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“Lansdale’s been hailed, at varying points in his career, as the new Flannery O’Connor, William Faulkner-gone-madder, and the last
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The hour hath come to part with this body
composed of flesh and blood;
May I know the body to be impermanent and illusory.
—Tibetan Book of the Dead
 
And we were not able to detain Lazarus, but he gave himself a shake,
and with all the signs of malice, he immediately went away from us;
and the very earth, in which the dead body of Lazarus was lodged,
presently turn him out alive.
—Nicodemus 15:18 (A Lost Book of the Bible)
 
From ghoulies and ghosties
And long-legged beasties
And things that go bump in the night,
Good Lord, deliver us.
—Old Scottish Invocation
 
 
 

The evening sun
had rolled down and blown out in a bloody
wad, and the white, full moon had rolled up like an enormous
ball of tightly wrapped twine. As he rode, the Reverend Jebidiah
Mercer watched it glow above the tall pines. All about it stars were
sprinkled white-hot in the dead-black heavens.
The trail he rode on was a thin one, and the trees on either side
of it crept toward the path as if they might block the way, and close
up behind him. The weary horse on which he was riding moved
forward with its head down, and Jebidiah, too weak to fight it, let
his mount droop and take its lead. Jebidiah was too tired to know
much at that moment, but he knew one thing. He was a man of the
Lord and he hated God, hated the sonofabitch with all his heart.
And he knew God knew and didn’t care, because he knew
Jebidiah was his messenger. Not one of the New Testament, but
one of the Old Testament, harsh and mean and certain, vengeful
and without compromise; a man who would have shot a leg out
from under Moses and spat in the face of the Holy Ghost and
scalped him, tossing his celestial hair to the wild four winds.
It was not a legacy Jebidiah would have preferred, being the
bad-man messenger of God, but it was his, and he had earned it
through sin, and no matter how hard he tried to lay it down and
leave it be, he could not. He knew that to give in and abandon his
God-given curse was to burn in hell forever, and to continue was
to do as the Lord prescribed, no matter what his feelings toward
his mean master might be. His Lord was not a forgiving Lord, nor
was he one who cared for your love. All he cared for was obedience,
servitude and humiliation. It was why God had invented the
human race. Amusement.
As he thought on these matters, the trail turned and widened,
and off to one side, amongst tree stumps, was a fairly large clearing,
and in its center was a small log house, and out to the side a
somewhat larger log barn. In the curtained window of the cabin
was a light that burned orange behind the flour-sack curtains.
Jebidiah, feeling tired and hungry and thirsty and weary of soul,
made for it.
Stopping a short distance from the cabin, Jebidiah leaned
forward on his horse and called out, “Hello, the cabin.”
He waited for a time, called again, and was halfway through
calling when the door opened, and a man about five-foot-two with
a large droopy hat, holding a rifle, stuck himself part of the way
out of the cabin, said, “Who is it calling? You got a voice like a
bullfrog.”
“Reverend Jebidiah Mercer.”
“You ain’t come to preach none, have you?”
“No, sir. I find it does no good. I’m here to beg for a place
in your barn, a night under its roof. Something for my horse,
something for myself if it’s available. Most anything, as long as
water is involved.”
“Well,” said the man, “this seems to be the gathering place
tonight. Done got two others, and we just sat asses down to eat. I
got enough you want it, some hot beans and some old bread.”
“I would be most obliged, sir,” Jebidiah said.
“Oblige all you want. In the meantime, climb down from that
nag, put it in the barn, and come in and chow. They call me Old
Timer, but I ain’t that old. It’s ’cause most of my teeth are gone
and I’m crippled in a foot a horse stepped on. There’s a lantern just
inside the barn door. Light that up, and put it out when you finish,
come on back to the house.”
When Jebidiah finished grooming and feeding his horse with grain
in the barn, watering him, he came into the cabin, made a show
of pushing his long black coat back so that it revealed his ivory-handled .44 cartridge-converted revolvers. They were set so that
they leaned forward in their holsters, strapped close to the hips,
not draped low like punks wore them. Jebidiah liked to wear them
close to the natural swing of his hands. When he pulled them it
was a movement quick as the flick of a hummingbird’s wings, the
hammers clicking from the cock of his thumb, the guns barking,
spewing lead with amazing accuracy. He had practiced enough to
drive a cork into a bottle at about a hundred paces, and he could
do it in bad light. He chose to reveal his guns that way to show he
was ready for any attempted ambush. He reached up and pushed
his wide-brimmed black hat back on his head, showing black hair
gone gray-tipped. He thought having his hat tipped made him look
casual. It did not. His eyes always seemed aflame in an angry face.
Inside, the cabin was bright with kerosene lamp light, and the
kerosene smelled, and there were curls of black smoke twisting
about, mixing with gray smoke from the pipe of Old Timer, and
the cigarette of a young man with a badge pinned to his shirt.
Beside him, sitting on a chopping log by the fireplace, which was
too hot for the time of year, but was being used to heat up a pot
of beans, was a middle-aged man with a slight paunch and a face
that looked like it attracted thrown objects. He had his hat pushed
up a bit, and a shock of wheat-colored, sweaty hair hung on his
forehead. There was a cigarette in his mouth, half of it ash. He
twisted on the chopping log, and Jebidiah saw that his hands were
manacled together.
“I heard you say you was a preacher,” said the manacled man, as
he tossed the last of his smoke into the fireplace. “This here sure
ain’t God’s country.”
“Worse thing is,” said Jebidiah, “it’s exactly God’s country.”
The manacled man gave out with a snort, and grinned.
“Preacher,” said the younger man, “my name is Jim Taylor. I’m
a deputy for Sheriff Spradley, out of Nacogdoches. I’m taking this
man there for a trial, and most likely a hanging. He killed a fella
for a rifle and a horse. I see you tote guns, old style guns, but good
ones. Way you tote them, I’m suspecting you know how to use
them.”
“I’ve been known to hit what I aim at,” Jebidiah said, and sat
in a rickety chair at an equally rickety table. Old Timer put some
tin plates on the table, scratched his ass with a long wooden spoon,
then grabbed a rag and used it as a pot holder, lifted the hot bean pot
to the table. He popped the lid of the pot, used the ass-scratching
spoon to scoop a heap of beans onto plates. He brought over some
wooden cups and poured them full from a pitcher of water.
“Thing is,” the deputy said, “I could use some help. I don’t
know I can get back safe with this fella, havin’ not slept good in a
day or two. Was wondering, you and Old Timer here could watch
my back till morning? Wouldn’t even mind if you rode along with
me tomorrow, as sort of a backup. I could use a gun hand. Sheriff
might even give you a dollar for it.”
Old Timer, as if this conversation had not been going on,
brought over a bowl with some moldy biscuits in it, placed them
on the table. “Made them a week ago. They’ve gotten a bit ripe,
but you can scratch around the mold. I’ll warn you though, they’re
tough enough you could toss one hard and kill a chicken on the
run. So mind your teeth.”
“That how you lost yours, Old Timer?” the manacled man said.
“Probably part of them,” Old Timer said.
“What you say, preacher?” the deputy said. “You let me get
some sleep?”
“My problem lies in the fact that I need sleep,” Jebidiah said.
“I’ve been busy, and I’m what could be referred to as tuckered.”
“Guess I’m the only one that feels spry,” said the manacled man.
“No,” said Old Timer. “I feel right fresh myself.”
“Then it’s you and me, Old Timer,” the manacled man said,
and grinned, as if this meant something.
“You give me cause, fella, I’ll blow a hole in you and tell God
you got in a nest of termites.”
The manacled man gave his snort of a laugh again. He seemed
to be having a good old time.
“Me and Old Timer can work shifts,” Jebidiah said. “That okay
with you, Old Timer?”
“Peachy,” Old Timer said, and took another plate from the
table and filled it with beans. He gave this one to the manacled
man, who said, lifting his bound hands to take it, “What do I eat
it with?”
“Your mouth. Ain’t got no extra spoons. And I ain’t giving you
a knife.”
The manacled man thought on this for a moment, grinned,
lifted the plate and put his face close to the edge of it, sort of poured
the beans toward his mouth. He lowered the plate and chewed.
“Reckon they taste scorched with or without a spoon.”
Jebidiah reached inside his coat, took out and opened up a
pocket knife, used it to spear one of the biscuits, and to scrape the
beans toward him.
“You come to the table, young fella,” Old Timer said to the
deputy. “I’ll get my shotgun, he makes a move that ain’t eatin’, I’ll
blast him and the beans inside him into that fireplace there.”
Old Timer sat with a double barrel shotgun resting on his leg,
pointed in the general direction of the manacled man. The deputy
told all that his prisoner had done while he ate. Murdered women
and children, shot a dog and a horse, and just for the hell of it,
shot a cat off a fence, and set fire to an outhouse with a woman in
it. He had also raped women, stuck a stick up a sheriff’s ass, and
killed him, and most likely shot other animals that might have
been some good to somebody. Overall, he was tough on human
beings, and equally as tough on livestock.
“I never did like animals,” the manacled man said. “Carry
fleas. And that woman in the outhouse stunk to high heaven. She
needed burning.”
“Shut up,” the deputy said. “This fella,” and he nodded toward
the prisoner, “his name is Bill Barrett, and he’s the worst of the
worst. Thing is, well, I’m not just tired, I’m a little wounded. He
and I had a tussle. I hadn’t surprised him, wouldn’t be here today.
I got a bullet graze in my hip. We had quite a dustup. I finally got
him down by putting a gun barrel to his noggin’ half a dozen times
or so. I’m not hurt so bad, but I lost blood for a couple days. Weakened me. You’d ride along with me Reverend, I’d appreciate it.”
“I’ll consider it,” Jebidiah said. “But I’m about my business.”
“Who you gonna preach to along here, ’sides us?” the deputy
said.
“Don’t even think about it,” Old Timer said. “Just thinking
about that Jesus foolishness makes my ass tired. Preaching makes
me want to kill the preacher and cut my own throat. Being at a
preachin’ is like being tied down in a nest a red bitin’ ants.”
“At this point in my life,” Jebidiah said. “I agree.”
There was a moment of silence in response to Jebidiah, then
the deputy turned his attention to Old Timer. “What’s the fastest
route to Nacogdoches?”
“Well now,” Old Timer said, “you can keep going like you been
going, following the road out front. And in time you’ll run into a
road, say thirty miles from here, and it goes left. That should take
you right near Nacogdoches, which is another ten miles, though
you’ll have to make a turn somewhere up in there near the end of
the trip. Ain’t exactly sure where unless I’m looking at it. Whole
trip, traveling at an even pace ought to take you two days.”
“You could go with us,” the deputy said. “Make sure I find that
road.”
“Could,” said Old Timer, “but I won’t. I don’t ride so good anymore. My balls ache I ride a horse for too long. Last time I rode a
pretty good piece, I had to squat over a pan of warm water and salt,
soak my taters for an hour or so just so they’d fit back in my pants.”
“My balls ache just listening to you,” the prisoner said. “Thing
is, though, them swollen up like that, was probably the first time
in your life you had man-sized balls, you old fart. You should have
left them swollen.”
Old Timer cocked back the hammers on the double barrel.
“This here could go off.”
Bill just grinned, leaned his back against the fireplace, then
jumped forward. For a moment, it looked as if Old Timer might
cut him in half, but he realized what had happened.
“Oh yeah,” Old Timer said. “That there’s hot, stupid. Why
they call it a fireplace.”
Bill readjusted himself, so that his back wasn’t against the
stones. He said, “I’m gonna cut this deputy’s pecker off, come back
here, make you fry it up and eat it.”
“You’re gonna shit and fall back in it,” Old Timer said. “That’s
all you’re gonna do.”
When things had calmed down again, the deputy said to Old
Timer, “There’s no faster route?”
Old Timer thought for a moment. “None you’d want to take.”
“What’s that mean?” the deputy said.
Old Timer slowly lowered the hammers on the shotgun, smiling
at Bill all the while. When he had them lowered, he turned his
head, looked at the deputy. “Well, there’s Deadman’s Road.”
“What’s wrong with that?” the deputy asked.
“All manner of things. Used to be called Cemetery Road. Couple
years back that changed.”
Jebidiah’s interest was aroused. “Tell us about it, Old Timer.”
“Now I ain’t one to believe in hogwash, but there’s a story about
the road, and I got it from someone you might say was the horse’s
mouth.”
“A ghost story, that’s choice,” said Bill.
“How much time would the road cut off going to Nacogdoches?”
the deputy asked.
“Near a day,” Old Timer said.
“Damn. Then that’s the way I got to go,” the deputy said.
“Turnoff for it ain’t far from here, but I wouldn’t recommend
it,” Old Timer said. “I ain’t much for Jesus, but I believe in haints,
things like that. Living out here in this thicket, you see some
strange things. There’s gods ain’t got nothing to do with Jesus or
Moses, or any of that bunch. There’s older gods than that. Indians
talk about them.”
“I’m not afraid of any Indian gods,” the deputy said.
“Maybe not,” Old Timer said, “but these gods, even the Indians
ain’t fond of them. They ain’t their gods. These gods are older than
the Indian folk their ownselfs. Indians try not to stir them up.
They worship their own.”
“And why would this road be different than any other?”
Jebidiah asked. “What does it have to do with ancient gods?”
Old Timer grinned. “You’re just wanting to challenge it, ain’t
you, Reverend? Prove how strong your god is. You weren’t no
preacher, you’d be a gunfighter, I reckon. Or, maybe you are just
that. A gunfighter preacher.”
“I’m not that fond of my god,” Jebidiah said, “but I have been
given a duty. Drive out evil. Evil as my god sees it. If these gods are
evil, and they’re in my path, then I have to confront them.”
“They’re evil, all right,” Old Timer said.
“Tell us about them,” Jebidiah said.
“Gil Gimet was a beekeeper,” Old Timer said. “He raised honey,
and lived off of Deadman’s Road. Known then as Cemetery Road.
That’s ’cause there was a graveyard down there. It had some old
Spanish graves in it, some said Conquistadores who tromped
through here but didn’t tromp out. I know there was some Indians
buried there, early Christian Indians, I reckon. Certainly there
were stones and crosses up and Indian names on the crosses.
Maybe mixed breeds. Lots of intermarrying around here. Anyway,
there were all manner people buried up there. The dead ground
don’t care what color you are when you go in, ’cause in the end,
we’re all gonna be the color of dirt.”
“Hell,” Bill said. “You’re already the color of dirt. And you
smell like some pretty old dirt at that.”
“You gonna keep on, mister,” Old Timer said, “and you’re
gonna wind up having the undertaker wipe your ass.” Old Timer
cocked back the hammers on the shotgun again. “This here gun
could go off accidently. Could happen, and who here is gonna
argue it didn’t?”
“Not me,” the deputy said. “It would be easier on me you were
dead, Bill.”
Bill looked at the Reverend. “Yeah, but that wouldn’t set right
with the Reverend, would it Reverend?”
“Actually, I wouldn’t care one way or another. I’m not a man of
peace, and I’m not a forgiver, even if what you did wasn’t done to
me. I think we’re all rich and deep in sin. Maybe none of us are
worthy of forgiveness.”
Bill sunk a little at his seat. No one was even remotely on his
side. Old Timer continued with his story.
“This here beekeeper, Gimet, he wasn’t known as much of a
man. Mean-hearted is how he was thunk of. I knowed him, and
I didn’t like him. I seen him snatch up a little dog once and cut
the tail off of it with his knife, just ’cause he thought it was funny.
Boy who owned the dog tried to fight back, and Gimet, he cut
the boy on the arm. No one did nothin’ about it. Ain’t no real law
in these parts, you see, and wasn’t nobody brave enough to do
nothin’. Me included. And he did lots of other mean things, even
killed a couple of men, and claimed self-defense. Might have been,
but Gimet was always into something, and whatever he was into
always turned out with someone dead, or hurt, or humiliated.”
“Bill here sounds like he could be Gimet’s brother,” the deputy
said.
“Oh, no,” Old Timer said, shaking his head. “This here scum-licker ain’t a bump on the mean old ass of Gimet. Gimet lived in
a little shack off Cemetery Road. He raised bees, and brought in
honey to sell at the community up the road. Guess you could even
call it a town. Schow is the way the place is known, on account of
a fella used to live up there was named Schow. He died and got ate
up by pigs. Right there in his own pen, just keeled over slopping
the hogs, and then they slopped him, all over that place. A store
got built on top of where Schow got et up, and that’s how the place
come by the name. Gimet took his honey in there to the store and
sold it, and even though he was a turd, he had some of the best
honey you ever smacked your mouth around. Wish I had me some
now. It was dark and rich, and sweeter than any sugar. Think that’s
one reason he got away with things. People don’t like killing and
such, but they damn sure like their honey.”
“This story got a point?” Bill said.
“You don’t like way I’m telling it,” Old Timer said, “why don’t
you think about how that rope’s gonna fit around your neck. That
ought to keep your thoughts occupied, right smart.”
Bill made a grunting noise, turned on his block of wood, as if to
show he wasn’t interested.
“Well, now, honey or not, sweet tooth, or not, everything has
an end to it. And thing was he took to a little gal, Mary Lynn
Twoshoe. She was a part Indian gal, a real looker, hair black as the
bottom of a well, eyes the same color, and she was just as fine in
the features as them pictures you see of them stage actresses. She
wasn’t five feet tall, and that hair of hers went all the way down
her back. Her daddy was dead. The pox got him. And her mama
wasn’t too well off, being sickly, and all. She made brooms out of
straw and branches she trimmed down. Sold a few of them, raised
a little garden and a hog. When all this happened, Mary Lynn was
probably thirteen, maybe fourteen. Wasn’t no older than that.”
“If you’re gonna tell a tale,” Bill said, “least don’t wander all
over the place.”
“So, you’re interested?” Old Timer said.
“What else I got to do?” Bill said.
“Go on,” Jebidiah said. “Tell us about Mary Lynn.”
Old Timer nodded. “Gimet took to her. Seen her around,
bringing the brooms her mama made into the store. He waited on
her, grabbed her, and just throwed her across his saddle kickin’
and screamin’, like he’d bought a sack of flour and was ridin’ it to
the house. Mack Collins, store owner came out and tried to stop
him. Well, he said something to him. About how he shouldn’t do
it, least that’s the way I heard it. He didn’t push much, and I can’t
blame him. Didn’t do good to cross Gimet. Anyway, Gimet just
said back to Mack, ‘Give her mama a big jar of honey. Tell her
that’s for her daughter. I’ll even make her another jar or two, if the
meat here’s as sweet as I’m expecting.’
“With that, he slapped Mary Lynn on the ass and rode off with
her.”
“Sounds like my kind of guy,” Bill said.
“I have become irritated with you now,” Jebidiah said. “Might I
suggest you shut your mouth before I pistol whip you.”
Bill glared at Jebidiah, but the Reverend’s gaze was as dead and
menacing as the barrels of Old Timer’s shotgun.
“Rest of the story is kind of grim,” Old Timer said. “Gimet
took her off to his house, and had his way with her. So many times
he damn near killed her, and then he turned her loose, or got so
drunk she was able to get loose. Time she walked down Cemetery
Road, made it back to town, well, she was bleeding so bad from
having been used so rough, she collapsed. She lived a day and died
from loss of blood. Her mother, out of her sick bed, rode a mule
out there to the cemetery on Cemetery Road. I told you she was
Indian, and she knew some Indian ways, and she knew about them
old gods that wasn’t none of the gods of her people, but she still
knew about them.
“She knew some signs to draw in cemetery dirt. I don’t know
the whole of it, but she did some things, and she did it on some
old grave out there, and the last thing she did was she cut her own
throat, died right there, her blood running on top of that grave and
them pictures she drawed in the dirt.”
“Don’t see how that done her no good,” the deputy said.
“Maybe it didn’t, but folks think it did,” Old Timer said.
“Community that had been pushed around by Gimet, finally
had enough, went out there in mass to hang his ass, shoot him,
whatever it took. Got to his cabin they found Gimet dead outside
his shack. His eyes had been torn out, or blown out is how they
looked. Skin was peeled off his head, just leaving the skull and a
few hairs. His chest was ripped open, and his insides was gone,
exceptin’ the bones in there. And them bees of his had nested in
the hole in his chest, had done gone about making honey. Was
buzzing out of that hole, his mouth, empty eyes, nose, or where his
nose used to be. I figure they’d rolled him over, tore off his pants,
they’d have been coming out of his asshole.”
“How come you weren’t out there with them?” Bill said. “How
come this is all stuff you heard?”
“Because I was a coward when it come to Gimet,” Old Timer
said. “That’s why. Told myself wouldn’t never be a coward again,
no matter what. I should have been with them. Didn’t matter no
how. He was done good and dead, them bees all in him. What was
done then is the crowd got kind of loco, tore off his clothes, hooked
his feet up to a horse and dragged him through a blackberry patch,
them bees just burstin’ out and hummin’ all around him. All that
ain’t right, but I think I’d been with them, knowing who he was
and all the things he’d done, I might have been loco too. They
dumped him out on the cemetery to let him rot, took that girl’s
mother home to be buried some place better. Wasn’t no more than
a few nights later that folks started seeing Gimet. They said he
walked at night, when the moon was at least half, or full, like it
is now. Number of folks seen him, said he loped alongside the
road, following their horses, grabbing hold of the tail if he could,
trying to pull horse and rider down, or pull himself up on the back
of their mounts. Said them bees was still in him. Bees black as
flies, and angry whirling all about him, and coming from inside
him. Worse, there was a larger number of folks took that road that
wasn’t never seen again. It was figured Gimet got them.”
“Horse shit,” the deputy said. “No disrespect, Old Timer.
You’ve treated me all right, that’s for sure. But a ghost chasing
folks down. I don’t buy that.”
“Don’t have to buy it,” Old Timer said. “I ain’t trying to sell
it to you none. Don’t have to believe it. And I don’t think it’s no
ghost anyway. I think that girl’s mother, she done something to let
them old gods out for awhile, sicked them on that bastard, used
her own life as a sacrifice, that’s what I think. And them gods,
them things from somewhere else, they ripped him up like that.
Them bees is part of that too. They ain’t no regular honey bees.
They’re some other kind of bees. Some kind of fitting death for a
bee raiser, is my guess.”
“That’s silly,” the deputy said.
“I don’t know,” Jebidiah said. “The Indian woman may only
have succeeded in killing him in this life. She may not have
understood all that she did. Didn’t know she was giving him an
opportunity to live again...or maybe that is the curse. Though
there are plenty others have to suffer for it.”
“Like the folks didn’t do nothing when Gimet was alive,” Old
Time said. “Folks like me that let what went on go on.”
Jebidiah nodded. “Maybe.”
The deputy looked at Jebidiah. “Not you too, Reverend. You
should know better than that. There ain’t but one true god, and
ain’t none of that hoodoo business got a drop of truth to it.”
“If there’s one god,” Jebidiah said, “there can be many. They
are at war with one another, that’s how it works, or so I think. I’ve
seen some things that have shook my faith in the one true god,
the one I’m servant to. And what is our god but hoodoo? It’s all
hoodoo, my friend.”
“Okay. What things have you seen, Reverend?” the deputy
asked.
“No use describing it to you, young man,” Jebidiah said. “You
wouldn’t believe me. But I’ve recently come from Mud Creek. It
had an infestation of a sort. That town burned down, and I had a
hand in it.”
“Mud Creek,” Old Timer said. “I been there.”
“Only thing there now,” Jebidiah said, “is some charred wood.”
“Ain’t the first time it’s burned down,” Old Timer said. “Some
fool always rebuilds it, and with it always comes some kind of ugliness. I’ll tell you straight. I don’t doubt your word at all, Reverend.”
“Thing is,” the deputy said, “I don’t believe in no haints. That’s
the shortest road, and it’s the road I’m gonna take.”
“I wouldn’t,” Old Timer said.
“Thanks for the advice. But no one goes with me or does, that’s
the road I’m taking, provided it cuts a day off my trip.”
“I’m going with you,” Jebidiah said. “My job is striking at evil.
Not to walk around it.”
“I’d go during the day,” Old Timer said. “Ain’t no one seen
Gimet in the day, or when the moon is thin or not at all. But way
it is now, it’s full, and will be again tomorrow night. I’d ride hard
tomorrow, you’re determined to go. Get there as soon as you can,
before dark.”
“I’m for getting there,” the deputy said. “I’m for getting back to
Nacogdoches, and getting this bastard in a cell.”
“I’ll go with you,” Jebidiah said. “But I want to be there at night.
I want to take Deadman’s Road at that time. I want to see if Gimet
is there. And if he is, send him to his final death. Defy those dark
gods the girl’s mother called up. Defy them and loose my god on
him. What I’d suggest is you get some rest, deputy. Old Timer here
can watch a bit, then I’ll take over. That way we all get some rest. We
can chain this fellow to a tree outside, we have to. We should both
get slept up to the gills, then leave here mid-day, after a good dinner,
head out for Deadman’s Road. Long as we’re there by nightfall.”
“That ought to bring you right on it,” Old Timer said. “You
take Deadman’s Road. When you get to the fork, where the road
ends, you go right. Ain’t no one ever seen Gimet beyond that spot,
or in front of where the road begins. He’s tied to that stretch, way
I heard it.”
“Good enough,” the deputy said. “I find this all foolish, but if
I can get some rest, and have you ride along with me, Reverend,
then I’m game. And I’ll be fine with getting there at night.”
Next morning they slept late, and had an early lunch. Beans and
hard biscuits again, a bit of stewed squirrel. Old Timer had shot
the rodent that morning while Jebidiah watched Bill sit on his ass,
his hands chained around a tree in the front yard. Inside the cabin,
the deputy had continued to sleep.
But now they all sat outside eating, except for Bill.
“What about me?” Bill asked, tugging at his chained hands.
“When we finish,” Old Timer said. “Don’t know if any of the
squirrel will be left, but we got them biscuits for you. I can promise
you some of them. I might even let you rub one of them around in
my plate, sop up some squirrel gravy.”
“Those biscuits are awful,” Bill said.
“Ain’t they,” Old Timer said.
Bill turned his attention to Jebidiah. “Preacher, you ought to
just go on and leave me and the boy here alone. Ain’t smart for you
to ride along, cause I get loose, ain’t just the deputy that’s gonna
pay. I’ll put you on the list.”
“After what I’ve seen in this life,” Jebidiah said, “you are
nothing to me. An insect...so, add me to your list.”
“Let’s feed him,” the deputy said, nodding at Bill, “and get to
moving. I’m feeling rested and want to get this ball started.”
The moon had begun to rise when they rode in sight of Deadman’s
Road. The white cross road sign was sticking up beside the road.
Trees and brush had grown up around it, and between the limbs
and the shadows, the crudely painted words on the sign were
halfway readable in the waning light. The wind had picked up and
was grabbing at leaves, plucking them from the ground, tumbling
them about, tearing them from trees and tossing them across the
narrow, clay road with a sound like mice scuttling in straw.
“Fall always depresses me,” the deputy said, halting his horse,
taking a swig from his canteen.
“Life is a cycle,” Jebidiah said. “You’re born, you suffer, then
you’re punished.”
The deputy turned in his saddle to look at Jebidiah. “You ain’t
much on that resurrection and reward, are you?”
“No, I’m not.”
“I don’t know about you,” the deputy said, “but I wish we hadn’t
gotten here so late. I’d rather have gone through in the day.”
“Thought you weren’t a believer in spooks?” Bill said, and made
with his now familiar snort. “You said it didn’t matter to you.”
The deputy didn’t look at Bill when he spoke. “I wasn’t here
then. Place has a look I don’t like. And I don’t enjoy temptin’
things. Even if I don’t believe in them.”
“That’s the silliest thing I ever heard,” Bill said.
“Wanted me with you,” Jebidiah said. “You had to wait.”
“You mean to see something, don’t you, preacher?” Bill said.
“If there is something to see,” Jebidiah said.
“You believe Old Timer’s story?” the deputy said. “I mean,
really?”
“Perhaps.”
Jebidiah clucked to his horse and took the lead.
When they turned onto Deadman’s Road, Jebidiah paused and
removed a small, fat Bible from his saddlebag.
The deputy paused too, forcing Bill to pause as well. “You ain’t
as ornery as I thought,” the deputy said. “You want the peace of the
Bible just like anyone else.”
“There is no peace in this book,” Jebidiah said. “That’s a real
confusion. Bible isn’t anything but a book of terror, and that’s how
God is: Terrible. But the book has power. And we might need it.”
“I don’t know what to think about you, Reverend,” the deputy
said.
“Ain’t nothin’ you can think about a man that’s gone loco,” Bill
said. “I don’t want to stay with no man that’s loco.”
“You get an idea to run, Bill, I can shoot you off your horse,”
the deputy said. “Close range with my revolver, far range with my
rifle. You don’t want to try it.”
“It’s still a long way to Nacogdoches,” Bill said.
The road was narrow and of red clay. It stretched far ahead like a
band of blood, turned sharply to the right around a wooded curve
where it was as dark as the bottom of Jonah’s whale. The blowing leaves seemed especially intense on the road, scrapping dryly
about, winding in the air like giant hornets. The trees, which grew
thick, bent in the wind, from right to left. This naturally led the
trio to take to the left side of the road.
The farther they went down the road, the darker it became. By
the time they got to the curve, the woods were so thick, and the
thunderous skies had grown so dark, the moon was barely visible;
its light was as weak as a sick baby’s grip.
When they had traveled for some time, the deputy said,
obviously feeling good about it, “There ain’t nothing out here
’sides what you would expect. A possum maybe. The wind.”
“Good for you, then,” Jebidiah said. “Good for us all.”
“You sound disappointed to me,” the deputy said.
“My line of work isn’t far from yours, Deputy. I look for bad
guys of a sort, and try and send them to hell...or in some cases,
back to hell.”
And then, almost simultaneous with a flash of lightning,
something crossed the road not far in front of them.
“What the hell was that?” Bill said, coming out of what had
been a near stupor.
“It looked like a man,” the deputy said.
“Could have been,” Jebidiah said. “Could have been.”
“What do you think it was?”
“You don’t want to know.”
“I do.”
“Gimet,” Jebidiah said.
The sky let the moon loose for a moment, and its light spread
through the trees and across the road. In the light there were insects, a large wad of them, buzzing about in the air.
“Bees,” Bill said. “Damn if them ain’t bees. And at night. That
ain’t right.”
“You an expert on bees?” the deputy asked.
“He’s right,” Jebidiah said. “And look, they’re gone now.”
“Flew off,” the deputy said.
“No...no they didn’t,” Bill said. “I was watching, and they didn’t
fly nowhere. They’re just gone. One moment they were there, then
they was gone, and that’s all there is to it. They’re like ghosts.”
“You done gone crazy,” the deputy said.
“They are not insects of this earth,” Jebidiah said. “They are
familiars.”
“What?” Bill said.
“They assist evil, or evil beings,” Jebidiah said. “In this case,
Gimet. They’re like a witch’s black cat familiar. Familiars take on
animal shapes, insects, that sort of thing.”
“That’s ridiculous,” the deputy said. “That don’t make no kind
of sense at all.”
“Whatever you say,” Jebidiah said, “but I would keep my eyes
alert, and my senses raw. Wouldn’t hurt to keep your revolvers
loose in their holsters. You could well need them. Though, come
to think of it, your revolvers won’t be much use.”
“What the hell does that mean?” Bill said.
Jebidiah didn’t answer. He continued to urge his horse on,
something that was becoming a bit more difficult as they went. All
of the horses snorted and turned their heads left and right, tugged
at their bits; their ears went back and their eyes went wide.
“Holy hell,” Bill said, “what’s that?”
Jebidiah and the deputy turned to look at him. Bill was turned
in the saddle, looking back. They looked too, just in time to see
something that looked pale blue in the moonlight dive into the
brush on the other side of the road. Black dots followed, swarmed
in the moonlight, then darted into the bushes behind the pale,
blue thing like a load of buckshot.
“What was that?” the deputy said. His voice sounded as if it
had been pistol whipped.
“Already told you,” Jebidiah said.
“That couldn’t have been nothing human,” the deputy said.
“Don’t you get it,” Bill said, “that’s what the preacher is trying
to tell you. It’s Gimet, and he ain’t nowhere alive. His skin was
blue. And he’s all messed up. I seen more than you did. I got a
good look. And them bees. We ought to break out and ride hard.”
“Do as you choose,” the Reverend said. “I don’t intend to.”
“And why not?” Bill said.
“That isn’t my job.”
“Well, I ain’t got no job. Deputy, ain’t you supposed to make
sure I get to Nacogdoches to get hung? Ain’t that your job?”
“It is.”
“Then we ought to ride on, not bother with this fool. He wants
to fight some grave crawler, then let him. Ain’t nothing we ought
to get into.”
“We made a pact to ride together,” the deputy said. “So we will.”
“I didn’t make no pact,” Bill said.
“Your word, your needs, they’re nothing to me,” the deputy
said.
At that moment, something began to move through the woods
on their left. Something moving quick and heavy, not bothering
with stealth. Jebidiah looked in the direction of the sounds,
saw someone, or something, moving through the underbrush,
snapping limbs aside like they were rotten sticks. He could hear
the buzz of the bees, loud and angry. Without really meaning to, he
urged the horse to a trot. The deputy and Bill joined in with their
own mounts, keeping pace with the Reverend’s horse.
They came to a place off the side of the road where the brush
thinned, and out in the distance they could see what looked like
bursting white waves, frozen against the dark. But they soon
realized it was tombstones. And there were crosses. A graveyard.
The graveyard Old Timer had told them about. The sky had
cleared now, the wind had ceased to blow hard. They had a fine
view of the cemetery, and as they watched, the thing that had been
in the brush moved out of it and went up the little rise where the
graves were, climbed up on one of the stones and sat. A black cloud
formed around its head, and the sound of buzzing could be heard
all the way out to the road. The thing sat there like a king on a
throne. Even from that distance it was easy to see it was nude,
and male, and his skin was gray—blue in the moonlight—and the
head looked misshapen. Moonglow slipped through cracks in the
back of the horror’s head and poked out of fresh cracks at the front
of its skull and speared out of the empty eye sockets. The bees’
nest, visible through the wound in its chest, was nestled between
the ribs. It pulsed with a yellow-honey glow. From time to time,
little black dots moved around the glow and flew up and were
temporarily pinned in the moonlight above the creature’s head.
“Jesus,” said the deputy.
“Jesus won’t help a bit,” Jebidiah said.
“It’s Gimet, ain’t it? He...it...really is dead,” the deputy said.
“Undead,” Jebidiah said. “I believe he’s toying with us. Waiting
for when he plans to strike.”
“Strike?” Bill said. “Why?”
“Because that is his purpose,” Jebidiah said, “as it is mine to
strike back. Gird your loins, men, you will soon be fighting for
your life.”
“How about we just ride like hell?” Bill said.
In that moment, Jebidiah’s words became prophetic. The
thing was gone from the gravestone. Shadows had gathered at
the edge of the woods, balled up, become solid, and when the
shadows leaped from the even darker shadows of the trees, it was
the shape of the thing they had seen on the stone, cool blue in the
moonlight, a disaster of a face, and the teeth.... They were long
and sharp. Gimet leaped in such a way that his back foot hit the
rear of Jebidiah’s animal, allowing him to spring over the deputy’s
horse, to land hard and heavy on Bill. Bill let out a howl and was
knocked off his mount. When he hit the road, his hat flying, Gimet
grabbed him by his bushy head of straw-colored hair and dragged
him off as easily as if he were a kitten. Gimet went into the trees,
tugging Bill after him. Gimet blended with the darkness there.
The last of Bill was a scream, the raising of his cuffed hands, the
cuffs catching the moonlight for a quick blink of silver, then there
was a rustle of leaves and a slapping of branches, and Bill was gone.
“My God,” the deputy said. “My God. Did you see that thing?”
Jebidiah dismounted, moved to the edge of the road, leading
his horse, his gun drawn. The deputy did not dismount. He pulled
his pistol and held it, his hands trembling. “Did you see that?” he
said again, and again.
“My eyes are as good as your own,” Jebidiah said. “I saw it.
We’ll have to go in and get him.”
“Get him?” the deputy said. “Why in the name of everything
that’s holy would we do that? Why would we want to be near
that thing? He’s probably done what he’s done already.... Damn,
Reverend. Bill, he’s a killer. This is just as good as I might want. I
say while the old boy is doing whatever he’s doing to that bastard,
we ride like the goddamn wind, get on out on the far end of this
road where it forks. Gimet is supposed to be only able to go on this
stretch, ain’t he?”
“That’s what Old Timer said. You do as you want. I’m going in
after him.”
“Why? You don’t even know him.”
“It’s not about him,” Jebidiah said.
“Ah, hell. I ain’t gonna be shamed.” The deputy swung down
from his horse, pointed at the place where Gimet had disappeared
with Bill. “Can we get the horses through there?”
“Think we will have to go around a bit. I discern a path over
there.”
“Discern?”
“Recognize. Come on, time is wasting.”
They went back up the road a pace, found a trail that led through
the trees. The moon was strong now as all the clouds that had
covered it had rolled away like wind-blown pollen. The air smelled
fresh, but as they moved forward, that changed. There was a stench
in the air, a putrid smell both sweet and sour, and it floated up and
spoiled the freshness.
“Something dead,” the deputy said.
“Something long dead,” Jebidiah said.
Finally the brush grew so thick they had to tie the horses, leave
them. They pushed their way through briars and limbs.
“There ain’t no path,” the deputy said. “You don’t know he
come through this way.”
Jebidiah reached out and plucked a piece of cloth from a limb,
held it up so that the moon dropped rays on it. “This is part of
Bill’s shirt. Am I right?”
The deputy nodded. “But how could Gimet get through here?
How could he get Bill through here?”
“What we pursue has little interest in the things that bother
man. Limbs, briars. It’s nothing to the living dead.”
They went on for a while. Vines got in their way. The vines
were wet. They were long thick vines, and sticky, and finally they
realized they were not vines at all, but guts, strewn about and
draped like decorations.
“Fresh,” the deputy said. “Bill, I reckon.”
“You reckon right,” Jebidiah said.
They pushed on a little farther, and the trail widened, making
the going easier. They found more pieces of Bill as they went along.
The stomach. Fingers. Pants with one leg in them. A heart, which
looked as if it has been bitten into and sucked on. Jebidiah was
curious enough to pick it up and examine it. Finished, he tossed
it in the dirt, wiped his hands on Bill’s pants, the one with the leg
still in it, said, “Gimet just saved you a lot of bother and the State
of Texas the trouble of a hanging.”
“Heavens,” the deputy said, watching Jebidiah wipe blood on
the leg-filled pants.
Jebidiah looked up at the deputy. “He won’t mind I get blood
on his pants,” Jebidiah said. “He’s got more important things to
worry about, like dancing in the fires of hell. And by the way,
yonder sports his head.”
Jebidiah pointed. The deputy looked. Bill’s head had been
pushed onto a broken limb of a tree, the sharp end of the limb
being forced through the rear of the skull and out the left eye. The
spinal cord dangled from the back of the head like a bell rope.
The deputy puked in the bushes. “Oh, God. I don’t want no
more of this.”
“Go back. I won’t think the less of you, ’cause I don’t think that
much of you to begin with. Take his head for evidence and ride on,
just leave me my horse.”
The deputy adjusted his hat. “Don’t need the head.... And if it
comes to it, you’ll be glad I’m here. I ain’t no weak sister.”
“Don’t talk me to death on the matter. Show me what you got,
boy.”
The trail was slick with Bill’s blood. They went along it and
up a rise, guns drawn. At the top of the hill they saw a field,
grown up, and not far away, a sagging shack with a fallen-down
chimney.
They went that direction, came to the shack’s door. Jebidiah
kicked it with the toe of his boot and it sagged open. Once inside,
Jebidiah struck a match and waved it about. Nothing but cobwebs
and dust.
“Must have been Gimet’s place,” Jebidiah said. Jebidiah moved
the match before him until he found a lantern full of coal oil. He
lit it and placed the lantern on the table.
“Should we do that?” the deputy asked. “Have a light. Won’t
he find us?”
“In case you have forgotten, that’s the idea.”
Out the back window, which had long lost its grease-paper
covering, they could see tombstones and wooden crosses in the
distance. “Another view of the graveyard,” Jebidiah said. “That
would be where the girl’s mother killed herself.”
No sooner had Jebidiah said that, then he saw a shadowy shape
move on the hill, flitting between stones and crosses. The shape
moved quickly and awkwardly.
“Move to the center of the room,” Jebidiah said.
The deputy did as he was told, and Jebidiah moved the lamp
there as well. He sat it in the center of the floor, found a bench
and dragged it next to the lantern. Then he reached in his coat
pocket and took out the Bible. He dropped to one knee and held
the Bible close to the lantern light and tore out certain pages. He
wadded them up, and began placing them all around the bench on
the floor, placing the crumpled pages about six feet out from the
bench and in a circle with each wad two feet apart.
The deputy said nothing. He sat on the bench and watched
Jebidiah’s curious work. Jebidiah sat on the bench beside the
deputy,
rested one of his pistols on his knee. “You got a .44, don’t
you?”
“Yeah. I got a converted cartridge pistol, just like you.”
“Give me your revolver.”
The deputy complied.
Jebidiah opened the cylinders and let the bullets fall out on the
floor.
“What in hell are you doing?”
Jebidiah didn’t answer. He dug into his gun belt and came up
with six silver-tipped bullets, loaded the weapon and gave it back
to the deputy.
“Silver,” Jebidiah said. “Sometimes it wards off evil.”
“Sometimes?”
“Be quiet now. And wait.”
“I feel like a staked goat,” the deputy said.
After a while, Jebidiah rose from the bench and looked out the
window. Then he sat down promptly and blew out the lantern.
Somewhere in the distance a night bird called. Crickets sawed and
a large frog bleated. They sat there on the bench, near each other,
facing in opposite directions, their silver-loaded pistols on their
knees. Neither spoke.
Suddenly the bird ceased to call and the crickets went silent, and
no more was heard from the frog. Jebidiah whispered to the deputy.
“He comes.”
The deputy shivered slightly, took a deep breath. Jebidiah
realized he too was breathing deeply.
“Be silent, and be alert,” Jebidiah said.
“All right,” said the deputy, and he locked his eyes on the open
window at the back of the shack. Jebidiah faced the door, which
stood halfway open and sagging on its rusty hinges.
For a long time there was nothing. Not a sound. Then Jebidiah
saw a shadow move at the doorway and heard the door creak
slightly as it moved. He could see a hand on what appeared to be
an impossibly long arm, reaching out to grab at the edge of the
door. The hand clutched there for a long time, not moving. Then,
it was gone, taking its shadow with it.
Time crawled by.
“It’s at the window,” the deputy said, and his voice was so soft
it took Jebidiah a moment to decipher the words. Jebidiah turned
carefully for a look.
It sat on the window sill, crouched there like a bird of prey, a
halo of bees circling around its head. The hive pulsed and glowed
in its chest, and in that glow they could see more bees, so thick they
appeared to be a sort of humming smoke. Gimet’s head sprouted
a few springs of hair, like withering grass fighting its way through
stone. A slight turn of its head allowed the moon to flow through
the back of its cracked skull and out of its empty eyes. Then the
head turned and the face was full of shadows again. The room was
silent except for the sound of buzzing bees.
“Courage,” Jebidiah said, his mouth close to the deputy’s ear.
“Keep your place.”
The thing climbed into the room quickly, like a spider dropping
from a limb, and when it hit the floor, it stayed low, allowing the
darkness to lay over it like a cloak.
Jebidiah had turned completely on the bench now, facing
the window. He heard a scratching sound against the floor. He
narrowed his eyes, saw what looked like a shadow, but was in fact
the thing coming out from under the table.
Jebidiah felt the deputy move, perhaps to bolt. He grabbed his
arm and held him.
“Courage,” he said.
The thing kept crawling. It came within three feet of the circle
made by the crumpled Bible pages.
The way the moonlight spilled through the window and onto
the floor near the circle Jebidiah had made, it gave Gimet a kind
of eerie glow, his satellite bees circling his head. In that moment,
every aspect of the thing locked itself in Jebidiah’s mind. The
empty eyes, the sharp, wet teeth, the long, cracked nails, blackened
from grime, clacking against the wooden floor. As it moved to cross
between two wads of scripture, the pages burst into flames and
a line of crackling blue fulmination moved between the wadded
pages and made the circle light up fully, all the way around, like
Ezekiel’s wheel.
Gimet gave out with a hoarse cry, scuttled back, clacking nails
and knees against the floor. When he moved, he moved so quickly
there seemed to be missing spaces between one moment and the
next. The buzzing of Gimet’s bees was ferocious.
Jebidiah grabbed the lantern, struck a match and lit it. Gimet
was scuttling along the wall like a cockroach, racing to the edge of
the window.
Jebidiah leaped forward, tossed the lit lantern, hit the beast full
in the back as it fled through the window. The lantern burst into
flames and soaked Gimlet’s back, causing a wave of fire to climb
from the thing’s waist to the top of its head, scorching a horde of
bees, dropping them from the sky like exhausted meteors.
Jebidiah drew his revolver, snapped off a shot. There was a
howl of agony, and then the thing was gone.
Jebidiah raced out of the protective circle and the deputy
followed. They stood at the open window, watched as Gimet,
flame-wrapped, streaked through the night in the direction of the
graveyard.
“I panicked a little,” Jebidiah said. “I should have been more
resolute. Now he’s escaped.”
“I never even got off a shot,” the deputy said. “God, but you’re
fast. What a draw.”
“Look, you stay here if you like. I’m going after him. But I tell
you now, the circle of power has played out.”
The deputy glanced back at it. The pages had burned out and
there was nothing now but a black ring on the floor.
“What in hell caused them to catch fire in the first place?”
“Evil,” Jebidiah said. “When he got close, the pages broke into
flames. Gave us the protection of God. Unfortunately, as with most
of God’s blessings, it doesn’t last long.”
“I stay here, you’d have to put down more pages.”
“I’ll be taking the Bible with me. I might need it.”
“Then I guess I’ll be sticking.”
They climbed out the window and moved up the hill. They could
smell the odor of fire and rotted flesh in the air. The night was as
cool and silent as the graves on the hill.
Moments later they moved amongst the stones and wooden
crosses, until they came to a long wide hole in the earth. Jebidiah
could see that there was a burrow at one end of the grave that
dipped down deeper into the ground.
Jebidiah paused there. “He’s made this old grave his den. Dug
it out and dug deeper.”
“How do you know?” the deputy asked.
“Experience...and it smells of smoke and burned skin. He
crawled down there to hide. I think we surprised him a little.”
Jebidiah looked up at the sky. There was the faintest streak of
pink on the horizon. “He’s running out of daylight, and soon he’ll
be out of moon. For a while.”
“He damn sure surprised me. Why don’t we let him hide? You
could come back when the moon isn’t full, or even half full. Back
in the daylight, get him then.”
“I’m here now. And it’s my job.”
“That’s one hell of a job you got, mister.”
“I’m going to climb down for a better look.”
“Help yourself.”
Jebidiah struck a match and dropped himself into the grave,
moved the match around at the mouth of the burrow, got down
on his knees and stuck the match and his head into the opening.
“Very large,” he said, pulling his head out. “I can smell him.
I’m going to have to go in.”
“What about me?”
“You keep guard at the lip of the grave,” Jebidiah said, standing.
“He may have another hole somewhere, he could come out behind
you for all I know. He could come out of that hole even as we speak.”
“That’s wonderful.”
Jebidiah dropped the now dead match on the ground. “I will
tell you this. I can’t guarantee success. I lose, he’ll come for you,
you can bet on that, and you better shoot those silvers as straight
as William Tell’s arrows.”
“I’m not really that good a shot.”
“I’m sorry,” Jebidiah said, and struck another match along the
length of his pants seam, then with his free hand drew one of his
revolvers. He got down on his hands and knees again, stuck the
match in the hole and looked around. When the match was near
done, he blew it out.
“Ain’t you gonna need some light?” the deputy said. “A match
ain’t nothin’.”
“I’ll have it.” Jebidiah removed the remains of the Bible from
his pocket, tore it in half along the spine, pushed one half in his
coat, pushed the other half before him, into the darkness of the
burrow. The moment it entered the hole, it flamed.
“Ain’t your pocket gonna catch inside that hole?” the deputy
asked.
“As long as I hold it or it’s on my person, it won’t harm me. But
the minute I let go of it, and the aura of evil touches it, it’ll blaze.
I got to hurry, boy.”
With that, Jebidiah wiggled inside the burrow.
In the burrow, Jebidiah used the tip of his pistol to push the Bible
pages forward. They glowed brightly, but Jebidiah knew the light
would be brief. It would burn longer than writing paper, but still,
it would not last long.
After a goodly distance, Jebidiah discovered the burrow
dropped off. He found himself inside a fairly large cavern. He
could hear the sound of bats, and smell bat guano, which, in fact,
greased his path as he slid along on his elbows until he could stand
inside the higher cavern and look about. The last flames of the
Bible burned itself out with a puff of blue light and a sound like an
old man breathing his last.
Jebidiah listened in the dark for a long moment. He could hear
the bats squeaking, moving about. The fact that they had given up
the night sky let Jebidiah know daylight was not far off.
Jebidiah’s ears caught a sound, rocks shifting against the cave
floor. Something was moving in the darkness, and he didn’t think
it was the bats. It scuttled, and Jebidiah felt certain it was close to
the floor, and by the sound of it, moving his way at a creeping pace.
The hair on the back of Jebidiah’s neck bristled like porcupine
quills. He felt his flesh bump up and crawl. The air became
stiffer with the stench of burnt and rotting flesh. Jebidiah’s knees
trembled. He reached cautiously inside his coat pocket, produced
a match, struck it on his pants leg, held it up.
At that very moment, the thing stood up and was brightly lit
in the glow of the match, the bees circling its skin-stripped skull.
It snarled and darted forward. Jebidiah felt its rotten claws on his
shirt front as he fired the revolver. The blaze from the bullet gave
a brief, bright flare and was gone. At the same time, the match was
knocked out of his hand and Jebidiah was knocked backwards,
onto his back, the thing’s claws at his throat. The monster’s bees
stung him. The stings felt like red-hot pokers entering his flesh.
He stuck the revolver into the creature’s body and fired. Once.
Twice. Three times. A fourth.
Then the hammer clicked empty. He realized he had already
fired two other shots. Six dead silver soldiers were in his cylinders,
and the thing still had hold of him.
He tried to draw his other gun, but before he could, the thing
released him, and Jebidiah could hear it crawling away in the dark.
The bats fluttered and screeched.
Confused, Jebidiah drew the pistol, managed to get to his
feet. He waited, listening, his fresh revolver pointing into the
darkness.
Jebidiah found another match, struck it.
The thing lay with its back draped over a rise of rock. Jebidiah
eased toward it. The silver loads had torn into the hive. It oozed
a dark, odiferous trail of death and decaying honey. Bees began
to drop to the cavern floor. The hive in Gimet’s chest sizzled and
pulsed like a large, black knot. Gimet opened his mouth, snarled,
but otherwise didn’t move.
Couldn’t move.
Jebidiah, guided by the last wisps of his match, raised the
pistol, stuck it against the black knot, and pulled the trigger. The
knot exploded. Gimet let out with a shriek so sharp and loud it
startled the bats to flight, drove them out of the cave, through the
burrow, out into the remains of the night.
Gimet’s claw-like hands dug hard at the stones around him,
then he was still and Jebidiah’s match went out.
Jebidiah found the remains of the Bible in his pocket, and as he
removed it, tossed it on the ground, it burst into flames. Using the
two pistol barrels like large tweezers, he lifted the burning pages
and dropped them into Gimet’s open chest. The body caught on
fire immediately, crackled and popped dryly, and was soon nothing
more than a blaze. It lit the cavern up bright as day.
Jebidiah watched the corpse being consumed by the biblical
fire for a moment, then headed toward the burrow, bent down,
squirmed through it, came up in the grave.
He looked for the deputy and didn’t see him. He climbed out
of the grave and looked around. Jebidiah smiled. If the deputy
had lasted until the bats charged out, that was most likely the last
straw, and he had bolted.
Jebidiah looked back at the open grave. Smoke wisped out of
the hole and out of the grave and climbed up to the sky. The moon
was fading and the pink on the horizon was widening.
Gimet was truly dead now. The road was safe. His job was done.
At least for one brief moment.
Jebidiah walked down the hill, found his horse tied in the
brush near the road where he had left it. The deputy’s horse was
gone, of course, the deputy most likely having already finished
out Deadman’s Road at a high gallop, on his way to Nacogdoches,
perhaps to have a long drink of whisky and turn in his badge.
 





A little dust devil
danced in front of Jebidiah Mercer’s horse,
twisted up a few leaves in the street, carried them skittering and
twisting across the road and through a gap made by a sagging
wide door and into an abandoned livery stable. Inside, the tiny
windstorm died out suddenly, dropping the leaves it had hoisted
to the ground like scales scraped from a fish. Dust from the devil
puffed in all directions and joined the dirt on the livery floor.
Jebidiah rode his horse to the front of the livery, looked inside.
The door groaned on the one hinge that held it, moved slightly in
the wind, but remained open. The interior of the livery was well
lit from sunlight slicing through cracks in the wall like the edges
of sharp weapons. Jebidiah saw a blacksmith’s anvil, some bellows,
a few old, nasty clumps of hay, a pitchfork and some horse tackle
gone green with mold draped over a stall. There were no human
footprints in the dirt, but it was littered with all manner of animal
prints.
Jebidiah dismounted, glanced down the street. Except for an
overturned stagecoach near a weathered building that bore a sign
that read GENTLEMAN'S HOTEL, the street was as empty as a wolf’s
gut in winter. The rest of the buildings looked equally worn, and
one, positioned across the street from the hotel, had burned down,
leaving only blackened ruins and a batch of crows that moved
about in the wreckage. The only sound was of the wind.
Jebidiah thought: Welcome to the town of Falling Rock.
He led his horse inside the livery, looked about. The animal
tracks were what you would expect. Possum. Coon. Squirrel. Dog
and cat. There were also some large and odd tracks that Jebidiah
did not recognize. He studied them for a while, gave up on their
recognition. But he knew one thing for sure. They were not human and they were not truly animal tracks. They were something
quite different.
This was the place. Anyplace where evil lurked was his place.
For he was God’s messenger, that old celestial sonofabitch.
Jebidiah wished he were free of him, and even thought sometimes
that being the devil’s assistant might be the better deal. But he
had once gotten a glance of hell, and it was well short of appealing.
The old bad devil was one of God’s own, because God liked hell
as much as heaven. It was God’s game, heaven and hell, good
and evil. That’s all it was, a game, and Jebidiah despised and
feared God because of it. He had been chosen to be God’s avenger
against evil, and he couldn’t give the job back. God didn’t work
that way. He was mighty mean-spirited. He created man, then
gave him a choice, but within the choice was a whore’s promise.
And instead of making it easy for man, as any truly kind spirit
might, he allowed evil and sin and hell and the devil to exist and
blamed it all on man. God’s choice was simple. Do as I say, even
if I make it hard on you to so. It didn’t make sense, but that’s
how
it was.
Jebidiah tied his horse in one of the stalls, took the pitchfork
and moved the old hay about. He found some good hay in the
middle of the stack, forked it out, shook the dust from it and tossed
it to his horse. It wasn’t the best there was, but it would do, along
with the grain he carried in a bag on his saddle. While the horse
ate, Jebidiah put the fork aside, went into the stall and loosened
the saddle, slid it off and hung it over the railing. He removed
the bridle and reins, briefly interrupting his horse’s feed, slung it
over the stall, went out and shut the gate. He didn’t like leaving
his horse here in this bleak unattended stable, but he had come up
on another of life’s evils and he had to be about his business. He
didn’t know the particulars, but he could sense evil. It was the gift,
or the curse, that God had given him for his sins. And this sense,
this gift, had come alert the minute he had ridden into the ghost
town of Falling Rock. His urge was to ride away. But he couldn’t.
He had to do whatever it was that needed to be done. But for the
moment, he needed to find water for his horse and himself, grain
the horse, then find a safe place to bed down. Or as safe a place as
possible.
Jebidiah walked down the street, and even though it was fall,
he felt warm. The air was humid and the wind was hot. He walked
until he came to the end of the street, finally walked back toward
the Gentleman’s Hotel. He paused for a brief look at the overturned
stagecoach, then turned and went into the hotel.
He saw immediately from the look of it that it had been a
brothel. There was a bar and there were a series of stalls, not too
unlike horse stalls. He had seen that sort of thing once before, in
a town near Mexico. Women worked the stalls. Once there might
have been curtains around the stalls, which would have come to the
women’s waist. But business would have been done there in each
of them, the women hiking up their dresses so that cowboys, at two
bits a pop, could clean their pipes and happy up their spirits, be
cheered on by their comrades as they rode the whores like bucking
horses. Upstairs, in the beds, the finer girls would work, bringing
in five Yankee dollars per roll in the sheets.
Jebidiah slid in behind the bar, saw that on the lower shelf were
all manner of whiskey bottles. He chose one, held it up to the light.
It was corked and full. He sat it on the bar and found some beer
bottles with pry-up pressure caps. He took a couple of those as
well. Clutching it all in his arms, he climbed the stairs. He kicked
a few doors open, found a room with a large bed covered in dust.
He placed the bottles on a night table, pulled the top blanket back,
shook the dust onto the floor. After replacing the blanket, he went
to the window and pushed it up. There wasn’t much air, and it was
warm, but it was welcome in comparison to the still humidity of
the room.
Jebidiah had found his camp. He sat on the bed and opened one
of the beers and took a cautious sip. It was as flat as North Texas.
He took it and the other beer, which he didn’t bother to open, and
tossed them out the window, sent them breaking and splattering
into the dry, dirt street below. He wasn’t sure what had possessed
him to do such a thing, but now it was done and he felt better for
having done it.
He went back to the nightstand, tugged the cork from the
whisky with his teeth. He took a swig. The whiskey was warm both
in temperature and spirit, and he could have cleaned his pistols
with it, but it did the trick. He felt a comfortable heat in his throat
and his stomach, a wave of relaxation soaking into his brain. It
wasn’t food, and it wasn’t water, but it beat nothing in his stomach
at all. After a moment, and a few more swigs, the whisky warmed
him from head to toe, set a bit of a fire in his balls.
He sat on the bed and took several sips before returning the
cork to the bottle and going downstairs. He went out into the
street again, still looking for someplace with water. He glanced at
the stagecoach lying on its side, horseless, and noted something
he had not noted before. The runner to which the horses would be
hooked was dark with blood. Jebidiah examined it. Dried gore was
all along the runner. And now he noted there were horse hooves,
bits of hair, even a gray horse ear, and what looked like a strip of
skin lying in the street. Not to mention a hat and a shotgun. There
was a smell, too. Not just the smell of dried blood, but a kind of
wet stink in the air. Jebidiah was sure the source was not from the
blood or the horse remains. It was the stink of evil, and the smell
of it made him absently push back his long black coat and touch
the revolvers in their holsters.
He heard a moan. It was coming from the stagecoach. Jebidiah
scampered onto the runner and onto the side of the coach, moved
along to the door with its cut away window, looked down and
inside. Lying against the far side door that lay on the ground
was a woman. Jebidiah reached through the open gap, grabbed
the interior latch, swung the door open and climbed inside. He
touched the woman’s throat. She moved a little, groaned again.
Jebidiah turned her face and looked at it. She was a handsome
woman with a big dark bruise on her forehead. Her hair was as
red as a campfire. She wore a tight-fitting green dress, some fancy
green shoes. She wore a lot of makeup. He lifted her to a sitting
position. She fluttered her eyes open, jumped a little.
Jebidiah tried to give her a smile, but he was no good at it. “It’s
okay, lady,” he said. “I am here to help.”
“Thanks. But I need you to let me lift my ass. I’m sitting on my
umbrella.”
Jebidiah helped her out of the stagecoach, into the hotel and
upstairs. He put her on the bed he had shaken the dust from, gave
her a snort of the whisky, which she took like a trouper. In fact, she
took the bottle from him and took a long deep swig. She slapped
the umbrella, which had a loop for her wrist, against the bed.
“Damn, if that don’t cut the dust,” she said.
Jebidiah pulled a chair beside the bed and sat. “What’s your
name?” he said.
“Mary,” she said disengaging herself from the umbrella, tossing
it onto the end of the bed.
“I’m Jebidiah. What happened? Where are the stage horses?”
“Eat up,” she said. “Them, the driver, and the shotgunner too.”
“Eaten?”
Mary nodded.
“Tell me about it.”
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
“You might be surprised.”
And then, after another shot of whisky, she told it.
“I’m a working girl, as you may have already noticed. I am late of
Austin, Texas, and Miss Mattie Jane’s establishment. But Mattie
met a man, got married, sold her place, made a deal with the madam
here in Falling Rock for my services, as well as the remaining girls.
I was the only one that took her up on the deal. The others spread
out across Texas like prairie chickens.
“Must say, I thought there would be more to Falling Rock than
this. Thought it would be a sizable town. And maybe it was. I
figure what ever got the driver and shotgunner, as well as a whisky
drummer in the coach with me, got most of the town, too. Hadn’t
been for my umbrella, I’d be dead. I was surprised at how well I
was able to protect myself with it.
“We came into town late last night, me ready to start my job
here at the Gentleman’s Hotel, ready to buck pussy, when a strange
thing occurred. No sooner had the stage entered the town, then
a shadow, heavy as if it had weight, fell across the place and sort
of lay there. You could see the moon, you could see the town, but
the shadow flowed between buildings and into the stagecoach. It
became hard to breathe. It was like trying to suck down flannel
instead of air. Then the stage shadow flowed away and the stage
rolled on, stopped in front of the hotel. The stage shook real hard
and then I heard a noise. A kind of screech, unlike anything I had
ever heard. Then I remembered one of my old johns telling about
being in an Indian fight, and that it had been close and hand to
hand, and the horses had been wounded, and there had been a fire
in a barn that the Indians set, and the horses inside burned alive.
He said the horses screamed. Somehow, I knew that was what I was
hearing. Screaming horses. Except there wasn’t any fire to burn
them. But something was scaring them, causing them pain.
“The stagecoach shook and tumbled over. I heard the shotgun
go off a couple of times, and next thing I knew the driver and the
shotgunner were yelling. The whisky drummer stuck his head out
of the overturned window, jerked it back again. He turned and
looked at me. His face, even in the night, was as white as the hairs
on an albino’s ass. He pulled a derringer, then there was a face at
the window. I ain’t never seen a face like it. I couldn’t place it. My
mind wouldn’t wrap around it.
“The drummer fired his derringer, and the face jerked back,
then it filled the window again. An arm, a hairy arm with what
looked like hooks on it snapped through the window and caught
the drummer in the face, peeled him from his left ear to the side
of his lip. I remember seeing his teeth exposed through a gap in
his jaw. Then the hairy hooked hand had him by the throat. The
drummer fought, slamming the derringer into the thing’s face,
pounding on its hands with the butt of the gun. He was snatched
through the window in a spray of blood.
“I didn’t know nothing but to grab up my umbrella. It’s all I
had. Then the face was there again, tugging at the door, about to
pull it off, I figured, so I jumped forward and stabbed out with
the tip of the umbrella and got the thing in the eye. It let out a
horrible howl, moved away. But two more ugly hairy faces took its
place. Yellow eyes glowing, and all those teeth, dripping spit. I’m
not brave, but fear drove me to jump at them and stab into them,
and I got one of them, and it, he, whatever it was, jumped back and
went away.
“I don’t think I scared them, I just think they sort of, well, got
bored or something. Or more likely...full. Cause I could hear them
prowling around and around the stage, and I could hear other
things, snapping sounds, gnawing sounds, a kind of excitement
that sounded like miners at a free lunch.
“They climbed up on the stage and looked in the window a few
times, and I struck at one of them, missed. The thing almost swatted me with that hairy arm, those big claws, then there was pink
light through the window, and it went silent outside. I considered
coming out, but couldn’t. I was too frightened. I was exhausted
too. More than I realized. I dreamed I was awake. I had no idea I
had fallen asleep until you came. Good thing I dropped my umbrella while I slept, otherwise you would have found it in your
ribs, your eye, someplace.”
Jebidiah picked up the umbrella and looked at it. It was ragged
and broken in spots, tipped with wood. He touched it with his
fingers. Oak. He gave it to her. “The tip is sharp,” he said.
“I broke it off some time ago. Never did get another.”
“Good thing,” Jebidiah said. “The broken tip made a good
weapon.”
Mary looked at the window. “It’s growing dark. We need to
leave this town.”
Jebidiah shook his head. “No. I have to be here. But you should
leave. I’ll even give you my horse to do it.”
“I don’t know why you have to stay, that’s your business, but
I won’t lie. I’m ready to go. And I’ll tell you, I was just lucky. I
think the daylight ran them. Had it been earlier in the night,
I wouldn’t be here right now. I’d be some turd, digested and
dropped on a hill somewhere, maybe drawing flies in an alley. I’ll
take you up on that horse, mister. But I’d like to do it now. And
I’m telling you, you damn sure don’t need to be here afoot. Or on
horseback, or in a stage, or no kind of way. You need to ride on
out with me.”
“I’ll leave when my job is done.”
“What job?”
“His job...God.”
“You some kind of preacher?”
“Some kind.”
“Well, sir, that’s your business if you say so. I don’t pray to God
much. He ain’t never answered any of my prayers.”
“I don’t know that he’s answered anyone’s,” Jebidiah said.
Darkness was edging into the street when Jebidiah and Mary left
the hotel, began to walk briskly toward the barn. The oppressive
humidity was gone, and now there was a chill in the air. By the
time they reached the livery and Jebidiah had saddled his horse,
the night had slipped in smooth and solid.
Outside the livery, leading the horse, Jebidiah looked toward
the woods that lay beyond the town, saw that they were holding
thick shadows between leaves and limbs.
“I’m not going anywhere,” Mary said. “I’ve waited too long.
Bad enough it’s dark, but me out there without anyone to help,
damn if I will. I’d rather stay here till morning. Provided I’m here
in the morning.”
“You are probably right,” Jebidiah said. “It wouldn’t be good
for you to go now. It’s best to go back to the hotel.”
They started back down the street, Jebidiah leading his horse,
and as they went, a kind of dark cloud fled out of the woods and
covered the quarter moon and fell on the town and came apart,
shadows skittering in all directions.
“What in hell is that?” Mary said.
“The mantle of darkness,” Jebidiah said, and picked up his
pace. “It sometimes comes when a place is full of evil.”
“It’s cold.”
“Odd, isn’t it? Something from the devil, from the bowels of
hell, and it’s cold.”
“I’m scared,” Mary said. “I don’t normally scare up easy, but
this shit is making my asshole pucker.”
“Best not to think about being scared,” Jebidiah said. “Best to
think about survival. Let’s get back to the hotel.”
When they got to the hotel it was full of ghosts.
Jebidiah tried to lead his horse inside. It pulled at the reins, not
wanting to enter.
“Easy, boy,” Jebidiah said to the horse, stroked its nose, and
the horse settled down, slightly. Jebidiah continued to soothe
the horse as he and Mary watched the ghosts move about. There
were many ghosts and they seemed not to notice Jebidiah and
Mary at all. They were white and thin as clean smoke, but were
identifiable shapes of cowboys and whores, and they moved across
the floor and into the stalls. Women hiked their ghostly dresses,
and ghostly men dropped their trousers and entered them. The
bartender behind the bar walked up and down its length. He
reached and took hold of bottles that were not bottles, but shapes
of bottles that could be seen through. At a piano a ghostly presence
sat, hatless, in striped shirt and suspenders, all of which could be
seen through. The ghost moved his hands over keys that didn’t
move, but the player seemed to move as if he heard the music. A
few cowboys and whores were dancing about to the lively tune
that was heard by them, but not the living.
“My God,” Mary said.
“Funny how he always gets mentioned,” Jebidiah said.
“What?”
“Nothing. Don’t fear these. They can’t hurt you. Most of them
don’t even know you’re here.”
“Most?”
“They are spirits of habit. They do this over and over. It was
what they were doing, or wanted to do before they died. But that
one—”
Jebidiah pointed to a ghostly, but much more distinct shape
sitting in a chair against the far wall. He was a stubby cowboy in a
big ghostly hat. He was almost solid, but the wall and the furniture
could be seen through him. “He knows we’re here. He sees us as we
see him. He has been here a while. He has begun to accept his death.”
At that statement, the ghostly figure Jebidiah referred to,
rose and crossed the room toward them, walking, but not quite
touching the floor.
Mary moved toward the door.
Jebidiah grabbed her arm. “Best not. The street will be a far less
welcome place shortly, perhaps already. There’s more out there
than an oppressive cloud.”
“Will he hurt us?” Mary asked.
“I don’t think so.”
The ghost sauntered toward them, and as he neared, he showed
a lopsided grin, stopped, stood directly in front of Jebidiah. Beside
him, Mary shook like a leaf in a high wind. Jebidiah’s horse tugged
at the reins, Jebidiah pulled the horse forward slightly, glanced at
it. Its visible eye rolled in its head. “Easy, boy,” Jebidiah said to the
horse, then turned to the ghost, said, “Can you speak?”
“I can,” said the spirit, and the voice was odd, as if it were
climbing up to them from the bottom of a deep, dark well.
“How did you die?”
“Must I answer that?”
“You are bound to answer nothing at all, or anything you wish,”
Jebidiah said. “I have no control over you.”
“I want to pass on,” the ghost said, “but for some reason, I cannot. I am here alone, because the others, they don’t know they’re
dead. This town, it holds us. But I seem to be the only one that
knows what has happened.”
“Evil has claimed it,” Jebidiah said. “When that happens, all
manner of things can occur. Not always the same, but always evil.
You have decided to embrace the truth, they have not. But in time,
they must.”
“I’m not evil. I’m just a cowpoke that got dead.”
“The evil is what’s holding you,” Jebidiah said.
The cowboy nodded. “Them.”
“The hairy ones,” Mary said.
“Yes, the hairy ones,” the ghost said. “What they did left me in
this place. There are other places, places I would like to move to, but
I can’t, and it’s because of them, who they are and what they are.”
“It’s the way you died,” Jebidiah said. “You are caught in one
of God’s little jokes.”
The ghost twisted its head to the side like a curious dog.
“What kind of joke?” the cowboy said, “because I assure you, I
don’t find it all that funny.”
“And, in time, you will find it less and less humorous, and then
you will get angry, and then you will react, and your reactions will
not be of the best nature.”
“I have no intent of haunting anyone,” said the ghost.
“Time and frustration turns the spirit dark,” Jebidiah said.
“But I can help you pass on.”
“You can?”
“I can.”
“Then do it, for Christ’s sake.”
“The evil must be destroyed.”
“Do it.”
“I would ask a small favor of you, first.”
“Of me?”
“Tell me about this town. What happened to you. If I know
about it, I can fight what’s here, and I can help you pass on. That
is my promise.”
“Oh, you can’t fight what’s here. Soon, you and her will be like
me.”
“Perhaps,” Jebidiah said.
“I don’t like the sound of that,” Mary said.
“First things first,” Jebidiah said. “I don’t want to stand here
with my horse and my back against the door.”
“Understood,” said the ghost.
Jebidiah found a big room, a kind of sitting room, and that was
where he put his horse, fed it grain that he poured out onto the
hardwood floor. Then, as the ghost watched, he pushed a long
cabinet across the doorway and pulled the curtains on the window.
He and Mary took a seat on a kind of settee that was before the
large window with the pulled curtains. There was no light inside,
and Jebidiah did nothing to find one, though oil lamps stood
out from the wall in brass fixtures. They sat in the dark, it being
nothing to the ghost. Jebidiah and Mary’s eyes adjusted in time,
enough to make out shapes, and, of course the ghost was forever
constant, white and firm.
Once seated, the Reverend pulled both his revolvers and laid
them on his thighs. Mary sat tight against him. The ghost took a
chair as he might have in real life. He pulled a ghostly chaw from
his pocket and put it in his jaw. The room grew darker and the
night grew more still.
“There’s no taste,” the ghost said after a few jaw movements.
“It’s just the idea of a chaw. It’s there, and I can put it in my mouth,
but it’s like the liquor the bartender serves, it’s not really there.
Thing that makes me feel a bit better about that is the fact the
money I pay him, it ain’t there either. Ain’t nothing really there
but my urges.”
“So the bartender knows you’re here?” Jebidiah said.
“Sometimes. Sometimes not.”
“I’m sure it is a misery,” Jebidiah said. “But now, if I’m to help
you, help us. I feel that we are short of time. Already the street is
full of the night, and the great shadow lays heavy on the town. I
can taste it when I breathe.”
“You talk funny.”
“I was educated funny.”
The ghost nodded. “That shadow comes down on the town
before they do. It comes, they are not far behind. When they show
up, that’s at the beat of twelve,” and with that the ghost nodded
toward a big grandfather clock in the near corner of the room,
“that’s when things get hairy, so to speak.”
Jebidiah struck a match and leaned it in the direction of the
clock. It said seven p.m.
“Then we have some time,” Jebidiah said, shaking out the match.
“So maybe we can and should get out of town now,” Mary said.
The ghost shook its head. “Nope. You don’t want to go out
there. They don’t get serious until midnight, but being out in the
street, under that big ole shadow, that ain’t the place to be. The
things to worry about the most ain’t gonna be here for awhile, but,
still, there’s things out there under and in that shadow, and you
don’t want no part of that. I’m dead, and I don’t want no part of it.
And besides, time ain’t the same here. Take a look at the clock.”
Jebidiah struck another match, held it up. The clock had moved
a full fifteen minutes. Jebidiah shook out his match.
“It’s messed up,” Mary said.
The ghost shook its head.
Jebidiah said, “The devil’s time is different from mine and
yours.” Jebidiah turned to the ghost. “Do you have some helpful
advice for us? I believe we could use any you might possess, and
considering your situation, you are bound to have experiences that
we do not.”
“And if you’re lucky,” said the ghost, “you’ll never have them.
Let me tell you, this ain’t no dosey-do, being dead, being hung up
between here and wherever.”
The ghost paused for a moment, as if gathering his energies,
and in fact, he seemed to become brighter, more solid, and as he
did, he leaned forward and told his story.
“My name was Dolber Gold, but everyone called me Dol when I
was alive. Me and all these cowboys and whores once lived in, or
worked in, or passed through, this town. And this here establishment, which could be called a kind of house of pleasure, a sure
enough Gentleman’s Hotel, minus the goddamn gentleman, was
always packed and full of piano music and dancing, and if you’ll
pardon me, ma’m, the riding of asses and the drinking of liquor.”
“Mine has been ridden plenty,” Mary said. “I’m a working girl.
So no begging your pardon is necessary.”
“I thought as much,” Dol said, “and I mean that with no disrespect. My favorite women were always of the loose nature, and
I respect the job they do and the pleasure they give. And if I were
able, I’d be glad to lay coins down to buck a bit with you.”
“Tell your story,” Jebidiah said.
“The hairy ones,” Dol said. “That’s your problem.”
Dol nodded at the grandfather clock. “Go outside now you’ll be
covered in a kind of sickness, a feeling that will make you weak.
It’s them a’comin’. There’s bad things in that shadow in the street,
but it ain’t nothing to what’s gonna be here when that clock hits
high midnight.”
“You’ve said as much,” Jebidiah said, throwing a glance at the
clock. His eyes had adjusted enough he could make out the fact
that the hands had moved again. Another fifteen minutes. There
were still time, but it was best to be prepared, and have time to do
it. Dol was as chatty as a squirrel, and nowhere near on point.
“Me and some of the boys got liquored up and rode out to the
old graveyard for some fun. I didn’t have no respect, ’cause I was
full of rotgut to the gills. We rode out there with bad intentions.
Graveyard there is what used to be for all them folks settled here,
but there was graves older than that on top of the hill, lost in
amongst the trees. And it was said Conquistadors come through
here, gave trouble to the Indians. Story went that they come
through this part of East Texas, up the Sabine River, searching for
gold. Course, wasn’t none. But they searched anyway. These woods,
deep as they are now, were deeper then, and there was things in
there from times before we know’d about time. Conquistadores
began to die out, and the six that was left, they camped here abouts,
and in the night, a hairy one came. Maybe he was an Indian. Who
knows? The Indians tell the story. But he was hairy and he came
into the center of them and killed the lot of them, tore them up.
Their bones were left to rot on the hill. But Indians said them
Conquistadores, ever full moon, gathered flesh and hair on their
bones, and come into camp searching for food and fun killin’.
It was said this thing that killed them had passed along a piece
of himself to them, making them like him. Wolves that walked
like men. Indians finally captured these six and even the original
hairy one, who they claimed came from some hole in the ground,
came up to plague man and spread evil. But they captured them
somehow, and buried them deep and pinned them to the ground.”
“Pinned them?” Jebidiah said.
“Comin’ to that,” Dol said. “So me and my buddies, we thought
it might be fun to dig up them old graves. We wasn’t worried
about no curse, but we figured there might be something inside
them graves worth somethin’, if it was no more than just a look.
Armor, maybe. Swords. Might even have been something in there
worth a few dollars. Truth is, we didn’t figure there really was
no Conquistadores buried there. But, you get bottle smart when
you’ve drunk enough, and we’d drunk enough, and we rode up
there and found some old unmarked mounds at the top of the hill,
trees and vines grown up on and around them. There was a big
old stick, like a limb, stuck down in one of the mounds. It looked
fresh, like it had just been put there.”
“What kind of limb?” Jebidiah asked.
“What?”
“What sort of wood was it?”
“Hell, I don’t know. I think it was hickory or something like
that.”
“Oak?”
“Could have been,” Dol said. “I ain’t for certain, but I sure wish
I could remember, and maybe figure on what kind of trees grew
around there and the name of all the plants and birds and such.
What is wrong with you fella? Who gives a shit?”
“My guess is it was oak,” Jebidiah said. “Like the tip of Mary’s
umbrella.”
The ghost just looked at him.
“Never mind,” Jebidiah said. “Go on with your story.”
“Tim, he’d brought some shovels and he passed them out, and
we started digging. I remember we come to this stick in the ground,
a stick carved on with symbols and such, and I pulled it out and
tossed it, and, well, drunk like we was, we didn’t last too long. But
before we passed out, we did make some progress on one of them
mounds, enough to open it. But I don’t remember much about
that. Next thing I knowed, I was on my back looking up at the full
moon shining down through the trees. I got up on one elbow, and
that’s when I seen it. It was the grave we had dug into. There was a
hairy arm pushing up out of the ground, and then this long snout
sheddin’ dirt, and then this thing pulled its way out of the hole and
wobbled up there on the edge of the grave. It was about seven feet
tall. It was like a wolf, only it had a long snout and ten times the
teeth. Them teeth hung out and twisted ever which way, and tall as
it was, it was still bent some, and its paws was tipped out with long,
shiny claws. But the eyes, that was the worst. They was as yellow
as old custard, except when they rolled, ’cause then they showed a
kind of bloody white around them.
“I tried to get up. But I couldn’t move at first. Drunk and scared
like I was, kind of going in and out of being awake. This thing
bent over and started digging in the ground, and pretty soon it was
tearing at the dirt and tossing it all over the place. It didn’t seem
to take no time at all before it had dug into a hole and pulled out
another stick like that one I pulled, and then up come another of
them things, and he went on to do this time and again, and I tried
to get up, tried to shake one of my buddies awake, but he wouldn’t
budge. Got my gun out and shot at it, but it ignored me. It just
went on getting them others out of the ground until there were six.
Well, even drunk like I was, by this time I knew I wasn’t having no
dream, and I was scared sober.
“One of them things picked up one of my buddies by the ankle,
held him up high and bit into his head, started slurping at the
brain. Well, I’ll tell you, I was up then and running. I heard one
of my buddies scream up there on the hill, then after that I was
running so fast through the trees, getting hit in the face by limbs
and such, I didn’t hear nor notice nothing. It come to me that I
might have been better to have grabbed up my horse, but I don’t
remember if it was even around no more. Good as it was about
being trained to stand, I had either forgotten it, or it had run off at
first sight of that thing comin’ out of the ground.
“I ran and I ran, thought I was making pretty good time and
doing well, then I seen a shadow moving through the woods, and
pretty soon it was everywhere. It made me feel sick and weak,
like I’d walked into a cloud of poison. Then there was these other
shadows that come out of the darker shadow, and they moved, and
they changed, took shape. It was them hairy things, kind of wolf-like they were. I got my brains back for a moment, started firing
my six gun, but it wasn’t doing no good. I’d have done about as
much good to try and stop them by peeing on them. But I didn’t
even have that kind of ammunition, having already peed all over
myself from being so scared. And I guess, since I’ve gone this far,
got to say I messed myself too. I was so scared my goosebumps had
goosebumps.
“I ran and ran, then come to a break in the woods, climbed to
the top of a hill, and then I heard them growl, and they was on
me. It happened faster than you can skin your foreskin back for a
soapin’.
“But they didn’t kill me. Not right off. They slapped me around,
bit on me some. Finally one of them threw me over his shoulder
like I was a sack of taters, carried me off. I tell you, I was one scared
cowpoke. Didn’t know if they was gonna eat me or stick their
peckers in my asshole. What they did was carry me to the woods
and they brought me back to where we had been, up the top of the
graveyard. As they carried me I tried to take note of things, see
where I was goin’, thinking maybe I stayed alert I had a chance.
But there wasn’t no chance. They got to the graveyard, they threw
me down and one of them stood there with his big paw on my
chest, the claws cutting into me like knives, and the others took
to digging. Down on their knees, digging like dogs, or wolves, or
whatever they was, and soon they had a big hole dug out and they
pulled this big run of bones out of the ground, and yanked a long,
carved stick out of between its forehead, which wasn’t nothin’ but
a skull, and while I’m lookin’, I seen the moonlight come down
on that head and I seen that hole in the head seal up, then I seen
flesh start to run over them bones, and then I seen it get pink with
blood and the chest start to breathe, and then hair started to grow,
in patches at first, then finally all over, and when it was thick as
wild prairie grass, the thing sat up, and finally stood up. It was a
male, that was obvious. Male like all the others, cause the thing
that let me know they was all male was hanging out for all to see,
long as a razor strap, thick as my ankle. And then it looked right
at me.
“Well now, this is the ugly part, and I start to almost feel
humanly sick when I think about it, even though I’m deader than
Custer and his whole outfit. Still feel the fear, dead or not, thinking
back on it. This thing, it come at me slow and easy, pulled its lips
back on that long old snout and showed me all them teeth, and I
went to screamin’, just like a little girl who’s seen a spider. And
boy, that thing liked that. It pulled those lips back even more and
spit started dripping off its teeth, and then it crouched like, and
finally I realized I was screamin’, cause at first I was just doin’ it,
not knowing I was, you know, and I heard the quality of it, and I
thought, well, ‘You go to hell,’ I ain’t screamin’ another sound. And
I shut my mouth and went quiet and made to go like a man...only,
I didn’t. He started to move fast then, a funny kind of move, like
some of the moves was left out, and then just before he had me his
pecker got stiff, like he was gonna do some business, and maybe he
was I thought, and I screamed again. Big and loud and I couldn’t
stop till he stopped me, his teeth in my throat. I don’t remember
much after that, but the next thing I knowed I was here in this
hotel, and thinkin’ I’d dreamed. But I couldn’t get nobody to see
me. And then gradually, there was more spirits like me, ’cause that
cloud come through the street every night, and then them wolves
would come. Kind of folded out of the shadows. Caught everyone
here eventually. Before they did, they once got trapped in the old
hotel across the street. The real hotel. And the folks in the town
burned it down. And them things, they come out of there afire,
their hair and flesh growing back fast as bullets fly. They went
on a rampage, and then there wasn’t no one left in this town but
ghosts, like me. They took to eating horses and cats and rats and
dogs, whatever stray animal might wander in. After that, there
wasn’t nothing. And then they kept coming around. Kept waiting
for something. More meat I guess. I don’t know why they didn’t go
off somewhere else, but they didn’t. Maybe far as the trees where
me and my poor pals found them was as far as they could go, ’cause
I know one night I seen the big one up there on the hill, howling
at the moon. I figure it was ’cause he was so hungry his stomach
thought its throat was cut.”
“They’re confined to this area,” Jebidiah said. “The cloud is
part of the evil that came out of the graves. They were held there
by the sharp ends of the oak. Some evil can’t stand oak. And this,
obviously, is that evil. Unfortunately, you released them.”
“Unless it’s hickory,” Dol said. “Or some kind of other tree.
Ain’t nothing says it’s oak. I didn’t tell you it was oak. I don’t
remember.”
“You have a point,” Jebidiah said, “but from my experience,
I’m betting on oak.”
“It’s your bet,” Dol said.
“I don’t understand,” Mary said. “He bit you, like he bit them
Spaniards so long ago. They become wolves until the Indians
killed them...or held them down with the sticks. But you got bit,
the others got bit, why ain’t you and them wolf-things?”
Dol shook his head. “Ain’t got a nugget on that. Nothin’.”
“Because,” said Jebidiah, “the leader, he is one, and they are six,
and together they are seven.”
“Well now, that clears it right up,” Dol said.
“Satan’s minions, that’s what they are. And there is one directly
from Satan, and there are six that he made. That allows seven.
They can kill others, but they can only make so many, and seven
is their number. If they were vampires, or ghouls, they could make
more, but the hairy things, they can only make seven.”
“Who made that rule?” Mary said.
“My guess is the gentleman in charge,” Jebidiah said.
“God?” Dol said.
“He likes his little games,” the Reverend said. “They have no
rhyme or reason to us, or perhaps to him, but, they are his games
and they are real and they affect us all. Seven. That is the number
for the hairy ones.”
“How do you know that?” Mary asked.
“I’ve seen more than I would like, read tomes that are not that
delightful to read.”
“So you seen it, or you read about it?” Mary said.
“In this case, I read about it.”
“So you ain’t had no practical experience on the matter?” Mary
said.
“On this, no. On things like it, yes.”
“Well, Mary said, “I hope this is some like them other things,
or otherwise we can bend over now and look up between our legs
and piss on ourselves.”
The night grew heavy and the shadow fled through all parts of the
town. In the hotel, and in the other buildings, it was nothing more
than a dark, cool, fog, a malaise that swept over Jebidiah and Mary.
Jebidiah removed the barrier from the setting room door, and as
he did, the clock ticked eight-thirty. Dol and the other ghosts
returned to what substituted for lives; the limbo of the hotel; the
existence of the not quite gone and the not quite present.
Jebidiah led his horse out of the sitting room, into the saloon.
In there they watched the ghosts for a moment, and then Jebidiah
took a candle from one of the tables where it was melted to a saucer,
broke the saucer free, and put the candle in his pocket. He found
two kerosene lamps with kerosene still in them, and gave those to
Mary to carry. He and Mary went up the stairs to the hotel room
where Jebidiah’s whisky resided. Jebidiah led his horse up there
with him. The animal was reluctant at first, but then made the
stairs easily and finally arrived at the landing, snorting in protest.
When Jebidiah looked down on the hotel, the dark fog had laid
down on the floor like a black velvet carpet, was slowly seeping out
of sight into the wood.
“You don’t go far without that horse, do you?” Mary said,
causing Jebidiah to turn his head and look.
“I’ll save him if I can. No use leaving him to be eaten. He’s
the best horse I ever had. Smart. Brave. Worth more than most
humans.”
“That may be true, but he just shit on the floor. And it smells
like a horse stall now.”
“We’ll live with it.”
They went into the bedroom, Jebidiah leading his horse. He let
go of the animal and took Mary’s umbrella off the bed and pulled
out his pocket knife, and began to whittle pieces off of it.
“I’m glad you got a hobby,” Mary said. “Me, I’m scared shitless.”
“And so am I. Whittling relaxes me. Especially when it has a
purpose.”
“What purpose?”
“These little shards of oak. For it to affect the wolves, it has
to bear some of the wood’s insides. Oak itself, that doesn’t do it.
Shaved oak. Sharpened oak. Anything that takes the husk off and
shows the meat of the tree.”
“What you gonna do, chase them down and poke them with
that little stuff? I don’t see you’re doing no good.”
“I’m going to take these little fragments, and I’m going to make
them smaller. Then I’m going to take my bullets, use my pocket
knife to noodle a small hole in the tips of the loads. I’m going to put
wood fragments in those little holes, then, I’m going to take this—”
He produced the candle from his pocket. “I’m going to seal the
little wood shaving stuffed holes with wax. When I shoot these
guns, the oak goes into the wolves along with the bullets.”
“Ain’t you the smart one?” Mary said, and she took a swig from
Jebidiah’s bottle.
He took it from her. “No more. We had best have our wits about
us.”
Mary said, “You want, you could knock you off a piece. No
charge.”
“I would hardly have my wits about me doing that, now would
I?”
“Reckon not. Just a friendly offer.”
“And a fine one. But I fear I’ll have to pass.”
Jebidiah went back to whittling, but not before he waved
a match under the bottom of the candle and stuck it up on the
nightstand and lit the wick. When he finished whittling, the wax
was soft. He went to work inserting the miniature wood shavings,
sealing them with wax. Mary helped.
Howls came down from the piney hills and filled the streets
and the Gentleman’s Hotel.
“They’re coming,” Jebidiah said.
Jebidiah went out on the landing, looked down. The ghosts had
gone, except Dol, and he had wandered behind the bar and laid
down flat on the floor. The wolves couldn’t hurt him, but Jebidiah
assumed he didn’t want to see them. Dead or not, he still knew
fear. Jebidiah watched his silent, still, white figure for a while, then
returned to the room and closed the door. He hefted the revolvers
in their holsters. They were packing his special prepared bullets.
He had done the same for his Winchester ammunition. And he
had done it for his gun belt reloads until the wax ran out. The
umbrella he had whittled on was little more now than a thin, sharp
stick, as Jebidiah had torn off the umbrella itself, and worked on
the shaft with his knife.
Mary sat in the center of the bed. He had given her the rifle.
She said, “You know, I can’t hit the back end of an elephant
with a tossed shot glass.”
“Wait until they’re close.”
“Jesus,” Mary said.
“He’ll be of no help,” Jebidiah said. “Put your faith in that
Winchester.”
“Maybe they won’t know we’re here,” Mary said.
“They’ll know. They’re hungry. They can smell us.”
The sound of Mary swallowing was as loud as a cough.
Jebidiah sat in a chair by the window and watched Mary, who had
fallen asleep. He was surprised she could sleep. Every nerve in his
body was crawling. He lit one of the lanterns and put it on the floor
by his chair, then sat back down, took out his pocket watch. He
popped the metal cover and looked at it. Even as he watched the
hands crawled from eight-thirty to nine. He took a breath, shut
his eyes, looked again. It had already moved five minutes past. He
went to the window and looked out. Something moved across the
street, through the low hanging shadow that had mostly seeped
into the ground, like a dark oil of evil. Jebidiah had gotten only
a glance, but it was something big and hairy, and it had moved
from the far side of the street to the back of the hotel. His horse
stirred in the corner of the room, where it had taken up residence
by backing its ass against the wall.
Jebidiah took a breath and moved away from the window. He
went over and stroked the horse’s nose, then went to the door,
opened it, stepped out on the landing.
It was dead dark down there and he couldn’t see a thing. Not
even Dol lying behind the bar; perhaps he had gone wherever the
others had gone, some other part of the town, all scrunched up and
wadded together in a mass of white mist in a closet somewhere. He
could see that the door to the hotel was partially opened. When
they had come into the hotel, he had closed it.
Jebidiah stood there for a long time, one hand on the rail,
looking down. Gradually his eyes became somewhat more adjusted.
He thought he saw something moving near the bar.
There was a shape.
It was still.
Perhaps it was nothing.
All right, Jebidiah thought, it’s not like they don’t know we’re
here. He took a small Bible from the inside of his coat pocket and
tore off the front page and took out a wooden match, struck it, lit
the paper and dropped it.
In the falling light of the paper, which lasted briefly, he saw the
shape was not just a shadow, but was in fact a thing. Dark fur was
glimpsed, hot, yellow eyes, teeth, and then the beast was moving,
darting around the bar, heading for the stairs, climbing two or three
steps at a bound. In that brief moment, Jebidiah saw that there was
another in the corner. A large beast with even larger, yellow eyes.
That would be the King Wolf, he thought, the one who would command the others, the one who would send them on their missions.
Jebidiah stepped to the mouth of the stairway and pulled his
revolver, pointed it casually and comfortably at the shape that
was bounding up the stairs, its chest covered in a metal Spanish
breastplate. In the darkness he could only tell it was there, couldn’t
make out features, could catch glimpses of that breast plate by the
thin moonlight they came through the hotel windows. He aimed a
little low, toward the groin, so that when he pulled the trigger on
the Colt .45 it bucked and rode up, throwing the bullet into the
upper part of the thing’s body, clanging the armor, but traveling
through it. The beast grunted, twisted slightly, kept coming. White
smoke twisted up from its breastplate where the bullet had gone
in, and from its back where it had come out.
Jebidiah cocked back the hammer again, thought, my God, I
hit it straight on. A .45 slug should have knocked him down the
stairs and on his ass, flat, breastplate or no breastplate.
The Colt jumped again, a burst of red flame coughed from the
barrel, the bullet struck the beast in the face just as it reached
the top of the stairs and was within six inches of Jebidiah’s
gun barrel. There was a barking sound. The beast twisted and
slammed against the wall and rolled down the stairs, smashed
through the railing, bounced onto the bar and lay silent and dark
in the shadows.
One, thought Jebidiah.
He looked down into the shadows, but couldn’t really make out
much. He thought he still saw the shape lying there, but he wasn’t
for sure. He glanced toward the corner of the room. The King Wolf
moved. And it was like Dol said. It seemed to move with some of
the moves torn out. One moment it was in the corner, the next it
was consumed by shadows.
Okay. One down. Maybe.
He squinted and looked again. He couldn’t be sure what was
down there. He had hit it solid, and with the oak in the bullet, so
he thought perhaps he had done the old boy in.
The front door of the hotel burst open wider and in came four
hairy black shapes, moving so fast it was hard to realize at first
what they were. They leaped about, two hitting the stairs and
coming up fast, another striking the wall, moving along the side of
it, scuttling there with its claws like a giant, hairy roach. The fifth
was running on all fours up the railing.
Jebidiah shot at the one on the railing, hit it in the head and
saw it fall, but now the others were coming at top speed. Jebidiah
felt his nerves grow taught, about to snap.
Red flames and a loud bark came from his left and one of
the wolves on the stairway fell and hit the other and they both
went tumbling through the already damaged railing. One hit the
floor and didn’t move, the other scrambled, ran in a circle like a
frightened dog.
Jebidiah glanced left. It was Mary with the rifle. He grabbed her
elbow and twisted her and pushed her through the open doorway
and into the room and slammed the door even as the beast running
alongside the wall—causing plaster and wood to fly every which
way from its claws—climbed to the ceiling, turned upside down
and scuttled across that. They heard the creature drop to the floor
outside the doorway, heard its breathing, loud as the pumping of
blacksmith bellows.
Then it hit the door, knocking a large gap in it. But as it did it
screeched and drew back its paw. There was a roar and the sound
of something clambering wildly on the landing.
Inside the room, the horse reared and came down hard on
the floor with its hooves. Jebidiah feared he had made a mistake
bringing the horse up there with them. It could do as much damage
to them as the wolves if it became frightened.
Well, maybe not that much.
Mary stood staring at the gap in the door. “What happened?”
“The door is oak. He snagged his arm on it, a sharp piece of
wood.”
“Then they can’t come through?”
“I think they can, just not easily.”
“Did I kill the one I shot?”
“I don’t know. I think the bullet still has to strike a vital organ,
and if it does, the oak splinter in it should act like poison. But
maybe it has got to be solid hit. Not just a leg, a shoulder. But the
heart. The brain. Liver. Something like that. Looked to me you
had a good shot, right in the head. But it was dark. It happened so
fast...I can’t say for sure.”
Jebidiah went over and took his horse’s reins and pulled at
them gently and stroked the horse’s nose. Its eyes rolled wildly and
it lifted its nose and dropped it back down, repeated the motion
numerous times. Slowly the horse calmed.
They stood for a while, then sat on the edge of the bed, facing
the door, guns in hand.
Nothing.
The night crawled on.
Mary said, “It couldn’t have been midnight. Not already. My
God, did you see those things?”
Jebidiah took out his watch, looked at it in the lantern’s glow.
The hands indicated two a.m.
“I thought it was just after nine,” he said. “Advantage to this
limbo time is that it will be day soon, and then time will slow.
They don’t come out in the day.”
“You know that for a fact?”
“No,” Jebidiah said. “I don’t.”
They had sat for only a moment when they heard a kind of scratching sound, coming from the street. Jebidiah went to the window to
look out, saw nothing. But the sound increased. He leaned against
the window glass and looked down. Something was coming up the
side of the wall. He opened the window quickly, stuck his head
out. A wolf was scratching its way up, moving fast, its head lifted
to look up at Jebidiah. It was almost on him.
Jebidiah grabbed up the lantern, flung it out the window and
down on the wolf. Flames burst in all directions and rose up on the
thing’s head like a dunce hat of flame, whipped about and caught
the fur on fire. The beast let go with its front paws, slapped at
the flames, held itself out from the side of the building with its
back claws, then lost purchase, first one foot came loose, then the
other, and it fell. It dropped in a twist of fire, hit the ground on
its back, rolled on its belly. The flames licked down and along its
spine and it screeched and crawled along the street, then went still
in the middle of it. The flames lapped its fur clean and cooked the
charred meat and the meat fell off in puddles, then there were only
the bones, blackened and smoking. The eye sockets in the thick
wolf skull chugged out wafts of dark smoke that rose up to the
sky and made little black dissipating mushroom shapes. The skull
shifted and cracked and fell apart. Jebidiah blinked. It was the
skeleton of a man now. The wolf bones had twisted and changed.
Jebidiah, trembling slightly, pulled his head in. “They don’t
like fire,” he said. “That and oak splinters. Make a note.”
Mary had moved to the window to stand beside him. She looked
down at the bones in the street. “Noted,” she said, but the word
sounded as if she were clearing her throat.
Jebidiah reloaded his six gun. “If I got one with a shot, and you
got one, and now there’s this dead one in the street, we’ve done all
right so far.”
“If? So we either have four left, or six,” Mary said.
“That sounds about right,” Jebidiah said. “And we haven’t even
seen the big boy, the pack leader. Least not well. He might be a
whole different kettle of fish. One thing is for sure, he lets his boys
do the dirty work.”
“What time is it?”
Jebidiah looked. “Damn,” he said.
“What?”
“The watch. It’s moving backwards. It’s midnight again.”
Jebidiah thought: If we can last until morning, it won’t matter if
we stop them all. Perhaps then I can catch them where they sleep,
someplace dark and well hidden most likely. But if I can get them
now, I can be sure, I won’t have to search for them. Of course,
there’s the problem of time. It moves forward and backward. It
could do that until we are hunted down, eaten, shat out brown and
greasy on a distant hill.
He walked up and down the floor, stopping now and then to
soothe the horse that now he wished he had not bothered with. Yet
the thought of leaving a fine animal to the monsters, that wasn’t
good, couldn’t do that. Even God, the old sonofabitch, might
appreciate a good horse.
He paced and he thought and he felt his nerves twist around
inside of him, his feelings and impressions coming fast like rifle
shots, jumping from one thought to another. Mary was sitting
dead center on the bed, the rifle across her knees, watching the
split in the door, turning her head now and then to look behind
her, toward the open window, out into the night which seemed
to have gone more dark and bleak than before, leaving only thin
silver moonlight.
Jebidiah went to the window and looked out. The bones were
still there.
He walked across the room, trying to make himself sit and
rest. But he couldn’t do it, felt like he had drank two or three
pots of coffee. Shit. Coffee. That would be good right now. Some
bacon and eggs. Hell, he was hungry enough to eat the ass out of a
menstruating mule.
What was that? A flutter?
A moth beat at the window.
Okay. A moth. No problem there. It moved beneath the window
and through the gap where Jebidiah had opened it to drop one
of the lanterns. The remaining lantern hung from a hook in the
ceiling and bled pollen-yellow light all over the place.
Jebidiah watched the moth. It was a big one and dark of wing
and fuzzy. It flew into the room over the bed, up against the ceiling
where it flittered about, the lantern light causing its shadow to
flick and swell and flap along the wall. Jebidiah turned to look at
the shadow and the shadow seemed larger than before. Jebidiah
felt something move on the back of his neck, like prickly-pear
needles. It was his hair, standing on end. He turned to look at
the moth again, up there on the ceiling, and it was a wolf; it
had shifted shape. It clung upside down over the bed and Mary.
Jebidiah wheeled, cross-drew pistols and fired rapidly. One. Two.
Three.
Mary was moving then, off the bed, running across the floor.
The wolf dropped, hit the bed, blew slats and frame in all
directions, tossing fur and flesh, scattering dry bones. Then the
door was hit, and Jebidiah caught a glimpse of a big yellow eye
through the rent in the wood. He jerked off a shot. Mary wheeled
toward the door, fired and cocked the rifle and fired and cocked
the rifle and fired again, banging holes through the door. Outside
the door came a noise like someone sticking a hot branding iron
up a bull’s ass.
The horse ran around the room, nearly knocking Jebidiah and
Mary over. The door banged. Another bang, louder this time, and
the frame cracked and the door came flying in. Two of the wolves
bounded in.
The horse went wild. It reared. It slammed its hooves down
on one of the wolves. The beast was driven beneath it. It latched
its teeth into the horse’s belly. The horse bolted toward the door,
clattered through it, dragging the wolf beneath it as it went.
Jebidiah could hear his mount clattering down the stairs, then
there was a breaking sound, and Jebidiah knew the horse had lost
its step and gone through the railing. He could hear a cracking
sound as it fell, the horrible noise of a horse screaming.
He didn’t have time to consider it. The other wolf was there. The
revolvers bucked in his hands and the wolf took two shots in the
teeth and the teeth flew like piano ivory. Mary, who had dropped to
her knees, was cocking and firing with amazing accuracy, hitting
the staggering beast with shot after shot in the chest. One went low
and took off his balls. The wolf fell backwards, skidded, hit the
wall, slammed up against it in a sitting position. Immediately it
transformed. Its characteristics changed. The snout dove back into
its face. The ears shrunk. Hair dropped off. A moment later where
the odd version of a wolf had been was a naked Conquistador.
Flesh fell off its frame like greasy bacon and its bones clattered to
the floor like a handful of dice.
They waited.
They breathed.
They continued to look toward the gaping doorway.
Nothing.
Just silence.
After a long time Jebidiah picked up the lantern and carried it
out on the landing, pistol at the ready. Nothing jumped him.
He walked to the railing and dangled the lantern over it and
looked down. His horse lay dead with its back broken across the
bar. The wolf was not visible. Without fire or oak splinters, it had
survived the fall.
He waved the lantern around, saw the bones of two other
wolves. The ones he and Mary had shot on the stairway. All right,
he thought, that’s good. One in the street. Two in the room. And
two out here. That’s five. Two left. One of them the big guy.
Jebidiah saw movement. Something white. Or gray. It was Dol.
He was gliding up the stairs.
“Why are you hiding?” Jebidiah said. “They can’t hurt you
now.”
“It’s a habit,” Dol said, more or less standing on the landing
beside Jebidiah. “I still think they can hurt me, even though I
know they can’t. There ain’t no reason to it, but that’s the way it
is.”
“So why did you come out now?”
“To tell you the big fella’s coming. I can sense it. And he’s mad.
He ain’t got but one wolf left. Thing is, he can make five others.
That means you and her or two more. Least that’s the way I see
it from what you’ve told me. Long as there’s six he can’t make no
more. But now for fresh meat. Fresh wolves. Put a gun in your
mouth. Don’t let him take you like he did them Conquistadores.
You did them a favor. But don’t let the big boy or the last wolf have
you, boy. You won’t like it.”
“Thanks for the warning,” Jebidiah said. “So there are just the
two? We got the others?”
“Yep.” Dol lifted his ghostly hat, slid past Jebidiah, across the
floor and melted into the wall.
Jebidiah turned to see Mary in the doorway with the rifle.
“Dol,” he said.
“I heard,” she said. “Jeb?”
“Yeah,” he said, as the two of them moved back inside the room.
“Looks like I ain’t gonna make it...shoot me.”
“We’ll make it.”
“Promise. You’ll shoot me.”
“We’ll make it.”
“Promise.”
“It looks bad, you got my word.”
“And if I can, I’ll do the same for you.”
“Well, just do not be in any hurry. I am in no rush. Make damn
sure the end is nigh.”
No sooner had they ceased speaking than they heard steps on the
stairs. The lantern light gave the room a soft glow. A cool wind
came through the open window and blew against their backs.
Jebidiah said, “You turn, watch the window. See a moth, a bird, a
bat, if you can hit it, shoot it.”
“I can’t hit it,” she said. “I have to be standing right in front of
it to hit it.”
“You’ve done well enough tonight.”
“Once with luck, once because no one could miss, not even a
blind man.”
“Well, if it’s small, swat it.”
They went silent again. Boards creaked on the landing.
Jebidiah wiped his hand on his coat, took hold of his revolver
again. Then he did the same with the other hand. He pointed both
revolvers in the direction of the door.
A slat of darkness fell into the room, but Jebidiah couldn’t see
its source in the hall. The shadowy slat began to move, a kind of
oily thing that took shape, flowed over the floor, rose up large and
solid.
It was a wolf thing with barred teeth. Jebidiah had been so
amazed, he had done nothing, and now the wolf was on him.
It came at him so hard it knocked him across the room, to the
window, forcing him through the opening.
He fell. A boot caught on the window frame. The wolf leaned
way out and grabbed him, pulled him up by his pants legs. Its
mouth opened so wide Jebidiah felt as if he could see all the way to
hell. Its breath was every dead thing and rotten thing that had ever
existed. It was about to bite him in the crotch.
Mary’s rifle cracked two times and the wolf let him go. Jebidiah
fell, twisting to land on his back with a white puff of dust. He hit
so hard the breath was knocked out and he was unconscious.
When he awoke, he realized he had only been out for moments.
He could hear screaming in the room upstairs. He moved, and it
hurt to do so. His back felt as if it were on fire. He eased to a
sitting position and tried flexing his legs. They still worked. All
of him worked. His head ached as if he had been on a ten-day
drunk.
He found his revolvers in the dust. Started back toward the
hotel.
The screaming stopped with a loud shot. Jebidiah looked up.
The wolf thing was at the window now, its snout dripping blood.
It crawled out the window and scuttled down the side of the hotel
toward Jebidiah.
Jebidiah opened fire. Hit the beast in the head the moment it
dropped to the ground, a good shot just above the left eye.
The thing charged him. Jebidiah dropped the revolvers
and grabbed at the wolf’s shoulders, pushing away its head, its
snapping teeth. He fell back, placing his boot in the creature’s
stomach, kicked up, launching the wolf.
When Jebidiah whirled to his feet and snatched up the
revolvers, the wolf lay in the dirt. Not moving. Jebidiah realized
his shots had been well placed, if slow in having effect.
The wolf lost fur, changed shape, shifted back to a naked
Conquistador. The flesh fell off, and instantly it was nothing but
bones scattered in the street.
When Jebidiah had reloaded his revolvers, he walked around to
the front door of the hotel, stood for a moment in the street. The
door to the hotel was still wide open. He eased inside, pistols at
the ready. He thought about Mary, took a deep breath, started up
the stairs. Every step he took made a squeak. He thought he saw a
shadow move on the landing. He squinted, saw nothing solid. But
the wallpaper appeared darkly stained in one spot, and he had a
feeling that his huckleberry was there, part of the shadows, part of
the wallpaper.
Easing on up, he paused, turned his head like a curious dog.
The spot on the wall moved, and as it did it swelled. It was the
great wolf, easily eight feet tall. It clacked its claws as it walked. It
bent slightly at the waist and stood at the top of the stairs.
“Could not wait, could you?” Jebidiah said. “Too impatient.”
The King Wolf’s ears flicked, its tongue came out of its mouth
and licked at the air and lapped across its own snout.
“You are not tasting me yet,” Jebidiah said.
And then the King Wolf bent forward and came down on its
front paws in a dive, came down the stairs at a run. Jebidiah’s pistols
barked, once each, and then the King Wolf hit him and he went
tumbling backwards, step by step, landing at the base of the stairs.
He looked up. Smoke was twisting out of the King Wolf’s body
where the bullets had struck and it seemed frozen on the stairs,
and he could see the creature better. It was unlike the others.
Not only bigger, but there was a peculiar countenance about the
horror that made Jebidiah feel as if he were in the presence of
Satan himself.
And unlike the others, the bullets had done damage, but the
King Wolf had been able to take it. Jebidiah got to his feet in a
kind of shuffle, backed toward the door, the pistols held before
him, his back aching, his side on fire. So far he had fallen out of
a window and been knocked down a flight of stairs and he could
still walk, so he felt he was doing well enough. And he hadn’t even
added in the werewolves.
When he was in the street, the doorway of the Gentleman’s
Hotel filled with the King Wolf’s shape. It stood on its hind legs
and its cock and balls swung about when it moved as if they were
a clockwork mechanism. It bent its head to accommodate the
doorway and moved out into the street, its teeth dripped saliva in
thick strings.
“Guess it’s you and me, Mr. Wolf. I know your boss. Both of
them. One high, one low. I have not got such a great opinion of
either.”
The King Wolf charged off the hotel porch and into the street
on its hind legs. Jebidiah fired with his revolvers, two shots, and
though the shots had effect, they didn’t stop the beast.
Jebidiah bolted and ran. He felt pain in every muscle, but fear of
what was about to happen was stronger than pain. He ran. He ran
fast. He was nearly to the overturned stagecoach when he looked
back to find that the King Wolf was loping along rapidly, closing
the gap. He could feel its burning breath on the back of his neck.
Jebidiah jumped up on the stage, dove through the open side
window, dropped down inside. The King Wolf’s face dunked into
the open space and it let out with a wild howl that shook Jebidiah’s
already tormented insides.
Jebidiah let loose with both revolvers. Firing twice.
The King Wolf jerked back. Jebidiah quickly began to reload.
He had three bullets in one revolver when the thing showed itself
again. Jebidiah fired a shot that hit the King Wolf solid in the
forehead, made a hole and smoke twisted up from the hole, but the
beast took the shot and didn’t pull back. It stuck an arm through,
caught Jebidiah by the ankle, jerked him up and out of the stage
window, banging his head and causing him to drop one of his
revolvers as he was pulled free.
The King Wolf held Jebidiah high above the ground with
one hand, its face easing closer toward him. Slowly. Making the
triumphant moment last. The King Wolf’s mouth opened wide.
Jebidiah jerked up the loaded revolver he still clutched in his
fists, and fired his last shots straight into the King Wolf’s open
mouth.
The King Wolf snapped its mouth shut. Smoke came out of
its nostrils. It stepped back a step. It opened its mouth so wide
Jebidiah could hear the bones in its jaws pop. And then the King
Wolf dropped Jebidiah on his head. The Reverend rolled and came
up with the empty revolver. He supported himself on one knee,
began reloading, glad he still had some wax and wood shaving
shells left, not happy that it seemed to be taking him forever to
fumble the bullets into the gun. He glanced up fearfully as he
loaded. The King Wolf was stepping backwards, slowly. Then
it paused, its head tilted...and fell off, splatting heavily into the
street, rolling over and over, losing hair, showing nothing but a
skull, white as purity.
The rest of the torso fell over.
Finally, thought Jebidiah, the accumulated bullets, the
shavings, had done their duty.
The great cold shadow rose out of the ground and filled the
street. Jebidiah stood. The shadow rose thick and to the height
of his neck, then the shadow fled, and with its passing came a
cool wind, and when the wind was gone, there was nothing in the
street, not even the shadow, which was melting into the tree line at
the far end of the town.
The King Wolf was gone. There was only a twist of fur flying
by. It clung to his cheek for a moment, then was blown away.
Out of the hotel came the white wraiths that had hidden there,
among them the more solid Dol. All of the spirits rose up toward
the sky, toward the stars, gathered into a fluffy, white formation
that fled upward to join the Milky Way. In a moment they were all
gone and the stars in the sky winked out like snuffed candles. The
sun rose as if out of the ground and took a position at high noon
immediately. The sky turned blue. White clouds boiled across
it quickly, and then stopped, looking like mounds of mashed
potatoes on a shiny blue, china plate.
Jebidiah turned his head toward a sound.
Birds chirped in a tree on the edge of the north end of the
street. Brightly colored birds so thick that at first Jebidiah thought
they were fall leaves gone red and yellow and blue and golden.
The birds made a sudden burst to the sky, as if confetti had been
tossed, and the sunlight behind them made them look strange and
otherworldly.
In the hotel room Jebidiah found Mary. She lay on the floor. She
had the rifle under her chin. She had managed to pull the trigger,
shooting herself. He could see why. She had been bit all over.
Maybe she had been in time.
He took her body out to the street, then brought the mattress
out. He broke up chairs from the hotel and made a bonfire and got
it started and put the mattress on that, put Mary’s body on top of
the mattress. He leaned against the stagecoach and watched her
burn. When there was nothing left, he went up the hill to the trees
where Dol had said the graveyard was. He saw it and walked among
it, went up the hill and into the deeper trees where he found gutted
graves. The wolves’ graves. He used his pocket knife to shave off
pieces of oak, and he made crosses from them, tying them together
with strips of cloth from his shirt. One cross for each grave. Just
in case. He tore pages out of his Bible and put those in the graves
with them. Another just in case.
He went back to the hotel and got his saddle and saddlebags off
of his dead horse, threw them over his shoulder, went out into the
street and started walking south.
A crow followed, flying just above him, casting a shadow.
  




  CHAPTER 1 
WOOD TICK
WOOD TICK wasn’t so much a town as it was a wide rip in the forest.
The Reverend Jebidiah Mercer rode in on an ebony horse on a
coolish autumn day beneath an overcast sky of humped up, slow-blowing, gun-metal-gray clouds; they seemed to crawl. It was his
experience nothing good ever took place under a crawling sky.
It was an omen, and he didn’t like omens, because, so far in his
experience, none of them were good.
Before him, he saw a sad excuse for a town: a narrow clay
road and a few buildings, not so much built up as tossed up, six
altogether, three of them leaning south from northern winds that
had pushed them. One of them had had a fireplace of stone, but
it had toppled, and no one had bothered to rebuild it. The stones
lay scattered about like discarded cartridges. Grass, yellowed by
time, had grown up through the stones, and even a small tree had
sprouted between them. Where the fall of the fireplace had left
a gap was a stretch of fabric, probably a slice of tent; it had been
nailed up tight and it had turned dark from years of weather.
In the middle of the town there was a wagon with wooden bars
set into it and a flat heavy roof. No horses. Its axle rested on the
ground, giving the wagon a tilt. Inside, leaning, the Reverend
could see a man clutching at the bars, cursing as a half dozen
young boys who looked likely to grow up to be ugly men were
throwing rocks at him. An old man was sitting on the precarious
porch of one of the leaning buildings, whittling on a stick. A few
other folks moved about, crossing the street with the enthusiasm
of the ill, giving no mind to the boys or the man in the barred
wagon.
Reverend Mercer got off his horse and walked it to a hitching
post in front of the sagging porch and looked at the man who was
whittling. The man had a goiter on the side of his neck and he
had tied it off in a dirty sack that fastened under his jaw and to
the top of his head under his hat. The hat was wide and dropped a
shadow on his face. The face needed concealment. He had the kind
of features that made you wince; one thing God could do was he
could sure make ugly.
“Sir, may I ask you something?” the Reverend said to the
whittling man.
“I reckon.”
“Why is that man in that cage?”
“That there is Wood Tick’s jail. All we got. We been meaning
to build one, but we don’t have that much need for it. Folks do
anything really wrong, we hang ’em.”
“What did he do?”
“He’s just half-witted.”
“That’s a crime?”
“If we want it to be. He’s always talkin’ this and that, and it gets
old. He used to be all right, but he ain’t now. We don’t know what
ails him. He’s got stories about haints and his wife done run off
and he claims a haint got her.”
“Haints?”
“That’s right.”
Reverend Mercer turned his head toward the cage and the boys
tossing rocks. They were flinging them in good and hard, and
pretty accurate.
“Having rocks thrown at him cannot be productive,” the
Reverend said.
“Well, if God didn’t want him half-witted and the target of
rocks, he’d have made him smarter and less directed to bullshit.”
“I am a man of God and I have to agree with you. God’s plan
doesn’t seem to have a lot of sympathy in it. But humanity can do
better. We could at least save this poor man from children throwing
rocks.”
“Sheriff doesn’t think so.”
“And who is the sheriff?”
“That would be me. You ain’t gonna give me trouble are you?”
“I just think a man should not be put behind bars and have
rocks thrown at him for being half-witted.”
“Yeah, well, you can take him with you, long as you don’t bring
him back. Take him with you and I’ll let him out.”
The Reverend nodded. “I can do that. But I need something to
eat first. Any place for that?”
“You can go over to Miss Mary’s, which is a house about a mile
down from the town, and you can hire her to fix you somethin’.
But you better have a strong stomach.”
“Not much of a recommendation.”
“No, it’s not. I reckon I could fry you up some meat for a bit of
coin, you ready to let go of it.”
“I have money.”
“Good. I don’t. I got some horse meat I can fix. It’s just on this
side of being good enough to eat. Another hour, you might get
poisoned by it.”
“Appetizing as that sounds, perhaps I should see Miss Mary.”
“She fixes soups from roots and wild plants and such. No
matter what she fixes, it all tastes the same and it gives you the
squirts. She ain’t much to look at neither, but she sells herself out,
you want to buy some of that.”
“No. I am good. I will take the horse meat, long as I can watch
you fry it.”
“All right. I’m just about through whittling.”
“Are you making something?”
“No. Just whittlin’.”
“So, what is there to get through with?”
“Why, my pleasure, of course. I enjoy my whittlin’.”
The old man, who gave the Reverend his name as if he had given
up a dark secret, was called Jud. Up close, Jud was even nastier
looking than from the distance of the hitching post and the porch.
He had pores wide enough and deep enough in his skin to keep
pooled water and his nose had been broken so many times it moved
from side to side when he talked. He was missing a lot of teeth, and
what he had were brown from tobacco and rot. His hands were
dirty and his fingers were dirtier yet, and the Reverend couldn’t
help but wonder what those fingers had poked into.
Inside, the place leaned and there were missing floorboards.
A wooden stove was at the far end of the room, and a stovepipe
wound out of it and went up through a gap in the roof that would
let in rain, and had, because the stove was partially rusted. It
rested heavy on the worn flooring. The floor sagged and it seemed
to the Reverend that if it experienced one more rotted fiber, one
more termite bite, the stove would crash through. Hanging on
hooks on the wall were slabs of horsemeat covered in flies. Some
of the meat looked a little green and there was a slick of mold over
a lot of it.
“That the meat you’re talkin’ about?”
“Yep,” Jud said, scratching at his filthy goiter sack.
“It looks pretty green.”
“I said it was turnin’. Want it or not?”
“Might I cook it myself?”
“Still have to pay me.”
“How much?”
“Two bits.”
“Two bits for rancid meat I cook myself.”
“It’s still two bits if I cook it.”
“You drive quite the bargain, Jud.”
“I pride myself on my dealin’.”
“Best you do not pride yourself on hygiene.”
“What’s that? That some kind of remark?”
Reverend Mercer pushed back his long black coat and showed
the butts of his twin revolvers. “Sometimes a man can learn to like
things he does not on most days care to endure.”
Jud checked out the revolvers. “You got a point there, Reverend.
I was thinkin’ you was just a blabber mouth for God, but you tote
them pistols like a man who’s seen the elephant.”
“Seen the elephant I have. And all his children.”
The Reverend brushed the flies away from the horsemeat and
found a bit of it that looked better than the rest, used his pocket
knife to cut it loose. He picked insects out of a greasy pan and put
the meat in it. He put some wood in the stove and lit it and got
a fire going. In a short time the meat was frying. He decided to
cook it long and cook it through, burn it a bit. That way maybe he
wouldn’t die of stomach poisoning.
“You have anything else that might sweeten this deal?” the
Reverend asked.
“It’s the horse meat or nothin’.”
“And in what commerce will you deal when it turns rancid, or
runs out?”
“I’ve got a couple more old horses, and one old mule. Somebody
will have to go.”
“Have you considered a garden?”
“My hand wasn’t meant to fit a hoe. It gets desperate, I’ll shoot
a squirrel or a possum or a coon or some such. Dog ain’t bad you
cook ’em good.”
“How many people reside in this town?”
“About forty, forty-one if you count Norville out there in the
box. But, way things look, considerin’ our deal, he’ll be leavin’.
’Sides, he don’t live here direct anyway.”
“That number count the kids?”
“Yeah, they all belong to Mary. They’re thirteen and on down
to six years. Drops them like turds and don’t know for sure who’s
the daddy, though there’s one of them out there that looks a mite
like me.”
“Bless his heart,” the Reverend said.
“Yeah, reckon that’s the truth. Couple of ’em have died over the
years. One got kicked in the head by a horse and the other one got
caught up in the river and drowned. Stupid little bastard should
have learned to swim. There was an older girl, but she took up
with Norville out there, and now she’s run off from him.”
When the meat was as black as a pit and smoking like a rich man’s
cigar, Reverend Mercer discovered there were no plates, and he ate
it from the frying pan, using his knife as a utensil. It was a rugged
piece of meat to wrestle and it tasted like the ass end of a skunk. He
ate just enough to knock the corners off his hunger, then gave it up.
Jud asked if he were through with it, and when the Reverend
said he was, he came over, picked up the leavings with his hands
and tore at it like a wolf.
“Hell, this is all right,” Jud said. “I need you on as a cook.”
“Not likely. How do people make a living around here?”
“Lumber. Cut it and mule it out. That’s a thing about East
Texas, plenty of lumber.”
“Someday there will be a lot less, that is my reasoning.”
“It all grows back.”
“People grow back faster, and we could do with a lot less of
them.”
“On that matter, Reverend, I agree with you.”
When the Reverend went outside with Jud to let Norville loose,
the kids were still throwing rocks. The Reverend picked up a rock
and winged it through the air and caught one of the kids on the
side of the head hard enough to knock him down.
“Damn,” Jud said. “That there was a kid.”
“Now he’s a kid with a knot on his head.”
“You’re a different kind of Reverend.”
The kid got up and ran, holding his hand to his head, squealing.
“Keep going you horrible little bastard,” Reverend Mercer said.
When the kid was gone, the Reverend said, “Actually, I was aiming
to hit him in the back, but that worked out quite well.”
They walked over to the cage. There was a metal lock and
a big padlock on the thick wooden bars. Reverend Mercer had
wondered why the man didn’t just kick them out, but then he saw
the reason. He was chained to the floor of the wagon. The chain
fit into a big metal loop there, and then went to his ankle where
a bracelet of iron held him fast. Norville had a lot of lumps on
his head and his bottom lip was swollen up and he was bleeding
all over.
“This is no way to treat a man,” Reverend Mercer said.
“He could have been a few rocks shy of a dozen knots, you
hadn’t stopped to cook and eat a steak.”
“True enough,” the Reverend said.



  CHAPTER 2


NORVILLE’S STORY: THE HOUSE IN THE PINES
The sheriff unlocked the cage and went inside and unlocked the
clamp around Norville’s ankle. Norville, barefoot, came out of
the cage and walked around and looked at the sky, stretching his
back as he did. Jud sauntered over to the long porch and reached
under it and pulled out some old boots. He gave them to Norville.
Norville pulled them on, then came around the side of the cage
and studied the Reverend.
“Thank you for lettin’ me out,” Norville said. “I ain’t crazy, you
know. I seen what I seen and they don’t want to hear it none.”
“’Cause you’re crazy,” Jud said.
“What did you see?” the Reverend asked.
“He starts talkin’ that business again, I’ll throw him back in the
box,” Jud said. “Our deal was he goes with you, and I figure you’ve
worn out your welcome.”
“What I’ve worn out is my stomach,” Reverend Mercer said.
“That meat is backing up on me.”
“Take care of your stomach problems somewhere else, and take
that crazy sonofabitch with you.”
“Does he have a horse?”
“The back of yours,” Jud said. “Best get him on it, and you two
get out.”
“Norville,” the Reverend said, “come with me.”
“I don’t mind comin’,” Norville said, walking briskly after the
Reverend.
Reverend Mercer unhitched his horse and climbed into the
saddle. He extended a hand for Norville, helped him slip up on the
rear of the horse. Norville put his arms around Reverend Mercer’s
waist. The Reverend said, “Keep the hands high or they’ll find you
facedown outside of town in the pine straw.”
“You stay gone, you hear?” Jud said, walking up on the porch.
“This place does not hold much charm for me, Sheriff Jud,”
Reverend Mercer said. “But, just in case you should overvalue your
position, you do not concern me in the least. It is this town that
concerns me. It stinks and it is worthless and should be burned to
the ground.”
“You go on now,” Jud said.
“That I will, but at my own speed.”
The Reverend rode off then, glancing back, lest Jud decide to
back shoot. But it was a needless concern. He saw Jud go inside the
shack, perhaps to fry up some more rancid horse meat.
They rode about three miles out of town, and Reverend Mercer
stopped by a stream. They got down off the horse and let it drink.
While the horse quenched its thirst, the Reverend removed the
animal’s saddle, then he pulled the horse away from the water lest
it bloat. He took some grooming items out of a saddlebag and went
to work, giving the horse a good brushing and rubdown.
Norville plucked a blade of grass and put it in his mouth and
worked it around, found a tree to sit under, said, “I ain’t no bowl
of nuts. I seen what I seen. Why did you help me anyway? For all
you know, I am a nut.”
“I am on a mission from God. I do not like it, but it is my
mission. I’m a hunter of the dark and a giver of the light. I’m the
hammer and the anvil. The bone and the sinew. The sword and the
gun. God’s man who sets things right. Or at least right as God sees
them. Me and him, we do not always agree. And let me tell you, he
is not the God of Jesus, he is the God of David, and the angry city
killers and man killers and animal killers of the Old Testament. He
is constantly jealous and angry and if there is any plan to all this,
I have yet to see it.”
“Actually, I was just wantin’ to know if you thought I was nuts.”
“It is my lot in life to destroy evil. There is more evil than there
is me, I might add.”
“So...you think I’m a nut, or what?”
“Tell me your story.”
“If you think I’m a nut are you just gonna leave me?”
“No. I will shoot you first and leave your body...just joking. I do
not joke much, so I’m poor at it.”
The Reverend tied up the horse and they went over and sat
together under the tree and drank water from the Reverend’s
canteen. Norville told his story.
“My daddy, after killin’ my mother over turnip soup back in the
Carolinas, hitched up the wagon and put me and my sister in it
and come to Texas.”
“He killed your mother over soup?”
“Deader than a rock. Hit her upside the head with a snatch of
turnips.”
“A snatch of turnips? What in the world is a snatch of turnips?”
“Bunch of them. They was on the table where she’d cut up
some for soup, still had the greens on ’em. He grabbed the greens
and swung them turnips. Must have been seven or eight big ole
knotty ones. Hit her upside the head and knocked her brain loose
I reckon. She died that night, right there on the floor. Wouldn’t let
us help her any. He said God didn’t want her to die from gettin’ hit
with turnips, he’d spare her.”
“Frankly, God is not all that merciful.... You seen this? Your
father hitting your mother with the turnips?”
“Yep. I was six or so. My sister four. Daddy didn’t like turnips
in any kind of way, let alone a soup. So he took us to Texas after he
burned down the cabin with mama in it, and I been in Texas ever
since, but mostly over toward the middle of the state. About a year
ago he died and my sister got a bad cough and couldn’t get over it.
Coughed herself to death. So I lit out on my own.”
“I would think that is appropriate at your age, being on your
own. How old are you. Thirty?”
“Twenty-six. I’m just tired. So I was riding through the country
here, living off the land, squirrels and such, and I come to this
shack in the woods and there weren’t no one livin’ there. I mean
I found it by accident, ’cause it wasn’t on a real trail. It was just
down in the woods and it had a good roof on it, and there was a
well. I yelled to see anyone was home, and they wasn’t, and the
door pushed open. I could see hadn’t nobody been there in a long
time. They had just gone off and left it. It was a nice house, and
had real glass in the windows, and whoever had made it had done
good on it, ’cause it was put together good and sound. They had
trimmed away trees and had a yard of sorts.
“I started livin’ there, and it wasn’t bad. It had that well, but
when I come up on it for a look, I seen that it had been filled in
with rocks and such, and there wasn’t no gettin’ at the water. But
there was a creek no more than a hundred feet from the place, and
it was spring fed, and I was right at the source. There was plenty
of game, and I had a garden patch where I grew turnips and the
like.”
“I would have thought you would have had your fill of turnips
in all shapes and forms.”
“I liked that soup my mama made. I still remember it. Daddy
didn’t have no cause to do that over some soup.”
“Now we are commanding the same line of thought.”
“Anyway, the place was just perfect. I started to clean out the
well. Spendin’ a bit of time each day pullin’ rocks out of it. In the
meantime, I just used the spring down behind the house, but the
well was closer, and it had a good stone curbin’ around it, and I
thought it would be nice if it was freed up for water. I wouldn’t
have to tote so far.
“Meanwhile, I discovered the town of Wood Tick. It isn’t much,
as you seen, but there was one thing nice about it, and every man
in that town knew it and wanted that nice thing. Sissy. She was one
of Mary’s daughters. The only one she knew who her father was. A
drummer who passed through and sold her six yards of wool and
about five minutes in a back room.
“Thing is, there wasn’t no real competition in Wood Tick for
Sissy. That town has the ugliest men you ever seen, and about half
of them have goiters and such. She was fifteen and I was just five
years older, and I took to courtin’ her.”
“She was nothing but a child.”
“Not in these parts. Ain’t no unusual thing for men to marry
younger girls, and Sissy was mature.”
“In the chest or in the head?”
“Both. So we got married, or rather, we just decided we was
married, and we moved out to that cabin.”
“And you still had no idea who built it, who it belonged to?”
“Sissy knew, and she told me all about it. She said there had
been an old woman who lived there, and that she wasn’t the one
who built the house in the first place, but she died there, and
then a family ended up with the land, squatted on it, but after a
month, they disappeared, all except for the younger daughter who
they found walkin’ the road, talkin’ to herself. She kept sayin’, ‘It
sucked and it crawled’ or some such. She stayed with Mary in town
who did some doctorin’, but wasn’t nothing could be done for her.
She died. They said she looked like she aged fifty years in a few
days when they put her down.
“Folks went out to the house but there wasn’t nothin’ to
be found, and the well was all rocked in. Then another family
moved in, and they’d come into town from time to time, and then
they didn’t anymore. They just disappeared. In time, one of the
townspeople moved in, a fellow who weaved ropes and sold hides
and such, and then he too was gone. No sign as to where. Then
there was this man come through town, a preacher like you, and he
ended up out there, and he said the house was evil, and he stayed
on for a long time, but finally he’d had enough and came into town
and said the place ought to be set afire and the ground plowed up
and salted so nothing would grow there and no one would want to
be there.”
“So he survived?”
“He did until he hung himself in a barn. He left a note said: I
seen too much.”
“Concise,” the Reverend said.
“And then I come there and brought Sissy with me.”
“After all that, you came here and brought a woman as well.
Could it be, sir, that you are not too bright?”
“I didn’t believe all them stories then.”
“But you do now?”
“I do. And I want to go back and set something straight on
account of Sissy. That’s what I was tryin’ to tell them in town,
that somethin’ had happened to her, but when I told them what,
wouldn’t nobody listen. They just figured I was two nuts shy a
squirrel’s lunch and throwed me in that damned old cage. I’d still
have been there wasn’t for you. Now, you done good by me, and I
appreciate it, and I’d like you to ride me over close to the house,
you don’t have to come up on it, but I got some business I want to
take care of.”
“Actually, the business you refer to is exactly my business.”
“Haints and such?”
“I suppose you could put it that way. But please, tell me about
Sissy. About what happened.”
Norville nodded and swigged some water from the canteen
and screwed the cap on. He took a deep breath and leaned loosely
against the tree.
“Me and Sissy, we was doin’ all right at first, makin’ a life for
ourselves. I took to cleanin’ out that old well. I had to climb down
in it and haul the rocks up by the bucket, and some of them was so
big I had to wrap a rope around them and hook my mule up and haul
them out. I got down real deep, and still didn’t reach water. I come
to where it was just nothin’ but mud, and I stuck a stick down in
the mud, and it was deep, and there really wasn’t any more I could
do, so I gave it up and kept carrying water from the spring. I took
to fixin’ up some rotten spots on the house, nailin’ new shingles
on the roof. Sissy planted flowers and it all looked nice. Then, of a
sudden, it got so she couldn’t sleep nights. She kept sayin’ she was
sure there was somethin’ outside, and that she’d seen a face at the
window, but when I got my gun and went out, wasn’t nothin’ there
but the yard and that pile of rocks I’d pulled out of the well. But
the second time I went out there, I had the feelin’ someone was
watching, maybe from the woods, and my skin started to crawl. I
ain’t never felt that uncomfortable. I started back to the house, and
then I got this idea that I was bein’ followed. I stopped and started
to look back, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Just couldn’t.
I felt if I looked back I’d see somethin’ I didn’t want to see. I’m
ashamed to say I broke and ran and I closed the door quickly and
locked it, and outside the door I could hear somethin’ breathin’.
“From then on, by the time it was dark, we was inside. I boarded
up most of the windows. In the day, it seemed silly, but when night
come around, it got so we both felt as if something was moving
around and around the house, and I even fancied once that it was
on the roof, and at the chimney. I built a fire in the chimney quick-like, and kept one going at night, even when it was hot, and finally
I rocked it up and we cooked outside durin’ the day and had cold
suppers at night. Got so we dreaded the night. We were frightened
out of our gourds. We took to sleepin’ a few hours in the day, and I
did what I could to tend the garden and hunt for food, but I didn’t
like being too far from the house or Sissy.
“Now, the thing to do would have been to just pack up and
leave. We talked about it. But the house and that land was what
we had, even if it was just by squatter’s rights, and we thought
maybe we were being silly, except we got so it wasn’t just a feelin’
we had, or sounds—we could smell it. It smelled like old meat and
stagnant water, all at once. It floated around the house at night,
through them boarded windows and under the front door. It was
like it was gettin’ stronger and bolder.
“One mornin’ we came out and all the flowers Sissy had planted
had been jerked out of the ground, and there was a dead coon on
the doorstep, its head yanked off.”
“Yanked off?”
“You could tell from the way there was strings of meat comin’
out of the neck. It had been twisted and pulled plumb off, like a
wrung chicken neck, and from the looks of it, it appeared someone,
or something, had sucked on its neck. Curious, I cut that coon
open. Hardly had a drop of blood in it. Ain’t that somethin’?”
“That’s something all right.”
“Our mule disappeared next. No sign of it. We thought it over
and decided we needed to get out, but we didn’t know where to go
and we didn’t have any real money. Then one mornin’ I come out,
and on the stones I’d set in front of the house for steps, there was a
muddy print on them. It was a big print and it didn’t have no kind
of shape I could recognize, no kind of animal, but it had toes and a
heel. Mud trailed off into the weeds. I got my pistol and went out
there, but didn’t find nothin’. No more prints. Nothin’.
“That night I heard a board crack at the bedroom window, and
I got up with a gun in my hand. I seen that one of the boards
I’d nailed over the window outside had been pulled loose, and a
face was pressed up against the glass. It was dark, but I could see
enough ’cause of the moonlight, and it wasn’t like a man’s face.
It was the eyes and mouth that made it so different, like it had
come out of a human mold of some sort, but the mold had been
twisted or dropped or both, and what was made from it was this...this thing. The face was as pale as a whore’s butt, and twisted up,
and its eyes were blood red and shone at the window as clear as
if the thing was standin’ in front of me. I shot at it, shatterin’ an
expensive pane of glass, and then it was gone in the wink of that
pistol’s flare.
“I decided it had to end, and I told Sissy to stick, and I gave
her the pistol, and I took the firewood axe and went outside and
she bolted the door behind me. I went on around to the side of the
house, and I thought I caught sight of it, a nude body, maybe, but
with strange feet. Wasn’t nothin’ more than a glimpse of it as it
went around the edge of the house and I ran after it. I must have
run around that damn house three times. It acted like it was a kid
playin’ a game with me. Then I saw somethin’ white that at first I
couldn’t imagine was it, because it seemed like a sheet being pulled
through the bedroom window I’d shot out.”
“You mean it was wraith-like...a haint, as you said before?”
Norville nodded. “I ran to the door, but it was bolted of course,
the way I told Sissy to do. I ran back to the window and started
using the axe to chop out the rest of it, knocked the panes and
the frame out, and I crawled through, pieces of glass stickin’ and
cuttin’ me.
“Sissy wasn’t there. But the pistol was on the floor. I dropped
the axe and snatched it up, and then I heard her scream real loud
and rushed out into the main room, and there I seen it. It was
chewin’.... You got to believe me, preacher. It had spread its mouth
wide, like a snake, and it had more teeth in its face than a dozen
folk, and teeth more like an animal, and it was bitin’ her head off.
It jerked its jaws from side to side, and blood went everywhere. I
shot at it. I shot at it five times and I hit it five times.
“It didn’t so much as make the thing move. I might as well have
been rubbin’ its belly. It lifted its eyes and looked at me, and...as
God is my witness, it spat out what was left of poor Sissy’s head,
and slapped its mouth over her blood-pumpin’ neck, and went to
suckin’ on it like a kid with a sucker.
“I ain’t ashamed to admit it, my knees went weak. I dropped
the pistol and ran and got the axe. When I turned, it was on me. I
swung that axe, and hit it. The blade went in, went in deep...and
there wasn’t no blood, didn’t spurt a drop. Thing grabbed me up
and flung me at the window, and damned if I didn’t go straight
through it and land out on my back, on top of some of them rocks
I’d pulled out of the well. It flowed through that window like it
was water, and it come at me. I rolled over and grabbed one of
the rocks and flung it and hit that thing square in its bony chest.
What five shots from a pistol and a hack from an axe couldn’t do,
the rock did.
“Monster yelled like the fire of hell had been shoved down its
throat, and it ran straightaway for the well faster than I’ve ever
seen anything move, its body twistin’ in all directions, like it was
going to come apart, or like the bones was shiftin’ inside of it. It
ran and dove into the well and I heard it hit the mud below.
“I climbed back through the window, rushed into the main
room, tryin’ not to look at poor Sissy’s body, and I got the double
barrel off the mantle and lit the lantern and went back outside
through the front door with the lantern in one hand, the shotgun
in the other.
“First I held the lantern over the well, got me a look, but didn’t
see nothin’ but darkness. I bent over the curbin’ and lowered the
lantern in some, fearin’ that thing might grab me. The sides of the
well were covered with a kind of slime, and I could see the mud
down below, and if the thing had gone into it, there wasn’t no sign
now accept a bit of a ripple.
“I hid out in the woods. I went back the next mornin’ and got
Sissy’s body and buried it out back of the place, and then before it
was dark, I boarded up all the windows good and locked the door
and I got the shotgun and sat with it all night in the middle of the
big room. I knew it wouldn’t do me no good, but that was all I had.
Me and that shotgun.
“But didn’t nothin’ bother me, though I could hear it and
smell it movin’ around outside the house. Come morning, I was
brave enough to go out, and Sissy’s body had been pulled from
the grave and gnawed on. I reckon animals could have done it
in the night, but I didn’t think so. I buried her again, this time
deep, and mounded up dirt and packed it down. I cut some sticks
and tied a cross together and stuck that up, then I walked into
town and told my story. They didn’t even think I was a murderer.
They didn’t question if I might have killed Sissy, which is what I
thought they might do. They locked me up for bein’ a crazy, and
wasn’t no one cared enough to come and see if her body was at the
cabin or not. They wasn’t interested. I done taken Sissy off and
wasn’t no man wanted her back now that she had been with me,
which considerin’ the kind of women they was usually with didn’t
make no sense, but then there ain’t much about Wood Tick that
does make sense.
“And then you come along, and you know the rest from there.”
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THE THING DOWN THERE
 
 
The sun was starting to slant to the west, but there was still plenty
of daylight left when they arrived on horseback. The house was
built of large logs and it looked solid. The chimney appeared
sound. The shingles were well cut and nailed down tight. It was
indeed a good cabin and the Reverend understood the attraction it
held for those who passed by.
Norville slipped off the back of the horse and hurried around
behind the cabin. After the Reverend tied up his horse, he too
went out back. Norville stood over an empty grave, the cross
turned over and broken. Norville and the Reverend stood there
for a long moment.
Norville fell to his knees. “Oh, Jesus. I should have taken her
off somewhere else. He’s done come and got her.”
“It is done now,” Reverend Mercer said. “Stand up, man. None
of this does any good. Let’s look around.”
Norville stood up, but he looked ready to collapse.
“Buck up, man,” Reverend Mercer said. “We have work to do.”
No sight or parcel of the body was found. The Reverend went
to the well and bent over and looked down. It was deep. He took
out a match and struck it on the curbing and dropped it down the
shaft, watched the little light fall. The match hissed out in the mud
below.
“Do you believe me?” Norville said, standing back from the
well a few paces.
“I do.”
“What can I do?”
“Whatever you do, you will not do alone. I will be here with
you.”
“Kind of you, Reverend, but what can you do?”
“At the moment, I’m uncertain. Let’s look inside the house.”
The cabin, though not huge, had two rooms. A small bedroom
and a large main room with a kitchen table and a rocked-in fireplace and some benches and a few chairs. There was blood on the
floor and on a rug there, and on the walls and even on the ceiling.
The Reverend paused at the rocked-up fireplace. He bent down
and looked at the rocks. “Did you notice a lot of these rocks have
a drawing on them?”
“What now?”
“Look here.” Reverend Mercer touched his finger to one of the
stones. There was a strange drawing on it, a stick figure with small
symbols written around it in a circle. “It’s on a lot of the rocks, and
my guess is, if you were to pull the ones without visible symbols
free, you could turn them over and the marks would be on the
other side. They came from inside the well, correct?”
“Nearly all of them. It’s a very deep well.”
“As I have seen. Did you not notice the marks?”
“Guess I was so anxious to get those rocks out of there I didn’t.”
“It is only visible if you’re looking for it.”
“And you were?”
“I was looking for anything. This is my business. When you
said you hit this thing with a rock and it fled after shooting it and
hitting it with an axe had no effect, I started to wonder. I believe
these are symbols of protection.”
The Reverend began walking about the house. He looked under
the bed and at the walls and checked nooks and crannies. He
bounced himself on the floor to test the boards. He stood looking
down at the bloodstained rug for awhile. He picked up the edge
of the rug and saw there were a series of short boards that didn’t
extend completely across the floor.
Sliding the rug aside, the Reverend used his knife and stuck
it under the edge of one of the boards and pried it up. There was
a space beneath and a metal box was in the space. The Reverend
removed a few more boards so he could get a good look at the box.
It had a padlock on it.
“Find the axe,” the Reverend said.
Norville went outside and got the axe and brought it back. It
was a single edge, and the Reverend turned the flat side down and
swung and knocked the lock off with one sure blow. He opened the
box. Inside was a book.
“Why would someone put a book under lock and key?” Norville
said.
The Reverend went to the table and sat on the long bench
next to it. Norville sat on the other side. The Reverend opened
the book and studied it. He looked up after a moment, said,
“Whoever built this house originally, their intentions for us
were not good.”
“Us?” Norville said. “How would they, whoever that is, know
we would be here?”
“Not you and I. Us, as in the human race, Norville. They,
meaning the ones who possess this book, called
The Book of Doches.
The ones who find it or buy it or kill to possess it always believe
they will make some pact with the dark ones, the ones darker than
our god, much darker, and they believe that if they allow these
dark ones to break through they will be either their master or their
trusted servant. The latter is sometimes possible, but the former,
never. And in the end, a trusted servant is easily replaced.”
“What are you talkin’ about?” Norville said.
“There are monsters on the other side of the veil, Norville. A
place you and I can’t see. These things want out. Books like this
contain spells to free them, and sometimes the people who possess
the book want to set them free for rewards. Someone has already
set one of them free.”
“The sucking thing?”
“Correct,” the Reverend said, shaking the book. “Look at the
pages. See? The words and images on the pages are hand printed.
The pages, feel them.”
Norville used his thumb and finger to feel.
“It’s cloth.”
“Flesh. Human flesh is what the book says.”
Norville jerked his hand back. “You can read this hen scratch?”
“Yes. I read a translation of it long ago, taught myself to
understand the original symbols.”
“You have the same book?”
“Had. One of them got away from me, the one adapted into
English. The other I destroyed.”
“How did it get away from you?”
“That’s not important to us today. Whoever built this house
may have brought this copy here. But their plans didn’t work
out. They released something, one of the minor horrors, and that
minor horror either chased them off, or did to them what they did
to your poor Sissy. This thing they called up. The place where it
is from is wet, and therefore it takes to the well. And it is hungry.
Always hungry. A minor being, but a nasty one.”
“But if this beast is on the other side, as you call it, why would
anyone bring it here?”
“Never underestimate the curiosity and stupidity and greed of
man, Norville.”
“If the book set this thing free, then burn the book.”
“Not a bad idea, but I doubt that would get rid of anything.
In fact, I might do better to study the book. My guess is whoever
first brought the book loosed the creature. They then decided they
had made a mistake, made the marks of power on the stones and
sealed the thing in the well where it preferred to reside—it liked
the dampness, you see. And then, someone, like you, took the
rocks from the well and the thing was let loose. One of the other
survivors, the preacher for example, may have figured out enough
to seal the thing back in the well. And then you let it out again.”
“Then we can seal it back up,” Norville said.
The Reverend shook his head. “Then someone else will open
the well.”
“We can destroy the well curbing, put the rocks in, build a
mound of dirt over all of it.”
“Still not enough. That leaves the possibility of it being opened
up in the future, if only by accident. No. This thing, it has to be destroyed. Listen here. It’s light yet. Take my horse and walk it and
take off its saddle, and then bring it inside where it will be safer.”
“The house?”
“Since when are you so particular? I do not want to leave the
horse for that thing to kill. If it must have the horse or us, then it
will have to come and get the lot of us.”
“All right then.”
“Bring in my saddle and all that goes with it. And those rocks
from the well. Only the rocks from the well. Start bringing them
in by the pile.”
“Aren’t there enough here in the fireplace?”
“They are in use. One may cause this thing to flee, but that
doesn’t mean one will destroy it. I have other plans. Do it, Norville.
Already the sun dips deep and the dark is our first enemy.”
When the horse was inside and the stones were stacked in the middle of the floor, the Reverend looked up from the book, said, “Place
the stones in a circle around us. A large circle. Make a line of them
across the back of this room and put the horse against the wall behind them. Give him plenty of room to get excited. Hobble him and
put on his bridle and tie him to that nail in the wall, the big one.”
“And what exactly will you be doin’?”
“Reading,” the Reverend said. “You will have to trust me. I’m
all that is between you and this thing.”
Norville went about placing the stones.
It was just short of dark when the stones were placed in a circle
around the table and a line of them had been made behind that
from wall to wall, containing the tied-up horse.
Reverend Mercer looked up from the book. “You are finished?”
Norville said, “Almost. I’ll board up the bedroom window. Not
that it matters. It can slip between small spaces. But it will slow it
down.”
“Leave it as is, and leave the door to the bedroom partially
cracked.”
“You’re sure?”
“Quite.”
The Reverend placed one of the rocks on the table, removed
the bullets from his belt and took his knife and did his best to
copy the symbols in small shapes on the tips of his ammunition.
The symbols were simple, a stick man with a few twists and twirls
around it. It took him an hour to copy it onto twelve rounds.
Finished, he loaded six rounds in each of his revolvers.
“Shall I light the lamp?” Norville asked.
“No. You have an axe and a shotgun lying about. We may have
need for both. Recover them, and then come inside the ring of
stones.”



  CHAPTER 4


THE ARRIVAL
While they waited, sitting cross-legged on the floor inside the circle of stones, the Reverend carved the symbols on the rocks onto
the
blade of the axe. He thought about the shotgun shells, but it
wouldn’t do any good to have the symbols on the shells and not on
the load, and since the shotgun shot pellets, that was an impossible
task.
Laying the axe between them, the Reverend handed the shotgun
to Norville. “The shotgun will be nothing more than a shotgun,”
he said. “And it may not kill the thing, but it will be a distraction.
You get the chance, shoot the thing with it, otherwise, sit and do
not, under any circumstances, step outside this circle. The axe I
have written symbols on and it may be of use.”
“Are you sure this circle will keep it out?”
“Not entirely.”
Norville swallowed.
They sat and they listened as the hours crept by. The Reverend
produced a flask from his saddlebags. “I keep this primarily for
medicinal purposes, but the night seems a little chill so let us both
have one short nip, and one short nip only.”
The Reverend and Norville took a drink and the flask was
replaced. And no sooner was it replaced than a smell seeped into
the house. A smell like a charnel house and a butcher shop and an
outhouse all balled into one.
“It’s near,” Norville said. “That’s its smell.”
The Reverend put a finger to his lips to signal quiet.
There were a few noises on the outside of the house, but they
could have been most anything. Finally there came a sound in the
bedroom like wet laundry plopping to the floor.
Norville looked at the Reverend.
Reverend Mercer nodded to let him know he too had heard it,
and then he carefully pulled and cocked his revolvers.
The room was dark, but the Reverend had adjusted his eyesight
and could make out shapes. He saw that the bedroom door, already
partially cracked open, was slowly moving. And then a hand, white
and puffy like the petals of an orchid, appeared around the edge
of the door, and fingers, long and stalk-like, extended and flexed,
and the door moved and a flow of muddy water slid into the room
along the floor.
The Reverend felt Norville move beside him, as if to rise, and
he reached out and touched his shoulder to steady him.
The door opened more, and then the thing slipped inside the
main room. It moved strangely, as if made of soft candle wax. It
was dead white of flesh, but much of the skin was filthy with mud.
It was neither male nor female. No genitals; down there it was as
smooth as a well-washed river rock. It was tall, with knees that
swung slightly to the sides when it walked, and there was an odd
vibration about it, as if it were about to burst apart in all directions.
The head was small. Its face was mostly a long gash of a mouth.
It had thin slits for eyes and a hole for a nose. At the ends of its
willowy legs were large flat feet that splayed out in shapes like
claw-tipped four-leaf clovers.
Twisting and winding, long stepping, and sliding, it made its
way forward until it was close to the Reverend and Norville. It
leaned forward and sniffed. The hole that was its nose opened
wider as it did, flexed.
It smells us, thought the Reverend. Only fair, because we
certainly smell it.
And then it opened its dripping mouth and came at them in a
rush.
As it neared the stones, it was knocked back by an invisible
wall, and then there came something quite visible where it had
impacted, a ripple of blue fulmination. The thing went sliding
along the floor on its belly in its own mud and goo.
“The rocks hold,” the Reverend said, and it came again.
Norville lifted the shotgun and fired. The pellets went through
the thing and came rattling out against the wall on the other side.
The hole made in its chest did not bleed, and it filled in rapidly,
as if never struck.
Reverend Mercer stood up and aimed one of his pistols, and
hit the thing square in the chest, and this time the wound made a
sucking sound and when the load came out on the other side, goo
and something dark came with it. But it didn’t stop the creature.
It hit the invisible wall again, bellowed and fell back. It dragged
its way around the circle toward the horse, tied behind the line of
stones. The terrified horse reared and snapped its reins as if they
were non-existent. The horse went thundering across the line, and
then across the circle of stones, causing them to go spinning left
and right, and along came the thing, entering the circle through
the gap.
The Reverend fired again. The thing jerked back and squealed
like a pig. Then it sprang forward again, grabbed the Reverend by
the throat and sent him flying across the room, slamming into the
side of the frightened horse.
Norville swung the shotgun around and fired right into the
thing’s mouth, but it was like the thing was swallowing gnats. It
grabbed the gun barrel, used it to sling the clutching Norville sliding across the floor, collecting splinters until he came up against
the bedroom door, slamming it shut.
It started forward, but couldn’t step out of the circle. Not that
way. It wheeled to find the exit the horse had made, and as it did,
Reverend Mercer, now on his feet, fired twice and hit the thing in
the back, causing it to stagger through the opening and fall against
the line of rocks that had been there to protect the horse. Its head
hit the rocks and the creature cried out, leaping to its feet with a
move that seemed boneless and without use of muscle. Its forehead
bore a sizzling mark the size of the rock.
“Get back inside the circle,” the Reverend said. “Close it off.”
Norville waited for no further instruction. He bolted and
leaped into the circle and began to clutch at the displaced stones.
The Reverend put his right leg forward and threw back his coat
by bending his left hand behind him; he pointed the revolver and
took careful aim, fired twice.
Both shots hit. One in the head, one in the throat. They had
their effect. The horror splattered to the floor with the wet laundry
sound. But no sooner had it struck the ground than it began to
wriggle along the floor like a grub worm in a frying pan; it came
fast and furious and grabbed the Reverend’s boot and sprung
upright in front of him.
Reverend Mercer cracked it across the head with his pistol, and
it grabbed at him. The Reverend avoided the grab and struck out
with his fist, a jab that merely annoyed the thing. It spread its jaws
and filled the air with stink. The Reverend drew his remaining
pistol and fired straight into the hole the thing used for a nose,
causing it to go toppling backward along the floor, gnashing its
teeth into the lumber.
Reverend Mercer ran and leaped into the circle.
When he turned to look, the monster was sliding up the wall like
some kind of slug. It left a sticky trail along the logs as it reached
the ceiling and crawled along that with the dexterity of an insect.
The horse had finally come to a corner and stuck its head in it
to hide. The thing came down on its back, and its mouth spread
over the horse’s head, and the horse stood up on its hind legs and
its front legs hit the wall, and it fell over backward, landing on
the creature. It didn’t bother the thing in the least. It grabbed and
twisted the horse over on its side as if it were nothing more than a
feather pillow. There was a crunch as the monster’s teeth snapped
bones in the horse’s head. The horse quit moving, and the thing
began to suck, rivulets of blood spilling out from the corners of its
distended mouth.
The Reverend jammed his pistol back into its holster, bent and
grabbed the axe from the floor and leaped out of the circle. The
thing caught sight of the Reverend as he came, rolled off the horse
and leaped up on the wall and ran along it. As the Reverend turned
to follow its progress, it leaped at him.
Reverend Mercer took a swing. The axe hit the fiend and split
halfway through its neck, knocking it back against the wall, then
to the floor. Its narrow eyes widened and showed red, and then it
came to its feet in its unique way, though more slowly than before,
and darted for the bedroom door.
As it reached and fumbled with the latch, the Reverend hit the
thing in the back of the head with the axe, and it went to its knees,
clawed at the lumber of the door, causing it to squeak and squeal
and come apart, making a narrow slit. It was enough. The thing
eased through it like a snake. The Reverend jerked the door open
to see it going through the gap in the window. He dropped the axe
and jerked the pistol and fired and struck the thing twice before it
went out through the breach and was gone from sight.
Reverend Mercer rushed to the window and looked out. The
thing was staggering, falling, rising to its feet, staggering toward
the well. The Reverend stuck the pistol out the window, resting it
on the frame, and fired again. It was a good shot in the back of the
neck, and the brute went down.
Holstering the revolver, rushing to grab the axe, the Reverend
climbed through the window. The monster had made it to the
well by then, crawling along on its belly, and just as it touched the
curbing, the Reverend caught up with it, brought the spell-marked
axe down on its already shredded head as many times as he had the
strength to swing it.
As he swung, the sun began to color the sky. He was breathing so
hard he sounded like a blue norther blowing in. The sun rose higher
and still he swung, then he fell to the ground, his chest heaving.
When he looked about, he saw the thing was no longer moving.
Norville was standing nearby, holding one of the marked rocks.
“You was doin’ so good, I didn’t want to interrupt you,” Norville
said.
The Reverend nodded, breathed for a long hard time, said,
“Saddlebags. If this is not medicinal, I do not know what is.”
A few moments later, Norville returned with the flask. The
Reverend drank first, long and deep, and then he gave it to Norville.
When his wind was back, and the sun was up, the Reverend
chopped the rest of the monster up. It had already gone flat and
gushed clutter from its insides that were part horse bones, gouts
of blood, and unidentifiable items that made the stomach turn;
its teeth were spread around the well curbing, like someone had
dropped a box of daggers.
They burned what would burn of the beast with dried limbs
and dead leaves, buried the teeth and the remainder of the beast
in a deep grave, the bottom and top and sides of it lined with the
marked rocks.
When they were done chopping and cremating and burying the
creature, it was late afternoon. They finished off the flask, and that
night they slept in the house, undisturbed, and in the morning,
they set fire to the cabin, using
The Book of Doches
as a starter. As
it burned, the Reverend looked up. The sky had begun to change,
finally. The clouds no longer crawled.
They walked out, the Reverend with the saddlebags over his
shoulder, Norville with a pillowcase filled with food tins from the
cabin. Behind them, the smoke from the fire rose up black and
sooty and by nighttime it had burned down to glowing cinders,
and by the next day there was nothing more than clumps of ash.
 



 

Salamander shall kindle,
Writhe nymph of the wave,
In air sylph shall dwindle
And Kobold shall slave.
—Goethe, FAUST
Reverend Jebidiah Mercer
smelled them before he saw them.
They came out of the brush along both sides of the trail. There
were four of them. One had a pistol, one a shotgun, the other two
were carrying digging tools, a shovel and a pick.
His hand went swiftly inside his coat, pulled his .36 Navy Colt.
Before the fellow with the shotgun could lift it, the Reverend shot
him right between the eyes, spraying blood and brains out the
back of his head in a mess that looked like vomited strawberries.
A pistol shot whizzed by Reverend Mercer’s head. He shifted
in the saddle and fired twice, aiming low and letting the revolver
buck. The first shot caught the shootist in the balls. The second
shot found a spot in the center of his chest and nestled there like a
horrible chest cold.
By that time the other two attackers were on him. As the one
with the shovel swung it, Mercer flipped backwards off his horse
and rolled on the ground. When he stopped rolling he could see the
man with the pick rushing toward him. From a kneeling position
he shot the fellow’s knee out, watched the screaming man’s hat fly
off, and then the man flipped into the bushes and twisted around
there like a snake with its head cut off.
The remaining man threw down the shovel, leaped on
Jebidiah’s horse, stuck his feet in the stirrups and started riding
away. Jebidiah stood up, laid his revolver over his left wrist and
fired, hit the rider in the small of the back. The rider didn’t stiffen,
didn’t jerk. He didn’t do anything but let go of the reins and fall.
He hit the ground hard, lay on his back moaning.
He walked over and checked the knee-capped man who was
rolling on the ground, screaming to high heaven.
“You done blowed my knee out,” the fella said.
“You are correct,” Jebidiah said, and leveled his pistol at the
man’s head.
“I done give up,” the man said.
“Yes, but I’m still in a riled frame of mind.”
Jebidiah shot the man through the mouth.
That’s five shells, he thought to himself. He walked over and
looked at the man who had the revolver. He was good and dead.
So was the shotgunner who lay sprawled over some rocks, his dead
eyes filling with sunlight.
Jebidiah found his last victim lying on the ground on his back,
squinting. Jebidiah’s shadow fell over the shovel man and the man
turned his eyes toward the preacher.
“I can’t feel my goddamn legs,” the man said.
“That is because I shot you in the spine, down low. You are
about to take the slide into hell. You boys should have taken up
another line of work. Robbing people doesn’t seem to suit you as
much as you might think.”
“We’re miners.”
“I hardly call what you were trying to do to me mining.”
“There’s goblins in the mines.”
“Goblins?”
“For God’s sake, please help me.”
“I will help you depart,” the Reverend said. “Tell me about the
goblins.”
“I’ll tell you nothing.”
“Then do not. But I’m not feeling too good about having to
chase down my horse. I can leave you here and let you bleed slow
and let the sun do its work. Way I shot you, you will leak out at a
dribble. The pain may not be much, but you won’t be able to move,
and by nightfall the coyotes and the wolves will come out, and if
you should make it through a cold night, tomorrow you got the
buzzards and the crows, and all manner of scavengers. Including
ants. You cannot even move your arms to push them off your eyes.
I was you, that would not be the way I would want to go on my trip
into the dark.”
The man studied the Reverend carefully. The only thing he
could move was his head, his eyes and his mouth.
“Things don’t smell right,” the man said. “And there’s shadows
moving all about.”
“Those are the shades of hell, my friend. They are waiting for
you on the other side, trying to grab you before you are completely
ready. What you smell is what you done in your pants.”
“Hell? Those are the shadows of hell?”
“That would be my guess. I do not take you for a Sunday
school attendee. Being a preacher, I can usually tell about a man.
It is a gift.”
“You’re a preacher. You can’t be no preacher.”
“I am.”
“God wouldn’t like you to do what you done.”
“You do not know God as well as I do. Under certain circumstances he can be surprisingly flexible.”
“Pray for me, Reverend.”
“What is this about goblins?”
“Will you help me go, I tell you?”
“It is a possibility.”
“In the mines, up a ways. Down deep inside. They done near
ran everybody out. There’s a few men still digging, but most of
them have gone off. We wouldn’t have done what we was trying to
do to you had we not needed the money to eat.”
The Reverend’s face crunched up. “Then I guess that makes it
all right.”
“It makes it what it was. The shadows are starting to get really
dark. I can hardly see you.”
“I still say you will last a long time. The shadows will come
and the shadows will go. A lot can happen before they take you
into Hell.”
“Please pray for me.”
“Well, I have to be going, friend. I have a horse to catch.”
“Don’t leave me like this. For God’s sake, please say a prayer.”
The Reverend nodded, recited the Lord’s Prayer. “You feel any
better?” he said when he finished.
“I do.”
“Good, ’cause it will not do you one ounce of good. You are
going to die my friend. God plays dirty dice. And he does not
really forgive. Jesus was a liar.”
“Then send me over, Reverend. Least wise I’ll have company.”
“That you will.”
The Reverend lifted his revolver and shot the miner in the
right eye, giving him the final jump into the shadows and worse.
It took the Reverend about an hour to locate his horse, which had found some berries on a bush and was busily chomping on them when the Reverend came up and took the reins and stroked the horse’s nose. He noted there was a cut on the horse’s withers where the shovel strike had caught the animal. It wasn’t bad,
but it wasn’t a wound he wanted to worsen by riding. He led the
horse for a while, finally stopped just before nightfall where the
rocks dipped out and formed a cave large enough for him and his
mount. The Reverend found some dry brush and piled it in front
of the cave, lit up a fire and made it high. It crackled and popped
like someone snapping a whip. He reloaded his .36 Navy. He took
the saddle and bridle off the horse, got a currycomb from his
saddlebags and gave the animal a good brushing. He hobbled the
horse in the cave with rope and sat down by the fire and ate some
jerky, chewing slowly, drinking a bit of water from his canteen.
Out in the dark he heard something, listened to see if he could
identify the source. He didn’t like building such a big fire because
of the possibility that more desperate miners were in the brush,
but it really wasn’t the miners that concerned him most. It was
what the dying miner had said about goblins. Goblins of all kinds
seemed to dislike fire. He piled more brush on the blaze and sat
back down. He saw eyes out beyond the fire. He counted twenty
sets of eyes. They appeared to be stuck to the dark, like flaming
yellow darts against black wool.
He pulled his old Henry rifle from its sheath on his saddle,
cocked it, sat back in his spot and watched the eyes. They moved
a little closer. He lifted the rifle, aimed between a set of peepers,
and fired. The eyes dropped from sight and the other eyes tumbled
about like thrown coals, and then they were gone.
The Reverend sat and watched, and about an hour later, the
eyes reappeared. He sighted with the rifle, but before he could
shoot, the eyes tumbled away again. The horse made a noise
behind him, and the Reverend, without looking, called soothingly
to the hobbled animal. The horse seemed happy enough where it
was; it could sense what was out there and it didn’t want to be
near it.
The Reverend sat up all night, and when morning came, it came
in a swathe of purple that fluttered down through the canyon like
an unfurling robe and gradually reddened, then turned the color
of Inca gold. Gradually, the air grew warm.
The Reverend fed the horse from the grain he kept in a bag,
then fed himself a bit of jerky. The fire had gone out just before
morning, right before the wood he had gathered played out and
left him cold and vulnerable. It had worked perfectly.
The Reverend went to where he had seen the eyes fall, and
there was some stirred dirt and something dark and dried, some
footprints that went off into the rocks and were visible no more.
The footprints were wide and not too long and there were drag
lines between them, like a heavy tail had followed suit.
“Goblins indeed,” the Reverend said aloud. He went back to the
cave and stretched out on his horse blanket and slept with his hat
over his eyes for about two hours, then he was up. He dug one of his
volumes of lore from his saddlebag, and read from it. He nodded as
he read, familiarizing himself with things he already knew.
He decided his horse could bear him now, so he saddled it
and rode along the canyon road that wound up higher into the
mountains.
The mining camp smelled like miners, only stronger. It was an
odor of dried and re-dried sweat, bean farts and un-wiped assholes.
It made the Reverend wrinkle his nose. The main mine could be
seen up the mountain, a big black mouth open in the rock. No
one was up there. The goblins, the Reverend presumed, had run
everyone out.
As he rode into the camp he could see the stained tents of miners
and there were a few shacks with open fronts where jugs of liquor
were sold. There were also sheets hung up around some trees and
they were designed to cover the bodies of the whores behind them.
But from his position on horseback, the Reverend could see the
tops of their heads and the tops of the heads of the miners behind
them; the women, dresses hiked, leaned against trees with their
hands, and the miners took them from the rear.
Not too much farther into the camp, the Reverend saw a naked
woman lying in the mud with some pigs nosing around her. As
he rode by and looked down, he noted that she was long dead.
Someone had cut her throat from ear to ear, perhaps preferring that
to paying the price for a ride. A hog sniffed the woman’s bloated
face. The Reverend took his rifle from its scabbard and poked the
hog with it, running it off. He let the dead woman lie.
There was a big clapboard building on up the muddy path, and
beside it were other clapboard buildings, only smaller. The big
building wasn’t really all that big, just big compared to what else
was around. The Reverend stopped in front of it, got off his horse,
tied the reins to a post outside with some nails driven into it for
tie spots.
He looked around. There were miners coming out of the rocks,
out from behind trees, moving in his direction, or rather the
direction of his horse. He had a feeling that if he left the animal
outside, by the time he got through the door of the building, his
horse would be gone. Ridden away or chopped up and eaten.
He undid the tying, and led the horse up on the little porch in
front of the building, opened the door, and led the animal inside,
throwing a backward glance at the grouping miners. They turned
away sadly and made their way back to where they had come from,
their shoulders hunched with disappointment.
Inside the building the stench outside seemed like perfume. It
was awful in there. There were cots from wall to wall, and there
were miners on them, and in some cases, women, and in some cases
men mounting women. There was a plank set over two barrels, and
behind it, sitting on another barrel, was a man with a hat that had
so many holes in it, one more and it wouldn’t have been a hat. The
face that poked out from under it looked as if it had been carved
with a hatchet.
The Reverend led his horse over to the plank. The man behind
it, he said, “You can’t bring that horse in here.”
“Of course I can, there he is,” the Reverend said.
“Well, you can’t bring him in here.”
“If I say I can, I can. If you do not want my horse in here, all
you have to do is throw me out and my horse with me.”
“That can be arranged.”
“Not by you.”
“Naw, by them.”
The Reverend looked where the man was pointing. Two guys
with enough fat between them, that, if rendered, would provide
lard for the city of New York, moved toward him. One of them
didn’t have enough shirt to cover his belly, and the other one
didn’t have enough pants to cover his ankles.
“They make sure nobody gets smart in here,” the man behind
the plank said.
“With the exception of myself, I doubt a rise in intelligence is a
great worry around these parts,” the Reverend said.
“What the hell does that mean?” the man behind the plank said.
“Sleep on it,” the Reverend said.
The Reverend turned, looked at the big fellows, let go of his
horse’s reins, said, “I would hold myself right there. I do not warn
twice.”
The man with the too small shirt grinned and showed the
Reverend where some teeth used to be. “You ain’t worrying us.”
“I ought to be,” the Reverend said.
The man popped a snap-blade knife out of his pocket and
opened it with a flip of the wrist.
The Reverend pulled the .36 Navy and shot the man in the
stomach where it poked out from under his shirt. It was a good
shot, caught him dead center of his navel. He dropped and rolled
in the sawdust and human waste on the floor. As he did, he bumped
one of the cots, turning it over, dumping its occupant on his butt.
The former cot’s occupant jumped up and kicked the screaming
gut-shot fellow twice in the head.
“Can’t a man sleep around here?” Then the man saw the Reverend, standing there, holding a smoking revolver. He stopped
cussing and stopped moving. The other big man had halted in his
tracks, one high water pants leg propped in front of the other, his
knee bent where he had stopped in mid-step.
“I hope my gunfire did not disturb your slumber,” the Reverend
said to the man from the cot, and glanced about the room. Others
were moving, having been awakened by the snap of the shot and
the screams of the dying miner.
“He is gut-shot by the way,” the Reverend said, waving the
revolver at the man writhing on the floor, “and he has a long way
to go before the trap door opens and he drops through. Somebody
ought to help him out.”
“Damn,” said the man in the high water pants, finally lowering
his leg. “That there was my brother.”
“Do you have other brothers and sisters?” the Reverend asked.
The man watched his brother roll about on the floor. He looked
at the Reverend. “What?”
“You heard me.” The Reverend was looking around as he spoke,
in case anyone wanted to test him.
“He’s my only kin.”
“Now,” said the Reverend, “you are an only child, and an
orphan. Or soon will be.”
“Damn,” High Water Pants said.
“Have we finished our business?” the Reverend asked.
“For now,” said High Water Pants. He went to his brother and
bent down and pulled his blood-covered hands away from the
wound, gave it a look. “That ain’t good,” he said.
“I’ve done been kilt,” his brother said. “Oh, God. It hurts awful.” He rolled around on the floor some more.
High Water Pants sighed. He went over to the wall, took hold
of a two-by-four that was nailed there, but had warped enough for
him to pinch it with his hands. He tore it loose of its nails. There
was a screech of lumber as it came free, revealing a gap in the wall.
He walked back to his brother.
“Now close your eyes, Zender.”
“Oh, shit,” Zender said, and closed his eyes.
It took three whacks with the two-by-four before Zender
stopped moving. High Water Pants tossed the board aside, looked
at the Reverend.
“You would have done better to have cut his throat with his
own knife,” the Reverend said.
“I ain’t done with you,” the man said.
The Reverend said, “You think you will have designs on me
later?”
“Don’t turn your back.”
“Well, if it has to be that way.”
The Reverend, who had replaced his revolver, pulled it again
and shot the man in the chest. He hit the floor, blood squirting,
wheezing.
“Do not announce your intentions,” the Reverend said. “I am a
man who takes them to heart.”
The Reverend looked around the room. Everyone was up from
their cots now. Some of the men and women were dressed, some
were not. One man was holding his johnson in a protective way.
“Anyone like to pick up the board and finish him?” the Reverend said.
No one moved.
The Reverend looked at the bartender behind the plank. “Do
you have any more complaints? Some that you would like to
respond to in person? You have caused me to frighten my horse.”
The man shook his head.
The Reverend looked back at the crowd. They had merely
thought
they had seen everything. Now they knew they had. The
Reverend went over and got his horse, which had bolted, knocking
over a man on a cot. He led the animal back to the plank. He reached
the reins across the plank to the man behind it. “Hold him for me.”
“Yes, sir,” said the man, and took hold of the reins.
“All right then,” the Reverend said. He walked over to the
wounded man and put his revolver in its holster. He leaned over
and picked up the bloody two-by-four. He spoke to the man on
the floor. “I believe a bullet saved is a bullet you might need. And
besides, good sir, wasn’t this your preferred method?”
The wounded man looked up and bubbled more blood out of
his mouth. It spilled down his neck and onto the floor.
The Reverend lifted the board high above his head, and with
a fine use of hips and knees, gave the board a swing, catching the
miner alongside the jaw. There was a sound like someone had sat
on a china plate, and then the Reverend repositioned himself for
another swing. This time the sound was really loud.
The Reverend dropped the board. “First one did it. Second was
insurance. Now, I want everyone to understand that I am not a
man to be trifled with. Is that understood?”
It seemed to be. There were nods from the clientele. The man
holding his johnson let it go.
The Reverend went back to the plank, said, “Do you have
food?”
“Ain’t much,” the bartender said. “Beans.”
“How much?”
“Five dollars.”
“For a plate of beans?”
“That is the going price.”
“I am in the mood to negotiate that price,” the Reverend said.
“I will offer you fifty cents. How does that sound?”
The man looked into the hard gray eyes of the Reverend, said,
“Fair.”
“Good. Give me the reins back to my horse. Get me a plate of
beans. And how much for the grain for the horse?”
“What price would you want?” the man behind the plank said.
“Well,” said the Reverend, “I think a dollar would be fair. And
if you do not mind, could you see to watering him, and I would
sure hate it if anything happened to him, anyone took him away
from you. That would make me sad as old Job.”
“I’ll care for him.”
“Like you were his mother and he was a colt at your tit.”
“Yes, sir. Just like that.”
The Reverend had his beans and a drink, left his horse in care of
the man behind the plank. Before he left out, the horse let loose
with some turds that splattered to the floor and sent an acrid
odor across the room. It wasn’t any worse than the messes the
men and women had made during the night, it was just bigger
and fresher.
“Clean that up or let it lie,” the Reverend said to the bartender.
“I leave that decision to you.”
The Reverend went outside. The air was a little better out there.
He looked up the hill, at the maw of the mine, which was like a
mouth in the rocks. As he stood there, he heard someone coming
up behind him. When he turned, the .36 Navy was in his fist.
“Whoa,” said a fat woman in a plaid shirt and big baggy pants
with an old Colt revolver stuck in her belt. “Don’t put no hole
in me. I got all the holes I need. And one of them, except for the
peeing part, don’t give me nothing but trouble. Ever miner up here
is looking to put a piece of himself in it, no matter I’m big as a hog
and twice as ornery. But at least I got my looks.”
“Do not blaspheme the body God gave you.”
“I think he was in a humorous mood day I got this.”
“He is a gamesman,” the Reverend said.
“You got to watch yourself, mister. I was in the saloon. Seen
what you did.”
“I did not see you.”
“I was smart enough to stay on my cot under my blankets. Soon
as I seen you, I knew you was the genuine ring-tailed tooter. Them
fellas in there, some of them was friends of them fat boys, and
some of them would just like to take your guns and hat, and maybe
after they’ve poked their wicks in your asshole for awhile, they
might kill you. Thing is, they’re gonna be after you.”
“Let them come.”
“Not saying you ain’t a Jim Dandy, just saying they are a lot of
them, and you are you, and that you is one.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
“Them two you killed. They was cousins of mine.”
The Reverend’s face turned stony. “I cannot apologize. They
would have killed me.”
“They would have. You can count on that. And I ain’t missin’
them. I’m talkin’ to you sincere. I didn’t like them at all. They
used to fuck me when I was little. Me, the dog, goats, horses, cows,
mama, hell, for all I know, my old man. You name it. What I’m
telling you, though it’s hard to believe, is they had friends, and
they’re meaner than a nest of rattlesnakes tied together. They’ll be
wantin’ to avenge.”
“That could be a problem, as I am here about different business.”
“You don’t look like a miner.”
“I am not.”
“You look like a preacher.”
“I am.”
“You don’t act like one.”
“That is because most preachers do not know what religion is
about. Once you know it is about being under the thumb of the
all mighty and that he is about as forgiving and kind as an angry
badger, then you know the right way to act. I do not expect mercy
from those who give none, and therefore I give them none. I give
it to those who need it.”
“Didn’t that Jesus fellow forgive?” she said.
“He did. I do not. I also seek out the evils of this world.”
“There’s plenty of that here.”
“Yes, but there are other evils. From beyond and below. From
places that cannot be seen.”
“No shit.” The fat woman lifted her hand toward the mine
shaft, pointed. “There’s something up there. Or so they say. I don’t
know that for no fact.”
“Why do you stay here?”
“I was cooking for a living. And then the meat and turnips
and such started to run out, and anyone can cook beans, and they
didn’t need me no more, except for fuckin’, and I ain’t that high on
it as a trade. So I was about to move on.”
“A good idea, I would think.”
“I even thought about mining myself,” she said. “I think it’s
just ghost stories going around, and there ain’t nothin’ in that
mine but silver. Figure that story got started so they can go up
there and work nights. I went up there one night myself, heard
movement down there in the mine, and there was movement in
the bushes all around that place. I thought I was being watched,
so I got on out of there. If I had a partner, someone good with
a gun and not afraid, someone to watch my back, I’d go in that
mine, see I could work it some. There’s been nasty murders up
there. And there’s a lot of folks come up missing. Person alone
ain’t got no chance.”
“How nasty a murder?”
“Nasty enough. Heads torn off, or chopped off. Reckon they got
a dog done that.”
“Well, lady,” the Reverend said. “There is something in the
mine, all right, but it is not miners. Least not the sort you are
thinking.”
“You gonna go look, then?”
“I am.”
“I would like to be in on that, Reverend. I could be of help.
I don’t think there’s anything up there but a few farts chippin’
away while everyone down here hides from what they say are little
people. That’s just foolery. It’s miners scaring people away from
all that silver, and they got a dog. That’s the way I figure. It’s just
a dirty trick, Reverend.”
“Maybe,” the Reverend said.
“Listen, you ain’t got no place to stay, I got a good’n. It’s the
only thing I got here worth a damn. It’s a hideaway. I got some
beans I stole, and some beaver meat that’s gone a little green, but
cooks up all right. I ain’t expectin’ nothing from you but company.
I’ll watch your back, and you watch mine, and we’ll see we can’t
check out some silver up there.”
“Well, lady, you have a deal,” he said, extending his hand.
“I’m no lady, but deal it is,” she said, shaking his hand.
Later, when his horse was fed, they rode double up a winding road
and into the dark pines. Jebidiah thought maybe he was being
foolish, trusting the fat woman, but then again, he was going that
way anyhow. He had it in his plans to see into that mine, see what
it was lurking there.
“With all that is happening,” he said, “why do people stay?”
“Some don’t. Lot of folks left. Them that stay are hoping
things will change, that they can get enough balls to go up there
and dig for that silver. Some talk that line of shit every day, but
come nightfall, they hole up like rabbits. Others that are making
more money off the miners than off the mines, and the rest, well,
they’re maybe like me, just too dumb and stupid to go anywhere.
And some of them, I figure, are the ones doin’ the killing, scaring
people so they can work the mine at night.”
“Do you have a drink at your abode?”
“If no one has broke in and took it. Old Butch is up there, and
they’d have to shoot him to get it.”
“Butch?”
“My dog. He’s meaner than a wolf with a stick up his ass. But
he’ll do anything I say except give me a back rub.”
“What’s your name?”
“My mama, bless her soul, right after I was born, and before she
run off, called me Flower, and it’s been Flower ever since. I don’t
grudge her none for leaving. Papa, my whole nest of brothers, they
ain’t nothin’ but the shit on the bottom of the world’s shoe. They
was only a notch better than my cousins you killed.”
The horse had to work to carry his weight and Flower’s, which
was considerable. The place they arrived at was behind some trees,
and was positioned on a narrow trail so that it was hard to know
there was an opening there, hard to see the big hole in the rock
from which hung a blanket, fastened around some rocks at the top
with a rope, pegged to the ground with wooden pegs. A dog was
barking. The dog sounded big enough to eat a steer.
When the Reverend stopped his horse, Flower dropped off,
said, “You better stay here until I see Butch, calm him down. I
been gone awhile, so he’s kind of wound up. I got to baby him
some. I’ll call out to you when I got him ready. Sometimes I have
to jerk him off to put him in the right frame of mind.”
“Say you do.”
“Yeah, he likes that,” Flower said.
“Be sure that deed is finished before you call,” the Reverend
said.
After Flower slipped behind the blanket the dog stopped
barking. A full minute passed before she called out, “Come on
up.”
The Reverend tied his horse to a scrub brush, walked up and
behind the blanket, his hand on the butt of his Navy. It was pretty
big in there and the place smelled worse than Flower. There was
her aroma and the odor of old cooked meals and the stench of the
dog, a big black monster with a face that bore many scars. One of
his ears had been half chewed off by something. The dog’s dark
eyes settled on the Reverend like gun barrels.
“Nice doggie,” the Reverend said.
“Oh, there’s nothing nice about him. Except with me. He’s
nice to me. He can bite a pick handle in half easy as you and me
can chew up a chunk of bread. He can run fast too. Hell, he ain’t
nothing but muscle.”
“I see that.”
“It’s okay. I’ve calmed him down, and he knows I’m letting you
in.”
“Did you have to...you know....”
“Oh. No. He was in a pretty good mood. You can pet him.”
“I don’t want to pet him.”
Flower grinned wide enough that the Reverend could see that
her back teeth were dark as coal. Those were going to hurt her
some day.
“Thing I ought to do is curry my horse,” the Reverend said. “I
hate leaving him out and unattended.”
“When I had a horse, I built a corral and a little shed with a
good roof on it. It’s still standin’, so you can put him there. It’s
around the edge of the rocks just outside my digs.”
That night, Flower cooked some meat on the fire and the smoke
grew thick inside the cave, so thick, Flower pulled the blanket
back and let it out. What she cooked was the beaver meat and
warmed-up beans. There was a little spring ran through the cave,
so all that needed to be done was add water to the pot and cook
it down.
The beans weren’t bad. The meat was reasonably fresh and only
pocked with a few worms.
Flower chopped some wood and slammed the axe into a log she
dragged up, and sat down on another. The Reverend took a small
worn Bible with a silver cross on it from his pocket and placed it
on his knee.
“That there give you comfort?” she asked.
“No. It was twisted in my pocket. I do not find a book of murder,
incest, rape, and animal slaughter all that comforting. But I believe
it owns me and it owns us all.”
“Ain’t there a Jesus part that isn’t so nasty?”
“He got put on a cross. That is nasty. And the rest of the time
he needed a better attitude and a big stick. He got pushed around
a lot.”
“You ain’t much for redemption, are you?”
“Of the fire and sword variety, yes. I believe that is what god is
about. The Old Testament. He does not do things because they are
right, he does things because he can.”
“That ain’t somethin’ I’d want to believe.”
“It is not a matter of wanting.”
The Reverend picked up the Bible and held it. He lifted it up,
said, “It is a book of power. That is what matters.”
He put the book away in his coat pocket, turned to watch the
fire crackle and pop.
“We can get some lanterns and go up to the mine, you want,”
Flower said.
“Whose mine is it?”
“The Wood Silver Company, Incorporated. Miners are supposed
to be workin’ on a percentage, but since ain’t no one around to
keep numbers and pounds, whoever is up there workin’ is making
a straight across the board profit. The Wood Company is getting’a
fuckin’. I say we have a bit of the devil’s pee, and go up there to
look around.”
“The devil’s pee?”
“Whisky. And you want to knock you off a piece before we go
up there, I’m willing.”
“That will not be necessary.”
“Is it because I’m fat and ugly?”
This was actually part of the reason, but the Reverend said,
“No. I just don’t mix business with pleasure, and besides, you are
a lady, and mixing our parts for the purpose of mixing them is not
the way of my world.”
“Say it ain’t,” Flower said. “It’s the way of miners. They are
mixin’ sonofabitches, that’s what I’ll tell you. I was just offerin’
you some ’cause we’re friendly and I was being polite.”
“I know, Flower, and I appreciate the offer. I will cherish it.”
They rode up into the higher range, toward the mine. The Reverend and Flower were well armed. Him with his Navy and Henry
and Bowie knife, she with a double barrel shotgun and the old Colt
revolver stuck in her belt. When they got near the mouth of the
mine, they dismounted. Flower had provided lanterns filled with
coal oil. They took a lantern for each off the straps on their saddlebags and started up the rise, the Reverend leading his horse. They
didn’t light the lanterns because there was enough moon to see by.
“I know you feel there is nothing but miners of the human
sort,” the Reverend said, “but I want to prepare you that I know it
to be something different. I have met them on the trail.”
“Them?”
“Kobolds.”
“Who balds?” she said.
“Kobolds.”
“Who are they?”
“They live deep inside the earth. Like men, they like silver. I
do not know why. Maybe for the same reasons men like it. I know
very little about them, outside of what I’ve read about them in
The
Book of Doches.”
“The what?” Flower said, wrinkling her brow.
“A tome of wizardry, witchery, and demonology.”
“All that, huh?”
“Yes.”
“And they come up from down deep in the ground?” she said.
“Yes. That is all I know.” What he was actually thinking was
that is all you will understand, at least at this point. No use trying
to explain they also mined silver and had a queen of some kind.
In fact, he didn’t understand all he knew about it. But that’s what
he had read.
“Look,” he said. “It does not matter. They are up here and they
have come up from deep in the earth and they do not like men. In
fact, for them men have two purposes. Slaves, and food.”
“Food?” she said.
“That is correct.”
“They eat people?”
“Correct again.”
“What do they look like?”
“They’re short, and they have tails,” the Reverend said. “Or
some of them do. These in this area do. As to their personal features, I can only speculate.”
Flower lifted an eyebrow. “That right?” Flower said. “Tails, huh?”
“I know. It sounds crazy.”
“Not at all, Reverend.”
“Do not humor me.”
“Okay.”
“You will see, lady,” he said.
“Okay.”
“You are humoring me,” the Reverend said.
“Just a little,” Flower said.
They tied the horse to a spindly tree near the mine. The Reverend
made a strap for his Henry with a cut of rope and slung it over his
back. Flower did the same for her double barrel shotgun. They
walked the rest of the way up. At the opening of the shaft they
found the remains of a miner. He had been dead for some time.
His head was missing, the rest of him had gone to bones inside his
shirt, pants, and boots. A pick lay nearby, and a wooden box.
“You still think dogs are chewing off the heads?” the Reverend
said.
“Well, if they eat men,” Flower said, “they sure do waste a lot
of the good meat.”
“Way I read it, they like the heads, sometimes the feet.” The
Reverend pulled the boots away from the pants. Only juts of bone
poked out. The feet were gone. “See.”
“That is right peculiar,” Flower said.
The Reverend was examining the wooden box. He cracked it
open with his knife. “Dynamite,” he said.
“I ain’t fond of that stuff,” Flower said, taking a step back.
“No problem long as it is not lit,” the Reverend said.
“That’s what the last person got blowed up would have said,
had he not got blowed up,” Flower said.
The Reverend took out four sticks and stuffed them in his coat
pocket. He found wicks in the box and stuffed those in his other
coat pocket. He took one more stick from the box and one more
wick and stuck the wick in the dynamite. He poked that one in his
pocket so that it was easy to reach. He checked his pocket to make
sure he had a box of matches.
“Maybe I’ll stay out here,” Flower said. “Midgets with tails
don’t scare me, ’cause I don’t think there are none, but I know
there’s dynamite, and you got it on you.”
“I am not going to get blown up,” the Reverend said. “I have
handled dynamite before.”
“That’s what the fellow would have said, had he not got blowed
up,” Flower said.
“You coming?”
“Oh, all right. But don’t fall down.”
“I told you. It does not blow that easy.”
“That’s what the fella—”
“I get it,” the Reverend said. “I get it.”
He lit his lantern. Flower lit hers.
“Keep that lantern away from that stick of dynamite,” Flower
said.
“The flame is not going to jump out and light the wick,” the
Reverend said.
“That’s what—”
“I said I get it.”
Inside the mine the lanterns gave little light. The Reverend and
Flower followed the shaft along a narrow railway that had been
built to push out carts of rock and ore. As they went deeper into
the mine the shaft narrowed and the rail ceased to be. A little
deeper in, they discovered there were pieces of the rail against the
wall. It looked to have been ripped out, bent and twisted, as if it
had been nothing more than wet licorice.
Flower held her lantern up high and looked at the twisted
metal.
“That there ain’t right,” she said.
“Still think it is just men?” the Reverend said.
“Well, I still ain’t got my mind worked around it being midgets
with tails yet.”
They continued. The mine came to a wide stop.
Flower held her lantern high. “Hell, ain’t no midgets with tails
in here. But what’s that stink?”
The walls moved. At first, in the lantern light, it was hard to
discern. But the walls were trembling; it was because there were
creatures the colors of the walls standing tight against them. The
lantern light hadn’t picked them up at first, but as they moved
they were easier to see. They appeared rocky themselves, but it
was the coloring of their skin. Moving, their skin changed as well,
seemed to grab up shadow and wear it. They were about four feet
tall and had wide almost lizard-like tails that dragged the ground
as they went. Their eyes were yellow, like massive fire-fly asses.
They were without clothes, and one thing was blatantly obvious.
They were all male. A glance up revealed they clung to the high
walls and ceiling like lichen, scuttled across the rocks like roaches.
Flower said, “Okay. I’m right there with you on the midgets
with tails.”
The Reverend and Flower turned left and right, holding their
lanterns high. There were many Kobolds, and they were coming
right at them.
The Reverend said, “Do not wait to see if they are friendly.
Because they are not.”
Flower set the lantern to her side quickly. She swung the
shotgun from behind her back, to her shoulder. It roared. Kobold
meat flew back against the mine walls. The Reverend’s revolver
barked. Now Flower’s Colt spoke. One of the Kobolds threw a
rock, knocking Flower’s lantern for a loop, sending it spewing
flaming oil all along the floor of the mine. Then more rocks were
flying. The Reverend’s revolver emptied and he set his Henry
to work. Kobolds dropped, but still they came. The Reverend
kicked them back, grabbed up his lantern where he had placed
it on the ground, and backed away. When the Henry was empty,
the Reverend dropped it, snatched the wick stuffed dynamite stick
from his coat pocket, and pushed the wick through an open spot in
the lantern. The fuse hissed.
“Goddamn,” Flower said, and beat at the Kobolds with her
Colt, frantically trying to retreat from the dynamite. She was so
animated, it almost seemed like there were two of her in the flickering light of the wick.
The Reverend threw the stick into the crowd of Kobolds. When
it hit and sparkled, all movement stopped. The Kobolds paused,
watched the hissing stick of dynamite with curiosity.
The Reverend backed.
The wick burned down and—
Nothing.
Just a sound like a mouse letting out a poot.
“A dud,” the Reverend said. “Run, Flower.”
Flower bolted. The Reverend tried to do the same. The Kobolds
rushed him, grabbed his legs and brought him down, knocking the
lantern from his hand, spewing its oil-lit contents across a cavern
wall.
The Reverend glimpsed the fire burning along the side of the
cavern. He felt hands grabbing at him. A foot kicked him in the
side. Another caught his shoulder. Then he saw a short bulky
shadow leaning over him.
A Kobold with a rock.
The rock came down.
The Reverend went out.
When the Reverend awoke his head felt huge and it throbbed and
ached and his nostrils were filled with a stockyard kind of stench.
There was a grunting sound and a sound of picks and shovels
striking rocks and dirt. There was light, but it was a different kind
of light than the lanterns. It was a blue glow and it filled the air.
The Reverend sat up. He was bound by silver chains, between
ankles and wrists. He saw a group of men; miners from the little
town below. They were scrawny and shirtless and shoeless, and in
some cases, without pants. They had picks and shovels and were
hard at work on the walls of the mine. A large number of Kobolds
with whips lashed out now and then, cut the backs of the workers,
screamed out something in voices as harsh as bleats from a bent
bugle.
The Reverend determined the soft blue light was radiating
from small lamps hanging on chains from the ceiling or tucked in
crannies from one end of the cavern to another.
He looked about for Flower. Nowhere to be seen. She must
have died when the Kobolds rushed them.
Then he saw something even more amazing at the rear of the
cavern. At first he thought it was part of the cavern, some natural
formation. Now he saw it was in fact a pile of living flesh. It was
in a somewhat triangular shape, wide at the bottom, flowing across
a vast patch of the cavern floor. It was as gray as ash with dark
patches within, along with strips of what appeared to be cracked
ores of silver. It looked almost like an enormous snotty booger, but
due to the silver, expensive.
At its triangular peak was a small, human head with yellow,
darting eyes and gray hair sprouting from it, tumbling over
where a human would have had shoulders. The thing had none,
just a head that tapered into a thin, short neck, and then a
spreading pile of goo. The Reverend noted something else. There
were mounded shapes at the front of the pile, not far below the
neck. Breasts, dripping what the Reverend had to believe was
milk. It trickled down the misshapen body like pus from a sore.
From time to time one of the Kobolds would approach the pile
reverently, climb up on the vibrating mass of flesh, and suckle at
one of the tits.
The queen. This thing had to be their queen. They not only
ate human flesh, but they gained sustenance from this. It was the
Reverend’s guess she was in fact the non-sainted mother of them
all.
A Kobold that looked angry enough you might think he was
forced to eat dung for breakfast grabbed the Reverend’s chains
and jerked him to a standing position. A pick was shoved into his
hands. The Reverend’s first thought was to plant it in the top of
the Kobold’s head, but considering he was more outnumbered
than before, and he didn’t have a firearm or a knife at his disposal,
he concluded that, at least temporarily, this was not the best course
of action.
The critter tugged him by the chain to a place along the wall.
The Kobold grunted and pointed at the wall. The Reverend
understood what it was indicating. Dig.
He swung the pick into the wall with a clank, and began to
mine for silver.
The Reverend had been at it for only a few minutes, when the man
beside him sagged and fell, his pick clattering to the floor of the
cave, attracting the attention of the Kobolds. They were on him
like bees on honey. They pulled him away. The Reverend turned
and watched as the man’s head and feet were literally pulled from
his body by a batch of Kobolds. They fought over the treats,
wrestling about on the floor, chewing and biting both the man’s
remains and each other.
When the Reverend noted they were watching him, he went
back to his work. He had no sooner planted the pick in the wall
then he heard:
“All right, all you midgets, and you too, you big pile of nasty-looking horse shit, here’s your warning. I don’t like you. I ain’t
showin’ mercy. And I’m gonna blow you up. So there.”
The Reverend saw Flower standing at the opposite end of the
cavern, standing near the narrow exit. She had a torch in one hand,
a stick of dynamite in the other. It was dangling a fuse. She had
gone back for the dynamite, and then come back for him.
The fool.
She touched the fuse to the torch even as the Kobolds rushed
her. She threw the stick in their midst, and the Reverend waited
for it to sputter out.
But it didn’t.
It blew, knocking rock and dust and Kobold meat in all
directions.
The force was so terrific it knocked the Reverend down and
started a ringing in his ears. He got to one knee and remembered:
He had sticks of dynamite and fuses in his coat pocket. He
glanced at Flower as he pulled them out. She was swinging the
torch, about to be overwhelmed by the surviving Kobolds, which
were plenty.
The Reverend shoved the fuses into the sticks and pulled out
his matches and lit the sticks. A man nearby said, “What the
goddam hell?”
The Reverend said, “Run.”
The man dropped his pick and tried to do just that.
The Reverend tossed two sticks with one hand at the Big
Mother, even as he watched her melting to the floor, going almost
flat, her head poking up like an island in a mass of puke. She
was flowing away, toward an exit at the rear of the cave. But the
dynamite landed in her mess of flesh, and even as he launched the
remaining sticks with his other hand at the Kobolds hastening
toward him, the first sticks thrown blew.
There was a great blast of rock and dust and flashes of blue as
the blue lights were blown out. The next thing he knew he was
on the ground, trying to breathe. Rocks and bodies were on top of
him. He couldn’t see anything but blackness.
And then he saw a light coming toward him.
It was Flower and her torch, fresh lit he presumed.
She grabbed him by the arm, “Come on, Reverend. We got to
hook ’em up and ride ’em out.”
“The other men?”
“Every man for himself, Reverend. Anyway, looks like them
others done sailed on across the river, so to speak. Dynamite got
up.”
“Damn.”
“Ah, I knowed all of ’em and wasn’t a one of ’em worth the
powder it took to blow ’em up. Come on, let’s get your big ass out
of here.”
“I’m hung.”
“I’d have to be the judge of that at another time.”
“My foot.”
She let go of him and waved the torch about. “Yeah, you got
rocks on your legs. Here, hold the torch. I think I can move them.”
She handed him the torch, and he lay on his back, holding it up as
Flower went about removing the rocks. After a moment, he felt the
pressure on his legs relieved. He sat up.
Flower took the torch and waved it over his legs. “Look there,”
she said.
A Kobold had his teeth around one of the Reverend’s boots.
“Dove for your ankle. I guess I blasted him just time.”
The Reverend kicked his foot free, and Flower helped him
up. With his arm around her shoulder, her torch to guide them,
they moved toward where Flower had entered. As they went, the
Reverend could see in the torch light that The Big Mother was
sprinkled liberally about the walls. Closer to the exit, his foot
kicked against what remained of her head, part of a jaw, half a face
with a leaky eye in it.
“Damn,” Flower said flashing the torch close to the head. “She
makes me look pretty damn good.”
“Flower,” the Reverend said. “You are beautiful.”
When they exited the cavern, into a narrow shaft, the Reverend
was strong enough to stand on his own. He turned, looked at the
gap. He said, “Flower, you got anymore dynamite?”
“Couple of sticks.”
“Give them to me.”
She did. She said, “I got a ringing in my ears like someone’s
beatin’ a bell, so I’m gonna mosey ahead there. You finish up, look
for the light from the torch.”
Flower hurried away. The Reverend lit the sticks and tossed
them, started moving as quickly as his injured leg would allow.
Behind him the dynamite blew, hurled him forward to land on his
belly. He got up and looked. He could see Flower’s torch light. He
scrambled to his feet and went after it.
When he caught up to her, the dust from the blast was flowing
up the shaft toward them. They coughed for a long time as they
went through the narrow shaft, then up a rise, and into a wider
part of the mine.
“How did you find me?” the Reverend said.
“Well, one thing I got is a good sense of smell.”
“You smelled me?”
“No. That thing. That woman, or whatever it was. She smelled,
and them Kobolds, they was no nosegay neither. I just followed
the stench. Figured anything stunk worse than me had to be
them.”
The air freshened as they went, and finally they could see a bit
of light. As they moved toward the exit of the cave, Flower tossed
the torch aside. They stopped at the mouth of the mine and sat
down on the ground.
It was daylight. Early morning. Birds were singing.
“Look here what I found,” she said and from inside her coat
she pulled the Reverend’s .36 Navy.
“Thank you, Flower. I am fond of this gun.”
“You think they’ll follow us?” Flower asked.
The Reverend shook his head. “Not in the daylight. And they
won’t be back tonight either. Or any other night. Not this pack of
Kobolds.”
“How can you be certain?”
“Well, guess I cannot be certain. But the way I remember the
text is the queen is their source of power. They may eat flesh, but
they have to suckle at her tits. Actually, the book did not say that,
but that makes sense to me, and I am going to take a flying leap
and predict that I am correct on that.”
“Are you usually correct about these sort of matters?” she said.
“As a matter of fact, I am. And since I say they have to suckle,
and she no longer has tits—”
“Or a head. Didn’t never have no feet that I could see.”
“Yes. So, it is over.”
“What about the little fellas?” Flower asked.
“They will die off, if they have not already. She is their source
of power. She dies, they all die. All that’s left of them by now is the
dark down there. They are done, Flower. At least they are in this
small part of the world.”
They spent the night at Flower’s rigged-up home. The dog lay
silent at the back of the cave, and the lantern was out. It was nice
and cool and dark and comfortable. The Reverend drifted slowly
off to sleep.
In the middle of the night, Flower called out to the Reverend,
awakening him.
“Reverend?”
“Yes.”
“Did I save your life?”
“You did.”
“Is your life valuable?”
“Of course.”
“So that means I done a good thing, don’t it?”
“It does.”
“Do you kind of owe me?”
“A debt I can never repay.”
Flower was silent for awhile. “You know what?”
“What?”
“There’s a way you can pay off some of it.”
“How is that?”
Flower lit a lantern. The Reverend looked. She flipped the
buffalo robe off of herself. She was nude, and with Flower, that
meant really nude, because there was a lot of her. In the lamplight,
except for her head and arms, she looked pale as biscuit dough, a
tuft of darkness between her legs.
“How about since I saved your life and you wouldn’t be layin’
there wasn’t for me, you get over here and pay a bit of that debt
off.”
The Reverend hesitated for only a moment. Thought: What
the hell? I do owe her.
A little later, lying in the crook of the sleeping, snoring, Flower’s
arm, he thought: Damn. That was not half bad. Not after you got
past the stink. And that was nothing a good bath couldn’t fix.
Next morning the Reverend rode away from there, and when he
was half a day out, he heard a noise behind him. He looked back.
It was Flower on a mule, her big black dog trotting behind them.
The Reverend waited and let her catch up.
“What are you doing, Flower?”
“Well, now, I don’t want you to think I come to get you to dip
your wick again, though I didn’t mind it none at all, but I did
figure on askin’ if I could be your ridin’ companion for a bit. I
think me and that ole mine and that town back there have done
played out on one another.”
“Of course, Flower. You are welcome. As long as I do not have
to attend to your dog’s tensions.”
“Naw, I can do that. I don’t mind.”
“Where did you get the mule?”
“Stole it.”
“All right,” the Reverend said.
They began riding.
The Reverend said, “Long as you and I are riding together, and
I owe you for saving my life, for the next few days, before we get to
wherever it is we are going, how about you let me work off some
more of my debt.”
Flower grinned at him. “Hell, Reverend, that sounds like one
hell of a fine idea.”
The Reverend winked at her, and the two of them, followed by
the big black dog, rode on across the landscape.
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