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1880 Missouri

The tin cans rattled and pinged as Pearl Thompkins' bullets found their mark again and again. Sweat trickled down her brow under the midday sun, but her hands remained steady on the well-worn grips of her Colt Peacemakers. Out here on the frontier, a woman had to be quick on the draw and even quicker on her feet. Especially a Pinkerton detective like herself, sworn to uphold justice in a lawless land.

She holstered her irons and surveyed the remote expanse of dust and scrub brush. Satisfied with her practice, Pearl reached for her canteen. The lukewarm water did little to quench her thirst, but she knew better than to waste a single drop. In this harsh terrain, even the smallest comforts were hard-earned.

The sound of hoofbeats snapped her to attention. Pearl's hands hovered over her revolvers as she squinted against the shimmering heat waves. A rider approached, silhouetted by the glaring sun. Pearl held her ground, ready for trouble. 

As the figure drew closer, Pearl recognized the lean, wiry frame of her mentor, Sarah "Quickdraw" Quinn, legend of the Pinkertons. The older woman reined in her mount and dismounted with a grace that belied her years.

"Pearl." Sarah nodded in greeting, her weathered face bearing a grim expression. "I've got a new assignment for you." 

Pearl arched an eyebrow. "Who's the unlucky drifter this time?" She expected the usual fare—some lowlife cattle rustler or good-for-nothing bandit terrorizing frontier towns.

Sarah's steely gaze met Pearl's questioning look. "Maverick Richman." She spat in the dust, as if his name left a bitter taste. 

A vampire. A creature of the night preying on the innocent. Corruption made flesh and fang. Bloodsuckers were treacherous prey, but Maverick wouldn’t be her first vampire or her last.

"All right. Execution or trial?"

"Either. But HQ thinks he could be of use if he’s willing to make a deal and come work for us."

“A vampire? Working for the Pinkertons?” Pearl stared at her old friend in disbelief. 

"I’m glad I’m retiring,” Sarah said. “I never thought I’d see the day when we put a badge on the monsters we hunt."

“So why are we?”

“There’s something big coming on the horizon and having a vampire on our side could turn the tide.” 

“Like what?” Pearl didn’t like the sound of that.

“Like if we don’t evolve, we could die out.”

“The Pinkertons?”

“Humanity.”

“Fuck,” Pearl said, and wished her canteen had something stronger than water in it. This country couldn’t take another war so soon after the last one. They were still putting the United States back together.

“I don’t have the details, and I’m not sure I want them. I’m getting too old for this shit.”

“HQ thinks we can trust a vampire?” Pearl couldn’t believe that they were willing to make a deal with a bloodsucker.

“They trust you,” Sarah said.

“Great.” Pearl considered just driving a stake in the outlaw’s heart and calling it a night.

Sarah seemed to see that conclusion in her eyes and said reluctantly, “We need him, Pearl. Hell, we need his whole gang, but we can start with him. President Hayes is counting on us.”

“That’s a heavy weight.” The President of the United States had eyes on her mission. No pressure.

“Here’s the offer.” Sarah handed her a thick contract. “He’ll get full immunity for his crimes after fifty years of service. We’ll provide him with nourishment.”

Pearl made a face. “Really?”

Sarah gave a half shrug. “There are volunteers, and then there are prisoners.”

“Volunteers?”

“I don’t understand it either. But some people liken a vampire’s bite to drinking a bottle of whisky. It’s probably cheaper too.”

“There’s more than one price to pay for that,” Pearl said with a grunt.

Sarah continued, “We’ll also provide him with safe lodgings. In return, his nights belong to us as a Pinkerton employee.”

“Do you really think he’ll go for it?” Pearl knew that a lot of human outlaws would rather shoot it out with her to the death than join up with the law.

“Maverick isn’t the only vampire we’re courting,” Sarah said. “But he’s our best shot.”

“Why is that?” Pearl thought one fangster was as good as the next.

“He fought alongside George Washington as a Revolutionary War soldier.”

“What?”

“He was on the good side of the law for a while.” 

“What happened to him?”

Sarah handed Pearl a well-worn journal. “You can read all about it here. It has everything we know about Maverick Richman and vampires in general. We think he’s hunkered down a few hours away. You should start your search there.” Sarah pointed to a town on a roughly sketched map.

Pearl flipped through the journal and shook her head. “All right. I’ll see what I can do. If he wants to come quietly, we’ll travel by night and meet you at the Pine Valley Pinkerton’s office. If he wants to put up a fight, I’ll stake him.” She was happy that her voice sounded matter-of-fact. Because deep down, she wasn’t sure how she was going to pull this one off. Any vampire she’d ever gone after had immediately attacked. They were fast and deadly. Pearl didn’t think she’d even get a chance to give Maverick the Pinkertons’ offer.

Sarah remounted her horse. “Good hunting.” 

As Sarah rode off in a cloud of dust, Pearl studied the journal. It was detailed and organized, like Sarah’s brain. There were sketches taken from Maverick’s wanted poster. Even rendered in stark ink, his presence was magnetic, dangerous. She traced a finger over the bold letters proclaiming his crimes: murder, theft, devilry. 

But Pearl was no stranger to danger. She'd faced down human monsters and inhuman beasts alike, always emerging victorious. This mission would be no different. As she swung into the saddle of her faithful steed, Pearl felt a grim sense of purpose settle over her like a mantle. She urged her horse forward, its hooves kicking up clouds of dust as they set off toward the unknown. The sun beat down mercilessly overhead, baking the cracked earth and shimmering off the distant mesas. Sweat trickled down Pearl's neck, but she didn’t pay it any mind. Discomfort was an old companion, a reminder that she was alive and on the hunt.

Mile after mile fell away beneath her steed's relentless pace. The landscape shifted from sun-bleached plains to jagged canyons, prickly pear giving way to twisted scrub brush. Pearl kept a watchful eye as she rode, knowing that danger could lurk behind any rock or in any gully.

As the sun began its slow descent toward the horizon, Pearl reined in her horse at the outskirts of the ramshackle settlement where Maverick was last reported to have been seen. Dilapidated buildings huddled together like wary conspirators, their weathered façades speaking of hard times and harder people.

The scent of horse manure and body sweat hung in the air, mingling with the faint aroma of whiskey drifting from the nearby saloon. In the distance, a dog barked, its cry echoing through the sparse expanse.

Pearl dismounted, her spurs jangling as her boots hit the dusty ground. She tied her horse to the hitching post outside the saloon, giving his flank a reassuring pat. The faded sign above the bat-wing doors proclaimed the establishment as the Rusty Spur, though the lettering was barely legible through the grime. 

Pearl pushed through the doors into the dingy interior. The saloon fell silent as every head turned to stare at her. Pearl met their gazes with a steely one of her own, her hand resting casually on the butt of her pistol.
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