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      Thus joyously the band pressed on

      Until the least had won

      And stood transfigured on the mount–

      The children of the sun;

      But soon their brightness waxed too great

      For mortal eyes to bear,

      And Night, in mercy, dropped her veil

      To hide the vision fair:

      But we, who saw that light sublime,

      Hallowing yestereven,

      Joyed in the thought that we had sped

      A little nearer Heaven.

      

      
        
        –M. H. Cobb, The Mountain in the West
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        “. . .and there, among the great, reddened stones I saw a city within. A city with towers higher than grand Moncalieri that had once proved the zenith of my youth. Never, in all my years exploring blue ocean and gray stone, did I ever suspect to find anything such as I now record. More than a fortress singular, more than a city. It was a nation, little within the mountain, strangely glowing with its red lamps. A kingdom of scarlet light.”

      

      

      
        
        – Ennio Malocello, Il Regno di Luce Scarlatta
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      Doc Simmons pressed a damp handkerchief against his raw nose. The mint extract he had soaked through the cloth did little to cover the rank odor. The body of a woman lay on the pinewood table, almost fully thawed. Lamplight danced across her cold, powder-blue skin. The waves of light and the whipping shadows around them cascaded over the flesh. Flame and darkness roiled over her naked form until they reached the red cliff—the edge where the turgid skin slumped against the abdominal wall.

      He hoped this woman had been lucky at the end. Hoped that she had died before the creature had begun to eat her.

      The light danced away.

      Doc let out a sigh. “Goddamn it, Pete. I can’t see if you’re halfway across the room with the lantern.” He turned his head toward the shivering man.

      The lantern’s yellow light illuminated Pete’s all too many angles, casting his thin, giant shadow against the wall. His eyes were wide and wet. Black curls graying at the roots caught the quavering lamplight, darkening his face with hooks.

      “Get on over here!”

      Pete didn’t move.

      Outside, the rustle of townsfolk came in low voices. The murmur of rumor or worse, Doc thought. Superstition. He looked out the winter-frosted window to where blobs of light swayed in the darkness. How many of them had bundled on their winter coats and heavy wool scarves only to pile up and wait in the cold darkness? Too many, certainly. Maybe all of them.

      Their concern was the same as Doc’s. The woman on the table. Her name had been Suzie Lawrence. And it wasn’t so much that they cared that Suzie had died—though Doc was sure at least a few of them did, since she’d been well liked among many of them—it was that they wanted to know what had killed her. The townsfolk of Black Wells, like the rest of Colorado, were afraid that Suzie would wake up again, as others had. Wake up and. . . do the things they did.

      And so, the crowd sounded their little rumble of concern, awaiting to hear if Suzie Lawrence bore two distinct puncture wounds on her neck.

      His office was an absolute mess. His sterling instruments lay submerged, half-frozen, in his scarlet-stained washbasin, and bottles had spilled across the floor, knocked there when he hefted the body to the table with little help from Pete. But the bundled-up people outside would make a bigger mess if he didn’t give them answers, and right quick.

      “I know the smell is sharp, but I need more light,” said Doc, frustrated.

      “It ain’t the smell; I was a surgeon’s assistant in the war,” said Pete.

      “Every damn body knows you were in the war. It’s one reason I picked you to hold the light.” With trained fingers, Doc examined the peeled flesh running across the woman’s abdomen. “So, you do not suffer from a weak stomach?”

      “No, sir.”

      Doc turned sharply to look back at the sunken husk of a man, who flinched. The lantern handle squeaked in his white-knuckled grip.

      “She isn’t going to jump off the table and get you,” said Doc.

      “You don’t know that.”

      Doc faced Pete fully. He leaned against the table, sighing deeply. Frustrated. “Christ in heaven, Pete, it’s half-past midnight. I’m tired. Can you just get your ass over here.”

      From outside came a voice. “It shouldn’t take this long, Doc. Folks wanna know if Mrs. Lawrence is marked.” The voice was Sheriff Childs. A stern, solemn man who Doc had never seen get twitchy in a half-dozen gunfights. But there was no mistaking the faint tremor in his voice now.

      Doc hollered over his shoulder. “I am occupied with the post-mortem!” Then, he turned back to Pete and took a deep, calming breath. “I have only two hands. I can’t examine her and hold the light and help you search for your balls all at the same time!”

      Pete frowned. “Ain’t no need to be getting mean, Doc. I’m scared. Nothing wrong with a man admitting that.”

      Doc shoved his glasses up the long slope of his nose. “Would it make you feel better if you held the lantern in one hand and your sidearm in the other.”

      “Can I put it against her head?”

      Even as cold as it was, pearls of sweat dripped from the man’s sharp chin.

      “Put it wherever you want, Pete. Whatever will steady your nerves and get that damn lantern over here.” The last bit came out more forcefully than he would have liked.

      Pete walked over to the table, drew his pistol, and pressed it against the dead woman’s temple.

      “Doc,” Sheriff Childs called again outside. “Folks are cold and anxious for answers out here.”

      “Tell them to go home!”

      “Don’t reckon they will.”

      “I will not be rushed!”

      Doc, the weight of the town and all his life circumstance fully set upon him, let his head fall. “Pete,” he said.

      “Yeah, Doc.”

      “Do me a favor and shoot me in the head, would ya?” Doc’s tone leaned sarcastic.

      Pete’s face twisted in confusion. “What?”

      “Never mind. Forget I mentioned it. Now, let’s see. . .” Doc put the handkerchief up to his nose and turned back to the corpse. His fingers fluttered over the red cavity and ribbons of muscle that lay slack against her ribs.

      “Looks like a bear got a hold of her,” said Pete.

      “Maybe.”

      Pete swallowed. It was a hard, dry sound. “Well. . . is she?”

      Doc turned the woman’s head, searching her neck.

      “Doc?”

      “I cannot find any sign or. . .” His fingers, running down the back of her neck, rimmed a deep puncture wound.

      “Well?”

      He found the second wound, not an inch from the first.

      “Doc?”

      He had to act quickly to protect his people, and what he had to do, Pete was in no condition to help with. So, he smiled and lied. “Nothing, Pete. No reason to worry,” he said, letting out a false breath of relief. “Let Sheriff Childs inside. No one else. I won’t have this woman put on display for a raving band of grief tourists.”

      Pete holstered his gun and started toward the door.

      “Leave the lantern on the table, please,” said Doc, trying very hard to keep his voice steady. “You did a good job.”

      Pete set the lantern down on the table and brought himself to his full height. He gave a crooked smile. “Yeah?”

      Doc nodded, clasping one set of fingers over his trembling left hand. “I’ll be asking for your help more often. That’s for certain.”

      All the color ran out of Pete’s face. “I. . .”

      “I understand you are a busy man, Pete. I’m sure I could find someone else to help in a pinch.”

      “R-Right,” he said, his shoulders relaxing. He headed for the door and reached for the handle.

      A voice, pitched so high and terrified that it masked the speaker’s gender, punched through the impatient crowd noise outside. “What is that!”

      The voice repeated the question, this time screaming.

      “Everybody, get down!” Sheriff Childs commanded.

      Shrieks and yells came from outside as the rustle of worried townsfolk worked themselves into a wailing, panicked herd.

      A gunshot cut the air. Pete pulled his hand back and retreated from the door. Doc watched the blobs of lantern light outside the window scatter like frightened fireflies.

      “Run!” the sheriff shouted.

      Another thunder of gunfire flared in the night.

      From out in the street came an unsettling noise, like a large canvas sheet snapping in the wind.

      The shrill cries of the mob outside buckled Doc’s knees.

      Pete approached the window to look.

      “Pete, don’t⁠—”

      A man screamed. Something blurred through the night. Dark liquid arced across the frosted window, beading red against the light of Pete’s lantern.

      Pete shuffled backward, away from the window, the soles of his boots scraping the wooden slats, toward Doc and the body of Suzie Lawrence.

      Outside, someone was choking. A blood-soaked hand slapped against the window, groping at the slick surface and finding no purchase. Flesh moaning along the pane, the hand fell out of sight, leaving only wet red streaks.

      The braying of human terror outside stopped suddenly, leaving only silence. The wind sighed, cold and lonely. Silence came again.

      It was in that desperate quiet that Doc could hear his heart thumping in his chest. His breath, hot and heavy, fogged his glasses.

      “D-Doc?”

      “I don’t know⁠—”

      Through the blood-streaked window, the lanterns bobbed slowly, collectively back into view. The lights stretched to form a row, reaching from the eastern edge of one window, across the face of the office, to the western side of the other. They just stood there, uniform and unmoving as a line of soldiers.

      “What’s going⁠—”

      There came a single knock at the door.

      Pete yelped and fell on his ass. His lantern clattered to the ground, where its flame died. The office was thrown into almost complete darkness, save for what little light the perpetual eclipse and stars threw through the frosted glass.

      Doc stared at the door, hearing only the labor of his breathing.

      The spring inside the doorknob squealed. The lever clicked. The hinges sighed as the door opened. A spray of snow powdered the floor, carried into the office on the cold winter wind that had for over half a year been their pestilence.

      Three shadows stood in the doorway.

      A voice spoke a single word from the shuddering cold and blackness. “Kneel.”

      Pete rolled over, whimpering in prostration.

      Doc obeyed the command, unsure as to why.

      The three stepped into the office. One of them, a woman judging by her silhouette, closed the door.

      “Do not be afraid.” The voice was masculine, aristocratic. Smooth and slick as silk. A voice that compelled. A voice that was felt more than heard, with a power greater than its sound. “Though the world is fearfully changing, I bring you a chance at survival. And more.”

      The three figures stepped deeper into the office. The center figure turned his head slightly to the person on his left. “Give them more light, Sigurd. That they may see.”

      Sigurd snapped his fingers.

      The row of lanterns outside, carried by the very townsfolk who Doc Simmons had stitched and healed and cared for, stepped into the office single file. Ten of them, their twenty eyes unblinking, wide, and shimmering wet with tears. They formed a circle within the room, illuminating the office and the figures at the center.

      The tallest of the trio, Sigurd, was cut in stark contrast. Skin pale as cream against black hair curled in heavy bangs across a lineless brow. His large green eyes blinked heavy and languid. He wore a high-necked black military coat that cut snuggly over his chest. A black cape coat, its interior lined in yellow velvet, hung about his shoulders.

      Opposite him was the most beautiful woman Doc Simmons had ever seen. Her dark hair gleamed like spindles of polished iron—spindles that twisted around sapphire eyes burning hot as embers in a forge. Her red dress matched her scarlet lips. Though it was deathly cold, she was barefoot, as if her beauty and internal fire were all she needed protect herself from the winter frost.

      When she saw Doc staring, she winked at him.

      Doc shuddered at the sight.

      “You will understand,” said the man at the center of the other two figures, stepping forward, “that what I do now, I do for the safety of us all.” His voice flowed like honey, dark and rich. He wore a black suit, with a black cape coat mantling his thin shoulders. The man’s dark presence was arresting. He slicked back a brown curl from his eyes—eyes, Doc saw, that were black as crude oil. It was those deep, black circles that captured Doc entirely. Eyes that did not look at the doctor but looked into him. Penetrated him. “You are Doctor Timothy Simmons.”

      Doc opened his mouth to speak.

      “You are the mayor of this town. The leader of these. . . people.”

      “Y-yes.”

      “Doctor Simmons, I am Kristian. I have come down out of the mountain, as a measure of my goodwill, to inform you that as of this moment you belong to me. You, the people of Black Wells. . . all of the people inside what you once knew as Colorado.”

      Pete, shivering on the ground, let out a pitiful moan.

      “Hush, little bull,” said the woman in the scarlet dress.

      “I don’t understand,” said Doc.

      “You are an American, Doctor. Surely you must know expansion when you see it? Manifest destiny, you call it. The sun hides its face at all times now, and, though I do not know why, I will use it to my advantage. The time has come for my kingdom to come out of the mountain. In order to expand, I must maintain my people’s food supply. This you also understand. Winter reigns now—a cold such as even I, in my long-spanned life, have never known. With the long cold, your people die, yes? I cannot allow this. Our survival is tied to yours. We drink the life from that which lives, subsisting on humans the best. This has been our way since the beginning.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” asked Doc.

      Kristian sniffed a laugh. “The winter kills the wheat and your cattle. The famine starves our human herd. So, I am reaching out my hand to bring you under my protection. The people of this town elected you.” The word came out of his mouth in bitter contempt. “I will honor that election, so long as you understand that you are no longer a people of the United States. I shall allow you, as mayor, to oversee this section of my herd. In return, you will be given food and security, that you might live and continue to breed. Under my banner you will be preserved from all manner of predators and assailants.”

      Doc, who had served in Lincoln’s grand army from Sumter to Appomattox and met the late president not once but twice in his life, grit his teeth. Doctor Timothy Simmons, whose grandfather had fought in the bloody American Revolution, found in that moment the great portion of American resolve that had rested unbidden inside him for many years. “And if I refuse?”

      Kristian mournfully closed his eyes, as if fatigued by Doc’s question. He sighed and said, “Carmilla.”

      The woman in the scarlet dress lifted her naked foot and set it on the top of Pete’s head. She smiled at Doc and pressed the ball of her foot onto his face, pushing the man’s head against the hardwood floor.

      Pete cried out, then screamed as his skin began to wrinkle, then to flatten against the ground. With a thick wet crunch, Carmilla’s foot smashed through the man’s skull, spraying his blood and brains onto the floor in a steaming, red mass.

      Doc sucked in a fluttering, horrified breath. A noise he did not recognize escaped his lips.

      “Suffering, Doctor Simmons,” said Kristian, smiling. “A suffering your kind do not have words for, though we certainly do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Under a gray blanket of clouds, Carson Ptolemy stood on the sundeck of the Duke of Natchez. He was alone. Pipe clenched in false teeth, he leaned against a brass rail, watching thin plates of ice float past the churning steamer like frozen lily pads. They drifted down the cold Mississippi River toward Baton Rouge. Annie Miller and the others were waiting for him there. The business of the Peregrine Estate, or at least what was left of it, was in New Orleans, but word had reached Carson about strange reports from the lower Mississippi region: People going missing for weeks. Their blood-drained corpses found in dark alleyways or on the riverbank, bloated, frozen stiff. It was such blatantly vampiric activity that it gave him pause, wondering if it was too risky to ask his friends to meet him. When it came to Sigurd’s want for revenge and the guile of the Red Kingdom, the possibility of a trap was a very real thing. He had considered the dangers. Then, he’d telegraphed his friends, informing them of his suspicions.

      It had been six months since the Battle of Chicago. Six months since Sarah Lockhart, Sven Erickson, and Annie Miller had come to Carson’s rescue. After making their way back to derelict Abilene on the steam train Hephaestus, which had been easy to take considering its former owner had been shot and killed by Annie, he’d spent the next month convalescing. While his body healed from what the Society of Prometheus had done to him—at least as much as it could heal—he spent the time learning what had happened to the Peregrine Estate and the Judge. Annie spared no detail of Sigurd’s attack and the many lives it stole: Judge Hezekiah Ellison, Professor Robert Bass, her friend Orrin, and even her own mother. All of them dead at the hands of the vampire knight of the Red Kingdom, Sigurd of Antioch.

      Annie told him all that she had done, all that she had given up to come to his rescue in Chicago, and Carson had listened to the whole story without interruption. He hadn’t known what to say, but she didn’t wait for him to say anything.

      “Sarah says you know better than her, or Sven, how to hunt the vampires,” she’d said, staring at her hands as she stuffed tobacco into the bowl of her pipe. “How to fight them.”

      Carson envied the dexterity of her fingers, the indifferent ease. His own hands were skinny and weak, blue and black, every knuckle stiff. “Yes,” he said. “Gilbert taught me.”

      Annie’s eyes snapped up, flashing in the parlor lamplight with that deep blue of the Texas horizon. There was something about the sharpness of her gaze that made Carson look away, sending his eyes combing through every ribbon of her auburn hair.

      She took a deep breath. “Your father taught you. Now, you’re going to teach me.”

      Carson saw in her the same rage and need for revenge that had driven him to chase the members of the Society of Prometheus. That desire had sent him down a bloody path, leading to his capture and torture at their cruel hands. He would not allow that to happen to Annie. She had saved his life, and, more than that, saved him from the High Priest, the Black Manuscript, and the pantheon of malevolent creatures they served.

      He owed her everything.

      Annie Miller could have asked him for a handful of starlight and he’d have found a way to reach up and take it for her. There was nothing she could not ask for. Nothing she could not take.

      Carson gathered his bravery and dared to look deeply into her eyes. Behind her cold mask of fury, he saw a glimpse of the girl he’d met in Yellow Hill. Though she had traded the yellow sundress for a leather cavalry coat and black breeches strapped with a gun belt, there was still a softness about her that the world had not yet stolen. It was elusive, but there. Carson saw it. Bore witness to it.

      “Well?” she asked.

      Carson nodded. “Everything I know is yours to have,” he said.

      And then he had turned away, unable to further match her gaze.

      On the Duke of Natchez, the wind rolled over the sunless sun deck. The steamer sounded a docking whistle, its big side-wheel paddle chewing up the river toward the row upon row of Creole river houses and saloons lining the port of Baton Rouge.

      The port was overflowing with cotton stacks corseted in heavy hemp ropes. Passengers straddled barrels of wheat and barley. There were men and women smoking or tilting back bottles of whiskey trying to keep warm, bundled in heavy coats. Some hovered above shivering children, sheltering them from the cold wind and cold-blooded cutthroats famous to lurk the river. All waiting for transport.

      Beyond them, rising tall above the pastel-painted homes and businesses, was a gloomy castle: the Louisiana state capitol building. It overlooked Baton Rouge and its dark river, a gray, cloud-mantled warden with fire-blackened windows. Hanging from its lofty crenels were flimsy scaffolds dangling on guy-lines. Each scaffold bore a mason, who worked to repair what the Slaver’s Revolt had rightfully cost the rebel city.

      The steamer’s massive wheel slowed, and over its thunderous water-slapping chop came the high cry of fiddles and drums echoing off the black Mississippi and the lily pads of ice bound for New Orleans. Carson smiled at the sounds of people persisting in their gaiety despite the pestilent winter. Their endurance in the face of all this new suffering reminded him that no matter the growing darkness, there was light that would forever remain beyond its reach. Or so he dared to believe.

      He went down to his quarters, tucked his pinfire revolver into his holster, and threw on his camel-hair duster, and over that he shouldered a satchel. He pocketed a small knife, curling his fingers around it, just in case any of the riverfolk decided that his limp made him look like easy prey.

      He made his way to the passenger deck to disembark, passing through the teeming masses of boat-bound bodies, and tramped over mud-soaked wooden slats laid out in the street. Stepping out of the road, he walked the sidewalk, where he passed smoking blacksmith shops ringing with the rhythm of their farriers. Across the street, a short, ruddy woman bellowed over the heavy traffic, thrusting charms and necklaces high into the air. Chains of silver and gold, glimmering with colored glass, tangled around her fingers that she waved at potential customers waiting their turn at a stained butcher’s cart.

      Two children, their faces streaked with soot, raced over the wooden slats, almost knocking Carson over, laughing and running, untroubled by the weather and the sloppy road conditions.

      “Come on,” one yelled to the other. “They’re gonna do it in the street!”

      They dashed ahead toward a group collecting at one of the intersections.

      A narrow-eyed tanner sporting a brown derby looked up from a wide strip of hide, calling after them. “Hey! Who’s doing what in the street?!”

      One of the children turned back, his teeth a flash against his coal-streaked skin. “Gunfighter’s Guild! Both of ’em high ranking.”

      At those words, the tanner set down his tools, and, wiping his hands swiftly on his apron, rushed down the street as if late for his own wedding.

      “Sven,” said Carson. Worry knotted in his stomach. Up ahead, he saw a face pass between the heads of two coon-skin hats jockeying for a good place to see the action. For the briefest of moments, he saw the auburn hair, the blue eyes. “Annie?” said Carson to no one.

      Something small and round pressed against his shoulder blades. Something cold. The sound of the hammer ratcheting back would have shriveled the heart of most men, but Carson found only the calm center of himself, all of him relaxing. One of the riverfolk had seen him limping along and likely slipped behind him while he had been focused on the churning crowd ahead. Though he wasn’t sure how fast he was now, what with so many infirmities set upon his hands, still his fingers squeezed the handle of the slender knife in his pocket, the muscles in his arms coiled beneath his heavy coat, ready to whip around and⁠—

      “Not on your best goddamn day, Carson Ptolemy,” said the voice behind him. It was a woman’s voice. Bright and cheerful, arrogant as hell.

      Carson relaxed. “Sarah.”

      He turned and there she was. Sarah Lockhart—all dark skin and dark hair and big hazelnut eyes wrinkling above a smile. Her teeth as white as the pearl handle of the revolver she spun and holstered. “About time you got here,” she said.

      “Hurried every chance I got. Natchez was—” Just before he could explain, the crowd at the intersection roared.

      “Time for that later,” said Sarah. She took him by the elbow and tugged him toward the spectators.

      “Number five found him?” asked Carson, half-skipping to keep up with her.

      “Shit,” said Sarah. “Try number four.”

      “Wait,” said Carson, trying to keep up with her as she barreled her way into the crowd, shoving aside the duo of coonskin-capped fellows. “Sven killed number three?”

      “Damn straight. Never seen a man more tired of being alive. He was a fellow named—hey, you wanna get the hell outta my way,” she said, pushing past a passel of bonneted, doe-eyed girls clutching handkerchiefs to their lips. “Named Death Walks Nearby. Lakota fella. Apparently, he’d been number three for the last six years. You should have seen it, Carson. Since Larry got killed in Chicago, Sven cares about only two things: being number one in the Gunfighter’s Guild and doing whatever the hell Annie Miller asks.”

      Carson nodded, finally hearing the name he wanted to hear. “I thought I just saw Ann⁠—”

      “Nah, she ain’t here. She’s back at the hotel. Got it in her mind to get to New Orleans, recruit the rest of the Gunfighter’s Guild, and then make Hell against Sigurd and the rest of the kingdom.”

      Carson stepped on a woman's foot. He apologized, then said, “She mentioned those plans before I left. Which is why I advised you all to meet me here on our way to New Orleans. She asked me to teach her how to hunt Sigurd and his kind. Baton Rouge is going to give her a chance at learning it first-hand.”

      They finally broke through the shoulder-to-shoulder press of people. The crowd was much larger than Carson had initially estimated. Across the intersection, he saw another wall of people near three times as long.

      Sarah unhooked his elbow, turned, and smiled at him. “She told me she thought that might be why you had us meet you here. Then again, Baton Rouge is where Sally Scull found us. So, that’s on you.”

      Carson wrinkled his nose. “Who the hell is Sally Scull?”

      Like an answered prayer from on high, Carson’s question was answered by a loud voice, harkening the crowd unto silence: “Listen up, peckerwoods! My name is Sally Scull!”

      The voice came from the thoroughfare near Carson, where stood a big woman wrapped in leathers and a bearskin coat. “I am the four. Here as I live and draw breath, do I challenge Sven goddamn Erickson, the three, within the rules of the Gunfighter’s Guild. I challenge him in honor to a contest of the gun.” The woman’s cruel confidence slanted across a face streaked with long red scars. To the shocked gasps of the crowd, she drew her gun almost faster than Carson could see and whirled it, spinning the ironwood handle and its blued steel in a technical display that sent a wave of awe through the onlookers. Then, with a flick of the wrist, the revolver flipped once in the air and fell cleanly into her holster.

      The crowd let out a cheer.

      Sally took a showman’s bow.

      Carson swept his eyes down the street. There, standing still as a mountain, was Sven Erickson. His black hat tilted so that it obscured everything except the grim line of his mouth.

      Sally silenced the crowd with her bawdy roar. “I’ve traveled the perils of an ocean and eleven states to find you, Sven. You’ve famously killed twenty-seven of our number, but now that streak comes to an end. Sorry to say, you won’t be making it to the convocation in dear New Orleans. Do you yield or accept?”

      Convocation? Carson had never heard of that.

      Every head turned to the big gunfighter opposite Sally Scull.

      “Withdraw, Sally. Withdraw while you still have your life and your honor,” said Sven, then lifted his chin so that his eyes made a hard line for his challenger.

      Sally laughed. “Them eyes don’t scare me. The challenge stands.”

      “Fine. I accept.”

      Time passed between them. Sven stood there, a pale, calm Goliath. Eyes half-lidded. Hands still. Sally Scull, on the other hand, roiled with nervous energy, constantly licking her lips and wiggling her fingers above the butt of her revolver.

      What came next was the quickest, cleanest draw Carson had ever seen. Thunder whipped the air. A single cloud of gunsmoke filled the space between the two pistoleers. Sally Scull spun, arms flailing. She slapped hard into the mud, wailing all the way down.

      Sven, without flourish, holstered his gun.

      A man standing next to Carson whispered to another. “Sh-She’s alive.”

      “I thought they shot for keeps?” the other whispered back.

      The men were right. When the challenge was issued, it was for life and death, sure as blood dried black.

      Sally let out another moan as she tried to push herself to her feet. “You son of a bitch,” she howled. “You goddamn smooth shooting son of a whore.”

      Sven walked the long distance between them, the silence cut only by the jingle of his spurs and Sally’s moans. He stood over the woman, and then squatted down with his big forearms resting on his knees. Strangely enough, Sven whispered to the woman. Then he stood back up and turned to walk away. “Guild business is concluded.”

      Sarah Lockhart nudged Carson. “Sven is smooth as a gentleman’s manners, yeah?”

      It was true. Sven Erickson’s pull had been nothing short of marvelous, but it was the non-lethal shot that puzzled Carson the most. “What the hell was that?” he asked under his breath.

      “That,” she said, “is someone everyone ought to be awful afraid of.”

      “Why did he leave her alive?”

      Sarah’s smile was as wide as the Mississippi itself. “Like I said, kiddo. Because Annie Miller told him to.”
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      Ashley Sutliff rapped his knuckles against the table. “Hey,” he said, using his cards to wave cigar smoke out of his face. “You awake?”

      “Don’t rush me, buddy,” the skinny old man across the table said.

      The saloon was warm as the weather outside would allow and throbbing with life. A two-piece band comprised of a tap-dancing fiddler and a claw-hammering banjo player rolled through their rendition of “The Foxhunter.”

      Ashley hated this goddamn song. Hated waiting. He was starting to hate the old man even more. But the old man wasn’t the real source of his frustration, even though his snail’s pace of play was infuriating. No, Ashley had been in this town for over a week waiting to get an audience with the highest-ranking members of the Gunfighter’s Guild. You would’ve thought for a group of mercenary gunhands they would make themselves easily accessible to clients, but that was painfully not the case. He had been to every saloon in New Orleans it seemed, throwing around his name to every bartender and noting his desire to meet with them.

      The old man slid his fingers through the handlebars of a wispy mustache. His other hand held his cards close to his chest, protecting the secrets they would soon tell.

      Ashley cocked his head. “Rubbing that caterpillar ain’t going to change those cards, pops.”

      The old man squinted harder, calculating the possibilities set within the three cards on the table: ace of spades, the jack and five of diamonds.

      “I bet. . .” the old man said, taking his time, “two hundred.” He leveled his wrinkled, brown eyes at Ashley.

      “Call,” said Ashley without hesitation, shoving his chips to the center of the table.

      The old man frowned, suddenly worried. “Now wait a second. . .”

      “Here comes the turn,” said the dealer. He flipped another card on the table, face-up. He looked at the old man. “Queen of hearts,” said the dealer. “Your bet, sir.”

      Ashley nodded to call.

      The old man leaned forward, narrowing his eyes at the queen of hearts. He let out a long, considering hum and, twisting the hairs of his mustache together, stared a hole into the card. “Let’s see.” Suddenly, his eyes widened as if sparked by a revelation sent from God himself.

      Jesus Christ, thought Ashley. Is that what passed for a poker face in goddamn Louisiana?

      “Can I get another goddamn drink?” Ashley waved his hand at the bar.

      Across the room, the bartender was slinging drinks fast, but nodded. “Yes, sir, Mr. Sutliff.”

      “Sutliff,” said the old man. “That wouldn’t be Ashley Sutliff, would it?”

      Ashley shook his head. Goddamn bartender was going to scare off all the easy money. “It. Is. Your. Bet,” he said.

      “I-I don’t know. . .” The old man looked at the cards in his hand, then back to the table. Back to his own cards again. “You know what,” he said, “it don’t matter if you is him. I ain’t scared of some Texas dandy.”

      The band wended their tune into another lively piece, and when they came to the refrain a group of pale-skinned cowboys hollered a “hey!” in unison.

      “Well then, let your courage guide your coin.”

      “I’m all in,” the old man said with a mean grin.

      “Fucking finally,” said Ashley. “I call.” He flipped his aces over onto the table, got up and began to walk toward the bar.

      “Sir,” said the dealer, “aren’t you going to wait for the river card?”

      Ashley patted the old man on the shoulder. “My three-of-a-kind beats your queen pair. And even if you catch a third queen, I’ve got aces. And don’t think about taking those chips back. I know how much is there.”

      “How? Now, wait⁠—”

      “I am all fucking done with waiting.”

      “Jack of clubs,” said the dealer. “Trip aces takes the pot.”

      The old man, disgusted, tossed his cards into the mess of chips. “Goddamn it!”

      “Ah, the delightful keening of a man gambling away that which he couldn’t afford to lose.” Ashley brushed past a saloon girl and winked at her. He had forgotten her name.

      “Mister Sutliff,” she said, blushing.

      Ashley patted her on the rump. “Grab those chips off the table and meet me upstairs in ten, would you, sweetheart.”

      “My pleasure,” she said.

      Ashley leaned an elbow on the bar. “It certainly will be,” he said to himself.

      The bartender slid a mug of beer across the oak bar with a practiced hand. It slid to a stop in front of Ashley without spilling a drop.

      Again, the crowd of cowboys let out a delighted “hey!” at the end of their tune.

      It wasn’t the drink he craved, but it went down smooth. Ashley wiped the froth from his mustache and sighed. “Earl,” he said to the bartender. “When are you going to get a decent band in here?”

      Earl smiled, punching a rag into a mug. “The minute you start paying for it. God knows you could afford it.”

      Ashley finished the beer. “Never pay for anything you can get for free.” He turned and watched the saloon girl walk up the stairs to his room. “Not once.”

      If the band hadn’t stopped playing, Ashley wouldn’t have heard the boots stepping behind him.

      Earl’s smile fell into a frown, his eyes going wide.

      Goddamn it, Ashley thought. I do not have the time or the patience for this. He drew his gun and whirled.

      The old man was standing there, a skinning knife in his wavering hand. The blade gleamed slender and sharp.

      Ashley’s gun was in the old man’s face, and the pisspot’s menacing expression melted into panic.

      The sounds of the bustling saloon and a dozen conversations died.

      “I—” the old man squeaked.

      Ashley pulled back the hammer on his revolver. “Need the money? Then you shouldn’t have sat at the table.”

      “My wife. . . my grandchildren⁠—”

      “Are not my goddamn concern.”

      Earl spoke up, his voice a warning. “Boys, I don’t like blood on my floor. Takes too damn long to clean, and the stain doesn’t come out.”

      “Then tell Methuselah here to sheathe his knife, so that he can go live out the rest of his life in poverty.”

      The old man’s lip began to quiver, then his eyes narrowed. “You cheated.”

      “Aw, shit,” said Earl.

      An angry fire rushed up from Ashley’s belly. “Cheated,” he growled.

      “Damn right.” The old man’s cheeks flushed. “I’m saying you cheated. You ain’t gonna kill me, Sutliff. I know the killing type, and you ain’t it.”

      “Ashley,” warned Earl.

      “Therein lies your second mistake, old-timer. You’ve got me figured all wrong.”

      The old man’s hand was quavering now, either too tired to hold the knife or too scared to do anything meaningful with it. “Now, you listen to me, Sutliff⁠—”

      Ashley leveled his cold green eyes at the old man. “The first was you went for your knife instead of your gun. Should’ve shot me in the back while you had the chance.”

      “I ain’t a coward.”

      “Shame. Cowards live longer. But, that means you won’t mind taking our business out into the street. I’d hate to ruin Earl’s floor.”

      The old man’s courage shriveled, his face drained white. “N-name the time, Sutliff.”

      Ashley stepped in close, letting the tip of the man’s knife press into the gambler’s brocade vest. “Like I said, I’m all fucking done with waiting.”

      The old man licked his lips. He nodded slowly, desperation fueling his courage. “All right, you little bastard. Let’s do it.” He sheathed his knife and turned toward the door.

      Ashley let him turn and take one step for the door. Then he kicked him square in the balls.

      The crowd let out a collective moan.

      The old man collapsed, clutching his crotch.

      “Third mistake,” said Ashley.

      “My balls,” the old man cried. “You broke my balls!”

      “You weren’t using them.” Ashley turned away from the shriveled mass on the floor back to the bar. “You can walk away with some busted balls, or do you still wanna fight?”

      “God, no,” the old man whimpered.

      “Someone help gramps to his horse.” Ashley picked up his empty beer mug and delivered a disappointed stare into the glass. “No one calls me a goddamn cheat.”

      “Charlie, Bill,” Earl said, pointing at two men at a nearby table. “Would you two be so kind as to help this man outside.”

      Two men got up from their table, laughing and shaking their heads. They carried the old man out the door.

      The voice of the old man gave one final curse from outside, “Goddamn you, Sutliff!”

      Ashley laughed joylessly. “I’ll have one more before I retire, Earl.” Then he turned to the fiddler and the banjo player. “And you two, play ‘Young Hunting.’”

      The two-piece band didn’t miss a beat. With a hard, glorious clap and a “one, two, three,” they rolled into Ashley’s favorite ballad.

      The saloon doors swung open again, but it wasn’t Charlie and Bill who came back inside. A short dark man wrapped in a black wool suit and matching felt hat stepped through the doors. He eyed the room slow and patient, like an eagle scanning a stream. A pearl-handled revolver on his hip rippled in the ruddy lamplight.

      He approached the bar, put a boot on the brass footrail that ran its length, and took off his hat, revealing a freshly shaven scalp. He set it down between himself and Ashley. “Earl,” he said.

      “Mister Sterling,” said Earl without looking the man in the eye. “Your usual?”

      Sterling nodded.

      Earl reached over to grab a bottle of rye. Ashley caught the slight tremble in the bartender’s fingers. That, like the fancy pistol, grabbed Ashley’s attention.

      “This him?” asked Sterling, leaning his head at Ashley.

      Earl set a shot glass down on the bar. “Yes, sir.” He filled the glass to the brim and then shuffled to the other end of the bar, suddenly needing to wipe it down even though it was clean.

      Sterling swiveled his body toward Ashley, swinging a leg wide, but did not meet his gaze. Instead, he looked over at the band playing their lively melody. “Mister Sutliff, I presume?”

      “Depends.”

      “On?”

      “Well, you don’t strike me as a bounty hunter looking for money or a husband wanting revenge.”

      Sterling laughed. “I am a solicitor. At this moment, a proxy.”

      “I know. For the Gunfighter’s Guild.” Ashley locked his eyes on the man, sizing him up. He reached over and took the shot glass in front of Sterling. Never looking away, Ashley drank the whiskey in one slow gulp. Then, he wiped his mustache with the back of his thumb, once to the left, then to the right. “And that’s what you owe me for making me wait a whole goddamn week,” he said. “You’re the Guild’s man. Was wondering when I’d finally get an audience. I have a proposal.”

      “You’re a sharp man, Mr. Sutliff.”

      “Don’t need to be sharp to pick one of you Guild proxy fellas out. All formal and self-serious as you are.”

      “What is your proposal?” the dark man said, reaching over to take the shot glass out of Ashley’s hand.

      Ashley let him take it. “Not you,” he said. “I want an audience. At the Guild estate.”

      Sterling examined the glass, rolling it in his fingers. “I am afraid that is an impossibility. The Guild is currently⁠—”

      “Under the rules of the convocation. Yes, I know. Which is exactly why it is important that I meet with them now, while every single ranked gunfighter is in the same place.”

      “You wish to appeal to all of the members? Why?”

      Ashley grinned. “I don’t want to appeal to them. I want to hire them. All of them.”

      “I had heard you were a funny man. A brigand, though charming. I also heard that you joke to hide your fear or”—he looked Ashley in the eyes, unflinching—“what I am given to understand is an almost ungovernable anger. Your name has a long reach in certain circles.”

      “And what circles would that be?”

      “Gamblers, highwaymen, occultists, and degenerates, such as yourself. The people in those circles say that you are a man to be cautious of.” Sterling set the glass on the bar and rapped his knuckles on the wood. “Do you understand how much money it would require to hire every single member of the Guild? To ask them to forgo their game and work unto one purpose? No offense, Mr. Sutliff, but even the most successful gambler alive could not afford that kind of purchase.”

      “Ain’t my money I’m spending but the money of my own employer.”

      Sterling lifted a curious eyebrow. “Deep pockets?”

      “Oceans wide and fathoms deep, Mr. Sterling.”

      Earl came and filled the empty glass with whiskey, silent as the grave, then shuffled back down the bar. Sterling slid the glass over to Ashley and smiled. “Perhaps if you gave me the name of your employer, it might carry some weight as to how serious I take this proposal.”

      Ashley had to laugh. Despite the man’s priggish sense of formality, he liked him. He slugged the shot. “Fine.” He reached into his coat pocket, drew out a folded sheet, and handed it to Sterling.

      Sterling opened the sheet, read it. His expression never changed, not even when he got to the signature at the bottom.

      Now that was a poker face, Ashley thought.

      “It’s genuine,” said Ashley.

      “Oh, I believe its authenticity, Mr. Sutliff. And because of that, I’d like to invite you to take a walk with me.”

      “It would be my pleasure.”

      Ashley followed the man out of the saloon, leaving behind the money and the saloon girl in his room. He didn’t need either.

      Ashley Sutliff was finally done waiting.
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