon illmvinatinu the toS of Main ktreetO

Nora Tneg one sgift umst of gind comld send evbers wmtterinu oPer 
the stores, settinu thev abla.eO ’aylor&s ’ailor C qlothier gomld uo GrstO 
’hen her SlaceO ’hen, Bmite Sossibly the ghole togn gomld follogO 
;oneO 

xill gas uone, tooO khe Tneg thisO ’he geariness in his eyes had re-
Pealed it to herO ’he only van she&d urogn to care for oPer the lonu, 
lonely years in this Bmiet togn and he mS and abandoned itE vore so, he 
abandoned herO khe gondered, a Tnot of an?iety tiuhteninu in her chest, 
if she comld vmster the resolPe to start oPer auainO WPen if she did, ghere 
gomld she uo— xacT to ’e?as— khe smSSosed it had been lonu enomuhO 
jho&d dare taTe mS gith this Paurant old sSinster— ’ovorrog gomld 
brinu clarity on ghether or not she had to cross that bridueO   

khe ulanced at her covSanions“tgo ven directly aIected by the 
ePeninu&s ePentsO ’hey had it vmch gorseO Healy&s face, ua.inu at the 
uhastly waves, ePinced the tortmre of a van gho&d lost ePerythinuO His 
chmrch, his hove, his stolen SaintinusO ;oneO A sinumlar tear fell frov 
his eyeO An mtterly vorose Aaron ”mst hmnu his head, mnable to gatch 
anyvoreO

khe Slaced her hand on the boy&s mSSer bacTO RY Tnog, darlinOL
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RY can&t beliePe he&s uone,L Aaron saidO RDmst sag hiv earlier toniuhtO 
Y ate smSSer gith hiv and his fatherO Y“Y ”mst don&t mnderstand any of 
thisO 4om say that thinu cave frov the Sit in xill&s bacTyard—L

Nora noddedO
R’hat veans it cave frov the save SlaceOL He tmrned and Sointed 

togard his o!ceO R’he dePiceOL
RY, mh, recTon so, AaronO 2irst Y&Pe heard of it toniuhtO He-he nePer 

ventioned itOL ’his, sovehog, didn&t smrSrise herO
Aaron retmrned to his o!ceO Nora, Sm..led, lauued bmt follogedO 

’he dePice on his desT softly Smlsed, Srodmcinu a faint, uraPelly noiseO 
A crescendoO YiiinnnnnE oooommmmtU iiiinnnnnE oooommmtU a sSarse 
ulivver of red cmrrent uently wmttered aromnd its coreO

Nora ”oined Aaron&s sideO Rjhy—L
R’hat thinuU ghat if it gas here, looTinu for this—L
R;mess it&s SossibleO Kon&t vatter vmch nog, does it— xy the looTs of 

it, the caPalry tooT care of itOL
A WHOOOOSH gashed oPer the vill, shaTinu the bmildinu uentlyO 

Nora urabbed Aaron&s arv for smSSort as they both looTed mSO
RMy ;od5L Healy crossed hivself, bacTinu agay frov the gindogO
Nora tmrned, trombledO Rjhat is that5—L
Healy didn&t ansgerO He stood, vomth auaSe, still facinu the gindog, 

starinu mS at the ceilinuO
Nora steSSed frov the o!ceO RMinister Healy, ghat gas it5—L
RYn-in-in the sTy5L He Sointed mSgard, then tmrned to Nora and 

AaronO RkovethinuU sovethinu ”mst flew oPer the entire togn5L
BANG—BANG—
RAHH5L Nora sBmagTed, alvost leaSinu omt of her ogn sTinO
BANG—BANG—BANG!
’he Somndinu cave frov the front doorO ’he three e?chanued con-

cerned ulancesO
BANG—BANG—BANG!
Aaron voPed gith camtion to the side gindog, Seerinu omtO RYt&s“L 

He tmrned to NoraO Rxill&s damuhterU qlara—L
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Nora&s breath hitched, hand wyinu to her chestO Bill’s still here! xmt 
ghy had his damuhter retmrned— kmrely xill had no Slans to cove bacT, 
bmt they hadn&t ePen deSartedO This can’t be good.

Aaron mnlatched the door and oSened itO qlara stood gith a geary 
svile, holdinu sePeral riwes in her svall handsO

khe handed Aaron the umns gith a ulance bacT at xlancoO RY also haPe 
sovethinu called a urenade bacT in the satchelOL

R6h, cove inOL Aaron voPed, alloginu qlara to enter the villO
qlara ulanced togard Aaron&s o!ceO RMsO Nora5L W?cited, she ran to 

herO
Rqlara, yom vade it5L Nora SicTed mS qlara, graSSed her in her arvs, 

and Seered at the door, e?Sectinu xill to follogO Rjhere&s yomr father, 
sgeetheart—L

qlara ulogeredO RHe ain&t covinuOL
Rjhat do ya vean, he ain&t covin, darlin—L
khe Slaced qlara on her feetO xefore she comld ansger, the vill door 

thrmst oSenO Zosgell and qhismv brisTly entered, breathinu heaPily, 
faces in a Sale sgeatO

Rje need to Pacate togn,L Zosgell barTedO RYvvediately5L
’he looT of disBmiet retmrned to Aaron&s smllen faceO Rjhat is haS-

Seninu—L
Rkove vavvoth airborne shiS ”mst sailed oPer the davn togn5 

’hat&s ghat for qhrist is haSSeninu, jilbmrnOL qhismv&s head sSmn 
aromndO Rjmh-ghere the hell is qoIey5—L

Rje thomuht he gas gith youOL
Rjell, no, he ain&t gith msO khit, shit, qhrist it all to hell5L qhismv 

stovSed and threg his hands mS in an erratic SanicO
RKid they Till it,L Healy asTed, his tone deeSO ZesentfmlO
Rxleg it to highhh heaPen, vinisterO zardon the SmnO Ain&t nothin 

smrPiPed that bla.e, Y can tell ya thatOL Zosgell svirTed and nodded, 
Sromd of hivselfO Noticinu the looT of disdain on the vinister&s face, he 
chanued his insensitiPe deveanorO Rje&re, mh, sorry bomt yomr chmrch, 
MinisterO ’rmlyOL
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RKon&t vatter a hill of shit, nog does it— 4om sag that thinu in the sTyO 
jhat do ge do if there&s vore of thoseL“qhismv tried to uesticmlate 
a larue, avbiumoms creatmre gith agTgard hand voPevents“Rthings, 
and they cove into togn before zotter retmrns— 4om Tnog hog hard it 
is ”mst Tillin one of those smvbitches5—L

Rph hell, Dohn, he ain&t covin bacT5L Zosgell threg a hand mSO R4om 
heard 2oster, save as veOL

Nora steSSed omt of the o!ceO Rjhat&re ya&ll talTin bomt—L
R’he caPalry cave for him, NoraO He&s sTinned omt of togn by nog, 

Y&v smre of itOL
R’he-the caPalry—L Nora stavvered, taTinu a steS bacTO An icy chill 

sgeSt thromuh herO My God, Bill what’ve ya done?
RYf not, then he is in a lot of tromble,L Aaron saidO RjhatePer those 

thinus are, Y av alvost certain they are headed thereOL
RY beliePe ge shomld romnd mS gho&s left,L Healy said, still voroseO 

RYvvediately Pacate tognOL
R4om thinT those thinus gon&t uet ms on horsebacT5—L qhismv Satted 

his coat, frantically searchinu for a ciuarO RY Pote ge let the caPalry do their 
”ob, and ge gait it omt hereO xoard mS the gindogsO Yt&s a biu SlaceO je 
can smrPiPe here for a sSell, Y recTonOL

Aaron shooT his headO Rjhat if they cannot, MrO qhismv— ’hen 
ghat—L

Rjell, vaybeU vaybe send another one of those teleuraSh vessaues 
omt5 ’ell ev ghat&s uoinu on dogn here, uet sove vore caPalry boys omt 
this gayO 4om Tnog vorse code, jilbmrn, riuht—L

RY do notOL
R26q75L qhismv Smlled his hat oI and slavved it dogn on the 

woorO
Nora&s vind sSmn in a do.en directions at once gith all the bicT-

erinu, each thomuht collidinu gith the ne?t, oPerloaded gith this neg 
rePelationO khe craPed a ulivver of hoSe, a sinule SositiPe detail to breaT 
thromuh the gall of neuatiPity that smrromnded herO  
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Not a vovent later, the door sgmnu oSenO qoIey radiated haSSiness 
as he entered the vill, beavinu frov ear to earO RkacTed the varshal&s 
o!ce5L He nodded to his arvs, in ghich lay Mather&s stocTSile of riwes, 
avvmnition, and a comSle lanternsO

khe smSSosed this gomld do ”mst GneO
qhismv&s tgisted face, a shade of beet red, liuhtened sePeral shadesO 

He ePen vanaued a sly urinO RMy brilliant, brilliant boyOL He vet qoIey, 
Smllinu a cradled riwe and tmrninu it oPer in his hands as if ”mst handed a 
Siece of uoldO RY don&t Say yom enomuh, vy friendOL

RY sag that thinu in-in the sTyOL qoIey looTed at qlara, standinu in the 
o!ceO RHas xill retmrned—L

RHe ain&t retmrninOL Zosgell inter”ectedO
RAin&t“ain&t retmrnin—L
RY&v afraid he&s uonna haPe to,L Nora said, looTinu at qlaraO
’he little uirl steSSed frov the o!ceO
Zosgell tmrnedO Rjhat in eternal davnation is she doin here—L
Rkhe cave barinu geaSons, MrO kvithOL
Zosgell stalTed to the o!ceO Nora follogedO
RjeaSons5— Yt tooT a ghole davn arvy to Till ”mst one of those thinusO 

jhat&s a feg riwes uonna do, staPe oI omr inePitable devise—L Zosgell 
ulanced at the dePice sittinu on the desTO RAnd ghat&s the deal gith this 
thinu, jilbmrn,L he shomted across the villO RHas it done anythin neg 
since it TicTed on—L

Aaron shrmuuedO RNot that Y haPe noticedOL
R’here&s another Siece,L qlara oIeredO
Nora&s face voventarily gent blanTO khe sBmatted so she gas eye 

lePel gith qlaraO ’homuh thinus looTed bleaT, a sliPer of hoSe revainedO 
Rjhat other Siece, darlin—

2
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qlara bit her liSO khe didn&t gant to uet Ysaac in tromble, bmt she needed 
to helS saPe MsO Nora and qoIeyO RMy brother tooT itO He gas gorried 
abomt the xad zeoSle covinu to taTe zaOL

Rpther Siece—L Aaron blinTedO R’he crystal, that&s riuht5L
Rjhat&s she talTin abomt, Aaron,L Zosgell devandedO
R’he bo?OL Aaron galTed to his o!ce and ulared at the blacT bo?O RY 

noticed earlierO Y thomuht vaybe 9an tooT itO He talTed abomt brinuinu 
in hiuher amthorities to insSect itO YnsSect xill&s SroSertyO MaTes senseO 
jhat if that is ghy those thinus are here— Yf ge ”mst brinu it to xill&s 
homse“L

qlara SerTed mSO R4es5L khe&d tossed the crystal into the yard, ghere 
she&d left behind her brother and za, gho nog faced uraPe danuer frov 
these thinus liTely searchinu for it and the blacT bo?O khe Gumred once it 
gas uone, the xad zeoSle gomld leaPe thev aloneO 

RNmh-mhO NoSeOL Zosgell shooT his head, ”oininu thev in the o!ceO 
R’hat thinu stays hereO Y haPe Slans for it once this is all oPerOL

RNo5 je need to brinu this to vy Sa5L
R3ooT little uirl, yom haPe no idea ghat yom&re dealin gith hereOL 

Zosgell bent forgard, hands on his thiuhs, reachinu qlara&s lePelO R4om 
let the admlts handle this, ya hear—L

qlara ulared Gre at  Zosgell,  then at the dePiceO  Yts  ulobe,  once 
slogly Smlsinu, TicTed mS in a dmll, hySnotic roar: iiiinnnnn—oooou-
uuut—iiiinnnn—oooouuuut. khe reached for it, uriSSinu the edues, 
drauuinu it togard herO

RNog don&t yom tomch that, sgeetheart,L Zosgell condescendedO
iinn—oouut—iinn—oouut—inn—oouut—iinn—oouut—iinn—oou-

ut—iinn—oouut
qlara ulogeredO RY&v not yomr davn sgeetheart5L
khe yanTed bacT on the dePice, slidinu it oI the tableO ’he geiuht of 

it ”erTed her forgardO Zosgell reached for the other end of the blacT 
bo?, barely catchinu it before it hit the woorO qlara, in an attevSt to 
strenuthen her uriS, urabbed the ulobe gith her riuht hand“

BIZZZAAAP!
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A bolt of red cmrrent shot frov the core into the smrface of the ulobe, 
enterinu qlara&s handO ’he force lifted her oI her feet, and she Slmv-
veted bacTgard, slavvinu her head on the woorO

Her livS body slid across the o!ceO

3

’he liuhtsU so briuhtO zotter Smt mS a shieldinu handO Ka..linuO ’he 
colors, ePery shade of the rainbogO

R;reat“kcott5L
His vomth droSSed as he stared, agestrmcTO He&d steSSed omt into 

sovethinu fantastical, far beyond the bomnds of rational thomuhtO A 
”mdderinu ureen halo enPeloSed the lanumishinu fmll voon ghile striSs 
of translmcent liuhts washed in a sevi-circmlar, steady streav across the 
Palley, nog fmlly illmvinatedO All covinu frov sove sort of airship 
SarTed behind the xennett homse at the edue of the zecosO

zotter&s gorldPieg e?Sanded aromnd hiv, stranuely inGniteO 6nset-
tlinuO He hadn&t mnearthed an ironclad garshiS at all, he reali.ed smd-
denlyU thomuh his vind still strmuuled to urasS the fact that this thing 
had liPed dogn there, beneath the uromnd, for centuriesO He shmdderedO

KAA-BOOOOMMM!
’he somnd of the cannon tearinu into his homse snaSSed hiv bacT to 

realityO He dmcTed and ran, arvs mS, shieldinu his headO Another blast 
e?Sloded sePeral feet in front of hiv, sendinu chmnTs of vomnd bmrstinu 
in his faceO Kirt and urass Sarticles rained dognO He SiPoted and ran 
in the oSSosite direction, aromnd the side of the homse and togard the 
bacT of the barn, ghere he triSSed oPer the body of a fallen caPalry vanO 
KecaSitatedO

’rillinu somnded frov aboPe, and he ulanced mSO ’he creatmres stood 
on the roofO kove uently hoPered, their lmsty ginus hmvvinuO pthers 
everued on foot frov the darTO 2rov the sTyO

An infestationO
“aaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhAAAAAAHHHHH!”
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2rov soveghere afar, the somnd of screavinu bmrueonedO zotter 
looTed mSO A caPalry soldier fell frov the sTy and Slmvveted into the 
front lagn gith a thud, ten feet frov zotter, bomncinu tgiceO ’he body 
conPmlsed, blood bmbblinu frov his uaSinu vomthO A looT of smrSrise 
and horror wooded his uaSinu, evSty eyesO

zotter didn&t hesitateO He SicTed hivself mS and ran, romndinu the 
corner at the edue of the barnO He tooT the corner“

SMACK!
He collided riuht into a sgiftly voPinu ob”ect, bomncinu hiv bacT-

gardO ’he creatmre camuht hiv by the throat, liftinu hiv frov the 
uromnd, forcefmlly bacTinu hiv auainst the barn gallO Yts Gnuers, svooth, 
sharS, slid mnder his scrmIy ”agline, aSSlyinu ”mst the riuht avomnt of 
Sressmre to cmt oI his circmlation githomt camsinu SainO zotter ginced as 
his head cracTed auainst the goodO He tried hoSelessly to Smll in a breath, 
choTinu thromuh obstrmcted airgaysO

’he creatmre&s narrog, red eyes blinTed erratically at zotter, sgeeSinu 
mS and dogn gith its hamntinu lids shmtterinu on anuleO Yts facial fea-
tmres, too, seeved narroger, alvost sharSer than the creatmre bacT at the 
chmrch, thomuh the ”ag line looTed thicTer, vore deGned, bmluinu frov 
the forefront of the creatmre&s faceO zotter uagTed at the hideoms von-
ster&s vannerisvsO jhat did it want5— He didn&t Tnog if he gas food or 
”mst an indiscrivinate slamuhter on a Sath beyond his mnderstandinuO

xelog his ogn smsSended body, he comld ”mst abomt see the creatmre&s 
other set of arvs hoPerinu aromnd his vidsectionO Yts vandible seSarated 
at the center, oSeninu to rePeal rogs and rogs of tiny, sharS, tgisted 
teethO ’he oo.inu Sinchers at each end clinTedO

RHW4,L soveone yelledO
’he creatmre tmrned its headO
POP!
2rov his fadinu SeriSherals, zotter sag a caPalry soldier standinu oI 

to his left gith a riwe barrel in the creatmre&s vomth“thomuh only briewyO 
’he blast, ghich didn&t Bmite e?it the bacT of its shielded head, still sent 
the creatmre slavvinu onto its bacTO
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9iscoms, ureen vomth sSatter hit zotter fmll in the faceO He slid dogn, 
thmvSinu on the seat of his SantsO jith a yelS and uasS of anumish, he 
sat, starinu at the tgitchy creatmre, gaitinu for it to uet mSO

Yt didn&tO
A bullet through the damn mouth. qhrist, he gished they&d considered 

that voPeO
’he soldier reached omt his handO zotter hesitated, starinu mS into the 

yomnu van&s eyesO
Rqove on, vister,L the stranuer mruedO
Zelmctantly, zotter urabbed his hand, and the soldier yanTed hiv to 

his auoni.inu feetO jincinu, zotter bent to SicT mS the riwe and urenade 
and, gith haste, folloged the soldier into the barn entrancegay, each 
taTinu coPer behind the gall on either side of the oSeninuO

R4om DoseSh ;ri!n,L the yomnu van asTedO
zotter hesitated before ansgerinuO R4eah—L
RY&v 3iemtenant xrooTsO Herbert zhilliSs xrooTs of the 2irst qaPalry 

KiPision of 2ort Hood, ’e?asOL
Christ, this kid’s a baby.
zotter ulanced dogn at his riwe in one hand and the 7etchmv urenade 

in the otherO His head sSmnO He gasn&t SreSared, nor in any condition, to 
Till a caPalry soldier, vmch less a childO ktill, he needed to TeeS his umard 
mS mntil he mnderstood ghat xrooTs gantedO

’he disBmiet sBmealinu of the creatmres, either rauinu or dyinu, rePer-
berated in the distanceO

3iemtenant xrooTs continmed to sSeaT across the gide entrygay, 
shomtinu oPer the smrromndinu discharue of raSid umnGre and cannon 
blastsO RY&v afraid ge&Pe cove gith sove mnSleasant negs, sirO ’he 
6nited ktates Arvy recently receiPed inforvation of yomr ghereabomts 
gith smbseBment orders of retriePal sePeral days auoO je&re here to taTe 
yom into cmstody, alonu gith any other faction of yomr SartyOL

RpTay—L zotter retorted, thomuh the gords dribbled omt vore as a 
Bmestion, gaitinu for the but…
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R6hhh, it aSSears there vay be a sliuht chanue of SlansO Any chance 
yom haPe an e?Slanation for ghat is haSSenin here5—L xrooTs Seered 
omtside, then looTed oPer at zotterO

kcreavs ricocheted in the distanceO
RY&v afraid Y&v at a loss vyself, 3iemtenant xrooTsOL zotter Seered omtO 

He needed a clear Sath to his horseO R3ooT, Y“Y don&t haPe a lot of tiveO 
jhat little Y haPe Y need to mse to uet to damuhterO khe&s in tognOL

xrooTs looTed hiv mS and dogn, barely Pisible in the voonliuhtO RY 
assmre yom, ge&Pe uot omr hands fmll here, MrO ;ri!nOL He revoPed his 
7eSi caS and giSed SersSiration frov his forehead gith a sleePeO RY bid 
yom faregell in yomr ”omrneyO Y&ll coPer yom best Y can frov in hereOL

zotter nodded, silently thanTinu the yomnu van gho&d saPed his lifeO
W?itinu the barn, he scmrried across the yard, close to the homse, 

sliuhtly cromchedO xriuht liuhts washed in his SeriSherals, thomuh he 
did his best not to looTO pnly three thinus vattered in this voventM 
Gndinu a clear Sath to the horses, SrePentinu the 6OkO qaPalry frov 
indiscrivinately shootinu hiv, and aPoidinu detection by these uiant, 
wyinu anovaliesO He smcceeded in his Grst ob”ectiPe as he romnded the 
corner of the homse, thomuh, to his ivvediate chaurin, ghat he fomnd 
SroPed less than satisfactoryO

’he schooner, drauued across the SroSerty, lay tmrned on its side, its 
contents scattered abomtO 3muuaue and sSilled bo? crates littered the yard 
alonu gith his oPercoatO Yn front of hiv, a yellog SavShlet camuht his 
eyeO ’he edues of the Slaybill for Foggerty’s Fairy wmttered, rmNed by the 
bree.eO

Clara…
Mcqorvac&s nau, still tied to the bridle, lay tgisted behind the car-

riaue bacTside, her body laden gith bmllet holesO KeadO zotter ran to the 
corSse, taTinu brief coPerO

He sBmatted, stroTed the nau&s vane, and Seered into her oSen eyeO 
Rkorry, old uirlOL

His only Srayer nog gas the tentatiPe smrPiPal of xessie&s vareO He 
ulanced mS and aromndO ’homuh tomuh to discern in the chaos, he sSot-
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ted voPevent at the edue of the goodlandsO A horse, yesO jhose didn&t 
vatterO

qarefmlly, he creSt aromnd the carriaue front, ”mst far enomuh to access 
the svall covSartvent sitmated mnder the benchO Ziwes sSoradically 
Gred in the distance, vmNinu the shomts of caPalry ven callinu to one 
anotherO

zotter Slaced the urenade and riwe dogn and reached oPer, liftinu 
the latchO His old bayonet lay inside, gaitinuO He hoisted the geaSon, 
tmrninu it oPer in his handO ’he old blade still Srodmced a silPery lmster, 
thomuh sSarse mnder its bron.inu SatinaO He thomuht abomt the last tive 
it serPed its SmrSose“to defend yomnu Henry, the Soor wau boy he failed 
to Srotect, riuht before he sTinned omt for the vomntainsO

A disBmiet trillinu rePerberated thromuh ePery Gber of zotter&s beinu, 
tgistinu the cold, mnaSolouetic dauuer of fear bacT into his umtsO He 
fro.e, uriSSinu tiuhtly onto the bayonetO ’he noise, too close for cov-
fort, left hiv Saraly.ed, mnable to tmrn and looTO

’he gauon gheel, three feet behind hiv aromnd the edue of the 
carriaue, sSmn gith a creaT, sendinu chills thromuh his geaT, tired coreO 
jithomt voPinu, he ulanced dogn at the riwe and urenade, neither of 
ghich oIered a Piable oStionO

’oo lateO
2rov the corner of his left eye, he gatched the creatmre creeS be-

hind hiv, its head slogly tmrninu, looTinu, e?avininuO Yts eyes erratically 
blinTed, alvost PerticallyO

xeads of cold, SinT sgeat ran alonuside zotter&s tevSle and dogn his 
lacerated cheeT, the salt stinuinu his uashO qovSlivents of the varshalO 
He had seconds, if that, before this thinu urabbed hivU bmt a sharS, 
rmsted smrSrise agaited the creatmre if it didO

’he stranue beinu, in its sliuhtly cromched defensiPe stance, inched 
closer to zotterO He side-eyed the hideoms lifeforvO Yts oddly shaSed 
snomt contorted, BmaPerinu in BmicT smccession as it smcTed air in and omt 
of its tri-hole nostrils, no dombt svellinu the saPory scent of bloodO He 
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sgalloged dryly, attevStinu to hold his breath as the creatmre steSSed 
togard hivO

Yt stoSSed nearly si? inches frov his face and sniIed aromnd, its garv 
breath ticTlinu his face gith a coSSery odorO zotter folloged its ePery 
voPe gith a bmluinu side eye as the creatmre uently sBmatted and reached, 
feelinu for the sSot frov ghich the bloody scent evanatedO

kovethinu blocTed its SathO
jith a sSlayed, boney hand, it caressed the garv, silTy revains of 

Mcqorvac&s dead nau, SerhaSs considerinu a vealO xmt, alvost ivve-
diately, it recoiled sliuhtly, as if svellinu sovethinu not Bmite riuhtO A 
vovent later, it rose, e?Sandinu its lmstroms ginus“at least six feet on 
either side!“and shot straiuht mS, Panishinu into the niuhtO

zotter e?haled a deeS, umttmral uasS, revevberinu qlara&s natmre 
booTO Her “arth-roo-pods.” He shooT oI his near brmsh gith death, for 
the third tive in the last half homr, and considered the ivSossibleO

’he reali.ation dribbled omt as a dmvbfomnded ghisSerO RYt comldn&t 
see veOL

jithomt sSarinu another second, zotter urabbed the carriaue lantern 
and his coat frov the scattered debris and scmrried across the SroSerty 
togard the horse, smccessfmlly aPoidinu the ePer-decreasinu umnGreO ’he 
caPalry revained at least a hmndred yards omt on the other side of the 
SroSerty, uroginu farther and farther agay gith ePery steS he tooTO 
zotter sviledO He&d accovSlished his second ob”ectiPeO

As he neared the edue of the goodlands, hogePer, three creatmres 
landed in smccession in his Sath, tgenty yards aheadO zotter slid to a haltO 
’hey stood umarded, sliuhtly cromched, arvs raisedO Zeady to attacTO 
’hat eerie, uoddavn trillinu garbled forth frov thev, standinu zotter&s 
hair on endO Yn a sivilarly defensiPe stance, he slogly voPed in rePerse, 
steS by steSO ’he creatmres folloged smit, inchinu forgard, ginus tgitch-
inuO

He ulanced to his left, togard the caPalryO ’he umnGre had ceasedO 
’hose left aliPe had taTen coPer behind the tgo carriaues, the ;atlinu 
umn and cannon left mnvannedO
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zotter, nog alone, had failed his third ob”ectiPeO No way around but 
through.

He looTed at the mnfaviliar dePice in his hand, his only veans of 
dissolPinu the obstrmction betgeen hiv and his horseO Althomuh he&d 
nePer throgn a urenade before, he Sossessed a ueneral idea of ghat to doO 
HoSefmlly, that gomld be enomuhO

He smSSosed he&d soon Gnd omtO
;riSSinu the barrel shaSed instrmvent of destrmction, he cocTed his 

arvO zain seared thromuh his shomlder as, gith the last dreus of his 
strenuth, he lamnched the urenade into the airO ’he dePice tooT wiuht, tail 
sSinninuO Yts heaPy body BmicTly sSiraled dogn betgeen the creatmres, 
the umnSogder iunitinu on ivSactO

’he e?Slosion and wash of liuht sent the screechinu creatmres reelinuO 
pne Sro”ected bacTgard, losinu a livb in the SrocessO ’he tgo revaininu 
nearby tooT wiuht, Panishinu aboPe the treetoSsO qlearO

zotter livSed into the goodlands ghere, to his astonishvent, he 
fomnd xessie&s vare BmiPerinu behind tgo thicT treesO khe Seered oPer, 
locTinu eyes gith her vasterO He aSSroached her heedfmlly, slogly reach-
inu for her headstall and Smllinu uentlyO khe, resistinu, snmNed and 
neiuhed, Smllinu bacTO

RYt&s oTay, uirlO Yt&s oTayO Y&v hereO 4om&re safe nog, uirl, yom&re safeO 
q&vereOL He closed in, caressinu the side of her face, rmnninu his Gnuers 
thromuh her coarse vaneO RY need yom, xessieO Y need yomr helS to uet omr 
damuhter bacTO Y Srovise, this is the last tiveOL

He stood, slmvSed, Santinu, and closed his eyesO ’he Sain Piciomsly 
retmrnedE his leu, his mSSer body, and his face throbbed and bmrnedO 
pnly the hodueSodue of drmus and adrenaline SrePented hiv frov 
fallinu ghere he stoodO Just as long as I keep moving. He comld vaTe itO 
He had to vaTe itO He had toO

jith a uentle tmrn, the vare nmdued zotter, rmbbinu her face aIec-
tionately auainst his hair and beardO

He raised his headO R;ood uirlOL
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He Smlled his slmuuish, frauile frave oPer the horse&s bacT, uriSSinu 
the revains of the frayed carriaue harness, and slid the riwe into a handle 
uriS alonu the shomlder straSO jith no tive to sSare, he started the treT 
thromuh the darT goodlands trail to the villO ’o the riPerO khortcmttinu 
the gater oIered the only straiuht, clear shot to togn, thomuh the e?act 
strenuth and deSths of the rmshinu riPer, far frov shallog, revained 
mnTnogn to hivO Maybe not for lonu, he recTonedO jith a nmdue of his 
boot heel, reiuns in hand, zotter raced oIO

4

Land. This strange land—vast—tall structures everywhere—bridged, 
many mammoth bridges, over surrounding river water, lots of water—oh 
my, there’s an ocean, a vast ocean, big boats, white boats, no sails, shiny—so 
many tall objects—so strange—giant bridges, hundreds of odd stagecoach-
es traveling, thomsands, maybe—giant statue—a god—a guardian, she 
stands over the land of high towers, like buildings, their surfaces shiny, 
shiny like mirrors, reflective, pretty—large surface panels with moving 
objects, moving pictures!? Oh the colors! Our species, they roam this land, so 
familiar, yet so peculiar, so many colors, they roam like cattle—and stage-
coaches, many, so many stagecoaches—peculiarly shaped—smooth, shiny, 
they move without horses, gith-omt-horses—they move on land—they 
move in-in the sky—flying stagecoaches, wyinu-staue-coaches5— Fast, fast 
moving, above and below—

White light, flashes,  trembling, SHAKING, like an earthquake, 
ground clouds, rising, yellow light, orange, so bright—too bright—pour-
ing into the sky—orange, red, like fire—a strange fire—rising, all ris-
ing, tall structures flying apart—stagecoaches falling from the sky—every-
thing—everything is red—the sky is red—the guardian, she falls from 
her perch—burning—everything burning—this strange land consumed by 
flames and haze—a dark haze—can’t see—can’t see anymore—

qlara&s eyes grenched oSenO khe uasSed and shot bolt mSriuht, reach-
inu omt as if to urasS sovethinu omt of reachO A rib-shatterinu resistance 
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SrePented her frov SroSellinu forgardO Her heart sSmttered in her chest, 
galloSinu echoes Smlsatinu betgeen ears as she Santed for breath, ua.inu 
aromnd in confmsionO jood, drenched in dirt and dmst and darTness, 
smrromnded herO Strangely… primitive. khe didn&t belonu here, gherePer 
this gasO

xlinTinu erratically, she noticed sliuhtly blmrred Gumres standinu be-
fore herO 2aviliar, thomuh still not Bmite riuhtO khe strmuuled to ease her 
breathinu and Sartially reuain her facmlties, to clear her throbbinu headO 
zmt the ePer-so-sivSle Sieces touetherO khe gas bacT in the o!ceO xmt 
hog— khe vmst&Pe been uone for“for“

Hundreds, maybe even thousands of years… shiny towers. Flying stage-
coaches. Moving pictures across panels.

khe&d sSent homrs strollinu that Past cityO HoursO kove ciPili.ation 
Soised Srecariomsly on the brinT of a horrifyinu dognfallO

3ooTinu dogn, she sag MsO Nora&s arvs graSSed tiuht aromnd herO 
khe lay in her laS, on the woorO Aaron and the vinister stood oPer gith 
garv reuardO xicTerinu echoed in the near distanceO

MsO Nora sBmee.ed her frov behindO Rxaby, yom all riuht, hmh— 4a uaPe 
ms all Bmite a scare there for a second5L

Rjmh-ghat haSSened,L she asTed, still sliuhtly da.edO
R’hat bo?O Yt uaPe yom Bmite the shocT5 7nocTed yom clean oI yomr 

feet, honeyO 4om gere omt a feg vinmtes or soOL MsO Nora Srobed thromuh 
her vatted cmrlsO R;otta vassiPe lmvS on the bacT of yomr head, here, 
too, so yom be carefml sittin mS nogO ’aTe it slogOL

qlara ginced, stroTinu her bmvSed headO khocTgaPes of Sain issmed 
thromuh her sTmll, only e?acerbated by the shomts omtside the o!ceO

5

2rov the oSen o!ce, Aaron comld hear the old ven bicTerinu on the vill 
woorO He stood fmvinu, sSectatinu oPer the vid-gallO ;lancinu oPer his 
shomlder, he sag qlara, still cradled in Nora&s arvsO ’hen the bo?“the 
air aromnd it shivvered as if it radiatedO 2mlly actiPeO He comldn&t shaTe 
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the feelinu that a Sart of hiv, hogePer svall, gas still tethered to itO ’he 
hairs on the bacT of his necT SricTled, sensinu a venacinu force on the 
xennett SroSertyO And yet, sovehog, he Tneg zotter gas still aliPeO ’he 
hamntinu Pision of 9an&s Piolent devise reSlayed in his brainO Althomuh 
”mst a Pision, it left hiv feelinu bmrdened gith resSonsibilityO

RHog are ge uonna uet that hardgare omt the door nog, for qhrist&s 
saTe,L qhismv barTedO

Rje don&tO Nobody tomches that uoddavn bo?O Y&v lmcTy it didn&t Till 
ve5L Zosgell Satted dogn his bla.er, as if checTinu ePerythinu revained 
intactO

He gas riuht, Aaron thomuht, ularinu at the dePiceO Handlinu it nog 
comld SroPe deadly for hmvan handsO

Rzotter ain&t uonna be too haSSy to Gnd omt yom Tilled his damuhter, 
kvith5L qhismv garnedO

R4om thinT that ganted van is retmrnin for his damuhter— 4om vmst be 
”mst as cra.y as he isO Hell, ePen if by sove davn viracle the 6nited ktates 
Arvy haSSens to trimvSh oPer this here venace, he still ain&t covin 
bacTO He&s as uood as dead or caStmredOL

A vovent later, Aaron fomnd hivself betgeen the tgo gith one of 
qoIey&s riwes, slavvinu the bmtt dogn on the vill woorO RY haPe heard 
enomuh bmllshittinu5L

R&kcmse ve, boy—L Zosgell, taTen abacTO
RNo5 4om haPe camsed enomuh of a stir here5L Aaron reali.ed he stood 

inches frov MrO kvith&s faceO ’he gords tmvbled omt of his vomth, 
mne?Sected and shocTinu, bmt he comldn&t stoSO RNog, Y av taTinu this 
here riwe, and Y av headed oPer to the xennett SroSertyO xacT mS the 
caPalryO jho gill ”oin veU yom, qoIey—L 

qoIey noddedO R3et&s uet onO ’ive&s a gastin ghile omr friend, xill 
zotter, is in trombleOL

R2riend5—L Zosgell scogledO R’hat dirty, no-uood omtlag bromuht all 
this chaos here5 2or all ge Tnog, those thinus cave for him5 NoO je stay 
and gait this thinu omtO 3et the Arvy deal gith it, then salPaue ghat&s 
leftOL
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Rjhat&s left5—L qhismv tmrnedO R’his is ghere ge&re at nog— Zeor-
uani.e, start oPer, if ge smrPiPe—L

R9an and Y had biu Slans for this togn, DohnOL Zosgell&s tone softenedO 
RAll thisO WPerythin ge all started hereO Yt gas ”mst the beuinninO Y“Y can&t 
lose siuht of that nog that he&s uoneOL

Rje don&t vaTe sove sort of stand, there ain&t uonna be no uoddavn 
togn left, kvithO And ain&t none of ms uonna be here to rmn it5L

R4omr Pbiu Slans& gill haPe to gaitOL Aaron ulogered at MrO kvithO 
R4om can all sit and arume, bmt Y av headed after thevOL He tmrned to 
qoIeyO RY&v readyOL

qoIey svirTedO RZiuht behind, MrO jilbmrnOL
Rje&ll all Gt in vy stauecoach,L qhismv said, looTinu directly at 

ZosgellO R’here&s roov for those looTin to Guht for the fmtmre of this 
togn, kvithOL He SicTed mS a riwe and looTed oPer at the o!ceO R4om 
covin, Minister—L

R6hh, Y best stay here and looT after the ladiesO Y don&t beliePe Y&ll be of 
vmch mse omt there, MrO qhismvO May Alviuhty ;od be gith yom allOL 
He blessed thevO R’he 2ather, and the kon, and the Holy kSiritOL

R2or the best, SadreOL qhismv uaPe a gry, crooTed svileO Rzrobably 
”mst slog ms dogn, anygayO 4om stay and tend to the ladiesO kay another 
one of those Srayers for msOL He noddedO

Aaron ulared at ZosgellO R3ast chance, MrO kvithOL
He shooT his headO RY&ll be Gne riuht here, thanT yom Pery vmchOL
Rkmit yomrself, MayorOL Aaron, steSSinu togard the door, tmrned 

bacTO R4om Tnog, yomr son gas liTe a brotherU Y av uratefml he tooT 
ve in and for ghat ge bmilt here touetherO His sacriGce cannot be for 
nothinuO Y comld not foruiPe vyself Yf did not at least tryOL He hmnu 
his head a vovent, then looTed bacT at MrO kvithO RY nePer Tneg you 
to be so cogardlyO 4om en”oy these ne?t fomr yearsO Yf there is a togn 
leftOL Aaron galTed omt behind qhismv and qoIey, slavvinu the door 
behindO

6
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Nora reached omt her hands in smSSortO
qlara, sliuhtly gobbly, rose slogly to her feetO ’he little uirl rmbbed the 

bacT of her cmrly head gith a ginceO
Rqarefml, honeyOL Nora uently held qlara&s shomlders, ensmrinu she 

gomldn&t fallO R4om thinT yom&re all riuht to be standin— Maybe yom 
omuhta ”mst taTe it easyOL

khe hesitatedO RY&v“Y&v oTayOL
’he gords ranu hollog in Nora&s earsO khe shooT her headO RHog 

bomt ge uo bacT to vy Slace, uetcha cleaned mS a bitO kovethin to eatO 
jhaddya say— qove onOL

qlara nodded absently, starinu oI at the uromndO
Nora Gumred if the Slace did decide to uo mS frov those SesTy evbers, 

she comld at least salPaue a feg thinus“vainly her artO Rje&ll taTe the 
tmnnelO Y thinT it&ll be safer than crossin Main ktreetO ;od only Tnogs 
ghat&s uoin on omt thereOL

RY don&t thinT yom shomld leaPe the vill, MsO Nora, mnless ge ab-
solmtely haPe to,L Healy ob”ectedO RNot mntil ge uet gord frov the 
caPalry that it&s smrely safeOL

Rph, Minister Healy, Y thinT ge&ll be ”mst GneO Ain&t that riuht, qlara—L 
Nora stroTed qlara&s dishePeled locTsO Rje gon&t be uone lonu, uentle-
venO Y vean, y&all are gelcove to cove alonu, if y&all liTe,L she oIered, 
a hint relmctantlyO W?tendinu the inPitation to Zosgell vade her sove-
ghat mncovfortableO

Healy ulanced aromnd, then ulared at the Smlsinu blacT bo?O Zed 
sSarTs wmttered the ulobe&s SeriveterO R6hh, yes, SerhaSs Y shomld uo 
gith yomO MaTe smre yom uet there safe and somndOL

Zosgell ulogeredO RY thinT Y&v Gne riuht ghere Y avOL
Nora uaPe hiv a shregd ulance, her ulare linuerinu a vovent as she 

umided qlara ahead of herO Rqove on, sgeetheartOL
Rjhat abomt the bo?,L qlara said, her Poice sliuhtly strainedO R’hey 

didn&t taTe itU the xad zeoSle gill coveOL
’he xad zeoSleO Nora Gnally mnderstoodO 6nfortmnately, the Rbad 

SeoSleL had arriPedO Many of thevO ’hey faced a neg threat on xill&s 
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SroSertyO Rxaby, don&t tomch thatO 3et&s gorry bomt this a little later, 
oTay—L 

qlara vmstered a smllen nodO    
Nora tooT qlara&s hand and led her frov the o!ce, aromnd the corner, 

and dogn the stairs, Minister Healy in togO ’he basevent gall lavSs 
uleaved fmlly, illmvinatinu the bmsy va.e of stacTed crates and goolen 
dmst bmnnies driftinu in their Sath as they galTed Sast a vonstroms 
vachineO 6Son reachinu the sSlit gall, Nora ulanced mS and dogn the 
smrface, tryinu to detervine hog to oSen itO No doorTnobE too obPioms, 
she smSSosed, for a secret doorO khe urabbed the sSooled gool shelPinu 
and uaPe it a tmuO Yt beuan to lmvber oSen, scraSinu alonu the woorO

jith a cracT, the sSoolinu shelf slavved into her foreheadO khe 
yelSed, stmvblinu bacTgard as the secret door Gred oSenO Healy, stand-
inu GPe feet behind, camuht Nora as she collided into his oSen arvsO qlara 
sidesteSSed, barely aPoidinu Nora&s fall as an eddy of teSid air sgaddled 
the three of thevO A shrill screav discharued frov the uirl&s tiny throatO 
Healy looTed mSO Nora disvissed the Sain, G?inu her eyes on qlaraO

Yn front of her, the ra.or edues of lonu, Tnobby Gnuers and tgo 
ashy uray hands slid betgeen the narrog door and gall frave oSeninu, 
Smllinu in its uhastly Gumre behind itO zlmves of blacT svoTe coiled in 
frov the tmnnel, escaSinu aromnd the Sartially charred blme beinuO kteav 
rose frov its vmted bodyO Yts arvor, revarTably still intact, seevinuly 
Srotected its Pital eleventsO Yts tri-nostrils wmtteredE its charcoal dmsted 
lenses scannedO

Nora, msinu Healy&s robes as an anchor, Smlled herself mSO Rqlara, 
RUN!L

qlara tmrned and bolted bacT the gay she cave, Nora folloginu riuht 
behindO

Zeachinu the stairs and hearinu a thmd, Nora ulanced behind and 
stoSSedO ’he creatmre straddled Healy on the woor, its chest heaPinu in 
and omtO Healy, arvs raised, BmiPered mncontrollably, starinu mS at the 
beinu&s mnholy red eyesO Zeachinu into his robe, the vinister Smlled omt 
a beaded necTlace, its Sendant, a uold crmciG?O jith a shaTy hand, he 
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held the cross straiuht mS and vmttered the Srayers of the rosary, startinu 
gith the ASostles& qreedO

Nora tmrned to qlaraO ’he little uirl stood on the third stair, gaitinu 
for herO

R;o on, uet mS the stairsOL khe sviled, thomuh her eyes stmnu, tearinu 
mS inPolmntarilyO R;et omt of here, uo hide bacT at vy Slace5L

RNoooo,L qlara yelledO
RY&ll be riuht behind yom, honey, Y Srovise yomO Nog, go5”
qlara hesitated, tears gellinuO ’hen she sSmn aromnd and clavbered 

mS the stairsO
jith a reliePed siuh, Nora tmrned and scanned the clmttered sSace, 

frantic to Gnd sovethinu“anythinu“before it gas too lateO

7

qlara, heaPinu at the toS of the stairs, sSmn her head aromnd gildlyO MrO 
kvith stared blanTly omt the gindog dogn at Missomri zla.a, looTinu 
togard the svolderinu revains of the chmrchO Kid he not hear all the 
screavinu— Yn his riuht hand, he held the barrel of a riwe, alvost liTe a 
crmtch, the bmtt restinu on the woorO

xarely hm!nu omt the gords, she Sointed and yelled, R’he vonster&s 
here, dognstairs5L

MrO kvith tmrned gith an ivSassiPe Rhmh,L teeterinu on aSatheticO
khe ran to hiv, urabbed his arv, and tmuued gith one hand at his 

creav-colored ”acTet sleePe ghile wailinu her other arv, gaPinu hiv to-
gard the baseventO Rje need helS, MrO kvith5 Yt“it&s uot the vinister5 
Yt&s uot hiv and MsO Nora, Y said5 qoveL“she yanTed““on!”

khe stared mS at his uraPe face, tears rmnninu dogn her cheeTsO
He bent forgard and Smt a hand on her shomlderO Rqlara, is it— Nog 

listen to ve, yomnu ladyO Yt&s too late for omr friends dogn there, yom 
hear— Yf ge gant a Guhtin chance to smrPiPe, ge need to leaPe here 
SosthasteO 4om mnderstand ve—L He straiuhtened, tooT her hand, and 
steSSed forthO
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qlara Smlled bacT and droSSed her uriSO A negfanuled incovSre-
hension stauuered her, sovethinu she comldn&t Bmite describe“an mn-
reGned feelinu ghich had elmded her since the xiu 2lood tooT her va 
and urandvaO zlmcTO ’he last Pestiues of fear, a cold Tnot in her stovach, 
dissolPed into nothinuness as a Sogerfml, alvost tanuible Sresence, uaPe 
her covfort and strenuthO khe Tneg it gas the umidinu inwmence of Ma 
beside herO

MrO kvith ”mst stared into her ulogerinu eyes and slogly bacTed agayO 
Rqove on, honey,L he said, SicTinu mS a brisTer Sace togard the doorO 
He stoSSed halfgay to urab a lantern frov the uromnd, ulancinu at 
the svoTe billoginu mS thromuh the doorgay to the basevent before 
looTinu bacT at qlaraO RY&ll taTe yom hove, bacT to yomr Sa&sO Hog&d that 
be—L

qlara, astomnded, didn&t voPe, didn&t say another gordO khe stared 
Pacantly at the cogardly vayorO

jithomt another gord, MrO kvith galTed omt the doorO

8

xessie&s vare tore mS the trail alonuside the riPer, zotter tiuhtly behind 
the reinsO His heel Grvly nmdued her hind as they dashed togard the 
cevetery behind the frmitless banT and assay bmildinuO 6S ahead, tgo 
ovinoms liuhts danuled, one seevinuly smsSended in vidair, both seSa-
rated by sePeral feet of blacT sSaceO ’hey shmddered in the chilly niuhtO

zotter Smlled bacT on the reins, the vare sloginu a bit as they dreg 
nearO ’he larue ob”ect beuan to taTe shaSe, slogly rePealinu itselfM a 
stauecoach tmrned on its sideO zotter&s narrog Geld of Pieg hoved in on 
a sSlash of silPery-ghite hair on the uromnd, a face-dogn head, folloged 
by an mnfmrled bodyO A runner. ’homuh he didn&t uet Pery farO A toS hat 
tmvbled Sast, brmshinu mS auainst an oPal headstoneO

’he vare trotted fmrtherO As the stauecoach creSt into Pieg, zotter 
sag tgo dead horses, still attachedO He Samsed alonuside the mndercar-
riaue, the doors torn clean oI alonu gith one shattered gheelO He leaned 
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oPer ”mst as far as his in”mred body gomld allog, sgalloginu bacT the Sain, 
and Seered into the darT cabinO 3aviya Kottergeich, or ghat revained 
of her, lay sSragled alonu the bottovO Her tgisted body held its arvs 
mS, alvost defensiPely, in the shallogs of Soolinu bloodO xy the horriGc 
e?Sression enuraPed on her vanuled face, she&d stood no chance auainst 
her assailantO Her throat aSSeared chewed omt, leaPinu her head crooTed 
bacTgard, vomth auaSeO A uhastly vessO Her silPer dollar eyes ulared mS 
at zotterO

3eaninu bacT, sovethinu tgisted aromnd the bmsted door hinue 
camuht his eyeO kovethinu oddly faviliarO He reached oPer and Smlled a 
tmft of yellogish fmr, rmbbinu the silTy vaterial Bmi..ically betgeen his 
foreGnuer and thmvbO Chisum’s barbed wire fence.   

A distant door sgmnu oSen and shmt, draginu zotter&s attentionO 
’he vill on the riPerbanT stood clear in his siuhts, illmvinated by uas 
lavSSosts on either side of the bridue and one oPer the vill entranceO A 
van on the bridue, gearinu a creav-colored smit, vomnted a horse tied 
omt frontO 3iTely xlancoO ’hat bastard Solitician Zosgell looTed to be 
vaTinu a vad dashO

’he horse bolted oPer the bridueO
2or the Grst tive, zotter noticed his body BmiPerinu, vost liTely the 

eIect of shocT lonu set inO W?crmciatinu Sain gracTed his body, the 
e!cacy of the oSiates alvost gorn oI covSletelyO ’he fmll, debilitatinu 
geiuht of his aNictions, his face, his bmllet gomnds, all of it set inO

He e?haled, gatchinu the visty garvth of his breath dissiSate in the 
niuht sTyO ’he air, cold and Bmiet, hmnu gith eerie calvness, the sSoradic 
somnd of faint umnGre fadinu omtO zotter looTed mSO

pn the left side of togn, blacT svoTe greathed aboPe rooftoSsO xy 
the Gtfml cracTle of svolderinu evbers, he identiGed the revnants of the 
chmrchO xehind hiv and to the riuht, a circmlar band of vmlticolor liuhts 
uloged Paumely oPer the goodland treetoSsO HoveO

He e?haled, gatchinu the visty garvth of his breath dissiSate in the 
niuht sTyO
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Nora creSt thromuh the shadogsO
Healy, trevblinu on his bacTside, vmvbled and stmttered his gay 

thromuh Rpmr 2ather,L barely TeeSinu the cross steady in his shaTinu 
handsO Zosary beads clanTed touether alonu his tiuht TnmcTlesO ’he 
creatmre leaned in gith calcmlated ease, uently reachinu dogn gith a hooT 
uriS mntil its sharS viddle Gnuer, foreGnuer, and thmvb slid aromnd the 
shiny uold SendantO Yt yanTed bacT, snaSSinu the rosary frov Healy&s 
gide necT, and analy.ed the ”egelry mS close for a vovent before tmcT-
inu the Siece agay in a Sartially charred covSartvent alonu its thiuh 
arvorO

kensinu her vovent, Nora sSrmnuO R;et the fmcT oI hiv5L
’he creatmre tmrned, catchinu a vonTey grench to the faceO Healy 

lifted his leus in an attevSt to roll omt frov mnder it, and the oI-balance, 
steavinu creatmre stmvbled sidegays, fallinu into a Sile of stacTed cratesO

Nora ran oPer, reachinu omt her handO Rqove on, cove on, BmicTly5L
Healy urabbed her forearv, and she Smlled hiv mSO Yn a vatter of 

seconds, they both weg mS the stairsO qlara stood gaitinu in the o!ce, 
starinu at the blacT bo?O

Rqlara, honey, Y thomuht Y said to uet omt of here and hide5—L Nora 
steSSed in, thomuh qlara revained mnresSonsiPeO RqlaraO jhatcha 
doin5—L

Rje need to uo5L Healy stood starinu dogn frov the toS of the stairs, 
gaitinu for the creatmre to everueO His romnd, red face ulistened gith 
sgeatO

Rjhat abomt the bo?,L qlara asTed, still not Smllinu her ua.e frov the 
stranue contraStionO

RNePer vind that davn thinu5L Nora urabbed qlara by the shomlders, 
tgistinu her aromnd face to faceO RHey, hey, hey5 je need to uo5L

Nora heard a screav frov behind, folloged by a lomd thudO khe tmrned 
to see Healy slidinu across the woor as the creatmre everued frov aromnd 
the cornerO Nora stood behind qlara and evbraced her, both gatchinu 
the blme beinuO Yt stared at thev, ten feet frov the o!ce entranceO Nora 
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ulanced behind, calcmlatinu the distance to the front doorO One minute, 
maybe two.

’he creatmre bomnded forgard into the o!ceO kcreavinu, Nora scmr-
ried bacTgard, Smllinu the shrieTinu qlara gith her behind Aaron&s desT 
auainst the half gall and Pacant o!ce gindogO

’he creatmre steSSed forgard, then stoSSedO Yts red eyes lit mSO No, 
not eyesO ’he red lenses rolled bacT into its head, rePealinu the romnd 
ocmli of the lifeforv mnderneathO kitmated in the forefront of the larue 
oPal socTet, they aSSeared alvost hmvanM blacT SmSils and briuht Piolet 
irises smrromnded by a thin, ghite sShereO ’hose eyes uaSed dogn, SmSils 
dilated, locTed on the blacT bo?O

Nora bent dogn to qlara&s earO RY&v uonna lift yom oPer the gall, 
Pery BmicTly, and yom&re uonna rmn omt that door and hide, don&t vatter 
ghereO 4a hear ve5—L

qlara nodded, mnable to aPert her eyes frov the creeSinu creatmre, 
ghich sBmatted and lifted the blacT bo? frov the woorO ’he ulobe 
stoSSed Smlsinu, instead Grinu blme sSarTs frov its coreO ’he creatmre 
Slaced the dePice on the desT, rmnninu its bony, a.mre hand, nog a liuhter 
shade of robin&s euu mnder its soot-sSecTled sTin, oPer the ulassliTe smr-
faceO xlme cmrrent vet its Gnuers, folloginu their omtline as they voPedO 
’he creatmre ulanced mS and closed its eyes a voventO

10

’he Soger of the bo?, linTed to the vmlti-lensed internal vonitorinu 
systev, Slayed bacT the Srecedinu ePentsO Yn vere seconds, the Anti-
Bmarian sag everythingO

zrior to their deSartmre hove, mSon entry of j3-L0:‘, the hy-
Ser ”mvS had valfmnctionedO WIorts to reSair SroPed frmitlessO ’hey&d 
Tnogn that, mSon retmrninu hove, the smSerannmated shiS gas sched-
mled for decovvissionO ktill, they&d hoSed for one last safe triSO

’he caStain had actiPated the internal tracTinu systev, siunalinu a 
need for rescmeO ’he a.mre crystal oIered little console, hogePerO jith 
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the gar rauinu on, all aPailable reserPe teavs gere Srioriti.ed elseghere, 
and gith the dePice on the blinT, the tracTer&s oSerability revained ten-
moms at bestO jho Tneg if or ghen the siunal gomld reach qovvandO

No oStions revained bmt the lonu gay hoveO ’he AntiBmarian had 
thms entered cryostasis for the lenuthy retmrn ”omrneyO pnce in orbit, after 
Srouravvinu the shiS for its tentatiPe Poyaue, the caStain gas veant to 
”oin as gellO

WPidently, that did not haSSenO
The Earthling creature, clad head-to-toe in metal, dislodged the artifact 

room handprint panel with its long weapon, shorting out the circuit and 
opening the door. Something that should’ve been impossible.

’he creatmre regomndO
Everything was on the blink. Some internal bug—corrupted semicon-

ductors, CPUs, bad wiring, who knew—created shorts all over the craft. 
Doors opened, closed; screens powered on and off; landing gear stuck, wings 
locked before fully expanding; none of this was good.

2or a vovent, the AntiBmarian considered the fact that the cryouenic 
chavber comld&Pe failed as gellO ’hanT 1mriT it had not5

Then, there it was. The artifact wall partially opened, just enough for 
the metal creature to retrieve its weapon.

Needless to say, the AntiBmarian sag the cliva? before it haSSenedO
The captain, impaled by the long, sharp object, clung to life, maintain-

ing control of the ship in a feeble attempt at a safe landing. The craft 
gradually plummeted from the atmosphere until it hit the riverbank, twice 
its size at the time, in the lower part of the planet’s northern hemisphere. 
Unfortunately, the captain expired shortly thereafter.

’he AntiBmarian fast-forgardedO
The Earthling creature in metal woke from an unconscious state, even-

tually discovering the handprint panels. It lopped off the captain’s hand, 
using it to open doors. Some opened. Some didn’t. The freighter door was 
jammed, either due to the internal malfunction or the pressure of the water. 
Either way, the metal creature knew its fate. It sat for some time staring 
out the window, watching the little amphibious creatures moving back and 
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forth through the water. Before giving up completely, in a fit of rage, it tried 
to break the clear flight pane with its long weapon, among other objects, 
to no avail. It then forged a destructive path, smashing everything in the 
control center, including the helm. The long weapon spitefully plunged 
back into the captain before the recorder went blank.

’he blacT bo? vmst haPe smIered a blog, cmttinu the va”ority of its 
internal Soger wogO 2rov ghat the AntiBmarian dedmced, the vetal van 
vost liTely Serished frov lacT of nomrishventO

’he AntiBmarian looTed mSO ’he little Warthlinu creatmre voPed to-
gard the door, the biuuer one close behindO

Yt snaSSed its red lenses shmt, and gith the dePice in its hands, it 
bomnded thromuh the oSen o!ce gindog, svashinu thromuh the smS-
Sort diPidersO Yts bony, sharS toes Slmnued into the woorboards, landinu 
vere feet agay frov the tgoO

11

Nora yelSed in terror, stoSSinu vid-stride as the horrifyinu creatmre, at 
least forty feet agay vere vovents auo, leaSt smddenly into her faceO 
R;p, ;p5L khe shoPed qlara by the bacT, thrmstinu her togard the door 
as she stared mS, eyes G?ated in absolmte horrorO

’he creatmre lanumidly leaned in, its voist nose gorTinu, tgitchinu, 
taTinu heaPy ghiIs of Nora&s hair and sTinO A chevical svell evanated 
frov its bmrned weshO khe uauued, desSerate ghivSers sBmeaTinu frov 
her crinuinu vomthO Ycy lead Glled her Peins, ivvobili.inu her desSite her 
desire to Guht bacTO khe tensed mS, body trevblinu Gercely, before Gnally 
clenchinu her eyelids shmt to shield herself frov the ivvinent endO

’he vovent stretched omt, an eternity of stillness, mntil the smdden 
clavor omtside shattered the silenceO khe oSened her eyes to an evSty 
roovO

12
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’he horse gith no nave romnded the corner onto the bridueO ’o zotter&s 
begildered deliuht, he sag his damuhter e?Slode frov the vill&s entrance 
and rmn omt onto the dmsted bridueO

Rqlara,L he yelledO
’he horse slid to a halt ten feet frov his uirl, gho tmrned, startledO Her 

eyes, thomuh hiuhly distressed, ivvediately lit mS at the siuht of hivO 
RzA5L

He sviled thinly, haSSy she gas not only safe, bmt easy to GndO He 
reached omt his handO Rqove on, honey, ge need to uoO ’aTe vy hand5L

Rxmt za, the vonster5L khe ”mvSed mS and dogn, gaPinu a Sointed 
Gnuer at the villO RY’&k YNkYKW5L

Rxaby, Slease, ge don&t haPe tive for this“L
Rxmt MsO Nora and Minister“L
RqlaraOL
RHealy are traSSed inside and Y thinT he&s“L
RqlaraOL
R“hmrtO ’he vonster&s uot MsO Nora, she needs helS“L
Rq3AYZW, uet on the uoddavn horse5L
khe blinTed, taTen abacTO Her vomth uaSed, and she beuan slogly 

steSSinu bacTgardO
Oh, no-no-no-no-no.
zotter mnvomnted and steSSed uently togard his disvayed damuh-

terO Althomuh concerned for Nora&s safety, and, he smSSosed, Minister 
Healy&s, he trmsted thev to taTe care of thevselPesO Yf his hmnch gas 
correct, and if they didn&t do anythinu stmSid, they&d smrPiPe the niuhtO 
xesides, in his condition, he comld barely stand, vmch less defend auainst 
the smSernatmralO He had one Sriority nog, his children&s safety, and he 
refmsed to failO

’he creatmre barreled omt the door, snaSSinu the good bacT oI its 
hinuesO Yt held the blacT bo? tmcTed mnder its riuht arvO

qlara tmrned gith an e?Sression of hoSefml enthmsiasv, liTely e?-
Sectinu NoraO khe shrieTed in horror insteadO ’he vare recoiled, zotter 
clmtchinu the reins to TeeS her frov weeinuO
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’he creatmre sTidded to a stoS at the side of the bridue, ”mst before 
toSSlinu oPer the side, looTinu at qlara, then zotter, then bacT to qlara 
before sovethinu else strmcT its fancyO Yt Seered into the niuht sTy, stmdy-
inu the illmvination oPer the goodlandsO

zotter, as Bmietly as he comld, ghisSered, RKon&t voPe a vmscleO ktay 
Serfectly still5L

Nora e?ited the vill and stoSSed short, eyes locTed on the creatmre 
across the bridueO qlara lit mS and uasSed, taTinu slog, vethodical steSs 
togard NoraO

RNo-no-no-no-no-no-no,L zotter vmttered to hivself, gatchinu fret-
fmllyO qhills cragled his sSineO

’he creatmre&s dreavy distraction broTeE it ulanced aromnd, eyes land-
inu on the bridue and then his damuhterO qlara, SanicTed, dashed for 
NoraO ’he blme beinu looTed dogn at the blacT bo?, then bacT to the 
uirl, and gith sgift, lithesove voPevent, it reeled in betgeen her and 
safety, urabbinu and scooSinu her frov the bridueO

RNp-Np-Np-WAIT!L zotter gatched in horror as the creatmre 
bomnded into darTness gith his damuhterO

Rxill5L Nora ran straiuht into hiv gith an evbrace that ”ouued hiv oI 
balanceO Rje need to uo after it5L

zotter urivaced, a uroan escaSinu his liSs inPolmntarilyO
zmllinu agay, she scanned his davaued face and body, her eyes catch-

inu ghere his blood-soaTed shirt SeeTed thromuh frov mnder his coatO 
RKear ;odO xill, yom oTay—L

Healy steSSed omt the bmsted door and ulanced oPerO
R4eah, yeah, Y&v oTayO Y uot avbmshed at the homseOL zotter urabbed 

Nora&s hand and tmrned to the vareO
RY-Y can&t beliePe Y“WE“vade it omt of there aliPe5L Healy crossed 

hivself and looTed at the sTy, uaSinuO R’hose liuhts5L
RY&v smre it&s camse yom&re mnarved, Minister,L zotter reasonedO R4om 

geren&t a threat to itOL
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RNot trmeO Y gas arved gith the zoger of the Alviuhty, MrO zotterOL 
Healy tmrned frov the sTy, starinu directly at hivO RAnd yomO Yt didn&t 
ePen acTnogledue you. Y sag the ghole thinu“it“it“L

RYt comldn&t see veO qove on, Y Tnog ghere it&s headedOL zotter slmnu 
hivself oPer the horse and reached for Nora, Smllinu her mS behind, 
gincinuO RYf yom can Gnd a horse aliPe, follog the liuhtsO After ghat Y&Pe 
seen toniuht, Y vmst sayU Y nog beliePe there&s a ureater Soger omt there 
in this mniPerseO ;ood, ePil, ghatePer that vay beO je can mse all the helS 
ge can uet, Minister, diPine or othergiseOL

’he linuerinu ureen vist, alonuside the ganinu fmll voon and the 
wicTerinu airshiS illmvination, lit the Sath hoveO jith a nmdue of his 
heel and a covvand, zotter SroSelled the vare into a ualloS“albeit 
briewyO khe slid to a halt near the end of the bridueO ;asSinu, Nora 
uriSSed zotter&s gaist to TeeS hiv frov tmvblinu ass oPer teaTettleO

Rjoah, goah, goah5L zotter holleredO
’he horse&s head shooT, folloged by a shrieTy neiuh as she steSSed 

bacTgardO
A log, umttmral urogl vateriali.edO
And there, everuinu frov the shadogs, traiSsed a vassiPe uolden 

golfO ’he broad-shomldered beast Samsed, starinu frov afar, its urogl 
riSSlinu dogn frov cmrled liSs and saliPatinu choSsO Yt crossed the Sool 
of avber liuht, sSillinu frov the corner lavSSost, grenchinu its face in 
a sinmoms sneer that bared lonu, SinT teethO

Rjmh-gmh-gmh-ghat is that, xill, hmh—L Nora trevbled in zotter&s 
ear, sBmee.inu hiv tiuhtlyO RWhat the hell is it!?L

zotter held tiuht to the reins, TeeSinu the horse steady, starinu at the 
beast before hivO Yts bmlboms vane uleaved a Sale-yellog ureen mnder 
stranue sTies, the save color as the fmr frov the carriaueO

His heart Slmvveted into his stovachO RNo-no-no-no-no-no-this 
can&t be fmcTinu haSSeninuOL

He ulanced oPer at Healy, SetriGed in the vill doorgay as the golf 
steSSed slogly forgard, stoSSinu tgenty feet agayO A log urogl rmvbled 
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liTe a Smtterinu enuine frov its BmiPerinu liSsO ’he vare dreg bacT, 
snortinu and bloginu, the golf tmrninu for thevO 

’hose eyesU striTinu blme eyes, liTe Yndicolite, bore thromuh hiv and 
NoraO ktranuelyU faviliarO 

He looTed dogn at the tmcTed riwe in his bridle, Tnoginu they had 
one chanceO A snogball&s chance in hell, bmt their only one nonethelessO 
He gaitedO

’he golf logered in a brief cromch that zotter recouni.ed as an on-
covinu assamlt, SreSarinu to lamnchO As fast as his tired arv comld reach, 
he Smlled the sinule-shot ’arSley frov the leather handleO xessie&s vare 
tgisted in a recoilinu sSin, and zotter sag the uolden beast in vidair 
covinu straiuht for thev, vere feet frov a fmll tacTleO He ”avved the 
riwe into the crooT of his arv, tooT tentatiPe aiv gith his one clear eye, 
and GredO

’he romnd strmcT the beast in a baby blmeO Hoglinu, the golf hit the 
bridue decT gith smch force that it bomnced sidegays, rollinu oPer the 
edue and into the riPerO

zotter threg dogn the riwe and sSmn the vare aromndO
’hey gere oIO



Chapter   3

T he stagecoach squealed to a gradual halt just as it broke through 
the woodland clearing. Coye,f behind the reinsf slowl, stood 

mro- the tumted leatherpbound bench.
The boss threw oAen the wagon doorf gaAing in disquiet as he steAAed 

out. ;aron mollowedv the, joined either side om Coye,. Togetherf the 
disconcerted -en stared out oBer the oddl, tranquil Oennett AroAert,f 
taking in the bedla- and re-nants om a swimt ,et indiscernible battle. xne 
which aAAeared to ,ield no Bictor.

; gaAing hole e’Aosed the liBing roo- om the Oennett housef or what 
re-ained om it. Two caBalr, carriages sat deci-ated outsidev the, looked 
as im the,Gd been droAAed into the Prand Can,onf leaBing nothing but 
kindling. zieces om shredded canoA, trailed the AroAert, like little white 
Nags. ; Aossible atte-At at a surrenderf ignored with e’tre-e Arejudice. 
; -orose cannon la, turned on its sidef quite a distance awa, mro- its 
wagonf wheels shattered. Oodies om caBalr,-en and horses la, haAhaIp
ardl, strewn about the scattered debris. ;-ong the wreckage la, seBeral 
twisted bodies om creaturesf assu-edl, deceased. “o -oBe-ent ca-e 
mro- an,thing on the AroAert,.

;s sAectacular and ine’Alicable as this grueso-e battleMeld aAAearedf 
all three jawpdroAAing -en stood Aowerless in their eyorts to aBert 
their e,es mro- the strange cramt—the docked airship?—behind the riBer. 
”ts brilliant Ber-illion caul cascaded be,ond the BiBid greenf -oonlit 
land which surrounded itf e-anating a strange and unhol, aura that 
Aro-ised an,thing but salBation.

?S, Podf Coye,fE Chisu- said graBel,f ?what are we lookin at hereRE
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Coye, oyered a bewildered shrug. ?;inGt got the slightestf boss.E
The -en heedmull, walked through the abandoned war Ione. Comp

me, scanned the dead a-ong the AroAert,f Ara,ing not to see his new 
mriendf Oill zotter. ; -an he realiIedf in this -o-entf heGd Aroudl, call a 
brother. zieces om hu-an Nesh trailed eBer,where the, steAAedf a -aIe om 
indiscri-inatel, torn li-bs and Bisceral -atter. ;ll three griAAed tightl, 
to their riNesf desAite grasAing the mutilit, om their weaAons.

The -angledf drabpgra, re-ains om a creature sArawled ten meet awa, 
mro- their Aath toward the oAen liBing roo-. ”ts -andible Ainchers 
sat Nared oAenf e’Aosing rows om subsequent choAAersf while the e,esf 
once a dark shade om redf deeAened to a demunct graAhite. ”ts ar-s and 
legs la, sAla,ed in the lawn with two newf central li-bs!see-ingl, 
-echanical to the creatureGs natural -akeuA!sticking uA. ”ts Mngers 
clenchedf susAendedf as im reaching mor so-ething.

Jark green liquid ooIed mro- holes in its throatf ar-sf and mace. 
zierced ar-or lemt its bod, sAiderwebbed like shattered glass. Maybe 
a .58 caliber Gatling gun round? Coye, shuddered. Lasil, the scariest 
weaAon om the 2arf with si’ hundred shots Aer -inute.

Chisu- bent down mor a closer insAection. ?2ould ,ou just look 
at this unsightl, su-bitchf mellersR ChristH This thing is -uch -ore 
horrim,ing than the!E

“REEH, REEEH!” ; ghastl, squeal discharged mro- its oriMcef while 
the -andible Ainchers twitched. ”ts gri- Aair om centraliIed ar-s molp
lowedf the threepclawed Mngers on each tre-bling.

Chisu- nearl, ju-Aed out om his skinf recoiling backward and bu-Ap
ing ;aron. The three swung their riNes oBer in an eyort to Mref but the 
creature quickl, returned to its e’Airation.

The -en steAAed into the mriable holef entering the disarra, and 
treading sArightl, through the debris with the ut-ost caution. Oloodf 
eBer,where the, looked. Two -ore bodies!Coye, thoughtf an,p
wa,!graced their Aath. “onpcaBalr, bodies. xnef al-ost torn in halmf 
trailed entrails down the hallwa,.
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?Uesus Christ.E Chisu- Aulled his handkerchiem and coBered his nose 
and -outhf turning awa, mro- the nauseating sight and the coAAer, 
s-ell om Aooling blood.

?” Ara, to all that is hol,f none these -en is OillfE Coye, saidf glancing 
at the unsettling re-ains.

;aron squatted ne’t to the torn re-nants om a -an on his sidef Aulling 
back on the Biolet oBercoat breast. The silBer, glint om a starf attached 
to the shredded waistcoatf reNected in the Nickering wall la-A aboBe. 
?6ooks like a -arshal. Sr. Chisu-f would ,ou -ind checking the other 
gentle-enRE

?Christf noHE
?Out ,ou are right thereHE
Coye, nodded. ; Balid argu-ent.
Chisu- winced. ?;wf hell.E Zeluctantl,f he squatted and threw back 

the coatf which reBealed a si-ilar badge. ?4uA.E
Two black barrelsf -ostl, coBered in Aieces om wall mrag-ents and 

glassf caught Coye,Gs e,e. Fe bent oBer and brushed the debris awa,.
?2hat is itRE ;aron asked.
?OillGs boo- stickfE Coye, said so-berl,. Fe looked down at the 

scattergunf then uA at the other -en. ?” do sure hoAe heGs all right.E
;nother ten meet into the roo-f so-ething glinted gold. ; watch. 

Coye, Aicked it uAf turning it oBer in his hand. 2ith a thu-b deAressing 
the tin, Alunger at the toAf the lid snaAAed oAen. The mace was cracked in 
a munn,f uneBen ?4E shaAe. …nder the tarnished macef the hands om ti-e 
satf stoAAed.

?;inGt nobod, couldGBe surBiBed thisfE Chisu- stood. ?” sa, we head 
back to the Aost oKce and signal mor helA. ”m those things are in that 
airshiA out backf weGre sittin ducks.E

?2e should keeA -oBing.E ;aronf ignoring Chisu-Gs re-arksf stood 
and Aaused at the base-ent doorf Aeering into the buckshot hole and uA 
into the shadow, unknown. Fe held his riNe griAAed tight to his chest.

?Christ.E Chisu-Gs head shook.
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Coye, led the wa, with ;aron behindf mollowing the uncoiled length 
om intestine and unidentiMable organs down the hallwa, until the sAatter 
dissiAated.

Creaking sounded ahead.
?”!” think ” hear so-thin.E Coye, steAAed into the kitchen entrance.
6ooking backf he nodded his head sidewa,sf signaling the sound origp

inated mro- within. Puns at the read,f the, enteredf shards om glass gentl, 
AoAAing under cautious boots.

Yo-ething creaked againf but this ti-ef Coye, caught it. Fe Aointed 
to the Aantr, on the mar rightf just be,ond the stoBe. ;aron crossed the 
kitchenf leaBing Chisu- in the -iddle and Coye, on the lemt as the, 
closed in on the Aantr,. The Noor creaked loudl, under Chisu-Gs heaB, 
moot. ; -o-ent laterf the Aantr, door swung oAen. 7our -en Aushed 
through. CaBalr, -en. The, Aointed their riNesf read, to Mre at the three.

?2hoaf whoaf whoaHE Coye, lowered his weaAon with one hand and 
surrendered with the other.

?Christ.E 2ith slight reluctancef the whitephaired -an gentl, lowered 
his weaAonf e’Aelling a deeA breath om reliem that Nared his white -usp
tache. ?4ou just about gaBe -e a heart attackfE he saidf Aantingf as im still 
considering the Aossibilit,. ?”G- 6ieutenant Colonel 7oster. The, still 
out thereRE

Coye, -et ;aronGs and Chisu-Gs e,es in a silentf discontented e’p
change. You mean… there’s more?

xnl, Coye, resAonded. ?2e ainGt seen nothin.E
The i--ediate sound om another creaking door so-ewhere drew 

eBer,oneGs attention. ;ll seBen -en turned in unisonf guns uAf Aointing 
down the hallwa,. Coye,f closestf leaned his head just enough to take a 
Aeek at the oAening base-ent door. ; riNe and the toA hair om a -anf a 
boyf creAt mro- around the corner.

?”saacfE he called.
The bo, droAAed his gun and ran to Coye,f throwing his ar-s around 

his -idsection.
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Coye,f surArisedf reciArocated with a grin. ?Thank the ;l-ight, 
6ordf ,ou all rightf bo,. 2hereGs ,our Aaf nowRE

”saac Aulled backf e,es downcast. ?Fe8 went back to town.E
Yhrill cries reBerberated mro- so-ewhere in the near distancef closing 

in on the house. 2ith tense looksf the grouA rushed out the kitchen side 
door.

Coye,Gs e,es narrowedf tr,ing to identim, what e’actl, scra-bled 
through the shadows. 7inall,f so-ething Aaused at the turned oBer outp
house.

; whisAer mell mro- his incredulous liAs. ?”-AossibleHE
The clicks om caBalr, gun triggers drew hi- around.
?“xf “x!E Fe lowered his riNe. ?2;”THE
The creature glared back at the -enf now lined alongside the house. 

”t held Clara slu-Aed oBer its shoulderf crooked in between its neck and 
gnarled chest Arotrusion. ; black bo’ sat tucked under the other ar-.

?…nhand that childfE Coye, shouted.
The creature just stared. Zed e,es narrowedf its chest heaBing in Aop

tential e’asAeration or e’haustion.
?Take ai-fE 7oster co--anded.
Coye,f in mront om the unitf droAAed his riNe entirel, and Nared his 

ar-s to the side. ?“of donGtH 4aGll hit the girlHE
?2e haBenGt got the slightest what weGre lookin at heref bo,. ”t took 

out -, entire unitH ” will tell ,ou thisf we ainGt lettin it out om our sights. 
xne wa, or anotherf we need to take it outH ;nd im that -eans takin out 
so-e girl toof then so be it.E

?ThatGs -, godda-n sister ,ouGre talkin aboutf -isterHE ”saac turned 
his riNe on the lieutenant colonial.

?2hoaf whoaf whoaf sonn, bo,.E
Two unit subordinates turned their riNes on ”saac. The thirdf whose 

unimor- Aatch read ?OZxx9YfE stood -,stiMedf see-ingl, unable to 
choose a side.

?Fe,f godda--itHE Chisu- turned his riNe on 7oster.
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;aron and Coye, mollowed suitf Coye, glaring at the lieutenant colop
nial. Great time for a standoff.

?4ou out om ,our godda-n -indsfE 7oster seethedf his Aale mace not 
onl, returning to its natural color but quickl, singing red. ?4ou underp
stand ,ouGre Aointin a weaAon at the …nited Ytates mucking ArmyHR That 
co-es with a charge om limeti-e i-Arison-entf -ini-all,!generall, 
Aunishable b, death.E

The -en stoodf Mngers graIing oBer hair triggersf waiting. ”n the 
distancef trotting hooBes signaled the aAAroach om a horse.

2

OessieGs -are ca-e to a stead, but gradual halt about Mmteen ,ards mro- 
the standoy. The Sissouri zlaIa crewf with their backs to the Aathf 
craned their curious necks but held their ground.

“ora quickl, dis-ountedf zotter Aausing behind the reins. The Aainf 
sharAf seared in his jointsf his bones. ;lthough his skin was cold to the 
touchf his insides AreAared to selmpco-bust at an, -o-entf his breathing 
labored. Fe was just mucking tired.

?There he isf -enfE the -ustached -an shouted.
Fis -en aBerted their riNes.
?Yee-s we got -uch bigger things to deal with heref 6ieutenant 

ColonialfE Chisu- -usedf steadmast. ?4ou ainGt takin zotterf PriKnf 
whateBer the da-n -anGs na-e isf eBen im b, so-e hol, -iracle we all 
-ake it out om this aliBeHE

3

The ;ntiquarian stood mor a -o-entf conmused b, what it could onl, 
assu-e was a conNict a-ong the Larthlings. The ,oungling squir-edf 
held tight in its griA. ”t had eBer,thing it needed. ;s it began to turnf 
the ground under its meet hu--edf e-itting a Mne Bibration along the 
AroAert,.
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; Aiercing blue light e-itted mro- the well holef radiating straight 
uA mro- the dusk, earth and dissiAating as it -erged with the colormulf 
-oonlit sk,. 2ith the glowing red aura om the airshiA and the blue light 
om the wellf the riBer shi--ered sAlendidl,. The disruAtion drew its 
attention as it did eBer, Larthling in the ,ardf Autting a swimt kibosh on 
the bickering.

2ith obscurant and unsettling -otionf one amter anotherf eight creap
tures on si’ legs crawled mro- the ground oriMcef their chato,ant wings 
neatl, tucked behind their bodies. Ywimtl,f the, scuttled to the outhousef 
surrounding their co-rade. The, were the re-aining Neet om ;ntiquarp
ianf a new generationf and the, stoodf mrightmull, tallerf in solidarit,.

The ;ntiquarian turned toward the lighted well as the little Larthp
lingGs bright screa-s sliced through the chilled night.

4

?“xHE zotter swung his leg back and oBerf sliding clu-sil, oy OessieGs 
-are. Fe halm li-Aedf halm trotted amter his daughterf calling her na-e in 
a coldf broken Boice.

The strange beings steAAed morward andf as the, didf eBer, -an bep
hind zotter brought their riNes to e,e leBelf cocking back their ha--ers 
in unison.

zotter stoAAedf throwing an ar- back at the-. ?“of donGtHE Turning 
to the deAarting creaturef he shouted with eBer, ounce om breath re-ainp
ing to hi-. ?SSTTOOPP!E Fe stood slightl, hunchedf holding hi-selm 
uA with his hands Aressed Mr-l, against his thighs.

The creature stoAAed.
?zleasef Alease let -, bab, go. 4ou got want ,ou wanted.E
”t stood a -o-entf AerhaAs considering the Aossibilit,. ”ts head 

-oBed in a slightf slow nodf siIing zotter uA and down. 2ithout murther 
thoughtf it turned once again toward the well.

?No-no-no-no-no-no-no. Please—please!E Fe began an awkward lurch 
amter the creature.
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The Neet stood their groundf waiting. 2hen zotter aAAroached in his 
meeble atte-At to adBancef two om the -agniMcent beings on either side 
held out their do-inant ar-sf holding hi- back with little eyort.

The creature stoAAed againf turning to a distressed zotter. ”t co--up
nicated so-ething in a quickf warbling soundf and the hands droAAedf 
mreeing hi-. Fe Aaced toward the creature until he stood mace to hideous 
mace. ;n oddl, serene silence mollowed as the two stared at one another. 
zotterf whose -ental mortitude Banished co-Aletel,f waited AassiBel, mor 
it to oyer uA his daughter. ”nsteadf the creature untucked the deBicef 
holding it against its chest. The initial AroAosition ca-e in the mor- om 
the black bo’.

zotter stared backf du-bmounded. The globe began to sAutter blue 
sAarks mro- its core. The creature held out the bo’f the orb al-ost 
touching zotterf his mace reNecting a blue sheen behind it.

The creatureGs red lenses slid backf reBealing widef shi--eringf Biolet 
e,es. Then its -andible oAenedf deliBering two guttural words. ?Touch. 
”t.E

zotterf wide e,edf looked mro- the creatureGs bright gaIe to the globe. 
Fe raised a shak, hand andf with slow regardf Alaced his Aal- uAon the 
deBice. The glass war-ed his Aal-f mollowed b, a jolt through his hand 
and uA his ar-f encasing his bod, as the current ju-Aed mro- its core to 
the surmace. Fis head New backf i-ages Nashing across his e,es.

Fe snaAAed back with an audible gasA.
The creature!the ;ntiquarian!bent morwardf sliding Clara mro- its 

shoulders.
?zaHE Yhe turned and i--ediatel, threw her short ar-s around his 

neck.
Fe Aainmull, squatted down to grasA her tin, mra-ef Alanting kisses on 

the side om her mace. ?”tGs all rightf sweetheart. ”tGs all right. LBer,thingGs 
gonna be all right.E Fe Aulled back just mar enough to Aeer into those 
Arett, green e,esf OessieGs e,esf bemore looking uA at the waiting creature.

Yhe saw that lookf turning to the creaturef then back to her Aa. 
?Nooo…E
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?”G- sorr,f bab,.E
?zaf nopnopnopnof ,oup,ou canGtHE
Fe looked her uA and downf e,es watering mro- not onl, his Aainmul 

statef but a Alace deeA within. ; Alace be,ond re-orse. ?S, beautimulf 
beautimulf braBe ,oung lad,.E Fe s-iled. ?4ou trul, are ,our -a-aGs 
daughterf ,ou know thatR YAitting i-age and all.E

?JonGt gof zaH zleasef Alease donGt leaBe usHE Yhe blinkedf sending tears 
down her Nushed cheeks.

?6isten to -ef bab,. 4ou and ,our brother are the best things to eBer 
co-e into -, lime. Fear -eR Lach and eBer, da, since has just been a!a 
gimt. ;nd ” neBer drea-ed in -, lime om getting to loBe an,thing -ore.E 
2ith a thu-bf he wiAed awa, a stubborn tear droA mro- her cheekbone. 
?S, beautimulf braBe little lad,fE he said once -oref tears rolling mro- 
each bloodshot e,e. ?7aith oBer mear. Fold on to that.E

zotter looked uA to Mnd his bo, running oBer to hi-. ;bout halmwa,f 
”saac stoAAedf al-ost triAAing on so-ething below his meet. zotterGs hat. 
Fe Aicked it uAf ran it oBerf and stoodf dolemull, Aeering into his AaGs 
tired e,es.

zotter Aulled hi- into his chestf hugging his bo, mor the last ti-e. 
?4ouGre the -an here nowf ”saac. 4ou take care om ,our sister. 4ouGre 
gonna need each other.E

”saac nodded as zotter Aulled back to look at hi-. ; mace mull om tears 
e-erged.

The ;ntiquarian turned toward the well and reached its oAen hand to 
zotter in a time-to-go gesture.

zotter  nodded  and  stoodf  glancing  one  last  ti-e  toward  the 
house!shitf what was lemt om itf an,wa,. “ora stared back at hi-. 
Yhe s-eared Mngers under each e,ef Aresu-abl, wiAing awa, tears he 
couldnGt see. ; s-all s-ile graced her closed liAsf and she blew hi- a kiss. 
zotter Alaced his Ytetson uAon his headf noddedf and tiAAed the bri-f 
returning her s-ile.

The Neet om ;ntiquarian disAersed with brilliantf gossa-er wings 
e’tending mro- the longf gnarled ste-s Arotruding uA their shoulders 
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and around their hiAs. Taking i--ediate Nightf the, retreated to their 
airshiA like insects to the glowing nest.

”saac stood behind Claraf ar-s hugged around her shoulders as im 
to keeA her grounded. Their sullen maces sta,ed M’ed uAon their AaGsf 
-ournmul sniys hastening to sAells om unrelenting sobs.

zotterf once -oref looked down at his children longingl,f oyering a 
war- s-ile. The s-ile om a Aroud mather.

Turningf he mollowed the ;ntiquarian into the Aitf back to the godp
da-n shiA. ; mucking spaceshiA.

“ow eBer,thing -ade absolute sense.
The uAAer Aeri-eter squaresf which once onl, glowedf now illu-ip

nated mull,f wraAAing the corridor in Aiercing blue Noodlight. zotter 
sAun his head in bewildered awef taking in as -uch as he could with one 
e,e still i-Aaired. The wallsf toof shi--ered like the iridescent bodies 
om the ;ntiquarian. Fard to belieBe that he stood in the sa-e corridor. 
;nd the busted latch was8 repairedR

The ;ntiquarianf tall enough to reach the ceiling with its longf thin 
ar-sf snaAAed the latch Mr-l, closed. ”ts once gloss, bod,f now a -atte 
dark bluef had clearl, been through hell and back. The sinew, skinf 
encased behind Mnel, darkened Mssures and jagged linesf took on the 
chiyon,f webplike aAAearance om shattered glass. Yinged sliBers om wing 
mrag-ents whisked mro- the slightl, charredf bulk, ste-s Arotruding 
mro- its equall, charred backside.

2ithout regard mor its caAtiBef the ;ntiquarian Aroceeded down the 
corridor to the double doorsf which slid oAen horiIontall, mro- its 
center and Banished into either side om the wall.

PaAingf zotter mollowed it into the mull, lighted bridge.

5

The ;ntiquarian held the Cerebru- oBer the hel-. The co-Ale’f 
allpknowing technological s,ste- mor-ed the ;rtiMcial ”ntelligence 
which Aowered their shiAsf controlled their satellitesf and warned and 
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Arotected against e’traterrestrial threats. Sost i-Aortantl,f it goBerned 
their societ, mro- within the Cloud. The ;ntiquarian knew little om its 
suAerAowerf saBe mor that it interconnected all things. Oiologicalf -ep
chanicalf electrical. ; liBing deBice. Sost interesting om allf howeBerf this 
little contraAtion used cultural and historical data mro- a ciBiliIationf 
co-bined with a co-Ale’ series om calculationsf to Birtuall, Aredict the 
surBiBal om a sAecies8 and how to saBe that sAecies mro- d,ing.

The ;ntiquarian slid the Cerebru- into Alace.

6

zotter gaAed as the deBiceGs sides e’Aanded. zieces mor-ed outward in 
thin air as im co-Aleting an intricate AuIIlev -iniature bits snaAAed top
gether to connect into the hel- andf subsequentl,f into the shiA. 2hen 
the coBer closed behindf the ;ntiquarian taAAed a mew Natf glowing 
buttons on the glass Aanel toA.

Yo-ething tu-ultuous ru-bled mro- under zotterGs bootsf stretchp
ing across the cockAit and shaking the bridge. Fe leaned against the 
wallf thrown slightl, oy balance. Thoughf in his current conditionf he 
suAAosed knocking hi- around took Ber, little. The tre-ors quickl, 
narrowedf whining down to a gentlef al-ost unAerceiBable Aurr.

The sAaceshiA awoke.
Sore lights. LBer,where. Yquares om clear glass lowered mro- the ceilp

ing in mront om each unAiloted seatf a Aanel om sortsf glowing a somt blue. 
; largerf rectangular Aiece om glass lowered to a -ore centraliIed Aosition 
in mront om all seats. These Aanels lit uA with strange objectsf shaAesf 
and linesf so-e sea-lessl, -oBingf Nowing. The large one Aroduced a 
series om oddl, shaAed geo-etrical -assesf all connected. ”t took zotter 
a -o-entf but it re-inded hi- om a continental -aAf with a tin, red 
indicator bliA -arkingf he assu-edf Sissouri zlaIa. The Aanel -aA 
quickl, shrunk downf though strangel, increasing its oBerall siIef until 
the -aA turned and twisted into a ball that AoAAed oy the screenH
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Larthf in a se-iptransAarent blue lusterf gentl, sAun bemore the- in 
-idair. zotter brushed a tre-bling hand through -atted hair and lu-p
bered morwardf staring at the wondrous little ball that heldf literall,f his 
whole world. ”t was not unlike the Bision heGd just e’Aerienced touching 
the globe!albeit utterl, mantastical!though this see-ed real. ;l-ost 
tangible. Fe reached outf bracing to touch it.

The doors behind hi- slid oAen. The ;ntiquarian stood waitingf a 
knightGs sword in its hands. zulling hi-selm mro- the beautimul globef he 
mollowed his caAtor into the ;rtimact Zoo-.

”nsidef the knightGs so-ber re-ains still sat reAosed against the wall. 
This ti-ef he noticed its headf mull, e’Aosed and cocked slightl, on its 
side. Threads om longf white hair whisked down mro- its skullf mra-ing 
either side om the mace. “e’t to itf against the wallf la, the longpdeco-p
Aosed bod, om the caAtain.

The ;ntiquarian walked to the mar doorf one zotter hadnGt noticed 
bemoref though it stood oAen. xne touch om its long hand to the wall 
Alate i-Arint lit the deBice bluef sinking it gentl, inward. Thenf with a 
clockwise twist om the wristf the ;ntiquarian turned the Alate.

The artimact wall slid outward with a low hissf stretching slowl, but 
s-oothl, morward in Bar,ing sectional lengthsf like auto-ated credenIa 
drawers oAening mro- a -assiBe glass wardrobe. The marthest container 
stretched ten meet and held so-e om the s-aller ite-sf while the larger 
ite-s sta,ed closest to the wall.

The ;ntiquarian oAened the toA hatch on a longf horiIontal drawer 
Mlled with weaAonsf Alacing the sword inside. The wall gentl, closedf 
now disAla,ing its new artimact mront and center. ;AAarentl, satisMedf the 
;ntiquarian turned and walked back out om the roo-f the door sealing 
shut behind it.

zotter mollowedf digging his stick,f bloodied MngertiAs into the groBes 
om the sliding door. 2ith eBer,thing he could -usterf he Aulledf and 
Aulledf and Aulled. TraAAed. Oreathlessl,f he mell to his kneesf the Aain 
intensim,ing in his shoulder. Fis leg. Fis mace. LBer,where. ;s he Aicked 
hi-selm uAf standing in disconcerted -alaisef quarterpsiIed droAs om 
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blood gathered around his boots. No corking this spigot. What did I just 
volunteer for… and where the fuck am I headed?

Fis Bisionf obscure at bestf had alread, begun to made. Though he rep
garded hi-selm a highl, intelligent and educated -anf his brain couldnGt 
rationall, Arocess it. ; meBer drea-. xne so BiBidf he was al-ost certain 
he was there. 2ith cri-son skies casting an eerie glowf a highl, adBanced 
ciBiliIation Nourished. Towering oBer the landscaAef a citadel om honp
e,pco-bplike structures that were sleek and roundedf Aainted in Bibrant 
huesf stretching i-Aossibl, high. ;nd insidef hundreds8 nof thousands 
om the ;ntiquarian. Zows and rows om ar-ed soldiers with long shin, 
sAears stood in unison in mront om a -ultiparched te-Ale. ;t its centerf 
Nanking two wide Aillarsf throned an ancient allpknowing being. xne 
the, called 1urik. Though there was so-ething else. Yo-ething terrible 
had haAAened here. Yo-ething heGd alread, morgotten. 

Fe couldnGt grasA the -eaning om it allf and the thought om it Mlled 
hi- with dread.

Yuddenl,f a strange Aressuref unlike an,thing heGd melt bemoref churned 
in his bell,. Fe tightened uAf ar-s outf tr,ing to -aintain balance as an 
inBisible morce Aulled hi- downf though he susAected he wasf in mactf 
rising. Fe a-bled to the corner wall near the 9nightf griAAing each side 
mor added stabilit,. ;s the cramt began to -oBef Alu--eting his alread, 
i-Aaired equilibriu-f he searched mor so-ethingf an,thingf to mocus onf 
hoAing the nausea that hit hi- would quickl, subside. The Templar 
Knight. Fe studied this sadf -etal -anGs dust, bonesf enBisioning crash 
landing on so-e distant landf wondering im thatGs how the, :whoeBer 
they wereM would eBentuall, Mnd hi- in the muture. ; relic.

7uck no. Fe remused to go out that wa,. Fe stared down at his dip
sheBeled selmf weak and bloodied. ;ndf as the shiA rockedf he glanced 
back toward the knight and did a double take.

7
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2atching the Mrst shiA twist into the chartreuse haIe and Banish into 
the nightf ”saac noticed so-ething. The ground outside his house8 
trembled? Clara quickl, grabbed on to hi- mor suAAortf and he glanced 
down at her hand on his ar-f realiIing mor the Mrst ti-e just how small 
her Mngers were. Fis throat tightened. Fe would do eBer,thing in his 
Aower to be a better big brother and Arotector. ; better -an. Oecause 
he was all she had now.

The earth surrounding the Ait cracked and Mssuredf seAarating at the 
sea-sv a bright white light Aoured through. 7iBe widel, seAarate Aoints 
om earth rose seBeral meet bemore malling awa, to reBeal the starpshaAed cramt 
long buried underneath.

Clara and ”saac turned toward the housef scurr,ing into “oraGs oAen 
ar-s. The narrow edge om one wing hooked under the outhouse. The 
wooden structure mellf cru-bling to Aieces. The air e’Aelling underneath 
the shiA created a robustf dustpladen whirlwind blowing back sack coatsf 
blaIersf and dresses. Clara raised a hand demensiBel, against the inco-ing 
windf dirtf and light.

2hite enco-Aassed the Aeri-eterf riBaling the -oon and the green 
haIe. The shiA glowed so brightf it mull, illu-inated the Oennett AroAp
ert,f the awestricken sAectators beneathf and eBen -uch om the Balle,f 
e’Aosing the silhouetted -ountains -an, -iles awa,. ;s it -aterialiIed 
mro- the earthf mull, e-ergingf the zecos rushed into its gaAf Mlling the 
largef round Boid it lemt behind. ;ll a stoneGs throw mro- where the, 
stood. The shiA rose straight uAf slowl,f mor seBeral hundred meet bemore 
angling and shimting diagonall,f gaining a bit om sAeed. ”saac and Clara 
watched -otionlessl,f silentl,f as the shiAGs light dwindledf mading out om 
e’istence be,ond the waning -oon until onl, the tranquil hu- om the 
shiA continued to resonate across the Balle,.

8

Zoswell regretted leaBing the black bo’. The cu-berso-e weightf not 
to -ention its Ah,sical shock to the little girlf AreBented hi- mro- riding 
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awa, with it. ;nd nowf to his dis-a,f he watched its sAectacular deAarp
ture mro- behind a tree at the oAAosite end om the Oennett AroAert,.

7eeling samef he rounded the corner om the house and dis-ountedf 
joining the others. The, all stoodf sAellboundf Aeering into the night sk,f 
not one noticing his arriBal.

?Can an,one e’Alain to -e what the hell haAAened here tonightfE 
7oster asked drea-il,f al-ost rhetoricall,f still staring uA.

?“othinfE Zoswell said si-Al,. ?“othin haAAened here.E
The rest om the grouA broke mree mro- their be-used trance.
?“othinHRE 7oster claAAed back. ?” got si’teen dead -en heref -a,p

or. ; nu-ber om other unidentiMed bodiesf so-e om which look to be 
-arshalsf no less. ;nd let us not co-Aletel, disregard the mact we got an 
air shiA with green N,ingf errf things which just raised the JeBil in ,our 
back,ardf then New awa, into outer spaceHE

The grouA shot bewildered glancesf as im the words actuall, sounded 
-uch craIier than the night aAAeared.

?“othin haAAened herefE Zoswell reAeated.
?” cannot go back to Te’as with NnothinfG Y-ith.E 7oster grew inp

creasingl, i-Aatient. ?Fellf thereGs greenp,ellow bodies all oBer the da-n 
AroAert,H 4ou think zresident ;rthur ainGt gonna catch wind om sAace 
creatures N,in around his countr,HRE

?6ookf 6ieutenantf ” know this ainGt ,our Mrst rodeo. “or is it -ine. 
2e know da-n well how things work down in 2ashington. ”G- tr,in 
to deBeloA this Bastf unoccuAied land in southeast “ew Se’ico. Ouild 
out this townf which is in its inmanc,. S, sonf Oancef he started this 
townf -ade hi-selm a Aost oKcef established hi-selm a!a co--unit,HE 
zatience waningf he held uA his handf mor-ing a letter C with his inde’ 
Mnger and thu-b. ?2e are this close to a charterH “ow heGs goneH ”!” 
lost hi- tonight to those hideous things.E

7osterGs brows murrowed. ?2hat e’actl, are ,ou sa,inf Y-ithRE
?2hat ”G- sa,in is this is clearl, an isolated incident.E Fe was getting 

so-ewhere with 7osterf he realiIed. Fe let his tone rise to one om desp
Aerationf Aleading. ?;nd itGs oBer now. “o sense getting the Aublicf the 
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;-ericans om these …nited Ytatesf in an unnecessar, Aanic oBer nothin. 
Oecause nothin haAAened here8 other than the caAture and e’ecution 
om notorious outlaw UoseAh PriKn. 2ho shrewdl, shot and killed -ost 
om ,our -en.E

Chisu-f Nooredf interruAted. ?4ou donGt e’Aect us to sell that horsep
shitf do ,af Y-ithRE

?;nd wh, notR FeGs one om the -ost wantedf and letGs mace itf egregious 
-en lemt in the 2estf whoGs so-ehow -anaged to elude caAture mor two 
decades. ;s ” hear itf he was sittin on an arsenal buried under his house. 
2hatGs that tell ,aRE

?;wf hellf Y-ith. 4ouGre not gonna tarnish whatGs lemt om this -anf this 
family -anGs na-e with lies and bullshitf are ,aRE

?;nd what do ,ou suAAose it the alternatiBeR 4ou think an,one is 
goin to belieBe what haAAened heref UohnHR 6etGs mace it. This townGs mull 
om -isMts. Jregs om societ, who sAilled inf all runnin awa, mro- so-e 
deAlorable e’istence. L’Aosin this town is e’Aosin the-f and mor Christf 
”G- sure so-e om the- donGt want to be mound.E

?” donGt knowf Y-ith. ”t donGt see- right.E
?Course it donGt. ” thought ,ouf om all AeoAlef would understand this 

mro- a business AersAectiBe. 2hat do ,ou thinkGll haAAen to all this 
land!your landf the hundreds om -iles ,our cattle graIes on!once this 
gets outR Fow bout NAroAert, om the …nited Ytates goBern-ent.G The,Gll 
be digging mor air shiAs mor decades.E Zoswell morced a chortle. ?Fellf 
mor all we knowf the,Gll swimtl, co-e inf take oBer this town in so-e 
coBert oAerationf and keeA it mro- the Aublicf ,ou knowf like it neBer 
haAAened. Then silence us all.E Fe raised a disAla,ing ar- to the ,ard om 
deceased e’traterrestrial beings. ?Oesidesf tr,in to explain an, om this shit 
to an,onef weGll all be carted oy to the da-n as,lu-H 4ou know what 
the, do to ,ou in the as,lu-f donGtchaRE

Chisu-Gs gaIe drimted toward the sAectacularl, lighted Balle,.
Zoswellf seeing the -anGs wheels turningf continued. ?;nd just thinkP 

Zoswellf “ew Se’ico. Fo-e and Mnal restin Alace om notorious outlaw 
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UoseAh PriKn. The AeoAle will co-e mar and wide to take a Aeek. Fellf 
the, just -ight settle here.E

;aron murrowed his browsf Alainl, disgusted b, the conBersation. 
?2hat about the bodiesR The, are all oBer.E

?2e burn the bodies. 2e burn the house. This neBer haAAenedf ,ou 
understandRE

?Out ,ou canGt do thisfE Ss. Ze,nolds snaAAed.
Podf he didnGt haBe ti-e mor this nonsense. ?The hell ” canGtH This is 

my town nowf sweetheart.E
?4ou bastard.E Fer e,es watered. ?” know we didnGt know Uoe PriKn 

or whoeBer ,aGll sa, he wasf but Oill zotter was a kind -an. ; braBe -an.E
Fe nearl, rolled his e,esf unable to matho- what drastic actions he 

-ight haBe to take to -ake the townsmolk listen. 2ithout the-f thereGd 
be no townv but the,Gd be moolish to cross hi-f esAeciall, with their 
sordid Aasts.

?2hat is it ,ou donGt understandf huhR 4ou think ” donGt know who 
you aref Ze,noldsf or ,our crooked banker husbandR ”G- tr,in to Arotect 
,GallHE Zoswell turned to the rest om the grouA. ?”G- doin this mor the sake 
om the muture om this townf this communityH JonGt thank -e now. 4ou 
will.E

Zoswell glanced at 7osterf knowing hef at leastf understood the i-p
Alications om what could haAAen to hi- and his -en im he e’Aosed what 
haAAened here.

Or hadn’t.
7osterf Bisibl, reAulsedf turned to his -en and waBed his ar- in a 

circle oBer his head. ?6etGs round e- uAf bo,s. Consider Colonial Uohn 
OennettGs AroAert,f whateBer it wasf deconsecrated.E

Ss. Ze,nolds leaned oBer and threw her mace into her Aal-sf blonde 
curls slu-Aing oBer as she bawled. ;aronf standing nearb,f Aut his ar- 
around herf and she turned into his shoulderf tre-blingf al-ost wheeIp
ing.

…nable to sto-ach such histrionicsf Zoswell turned his attention to 
the scene bemore hi-.
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Chisu- Aulled a chewed cigar mro- inside a disheBeled blaIer Aocket 
and shoBed it in his reticent mace. Fis e,es drimted around Uohn OennetGs 
chaotic AroAert,f taking in the ghastl, sight bemore it co-Aletel, Banished 
mro- e’istence.

The children stood -otionless in the ,ardf continuing to stare uA 
at the shiA!a bright -oBing starf now marther than the -oon. The, 
watched it slowl, dissiAate into the at-osAhere.

9

7inall, done with its thorough insAection om the cramtf the ;ntiquarian 
sat Mr-l, in the caAtainGs chairf straAAed in under the MBepAoint harness 
draAing oBer the mront om its torsof securing its waistf and leading down 
between its legs. ; thinf clear headset e-erged mro- the seat and wraAAed 
the side om its head. The deBice coBered its ear holesf crossed its -outh 
with a -icroAhonef and co-Aletel, connected in a mor-pMtting halm oBal.

The screen in mront lit uA as the ;ntiquarian taAAed and swiAed eBer, 
buttonf Aunching in the coordinates mor YFp3p3(0. The -aA Ioo-ed 
out on the largef centraliIed screen as the Alanet Aulled awa,f surAassing 
the other MBe in its Aath. Then the Biew e’Aanded outward be,ond 
the 26p‘(D) solar s,ste-f showing the solar s,ste- and its -illions om 
star Aoints. 7inall,f the screen narrowed in on a Aarticular grouAing om 
stars!whichf the ;ntiquarian had discoBeredf the Larthlings dubbed 
the constellation om Sonoceros. ”t Ioo-ed into the e,e om the ?unip
cornfE e’Aloding the -agniMcentf redf skullpshaAed gala’, which Mlled 
the screen into Mnef Aol,chro-atic detail.

;ccording to cramtGs uniBersal Aositioning s,ste-f ho-e re-ained 
aAAro’i-atel, Mmteen hundred thirt,pthree Aarsecs awa,. “ow that its 
co-rades had reAaired the h,AerpdriBef howeBerf the ;ntiquarian would 
e’Aect to arriBe in twelBe Larthling hours. zlent, mast enough mor its 
caAtiBe to surBiBe.

Sission co-Alete.



U.U. ;6x—()

2ellf sort om. The ;ntiquarian Mgured this situation ended uA with 
close to the -ost maBorable outco-e Aossiblef considering that the beast 
locked in that cage had escaAed. The me-ale ,oungling held Aro-ise 
toof esAeciall, since she now Aossessed 9nowledge. 9nowledge be,ond 
all co-Arehension om Larthling kind. Yhe also co--anded a certain 
aAtitude the ;ntiquarian sAecies strongl, desired. zossibl, too ,oungf 
howeBerf it had decided. The current caAtiBe AroBed the best oAtion mor 
its -ission.

MISSION PARAMETERS:
W. Collect samples from this dying rock.

3. Return with artifacts and a living specimen of higher intelli-
gence, ideally one who possessed noble character, exhibiting the 
traits of a valiant warrior.

5. Eradicate any and all probable threats.

The ;ntiquarian didnGt question the AurAose or -oralit, om these 
objectiBes. “o. ”ts -ain munction as a moot soldier was basicP mollow 
orders. ;nd it did just that. ”t had a meeling its suAeriors would be -ost 
Aleased8 im this Larthling surBiBed the triAf that is.

The ;ntiquarianGs lenses rolled backf its Biolet e,es narrowing in on 
the intricate backend somtware om the digital control Aanel. ;mter so-e 
-inor coding tweaksf it reArogra-ed the h,AerpdriBe to actiBate once mar 
enough outside this AlanetGs orbit. FoAemull, this antique Besself with 
its stagnating Aarts l,ing dor-ant mor centuriesf would surBiBe the ju-A 
and not cru-ble to Aieces uAon reentr,.

The ;ntiquarian suAAosed it would soon Mnd out.

10

The ba,onetGs rusted tiA Alunged eyortlessl, through the back om the 
seat and into the ;ntiquarianGs neckf e’iting the throat with enough 
morce that the creatureGs Bocal -echanis- instantl, seBered. ;s the blade 
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twistedf a surge om green Nuid discharged around the weaAonGs narrow 
ste-.

The ;ntiquarian writhed and twitched in unequiBocalf albeit quietf 
shock. ”ts ar-s Nared outf onl, mor a -o-entf bemore its head mell morwardf 
limelessf Ainned to the seat. zotterf whoGd stood Aermectl, still behind the 
chair mor so-e ti-ef sighed in reliem. FeGd slid the eBerpsharA relicf one 
heGd hidden in his trousers bemore riding to the -illf Aermectl, into the 
da-aged sAace between the creatureGs bod, ar-or and what he now 
assu-ed to be its hel-et.

zotter walked around the chairf watching the dead creature. YoldierR 
2hateBer the hell it was. Preen Nuid continued to ooIe down its da-p
agedf bloodpsoaked chest. ”ts Nesh slowl, maded mro- dark blue to a 
light gra,f like cigar ashv its sinew, aAAearance Aruned murtherf wrinkling 
and cracking as its limepmorce dissiAated in a swimt deco-Aosition. The 
bod, ar-or huef once in s,nc with the creatureGs skin tonef drained toof 
beco-ing translucent as glass. Jisconnected. ”ts da-age riAAled Bisibl, 
throughoutf indeed quite e’tensiBe.

zotter tossed the strangef deco-Aosed handf which heGd mound ne’t 
to the Te-Alar 9nightf onto the corAseGs laA.

The airshiA slightl, jostledf re-inding zotter that he stood not onl, 
on a -oBing Besself but on an airborne one. Fe turned to the curBedf 
…pshaAed window. The glass returned an inMnite ocean om darknessf 
heaBil, AeAAered with the white glea- om tin, starsf eons awa,. Sore 
than heGd eBer seen or knew e’isted. ; strange sensation oBerca-e hi- as 
he walked oBer mor a better look.

Larth sAun belowf oy to the side. Jark Larthf -ostl,f e’ceAt the 
eldritchf chartreuse haIe. ”t twitched in the at-osAheref o-niAresentf 
hoBering thousands om -iles across the continent. The lights -oBed and 
Nowedf aliBe. Zich AurAles and reds issued mro- the greenf -ingling in 
an eloquent sk, dance. xnce one color -oBedf a shade -ore elegant than 
the last reAlaced it. 2hat was in itR

The shiAGs destination re-ained a -,ster, to zotter. Yo-ewhere into 
the wild bluef or blackf ,onder. JidnGt -atter. This shiAf the dead Ailotsf 
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the roo- mull om artimactsf hi-selmf none om it would arriBe. FeGd die 
bemore he let that haAAen8 andf with an, luckf he would do so soon. 
Fis luck had just about run outf but heGd hang onf just long enoughf the 
hourglass grasAing onto its last -orsel om sand.

The d,na-ite heGd AreBiousl, wired and set uA now la, on the mar end 
om the corridor. The Neet aAAarentl, had taken the e’AlosiBes down in the 
li-ited ti-e the, sAent tending to the cramtGs reAairs bemore he arriBedf 
leaBing a -ess om highl, reactiBe -aterial in a Aile like childrenGs to,s. 
“o concern to zotterf though. The d,na-ite was heref and thatGs all he 
could hoAe mor. Fe brought it into the bridge and rewired it allf situating 
the e’AlosiBes around hi-selm.

;lthough he meared Ber, littlef he melt a sharA blade slowl, twisting uA 
into his guts. Fe would neBer see his children again. Fe would neBer 
see an,one againf at leastf not on this Alane om e’istence. Fe shudderedf 
re-e-bering the Aurgator, 2arren had described. Fard to belieBe heGd 
once worried oBer going to jailf where -a,be heGd Mnd so-e Biable -eans 
om escaAe. Though technicall,f he suAAosedf he had escaAed b, wa, om 
leaBing the Alanet. The thought brought a wr, s-ile to his mace.

Then the nausea struck hi-.
Fe sat in the chair closest to the windowf re-oBed his hatf and Aulled 

the re-aining halm om the quirle, mro- under the NaAf lighting it with a 
last -atch struck b, his thu-bnail. Fe Aulled back on the sweet s-okef 
Mlling his tired lungs and holding a -o-ent bemore e’haling through 
slightl, clogged nostrils. The sAiked tobacco hit all the right nerBesf and 
a rela’ing war-th instantl, washed oBer hi-. The Aain in his macef his 
ar-f and his leg began a sustained dissiAation.

Sagical.
The shiA Aicked uA an incre-ental a-ount om sAeedf nearl, unAerp

ceiBable to zotterf as it e’ited LarthGs at-osAhere.
Yo-ething in the distance sAarkled brightl, in his AeriAherals. Fe 

raised a tre-bling handf glancing out through sAla,ed Mngers. xn the 
curBe om the horiIonf be,ond the thinf bluef haI, line om the at-osAhere. 
6ight. The -orn unmolded with unhurried reBerief waking the Larth 
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mro- a shadow om darkness. The Bast blue ocean swa- with ranks om 
s-allf Auy, sheeAGs wool cloudsf all under the ulti-atef heartpstoAAing 
sunrise.

Fis Alanetf Bisible bemore hi-.
;nd -, Podf heGd neBer seen an,thing like it. ; colossal Yundogv 

its ethereal glow nearl, Mlled his entire Biew. The bea-ing ,ellow ball 
e-ergedf ?risingE mro- behind the Alanetf surrounded b, a golden round 
-ist. ; halo. 7ro- its centerf the bright sAot blaIedf radiating a starburst 
om Aiercing light and casting an a-ber sheen oBer the Larth.

;t the gut leBelf zotter Mnall, acceAted that he stood in sAace. ;ndf 
staring oBer the -a--oth sAheref heGd neBer melt so s-all. LBen the 
Larth. FeGd neBer realiIed the siIef the Mnitenessf om his world until he 
looked out into the uniBerse.

Fe took one Mnal drag on the tail end om the quirle, andf with the 
dwindling cherr, glowf leaned oBer to light the muse. ”t sAarked and 
siIIledf beginning its trail om eradication back behind the ;ntiquarianGs 
corAse. ”t would mollow the slack to the door bemore running alongside 
the Aeri-eter om the bridge and back to zotter.

Fe looked at his Alanet once -oref now Aulling out om reachf and 
sat back downf stretching out his legs and crossing the- at the ankles. 
;s the s-oke sedated his wear, bod,f his -ind began to drimtf limeti-es 
om thoughts Nashing bemore his -ind in the sAan om the mew -o-ents 
re-aining to hi-.

Fis bab, girl. Fe would neBer see her grow to be the strongf Aioneerp
ing wo-an he alwa,s knew she would be. FeGd neBer walk her down 
the aislef giBing her awa, to8 so-e wealth,f swindling cattle rancherR 
; Aretentiousf stiypnecked 2ells 7argo bankerR Fe s-iled. 2ho was he 
kiddingR Yhe was -uch s-arter than that. Fe wouldGBe loBed to see so-e 
grandchildrenf though. Zegardless8 That girl’s gonna do big things. The 
2est had better heed his warning.

;nd his bo,f his man. ”saac. 2ith the wa, he e’celled at the -illf zotter 
i-agined his son beco-ing a Aro-inent business ownerf greasing the 
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wheels mor others to mollow in his Aath. 2hereBer he wound uAf zotter 
took Aride in the -an ”saac had alread, beco-e.

;nd “ora. xhf “ora. “eBer in a -illion ,ears did he e’Aect to Mnd a 
soul so kind and loBingf caAable om helAing hi- feel againf amter Oessie. ”m 
onl, he had -ore ti-e.

Out zotter had no regrets. Fe glanced oBerf heaB,pe,edf and watched 
the siIIling sAark reach the bundled wicksf -aking its i-Aartial wa, 
down seBen tied branches and si-ultaneousl, entering each brown 
c,linder. ”tGs not quite how he enBisioned the endf his endf though going 
out with a bang see-ed Mtting.

2arrenGs Boice echoed in his -indf re-inding hi- that heGd be walkp
ing the earth in li-bo mor all eternit,f destitutef while reliBing the horrors 
om his Bain e’istence. Fe shook his head. zrior to this eBeningGs eBentsf he 
surel, didnGt belieBe in such mantastical things. “owf thoughf he wonp
dered. Sa,be Oessie waited mor hi- on the other side.

Joubtmul.
Wherever you are, Warren, in the in-between… see ya in about fifteen 

seconds.
Fe shut his e,esv his -ind blanked. Fe waited.
2ith the gentle hiss om an e’tinguishing -atchf the siIIling maded awa,.
Totalf utter silence8 like ti-e stoAAed altogether.
zotterGs e,es oAened. Oarel,. Fe still sat in the chair. ; -inuscule 

whiy om s-oke billowed mro- the d,na-ite bundle.
Juds.
zotter gentl, shook his headf Nashing a widef sardonic s-ile. Po muckp

ing Mgure. Now he understood wh, the Neet had just lemt it.
Fis heart rate slowedf though the soothing sound intensiMedf gentl, 

thu-Aing in his ear. Tiredf so tiredf and the uncertaint, om his destinap
tion loo-ed. “ot that the triA -uch -attered. Fe reckoned heGd be dead 
b, the ti-e he arriBed.

Fe satf Mghting the weight om lead e,elidsf staring out into the inMnitef 
enchanting Boid om sAace.



 

    

J oseph Griffin, as you know from your history books, was gunned down 
in our home in a mythic firefight involving infamous bounty hunter 

Tynan Dunkin, along with two U.S. marshals and the entire Fort Hood 
Texan Army brigade. My father was portrayed as a villainous and ruth-
less monster in numerous publications, magazines, and in your motion 
pictures and the like. And such an image will most likely persist as time 
prevails, I’m sure.

Much of those days a blur to me now. Heck, I’d be lying if I didn’t say 
just about all my past is. Most people, I think, have a sense of living a whole 
life, you know: start to finish, beginning to end, soup to nuts. My life is really 
just an accumulation of events. A series of incidents, haphazardly attached 
to one another in different points in time. Put them together in any order. 
Wouldn’t make much sense or difference to me.

What I do remember about my father is that he was a loving husband, 
compassionate parent, and a brave, vigilant man. A man who never truly 
got over the death of our mother, the only woman who could make an honest 
man out of him. And as far as his vicious nature, I only bore witness to one 
of his violent acts. The time he shot three men dead. Right in front of my 
very eyes. Sadly, that day wasn’t the first time I had seen another human 
being lose their life, but it was the first I saw death in such a savage and 
barbaric manner. Pa’s violence was, however, in the service of another man. 
You’d call it self-defense, and in a court of law, today, they might say the 
same. In those days, though, it would have been blasphemous to kill three 
men, white men, to save a colored one. A man my father would, eventually 
and admittedly, call his “only friend in this cruel world.”



Epilogue

C lara, in her favorite maroon and white polkadot tea dress, -nc
ished her interview in a zoyb armzhair in the Iazk of ’vbBs &ooks 

u C.riosities, s.rro.nded Ib the h.shed whispers of seventb patronsM 
ganb zomprised her late IrotherBs zlosest friends and familb alonT with 
Rhe Poswell ;ressS Iehind them, C&K network aOliate VA&cRq o.t 
of HlI.x.erx.e wrapped their live Iroadzast and IeTan IreakinT down 
setM

Uer IestsellinT memoir Misery Plaza, p.Ilished a month prior Ib 
Kimon u Kzh.ster, had x.izklb azhieved remarkaIle zommerzial s.zc
zessM Rhe p.IlishinT ho.se had eaTerlb p.rs.ed the riThts when r.mors 
zirz.lated that the da.Thter of the leTendarb o.tlaw was writinT a Iook 
rezo.ntinT her eGperienzes as a LMKM garshalM ’t was also their idea to have 
the oOzial Iook la.nzh in PoswellM Ht todabBs readinT, the line for her 
siTnat.re stretzhed for three Ilozks, snakinT its wab down the sidewalk 
and past x.iet storefrontsM Khe smiled at eazh and everb person that made 
their wab .p to her armzhair, relieved to -nallb set the rezord straiThtM Ro 
disz.ss the tr.e FriOn leTazb left IehindM Word knew ’saaz never spoke 
of s.zh thinTsM

Uer last patron, a tall man in a Ilazk s.it, stood with hands holdinT 
a fedora Iehind his IazkM g.zh like a bo.nT Khirleb Remple, he wore 
a dirtb Ilonde Ieret of sprinTb z.rls wildlb zomIed over the side of his 
headM H Ilazk patzh zonzealed his left ebe, the straps woven thro.Th wild 
lozksM gost strikinT of all, he Iore the Il.est riTht ebe, a rizh t.rx.oise, 
whizh reminded her of the TorTeo.s waters of Ramolitzh Nalls in the 
—illamette Eational NorestYthe verb plaze sheBd apprehended Carlo 
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1Ped Uands9 qitale, one of the most danTero.s IootleTTers of the 
20?JsM

1Uowdb,9 he said, DashinT a wide ;P Trin, his eGpressive ReGan 
drawl immediatelb rezoTniyaIleM 1Rhe one anB onlb Clarissa FriOnM9 Ue 
en.nziated eazh word as if he had Ieen wellcinformed aIo.t her fame, 
onlb now TettinT the lonTcawaited zhanze to make her azx.aintanzeM

14es, thatBs meM9 Khe swept aside her zropped white hair, whizh spilled 
o.t from .nder her maroon pillIoG faszinator Ieret as she Tlanzed .p to 
Tet a Ietter lookM

Rhe patronBs smile did not falterM ’n fazt, it onlb seemed to Trow, if 
that were at all possiIleM

1Hnd bo. arej9
1—ell, now, ’Bve Tone Ib a n.mIer of di6erent names over time, 

maBam,9 he said, replazinT his fedora on his IrowM 1UabnesM 7.lian –M 
Uabnes, esx.ireM Rho.Th people ro.nd here :.st zall me –annbM ’Bm 
bo.r Irother ’saazBs proIate attorneb and eGez.tor of his -nal will and 
testamentM9

Khe hesitated a moment, sliThtlb IewilderedM 1’ Ielieve gaIle said his 
estate was settled last bearM9

14es, well, .h, that is tr.eM 4o. see, ’saaz wanted me to hand bo. this in 
person, eGplizitlb, seeinT how bo. werenBt aIle to attend his servize and 
allM9 &etween two -nTers held a small folded pieze of paperM 1’Bve Ieen 
holdin on to this sinzeM9

ClaraBs hip azhed, a phbsizal reminder of the izb fall that had sidelined 
her for months and kept her from attendinT ’saazBs f.neralM Khe knew 
travelinT halfwab azross zo.ntrb wo.ld onlb delab rezoverbM Fod, TettinT 
old s.re wasnBt easbM

Ue handed over a small pieze of folded paper, and she opened a series 
of written n.mIersM Khe Tlanzed .p, ebes narrowM

RakinT in her Ia3ed eGpression, he pointed down at the paperM 
1Rhose are n.mIersM9

1—ell, ’ zan see thatM Hnd what are theb n.mIers toj9
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1Rhat thereBs the zomIination to bo.r IrotherBs safeM ’Bm told the 
lozation is in his home oOze, in the wall Iehind his deskM 4o. are now 
the third person privb to that informationM9 Ue winkedM ’saaz wanted, 
in the event of his .ntimelb deathYTranted he pass before bo.Yfor bo. 
to proz.re its zontents, whizh ’ have not Ieen privb toM9

1Lntimelbj9 Khe plazed the paper into a Ilazk p.rseM 1Ue died from 
a lonT Iattle with zanzerM9

1—ell, I personallb Ielieve all death is .ntimelb, maBamM9 Ue smiledM 
14Ball have a lovelb dab nowM Ue tipped his hat and t.rned to walk awabM

1grM UabnesM9
Ue stopped and Tlanzed IazkM
1’Bm z.rio.sM —hat eGaztlb did he sab to do with it if he didnBtj9
1gaBamj9
1;ass Iefore mej9
1Kinze bo. are here, maBam, ’ am not at liIertb to sabM9 Ue smiled 

politelb and walked o.t the front door and into a Ilazk zar slant parked 
in frontM

&efore Clara zo.ld Tive the stranTe enzo.nter another tho.Tht, a lozal 
:o.rnalist appeared, askinT after one of her hiThcpro-le zasesM –espite her 
.tter eGha.stion, Clara answered all of his x.estions, deliThted to disz.ss 
her work and familbM Ktill, she was Tratef.l when ’vbBs owner -nallb 
waved him awabM Khe had a lonT eveninT ahead at her sistercinclawBs estate 
and wanted to make a stop in town Iefore departinTM

Hs she neared ’vbBs front door, a shinb hardzover on the Kta6 Navorites 
shelf to her left za.Tht her ebeM Rhe siTht sent zhills thro.Th her now 
heavinT zhestM Khe pizked .p the novel, st.dbinT the terrifbinT zover of 
an alien zreat.re towerinT over a zitbM The Battle of the Galaxy, Ib UM;M 
&rooksM

Brooks… she knew that nameM H faze, a niTht, slowlb trizkled IazkM
Khe Tentlb opened itM AriTinallb p.Ilished in 2“0“, she wondered how 

sheBd bet to zome azross s.zh a novel in -ftbcone bearsM ;erhaps she :.st 
hadnBt paid it anb mindM ’ll.strated versions were .nlikelb in previo.s 
editions, she s.pposedM Khe hesitated to t.rn another paTe, -lled with 
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disx.iet, tho.Th some deepcseated z.riositb prevented her from shelvinT 
the IookM

Khe p.rzhased itM

2

’saaz 7oseph FriOn
2“Q? à 205“

WovinT U.sIand, Nather, Frandfather

Clara stood amonTst the Traves in the front seztion of the oldest and 
larTest zemeterb in Chaves Co.ntbM ’saazBs sx.are tower headstone with 
Fothiz arzhes loomed hiTh on its marIle pitzhM UeBd made an earlb 
dezision to reserve his partiz.lar plot, lozated riTht neGt to one of the 
most pop.lar to.rist attraztions in Eew geGizo and m.zh of the Ko.th( 
the faded FothizcoTee headstone of one 7oseph FriOnM Rheir fatherM

Clara, the last alive to know an emptb zasket lab several feet Ielow that 
marker, smiledM

Rhe Tolden s.n, still makinT its welzominT aszent aIove the Capitan 
go.ntains, slowlb IeTan to warm the zool, zrisp NeIr.arb morninT 
airM H Ireeye shiftinT thro.Th the zemeterb Tro.nds stirred .p -ne zlab 
sedimentS spezks of d.st twinkled in the dabliThtM Khe I.ttoned her Il.e 
dress zoatM

NollowinT the Iook siTninT event, Clara IrieDb spoke with her sisc
tercinclaw, aTreeinT to meet gaIle soon at the FriOn estate in Eorth 
PoswellM Nirst, tho.Th, she wanted to visit some old friendsM Uer Treat 
.nzle 7ohn &ennettBs stone stood two rows ahead, near the front, one of 
the townBs earliest markersM Hnd Co6ebYoh CoffeyM H name she hadnBt 
reTarded in manb dezades, a faze oIf.szated Ib timeM Ane of the warmest, 
kindest men sheBd ever knownM Kinze 20J), he lab two rows IehindM

H hayb vision of her father and Co6eb sittinT aro.nd the Ilayc
inT -repitYIarIex.inT, drinkinT, la.ThinTYDashed in her mindM Khe 
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zo.ld still hear the str.ms of his T.itar while she and ’saaz danzed zirzles 
aro.nd the DamesM

qanze Kmith, –ave gather, F.s gillerO theb were all I.ried here, 
tooM Hnd Haron —ilI.rn, who passed in 20)”, lab to rest, from what 
gaIle said, in a newer seztion of Ko.th ;arkM

Clara, .nfort.natelb, didnBt have time to wander x.ite so far todabM 
Khe remained listless after besterdabBs ard.o.s DiTht to HlI.x.erx.e 
from &radleb ’nternational Hirport, followed Ib a desolate, threecho.r 
zar ride in the Iazk of a Ilazk Chrbsler ’mperial limo.sineM Lpon her 
latecniTht arrival at the FriOn zompo.nd, a onecofcackind qiztorian 
so.thern zolonial str.zt.re made of adoIe m.d Irizk, sheBd spoken 
IrieDb with gaIle Iefore retirinT to the T.est ho.se alonTside the main 
estateM Rho.Th sheBd wished for time to settle in, Tet reazx.ainted with 
her sistercinclaw, and zatzh .p with niezes and nephewsYand now their 
zhildrenYs.zh a l.G.rb had proved impossiIle with all the h.llaIaloo 
entailed in arranTinT a Iook to.rM

gabIe, when the to.r zonzl.ded, she zo.ld make time to Ie with the 
familb she had leftM

3

Clara sat kittb zorner near a larTe Iab window in a red velvet armzhair, 
sippinT zo6ee from fanzb zhina and x.ietlb overlookinT the rezeptionM 
gaIle had hired professional zaterers with a f.ll Iar, a st.nninT I.6et 
spread, and a f.llb sta6ed, wellcdressed zrewM gabIe more appropriate 
for a weddinT than a Iook la.nzh, Clara tho.ThtM &.t her sistercinclawBs 
e6orts were zlearlb appreziated Ib the h.ndred or so T.ests sh.3inT 
thro.Th the larTe, open parlor and dininT roomM Ueavens to &etsb, who 
even were all these peoplej

Clara took another deep sip of zo6ee, alreadb on her sezond z.pM Khe 
didnBt drinkYshe never didYtho.Th she en:obed watzhinT the e6ezt 
liIation had on othersM Rhe T.ests, Tleef.llb ineIriated Ib one pMmM, 
la.Thed and zhatted amonTst themselvesM ’n the livinT room, people 
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zrowded aro.nd one of those television pizt.re IoGes, watzhinT a varietb 
show zalled Hour GlassM H staTe theater, riTht in bo.r own homeM Zverb 
so often, she even notized stranTers starinT over her wab, TawkinT and 
whisperinT like she was some tbpe of zeleIritbO or freakcshowM Rhe 
onlb livinT, immediate deszendant of HmerizaBs gost —antedM —ith that 
kind of leTazb, she zo.ld rival Vatharine UepI.rn or 7.db Farland for 
attentionM

Clara Tlanzed aro.ndM Zverbone at this rezeption seemed preozz.piedM 
Khe stood, eGz.sed herself to no one in partiz.lar, and sn.zk o6 down 
a lonT hallwabM Rhe stranTe proIate lawberM RhatBs all she zo.ld think 
aIo.tM Rhe IookM Rhe pieze of paper t.zked .nder her IeretM Uer former 
profession didnBt allow for zoinzidenzes, and she IeTan to wonder if 
ret.rninT after all this time was a mistakeM

’saazBs livinTcroom siye oOze stood in zomplete disarrab, takinT on 
the appearanze of an enormo.s storaTe lozkerM H Iilliards taIle sat on 
one side, veiled .nder loose papers, folders, and random IooksM H leather 
sofa lab partiallb zovered in zloth in the zenter of the room, overcst.6ed 
Iookshelves lined the Iazk walls, and photoTraphs of FriOn —oolen 
gills -lled anb spaze Ietween the tall, reztanT.lar windowsM ’saaz and 
Haron appeared timeless in mostM Khe felt a s.rTe of pride as she tho.Tht 
aIo.t their :o.rneb from a small teGtile mill to a leadinT man.fazt.rer of 
faIriz, providinT material for desiTner s.its as well as soldiersB .niforms 
in Ioth —orld —arsM Rho.Th perhaps theb were Iest known for their 
lozal and Ienevolent zontriI.tionsM gost notaIlb, theb had estaIlished 
the Eew geGizo gilitarb Kzhool, the -rst of its kind in 2“05M Khe smiled 
at the bo.thf.l photo of them standinT in front of itM

Khe reazhed the wide mahoTanb desk, neatlb zl.ttered with thizk 
manila folders, worn noteIooks, and a zo.ple novelsM ’tems she -Tc
.red gaIle didnBt know how to orTaniyeM Hside from the overall mess, 
everbthinT appeared d.st freeYthe Iene-ts of an havinT an incho.se 
ho.sekeepinT servize, she T.essedM

Clara looked .p, and her mo.th droppedM Khe was homeM H paintc
inT, her paintinT, h.nT hiTh aTainst the wall Iehind the leather zhairM 
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gisso.ri ;laya at s.nsetM 7.st as she rememIered it, tho.Th she hadnBt 
seen the artwork in siGtbc-ve bearsM H siTnat.re on the Iottom riTht 
zorner read, 1Zleanor Pebnolds, 2“Q0M9 Khe walked aro.nd to to.zh it, 
whiskinT her -nTers over the teGt.red zanvas as if she zo.ld feel the town 
livinT, IreathinTM

Rhe town zhanTed drastizallb after Rhe ’nzidentM 4et even devoid of 
zarnaTe and destr.ztion, gisso.ri ;laya, now Poswell, was never the 
sameM —hile ’saaz fo.nd a p.rpose, throwinT himself into his work at 
the mill with grM —ilI.rn, Clara had Do.ndered in a town IrimminT 
with emotional and devastatinT memories she zo.ldnBt speak of, hell, 
m.zh less fathomM gsM Eora didnBt zope anb IetterM Rheir new T.ardian 
Tave Iirth to ClaraBs bo.nTer Irother nine months after Rhe ’nzident, 
I.t even —esleb Pebnolds, a Tift from Fod, wasnBt eno.Th to o6set 
the depression whizh plaT.ed her at the loss of her zomm.nitb and 
Ieloved &illM Clara rezalled overhearinT Eora zon-dinT in Haron aIo.t 
her horri-z niThtmares of Tiant DbinT insezts, whizh seemed to onlb 
s.Iside when isolatinT in her store for dabs at a timeM Changing the town’s 
name would never change its history. 

Kadlb, Clara was the onlb person aliveYas far as she knew, anbc
wabYwhoBd rememIer gisso.ri ;layaM Rhis fazt was evident in Ioth 
historb Iooks and p.Iliz rezordsM Khe had researzhed a zase in Eew geGc
izo some bears Iazk and diszovered that Poswell had Ieen 1estaIlished9 
in 2“Q)M Rhe shrewd man himself likelb had his applization Iazk dated 
in hopes of erasinT the old town from eGistenzeM

Rhe paintinT shifted sliThtlb at her to.zhM Caref.llb, she p.lled Iazk 
on the frame like a door, revealinT the safe I.ilt D.sh into the wallM —ith 
the zomIination, she opened the little devize easilbM

H small note, open, sat front and zenterM 
Our Secret Tunnel held some real treasure, didn’t it?

Khe p.lled o.t an item wrapped in IeiTe woolM P.ite heavbM Khe 
.nfolded it to reveal a shinb Il.e Wegat revolverM Uer fatherBs priyed 
pistol, deadliest handT.n of the Ald —estM Khe ass.med its siIlinT lab 
neGt to it, tho.Th the third wrapped item intriT.ed herM Khe sx.eeyed 
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the T.nBs diamond z.t handle in her soft hand, TlanzinT it over Iefore 
recwrappinT itM

Rhe faint aroma of T.npowder linTered as she reazhed for the neGt 
itemM Rhe Told pozket watzh, a Iit tarnished and szratzhed aro.nd the 
edTes, still Tleamed in spots as she danTled the zhain alonT her forearmM 
KheBd never seen the watzh Iefore, tho.Th it appeared x.ite oldM –ec
pressinT the pl.nTer, she popped the lid open, revealinT the inszription 
–LEV’E etzhed IehindM K.ddenlb, the watzhBs presenze made senseM 
Khe knew where it had zome from, when it had zome fromM Hnd, :.st 
as she s.spezted, time had stoppedYstopped on that verb niTht at fo.r 
thirtbc-veM

Khe siThedM Time always prevails.
—ith a few t.rns of the zrown, the watzh spr.nT to lifeM Rhe sezonds 

hand IeTan its methodizal :o.rneb, movinT ever onwardsM
Rhe Iazk of the safe held paper, neatlb stazkedM Khe p.lled the piles o.t 

and Dizked thro.Th them like a Dip Iook, tho.Th the pizt.re on these 
paTes didnBt moveM 1Ane tho.sand9 was printed in eazh zornerM

—ar IondsM U.ndreds of war IondsM –.rinT the Kezond —orld —ar, 
FriOn gills zeased prod.zinT teGtiles and instead prod.zed amm.c
nitionM ’saazBs noIle zontriI.tion for the za.seM Khe ass.med he had 
Ieen iss.ed the Ionds as some form of pabmentM KheBd never asked nor 
azzepted anb o6erinTs or hando.ts from her Irother, tho.Th he tried 
like hellM Looks like he finally got the last sayM Khe la.Thed and shook her 
head, to.zhed Ib her sweet older IrotherM Ht seventbcfo.r, she hadnBt 
m.zh need for s.zh an amenitbM Ktill, she knew of a plaze for a proper 
donationM

Ninallb, she p.lled the last itemM Eot x.ite as heavb as the T.n, alIeit 
m.zh smoother to the to.zhM Khe .nfolded the zlothM

My God…
Rhe ay.re zrbstal piezesM ;ristineM Khe t.rned the zhatobant Tems over 

in her hands, in awe of their Iea.tb, their p.ritbM H folded note, t.zked 
in the zloth, fell from .nderneathM Khe pizked it .pM

Clara,
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I’ve kept my promise. I’ve kept it from the Bad People. What you do with 
it now is up to you.

– Isaac
Clara hadnBt Ieen Ib the old &ennett propertb sinze that fatef.l niTht, 

I.t she vaT.elb rezalled her Irother mentioninT thebBd t.rned the land 
into a zo.ntrb zl.I a few bears IazkM ’saaz, she imaTined, m.stBve hidden 
these items in that little Iasement amm.nition zazhe this whole time, 
perhaps hopinT thebBd never Ie fo.nd, and retrieved them Iefore the 
I.ilders Iroke Tro.ndM Khe zlosed the safe, the paintinT, and plazed 
the items in her Ilazk handIaT, Iarelb -ttinT the siTni-zant additional 
weiThtM

Komeone p.shed at the door, whizh zrazked open with a zreakM 1H.nc
tie Claraj9

Khe t.rned, startled, to ’saazBs eldest da.ThterM
WillianBs head poked thro.Th the narrow openinT, gontey.ma Ped 

lips smazkinT as she spokeM 1–essert is served, if bo. zare for some 
pineapple .pside down zake or, .h9Yshe snapped her matzhinT red 
-nTertipsY1’ Ielieve itBs pezan pieM Ah heavens, ’Bm not reallb s.reM9

1Ah, that so.nds deliThtf.l, dearM ;erhaps another splash of HrI.zkc
lesB, if bo. have itM9

1Af zo.rseM9 Khe looked at the spaze Iebond ClaraM 1—hatzha doinTj 
Can ’ help bo. with anbthinTj9

Clara t.rned to the desk and TraIIed the -rst thinT she sawYTextile 
ArtsM Khe held .p the IookM 14o. mind if ’ Iorrow this, dearj9

1Ah, .h, bes, of zo.rseM9
Clara smiled wistf.llb, took one lonTclastinT look at gisso.ri ;laya, 

and walked o.t of the oOze Iehind WillianM

4

Hltho.Th winter Ir.tallb sh.3ed its Iitter NeIr.arb air indiszriminatelb 
thro.Tho.t Ko.thern Eew ZnTland, this partiz.lar eveninT Iro.Tht 
.nseasonaIle warmth, the needle hoverinT aro.nd fortb deTreesM Clara, 
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still ad:.stinT to the temperat.re zhanTe from Eew geGizo, I.ndled 
herself inside her favorite Ilazk mo.ntain saIle f.r zoat and matzhinT 
hat, whizh sheBd rezeived as an anniversarb Tift from her sezond h.sIand 
in B)2M

KheBd taken the tencaMmM DiTht Iazk to Uartford, ret.rninT Ib zaI in 
the earlb eveninT to her statelb, twocstorb aIode at the end of a desoc
late stretzh of road Iehind downtown EorwizhM Eow, .npazked and 
I.ndled, Clara walked into her Iazkbard as she did eazh eveninT to 
take in the TorTeo.s view of the 4antiz and Rhames Piver zonD.enze 
s.rro.ndinT the riTht edTe of the propertbM Rhe szene alwabs Iro.Tht 
Iazk memories of her zharminT, adoleszent bears in the town neGt door, 
and this time of bear, she zo.ld :.st aIo.t see Rhe RrianTle, where 
her father had Trown .pM Rhe 7onathan &lazk gemorial ;ark and Atis 
WiIrarb stood in splendid view straiTht ahead, azross the zonD.enzeM Ro 
her riTht, she zo.ld hear operatiz szores of motion pizt.res ezhoinT from 
the neoncliThted drivecin theater, :.st over the RhamesM Hnd to her left 
:.tted Uollb Uozk ’sland, a narrow land mass home to Nort UozkM Rhe 
Irizk militarb installation, aIandoned some time aTo, rested somIerlb 
in the middle of the 4antiz inletM Khe TrinnedM By the week’s end, the 
Fort Hock Authority will receive quite a generous, anonymous donation. 
gabIe the moneb wo.ld revitaliye the zr.mIlinT to.rist landmark, or 
at the verb least, the Tovernment zo.ld -nd a wab to .se the island for 
somethinT ToodM

Rhe tall, red maples lininT m.zh of Norest Ktreet and the riverIank 
zontin.ed to eGpose their twistb, skeletal arms and venation of Iare 
IranzhesM Anlb the de-ant Zastern white pine zl.nT to its froyen -rM 
–espite the ashb, overzast skies, the view remained zlear and perfezt as 
she strode alonT the riverIankO eGzept Dashes of another, vaT.er view 
s.perimposed itself atop her s.rro.ndinTsM

Rhe eldritzh vision had ret.rned, tho.Th in snippetsM KhadowbM Kpellc
IindinTM Rheb made her inzrediIlb .neasbM Khe almost wished ’saaz 
hadnBt d.T .p the zrbstals, or mabIe fo.nd an alternate means of disc
posalM
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Khiny towers and moving pictures across large panels.
Khe rezalled seeinT the television pizt.re IoGes in her IrotherBs livinT 

room at the rezeptionM Kimplb faszinatinTM Uow else zo.ld one deszriIe 
seeinT larTe pizt.re szreens miniat.riyed for personal en:obmentj Hnd 
for siG h.ndred dollars, bo. too zo.ld en:ob s.zh l.G.rbM Eot Clara, 
tho.ThM EothinT on that television szreen zo.ld ever zompare to the life 
sheBd ledM Ktill, she -T.red, onlb a matter of time .ntil the pizt.re IoGes 
popped .p everbwhereM

Khe zonsidered her other visionsYthe tezhnoloTizal proTression 
thro.Th the nat.ral lens of timeYand wondered how m.zh lonTer 
this fate, if thatBs what it tr.lb was, zo.ld IeM Ane h.ndred bearsj Rwo 
h.ndredj RhinTs moved so x.izklb these dabs, mabIe the f.t.re wo.ld 
arrive in :.st twentbM

—hatever fate had in store, however, the -nal visions wo.ld Ie lonT 
Iebond her lifetimeM Khe knew that, if nothinT elseM

The hourglass drains.
Clara took the siG zrbstal piezes from her zoat pozket and, with preterc

nat.ral ease, zompleted the p.yyleM KheBd zome to learn later in life that 
she was somethinT of a savant, somethinT her -rst h.sIand had rezc
oTniyed, tooM Khe zo.ldnBt have told bo. Iazk then how to prepare his 
favorite dish, zhizken Q la kinT, alwabs havinT to review the rezipeM Eor 
zo.ld she sab what time the 4antiz Piver freiTht train howled past the 
two streets Iehind, alwabs at the same time, twize dailbM KolvinT p.yyles, 
however, remained sezond nat.reM Zver sinze that niTht, the niTht sheBd 
to.zhed the eleztriz sphere, she had developed this new, innate aIilitb 
to see thinTs, well, predizt thinTs, mostlb, in a fantastizal wabM Rho.Th 
she zo.ld never x.ite eGplain her aIilities, m.zh less disz.ss them, theb 
nonetheless made her keenlb s.zzessf.l in her zareer, keepinT her at least 
a half step ahead of her x.arrbM Uer ebe for patterns, for the f.t.re, served 
her wellM Hnd she alwabs Tot her man or womanM

Rhe tarnished side of that shininT silver dollar was that her Tifts plabed 
hell with her memoriesM Uer mind wasnBt x.ite what it .sed to Ie, she 
knewM Eot m.zh of a zall for alarm, I.t she had notized names and 
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fazes slippinT, more so in rezent bearsM Khe Ilanked on ’saazBs zhildrenBs 
names at the rezeption, and Fod forIid she rezall her Treat niezes and 
nephewsM —ho zo.ld on a Tood dabj g.zh of what she did rememIer 
aIo.t that niTht and the bears to follow, she s.ppressed to the point that 
sheBd :.st aIo.t forTottenYat least, .ntil her ret.rn to Eew geGizoM Rhe 
memories IeTan with a slow trizkle of DashinT imaTes, I.t Ib the time 
sheBd departed, her whole historb had :.st aIo.t ret.rnedM

Rhe more these Iiyarre and twistb piezes of her past IeTan to slide and 
lozk, the less this paradoGizal p.yyle made senseM Rhis thinT in her hand 
proved the past had happened, at least, with she and this oI:ezt now the 
last zlandestine trinkets remaininT from a IbTone eraM Rhe &ad ;eople 
were ToneM Rhis she Ielieved tr.eM Hnd mabIe, :.st mabIe, some reason 
eGisted for whb this zrbstal remainedM Rhe onlb thinT she maintained 
with anb level of zertaintb is that this devize provided a dailb, zonstant 
reminder of that one niTht in 7.ne 2““5M Rhe niTht of the rare, periTean 
strawIerrb moonM Rhe niTht of Rhe CarrinTton ZventYa mbstifbinT 
solar storm and a.rora IorealisM Rhe niTht she and her Irother woke the 
zreat.re, whizh wreaked havoz and mabhem azross their smallctown lifeM 
gostlb, it reminded her of the niTht her father left aIoard an alien spazec
zraft disentomIed from their Iazkbard, disappearinT into the ozeaniz 
void of that -nal frontierM

KtandinT Iefore the river, she st.died the irideszent zrbstal knot, 
ro.Thlb the siye of a softIallM Rhen she let it drop from her hands, 
splashinT into the .nd.latinT watersM

5 

Norest Ktreet Trowled, Tentlb shakinT ClaraBs livinT roomM
Nrom her zomfb rezliner, she Tlanzed o.t the front windowM H larTe 

zommerzial vehizle, likelb lost, sw.nT sti3b aro.nd the z.lcdecsaz Iec
fore ripcroarinT from whenze it zameM H nettlesome dailb ozz.rrenzeM 
Rho.Th, when she didnBt leave her ho.seYand sometimes she didnBt for 
weeks on endYthat sole, solemn noise reminded her she wasnBt alone in 
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this worldM H tinb smile to.zhed her lips at the tho.ThtM Rhe dailb mail, 
morninT paper, and Iicweeklb milk deliverb proved that the world still 
sp.n on its aGis, tho.Th she rarelb Tlimpsed m.zh of its mazhinations, 
inzl.dinT the deliveriesB arrivalM

Khe leaned Tleef.llb Iazk in her zhair, a z.p of HrI.zklesB Ib her side 
and the UM;M &rooks novel in her lapM C.riositb overwhelmed her as she 
prepared to open his IookM Uer vision of him had deteriorated, I.t she 
rezalled the kind bo.nT zavalrbman havinT h.nT aro.nd gisso.ri ;laya 
for a week or so after Rhe ’nzident to help zlean .pM &rooks proved 
zhieDb val.aIle when it zame to removinT and disposinT of the dead, 
some to the eGazt spezi-zations of the maborBs orders( 1inzineration Ib 
all means nezessarbM9

KeekinT a fresh start,  Clara,  Eora,  and —es had pazked .p the 
szhooner and made their wab northeast a bear after Rhe ’nzidentM Rhe 
idea to -nd the FriOn familb was mostlb EoraBs, tho.Th ClaraBs elated 
interest in meetinT her relatives and gorTan &ennettBs IlessinT helped 
fazilitate the dezision Rhe had arrived the previo.s AztoIer on his ro.ndc
aIo.t ro.te from –enver to R.zson with intentions of takinT his Trandc
zhildren with him, tho.Th a week with them and a preTnant Eora manc
aTed to zhanTe his mindS she provided the stronT maternal presenze theb 
were missinT, a x.alitb gorTan val.ed hiThlbSM ClaraBs onlb reservation 
was leavinT her IiT IrotherM Khe zo.ld see how m.zh ’saaz loved workinT 
at the millS she zo.ldnBt ask him to ToM Ue, too, .nderstood that Clara 
and gsM Eora zo.ldnBt stab in PoswellM KabinT farewell Iroke ClaraBs 
heart, I.t she knew her Irother wo.ld Ie safe and well taken zare of with 
grM —ilI.rn, thanks to 7ohn Chis.mBs Tenero.s TrantM Rheb promised 
to write eazh other oftenM

Lpon arrivinT in the Tilded Eew ZnTland town of Eorwizh, Eora 
and zompanb were welzomed with mild enth.siasm Ib the FriOn famc
ilbM 7osephBs parents had lonT sinze passed, and he, as the onlb livinT 
siIlinT remaininT, left no other immediate familbM Rhe o.tlawBs .nsavorb 
leTazb disparaTed the FriOn familb name in town as well as in the state 
of Conneztiz.t, so m.zh so that anb eGtended familb in Rhe RrianTle 
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wanted nothinT to do with himM Rhe lazk of welzome didnBt diszo.raTe 
Eora from settlinT down in the zoyb neiThIorinT town of Chesterville, 
whizh Iezame her -nal restinT plaze when a fatal zase of the D. roIIed 
her of life in 20J?M

Clara lost trazk of her halfcIrother after he ret.rned from -ThtinT 
in the Nirst —orld —arM &efore the t.rn of the zent.rb, she had alreadb 
left Conneztiz.t, devotinT a siTni-zant amo.nt of her life travelinT with 
the LMKM garshal Kervize, livinT in di6erent zities azross di6erent states 
for periods ranTinT from siG months to several bearsM WivinT o.t of a 
s.itzase for so lonT made losinT important mail, like a zhanTe of address, 
easbM ’t had Ieen thirtb bears, and the x.estion of his s.rvival remained 
.nansweredM Zven her zonneztions with the federal Tovernment t.rned 
.p nothinTM

Ktill, Clara had no reTretsM –iszoverinT her inaIilitb to zonzeive d.rinT 
her -rst marriaTe made the zhoize simpleM Work is life. &b the time sheBd 
retired in B)5, sheBd :.st aIo.t seen the entire Lnited KtatesM

Rhe road h.mmed onze aTain, and her livinT room tremIledM Flowc
erinT at the st.piditb of drivers, Clara lifted the zo6ee z.p to her mo.thM 
Rhe sa.zer zontin.ed its Tentle rattle aTainst the side taIleS the lamp 
shade x.iveredM KtranTeM

Khe peered o.t the window at the street Ietween the pinesM Eot a 
sinTle zar, let alone a tr.zk, in siThtM —hile earthx.akes were zommonc
plaze in her California and AreTon bears, she onlb rezalled one zomc
paraIle event in so.theastern Conneztiz.t d.rinT the earlb forties, a 
threecpointc-ve tremor on the Pizhter szaleM Rhis felt eerilb similarM 

Rhe h.mminT eszalated to a IriTht whirrinT and, as her rezliner IeTan 
to viIrate, she stood to look o.t the window more f.llbM H shrill Tasp fell 
from her mo.thS the z.p slipped from a tremIlinT -nTer and th.mI, 
zrashinT to the hardwood DoorM Uot zo6ee splashed .p her nblons and 
slippersM Khe felt nothinT, onlb Taped .p at a siTht she hadnBt witnessed 
in siGtbc-ve lonT bearsM

6 
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Rhe -vecwinTed spaze zraft hovered aIove the z.lcdecsaz, three points 
foldinT .pward to IeTin its landinT sex.enzeM ’nside, -ve pilot Hntic
x.arian sat in their respeztive seats, zomm.nizatinT amonT one another 
thro.Th headTearM Ht the helm, Captain 7oseph FriOn of the starship 
gonozeros, from the ;hamotidbne –istrizt in the Posette EeI.la, sat 
strapped in, his arms -Ged inside the zblindrizal steerinT mezhanism 
attazhed to the seatBs armrestM Uis zoordinates diszlosed this lozation, a 
neiThIorhood he hadnBt seen in dezadesM

FriOn zo.ldnBt Ielieve an entire bear had passed sinze heBd Ieen 
ToneM Hnd what a bear, too, with the -nal resol.tion of the dezadeclonT, 
interTalaztiz zonDiztM Rhe impressed Hntix.arian had fo.nd a s.itaIle 
spezimen in him, azzent.atinT his warrior spirit after revivinT him from 
near deathM ;.rpose Iebond the TraveM

Rhe fatal zhink in their armor, the inaIilitb to detezt motionless adc
versaries, had plaT.ed their spezies for eons, I.t all that zhanTed with 
FriOnBs arrivalM Rhere were no Dies on him. Ue knew this fazt now, 
forswearinT the falliIle ho.rTlass, keeper of time and all its irrelevanzeM 
Ue tore hell for leather, aIszondinT from the ;ale Pider, zheek Ib :owl, 
leavinT that hooded sonovaIitzh in a d.stcpl.med wakeM –id he Ielieve 
he was immortalj Ue rezkoned notM EoM Ue was :.st a s.rvivor, a Iad 
motherf.zker who ref.sed to dieM RhatBs allM

Ktories of his prowess and leTend wo.ld do.Itless live on with the 
Hntix.arian for zent.riesM

—ho knew where the neGt advent.re wo.ldBve taken him, had the 
trazkinT prism not aztivatedM Eow, his sole inx.irb was with the indic
vid.al who triTTered the devizeYat least, as far as the Hntix.arian were 
zonzernedM AIlivio.s to the fazt that their zomrade had left the zrbstal 
Iehind, theb so.Tht to resz.e whizhever of their n.mIer had aztivated 
the siTnalM &.t FriOn knewM Ue knew in his heart, now -lled with antizic
pation at the tho.Tht of re.nitinT with his IaIb Tirl, emIrazinT her in his 
armsM Hnother zhanze to admire those zaptivatinT emerald ebes of hersM 
Hnd ’saaz, his Irave bo.nT manM Ue wondered what azzomplishments 
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his Iob had azhieved with —ilI.rnM FriOn wo.ld s.relb have to visitM 
Hnd, of zo.rse, a dab hadnBt Tone Ib where he didnBt think of EoraM

FriOn stood, p.t on his hat, and smiledM
Ue was homeM
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