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PROLOGUE I:
THE CLUB OF SEVEN SEEKERS


Smythe stamped his feet on the cold cobblestones and rubbed his thinly mittened hands together for the third time. It was cold in London today, had been the entire month of January. Still, it beat Scotland, where Smythe had been living in a ramshackle farmhouse once used to house chickens.

His real name was not Smythe. He had taken that name when Scotland Yard had almost caught him in Devon. A desperate race through the fens had resulted in his escape and a dead policeman. The Yard would not forget that anytime soon, probably never. Still, he was free and they could keep trying if they liked. In a few days his ship would arrive and he would be off to Canada, where they would never find him.

There! At last, the man he had been waiting for, a fat grocer named Remley. The man had a fondness for horses and would be carrying his day's betting money on him. Remley was six-one and over three hundred pounds. The man threw potato sacks about like small babies. He wasn't worried that anyone was following with the intent to mug him. Which was exactly what Smythe planned to do.

Smythe knew Remley would have to take a train to Kempton Park so he was headed for Charing Cross Station. This, in fact, was his ritual every Friday, when he left the shop in Covent Garden to his able apprentice and squandered the week's earnings on one shilling bets at the race track, much to Mrs. Remley's consternation.

Smythe watched him head down Henrietta Street towards St. Paul's Church, with its arched windows and red brick walls. He'd turn left onto Bedford then right onto the Strand. Smythe kept his distance, using the foot traffic to disguise his movements, just in case Remley was paying attention. It was only once they were on Bedford he passed his mark and waited for him across the street near one of the restaurants lining the street.

The large man passed without noticing the rough-looking man. Smythe had to yell out, "Oi, ain't choo that bloike that kissed my wif'?"

Remley turned, took one look at his accuser and said, "No!" as if that ended matters.

"Yes, you iz!" Smythe tugged on the man's collar like a ratter attacking a bulldog.

"Shove off," barked Remley, his big, meaty hands pushing Smythe away.

"No, yer right. It was yer wif I kissed! And a whole lot more!"

Remley cursed but didn't take the bait.

"She's has a nice birfmark on her left titty, she does." Smythe knew this not because Mrs. Remley was promiscuous but because he had frequented the shop on and off the last few days, observing. One time, over a purchase of a few ounces of pork, the lady's blouse had slipped, exposing her prodigious bosom and a heart-shaped mark. "As for her--"

Smythe got no further. Remley charged like a bull. The smaller man was expecting it and ran into an alley between a sweet shop and a restaurant smelling strongly of curry. Remley followed, swinging his meaty fists. Smythe led him around a corner and into the privacy of an alley, part midden, part loading dock. Here the fleeing man suddenly turned, his smaller but deft hands placing two blows to Remley's neck. The large man fell face first into something squelchy. He didn't move. Smythe bent down, retrieved the wallet with the grocery's weekly takings. He smiled to think of Remley waking in an hour, too embarrassed to raise hell.


Back on the street, Smythe turned left and followed the Strand in the direction of the Adelphi Theatre. He had heard the new production Secret Service was a sensation. Smythe wasn't sure if he wanted to waste any of his newly acquired 'seed money' on anything as frivolous as a play. The lead, William Terriss, was the talk of the shop girls, anyway.


Smythe forgot about the play, ignored the young men around him handing out playbills and flyers. He spotted a set of eyes that burned towards him, then suddenly looked away. The tall man fifty feet away with the bristly moustache. The Yard! They had found him! He had to get away and quick. To do this, Smythe turned into the first door he came to. He didn't look at the name over the lintel, just opened it and went in. In his mind, he ran scenarios in which he lured the plainclothesman in and killed him quietly with his pocket knife. The only problem was these confounded Scotland Yard detectives traveled in pairs. There would be another man, one he hadn't spotted. He would have to be dealt with too.

A man, an old fellow dressed in livery, stood in Smythe's way. "You are just in time, sir," he said in a voice as thin as paper. "The other six have already arrived."

"Fine, fine," said Smythe, hurrying from the street. "We are not to be disturbed." Smythe hoped the old attendant would slow the police for a minute or two while he found the back door.

"Of course, sir. Through the door on the right."

"Thank you." Smythe took the door indicated. There was no other course at present.  He pushed through the double heavy oak doors, into a dark, smoky room with indistinct bodies in it. Then he heard the sound of twin locks being shot. He turned and saw that he was surrounded. Scotland Yard had him at last!

"Glad you could make it, Templedon," said a tall, thin fellow in a smoking jacket. He looked forty, had a slight squint and enough hair left to cover the top of his head. Not Scotland Yard, at least.

"Thank you," Smythe said unnecessarily, taking a seat and the proffered drink. He sipped it. Scotch and soda.

"Now, I don't have to tell you gents what we are here for, but a few rules might be in order--"

"Oh damn-and-blast your rules, Flitcraft. Sit down and let's get started." It was a short, round man with a thick red beard who spoke, waving his scotch about dangerously.

"But Angus, we must all remember that The Club of Seven Seekers has an old and vaunted history. In these walls men have gathered to share the experiences...."

"Blah, blah, Flitcraft, shut up and pour some more hooch like a good fellow." That voice was American.

"I disagree," said Smythe. "I, for one, would like some more clarity on the rules and such."

"Newcomer!" snorted the red-bearded man to the American. "Very well."


At the center of the room was a round pedestal. Smythe could see there was a statue bust of a bearded man. Below sat seven shiny stars, each bearing a different symbol. What arcane nonsense is this? Have I wandered into chartered members of the Golden Dawn or the Hellfire Club? he wondered. I’ll let them spin their twaddle just long enough for the coppers….


“I don’t need to remind such honored members of our Club’s tutelary god, Janus, and the Seven Outcomes as recorded by the Roman scholar, Avianus…” began Flitcraft.

“Of course not, man,” roared the American. “Let’s get on.”

“Of course, Mr. Irving.”

“I wouldn’t mind hearing them again,” said Smythe. “They are obvious but they are also seven….”


“Of course, you are absolutely right,” grinned Mr. Flitcraft. “Seven, and in order.” Flitcraft picked up each star as he recited their relative meanings. It was now that Smythe noticed the bust that sat before the stars actually had two heads, one looking forward and one backward. Reminds me of Two-Face Johnny….


“The First Outcome is that of the happy ending.” Flitcraft laid down the star for the one beside it. “The Second Outcome is its brother, the tragic ending.” Another star. “Third, victory over great odds… fourth, the rise from nothing to greatness….fifth, the long journey, sixth, the rebirth of the soul and lastly, the seventh, the quest for truth.”

“I’ve had enough!” barked the American. “I have better things to do!”

“Almost done, sir. The Club of Seven Seekers was established in 1705 by Mr. Daniel DeFoe when he presented the first of our 'varified tracts' in his tale of the Apparition of Mrs.Veal. Since that day seven men, and seven only, have met once a year to tell of their adventures or the adventures of others, providing they have proof of their accounts. Such men as Horace Walpole in 1763, J. Sheridan le Fanu in 1850, most recently Mr. Charles Dickens who presented the accounts of an American author, Edgar Allan—“

"Enough, enough," said another man who had not spoken until then. "We are here to tell our stories, those 'we can prove of unusual, outre and mysterious events'. We all know this. Let's begin."

"Why the locks?" ventured Smythe.

"To keep the confounded world out, not ourselves in, I assure you," said Flitcraft, finally taking a seat. "Faithful Welliver will be admitted at the stroke of midnight to allow a short meal to be wheeled in, other than that, no one shall bother us."

Midnight. Smythe opened his watch and saw it was only just after four PM. The Scotland Yard boys would have to wait for eight hours. In all likelihood they would be gone by that time.

"Who shall go first?" asked Smythe with a smile.

The red-bearded man shook his head.

"As the rules dictate, the oldest amongst us will be first. The youngest last. Let us now go around the table and speak our ages."

"It's not right," puffed the man with the red-beard.

"Oh poo, Favorsham. It's tradition."

"Don't get him started on that Fabianism again. The man is a regular H. G. Wells!"

The American slapped the table with an large-palmed hand, ending all arguments. "Sixty-three."

The red-bearded man spouted, "Fifty-seven."

Flitcraft acknowledged his forty-two years. Smythe nodded and lied, "Thirty-three." He was actually thirty-nine but knew he could pass for younger, especially in the darkness of the room. He hoped no one would trump him with a lower number. He desperately wanted to be last.

"Fifty." A dark-skinned fellow, possibly a Canadian.

Smythe sighed inwardly. There would be six ''travelers' ahead of him so he would not have to produce his miracle for a time. With any luck he would escape in the lateness of the hour, his tale untold. Still he was a man who planned ahead.  He had a few hours to concoct the best lie of his life. He slowly made a mental tally of his pockets. What object on his person might stand in for 'living proof' of his tale? He had his watch, Remley's wallet filled with nice shiny guineas, a silver pocket knife, and his ticket for Pier 21 in Halifax, Nova Scotia. He selected the knife and began to think of tales of werewolves and silver.

"Mr. Irving. Please begin," said Flitcraft, finally relinquishing the floor to the American. “And remember, you promised us a triple.”

“I can do better than that,” drawled the foreigner. “I got four of'em. Four fat juicy tales about a deputy sheriff by the name of Hope...”


HELLER

The girl was on the ground and the man was on top of the girl. Brett cocked the rifle slowly so the man heard it.

“Get off her.”

“Hey, mister,” the man said, looking up at the gun. His eyes were black and beady like a ferret’s. “You can have her after I’m done.”

“One.”

“Do you know who I am? I work for Holland.”

“Two.”

“Okay, okay.” The man got up, reached for his belt to do up his pants.

“Keep your hands where I can see’em.”

“Just gonna tie up my skivvies.”

“Later. After we’re gone.” Brett waved the man away from the girl. “Come on,” he said to her.

“Who are you?” she asked, not particularly grateful.

“I’d rather not say--here.”

“It don’t matter none,” said the girl. “When Holland’s boys hear about this, they’ll—“


“Shut up and get on the horse.”

She did what he said, but her face still registered no thankfulness. Brett got up behind her and reined the horse around.

“I don’t want to see you again,” Brett said as he turned the horse away.

Ferret-face didn’t say anything until they were a long ways off, then he yelled threats and abuse. Brett ignored him and spurred his horse to hurry away.

“What your name?” she asked him.

“Brett Hope.”

“Got any kin around here?”

“Nope.”

“You’re going to need them. Holland will find you and he’ll put a rope around your neck and drag you until you're a corpse.”

“Maybe.” The man looked nervously into the sky, not in the direction they had come. There was dark worry about his eyes but it had been there before the Holland boys.

“You don’t seem worried about it.”

“Nope. Seen that kind.” He didn’t elaborate. Everybody knew that kind out West. The strong-arming cattle barons who didn’t like squatters, nor sheepherders, nor anybody.

“What’s your name?” he asked this time.

“Katy. Katy O’Toole.”

“Irish.” It wasn’t a question.

“Yes, what of it?”

“Nothing. My mother was Irish too. Flannagan.”

“The only Flannagan I knew was a thief,” she added, not sure why.

“Could be. The only Flannagan I knew was my mother, but she never talked kindly of her kin back in Ireland.”

They rode, not saying much. The silence was comfortable and it lasted a while.

She broke it suddenly.

“I’m a working girl.”

“Sorry?”

“A Soiled Dove.”

“Don’t matter. A man’s got no right—“

“He didn’t want to pay for the last time. He owed me.”

“None of my business.”

“You’ve taken on a load of trouble for something that don’t matter much.”

“Could be,’ was all he decided. He looked up at the dark sky again. He seemed to listen to the keening of the shadows.

“What you listening to?”

“Bad things.”

“Holland--?”

“No.”

“Injuns?”

“No. Don’t mind Indians.”

“Injuns killed my Pa. That’s why I am a whore.”

“Bad break.”

“Yah.” She looked away. Her whole life could be summed up in those two words.

“Where do you want me to drop you?” he asked at last.

“Don’t know. Where you headed?”

“West. ‘Frisco.”

“California? Why the hell you want to go there?”

He didn’t answer.

“They need whores there?”

“Don’t know. But I heard a gal can get hitched there.”

“Cooking and babying. Might get a little dull.”

“Perhaps so.” He left it at that.

“’Course, if the right man came along...” She left the phrase hanging, curled a finger in his hair.

“You don’t want me, Katy. I’ll only get you killed.”

“Holland? If we ride hard and fast, we might—“

“Holland is an insect.”

A weird noise filled the night air. Brett slid off his mare with one fluid move. He had Katy down beside him, his rifle slipped into its scabbard alongside the horse's shoulder. His hands went into the saddlebag and came out with something round and light.

“Shhh...”

Katy looked from the darkness to Brett’s hand. In his fist he held an Indian rattle, painted yellow, white, black and red.

“What’s that?”

“Quiet.” The warning was low but powerful.

The girl froze with his words for something made that sound again, a high-pitched keening followed by the dragging of dead, wooden legs.

“What--?”

“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice filled with deep regret. She couldn’t say anything for his six guns were out now, replacing the rattle, firing.

“Get on and ride!”

“What about you?” she asked as she climbed on.

“No time. Go! Go!” He slapped the horse’s flank and fired again. The weird howling rose in pitch but did not stop.

Katy and the mare dashed away from the horrible sound, but once they had gone several yards she reined the horse in. She turned and tried to see how Brett and his unseen attacker fared.

“I said ‘Run!’,” It was Brett sprinting up to her. “Move over.” With a leap, he was on the horse behind her. They flew into the darkness.

“You don’t listen good,” he said, his voice strangely soft despite the scolding.

They rode at a fast pace until the horse began to complain. Brett noted the animal’s weariness and made for a thicket of willows along the green bank of a small creek.

“We’ll camp here.”

“It’s almost daylight,” Katy said more to herself. She had been dozing for some time but even the hard ground sounded good to her.

“Daylight is good,”

They slept until the sun was past its hottest hours. He made a stew of dried meat and wild onions. Katy added some salt from her own small collection of possessions. It was as they ate the scanty meal she asked, “So what was it?”

“Trouble.”

“That’s not fair,” she said, a wounded look on her face. “I’m in danger too. Don’t I deserve to know?”

“Perhaps, except you won’t be in danger for long. We’re almost at Los Alamos. You’re getting off and I’m riding on.”

“Los Alamos? That’s hardly far enough to get away from Holland. He owns at least one of the saloons in that town.”

“Then the next town. Whatever it takes.”

“What it takes is a thousand miles. I want to go to ‘Frisco with you.”

Brett said nothing for a while, staring out at the growing darkness in the shadows beneath the sagebrush. He never stared into the fire like Katy did. Like the Indians, he knew better. The second or two it took for the eyes to adjust was long enough to kill a man.

When he spoke again, Katy jumped. Brett didn’t seem to notice.

“His name was LeClerc. Pierre LeClerc. The local cattlemen hired him to kill squatters. They called him a heller with a gun. They also said he was the son of a bokor from Loo-siana. Knew about voodoo. That he’d curse the man who killed him.

“I was the sheriff of a little one-horse town over on the other side of the Rio Grande. Just a church, a store, a couple of saloons. Good, honest folk making their home in the middle of God’s Own Country. LeClerc thought he could do whatever he wanted. Thought he could cut up a showgirl in one of the saloons. I told him I was taking him in.

“So he called me out into the street. And I went.” Brett pulled his sleeve back to reveal a scar below his elbow. “He got me here. But I got him twice, once in the heart, once in the head.” The man said these things matter-of-fact, without any bravado.

“And he came back?” Katy asked when Brett said no more.

“Yup. He was a heller in his own way.”

The man stared off into the distance. The shadows were getting longer.

“Time we got going. Once it’s dark –“

“He’ll be back?”

“Yah. Doesn’t like the light. Digs him a hole, deep in the ground. But once the sun sets...”

Katy nodded, got her things together.

Brett put his saddlebags on the horse, then Katy. They rode in silence for an hour. As the sun hit the mountains, the trio sighted the distant town of Los Alamos. Another half hour and they were outside the small General Store.

“Need ammo, maybe another blanket?”

“Hurry, Brett. I don’t like coming this close to Holland’s place. There might be people here who know what you did to Blanchard.”

“I’ll only be a minute. Stay here with the horse.”

He walked into the store to find three men standing around the counter. He didn’t recognize any of them but he could tell from their look two were hard men. The third, the clerk behind the candy counter, was not wearing a gun but might have a scattergun hidden somewhere.

Brett selected a good wool blanket for Katy, two boxes of shells for his Colt and a big strip of jerky. He placed them on the counter and threw down a ten-dollar coin. The clerk took the money quickly like he was worried he might not get his pay before trouble started. No change was offered.

Brett left the store unsure why the men at the counter hadn’t tried anything. He stepped out onto the boardwalk in front of the store when he heard behind him, “Hey that stranger stole my knife.”

He turned to meet the two gunmen. It was the clerk pointing, making accusations. Brett unrolled his blanket to show the three men that he had only what he had paid for. It was then that a new hunting knife fell out of the blanket onto the walkway.

“There it is,” the clerk yelled. “He’s a thief.”

One of the other men pulled back his coat lapel, revealing a tin star. “I’m afraid you’re under arrest, stranger.” His other hand sat on his gun butt.

Brett looked at Katy. She was standing beside the horse. A fourth man was beside her with a gun to her head. He recognized the man’s ferret-face. Blanchard.

“Holland wants to see you,” said the sheriff, before he pistol-whipped Brett into unconsciousness.

Waking was pain. His head ached. His wrists throbbed inside tight ropes. His ribs chimed in with a few bruises. They must have worked him over after he had been knocked unconscious.

The next thing he noticed was cigarette smoke. Someone was puffing away on an expensive French cheroot. Brett was lying on a couch in a fancy office. He looked up to see a figure sitting in a chair.

“So, you’re alive after all,” said a genial voice. The man turned his chair and Brett saw Mr. Holland for the first time.

He had expected a big, raw-boned man who could fight and shoot and take whatever he wanted. The truth was surprising. Mr. Holland was a porcine little man in a flowery waistcoat, pink, soft-voiced and as frightening as a vicar.

“Who are you?”

“Mr. Ebeneezer Holland, originally of Rhode Island. And you?”

“Brett Hope, former sheriff of Bittsburg.”

“Bittsburg. Never heard of it. Any reason I should?”

“Nope.”

“Now, Mr. Hope, seems to me we’ve been at odds with each other and I don’t even know why.” Holland crossed his legs, showing off his twenty-dollar shoes. “I hear you took one of my doves. Didn’t even pay me for her.” His words did not sound like a threat so much as a banker tallying his debts.

“Your man was taking advantage of a woman.”


“Yes, but she’s my woman.”


“T’ain’t right.”

“Sure. I understand. The Code of the West. So, why didn’t you drop her off safely somewhere and drift on?”

Brett said nothing. Instead, he looked out the window behind Holland. It was pitch black outside. It couldn’t be long before –

“Nothing to say?” Holland picked up the letter opener from his wide desk. He shoved it into Hope’s arm with a girlish squeal of glee. He extracted the blade to look at the red drop of blood on the tip.

“Enough fun for now, Mr. Hope. I don’t think you want to beg for mercy or anything like that—not the type – so, I’ll hand you over to the sheriff now.” Holland licked the blade clean, returned it to his desk. “He can hang you in the morning.” Holland rang a small silver bell on his desk.

A large shadow filled the doorway. Hope looked up to see the reason this warped little man held sway over the rough cowboys of his empire. The man standing in the doorway was a mountain of grisly power. A scarred hand, the size of a dinner plate, grabbed Brett effortlessly, dragging him off like a child its doll.

“Thank you, Brimston.”

The Sheriff put Brett in a jail cell across from a drunk named Kribbins, who snored so loud sleep was impossible. But Brett didn’t want to sleep. Instead, he lay quiet as one dead, concentrating on his bonds. No one had replaced his ropes with handcuffs, so he slowly moved his arm muscles to loosen them as his Indian comrades had taught him.

After two hours, he had his hands free. He also extracted a metal nail from his boot with which he picked the lock. Next, he stuck two fingers in his throat and vomited up a portion of his jerky soup dinner. Leaving the door unlocked but closed he called for the guard. The man came in, gun-drawn. Brett sat on the floor in a hump, hiding his free hands. He groaned like one ill to his stomach. The smell of vomit completed the ruse.

The guard moved closer to the door. “Git up, you. Git back on that bed. I’ll call the doc.”

Brett groaned even louder. The guard came closer. That was when Brett struck, throwing his weight against the unlocked door. The metal bars slammed into the guard’s hand, sending the six-shooter flying. Brett had it in seconds.

“Down,” he said to the guard, who now quivered with fear, nursing a sore wrist. The guard got down. Brett slammed the pistol into his head.

All this time the other prisoner, Kribbins, snored deeply, covering Brett’s escape.

Next he pulled off the guard’s clothes and his own, exchanging them. He tied up the man with the ropes and laid him on the bed with his face away from the door. Unless someone looked closely they wouldn’t know who was lying there.

Brett had the pistol. He had already checked it. Six shells, in good working condition. It would serve. But as he moved slowly into the front chamber of the jail, ready to shoot anyone who opposed him, he saw a rack of rifles. The room was unoccupied. The guard had been the only man on duty. And no wonder. The clock over the desk said it was two AM.

He did a quick mental calculation in his head. If the Heller had to travel about five miles he’d be here already. But why had he not attacked the jail? Nothing could stop him. No gunmen, no priest. He came on and on and on... Unerring, he’d find Hope no matter where he hid.

He stuck the pistol in his belt. Taking up a Remington, he checked it for cartridges. The weapon was loaded. He grabbed the hat off the desk to finish his costume as the deputy. Now he was ready for Holland, but what of the Heller?

Brett searched the desk. He found his own six guns and the Indian rattle. He laid the pistol he had taken from the guard down while he strapped on his own belts, tucking the rattle under at the same time. It was a deviation from his disguise but he didn’t care. He had carried these guns since he was fifteen.

Brett turned off the kerosene lamp. He didn’t want to be outlined when he went through the door. He checked by looking out a crack. Nobody outside. He opened it and stuck his head out. No one. Now, to find Katy.

That proved easier still. At that moment, Brett heard a woman scream. It came from the direction of the stable at the east end of town. He crept from shadow to shadow, with the Remington ready. As he moved down the dark street he smelled wood smoke. Some building was on fire. A gun fired once, twice. A horse screamed.

Hope threw caution to the wind and ran in the direction of the noise and smoke. He came to a sudden stop when he heard someone call to him. “Freddy, over here.”

It was Holland and a few of the others hiding behind an over-turned cart. The building across the street was on fire. Standing in the middle of the street, tied tight with cords, was Katy.

For a second, Brett thought to go to her, but the gunmen would know something was amiss and would start shooting, getting them both killed. Instead, he pulled his hat down lower over his face and headed in Holland’s direction. He stopped short of the cart, hiding behind a rain barrel, where the shadows were thick. Then he tried to recall the guard’s voice. Thin, cracky. He did his best to imitate the man, “What’s going on, boss?”

A voice, not Holland’s answered from closer by. “There some goddamn guy stumbling around town, killing people. Started that fire too.”

Brett knew whom he spoke of. Why the Heller would bother to kill anyone or start a fire made him wonder, but if Holland’s thugs had tried to muscle him without knowing what he was, trouble could have started.

“What’s that girl doing there?”

“We’re using her as bait,” said Holland with a giggle.

Hope said no more. He could now make out the distant form of the Heller stumbling down the street in Katy’s direction. In all likelihood he’d leave her alone. He had only one goal, to kill Brett Hope. He also had the ability to know exactly where Hope was at all times. He was shambling in his direction right now.

Brett took a desperate chance. If he were wrong, Katy would die by mistake. He had to trust in the ability of these men to shoot accurately.

“Boss, he’s got a gun.” Brett fired the rifle at the lurking figure. The other men responded in kind. Bullets flew out from behind the cart, knocking the horrific thing to the ground. Brett knew well that bullets could not kill it. Once he had even hacked it to pieces with an axe. But the next morning, the terrible thing had returned, whole again.

His plan was to buy time for Katy. Once knocked to the ground, the Heller rose again. The shooting stopped. The gunmen gawked in stunned amazement. Brett heard someone say, “Sheeee-it,” to themselves over and over.

He couldn’t wait. In his deputy-voice he said, “Cover me. I’ve got to save that girl.”

Abandoning the rifle, he ran. Bullets flew past him as he raced to Katy’s side. The Heller fell over in the barrage of deadly missiles. It turned its dead eyes towards Brett and hissed its hatred through dead, blue lips.

Whether that was Brett’s undoing he never knew, but it was then someone behind the cart yelled, “That ain’t Freddy.” The wave of slugs shifted from the twitching mass of the Heller to Brett and Katy’s direction.

But it was too late. Hope had Katy’s ropes undone, scooping her up like a bag of potatoes. He ran all-out past the burning building across the street. The smoke and flames acted as a curtain, hiding their escape down the street.

Holland cursed but he stopped when he saw the Heller turn and lumber off in the direction Hope had taken. He realized that the thing was after either the girl or her rescuer. His money was on the man.

“Follow that -- thing!” he commanded his men.

With a screen of smoke and fire behind him, Brett ran full tilt until he was behind the wall of the stable. Inside would be horses he could steal. It wasn’t like he had any choice. He and Katy had to get as far away from Los Alamos and Holland as possible. As for the Heller, he’d be along shortly.

Brett dumped Katy behind the wall of the building. He had no knife so he had to unknot the remaining ropes with his fingers. He lost time but he started with her wrists. Once free, she pulled at her leg ropes. He peeked around the corner, waiting for any attacker. The first to appear was the crooked, blue face of the Heller.

“Quickly, Katy. Into the barn. We’ve got to find a horse.”

The girl was finished with her bonds and followed on cat feet. The door to the stables had no lock, so Brett cracked the door and slipped in silently. He didn’t know who was inside, more of Holland’s men? Some youngster hot for his first gun kill?

The building proved empty, except for horses. Brett immediately recognized his own black mare, since she stood a hand higher than all the others. His old saddle was gone, so Brett selected a newer one from the half dozen that sat on the rail. No one could accuse him of stealing the horse, since it was his. As for the saddle, this town owed him one.

“Up you go,” Brett said to Katy as he helped her into the saddle. He opened the double doors of the barn and dove out first, pistol ready, dragging the horse’s reins behind. Once he took that step everything happened fast.

He saw something coming at him. The Heller. It swung a dead arm at him, and smashed his cheek with soft oozing flesh. Pain exploded in Hope’s head, not from the impact but from some terrible power the dead man had. The touch was like fire, drawing off his soul.

The pistol barked point-blank into the creature’s face. It stumbled away, a large hole in its head. Brett ignored the fire in his own face and shoved the black horse ahead. The animal began to jump then stopped. A ring of gunmen, with Holland front and center, prevented Katy’s escape.

“Thought we’d stick around to watch,” grinned the little man with the girlish voice. “Take her.”

Two men grabbed the horse’s reins and then pulled the rider off.

“Stay a while, Katy-girl,” Holland said. “Watch the show.”

Brett froze. He couldn’t back up because the Heller was right behind him. Two more of Holland’s men had snuck around and closed the stable doors, effectively ringing in the condemned man and his executioner.

“Nowhere to run, pardner,” Holland squealed. “It’s just you and him.”

Hope ignored the audience. He had to devote his entire attention to the shambling monster that had sought his blood all those months back in Bittsburg. Instead of Holland, he spoke to Katy. He might never have another chance.

“It would have been nice, Katy. I was going to take you to San Francisco. But we wouldn’t have stopped there.”

The Heller lunged at Hope, swinging its diseased arms in wide circles. If it could grab him, it would suck him dry like a raisin.

“We would have got on a boat. Gone to Australia. Lots of land there, Katy. Hot like here, but no wolves.” He didn’t clarify if he meant the real kind or the variety that surrounded her now.

The Heller circled, trying to pin him down in one spot. Brett kept the monster an equal distance away. Someone in the audience booed. “Fight! Fight!” he yelled.

“We could have ranched sheep. We could have been happy. All those miles from here.” The only answer Brett got was a sob from the girl barricaded behind her captors. It was enough for Brett. It was a yes.

It was then the big man, Brimston, kicked the cowboy’s feet out from under him. Brett fell and the Heller was on him. The thing’s white hands, torn into tatters by thorns and brambles clamped onto its victim. If the dead man had had any face left it might have smiled. Brett looked up into that hole clean-through its dead skull, and screamed. The fire burned deep into him. His hands flailed out of control, knocking the rattle from his belt.

The change was instantaneous. The Heller shrieked that high keening wail and let Brett go. It stumbled in a small circle, blinded by some unknown force. The cowboy lay on the ground semi-conscious, unmoving. Someone in the audience, someone curious, kicked the rattle with a toe like a man moves a snake, and the sound repeated itself. The Heller wailed again.

The noise seemed to revive the fallen man. Brett grabbed the rattle before anyone else could touch it again. He shook it once experimentally, watching the reaction of his deadly pursuer. Again the Heller screamed but this time it lunged at the man and the rattle, bent on destroying both. Brett reacted more than acted, smashing the rattle into the dead thing’s shattered head. The beautifully painted clay crumbled, scattering a shower of small black beads over the walking corpse.
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