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			Those familiar with New Mexico’s geography might

			 notice that I have taken several liberties with the 

			locations of towns, mountain ranges and other landmarks. 

			The vampires, however, are real.

			‘It is the nature of vampires to increase and multiply, but according to an ascertained and ghostly law.’

			Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu

			‘For all have sinned, and fall short of the glory of God.’

			Romans 3:23

		

	
		
			This one is for you, Jack. You’re the best son a dad 

			could ever ask for, and you’ve filled the past thirteen 

			years of my life with joy and wonder. I’m thankful beyond words for you, I’m proud of you for being the amazing 

			person you are, and I’ll love you and cherish you forever.

		

	
		
			Part One

			Somewhere Outside Las Cruces

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			New Mexico, 1885

			Cody peered over the rim of the cliff and felt his throat tighten. Jesus Christ, he thought. Jesus Christ Almighty.

			There, cupped in the rocky basin far below, were the devils. Stripped of their acting garb, the five powerful men capered about the fire like cackling demons. Blood slicked their chests, their rugged chins glinting like sloppy jewels. Over the broad, seething fire revolved the corpse of an old man, spitted from anus to mouth on a cottonwood pike. Price, their leader, was thrashing something on the basin floor, pounding it as though in the thrall of some childish tantrum. And though Cody’s mind revolted at the very thought, he realized the object Price wielded was a human leg. As the scene wavered out of focus, the fire heat shimmering the naked men, Cody saw the ragged bone stub jutting out of the severed leg. It was all he could do to keep his gorge down.

			He was so transfixed by the grotesqueness of the scene that he hardly noticed the boy on the ledge below him. Small, frail-looking, aglow with moonlight, the boy resembled some creature of the desert, a lizard or a scorpion washed pale by the sun. The boy crawled forward, toward the lip of the outcropping, and Cody realized how skinny the kid was. A slender cage of ribs stood out under a shirt that might once have been white. The wool pants didn’t come close to touching the ratty shoes. Cody figured the pants for hand-me-downs.

			Below, one of the men – Horton, Cody now saw, the youngest of the devils – kept time on a metal wash drum, dust puffing from his strong hands as he slapped out his arrhythmic tattoo. It was a damn good thing the men below were occupied, for the boy on the ledge was sitting straight up and peering openly at them now, making no attempt at all to conceal himself.

			Cody thought, What’re you doing, kid? Get down before they see you.

			But the kid didn’t, only continued taking in the scene, his legs dangling over the ledge as if he were watching a carnival sideshow. Jesus, if the boy didn’t watch out, he’d lose his balance and plummet straight down at them, and if the impact didn’t kill him – which was nearly a sure thing; the drop was a hundred feet easy – the devils sure as hell would. They’d enjoy it, too. Cody had seen them slaughter ones almost as young.

			The distance between Cody and the boy was only fifteen feet or so, yet it was a sheer drop down bald sandstone. He could no more make it to the boy unobserved and unhurt than he could bring Angela back from the dead.

			The thought of his wife blurred his vision, made his nose run. He ran a savage wrist along his upper lip and choked back the tears. No, by God. Now wasn’t the time for that. He’d come all this way to study them, to learn their tendencies. Not to shed more tears over the woman who’d betrayed him.

			The little boy below – the stupid son of a bitch – had rolled over onto his stomach, head toward Cody now, clearly intending to slide down the verge on his belly. And then what? Cody’s mind demanded. Become their next meal? Serve yourself up on a platter? If they spotted the kid, they might well spot Cody too, and he knew once they saw you, there was no escaping.

			Not knowing why he was doing it but knowing he had to do it just the same, Cody mimicked the boy’s movements, lay flat on the stone ledge and lowered himself down, hoping to God the drop wasn’t as sheer as it looked, hoping he’d slide down and land gracefully instead of free-falling toward a broken leg or much, much worse.

			As Cody’s hips grated over the scabrous edge, he did his best to cling to the rock wall, but the perpendicular drop eluded his reaching legs. Damn it all, he thought. Here I go.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			A vertiginous drop through black space, then a fearsome pain in his back. Cody lay still a moment, staring up at the pinprick stars in the inky night sky. He’d landed decently enough – his legs were numb but unbroken – but his lower back felt like it had been flayed open. He reached down and fingered the area just above his tailbone. His hand came away wet. He reached down again and touched the warm gash. A superficial wound, but painful all the same. He listened for the washbasin drum, the hellish voices howling their terrible dirge, but there was nothing now. The valley had fallen silent.

			Please, Cody thought. Please let them resume without seeing me. I’ll turn back and leave them to their hunting. I won’t chase the devils anymore.

			Then he remembered: the boy.

			Cody rolled over and beheld the frightened face, the tiny hands pawing at the gritty ledge for purchase. The child was about to fall but knew any noise would alert them, draw them up the verge like a pack of ravenous wolves.

			The plea in the boy’s eyes broke Cody’s trance. He leaped forward and seized the chicken-bone wrists. Rearing back, he hauled the child toward him. Without thinking, he embraced the boy – more to calm himself than the kid – but the boy’s hands lashed out, furrowed Cody’s cheeks just under the eyes.

			Cody shoved the boy away. “Jesus, kid,” he hissed. “I risk my tail for you and you try to claw my eyes out?”

			Cody froze, remembering the devils below. He scrambled toward the edge to see if they were coming.

			They weren’t. Ranged in an undulating half circle, they feasted before the fire, most of the old man’s corpse still steaming on the spit. Idly, Cody noted that both the old man’s legs were intact, which meant the leg Price had been swinging belonged to someone else. Was it Angela’s?

			Cody heard a whimpering and, looking up, saw the child’s small eyes shining out of a dirt-grimed face. The kid was fighting the tears but losing. Some of Cody’s asperity faded.

			“You know that man down there?” he whispered.

			The kid looked at him but didn’t reply.

			“The one they’re roasting,” Cody said. “The old man.”

			For a moment the kid seemed to look through him, beyond him, to the terrible chapter that had just concluded in his young life. Then he nodded. Moments later he joined Cody at the edge of the cliff.

			The smell of seared flesh drifted up to them. Though Cody tried hard to breathe through his mouth, its acrid stench insinuated itself anyway. Growing up, one of their hogs had gotten caught on barbed wire once, and the wound had turned gangrenous. The smell of the old man’s flesh reminded him of the hog’s, though this odor was somehow worse, the wrongness of the cannibalism somehow communicating itself in its scent.

			Price placed the leg on the ground beside him like a gory walking stick and sank his white teeth into a bit of shoulder meat he’d ripped off the steaming corpse.

			In response, the boy whimpered louder.

			“Shut the hell up,” Cody said, but the kid only shook his head and moaned.

			He seized the kid by the collar. “You want them to hear you?”

			When the kid didn’t answer, Cody grabbed him by the scruff of the neck, shook him. The boy glared at him as though about to strike again, but Cody stayed the child’s hand with his fiercest stare.

			He brought his face close to the boy’s. “You shut up now or I’ll toss you over this cliff.”

			The boy’s eyes widened.

			Cody nodded. “That’s better.”

			They watched as the biggest devil, the one called Penders, rose and lumbered over to the edge of the flickering firelight. Grasping his penis with an immense paw, Penders voided his bladder into the dust.

			Cody remembered the huge man, his black-stubbled face grinning as he fondled Angela in front of a roomful of men.

			As if reading his thoughts, the boy asked, “They kill your kin too?”

			The thickness in Cody’s throat prohibited speech. In answer he turned and spat.

			“Bastards,” the boy said, a break in his voice. Suddenly, Cody was desperate to get away from the smell of scorched flesh, the monosyllabic chatter from below. How different these men were from the characters they portrayed. How different they were now than they’d seemed upon entering Tonuco that afternoon three days ago.

			Cody remembered the premonition he’d had, that sense of fatedness that caused him to stop in midspeech, Angela staring up at him curiously. Try as he would, Cody could not look away from the six black quarter horses – their blinders as dark as their hair – towing a black carriage car with red-curtained windows. It seemed a rolling piece of hell, an emissary of darkness come to shatter the uneasy truce he and his wife had negotiated. And when Angela, too, beheld the dark carriage with the gilded cursive letters spelling Adam Price and His Traveling Players, Cody knew something catastrophic had been set into motion.

			Almost as though it had been waiting for Angela’s attention as its cue, the carriage stopped, the black horses obeying a half-obscured driver, in front of the Crooked Tree Saloon. For several moments nothing happened. The carriage remained as motionless as the mares that powered it. Cody took a hesitant step in the direction of the general store – the intended destination of their visit to town that afternoon – but Angela was transfixed.

			Then Adam Price stepped out of the carriage, and Cody felt his wife slip away.

			Price had smiled winningly and beckoned them over. The tall man was hatless but wore a long black cape. Eyeing his tailored clothes, Angela asked him if he was really an actor. Price had indicated the wooden sets stored beneath the coach as proof of his thespian profession.

			“I’ve always wanted to act,” Angela had said.

			Price’s grin broadened. “It happens that we’re in need of a female lead for our two weekend performances.” Smiling grandly, Price had proffered a hand.

			“Angela,” Cody said.

			“It’s just for fun, darling,” she answered. “Don’t be so solemn all the time.”

			“Angela.”

			“Two little shows,” she said. She slid her hand into Price’s.

			And without a backward glance, Angela had followed the tall actor into the Crooked Tree Bar.

			Remembering it now, Cody’s chest went as hard as stone. Though the night air up here on the ledge was cool and crisp, he found it nearly impossible to breathe.

			On the ledge beside him, the kid whispered, “You keep your mouth open that wide, a bird’ll come along and shit in it.”

			Cody jerked back to the present, fixed the kid with an annoyed look. But the kid just grinned and said, “My grandpa always used to tell me that.”

			The feast continued below. The twins – Dragomir and Dmitri Seneslav, they were called, though Cody had no idea how you could tell them apart – were grappling a few feet from the fire, some dispute having broken out between them.

			“What are they doing?” Cody asked.

			“Fightin’ over the tongue,” the kid said in a sick voice, the glimmer of good humor having quickly evaporated.

			“The old man’s?” Cody asked and immediately regretted the stupid question.

			He regretted it even more when the boy answered, “Grandpa’s.”

			Cody couldn’t even look at the kid as he broke down into quiet sobs. What the hell could he say? I’m sorry about them eating your grandfather?

			Horton finally ceased drumming on the basin. He stood and stretched, his body roped with muscles. He looked like a wrestler or a runner – not a cannibal percussionist. Horton bent and came up with a fillet knife and, unmindful of the intensity of the fire, reached out and proceeded to excise a bit of rib meat from the kid’s grandpa. Cody had to look away. He was thankful to see that the kid hadn’t witnessed the latest atrocity. The boy was lying on his stomach, his small face buried in the crook of his arm.

			“Come on, kid,” Cody said and dragged the boy away from the lip of the ledge. Out of sight from the devils, Cody already felt better. Though he could still hear the men laughing and snorting, not seeing them was a relief.

			The kid slumped against the sheer rock wall down which Cody had, moments before, descended. The boy looked very vulnerable, very pathetic like that. His small, freckled face was difficult to discern tucked away in the shadows, but the moonlight shone on his tattered pants, his worn-out shoes.

			Cody sat next to him, asked in a low voice, “What’s your name, kid?”

			The boy mumbled something.

			“Come again?”

			“Willet Black,” the boy repeated.

			“Where’d you get a name like that?”

			As if by rote, the boy said, “My daddy taught me my letters early. His name was Theodore, so my middle name’s Theodore. My handwriting’s not very good, so when I wrote my name at school – Will T. Black – the teacher thought the first two names were connected. ‘Willet?’ she asked me, and all the students thought that was hilarious. ’Specially my brother. He was in the same class as me even though he was older, but he got killed last night too.”

			A chill coursed down Cody’s spine. At length, he said, “Pleased to meet you, Willet. My name’s Cody Wilson.”

			Willet didn’t answer, only continued staring at nothing in particular. As the silence drew out, Cody surveyed their surroundings, realized at once their only chance of escaping was a meager outcropping on the western corner of the ledge. If they could make it onto that and avoid falling – it extended no more than a foot from the sheer rock face – they might be able to follow it gradually up until they reached the top of the wall. Then they could get on Sally, Cody’s old mare, and get the hell gone.

			Willet was sniffling.

			“Soon as you collect yourself, we’ll get moving,” Cody said.

			“I ain’t going nowhere.”

			“You aim to sleep up here tonight?”

			“I aim to get my daddy’s leg back.”

			Cody searched the kid’s face for signs of insanity, but other than appearing really tired, Willet seemed in his right mind.

			“You got some sort of plan?” Cody asked.

			The kid spoke in a tight, controlled voice. “I don’t have a plan. I’m going down there and get my daddy’s leg.”

			The child’s audacity rankled him. Misplaced as it was, it was still a stark contrast to his own paralyzing terror. Cody said with more heat than he intended, “And I suppose you’re going to do that by reasoning with them. I suspect they’ll respond pretty well to that sort of thing.”

			Willet’s brow creased. “You don’t need to make fun of me.”

			Cody sighed, an enervating weariness seizing hold of him.

			Willet glanced at him, defiant. “You wanna run so bad, why’d you follow them?”

			Cody looked away. “I’ve got my reasons.”

			“They got something of yours too?”

			If you only knew, Cody thought. My life, my manhood. What goodness I thought there was in this world.

			He said, “What they took I can’t get back.”

			“So get out of here,” Willet said. “I can deal with this myself.” The tinny sound of his voice, the curl of his upper lip, the boy sounded fifty years old. Fifty and full of bitterness.

			The kid’s petulance awakened something in him, a ghost of his former pride maybe. “What are you gonna do to them, Willet? Hit ’em with rocks?”

			The boy reached down, drew up the front of his shirt. Protruding from the baggy waistband of the boy’s wool pants was the pearl handle of a gun.

			“It’s a thirty-eight,” Willet said. “Daddy kept it hidden in the hayloft.”

			Eyeing it, Cody felt a chill. “I suppose you’re gonna kill all five with that.”

			Willet held it up so the starlight played over its smooth silver barrel. “It’s a hammerless,” the boy said, sounding even older. “I can hit damn near anything with it.”

			“Let me see it.”

			Willet appraised him with baleful eyes.

			Cody held out his hand. “Jesus Christ, if I was gonna kill you I’d have already shoved you over the edge so those bastards could eat you for dessert.”

			“I wouldn’ta let you push me,” Willet replied, but he handed the gun over. Cody scooted forward enough so the shadows weren’t in the way but not far enough for the men below to see him. The Smith & Wesson was a double-action automatic, far nicer than Cody’s own .32. He wondered fleetingly if Willet’s family had money, a gun like that stashed away for emergencies. Then again, the kid’s clothes were so old, so shabby…

			“Give it back,” Willet said.

			Cody regarded him. “How old are you, kid?”

			“That don’t matter,” Willet said. “Give me my gun.”

			Cody watched him with raised eyebrows.

			“Twelve,” Willet answered. “Now gimme my goddamn gun back.”

			Cody handed it to him and felt a pang of sadness at how clumsily the boy handled the .38. The kid no more knew guns than he knew how to fuck. If Willet tried anything on the devils, they’d take the gun and have him spitted within seconds.

			Willet stood up straight. Cody sucked in surprised breath. Even though they were seven or eight feet from the edge, the boy might well be visible from below. He grabbed the boy’s wrist, but Willet jerked away, said through gritted teeth, “I’m sick of talking. I’m doing what I came to do.” Willet crammed the gun down the front of his trousers.

			Cody controlled his voice with an effort. “You go down there now, you might get lucky and shoot one of them. Two at most.” He glanced at the .38, then back up at the kid. “Then what? The remaining ones’ll get you before you can blink.”

			“Then they’ll get me,” Willet shouted.

			Cody held up an imploring hand. “You need to keep—”

			“And I’ll say what I want,” Willet went on angrily. “I’m tired of hidin’ up here like a rabbit…”

			Voices below them, a commotion.

			“…while they feast on my granddaddy…”

			Price’s voice, commanding.

			“…the murdering bastards, I’m gonna show—”

			Cody leaped forward, clapped a hand over the kid’s mouth and slammed him to the floor of the ledge. “You stupid son of a bitch,” he hissed, but his voice was tremulous, plaintive. The fear paralysis was seeping back in. Willet was struggling beneath him, the small hands grabbing for the gun stuffed in his waistband. Cody remembered his own .32, left above on the ridge with his old horse. If only they could clamber up the rock wall, mount Sally and ride away…

			Price’s voice, echoing up the canyon and dangerously pleasant: “Hello, Misters Wilson and Black! Mr. Penders is on the way up to pay you a visit!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			“Lemme go,” Willet said. The boy whimpered and bucked, but Cody held him down, too terrified to do otherwise. The idea of Penders, stark naked, with his immense barrel chest and tree-trunk thighs scaling the rock wall and discovering them, was enough to turn Cody’s legs to water.

			“Come on,” he said. The kid shouted something at him, but Cody was on his feet and breaking for the western edge of the plateau, where the outcropping ledge began snaking its way up the valley wall.

			“Up there,” a voice called out from below. “Up there, Horton. No, to the left!”

			Cody stepped onto the narrow ledge and began sidling his way up. He sensed Willet behind him, though he dared not glance back for fear of losing precious seconds. The rock exploded a couple feet in front of him and he knew they’d been spotted, the bastards taking target practice from the basin below. He could make out the devils’ glimmering forms as they swam in the firelight. 

			Cody climbed toward the shadows of the cliffside, through them. He chanced a look back and saw that Willet was right behind him. Popping sounds from below, more dust and rock shattered around them. If it weren’t so damned dark up here, they’d be dead already.

			Cody glanced up. Halfway there, he saw. With a dull ping, the craggy rock wall splintered a foot to his right, and he felt something bite his forearm. He hoped it was a fragment of rock and not a bullet. Out here in the wilds an infection could kill a man, and though he knew it was folly to worry about such matters now, he could not help remembering that hog with the gangrenous wound, the rancid-cheese smell it put out.

			Willet moaned and Cody turned to see him windmilling his arms, his balance going. Worried he’d fall himself, Cody shot out a hand and clutched the boy by the shoulder. For a moment Cody felt weightless and was sure they’d both plummet to the valley floor, save the devils the trouble of killing them. Then Willet leaned forward, hugging the rock wall. Cody did the same. He heard laughter and looked down. Two of them were taking aim, Price and one of the Seneslav twins. Above the gunmen, Penders was climbing slowly upward, his mouth fixed in a grim line. Cody glimpsed the other Seneslav disappearing around the corner of a rock formation. That left Horton, the youngest, the one who had screwed Angela right in her and Cody’s marriage bed. It was the memory of Horton’s arrogant face that got Cody moving.

			A couple more shots sounded as they neared the place where the ledge curved and – Cody hoped – the outcropping delivered them to safety. Penders had narrowed the distance between them, but if they kept moving, they would beat him easily. The idea of Horton lurking somewhere in the shadows troubled him, but there was nothing he could do about it now. They had to keep moving.

			Another shot sounded and Willet cried out. Cody’s stomach sank. He looked back and saw the kid’s face frozen in a rictus of agony. He had no idea where Willet had been hit, but if they remained here frozen, they’d surely die.

			“Come on,” he said and tapped the kid on the head. Willet blinked and looked at him like they’d never met before. Then, wincing, he did as he was told.

			Cody was turning away – he saw the ledge did indeed lead to the crest of the wall; God, almost there – when the kid cried out again. This time it was fear rather than pain in Willet’s voice. Cody glanced down and beheld what had caused the fear.

			Penders was nearly even with them. The huge man’s agility was astonishing. With his close-cropped black beard and his powerful naked body, Penders resembled some great warrior from Greek myth. Or some monster. Somehow he’d threaded his way up the rock wall, and now it looked as though he’d meet them at the crest. And then what?

			Cody glanced back at Willet. “Give me the gun.”

			The kid’s face was a dazed mixture of bewilderment and anguish, and dammit, they didn’t have time for either. Cody reached down, yanked the .38 out of Willet’s pants.

			He barely heard the kid’s protests as he leveled the gun at Penders, who was climbing toward them at a delirious angle, a knife clamped in his teeth. Another moment or two and the huge man would have them. Cody aimed. Penders plucked the knife from his teeth and slashed at Cody’s legs. Simultaneously pain flared in his calf and he pulled the trigger. He had no idea where he hit Penders, but the huge man bellowed and fell away from the rock wall. Baring his teeth through the sting in his leg, Cody watched the man’s ox-like body tumble end over end into darkness.

			As Cody’s eyes came into focus, so did the pain. He imagined a sinister gnome down there, flaying his calf like the walleyes he and his daddy used to catch. The muscle would be pink, the denuded bone a glistening ivory. A nauseating haze of dizziness grayed his vision, nearly drove him to his knees, though he knew there wasn’t enough room to kneel.

			A hand on his shoulder. Shaking, entreating.

			Cody knew they were still in peril, perhaps more than ever. Willet was hollering at him in his high, insistent voice, Get moving, get moving. Cody’s eyes happened on the valley below, and he saw that the other twin was gone.

			But Price remained.

			The tall man stood there gazing up at him, unaccountably meeting his eyes through the murk and the distance. Adam Price stared at Cody and through him. Cody stared back, hating Price with every fiber of his being. The firelight flickered over the man’s penetrating dark eyes, the wavy brown hair spilling in thick locks over the man’s shoulders, the chiseled torso speckled with drying blood, the rippled belly – full of Willet’s family – rising and falling in agitation. Beside Price lay Penders’s huge, unmoving body.

			Cody hugged the valley wall. They were close to escaping, terribly close, but the sizzling pain in his calf made movement impossible, sucked his will.

			Then he remembered Angela, her stomach shoveled out and her pale ribs pointing heavenward. He jolted forward.

			They made the crest and stumbled onto level ground. He expected any moment to be dragged down by Horton, by one of the Seneslav twins, but so far no one appeared to be pursuing them.

			“Where’s your horse?” Willet asked. Rather than answering him, Cody set off in the direction he hoped was correct. Who could tell out here in the wilderness where everything looked the same? He’d gone a good twenty paces before he remembered how much his calf hurt, but once aware of it there was no forgetting it. He limped on as best he could, but that side of his body felt weighted down, moored to the ground like a trout line affixed to a sludgy river bottom.

			A strident cry broke the silence and Cody realized it was Sally, dear old Sally. Something had spooked her. He’d chosen the right direction after all – the cry came from straight ahead – but what if Horton or the twins were already there? What if they were torturing the old girl, feasting on her?

			They busted through a willowy tangle of deer grass and into the clearing where he’d left Sally. The gaunt old horse was still there, tied to a bigtooth maple, but she was not alone.

			Horton leaned back in the saddle, the cigarette between his lips sending up a ghostly ribbon of smoke. He looked as though he was just passing the time, his unlined face eerily serene. The man should have been absurd atop the horse, naked as the day he was born, but instead Horton seemed perfectly at home that way, as if he were a centaur who’d just paused to have a smoke and appreciate the beauty of the night. Horton held the reins with one hand and carried a pistol in the other. Cody noted without surprise the gun Horton held was Cody’s own.

			Horton looked beyond Cody as though he weren’t even there. To Willet, he said, “You with that Black clan?”

			Willet looked as though he was about to cry. Cody glanced at the bulging gun butt in the front of the boy’s shirt and wondered if he could grab it and get off a shot before Horton cut him down. Either way it had to happen quick. The Seneslav twins would be here soon.

			“You favor your mother, boy,” Horton said, his sardonic face grinning wickedly. “I doubt you got a pussy like hers though.” Horton took a long drag on the cigarette and let the smoke release slowly from his nostrils. “That snatch was so sweet, I felt like I was fuckin’ some high-dollar whore.”

			“Don’t say that,” the boy warned. Cody noted with surprise that Willet had drawn his Smith & Wesson.

			Horton noticed it too, yet his face remained dangerously serene. He nudged the brim of his porkpie hat higher as if to be sure he was seeing the boy clearly. “You have that thing last night, kid? You did, you should be ashamed.” Horton chuckled. “What’d you do, watch us slaughter your family?”

			The way Willet’s face crumpled, that was exactly what he’d done. Cody wanted to hug the boy. At least Cody wasn’t the only one to turn to stone when faced with unfathomable horror. At least he wasn’t the only—

			A blast sounded behind Cody, and as he dropped to his knees he saw Horton’s face disappear in a messy crimson spray. The man described a half-turn, and as Sally reared up, Horton tumbled off. Already dead, the naked man landed in a puff of dust.

			Sally was frantic, her eyes impossibly white, her lean neck muscles straining against the rope that bound her. Cody hurried forward and spoke as soothingly as he could, but the mare seemed unaware of all save the dead man lying underfoot. She trampled Horton’s motionless body, punched holes in his flesh, and try as Cody might to seize the reins, Sally remained perpetually beyond his grasp. Desperately, he leaped forward and looped an arm over Sally’s neck, and though she still flailed about, she seemed to notice him for the first time. “Calm down,” he told her. “Shhhh… Calm down, girl.” Her neighs quieted down, her trembling body reassured by Cody’s touch.

			He grasped the reins and called for Willet to hop on. When no response came, he glanced over his shoulder and saw that the boy was still standing where he’d been, the gun dangling limply at his side. Willet gaped at Horton’s ruined body like it was a vase he’d accidentally shattered. Cody knew he should say something to buoy the kid’s spirits, but they didn’t have time for such counsel.

			“Get your ass over here,” was what he did say, and it proved enough. Willet was beside him in seconds.

			The reins still in his right hand – Cody didn’t trust the animal not to bolt – he used his left to untie Sally from the maple. Mounting her, he made the mistake of leading with his good leg, for when he pushed off with his injured calf he nearly swooned from the pain. Head spinning, he leaned against Sally until the nausea passed. Then he moved around Sally, heaved his useless right leg onto the horse and shoved with his good one. Without pause he offered Willet a hand, and the boy used it to clamber up behind him.

			Sally didn’t need goading. She set off at a pace too brisk, and only providence kept Cody from tumbling off and taking Willet with him. He felt the boy’s arms slide around his waist and fought off a memory of Angela doing the same. She was dead, goddammit, and there was nothing anyone could do about it, least of all him.

			Behind him the boy tensed, and before Cody could tell the kid to calm down, a pale figure emerged from the darkness. It was one of the twins, his wraithlike body appearing from the left and dashing toward the trail ahead of them. He clearly meant to head them off.

			Cody shouted at Sally to go faster, faster. She seemed to absorb his fever, but he compelled the old mare forward with merciless vigor. Her aged hooves pounded the trail harder and harder, and just when Cody thought they’d bested the twin, the pale body leaped at them, and then Willet was screaming, his arms having slipped away from Cody’s waist. Cody made a desperate grab behind him, but it was too late.

			Willet was gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Cody threw a backward glance and glimpsed the struggling pair, Willet looking very much like a field mouse in a hawk’s clutches. Cody’s first impulse was to gallop on, a dreadful place deep within him glad it was Willet and not him back there being mauled. Then a wave of self-loathing stronger than any he had yet experienced washed over him. He knew he couldn’t leave the kid. With a sense of fatalistic doom, Cody reared back, and heedless of Sally’s protests, they pounded back the way they’d come.

			For the first time he remembered leaving his .32 on the ground beside Horton’s corpse. Why hadn’t he retrieved it?

			Because you were scared shitless. What the hell does it matter now?

			It didn’t. In the moonglow he saw Seneslav raise a huge knife, and though a thick stand of sage stood between him and the struggling pair, Cody rode straight for them. One of the mare’s forelegs got snagged in the scrub brush. Sally half stumbled and nearly pitched him off. As the twin looked up, Cody launched himself off the horse and for a moment feared he’d overshot his mark. Then he slammed the naked man square, Cody’s shoulder snapping Seneslav’s neck back. The knife skittered into the brush. 

			Cody was dazed, but he could tell by the way Seneslav was groaning he’d done some damage. Cody scrabbled about for some weapon, preferably the knife, but when his hand happened on a jagged shard of slate, he seized it and swung. The point embedded in the man’s side, but the rest crumbled upon impact. Worse, the stabbing seemed to rouse the twin, rally his senses. The man’s face curled into a feral grin, his square jaw flexing. Seneslav swung a haymaker that narrowly missed Cody’s face. Where was Willet? By Christ, the boy had a gun, and now was the time to use it. 

			Seneslav swung again and this time grazed Cody’s shoulder. The blow knocked him off-balance, but before he went down Seneslav punched him in the small of the back. Pain spiraled through his midsection. Cody endeavored to put some space between them but was dealt the indignity of Seneslav grabbing the rear of his pants and hauling him back by the belt.

			The stronger man whipped him to the ground. In the moment just after Cody hit, a desperate idea materialized. As the twin approached, his hands extended like some mindless ghoul, Cody undid his belt, yanked it off and swung it at Seneslav’s leering face. The solid steel buckle opened the man’s cheek. Seneslav uttered a cry of disbelief as a torrent of blood spilled down his neck. But quicker than Cody would’ve thought possible, Seneslav’s bare foot shot out, caught Cody under the jaw. Cody stumbled back, landed in a nasty tangle of brush. He turned his face, intending to extricate himself from the branches holding him captive, and as he did he perceived the little blue flowers all around him, the kind his dad used to place on his mother’s grave. Dazed, Cody looked up and saw Seneslav advancing. Cody balled a fist, prepared to strike, but when the twin’s eyes lighted on Cody’s cocked arm – then something beyond it – he retreated.

			As the twin backpedaled, his eyes rolled in unreasoning panic. Cody pushed to his feet and kicked the man as hard as he could in the belly. Seneslav’s head whipped forward, the blood from his flayed cheek spattering over Cody’s arm.

			The warm feel of it incited him. Cody kicked again, this time thumping the man in the groin. As Seneslav doubled over, Cody swung a knee into his throat. Coughing, the pale twin landed on all fours.

			Cody was about to wrap the belt around the twin’s neck when something glinted to Cody’s left.

			Seneslav’s knife.

			Cody went for the knife, got hold of it, but Seneslav was already groping for him. With a cry Cody lashed out with the knife and watched it slice through Seneslav’s larynx.

			The twin clasped his wound, but the knife had been so sharp and the force of the stroke so great that the blood spurted around Seneslav’s fingers, the man’s life force spraying out in all directions.

			Cody expected the twin to finally fall then, and for a moment it looked as if he would. The gurgling noises issuing from Seneslav’s gaping mouth, coupled with the dead glaze that was seeping into his eyes, gave Cody a grim satisfaction. The son of a bitch was tougher than hell, tougher than any man Cody had ever seen, but he was still—

			Seneslav lunged for him.

			He knocked Cody backward, both men tumbling into the dust. The flow of blood pumping out of Seneslav’s gaping neck wound covered them both, drove Cody into a state formed half of terror, half of bleak determination. As Seneslav groped for him again, Cody rolled away and noted as he gained his feet how sluggish the twin had grown. He didn’t allow himself to linger on this thought. He’d underestimated Seneslav once, but he wouldn’t do it again. Grimly, deliberately, Cody circled his bloodied adversary until he was directly behind him. Then he looped the belt under Seneslav’s chin and reared back. The belt caught in the slick notch of Seneslav’s wound, and when Cody redoubled the pressure on it, the tough leather belt ripped deeper into the meat of the man’s throat. 

			Perhaps realizing the extremity of his situation, the strong man began to struggle, his iron jaw working, his blunt fingers slapping at Cody’s forearms. But though smaller, Cody had leverage. The twin fell forward, Cody grafted to him like a shadow. He sat on Seneslav’s back and strained against him. There was a cracking noise. Dimly, he heard the man break wind. Seneslav’s struggles dwindled. A weird mewling sound issued from his throat, but Cody refused to take anything for granted. He wound the belt around his wrists and hauled back again, placed a foot in the middle of Seneslav’s back, and soon Seneslav’s arms hung limp. Cody stayed that way, pulling with all he had, until he could no longer pull. He knew not what he was waiting for – the man to bust in half? But still he pulled. And pulled. Then he slumped forward and lay on the ground beside the dead man, utterly spent.

			Cody glanced over at Seneslav and was greeted with the sight of the man’s nearly severed head gaping at him in permanent disbelief.

			Cody closed his eyes and breathed deeply of the night air. By degrees the fragrant sage usurped the fecal smell of death emanating from Seneslav. The air had cooled considerably, but the sweat was still warm all over Cody’s body.

			He remembered Willet and opened his eyes.

			How long had Seneslav had the kid down before Cody intervened? Twenty seconds? Thirty? There was an ugly roiling in his gut. A kid that small and a sinewy powder keg like Seneslav, Willet wouldn’t have stood a chance. The boy was surely dead.

			Cody got up and scanned the darkness for Willet, but there was no movement at all save Sally, who was tossing mad, twitchy looks all over creation.

			“Easy,” Cody told her, though he knew it would have no effect. As he whispered, he gathered a handful of reins. She seemed not to hear him, slowly but surely towing him away from Seneslav’s corpse. It was just as well, Cody thought. He too wanted distance from the body. He couldn’t yet think of the murder as having anything to do with him. He wasn’t a killer. Men like Price and Penders were the killers.

			Cody was nearly upon Willet when he heard a groan. Cody whirled and beheld the little body lying there half-hidden by the scraggly sage. Worried Sally would bolt at any moment, Cody snagged the boy by one trouser leg and hauled him back toward the horse. If Willet’s wounds were fatal, well, getting dragged wouldn’t make any difference. If they weren’t fatal, so much the better. Cody was banking on the latter, for despite Willet’s barely conscious state, the boy’s body seemed intact. There was one cut a few inches to the left of where his belly button would be, but other than that and the gunshot wound to the leg, it looked like Will T. Black was in decent shape.

			Careful not to touch the glistening gash in the child’s stomach or the injured calf – it didn’t appear to be bleeding too badly – Cody lifted him up into the saddle, leaned him forward onto the animal’s neck and climbed on behind him.

			He urged Sally into a trot as quietly as he could, but it was an awkward struggle managing Sally’s skittish nerves and preventing the kid’s limp body from lolling right off the saddle. They couldn’t dally though, for at any moment one of the remaining two devils might come charging out of the darkness to tear Cody and Willet apart.

			A sinking feeling in his gut, Cody whipped his head around, sure Price or the other Seneslav would be right behind them. But the barren hardpan was devoid of life. Just where the hell had they gone?

			They’d ridden for less than a minute when a bloodcurdling wail arose behind them. It perplexed Cody nearly as much as it frightened him until he understood who was wailing and why the heartbreak was so profound. Then, thinking of the other Seneslav twin back there discovering his dead brother, fear usurped all of Cody’s other emotions. If they weren’t in trouble before for what happened to Penders; if Price somehow managed to forgive them Horton’s murder; even if those two unlikely events took place, Cody knew that the slaying of one twin would never be brooked by another. It seemed entirely natural that Dmitri or Dragomir Seneslav – whichever one was still alive – would harbor a death vow toward his brother’s executioner.

			Cody spurred Sally faster, and even though Willet was only half-conscious, the boy held tighter to her without complaint.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			An hour’s ride brought them to the edge of an imposing run of badlands. Cody had meant to head back the way they’d come, thinking to find the boy medical attention in Las Cruces, but he must have veered the wrong way at some point.

			His calf a screaming agony, Cody slid off Sally, whose breathing had grown harsh and uneven. If he didn’t water the old girl soon, she’d be a goner.

			He tugged on the boy and caught him in a rough embrace. Willet was conscious, but he was mumbling gibberish about bloodsuckers, about monsters in the woods. Cody tried not to think about the boy’s words as he rested him on the hard earth. Then, his own calf throbbing from the knife wound, he flopped down beside Willet. He wanted to find water for them and Sally, but at the moment all he could do was rest. Cody closed his eyes and forced himself to think.

			That the devils would follow them he had no doubt. This was the true reason he’d hoped to reach Las Cruces. There, he might find someone who’d believe his story. Back in Tonuco, Cody had been ridiculed as a fool when he rode into town claiming Angela had been butchered and eaten. Every man there already knew what had transpired with Angela and the actors at the inn.

			Against his will, Cody recollected that first awful night, the night he’d lost his wife to the devils. He’d ventured into the Crooked Tree a short while after she’d gone inside with Price. Under his breath he’d told her it was time to head back to their ranch. Angela had made a scene. Red-faced, with those bastards Horton and Penders smirking at him, Cody had stormed out of the bar.

			But after a walk through town in the deepening twilight, he’d decided that maybe he’d overreacted. It was true that Angela had always talked of becoming an actress. He’d invariably reacted to this aspiration with indulgent politeness. After all, what were the chances of Angela actually making good on her wish? But now that it was here, he figured he might as well keep an open mind about it.

			He returned to the Crooked Tree and took a seat in the back of the house. A placard outside the saloon read THE RETURN OF THE MAIDEN CARMILLA. Damn near everyone in Tonuco had packed the Crooked Tree for the performance. Cody did his best to blend in with the jostling, shiny-eyed men, but there were snickers and contemptuous grins directed at him nonetheless.

			Soon, though, they forgot about Cody and focused on Angela. She first appeared as a maiden walking through the forest. Her blond hair lustrous in the manufactured stage moonlight, she had never looked so beautiful. The white gown they’d given her was slit high – nearly to the waist. As she glided through the forest, Cody caught glimpses of her milky thigh that made his throat constrict. Several male voices hooted and catcalled, but she seemed not to notice. Then a dark figure appeared from behind a tree and everything grew silent. The figure was tall, elegant but wholly evil. 

			The first time Adam Price approached Angela, Cody nearly leaped onto the stage to intervene. The malice radiating out of his face and his black flowing cape made Angela seem utterly vulnerable. Cody even took a step in the direction of the stage, thinking to rescue her from Price’s clutches. To make matters worse, two more figures had joined Price, a pair of square-jawed twins with short, dark hair and fair skin. Like trained panthers they prowled on all fours on either side of Price, starting and halting at his sibilant commands.

			Then Horton appeared.

			Looking virile in his open-throated flannel work shirt, Horton stepped between Angela and her pursuers and demanded that Price recede into the shadows. For the first time Cody realized that Price and the twins were supposed to represent vampires. Their white teeth gleamed sharp and hungry in the flickering stage light as they stalked their prey. Horton produced a gun but Price kept coming. The gun fired – a sound absolutely realistic in the confined space of the Crooked Tree – and Price staggered. But the vampire strode on. Horton fired another shot, and when this one did even less to impede the vampire’s progress, the young man shouldered Angela and hurried offstage.

			In the next scene Horton was placing Angela on Penders’s bed and explaining to his stage father what had happened. Penders listened sympathetically and told his son to go stand watch at the front door.

			Angela proceeded to explain that in another life she’d been transformed into a vampire and had become a slave to her own insatiable thirst. She had preyed on young women and had therefore deserved her ultimate fate.

			Because Cody’s father was such a prodigious reader, Cody was familiar with the story, having read Carmilla only a month or two before meeting Angela. Of course, he’d never mentioned the tale to her, which was why he found it uncanny that she could essay the role so effectively. Granted, it was obvious she was improvising her lines, often pausing or stumbling to keep up with the other actors. Yet despite this, she was convincing in the role. Like Le Fanu’s eponymous temptress, Angela’s Carmilla was at turns vulnerable and beguiling, naïve and infinitely wise. She explained to Penders’s character that she’d been given a second chance on earth by the most merciful God, but that her redemption had been marred by the unceasing attempts of other vampires to reindoctrinate her into the life of a bloodsucking predator. Price and the twins, of course, were three of these vampiric fiends.

			Angela begged Penders to please protect her from the monsters. Penders said he’d do his best. Angela declared her willingness to do whatever it took to show Penders her gratitude. Penders asked what she had in mind.

			Then the pain began.

			Sitting on the bed next to Angela, who lay in a half swoon, Penders began to stroke first her pale arms, then her shoulders. When his big hands graduated to her breasts, Cody thought he would die of grief and humiliation.

			Yet he couldn’t look away.

			It wasn’t arousal he felt – not as Penders drew down Angela’s top and began lapping at her pink nipples – it was something akin to death. The woman he married was not the woman allowing herself to be defiled onstage in front of fifty men. The Angela up there was something else entirely, an accursed creature of the night. Even though she hadn’t yet taken her belongings from the ranch, she was already lost to Cody.

			As Penders’s hand slipped under the hem of Angela’s dress, the house lights were snuffed.

			Wild applause and a few frustrated groans accompanied the changing of the scene. When the guy they’d hired to orchestrate the lighting finally got enough kerosene lamps going to illuminate the stage again, the set had changed to the suggestion of a horse barn. Horton was alone onstage with a pitchfork in his hands; shirtless, he was miming the work of tossing hay. He paused to wipe the sweat from his brow, and as he did, his father poked his head in the door of the stall and announced he’d be heading into town to buy supplies for their visitor.

			“How’s the girl?” Horton asked.

			“Still resting,” Penders said with the merest hint of lasciviousness.

			Horton watched after his dad and soon went back to work. Barely any time passed before Angela appeared in the doorway of the barn, a glass of water in her hand. Her hair was tousled, her dress boldly open to reveal a wide swath of cleavage.

			Cody leaned against the wall, numb to it now.

			Angela handed Horton the glass. As he drank from it, her frank gaze traveled down his bare chest, his ridged stomach. When he finished the glass at a gulp, he wiped his mouth and regarded her hungrily. She asked him something – Cody couldn’t make out what – and he stepped toward her and chucked the glass against the wall. It shattered. Horton enfolded her and kissed her. Angela yielded herself up. He tore the straps of her dress and began to lick her bare shoulders. Then the rest of the gown slipped down her body, and Cody saw without surprise that she was naked beneath. The men in the audience whooped and hollered as Horton’s hands kneaded her bare buttocks.

			That’s my wife, Cody thought. That’s my goddamned wife.

			The scene ended before Horton could rut with her in front of God and everyone, and when the house lights came on for intermission, the men around Cody began to slap him on the back and offer to buy him drinks.

			“That’s some woman you got there, son,” one old man crowed, his voice rank with something like curdled cheese. Cody longed to stick his .32 in the man’s leering face, but he knew if he did that, his life would be over tonight, and then he could never kill the men he was truly angry with.
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