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				On Being (not quite) Nineteen
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				If you’re reading this, thank you. I appreciate your time and/or money. But money can be replaced, can’t it? Time on the other hand—well, that’s the real commodity, so I better make this good.
			

			
				I want a little of your time before the story begins. This would be the part of the theater experience where the lights are still up and you’re trying to get comfortable. This is also the part where the anticipation is high, where you’re excited. I’m excited too. I have waited a long time to tell this story, to share Cassidy Smith with the world. I’d like to tell you how we got here, you and I and her. You might say the journey to Cassidy’s strange journey was a strange one.
			

			
				I started Cassidy’s story the year after I graduated high school. She was the first character that resonated powerfully, that refused to fade. She was alive in my mind. She was so real, so insistent, that I knew everything about her, down to her rhythm of walk. If you listen to Alanis Morissette’s song “Forgiven” then you will feel Cassidy’s hip-swinging swagger. And this girl kept walking, through deserts, zombies, werewolves, vampire kings, ghost trains, and even a meeting with God. Then a literary agent named Jonathan Agin came along and helped me shape the story you now hold. Jonathan and I spent over a year refining Cassidy’s journey. Aside from Black Rose Writing who published this book, he is the first person I must thank because he took my raw clay and helped shape it. 
			

			
				But in the beginning . . .
			

			
				I wrote Cassidy in my first home—meaning the first place I lived when I was on my own. I lived in what was lovingly called “The Projects” in an area of my hometown residents simply call “The Valley”. My mother and I lived there until she passed suddenly, and the Housing Authority allowed me to stay while I put life back together. 
			

			
				The time I spent in that apartment gave birth to Cassidy. I worked at K-Mart with some good friends and at night I came home to the fledgling FOX network and a dinner table I used as a desk. I put it in the corner of the main room of a 4-room apartment and got down to it. I had a Brother word processor whose monitor and keyboard were connected by the world’s thickest gray cord and printed in what I can only describe as machine gun typewriter. It was loud, went through ink ribbons like greased lightning, and each page had to be hand cranked into place. I recall one girlfriend taking a day off work for the sole purpose of printing for me. She fed pages for over six hours.
			

			
				Cassidy wanted to live. She wanted to be heard. Even when I wasn’t working on her story, she crept into others. She insisted if you can dig it. I thought I had something, a character that people would associate with me and that I would be proud to be associated with, and I still think that. Cassidy is a heroine, but she is a reluctant one. She is a hero who wanted to be left alone. She had her duty thrust upon her. She is a selfish hero and that intrigued me. Originally, she was a debutant who only wanted revenge. I was fascinated with the idea of what a single-minded purpose would do to a person once it was completed. That concept is still echoed in the book’s ending but how we get there—particularly the Smith family history of demon hunting—is very new. Cass was created in roughly 1996. Her family’s demon-hunting legacy came together around 2020.
			

			
				 Cassidy herself was based on a girl I knew in high school. The hair, the size, the haunted and damaged psyche. Of course, I won’t name names, but isn’t it funny what stays with you? This girl who went on and had an entire life (much of it unhappy from what I hear) helped inspire a book that you now hold. And that girl will never know. Of course, Cassidy established herself from the jumping off point of that long ago girl. She evolved. She insisted. By the time you reach a certain graveyard in this book, Cassidy is as far removed from that girl as can be. The point is that the life I had before now, before marriage and kids, it still lives, it still matters if you understand. Every writer brings the past along with them. We carry it. When we write we take it out, fan the memories, and arrange them like a man building a house of cards. We’re trying to remember, honor, and re-live.
			

			
				So, if you’re keeping score from a “Book Dedication” POV, we’re up to three individuals: Black Rose Writing, Jonathan Agin, and the unnamed high school girl.
			

			
				Cassidy was written at a time when I was fortunate enough to have friends closer than family. These individuals patiently read my work, listened to my ideas, but more importantly they made the rails that my train of life ran on for a long, long time. Whenever I publish my older work (and there are a few novels I would still like to see in print that would be a part of this “long-ago” time) you will see me speak of, and dedicate to, a specific group of individuals. Their ranks fluctuated, but there was always Dustin and Jamie Turner. I have to credit them for helping Cassidy’s birth because they read, they offered help, but more they gave me a sense of family that I lacked then. We’re talking everything from fellowship to food, folks. These are people who were always there. These are the people (along with Jamie’s brother Donnie) who informed me in an Aiken IHOP that you can’t take a train to Europe, and who didn’t buy my Pangea theory to explain the mistake.
			

			
				That brings us up to today.
			

			
				I imagine there are very few married writers who do not dedicate their first novel to their spouse. But allow me a small digression here . . .
			

			
				Cassidy is my third published book. My first was a novel called Hostage published by Asylett Press with a follow-up short story collection Tricks and Treats. Asylett has long since gone the way of Crystal Pepsi and the Spice Girls, but those two versions were . . . let’s say forgettable. This book, Cassidy Smith, is my real first novel. With Asylett Press I had no idea what I was doing. I didn’t understand editing and the sharpness it can bring. Hostage has been edited several more times and is a much better presentation now than what Asylett put out. (Apologies to the three people who bought the first version). Not that I blame Asylett, they worked with what I provided, but those two books are not a representation of my work I would offer to anyone these days. 
			

			
				So, I consider Cassidy my true first published novel. It was worked, revised, edited, and tightened to within an inch of its life. Jonathan warned me when we started that by the end, I would be able to quote passages from memory and he was right. I worked this novel, and I am proud of every bit because unlike the other two, it is the very best I can present to the world. And because it is my first, I must dedicate it to my wife, Melissa.
			

			
				I wonder about authors who do not dedicate books to their spouses. These are the people who are there every day. My wife has listened to me complain and generally carry-on about all facets of life. This is the woman who keeps coming home (that might have something to do with the kids however). She cooks, cleans, and makes sure the electronics work. She has as much to do with my success as I do. How can any married writer not recognize that? My wife makes coffee every morning and brings it to me so I can keep doing this. I don’t forget that. Support comes in many ways, folks.
			

			
				I’m proud of Cassidy. I did some good things in here. More, I was honest. I listened to her, I listened to what she said and what she wanted to do. And there is a lot more to her story, even in this Book One. Many pieces were cut. There is an entire battle with an Ant Queen that was removed. I want to continue sharing Cassidy because I think you will like her. I think you’ll root for her. There are pieces (such as her time in the town of Laurel and the climactic battle at the novel’s end) that I am giddy to share. Deep down I’m just a storyteller. I want to say, “Listen to this, ain’t it cool?” I will never give you high art, I’m strictly Drive-In movie fare, but even that has its place. I want you to have fun. I want you to enjoy it.
			

			
				Which brings me to the final dedication, my kids. Everything a father does is for his kids. This is a topic I explore a lot in other writing. I have another fantasy world that was born out of my fears and joys of fatherhood and as much as I’d like to, I wonder if I’ll ever get that baby published. I’m never more honest than when I’m writing from that reservoir but in the end, isn’t it always out of that reservoir? Once you’re a parent, aren’t you always? I did this for my kids because I want it to succeed. I want them to see that you can chase down your dreams. I want them to keep trying. I want to leave something behind they can hold and know their father. I do not have that. My parents are largely a mystery, and my family tree is unknown. I want to do better by my kids. This is for them as much as this is for those who got me here. And this is for you because no matter how tight or good the story, if no one reads it, it’s a dead duck. I dedicate this to you as well, Reader. You close the conduit. You bring Cassidy to life. I hope you like her story.
			

			
				If you have questions or comments, or any variant therein, feel free to reach out. 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Drop a line at either trucalling123@yahoo.com
			

			
				or on my Twitter, Storydweller102.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				PROLOGUE
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy Smith leaned against the bar. A hot wind glided through the batwing doors behind her and settled heavily on her neck, feeling like grit and sweat. The mirror in front of her was a dirty gray thing spotted with mold and grease. Sunlight reflected in milky egg yellow, dead eyes covered in cataracts. Her reflected image shocked Cassidy. Hate hardened her eyes and thinned her lips. She watched herself drink. Her belly warmed.
			

			
				The bartender was a shaky stick of a man whose hands trembled when he asked Cassidy if she wanted more liquor. A year ago, the bartender’s demeanor would have shocked her, but the little man saw what she did: a hardened, determined woman with the stare of a killer and a hand fast enough to carry out the task. The bartender was only scared. Cassidy was angry. She walked with rage for the loss of her home and family and husband.
			

			
				“I’m looking for a man who came through here.” She spoke slow and deliberate. Cassidy placed the glass back on the warped wood of the bar and traced her thumb along the rim. She did not betray how much she needed to know about the man she chased.
			

			
				“He’s big, dressed all in gray, has only one eye.” How dry those words were in her mouth! How many times had she asked about the man who murdered her father and destroyed her home? How many more times would she ask about the Gray Man until she could watch the life drain from his body?
			

			
				The bartender’s face showed bloodshot fear. His lower lip quivered, a shaking piece of liver-colored flesh.
			

			
				“He came through,” the bartender said. His voice squeaked.
			

			
				“Tell me.”
			

			
				The glass jockey’s bald head glowed with sweat. The Gray Man sometimes spoke of her to the inhabitants of the towns through which he passed, and she chased—and it was a chase. He wasn’t trying to hide. She didn’t understand that. Was he cocky? Bating her? Why not just stand firm and face a confrontation? What was the endgame?
			

			
				A rough voice to her right stopped Cassidy’s next question in her throat. The man grabbed his crotch as if offering a present.
			

			
				“If you’re looking for a man, Honey—”
			

			
				“—I’ll look over you,” Cassidy finished. “Leave me and the frog here alone before I unzip your guts.”
			

			
				The suitor drew a quick breath. She did not turn to see him, but Cassidy felt his shock.
			

			
				She noticed a quick flash as the barfly drew back to hit her. She dared to tell him no, dared to challenge him in public where others could see his defeat. Since he possessed no other way to express his disappointment, he resorted to violence. It was a language Cassidy spoke well.
			

			
				Her mind ticked over her options: she could kick him—at this angle she could break his knee; she could catch him where it hurt all men, a good sock to the balls would take the fight out of him; or she could pull her knife. A bright flash made the decision for her. She saw in the mirror a new man sneaking up behind her, grinning and drooling. Instinct told Cassidy it was one of the suitor’s buddies who figured on a turn with her for his help. She cursed, released Alan’s knife from her wrist strap, and slashed at the first man’s guts.
			

			
				Her mother taught her to cut horizontally at the bellybutton level and leave the groin-to-neck cuts to the storytellers. Kill any man who pulls a weapon. Take no chances. There are no idle threats in this land. While the first attacker did not pull a weapon, he was the easiest reach. Unlucky for him.
			

			
				The knife made a clean rip in his belly. The suitor’s voice rose, and a warm wet flood covered her hand. His intestines struck the sawdust-covered floor with a meaty plop. Cassidy turned on her heels and buried the dripping blade in the silent partner’s neck before her first attacker fell. She was not an orphan now, she was not a widow now, she was a killer. It felt good. Letting the rage out felt so good.
			

			
				The second attacker dropped a ragged hatchet that showed more rust than shine. It struck the wooden floor, sticking its handle in the air like a dog ready to piss. He fell back, unfortunately taking her knife with him, the gristle and muscle holding Alan’s blade. Cassidy drew her gun. It was her weapon of choice anyway.
			

			
				She looked up to the second floor and realized a gunman had her. She dropped, rolled, and the floor which had just supported her exploded into yellow wood shards. Her answer was true. She aimed by ear, following the sound of the gun’s echo, and the shooter’s head caved into gore. He fell forward, the rotten banister giving way, and crashed into the open upright piano. The instrument gave a shocked ping before crashing over backwards, spilling blood and termites.
			

			
				Cassidy scanned the room. A large boulder of a man gained too much ground before she spotted him. From the hip, she aimed between his eyes and fired a perfect shot. The bull motherfucker dropped, damn near on top of her, taking a rotted round table with him.
			

			
				She swiveled, scanned. There was no more movement from the few customers left. They were spectators with a story to tell now. That was fine. Her shadow had grown since leaving the smoking crater of her home and this tale would serve that growth as well. By tomorrow she will have killed eight instead of four and by next week an even dozen.
			

			
				Cassidy holstered her gun in a quick, fluid spin. It lay warm against her leg.
			

			
				She made two long strides across the floor, planted a boot on the dead man’s forehead, and yanked Alan’s knife from the silent partner’s throat. She was not going to leave without it. The blade grated against the gristle, sounding like ripe lettuce being separated.
			

			
				The bartender was a shade of white reserved for clean linen. His jowls shook like sheets on a line. His hands were raised in surrender or perhaps religious praise. He was trying to talk. Cassidy thought the word he wanted was “please.”
			

			
				She wiped her dead lover’s knife on the nearest corpse and refastened it to her arm. It was also warm. She strode to the bar, poured two shots of brown fire from a bottle, downed them both, and leveled her eyes at the bartender. Cassidy put a gold piece down and scooted it across with a flick of her finger. He jumped back as if a rattlesnake popped from under her chin. A wet patch spread over his crotch.
			

			
				“Which way did he go?” Cassidy asked.
			

			
				The bartender’s shaking wet eyes focused, his mouth closed, opened, closed, and then granted him voice in a broken chain. Cassidy lit a cigar and drew slowly, knowing this was going to take a minute. While the bartender worked the alphabet, she allowed herself the luxury of drawing deep and closing her eyes, remembering Alan. His scent and memory washed over her, a ghost embrace. That was fine. She was a haunted woman. She walked with phantoms.
			

			
				The cigar smoke curled around her, seeming to caress.
			

			
				“He w-w-w-went w-west.”
			

			
				The bartender’s throat clicked. Cass waited and drew deep again, smelling the scent of her dead love. She forced herself to be patient.
			

			
				“He s-s-said to tell you . . .” The bartender swallowed. Cassidy fought her temper to keep from grabbing his throat. It would slow the process and irritate her more. Cassidy held her cigar down at an angle. The smoke curled up and over her hand. She blew on the lit end making its red eye glow.
			

			
				“N-next find the tr-r-racks in the desert. T-that w-w-way.” He pointed. “T-take C-C-ollins Road out of T-T-Town.”
			

			
				The words rode out on the last of the man’s strength. Without waiting, he settled to his knees. He sobbed. Cassidy downed another drink and left the man more change than he could spend in this dirty little town. She settled the cigar between her teeth, fixed her hat, and walked the seven steps to the door. The bartender’s “that way” was vague, but Collins Road was a more specific start. She had seen that road on the way into town. She knew where to go. If there were train tracks, they were a piece on down the road as the saying went.
			

			
				Outside was a gray wash. The wind was kicking up some, like a trail hand eager to get on with the day’s work. Cassidy Smith understood. The sheriff waited by her horse.
			

			
				“You killed some men,” he said without much feeling. He was shaped like a pumpkin with a wide, wiry moustache. He looked like a child playing dress-up.
			

			
				“They would have killed me.” She moved Alan’s cigar to the corner of her mouth.
			

			
				The sheriff ‘s eyes told Cassidy she was right. She knew she was. She inhaled deeply and blew the smoke through her nose like an impatient dragon.
			

			
				“You did me a favor,” he said while shuffling his feet. He was probably hoping for a roll with her. She mounted her horse. Time passed until it began to hurt his ego.
			

			
				“There’s a bounty on those boys. Alive or toes up.” He grinned. Cassidy smoked. The wind blew and Cassidy controlled her temper. What if she just unholstered and blew the fat fuck out of his pointy boots? Instead, she asked.
			

			
				“And is that bounty mine now?” That was as close as she could come to asking for money she earned. The sheriff grinned again, enjoying the upper hand. If he tried to make a game of the reward money, she would leave without it. She would debase herself no further. Hell, she wouldn’t ask again. The silence passed. The fat man’s smile dipped. Finally, he held out a small sack, thrusting it like something dirty. When he saw Cassidy was not going to dismount for it, he threw the sack. She caught it one-handed on the arch.
			

			
				Cassidy nudged her horse around with no comment. The sheriff led the undertaker inside the bar. Cassidy did not bother to watch them go. The sheriff surely kept most of the reward, but since it was found money, Cassidy moved on. Money wasn’t a problem now; maybe later, but there were ways to earn coin. The sheriff was not her concern. The small sum of money she earned was not her concern. The man who murdered her father, her husband, and burned her home was her concern—her life—now. The Gray Man was out there, and Cassidy would find him.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 1
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				From earliest memory and comprehension, Cassidy Ann Smith knew what her family was: a clan of demon hunters. As far back as one hundred years, the Smith family rode to those in need and liberated people and places from the appetites of dark forces that invaded their world.
			

			
				The Smith family home, Acrewood, was a sprawling compound of training facilities, blacksmithing labs (still called so even though Cassidy’s father kept up with the most modern firearm technology), horse stables, livestock and crop acreages, grand dining halls and board rooms, and elaborate living quarters. This was where a little girl learned to walk, played with her dolls, and began to understand she was meant for a greater purpose, to serve those who she could help because she was blessed with the ability to do so.
			

			
				Emblazoned on the Smith family crest was the simple creed: We are made to help those who ask. We exist to fight evil in all its glamour.
			

			
				“We help because it is the right thing to do,” her father often added.
			

			
				These words were etched on all Acrewood’s entrances: main gate, front door, dining room, ball room, library, and each bedroom. The Smith family motto was life. It dominated every tall doorway, every place little Cassidy explored.
			

			
				The motto was most predominant in the Great Hallway where it was written at the top of both walls. This hall connected the living quarters—where her family held their private moments—and the main house where they held public discourse.
			

			
				This hallway was lined with the portraits of past family members, Cassidy’s ancestors. Below each portrait hung a silver plaque listing name, relation, field accomplishments, and how they were killed. Cassidy felt their eyes and expectations. Their stares grew heavier each passing year.
			

			
				But Acrewood was also full of merriment.
			

			
				Dinners were served with tales of battles past. Cassidy was treated as an equal member of the family. There was no need to hide details. Her father often said he couldn’t if it was his desire. Monster hunting was too much a part of their life. Many times, weapons, schematics, maps, and most assuredly books and journals had to be moved to make way for dinner plates. Cassidy’s first doll house was a square construction she made of ancient tomes describing monster anatomy.
			

			
				Guests came often to pay favor for some past aid. New friends arrived seeking it. There was an endless stream of fellow warriors clamoring for training or weapon designed by the Smith clan. Cassidy’s mother was an artist with blades, spikes, and chains. The weapons she designed were as deadly as they were beautiful.
			

			
				Acrewood was full of spirit and comradery. Often these visitors would lean to Cassidy and ask when she would join her family on their adventures. Cassidy always responded that she was ready now. That would cause her father to boom his great laughter and remind her she had many lessons to learn before the field. But there was no doubt it would happen. Monster extermination was an expectation as a member of the House of Smith. Her father said there were no cooks with their last name.
			

			
				“I want to kill the bad guys!” Cassidy often said in lieu of “Goodnight.”
			

			
				“You will little one,” each family member responded. “You must be patient.”
			

			
				Cassidy was many things, but patient was never one of them.
			

			
				Joining her family on the hunting grounds was her strongest desire. From learning to walk, Cassidy pursued what she wanted with a fiery passion that bordered on obsession. Teeth gritted determination was her resting face.
			

			
				“Our traditions stretch back many years, little one,” her grandmother Tilly taught. “And most of your ancestors were just as eager. Have a care. You will see your share of blood, bile, and bone.”
			

			
				“But how long must I wait?”
			

			
				To which Tilly would pet Cassidy and give her the same answer as her parents: “Not long.”
			

			
				The Smith family training regimen was as old as the family itself. But eventually time swept around to where Cassidy wanted it to be. Soon finally arrived.
			

			
				That night, Cassidy’s eighth birthday, her parents called her into their private chambers. Cassidy played there often, but this time her presence was serious. The weight of the atmosphere made her unusually silent and reserved.
			

			
				Her father took a knee before her. Her mother did the same. Her grandmother Tilly sat in a chair to the side.
			

			
				“You have been asking when your adventures with the family would begin, my treasure,” her father said.
			

			
				“Is it today! Is that my birthday present?”
			

			
				Her mother laughed and took Cassidy’s hands in her own.
			

			
				“Yes. It begins today, Daughter.”
			

			
				Cassidy cheered, pumping her fists.
			

			
				“But hold, Cass. There is a progression. You know this. The teen years are your field years. Between ages thirteen and nineteen. Rarely do Smith family members enter into combat before the age of thirteen.”
			

			
				Cassidy’s mouth dropped open. “But that’s so far away!” Her brow clouded with the storm clouds her parents knew so well.
			

			
				Her mother continued. “By twenty it is understood that you will begin the work of making your own family to add to ours, making new warriors as a mother. That is not to say you must stop your work in field but that is the tradition of our family.”
			

			
				Cassidy only looked. Twenty was an ocean away.
			

			
				“I see your disappointment Daughter,” her father took up, “But what you have wanted begins today. Your birthday. Today you are eight years old.”
			

			
				“And a fiery eight at that,” her mother said. She winked at Cassidy. “As was I, Daughter.”
			

			
				“Aye, and a fiery woman you are now.”
			

			
				“Careful husband; this is about Cassidy. There will be time enough for that fire later.” She kissed Quentin’s cheek and bade him continue.
			

			
				“My gods save me from lovey-dovey passion,” Tilly said, making Cassidy laugh. The old woman continued.
			

			
				“Eight is the number of infinities. The old beliefs say that what you begin this year will be with you forever. Therefore, Smith family tradition dictates that training begins now.”
			

			
				“I am ready!”
			

			
				“Cassidy,” her father said. In that one word and tone, she hushed. “You are eager and the first thing I will teach you is that so much of what we do is about care and patience. Slow is your watchword. Especially you, my daughter, since you have the shortest fuse I have ever seen.”
			

			
				Cassidy dropped her eyes. Shame rose in her cheeks. She felt her ancestor portraits staring at her through the walls.
			

			
				“But you have already won through to a great victory. Tradition says we begin at eight, but each parent must agree the child is ready. Not all our family was ready at this age.
			

			
				“Really?”
			

			
				“Your uncle Josiah didn’t begin until he was ten. You have a cousin who was never judged ready. Just being here you are a greater example of our blood than others.”
			

			
				“But most were ready at my age?”
			

			
				“It’s in our blood.”
			

			
				Cassidy looked to the hall. So not special among the slayers of my clan. An ordinarily special girl in a house of ordinarily special people. If all are special, how does one stand out? What makes my story any different from theirs? She felt her family’s eyes again.
			

			
				“You have five major areas to learn: year eight is about our world’s terrain and what it hides; year nine is the study of the dark creatures we fight, their methods, habits, motivations, and behavior; year ten begins your weapons training. I will teach you gunsmithing; year eleven your mother teaches you hand to hand combat including the art of blades, and year twelve, if you stay on course, your grandmother teaches you magic. These curricula will intermingle from year to year, but each year you will heavily focus on the one as I have laid out.”
			

			
				Cassidy trembled. The worlds being offered were overwhelming.
			

			
				“What say you, Daughter. Are you ready?”
			

			
				She was.
			

			
				But it wasn’t long before they learned the same lesson. Each told Cassidy her anger was an obstacle, that her wild fury would hold her back from her true potential.
			

			
				She controlled her anger best during firearm training. Her father was pleased to see Cassidy took to guns and understood their power. Her mother reported blades were not a problem, but Cassidy did not possess talent with them beyond basic form. She could cut a straight line, but she would never sign her name in cursive on tree bark.
			

			
				“You look like a dancer when you sword fight,” Quentin told his wife. “It’s not fair to expect Cass to possess your style.”
			

			
				“I want to give her as much of my style as I can. Knowledge without teaching is wasted. A tall handsome gentleman taught me that just before tricking me into his bed.”
			

			
				“I am offended my lady. There was no trickery involved. Simple talent, cunning, and irresistibility led to your conquering.”
			

			
				“I am conquered, am I?” Amanda asked low and sultry, whispering in her husband’s ear.
			

			
				“As am I, Wife.”
			

			
				“Mmmm. We shall see who conquers who later.”
			

			
				“I should be so lucky.”
			

			
				“I’m afraid Cassidy is more smasher than slicer. Even being ambidextrous doesn’t help. I will keep at it, but it will never be a natural talent, like she seems to be with shooting. The girl dances when she shoots.”
			

			
				“Indeed. Must be the skill of her teacher, surely.” Quentin grinned, proud, winning him a swat from his wife that turned to kissing that turned to loving.
			

			
				While serviceable with a blade, Cassidy found trouble with hand-to-hand fighting techniques, often losing her temper when parried, blocked, or when her mother scored too many hits. Often Cassidy would lose all semblance of style and simply rush forward, raining blows wildly, and missing most of them. Amanda often tripped Cassidy or outright pushed her down to keep the girl from hurting one or both of them.
			

			
				But Tilly saw the most trouble with Cassidy’s temper.
			

			
				“That girl and magic just do not get along. It’s usually in the Smith blood but magic doesn’t mix well with Cass. Too much gasoline in her veins.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Goddamn it!”
			

			
				Cassidy ran forward and kicked the target. The burlap dummy came out of its base and flew into the wall, spilling straw. She wasn’t satisfied so she tried to punch the post. Missed. She whirled on Tilly.
			

			
				“We always have a necromancer in the combat parties. Why do I even have to learn this? Give me my gun and I’ll shoot the target twelve different ways.”
			

			
				Tilly nodded. Her hair was down today. The silver of her thin lochs swayed with her bobbing. “Of course you could, but there may come a time when you don’t have your gun. Magic comes from inside. It is the weapon that cannot be taken, can’t break. Set the target, try again.”
			

			
				Cassidy grumbled. She hoisted the dummy. After three attempts to reset it, she threw it to the floor. “Fuck this!” She staggered in her fury.
			

			
				“Damn it,” she whispered, then sighed, hand to her face. Shame bloomed. Cassidy dropped to a hay bale, huffing. Tilly gave her a moment and then sat beside her.
			

			
				Cassidy asked: “Pretty childish, huh?”
			

			
				Tilly put her arm around Cassidy. “Girl. I love you.” Cassidy looked up into her grandmother’s blue eyes. “I believe in you, Cassidy Smith.”
			

			
				Cassidy teared up. “I just want to get out there. To do! This practice seems so slow. Can I quit? Magic isn’t for me. You know it too.”
			

			
				Tilly turned stern. “No. Never. I will never allow you to quit anything.”
			

			
				Cassidy sighed. She stared at the dummy and Tilly saw it was never going to be a loving relationship. That anger again. Where did it come from? Was it only youth? Impatience? Then Cassidy leaned against her shoulder and Tilly felt her granddaughter’s heart. She melted as she always did.
			

			
				“Let’s call it a day, Cass. I hear there are blue daisy’s blooming in the North field. I can show you how to brew a strong tea.”
			

			
				“Yes please!”
			

			
				Tilly grinned at Cassidy’s joy, but she still worried. Something bad was on the way. Cassidy walked in the shadow of a cloud. It shaded her eyes and added lines to her face. Tilly had watched that shadow grow darker day by day. It made her sick but one old magician couldn’t stop Fate. No one could.
			

			
				She will bear watching . . .
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 2
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy was twelve, in the armory with her mother.
			

			
				“Let me go with you!”
			

			
				“No Cassidy. And that’s the final word on it.”
			

			
				“Mom it’s one creature! Perfect field opportunity. I’ve observed you cleaning out vampire nests and zombie infestations and—”
			

			
				“From behind Tilly’s shields. And watch your tone young lady! Neither species should be spoken of in such a dismissive fashion.”
			

			
				“But—”
			

			
				“No!” Amanda Smith gathered herself.
			

			
				Cassidy lowered her head. “Is it because I still can’t get the hang of magic?”
			

			
				“No—”
			

			
				“Cause I’m a better shot than you are with a gun. I can help!”
			

			
				“First of all: humility, Cassidy Smith. You still can’t parry me.”
			

			
				Cassidy blushed.
			

			
				“Second: you are not being punished because of your magical studies. You are not going into live field work because we don’t know what we are dealing with. If it were a common creature then I would agree, even though it’s a year early.”
			

			
				“You would?”
			

			
				“I think you’re ready. At least for a live test. Fully surrounded by family, that is.”
			

			
				Sourly: “Ha. Ha.”
			

			
				Amanda cupped Cassidy’s cheek. “You are impatient my daughter. And impatience can make you reckless. What is the number one consideration out there?”
			

			
				“Mom—”
			

			
				“Your lesson Cassandra!”
			

			
				Cassidy folded her arms. “Protection of life. The innocent, then the family.”
			

			
				“And how do you do that?”
			

			
				“By using your head and your talents and your training.”
			

			
				Amanda softened. Cassidy brought that out in her. The girl had her wrapped. At one time Amanda thought she couldn’t have children, wouldn’t have children. Cassidy was too precious to her and it made Amanda lenient.
			

			
				“I know it is frustrating, Daughter. But I am using my head. If this were a familiar creature, then I could talk your father into letting you go, but this one is different. We just don’t know what we’re dealing with. This is for your safety.”
			

			
				Cassidy’s anger erupted. “Everything dies with a shot in the head! Jeez Mom!”
			

			
				Amanda whipped to face Cassidy. “Do not disrespect me, child! Remember your place.”
			

			
				Cassidy dropped her head. She pushed past the angry tears. “I’m sorry, Mother.”
			

			
				“Go on now. Let me finish packing.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy left the armory, a huge brick structure constructed in a round hut. She stomped across the fields. She found her way to her room. She had no concrete plan, only moved as a direction of her instinct and fury. She found herself putting her field kit together even before she realized it.
			

			
				This is ridiculous! The Smiths were asked to find a creature and kill it before it kills others. That’s the job. And if I do it, my family will see I’m ready to join them. They’ll see I’m capable even if I can’t perform magic. It’s stupid not to let me go! Who cares if I’m not supposed to enter the field until next year? I am ready now!
			

			
				In her mind’s eye Cassidy saw Tilly beaming, hugging her, telling her she was so proud.
			

			
				Cassidy thought of the portrait hall and the staring judgement of the past Smiths. Tonight, she could prove she belonged there. She was ready. She would best this monster and her family would see she was worth more than trying to fling fireballs. She could show Tilly something she did right instead of missing all the time.
			

			
				I might miss with magic, but not my gun. I’ll show her my worth. I’ll show her.
			

			
				Cassidy rode before her family could leave. The first trick would be to get ahead of them.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy’s horse was a beautiful solid black animal she named Kitt. Her father presented her with him on her tenth birthday. Kitt was as fast as lightning and took Cassidy towards the village of Karrington before her clan finished their prep—as was her plan.
			

			
				The night was a brilliant purple. The trees were the teeth of some great monster’s fallen jaw. Kitt blew her hair back in their wind. Excitement grew as they drew closer to the village, but that excitement was soon overtaken by a curious study. The closer they got, the quieter the land became. Night birds didn’t sing, insects ceased their hum. A hush claimed the land. Cassidy drove into the silence and blew into town by way of its side. She was so keyed up she didn’t tie off her horse but jumped from Kitt as she entered Karrington’s main square. Her horse snorted and pawed the ground.
			

			
				Cassidy drew both guns. They felt so good in her hand, so perfect.
			

			
				The village was evacuated before its government came to Acrewood and asked for help this morning. The lampposts were dark, the buildings shut tight. Only the wind spoke.
			

			
				The creature may not even be here anymore. Wouldn’t that be a laugh. All this for nothing.
			

			
				Cassidy walked down the middle of the moonlit street. Stones had been placed helter skelter to provide stability, but for every stone there was a dried and crusted section of hardpan and for every hardpan there was a trench of mud.
			

			
				Her shadow was a black doppelganger, her gun barrels long as broadswords. She was pleased with the shape she made. Then she saw—
			

			
				She stopped like the breath in her lungs.
			

			
				A lone boy lay face down in the street. His neck was broken at a sharp angle, so his head was nearly parallel with his shoulder. By his outstretched hand was a toy. Cassidy stared at him. The wind blew his hair. She looked at the bright paint of his toy, at his little fingers reaching for it, at his waving hair. At his toy. At his begging hand. His hair. Toy. Hand. Hair. Neck. This was what she faced. A child-killer. Her jaw clenched. Her teeth ached. This. This dead little boy with his favorite toy, both broken in the mud. Cassidy’s breath tore out of her nose and blood hammered her temple. She could not stand the sight. She could not see and not act and so she did what her youth and her fury demand:
			

			
				“MONSTER! COME TO ME AND ANSWER FOR THIS CHILD!”
			

			
				Then she heard it. It was in the church. And laughing at her.
			

			
				Oh, you fucker . . .
			

			
				Cassidy ran down the street, towards the mocking, repeating to herself over and over: Aim for the head. Aim for the head.
			

			
				She reached the church, and something flew out the front doors, shredding them to splinters. She ducked, taking a knee in the road. The alter—a huge cross on the front— sailed over her head and crashed into the street behind her.
			

			
				The strength it must have! Remember! Aim for the head!
			

			
				Karrington’s government said their town was besieged by a stinking abomination. They said it was more than a dead thing, composed of many dead things, stitched together by a madman up in the mountains.
			

			
				“He dares to play God, and has cursed us all,” the pastor had proclaimed.
			

			
				Cass ran up the church steps and into the shattered entrance. She stood, moonlight streaming behind her, guns in her hands, and faced the room. Her enemy was unmistakable. It did not hide. It was too big.
			

			
				The creature was a mountainside given life. Its frame was mottled with hues of green, blue, and gray. It turned to Cassidy, taking her in with one dead eye. It grinned, sucking the moisture from her throat.
			

			
				What is this thing?
			

			
				Then it spoke, its voice clotted with phlegm. The creature’s jaw mismatched its upper teeth. The yellow nubs sawed at its words.
			

			
				“You come to stop me?” Its words startled Cassidy. She hadn’t expected speech. No matter, she answered with bravado.
			

			
				“I will stop you!”
			

			
				It chuckled. “More lies in a house of them!”
			

			
				She aimed and fired, loving the way her gun responded. It was sleek, sexy, perfect. This was what they were both made for. Her first in-combat shot, and she knew it was perfect. It was. She hit the head.
			

			
				The monster roared and charged her.
			

			
				Cassidy turned and ran, her mind yammering.
			

			
				I hit it! I hit it! What the fuck?
			

			
				But there was no time to consider. She felt the chase of the creature in the warped boards and then she was in the air, leaping off the top step to the yard. Breath left her, replaced with cement fear in her lungs.
			

			
				The creature threw a punch the size of a redwood stump. It had every intention of snapping her spine with a single hit. It intended to break her and watch her wriggle in the dirt. But at the last moment it saw her hair and the curve of her breast as she twisted to get away, and the creature pulled its punch. Cassidy would never know how close she came to being crippled in that moment. It was only her beauty that saved her—and the monster’s surprise at being attacked by a young girl. It was accustomed to grizzled men in overalls, sunburns, and hate-filled faces. The creature had never seen a girl so close. It was fascinated.
			

			
				The punch that did connect bowed her back, snapped her neck backwards, and ejected blood from her mouth in a glob. Cassidy fell badly, taking the impact on her chest and face. She bounced and came down on her face again, scraping it raw against a patch of dirt hardpan, her left arm pinned beneath her. It broke at the forearm, a thick echoing snap she tasted. Cassidy screamed silently for lack of air and tried to rise as the monster caught her.
			

			
				Oh God what have I done! Help! Momma!
			

			
				The creature grabbed her by the back of her tunic and pulled up. It held her aloft, above its face and studied her from below. The vertigo coupled with the pain in her arm caused Cassidy to vomit. It splattered the monster’s face. The thing closed its eyes and enjoyed it.
			

			
				“You baptize me.” It grinned. The bile ran down its cheeks. It licked it from its lips.
			

			
				Cassidy felt consciousness trying to exit. Then the creature swung her down and placed her on her feet. She swayed. It grabbed her throat and held her. It chuckled at her through her own excrement.
			

			
				“I told my father that if I could not inspire love, I would inspire hate. He denied me a mate. He denied me a woman like me. But I sense a spirit in you. And I can make you look like me. Beauty is only skin deep after all. And skin is so thin, so easy to rearrange.” It grinned, mis-matched teeth leaning at crooked angles.
			

			
				Cassidy reached for her gun with her functioning hand. She thanked God she was ambidextrous. She could not feel her broken arm except as a sheet of agony.
			

			
				“I am not the first my father made. I am just the latest. I care not for my brothers. I want someone, however. Companionship. A pet mayhap. Yes. You will do nicely. With some adjustments.”
			

			
				It drew her close—whether to kiss her or eat her Cassidy didn’t know. She aimed from the hip and fired. Three bullets whined off the creature’s face before it stumbled enough to let go of her. It roared and she thought of the sound bulls made when enraged.
			

			
				The creature flung her to the side. Cassidy landed on her ass, but it had always been well padded. She skidded in the dirt, aimed, and fired her last two bullets. When her gun was empty the monster stared at her. Its skull was exposed but it was still alive.
			

			
				Is that . . . metal? The town men meant this creature was literally stitched together. What pieces are in it? What madman would assemble this? And why?
			

			
				Cassidy saw the thread, the scars, the way the skin sagged at the incisions, the way the fingers and breasts didn’t match. She saw thick bolts protruding from its neck. Surrounding it was the funk of death.
			

			
				Abomination. Mother was right. We’ve never faced anything like this before.
			

			
				The horror of the idea dried her mouth. She wished for her other gun. She tried to pull it as the monster came at her, trying to cross pull it. She screeched in frustration. The weapon finally came lose but the monster was too close. In panic, Cassidy threw her gun at it.
			

			
				Cassidy’s aim was always the best part of her defense. The gun barrel pierced the lamp of the thing’s one working eye. It howled, blind now. Her gun fell to the dirt. The creature squirted urine in a reeking streak, bathing her weapon in new mud. It swung its mighty arms and Cassidy took a blow to the head that rolled her across the ground. She saw stars and found it hard to get up. Things inside her were grinding together. She flopped, cawed in building terror, and then its fingers were on her belt, scrabbling for purchase. Cassidy screamed, totally unnerved, and stumbled forward gracelessly. Panic flooded. She threw her other gun at the monster’s face and ran.
			

			
				She felt its wild tramping through the ground. It was somehow tracking her. Smell? Hearing? These thoughts were a streak of red inside the black of her panic. She couldn’t see. Blood poured across her face. Her arm hung useless. Cassidy dove through a building window, and the monster crashed into the structure, shaking its walls.
			

			
				This is what Tilly meant. I have no gun; oh, fuck I threw my guns! Okay, okay, concentrate. Fire will kill it. Fire must kill it. This is what Grandma meant. Oh, please work!
			

			
				Cassidy concentrated on what Tilly taught her. She put out her working hand and tried to pull the heat from the air as the creature hit the building again. It was trying to smash its way in. It couldn’t find the window. Its roar bounced around the structure.
			

			
				Hotter, hotter, make a fire; hotter, hotter heed your sire . . .
			

			
				But it wouldn’t come. Cassidy’s fear turned to anger.
			

			
				Come on come on! Goddamn it I need you!
			

			
				Magic is not a thing to be commanded but worked with Granddaughter.
			

			
				Cassidy’s anger grew until she cursed aloud at her own hand for failing her—and that’s how the monster found her. It finally burst through the wall. Its massive and blind head swiveled at her cry. It charged her, making its bull call again. Cassidy turned to run but her enemy was so big, its bulk so massive, it caught her, pushing her through another wall in a splintered rain. She flew out with the thing on top of her. She smelled its stink.
			

			
				OH SHIT!
			

			
				They hit the ground together. Something below her hip popped, her left ankle twisted, turned, snapped. Explosions echoed in her skull. Her head bounced off the ground with a sound like biting ice. Her head turned to the side as the creature clawed for her face. Cassidy saw one of her guns in the muck, its gleam muted. Like the dead boy who fired her rage, she was defeated in the street, her toy close at hand. Her mother was right. The proof that she was just an unprepared child was too obvious to ignore.
			

			
				The creature held her face in its palm, raised her off the ground, and slammed her back. Her head connected, more crunched ice, and then she was gone, a final thought warbling:
			

			
				I’m sorry. I’m sorry I failed . . .
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy opened her eyes to sunlight. She shifted and found the comfort of her own bed. She was at once relieved and ashamed.
			

			
				I’m going to have a long truck with shame, I think.
			

			
				Her body was a map of pain. A cast covered her lower arm. Her ankle was wrapped. Her back was cradled in a brace. She smelled her grandmother’s healing poultice from a half dozen different places, mostly her face. Her right eye was swollen shut from hitting the ground there. As a final insult, she wore a diaper, and it was wet.
			

			
				How bad is it? I feel like a sack of glass trying to come back together.
			

			
				Cassidy did not call out. She turned her head (slowly, carefully) and looked out the window. Daylight. How long? She waited. Eventually her mother came. By way of greeting, she came to the facts.
			

			
				“We rode in and found you unconscious. It killed Kitt.”
			

			
				Cassidy swallowed. She would cry for her horse later. “The creature?”
			

			
				“Escaped. Being tracked through the woods now by idiot villagers with torches. Two nights gone and it is nowhere to be found. I don’t think it will be. Eventually we will need a testimony of your . . .” Here Amanda faulted and in it, Cassidy’s heart sunk. She would not cry in front of her mother, not in matters of a warrior. Not when her mother warned her against the exact outcome.
			

			
				“Of your encounter.”
			

			
				Cassidy swallowed again. It hurt. “Of course.”
			

			
				Later, her father brought her guns and laid them on her table. He said nothing. Cassidy did not know what wounded her more: his silent judgement or the site of her weapons dirty and abused. He had not cleaned them. He wouldn’t. They were her guns. He left without speaking and when he was gone, she did cry, hot and hard tears like bullets. She would clean her guns because it was what she had been taught. She would clean them because she had mistreated them. She would clean them because it would be agony with a broken arm and that was just. It took her the rest of the sunlight hours and then she dozed in a haze of warm pain.
			

			
				That night her grandmother arrived. This was the visit Cassidy feared most of all.
			

			
				“Can you tell me what you did wrong?”
			

			
				“I didn’t listen.”
			

			
				“Is that all?”
			

			
				Cassidy had nothing else.
			

			
				“Your emotions, child. That anger, that hot anger that melts cool logic. It will be your undoing if you are not careful. Look at you, lucky to only have broken bones and torn skin.”
			

			
				Silence. Cassidy did not trust herself to speak for fear her voice would tremble. Finally, Cassidy asked her grandmother:
			

			
				“Are you disappointed in me?”
			

			
				Tilly saw what her granddaughter needed, and she saw what the warrior needed. It broke her heart they were not the same.
			

			
				I have failed her as much as she has failed.
			

			
				Tilly answered as she had to.
			

			
				“I am.”
			

			
				Tilly left Cassidy to whatever lessons her granddaughter would learn from her words.
			

			
				That night Cassidy felt her ancestors judging her from the Great Hallway. In her dreams they entered her room, stood around her bed, and confirmed what she feared. She wasn’t good enough. While she healed, she couldn’t even run from that.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 3
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				A week later . . .
			

			
				Tilly gathered the implements of her job. She knew in her heart this was to be her last battle. Did that mean she was going to her death? She couldn’t see that; no practitioner could see their own death unless they had progressed far beyond Tilly’s abilities, but it was possible. Every battle held the potential of death. In her younger years that was one of the chief draws. But Tilly was an old woman now; an old woman who wanted to live, so she sent up a beseeching prayer to any entity that might take an interest. Tilly didn’t believe in one god; she knew many spirits. She cackled at her wit and continued her preparations.
			

			
				She had hoped Cassidy would be her heir and take over the necromancer spot on the team, but it was not to be. Cassidy had no aptitude for magic. Unfortunate, but definitive. Magic was a living force. It wasn’t something that could be easily taught. She’d seen it passed but Cassidy could not receive Tilly’s ability. It was like trying to pour a gallon of water into a plate. Cassidy was a blunt weapon.
			

			
				If Cassidy had the ability to hold magic, it was yet to come. Tilly had tried to see, but Cassidy’s future was hidden from her. That made her uneasy. She had always been able to see her family’s future. It was one of the ways she kept them safe in battle.
			

			
				Tilly had walked with magic for so long she could not imagine existing without it. She felt sorry for those who walked alone. Cassidy once asked about it, what it felt like, how it worked. Tilly did her best to explain, but to anyone who did not possess magical ability it was impossible to understand.
			

			
				The best explanation Tilly found was that magic was like a pet, an entity with the aloofness and independence of a cat, something that decided to take up with you and co-exist, or something that ignored you. Tilly found her magic, her muse, at an early age. Well—the more correct description was that magic found her. And Tilly never failed to be thankful. Indifference was a good way to invite a muse to leave.
			

			
				Thinking of her magic called it. It twined from inside, a long, beautiful serpent that coiled around her. Visible as a glowing green and blue viper, Tilly stroked, and it allowed itself to be stroked. Tilly held out her arms and her magic climbed over her, eventually fading back inside. It excited her, gave her strength and courage.
			

			
				“You ready for battle?” She called her magic’s name, a rough phlegmy moniker with no true spelling. But she did not feel the usual surety. The magic in her shivered. It was an unpleasant feeling, like cold water drank too fast. It rattled through her, growing strong enough for her to grip her bedpost.
			

			
				“What was that about?”
			

			
				There was no answer. An omen? Time flowed around her refusal to move. Eventually there was nothing to do but get back to life.
			

			
				As frustrating as the girl could be, Tilly loved Cassidy best of all. She wanted more chances to touch the girl, cool the fire inside. She had been hard on her granddaughter. Tilly felt her love for the girl corrode her resolve. She sighed and gathered her materials.
			

			
				She stopped by Cassidy’s room, but the girl was asleep. Maybe that was for the best, but Tilly didn’t like it. She almost woke Cassidy but decided not to, rather to go on and hope for the best. She stood at her granddaughter’s door and did something she hadn’t done since Cassidy was pushing toy horses around the carpet. Tilly blew Cassidy a kiss. She did it with tears in her eyes.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The town of Haddon.
			

			
				Situated to the East of Acrewood, Haddon was famous for having once been a promising colony of thinkers, philosophers, and teachers. But the walled town was built on a fault. An earthquake caused the back half of the town to fall into a slide that continues still. It was as if Haddon was a plate folded in half and the second section was sliding away. The upper crust abandoned that part and pushed their ranks to the front of the city. The abandoned back half was filled by people desperate for shelter, for any place outside of the elements. The poor gathered and the rich claimed it was their weight continuing to drag down the town. No one of consequence stayed in Haddon for long. The poor had nowhere else to go and their infestation grew.
			

			
				It was a council of these poor who came to Acrewood and begged for help.
			

			
				Haddon was besieged by a duo of demons, they said. An adult and a boy. They were killing the populous in the back half of town. Some theorized it was only the poor. Others said it was only families with children. Still others claimed it was the heavy sins associated with the targeted households that drew them. Those targeted could not give up they only shelter they could afford so they were trapped to hope for mercy rather than face the elements outside the city where certain death waited. A cursed shelter was better than no shelter.
			

			
				“We will help,” he told those who came seeking. “And when we purge the demons, I will see about helping the poor there,” Quentin told his wife later.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				“I believe our demon is killing for training,” Tilly told Quentin and Amanda later that day. They were in the armory.
			

			
				“Training?” Amanda asked. She paused in the act of strapping a dirk to her arm in a spring-loaded holster of her own design. “Hold this babe—” She offered her arm to her husband who did as requested so Amanda could tighten down the wrist strap. “That would indicate a higher intelligence. Capable of creating strategy?”
			

			
				“Maybe,” Tilly said. “None of the victims were killed in the same way. Some murders were crude, even sloppy.”
			

			
				“No unifying factors?” Quentin asked. He closed his favorite six shooter with a flick of his wrist and holstered it on his hip.
			

			
				“One. The terror on their faces. All died bug-eyed and rigid.”
			

			
				“They wanted their victim to know their fate.”
			

			
				“Yes. I believe we have a demon working to build his power, and one being instructed. Taught. I have read of older demons taking a ward. This could be the case. I think we should start our search in homes who have lost a child recently.”
			

			
				“A demon child,” Amanda said. “Shit.”
			

			
				In the dying red light of sunset, the Smiths found their enemies.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				When they heard the woman scream, the truth of his mistake came to Quentin and he cursed himself. We’re in the rich section. All the attacks were here. That should have told me any child-turned-demon would have come from the other side of town. We could have cut our patrol in half, but I wasted time starting here. Now we go into battle uninformed.
			

			
				They followed the voice and burst through the door of a two-story home. A woman cowered before two figures. One was a tall bald man. The other was a lank, skinny boy. Both slowly turned to the Smiths and grinned. The boy spoke in a low, confident tone.
			

			
				“Looks like Mrs. Gravel gets to live now, Father Shayne.”
			

			
				The older man—the true demon—shook his head. “No, Charles, she doesn’t.” He made a quick slash with his nails and blood exploded from her neck. She gagged and fell backwards.
			

			
				“She just dies quick now.”
			

			
				“Goddamn you!” Quentin fired. It began.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Charles was young and eager, and he made a tactical mistake with his first move. He fired a blast of energy, meaning to hit all three attackers at once. His shot was wild, undisciplined, and only managed to blow out the home’s entrance wall and push the three Smiths back outside. None of them came off their feet but all were shoved back and down into the dirt of the road, debris raining into the street from the destroyed wall.
			

			
				Quentin thought: The runt is trying to show off for his master. And he’s bad at it.
			

			
				Since his bullet had no effect on the bald demon, (it wedged in the wall behind the dead woman) Quentin knew this was going to be a mostly magical fight. He holstered his weapon and moved to support his wife’s attack. He made his usual prayer as she advanced.
			

			
				God watch my woman.
			

			
				Amanda waded back in, broadsword at shoulder height, the position that gave her the most thrust. As Father Shayne focused on her attack, Quentin focused on him, easing to the far side. Quentin waited until Amanda was two steps away from the target and fired what he playfully called his Sparkler Spell. It dazzled Father Shayne’s eyes with conjured fire embers. He threw up his hand to block them, cursed, snorted. When he did, Amanda lunged and ran her sword through his chest.
			

			
				Father Shayne drew a harsh breath. His eyes filled with blood from the bottom up and Amanda pushed him back against the wall where he hung, mouth open, drooling in disgusting, gory ropes. Her sword continued through him and into the wall. The blade burned blue while Amanda chanted an incantation Tilly created for piercing.
			

			
				The boy cried out. His surprise and comic goggle suggested they had not been hurt before. Were they the first to fight back? To score a hit? Quentin had seen it in demon-kind before. They grew fat and lazy, lulled by their power, by the surety they could not be defeated. Since Charles was distracted by his father’s fate, Quentin had time to carefully aim a fireball at the boy’s face. Quentin designed his with a tar base, so it stuck fast, allowing Tilly to come in low and hit the boy in the guts with two long icicles from her palms. The boy howled, flailed, and cursed.
			

			
				“I’ve got the sprout,” Tilly commanded. “Help Amanda!”
			

			
				Quentin wanted to pull his guns but moved instead to knives. He approached Amanda’s kill. Father Shayne reached across her sword in his body to grab Amanda’s face. It was a messy, angry, desperate move, catching her by the chin, his face screwing up to mouth something. Maybe: “You dare!” or “You will not have me!” But the three of them had been doing this a long time. With one blade, Quentin cut Father Shayne’s hand from the wrist and then slid his second into the demon’s mouth, pinning his tongue and words there, keeping him from casting any kind of retaliatory spell.
			

			
				“Take him before he recovers!” Tilly commanded. She blasted the boy with her snow and ice “paste” holding him down. Charles screamed against her power. Then Quentin saw something he never forgot. The father looked through his pain and death to his son. Then Father Shayne and Quentin locked eyes for the barest of moments. Quentin saw his enemy make the decision. Quentin froze. Had there been a third enemy, Quentin would have died in that moment so complete was his distraction. Instead, he saw the father choose the son over himself.
			

			
				“Hie!” Tilly called, moving for the kill.
			

			
				She held her arms out to the side and ejected her blades. She scraped them once against each other, intoning a blessing, and placed them in scissor formation at Charles’s neck. She meant to take the boy’s head off.
			

			
				“NOOO!” Father Shayne’s voice rattled through the blade in his throat. Fire leapt from his mouth, melting tempered and enchanted steel.
			

			
				All three Smiths felt Father Shayne push, felt his life force flow towards the boy. Time slowed, warped, as his magic left him. Before Tilly could bring her blades together for decapitation, Charles vanished. He did not go easy. He exploded inward, leaving a vacuum that collapsed with a deafening pop. Tilly’s blades closed on nothing. The boy was gone.
			

			
				Tilly and Quentin looked to the father demon. He was also gone. His body turned gray and fell apart like ash, like the shape of a log in the fireplace when poked.
			

			
				The three Smiths breathed hard in the silence.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 4
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				He woke. He hurt. He was cold. He was on the hard ground. Again. He stretched and realized he was naked. His first thought was remembering his name. Charles Dexter Ward. His name was important.
			

			
				A cool breeze blew over him, chilling his skin. His teeth chattered and his flesh marbled into goosebumps. Charles looked under his hands and saw beige rock shot through with runners of white sand. Clean. Somewhere water flowed musically. He rose.
			

			
				Around him and above was blackness shot through with swirls of silver and purple. Stars dotted the sky.
			

			
				Charles stood on a large rock platform. Around him were other rocks, other platforms. Other rooms. He knew where he was, he just couldn’t believe it.
			

			
				He was in his Necrom.
			

			
				Father Shayne had told him: “You will make a room. A house. A place. It will be uniquely yours. Only those you want can come inside. Like the vampire, only those with an invitation may enter. Your Necrom will have things from your past, things you take from the human world, things you want. When a demon makes a kill, its Necrom is where it brings the kill to in order to feed. Some demon’s Necrom’s are merely large altars covered in bones and chewed kills. Some are vaults for their treasure. I know one demon who keeps more clothes than gold. It’s about you. It’s where you will go to heal, rest, wait.”
			

			
				Charles looked around. There were no true walls but rather crystal sheets that stood beside the stone window frames that floated in space, gnarled and twisting trees, and the nothing that composed the boundaries of space. The crystal was not static but shimmered, tinkled, cracked, sliding over and against each other, reminding him of warming ice.
			

			
				“Here, but only here, you will be able to manipulate time. Slow it down, speed it up, pause it all together. Take as much as you need. This is your realm. Your piece of reality.”
			

			
				Charles saw water falling into the void from a sloped, triangle rock. He reached out and felt the cool of the liquid. He pushed it forward faster, pulled it back slower, held up his hand and stopped it all together. He snapped his fingers, and it resumed its pace.
			

			
				“Use this manipulation to speed healing, to slow aging, to watch your enemies grow old and feeble while you remain virile. Drag an enemy here and draw out their death agony. Time is art. Time is a weapon. Time is an elegant tool.”
			

			
				Charles watched the water and grinned.
			

			
				“You can travel distance from your Necrom, but you cannot make another do the same.”
			

			
				There was no way Charles had earned this yet. Father Shayne did this. He used the last of his—what? Life force? Magic. To send Charles here. To create a Necrom in order to . . .
			

			
				“Save me. He saved me. Father Shayne used the remainder of his magic, of his self, to push me here and save me from those warriors.” Charles looked around. “He made this, enough of this to give me a place to heal.”
			

			
				The Necrom wasn’t perfect. It was still forming. But it was stable. As Charles watched, a new sheet of crystal materialized; thin, clear, but there.
			

			
				“Amazing.” He shivered again.
			

			
				A piece of the night wrinkled and tore itself loose. It came to him and wrapped around his naked body. It hugged him, warmed him, made a hood. It also opened a new path and Charles saw more for him to explore. Reality folded together like the bunches of his new robe and Charles was able to cross a gap previously inaccessible—previously not there.
			

			
				I could spend eons here.
			

			
				Father Shayne had warned that some demons become addicted to their Necrom. They nest, never to move between worlds again unless torn away by spells, mediums, or Ouija Boards; that’s what made those devices so dangerous to the human world. Summoned demons were often those pulled away from their Necrom against their will. These demons were violent when evicted, full of hate, always trying to return.
			

			
				He did this for me. For the child no one wanted not so long ago. I will have to take care.
			

			
				Charles remembered a question he asked Father Shayne one night, one dark special night when they were together on a lone desert hill. He turned his face up to the old being and asked:
			

			
				“Do demons love?”
			

			
				Charles had his answer now.
			

			
				Father Shayne had created an act of love more concrete than Charles’s human parents could ever fathom. Wasn’t their cruelty what helped to open this path in the first place?
			

			
				Father Shayne. True Father . . .
			

			
				His father’s death crashed into him and Charles moaned. The one being who showed him value, who made him feel worth a damn, had been taken. As his anger grew, Charles’s eyes glowed red, orange, white, bursting into flame. He turned his head and howled, throwing fire into the sky from his burning sockets. It took minutes for his eyes to return to normal. The scowl stayed.
			

			
				The surrounding walls cracked and rumbled in deep bass notes and companionship.
			

			
				“Your Necrom feels what you feel. It is you,” Father Shayne had told him.
			

			
				Charles explored. Around a jagged wall he found a desk, the kind of thing he wished for as a child. Huge, thick, wooden. It was perfectly him. On it were books. He approached.
			

			
				Who was that family that attacked us? Who are they?
			

			
				He opened the top book. The title page displayed their name and picture.
			

			
				“The Smith Family.” Charles bared his teeth. The pages beyond detailed their exploits.
			

			
				“These bastards. They destroyed my life. My family. I had a plan. We had a plan. A plan to grow and gain power and they came along for what? Some hackneyed idea of right versus wrong?”
			

			
				There must be a reckoning.
			

			
				Charles picked up the top book. Under it was another. The title was simply: Resurrection.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Charles—or as he began to think of himself—The Magician—read. He ate food he conjured out of the Necrom. He slept when he was tired. He healed. He let the stream of time flow undisturbed.
			

			
				He learned.
			

			
				The second text from his desk taught there was a way to resurrect his demon father with the blood of a Smith family member. But it had to be done in a place where magic was strong and the barrier between the living and the dead was weak. The book suggested Eldora. The spell could only be performed at a certain time, in a certain house of the moon, in a certain planetary alignment. And that time was coming right soon. Charles grinned. The heavens themselves would bend to his will.
			

			
				There were no mirrors in the Necrom but the spasming crystal walls showed Charles his prey. He watched them—the Smith family—celebrate their victory. Their joy, their gall planted deeper seeds of hate in Charles. And in his Necrom he had time to tend it.
			

			
				He would need one of their brood. First, Charles marked the old witch, the one who blasted him with that freezing shit. Its sensation reminded him of his old home and being too poor for heat. Joining Father Shayne was a way to never be cold again, but that bitch made him. He wanted her bones for his fire’s foundation.
			

			
				But then he saw the girl. Cassidy. She was young. Inexperienced. Full of anger and self-doubt. As an enemy she would be easier to overcome. As a beauty it would please him to destroy her. She was perfect.
			

			
				First, he would have to figure out how to separate Cassidy from her family. Then he could begin drawing her to Eldora. But there was time. Time to kill in fact. In the Necrom it was always five minutes to midnight and the needed sky alignment outside was close—but far enough. There would have to be balance. Cassidy’s time would have to ease along. The Necrom could pause his time but not affect her time. While he waited, he would watch and grow his seed of hate. Most of all he would lay his plans. He would use his mind, that tool that never failed him.
			

			
				“You and I have much to do, Cassidy Smith,” The Magician said. He watched her on the crystal walls of his home. He watched her life and planned the time he would take that pleasure from her to give back to his father.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 5
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy’s training continued. As the saying went in Tilly’s youth, the winds blew, the trees grew, and the horses shit.
			

			
				Cassidy’s body healed. A month after the Magician and his father were defeated, she left her bed and was able to walk down the hall. She hobbled directly to her ancestor’s portraits and flagellated herself with their oil-drop stares.
			

			
				Cassidy’s mind turned inward. Her training resumed as the braces and casts fell away. Her face healed, save for a deep trench under her jaw on the left side. She could hide it with make-up but decided to leave it as a reminder of her failure. Her parents marked silence and concentration in her. Stoic was the word they whispered. Damaged was the word they dared not.
			

			
				“I worry; I’m afraid.” Cassidy’s mother told her husband. “I want to help her, but Cassidy seems so far away.”
			

			
				“She was defeated. Hurt. It shakes the young more than the old because it proves they are not invincible. Wasn’t that part of the reason we told her not to go that night? She learned a harsh lesson. It’s just.”
			

			
				“She’s still your daughter, Quentin Smith; your daughter before your clan member.”
			

			
				He sighed. “I know. She’s the same girl I held on my knee.” He smiled as he let a memory in. “I want nothing more than to hold her and protect her, but I can’t, either as her father or her clan leader. It’s my job to train her for when I’m not here. Sometimes that means letting her get herself up. Much as it hurts us both.”
			

			
				Amanda nodded. “I know. But your burden is not mine. I must find a way to reach her. I must find training of a different sort.”
			

			
				Amanda woke that night and sat up in bed. She had it. She smiled.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Amanda woke early and penned a personal invitation to her daughter, writing on the gold cardstock stationary she received as a wedding present. She invited Cassidy to her parlor for breakfast. It was a formal invitation, and the first lesson Cassidy would receive, even though she didn’t know it yet. Amanda wrote the same wording she used to invite dignitaries and governors and other head-of-houses to her rooms for conferences.
			

			
				Amanda grew emotional sending the formal card to her daughter. What would Cassidy think? Would she understand the significance of what was offered? With this invitation Amanda was treating her daughter as an equal. By action, she was telling Cassidy she saw her as a woman capable of leadership. Amanda was inviting her daughter to the next phase of life and training.
			

			
				Cassidy, I invite you to join me in my chambers this morning at 8:00. Today we start a great journey together. I look forward to your answer.
			

			
				Amanda included the traditional return card. She almost instructed her daughter how to use it but resisted. Cassidy had seen her design these, but more, Amanda wanted Cassidy to accept on her own terms. Instructing Cass how to accept would make the meeting false.
			

			
				An hour later one of the servants brought Cassidy’s return card. The simple script read: I will be there. Thank you, Mother.
			

			
				Even my daughter’s words are cold. Is she upset? Does she mistake the invitation for aloofness? Does she not understand I am inviting her as an equal? That I am trying to treat her as an adult.
			

			
				Amanda used the formal invitation card as a form of respect. They were tradition when inviting important people for palaver. Had she underestimated Cassidy’s reaction? She thought Cassidy would see the significance. But then Amanda remembered her reaction to her own mother’s invitation. She had burned the card and sent her mother the ashes. Amanda had not been ready for her mother’s version of adulthood.
			

			
				Maybe this is Cassidy’s way of growing up. Perhaps Cassidy grown is Cassidy cold.
			

			
				The thought made Amanda shiver.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy knocked on her mother’s door promptly at 8:00. Amanda opened and was pleased to see Cassidy dressed in receiving attire.
			

			
				“Good morning Mother.”
			

			
				“Daughter. You look well.”
			

			
				As was the tradition, Amanda served her invite. Cassidy sat while her mother poured coffee. They passed light conversation like the macaroons between them. After the cups were empty and only crumbs remained, Amanda folded her hands and addressed Cassidy.
			

			
				“It is time to begin your training as the Head of a House.”
			

			
				Cassidy snorted. “You think I will be such?”
			

			
				Amanda’s countenance softened. “I didn’t think I would either. I was . . . wild, Daughter.”
			

			
				Cassidy tilted her head and looked at her mother through raven lashes, but she looked, and Amanda felt her worry loosen a turn. She’s listening. Maybe not so far away after all. I have her for a moment. What am I willing to pay to keep it? I see the natural follow up question coming. How do I answer it?
			

			
				“And how wild was my mother?”
			

			
				How much was she willing to give Cassidy? The answer took little thought. Everything, of course. Amanda was a Smith. She had been welcomed into this family and given this respected name. It was everything to her. It was time to begin telling her daughter why.
			

			
				“Okay, my girl; you would hear the wicked and lurid tales of your sire?”
			

			
				“Indeed,” Cassidy said. And if there was any lingering doubt about divulging her past, Amanda was rewarded with the rarest of sights these days. Cassidy smiled. That finished the decision.
			

			
				“Your mother was a hellion. A rouge. A pirate.”
			

			
				Open astonishment: “You sailed?”
			

			
				“Sailed, looted. Even more.”
			

			
				Cassidy’s mouth dropped open. “Did you . . .?”
			

			
				Amanda laughed. “What? I see the question but say it, Daughter.”
			

			
				“Did you carouse mother?”
			

			
				“Aye, I did.” She leaned across the table in a conspirator whisper, for a moment no mother but woman to woman. She whispered a secret to Cassidy that made her daughter blush and whoop. Cassidy forgot herself and addressed her mother as an equal.
			

			
				“Shit you say Amanda Smith!”
			

			
				“Shit I do say. And it was wonderful.”
			

			
				Cassidy marveled. “Oh my, my.” She winked. “What an education already this morning.”
			

			
				Amanda touched her daughter’s hair and then regained herself. “But let us leave this low talk and begin—”
			

			
				“Huh-uh.”
			

			
				Amanda turned. “Sorry? Do you mean to say no?”
			

			
				“I do. But I’ll make you a deal, Mother.”
			

			
				Amanda did not want to deal, but Cassidy was engaging, so Amanda indulged it to hopefully see another smile.
			

			
				“I have no interest in this Head of House education—”
			

			
				“Is it because you think it beneath you? Is it because you hear men dismiss it as pomp and prattle? I assure you Cassidy this is a necessary skill for a woman to have. It is a tradition for women of your station. It is necessary to know how to run a household. It is far more complicated than it looks, like all pieces of being a woman. Running a household, particularly one this size is complicated. I am teaching you about leadership, organization, planning, all skills that can be adapted to the battlefield.” Her voice softened. “Also, I want to teach you as Tilly taught me. I want to share, Cass.”
			

			
				“Tilly taught you? Don’t mothers traditionally teach their daughters Head of Household lessons?”
			

			
				Amanda nodded. “Yes, but by the time I married your father my mother wasn’t an option. Tilly taught me how to run the Smith household and as a result she and I grew closer. There is a history to the things you will learn, many of them secrets of being a woman. How to deal with suitors, how to make men listen to your words, how to subtly change your appearance to influence a deal. More. It is a wonderful circle of womanhood. Men don’t have this kind of tradition.”
			

			
				“I see that. But I am less a frilly lace girl—”
			

			
				“I know. But trust me Cassidy, the lessons are worth your time.” Silence stretched. Cassidy thought with pursed lips. Amanda watched her daughter make up her mind.
			

			
				“So?”
			

			
				“I will try your lessons, mother. On one condition. Pay me.”
			

			
				“Pay? Why you—” Amanda turned red. Cassidy held up her hand.
			

			
				“In stories. I want to know what you were up to before I joined you.”
			

			
				Amanda grinned slowly. “So, it is dealing you propose? Fair trade?” Amanda raised her eyebrow, hoping Cassidy caught the phrase, another often used in this house, a reply of sovereign agreement, a serious pact offered. She was telling her daughter this would be no game if they agreed. Cassidy did not disappoint.
			

			
				“Indeed. Fair trade. Teach me to be a woman, Mother.”
			

			
				“Becoming a woman is a lifelong lesson. Here I will teach you to be a leader.”
			

			
				Cassidy nodded. “Very well then. But while you are at it, please teach me everything you know, especially what is not used between the coffee cup and the macaroon.”
			

			
				Amanda nodded. This was what she hoped for, a connection. And would it be good to talk about those old times? Would it be good to have her daughter as a friend? It would. Amanda considered making magical studies part of the deal but did not. This was between mother and daughter. And if Amanda knew Tilly, the old mother would have her own deal for fair trade. No; what was happening now was hers alone. This was mother to daughter.
			

			
				“Deal. Shake on it, as the men do.”
			

			
				They did.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Amanda Smith was a tall woman with high angular features and a cowl of black hair like woven raven’s feathers. Her eyes were a deep brown, her lips a natural red. As a child Cassidy studied her mother, everyday finding some new feature she hoped to inherit. Early childhood provided worship of her mother. As she and Cassidy began her House training, Cassidy found a deeper respect for her mother rooted in her ability to command their staff.
			

			
				The first servant Amanda taught Cassidy with was the Head of the Kitchen.
			

			
				Their Cook was a huge mound of woman who petted Cassidy often. She smelled of bread and sugar and yellow. When she put her arm around Cassidy it was in love. But Cook also gave Cassidy the first taste of her mother’s offered responsibility.
			

			
				“Would Missus like us to host the holidays this year? Would Missus prefer duck, goose, or turkey? Are we purchasing new China this year? Are we planting berries next to the fences in the spring?”
			

			
				Question her mother usually answered—but more startling was hearing Cook call her the formal house title, Missus. Only her mother was called that.
			

			
				“It’s shocking to hear,” Cassidy confessed.
			

			
				“That’s good Cass; respect it. You’re on the dawn of womanhood. You can look down on the vast, sloping valley of your years to come, yet behind to the golden fields of youth.”
			

			
				Cass frowned. That was a bit flowery for her. She thought of a line from Father’s field manual: Nothing pretty comes from the end of a gun, and the gun likes that just fine.
			

			
				Her mother taught her the world expected certain things from a woman. It wanted her to sew and bat her eyelashes, to play the piano and bat her eyelashes, to have the babies and bat those eyelashes, to clean, cook, move men like pieces on a chessboard, and bat those eyelashes.
			

			
				“Mother I worry this is not for me.”
			

			
				“You are for Acrewood and Acrewood is for love. It is made for our generation and the ones to come. Be for that, for your family, even if the details are hard to grasp right now.”
			

			
				“But there is more to being a woman than beauty,” Amanda told Cassidy. “You must have cunning. You must have style.”
			

			
				Cassidy helped manage her home and her family’s reputation. There were dances to host, parties, christenings, births, and weddings to celebrate. There were also the growing threat of dark creatures invading the land. They were on the plains now, becoming the talk at every party and every bar. Cassidy had killed zombies on her own land and Banshees were reported close. Tilly warned it was just beginning.
			

			
				“Times are a ‘changing granddaughter. I see this midnight lasting a long while.”
			

			
				“So do I.”
			

			
				But Cassidy had enough to worry about that first year. The Smith Family was a hub to which many flocked. Cassidy helped manage events while she finished growing up. That work was offset by evenings in her mother’s chamber, hearing the adventures of her youth.
			

			
				The grinding years moved, her House training continued, and magic still eluded her. Time passed both fast and slow before her life changed again. In that time, Cass grew taller, stronger, her aim improved, and Tilly’s midnight continued.
			

			
				Then came Alan.
			

			
				Cassidy knew her mother approved. She also knew there would be fine talks about the sandy-haired young man with the tan and wide smile.
			

			
				He may fan the wind of change where I can’t. Amanda thought. Aloud she told Cassidy: “A lady is quiet and mysterious. Leave something to the imagination.”
			

			
				Cassidy tried to obey when it came to Alan, but she didn’t want to.
			

			
				Alan was a horse trainer, a handy-man, and a gentleman. Her father hired him to break a pair of wild mares. He charmed father and daughter with his easy spirit and education. He gave Cassidy a new way of looking at the world and at herself. She began by stopping by to check his progress at the stables, then stopping by to bring him lunch, then dropping all pretext of reason and just stopping by for him. Cassidy woke one night from a dream of Alan and wondered aloud about her nature. She thought of prism-glass.
			

			
				I have so many sides. How many more will I find?
			

			
				She kissed Alan the next day and found the act of discovery sweet. Things continued that way between them until the day she returned home to find her life destroyed . . .
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 6
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy Smith walked in a shaking shamble as if one leg was shorter than the other. Heat blazed around her, bathing the endless layers of whispering sand in wavering light. Her usual high-toned reflexes gave way to a jangled, almost drunken waltz. Her arms swung as if hung by stripped bolts and she stared ahead listlessly.
			

			
				There was no one around, just the endless sand and its endless whisper. Wind blew dunes together and apart. There were no scrub trees, no snakes, not even a rock. As she was since Alan’s murder, perhaps ever since she found her home burning, since she found the desecration of her grandmother’s corpse, Cassidy Smith was alone. The desert seemed to like it that way—if it cared at all.
			

			
				She was barely aware the land was rising, that she was starting up a hill. Her boots dug the soft earth. They were a hard-worn pair, polished of dust by the sand, those thousands of tiny fingers with one gigantic voice, droning on and on. The desert scene had become such a constant that Cassidy could not remember when she let idiot repetition take over her momentum. But she moved despite the heat, the thirst, the sickness in her heart. She would crawl if needed. The rage in her heart, the fact of the murder of her family demanded it.
			

			
				But she could take a moment to gather her strength.
			

			
				Cassidy lowered her head to her chest and closed her eyes. She listened to the drone of the desert. It talked in monotone. It told her to lie down. It would be easier that way . . .
			

			
				Had it been days? Weeks? Was it only hours since she swallowed the last of her piss-warm water?
			

			
				Cassidy opened her eyes from her swaying pause. She heard a sharp flapping and knew what it was before she scanned the horizon. Her dead grandmother stood on a dune above her. Tilly Smith wore a billowing grey gown that the wind spread around like tentacles.
			

			
				“Grandmother?”
			

			
				No response, just the pointing. Sometimes the phantom spoke, sometimes she didn’t. But Tilly was always close. Tilly never left her alone long. At least her grandmother was whole. This time. Sometimes Tilly was . . . worse. That had been the hardest part, understanding and accepting her pieces. Cassidy never knew what version she was going to get. Tilly was now a phantom.
			

			
				Cassidy moved. When she looked back, her grandmother was gone.
			

			
				Tightness in her calves alerted Cassidy to the incline. Gravity lowered her. Her hands grappled silken sand, pulling out the landscape by the handful.
			

			
				The shirt on her back clung with a mix of old and new sweat. A pack straddled her. The pack was hers, the shirt was Alan’s, dark brown and open at the throat. It wasn’t his good shirt, the one she wished for. He was wearing it when the wolves attacked them. Cassidy tried not to think about Alan. The sand helped her. It talked in its endless whisper, inviting her to lie down, to join her dead family. Instead, Cassidy focused on the more immediate task of getting through the shifting hill. Sand, with its little alien fingers, covered her feet to the ankles. It wormed into her boots. It once held her and Alan, caressed and cheered their love. Now the sand was a greedy carnivore waiting for her to grow tired and stop.
			

			
				Just for a minute . . . Her body begged.
			

			
				Fatigue and despair crouched on her shoulders, twin vultures. Cassidy shook her head violently from side to side. She could not afford to fall asleep in the desert, not in the middle of the day. It would, after all, be a terrible thing to wake up dead.
			

			
				Aren’t you dead already? In every way that counts. Couldn’t this be Hell?
			

			
				Cassidy expended the energy to invite the voice to fuck off.
			

			
				Cassidy looked up. Her grandmother was back, silent and gray. Tilly pointed, the wind blowing gauzy black material from her arm. Black eyes glittered.
			

			
				Find him!
			

			
				“I’m going, I’m going.”
			

			
				Him was the bastard who took Tilly’s life, that burned Cassidy’s home and murdered her family. She was searching the West for revenge, to feel the hot spurt of his blood. But now there was another reason to find the Gray Man. Killing him would release her grandmother from her phantom state. Allow her to move on to the Afterlife. Till then, she would be haunted.
			

			
				“Phantoms get mean, little gem; phantoms can’t help but get mean. They get impatient and soon they fo-get they once loved ‘ye and they want to hurt more than haunt. That’s called damnation and it’s a terrible fate for one once human . . .”
			

			
				As the only living member of the Smith family remaining, she was responsible for securing her grandmother’s eternal rest. She had to catch the Gray Man and settle her revenge before her grandmother turned mad and consumed her.
			

			
				“Phantoms get hungry,” Tilly said on a long-ago stormy night by the fireplace. “Phantoms are no wispy, glowing ghost floatin’ through walls and moaning. Phantoms tethered by revenge are impatient. They get tired of waiting to be released. Their anger turns to hunger. They will eat the living family members. They take their revenge one way or another.”
			

			
				I will avenge you, Grandma. Just give me the time. I will free you and me as well. I will make that bastard suffer.
			

			
				Cassidy moved. She hurt. But her worries and pains were of no matter. Cassidy took the next step. It was always about that next step.
			

			
				Just one more . . .
			

			
				The dune thinned a little. Hope peeked as Cass spied the top of the shifting hill. It rose to a crest a few feet above. The sky stretched beyond with its dazzling white-blue and swirling smoke clouds. A bird flew over and watched her for a moment. It saw a woman punching the dune for purchase, struggling to pull herself up like some crazed Biblical madman hell bent on finding salvation on the other side of the flowing sand. The bird screamed and departed, a movement that might be supper having caught its eye.
			

			
				The sand thinned, then dipped as she reached the crest. Cassidy was caught unaware by the shift and pitched forward with no sound. Sand and sky began a square-dance. She fell with her head forward, took a mouthful of sand, then spun down. Hot grit clung to her neck and face. The pack punched her neatly in the back and as quickly as she realized it, Cassidy turned over a final time and greeted the sky again. Her breath came in short gasps as if peeking to see why the vehicle it resided with decided to make like a twister. Cassidy felt old bruises start to sing and news ones get curious. She would have groaned if she possessed the energy to spare, but even as she despaired, Cassidy knew she would get up, so she preserved as much as she could.
			

			
				Cassidy turned her head from the glare of the sun.
			

			
				There was a structure about half a mile away.
			

			
				“Son of a bitch.” She chuckled.
			

			
				“Get up granddaughter. Or don’t. Let the sun cook you nice and tender for my dentures.”
			

			
				Tilly snapped her teeth together in a lunatic blur.
			

			
				“You’ll taste like the barbeque your father cooked on holidays. Do you remember that meat Granddaughter? Do you remember the way it fell apart in the mouth?” Tilly cackled high and reedy and snapped her teeth together some more. The sound reminded Cassidy of woodpeckers digging for worms in tree bark.
			

			
				Cassidy ignored Tilly but her heckling was enough to get her up and remind Cass the clock was ticking. Soon Tilly would stop teasing and start attacking.
			

			
				From some deep well of endless strength, Cassidy Smith put herself on her feet. It was always about taking the next step.
			

			
				Just one more . . . Here we go.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy reached the building entrance and leaned against the door frame. She hung her head and closed her eyes against the vertigo of suddenly being inside. The shade of the structure was startling after the desert’s endless blaze and glare she suffered. The place was empty. It smelled of dust and abandonment. No one had been here for a long time.
			

			
				Cassidy deduced this was the Green Railroad Station. Peeling and frayed paint hung in faded flaps. Sun-blasted advertisements gave the walls dead eyes to study her. She read them. Most were calls of help from ordinary people trying to adjust to a world that had lost its mind. There were also ads. Here was a priest offering help with demon possession, here was a misspelled, handwritten plea for someone to help with vampires roosting in a village. There were more official looking notices dictating that any sightings of zombies should be reported to the nearest constable and to stay out of cave systems. There were ads for garlic, rosewater, wish crystals, talismans, spell books. A single wanted poster asked for information on the Pirate Queen Phoenix Gold.
			

			
				And there were missing persons posters. The waved and rifled in the breeze, making a ghost chorus pleading for help.
			

			
				Cassidy turned away. The people who posted these were surely dead now. The papers spoke of a world trying to understand and hold back a darkness that had long since taken root. If supernatural creatures and mankind had warred, man surely had lost.
			

			
				“It’s no war, Cassidy. They’re just animals coming through thin places where the worlds don’t meet well anymore. There are spots worn thin by evil, buggary, malice, stupidity, doors, holes, ways in.” Tilly cackled, sounding like fat in a hot skillet
			

			
				“Hello grandmother,” Cassidy said. Tilly swayed in the corner. She was mostly gray. She had no eyes, only sockets. A firefly flashed in each one.
			

			
				“Don’t hello me, cully. Move yo’ beans. Find that murderer so I can rest.”
			

			
				“I’m trying.”
			

			
				“I’m getting hungry Granddaughter,” Tilly said in a forlorn voice and was gone. Cassidy shivered. The fireflies fell and died and vanished.
			

			
				Cassidy spied the winking remains of a railroad track through an open window. Taking a step, she felt solid ground under her boot heel. Green-gone-to-gray walls gave a fraction of relief from the heat.
			

			
				From the front door the Station stretched in two directions. It yawned to the left, ending in a wall about fifteen feet away with a single hole that once held glass. Vandals would have long since taken that treasure. To the right was six feet of the same faded wall but then a sharp left angle produced a good-sized inlet with a counter and a sand-dusted bare shelf.
			

			
				Now that Cass was inside, her legs screamed for her to get off them already. She grappled the worn counter and lowered herself to the floor. She smelled dirt and cinnamon. Her head throbbed in a danceable beat.
			

			
				“Tired . . .”
			

			
				Using her hat for a pillow, Cassidy let the undertow of sleep take her.
			

			
				As always—as if wishing to return to it—Cassidy dreamed of the past.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 7
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Her memories faded enough for Cassidy to dive deeper into sleep’s waters and find restful oblivion. The wind howled around the Green Station, but she didn’t hear it. Nor did she see her grandmother when she again appeared. Tilly watched her sleep, blood running from her eyes and pattering to the boards. Their dryness sucked up the moisture. After a few minutes, Tilly began to rock and gibber as her granddaughter slept. Eventually, Tilly bared her teeth and drooled before fading away.
			

			
				Waking came slowly for Cass. As the smell of the dessert asserted itself, she held fast to being a little girl, and having weekends to play in the fields, to ride her horses down by the river, to pick flowers, to lie in the grass and make shapes out of the clouds. Then her hair blew across her nose, bringing with it the stinging aroma of sand, dust, and heat. The dream of her home vanished. The little girl disappeared, and the woman came back. It was time to wake. The thought that focused her eyes was a simple one. While she was sleeping, the man who murdered her family and burned her home was walking the world living, eating, maybe fucking. He would get no closer to Hell while she lazed. And of course, her grandmother was losing her mind and coming for her flesh.
			

			
				Cassidy sat up.
			

			
				Her mouth was a dusty spread of cheesecloth. Her body creaked like an old barn. Cassidy pushed herself up to a crouch. She was careful. Sleep had recharged her, but it had also woken the wolf bite in her thigh. She stretched to a stand, gasping at the stiffness in her muscles. Everything creaked and popped.
			

			
				Outside, the wind hooted. Dusk was stretching its old man fingers across the land. She walked to the doorway and looked out. She was sure she heard something. It could have been more of the wind, but Cassidy didn’t think so. She cocked her head and listened again. The wind died and in the next instance and she heard the distinct clack of metal on metal, the squall of something riding the rails. Cassidy looked to the dull and abandoned tracks that disappeared under the frantic sand. In the long distance, a whistle blew. It was a lonely sound, and it was approaching quickly. Cass walked down the steps, hunkered, and placed her hand on the rail rising out of the grit. She felt nothing. No vibration, just a coldness that seemed to form nonsense words. She stood and looked to the horizon. Dark enveloped the land there. She saw a faint blue spark. Cassidy went back inside. What was coming would be here soon enough.
			

			
				Her boot heels clogged firmly on the old wood. Her bunched and aching muscles began to unwind. She looked out the window for the sake of looking. Again, that lonely whistle sounded. She needed to hurry. There was time before that blue spark arrived, but not much. She moved across the station: step, clip, step, clip, step, clop—
			

			
				Clop?
			

			
				Cassidy raised her foot like a horse doing a neat trick (it was the leg opposite the bitten thigh—already the deep itching was back) and looked. She squatted, knees popping. There was another clink-clack of metal on metal from the horizon, louder this time, and she told herself to hurry.
			

			
				Four boards across from her knee was a cut. She pulled one of Alan’s knives from her boot sheaf and inserted it into the hole at the slight angle the wood allowed. The knife was hard silver, reputed to have been blessed by a holy man. The blade was a gift from a silversmith who Alan helped. It did not bend as Cassidy used it like a lever to pull the section. The floor swung up, a trapdoor, enough for her to get her fingers under and lift. The section—a perfect square—moved with a dry, sand-clotted creaking and fell back with a heavy whack. A dark set of lines on the back, neon against the lighter grey of the old wood, caught her eye. Carved into the underside of the door were two sets of initials set inside a heart. SG+HG. It was the sure mark of a fool in love. With no thought, and despite the fact she did not have time for such foolishness, Cass bent forward and gutted the wood with a fresh set of initials under the original pair. CS+AD.
			

			
				Cassidy peered into the hole. Set into the bottom was a steel barrel. Her nose told what she found before her hands opened the steel casing. It was water—sweet, lifesaving, bandage-washing water.
			

			
				She found the circle-handle easy enough to move and was rewarded. She cheered in her simple joy. A voice spoke from imagination, SG perhaps.
			

			
				“We need that water tank, Harley! After we’re gone some traveler may need to use our station as shelter. They’ll be glad for it.”
			

			
				And Cassidy was. She dunked her four water skins and watched the bubbles escape. She drank one half-empty, re-filled it, and then replaced the lid. She couldn’t carry anymore, and she should leave it as she found it—her father’s training. Cassidy thanked her late hosts.
			

			
				Outside the clanking, clacking, coming sound grew louder. Cassidy closed the trapdoor, re-tied her pack, adjusted her belt, and went to meet the approaching noise.
			

			
				She resisted the urge to light one of Alan’s cigars, but she retrieved one and held it. Cassidy stepped from the porch. The land was a smeared blue-silver-purple-orange with true twilight. The spark was closing fast now, not a spark anymore but the headlight of a train. It blew fire from its stack like snot from a hog. It bucked and jerked on the rails, a thing alive and wanting to be free. A thin man-shape hung from the engine side. His hair was gray, his skin was gray, and he grinned. This was not her Gray Man, but another. The train, a thing that should have needed so much time and space to stop, halted quickly in front of Cassidy in a shrieking, clattering mess. It had arrived. The track rumbled with the force of its halt. Farther down the line something broke with a sharp metallic bang. The cars shuddered and grumbled. The engine panted. The conductor was dead.
			

			
				Cass stared unblinking. His grin was wide, all teeth. No engine steam blew around him, no smell of grease or hot steel assaulted Cassidy’s nose. Only the stare of the dead greeted her. She assumed the conductor was a ghost. Certainly not a zombie. There was no stink, no bugs, and no pause as if waiting for instruction.
			

			
				This conductor was thinking. He took his time with it. Cassidy smoothed her smoke and took her time lighting it. She inhaled deep. The conductor finally spoke.
			

			
				“I haven’t procured a passenger from this station in a long, long time.” It chuckled. Its voice was full of echoes. It still thought she was scared.
			

			
				“You don’t have one now.”
			

			
				“Ohhh, everyone rides,” it said in its sing-song voice. “We have seats left. Plenty enough for the likes of you.”
			

			
				“Fuck off,” Cass said conversationally.
			

			
				“Such a mouth. Come. Come now.”
			

			
				“No.”
			

			
				The thing reached. “You will ride with the mourners and give them something to eat.”
			

			
				Cassidy drew her gun. She fired from the hip before the conductor could register surprise.
			

			
				The bullet destroyed the thing’s head. Bone, mush, and the wet gobs of its eyes splattered the train engine. Teeth flew like confetti. The creature held fast to the side. Cass backed up two steps and leveled the gun sight at the thing’s throat. Its jaw hung askew by scraps. Its free hand—a thin skeletal thing—clawed at its neck. Its screeches of pain were faint, echoing from its center. They sounded like the metal of the train’s wheels turning. Cass waited patiently, smoking.
			

			
				The conductor’s head grew back like a mushroom rising. The eyes arrived with a pop.
			

			
				“Miserable bitch!”
			

			
				Before it finished its cracked words, Cass clamped the cigar between her lips and drew deep, filling her mouth and throat with Alan. I’ll be a smoker yet. She stepped forward. Her movement surprised the conductor. Uncertainty stole the words forming. Its mouth popped open. Cass palmed her cigar and blew the smoke in its face.
			

			
				“Acccckkkk!”
			

			
				The blue-gray mist rotted the conductor’s visage instantly. He lost his hold on the engine and fell backwards. He flopped into the cabin, legs comically a sprawl.
			

			
				“Miserable bitccccccc . . .” It fumbled for footing.
			

			
				With a final verbal lunge the conductor intoned: “Your own grandmother will dine on your insides, gunslinger!”
			

			
				Then the train exhaled—no gradual acceleration, no pulling out with a bouncing of cars—the massive engine gathered itself like a striking snake and sprang away from her. The cars rocketed by, whipping sand and wind and the smell of rot in a roaring tide that blew her hair, her coat, and smoke. The train was gone before she could turn to the horizon and follow its exit or fling a threat. Quiet descended. The stars came out as if it were safe now.
			

			
				Shuddering, Cassidy gathered herself.
			

			
				And then a voice spoke behind her.
			

			
				“You’re walking a fool’s trail, Granddaughter.”
			

			
				Cassidy turned.
			

			
				Tilly stood before her. Her gown was stained, filthy, torn, and blowing in the remaining breeze. Cassidy was reminded of spiderwebs.
			

			
				“The Gray Man is leading you to your doom. I fear for you Cassidy. Don’t go to Eldora. It is a haunted and blasted land of insanity. It’s a trap he’s laying with every step you take.”
			

			
				“How can I avoid it? I must follow to avenge you and save myself from consumption. How can I accomplish those goals if I don’t follow?”
			

			
				But Tilly was gone. It happened in a blink. Her final words echoed. “Hurry. Catch him before he catches you.”
			

			
				Then silence except the desert wind.
			

			
				“Good time to walk,” Cassidy whispered, gathering herself. She shook.
			

			
				“Good time to walk.”
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 8
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				It was time.
			

			
				Charles—The Magician—finished studying the books that appeared on his desk. He studied until he understood what would have to happen, how, and when. He studied until he was ready.
			

			
				The first step would be separating Cassidy Smith from her family. He needed only her. The other members would run interference, so they had to be cleared from the board. And what a glorious task that would be! He could procure his sacrifice and destroy her family for revenge in one stroke.
			

			
				Charles walked his Necrom, slowly munching candy corn from a paper sack, planning the best way to do it, the most glorious way to end their lives.
			

			
				He was able to look forward into Cassidy’s time. He watched her daily tasks, her boring routines and finally he found a perfect alignment of her separation from her anchors. A night was coming when Cassidy would get all gussied up and trounce off to a neighbor’s party with her piece of man-steak, leaving her family isolated in their compound.
			

			
				Charles munched and planned ways to destroy them. Weather? Explosion? Slow and calculated dismemberment?
			

			
				The crystal walls of his den flashed with glittering yellow and orange. He grinned and bit the end of a piece of candy. Yes. He would sneak into their home and burn it to the ground with the remaining Smith family inside. But first he would freeze them in place to make sure they cooked. Hot and cold mixing all at once while their skin peeled back, and their muscles roasted, and their bones burned.
			

			
				It was perfect.
			

			
				He paused and investigated the shifting colors of his surroundings. He imagined their suffering. What would the Smith family see when he stood before their pyres? Would they remember him? How many of his kind had they murdered? Would his visage have resonance? Should they be allowed to see his face?
			

			
				Your face—like your name—is sacred. That is why we wear hoods and glam our features. Stealth, misdirection, lies, these are the cornerstones of our power. Father Shayne told him this early in their time together.
			

			
				Why tip my hand until the moment of death? Why not muddy the waters and give Cassidy a pursuit, a boogeyman of sorts? Confusing an enemy is sound strategy. Father Shayne said so many times.
			

			
				And Charles liked tricks. He always like misdirection. It had served him in theft, murder . . . Father Shayne said it was the lifeblood of their purpose. Look here while I rob you there. Look there while I plant the knife or the poison or the blame.
			

			
				Charles would continue those lessons. That would honor his father.
			

			
				The Magician opened a sort of closet in his home and thumbed through identities. He searched, he cobbled together ideas, and in the end, he created a brute, an armor of the basher and the ignorant. Charles considered the costume that would be a living presence. It was perfect. It was his dead father.
			

			
				You have some use after all, old man. Dressed in the gray you wore because nothing ever came clean on you. You lived in the dirt you shoveled. It covers you even in death.
			

			
				Charles tossed his paper sack of candy into the void. With his ability to manipulate his own time he could go to Acrewood whenever he was ready.
			

			
				Why wait?
			

			
				The Magician held out his hand and began to move his time forward. Like moving the tumblers of a safe he dialed in the appropriate night, the right time. He exited onto Acrewood’s hillside. He watched Cassidy and Alan leave for their party. When they were over the horizon he turned to her home and quietly made his way down, slipping on the lie he had created from the hatred of his human father. He set about the work of destroying Cassidy’s life to draw her to him.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 9
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Alan asked her to the O’Hara’s summer formal. It was a foregone conclusion they would go together, but it was nice that he took the lead. Cassidy made up her mind that she would ask him if he dilly-dallied too much. But he didn’t make her. Cassidy had been in charge so much lately it was nice to let him take the reins, even on such a small matter as ceremony. When she woke the morning of the formal, Cass knew the time had come to tell Alan her feelings. She loved him. It was her turn not to dilly-dally.
			

			
				He picked her up on time, dressed smartly, handsome in a way that made her proud to be his girl. The party was a perfect one. She ate, danced, and laughed as never before. She was complimented on her dress, on her manner, and found the affair sweet and gay. In the sad travels that would follow, Cassidy was thankful for the memory. The summer party became a wake for her innocence.
			

			
				The evening brought romance. Fireworks were scheduled but Cassidy decided she and Alan would leave early. She didn’t want to watch the sparkle show from the O’Hara’s back porch but from a hilltop she claimed as a wild tomboy. During a break in the party’s music, she whispered in Alan’s ear that she was ready to begin the journey home. He smiled—admitting later that he had an inkling of her intention—and began their goodbyes. She appreciated his candor and quick response. He didn’t try and convince her to stay or ask if she felt alright (she would have lied if needed and claimed wanting to get home before too late), but Alan simply did as she asked. The O’Hara’s saw them to their horses (Father promising to see her next week about buying some of the stock) and they were off.
			

			
				They trotted. Cassidy wanted to reach privacy and the beautiful flower field that stretched between the two families. She urged the trot to a run. Alan followed suite, and soon enough she saw the white-and-yellow field where the flowers ran wild. Their perfume colored the air as the horses disturbed them. Cassidy leaned forward and told her horse to stop.
			

			
				“Slow dear; Momma has plans here.”
			

			
				She dismounted and tethered her animal to a huge, bent oak. Alan rode to her side. The quiet filled the space between them.
			

			
				“Here we are,” she said finally. The hill gave them a beautiful view of the land. The stars were still out to watch, flickering here and there, but were quickly being swallowed by growing clouds. Alan tied his horse beside her own. Behind them the O’Hara’s piece of the sky exploded with the party’s fireworks. They were trying to beat the coming storm.
			

			
				“I have a feeling this is where you wanted to be all day, Cass.”
			

			
				She blushed but Alan did not tease her about it. She looked over the field.
			

			
				“Isn’t it beautiful here?”
			

			
				“Aye,” he said.
			

			
				The horses snorted and began lazily chomping at grass, waiting.
			

			
				“Well . . .” she said and could find no more.
			

			
				“I see a devil in your eye, girl.”
			

			
				“Do you?” Cassidy stepped away, flipped her skirt, and then looked back over her shoulder in the way she knew he favored.
			

			
				“Is she a pretty devil you see Alan?”
			

			
				“Aye.”
			

			
				“Close your eyes.”
			

			
				He did with a grin. “And how long should I be blind?”
			

			
				“This devil teaches patience my dear.”
			

			
				Before he could answer, she leaned close and whispered:
			

			
				“Catch me!”
			

			
				She turned quickly and ran. Wildflowers bent in her path. She laughed sweetly as heat bloomed in her anew.
			

			
				Cassidy pulled ahead but trailed her arms so Alan could capture her hand. She stayed just out of his reach, teasing, flaunting, turning and running backwards. Cassidy jumped ahead, giggling, a woodland sprite. Alan chased. He laughed. She loved the sound.
			

			
				Round and round they went, Cassidy returning to the tree and their horses.
			

			
				“Are you going to climb the tree now? Make me chase you among the leaves? I will.”
			

			
				She laughed at her man. She could climb the tree, even in the dress, but she would outdistance him in the branches, and she didn’t want that.
			

			
				Alan chased her around the tree. Cassidy finally let him catch her. His arms were strong and tight. She didn’t struggle but boldly looked him in the eyes.
			

			
				“You caught the devil, sir. Now what?”
			

			
				“This.”
			

			
				Alan kissed her deeply, plunging his hands in her hair. He raised her off the ground and she swooned, weightless. When the kiss broke, she sighed softly. Cassidy lowered her head to his chest and the remaining moon made them into silhouettes, lighting the sharp angle of Alan’s jaw, the curve of his lips, giving Cassidy one of the mental pictures lovers cherish. But the clouds were thicker. A storm was almost here. It made her skin prickle.
			

			
				“I caught you,” Alan said. “I believe tradition dictates a prize for the feat.”
			

			
				“So it does. Would you like your prize now?”
			

			
				“And what prize is that?”
			

			
				Cassidy swallowed. Here it was. Her prize was admission. Three words. But for a woman who was learning to command a house staff, a yard staff, a stable staff, and more, Cassidy found suddenly she had no power in her voice. Three little words, yet they stuck.
			

			
				Alan looked into her eyes and Cassidy felt color dance across her cheeks. Somewhere over the horizon thunder rumbled. The moon and its light were gone now. Alan grinned, a motion that softened what the years were trying to harden. Cassidy saw a friend, a confidant who would grow with her.
			

			
				“Do you have prizes to claim, my dear?” Alan asked with a smile.
			

			
				“Aye.”
			

			
				They were playing a game, but its rules were deadly serious. She was dancing the knife-edge between womanhood and childhood. She was ready to jump from one side to the next.
			

			
				“Will you take care of what I give, Alan?”
			

			
				Thunder again and she thought Let it rain on us during, oh please. . . It would be the last wish she made in innocence. That time’s end was rapidly approaching.
			

			
				“I will always take care of you, Cassidy. I love you.”
			

			
				Her breath stopped in her throat. She had known as a woman will, but to hear it now was perfect. She smiled.
			

			
				“You stole my prize, sir. For I love you as well.”
			

			
				“Then it seems we are a matched pair.”
			

			
				“Indeed.”
			

			
				Alan leaned in to kiss her again, but suddenly his eyes widened, and his mouth unhinged. She felt his breath. Love and its crazy passion drained away, leaving chalk behind. He looked horrified.
			

			
				“Alan?”
			

			
				He stared towards the valley, towards their home, and breathed a single word.
			

			
				“Fire.”
			

			
				Cassidy turned and saw the glow from her home. She should have seen a glow, but one composed of inside lights, of a family going about another summer night. Instead, the horizon was too bright. The stars were no more than sparks from the flames. She smelled smoke. How had she missed what was happening? Thunder cracked open the sky.
			

			
				Alan untied their horses and both mounted. Cassidy spurred her animal and commanded it forward. They raced. The wind helped. Alan called her as she passed him. Then the land fell away, and she was moving downhill, her home in sight, her home in flames. They were growing so fast. The roof of the east wing collapsed in a shower of angry sparks and she screamed. The enormity of what she was witnessing crashed over Cassidy and she made a new sound that was half moan, half growl, all guttural bray of overpowering emotion.
			

			
				Everything slowed. Alan passed her, a faceless streak. Something in her father’s bedroom exploded. Glass rained. She called for her daddy, his name tearing her throat.
			

			
				They stopped at the house road, the horses tearing up great clods of earth. The huge archway with the Smith family name and crest was pushed down. Cassidy saw earthworms and beetles undisturbed for generations trying to make sense of the surface. In the whirling torrent of her emotions, she recognized the strength it took to move the archway. It was made from three oak tree trunks and its foundation was stone pieces. The sight of it touching the ground made her furious.
			

			
				Alan left Cassidy and his horse behind, racing towards the apocalypse on the horizon. The blaze was alive, grabbing the sky with greedy fat fingers, needing more to burn. Her home was turning to ash.
			

			
				Cassidy gained her senses and her feet in equal measure. She ran down the road, leaving the horses whining behind her. The animals caught wind of the flames, smoke, dying, and were far too busy losing control to be of help.
			

			
				Her heartbeat and her footsteps pounded in equal measure. Cassidy thought of all the times she had run this road to greet her father or play with one of the yard dogs or watch a storm unfold over the plains. Now there was a new storm and instead of being a giggling girl running away from it, she was a screaming woman running towards it.
			

			
				Everything . . . Everything . . .
			

			
				Alan caught her. They thundered down the last of the path together, but Cassidy knew that anyone inside the house could not be alive. The knowledge settled quick; a stone dropped in water. The heat was a physical fence, keeping them back.
			

			
				The valley was all light and thick crackling heat. Age-old girders and walls that Cassidy’s great-great-grandmother watched go up were now just logs in a bonfire. Cassidy felt her skin tighten and her hair singe. She didn’t care. The fields beyond the house were ablaze as well. Thinly she heard corn exploding. Stalks of wheat whirled in the updraft.
			

			
				It’s just a bright light! How can it be so final?
			

			
				She tried to push forward but Alan grabbed her roughly from behind. He wrestled her back until they fell, but her scream continued, diving into the flames, looking for survivors. She was only vaguely aware of Alan’s arms holding her down.
			

			
				Her home.
			

			
				Her family.
			

			
				Her land.
			

			
				All gone.
			

			
				Cassidy shook her head in negation and couldn’t stop. Memories flipped through her mind like pages in a book: the carpet in the sitting room, a deep red interlaced with gold she marched toy horses over as a child; the velvet drapes of her mother’s bedroom, perfect for a young girl’s games of hide and seek; her grandmother’s endless birdcages; Tilly’s rocking chair said to have been carved from enchanted wood; rows and rows of paintings from faraway places; the servants quarters behind the kitchen with their beautiful hand-carved furniture and musical instruments, where she learned to dance by raising her petticoats; the doll houses her father carved and she painted, a hobby they continued long after she packed her dolls away because they enjoyed the art and each other’s company; Cassidy remembered the bibles, the books and journals, her damn clothes!
			

			
				“Cassidy . . . Cassidy . . .” Alan held her, but she struggled to look, to see, to catalogue.
			

			
				“The staff . . .” she croaked.
			

			
				Mable Wertz, their head baker, was a jolly old woman with four husbands behind her who always carried sweets in her aprons; Their First Butler Jolliel taught her how to fiddle and tighten the bows on anything with strings. Prissy, Mable’s daughter, braided her hair on rainy days. There had been a huge spider web at the garden entrance. The cellar had the most delicious smell of autumn from the wines and fruits. The attic held her mother’s wedding dress, her father’s office his pipes, the parlor a family portrait, and she screeched against the assault. Her mother! Her father was dead! Cassidy wailed, a cry answered by something in the trees. Tilly! Sweet Tilly who was so patient with her and the goddamned magic she couldn’t catch. The mental pictures became physical blows punching her guts: Her father holding her on his knee, tickling her chin, helping her get rid of beans she didn’t want to eat, making faces at the cats, doctoring a bee sting, playing dolls with her when it was raining, soothing her after a nightmare, dancing with her mother and making the kind of couple that made her believe in love and passion—
			

			
				“Alan my PARENTS!”
			

			
				Memories more recent: her father taking her into the field by the old barn and teaching her to shoot, showing her how the metal could be made to fling the bullet by her will alone; sitting and eating ham sandwiches against the giant redwood while he taught her to break down and clean her six-shooters. She found reverence in the weapon and the act.
			

			
				“I never wished for a boy, Cassidy. You are all the child any man could want. My pride is so full of you another would surely be ignored . . .”
			

			
				How did you grieve for the loss of every goddamned thing you ever knew?
			

			
				Alan held her. He was saying words, dim, stupid words. She let him. She stared. She watched. It was all she could do so she did it.
			

			
				Then, finally, something Alan said cut through the roar in her head.
			

			
				“I see someone.”
			

			
				His sentence ended and the screaming began. It was high and ragged and full of agony. They looked in its direction, to their left, towards the big hill children used for sledding and they saw it. A single candle burned there at the crest of the hill, a single letter “t” and on it the shape of someone burning. Whoever it was screamed because they were alive as the flames cooked them.
			

			
				Cassidy and Alan ran towards the abomination, but the Smith land was long, the hill was huge, and Cassidy knew before she got in seeing range. She knew because you know your own. She knew it was her grandmother dying by fire, hung like a charm. Sacrificed. Crucified.
			

			
				Burned as a witch. Her one fear. How? How could someone sneak up on her?
			

			
				But Cassidy was fast. She wasn’t running for love now; she was running for her Ma-Ma. Tilly was still alive when Cassidy reached her. The rich scent of her cooking, of her insides boiling, smelled like the meat table at the party she just left, and Cassidy fought with sudden vomit. She lost. Tilly was mutilated. There was no way to save her. Cassidy saw her hands were cut off, the only way to strip a magician of her powers.
			

			
				Tilly screamed. She tried not to, but she did. Cassidy heard her sanity break in the pain.
			

			
				Cassidy searched, hunted, begged—there!
			

			
				She grabbed a thick branch from the ground and broke it over her knee. The wood was so thick she would hobble for two days after, but in the firelight, she didn’t feel it. With her new weapon—a jagged wooden spike—Cass took aim at her grandmother’s heart. In her eyes she thought she saw gratitude, and a thousand words they didn’t have time for. Instead, Tilly shouted two words before the flames crowded her mouth.
			

			
				“GRAY MAN!”
			

			
				The flames finished taking her. She screamed anew. Cassidy did not hesitate but rammed the branch into her chest, destroying her heart, saving her grandmother further suffering. There was little resistance, or maybe the adrenaline made her strong. Maybe both. Alan reached Cassidy just as she threw her head back and howled. Beyond them, at the edge of her property, a wolf joined her voice.
			

			
				“My God,” Alan said. “Someone did this. Who?” His voice was choked, full of spit.
			

			
				On the other side of the hill, coming around the burning timbers, the outline of a man blundered his way towards them.
			

			
				“Missus Cassidy! Cassidy!”
			

			
				She strained and recognized the wire thin voice of Hance Mcgee, her neighbor to the south. Alan raced forward and helped Hance up the hill.
			

			
				“Hance! My God Hance, what happened here?”
			

			
				He tripped and quite literally fell at Cassidy’s feet. Hance picked himself up and stood shaking, crying. Apologies and snot poured from him in equal measure. He was still dressed in the day’s work clothes and his hair stood at crazy and corkscrewed angles. Soot from the atmosphere covered his prune face and only his wide, shaking eyes were white.
			

			
				“It was a man . . . It . . . It—” He broke off as a fresh fit ceased him. Hance managed to get control and flung his next words as if they were poisoned things almost swallowed.
			

			
				“But he wasn’t just a man!”
			

			
				Cassidy said nothing. She felt the stir of premonition, of some great turning wheel grinding its way around. Was that Tilly’s laughter reminding Cassidy the world was cruel, that darkness hid behind every fold and shadow, or was it only her body fat popping?
			

			
				“He was big and gray with only one eye. He had thick whiskers and . . . Oh, I’m sorry Missus Cassidy. I’m so sorry!”
			

			
				Sorry. More stupid words, that could not raise the dead. Hance went on.
			

			
				“He walked through the fields. He came to my property and grinned in the window at me. He said to make sure I told you about him.”
			

			
				“In God’s name why?” Alan asked. “Why any of this?”
			

			
				But Cassidy did not hear the men anymore. She stared at the furnace before her, the ruin of her life. She would not look at Tilly. Hance did, his mouth agape.
			

			
				“Someone did this to me,” Cassidy said. The enormity of it dried her mouth. “Someone did this to me deliberately. But why?”
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Thunder brought the rain that put out the flames. Cassidy slept in a numb state of shock that night, curled against Alan in Hance’s barn. The next day Cassidy and Alan buried Tilly and searched the wreckage. Nothing survived. No one. Cassidy memorized every death.
			

			
				The day following that, Cassidy and Alan began their new life. They rode, asked.
			

			
				“Have you seen him? A big man. Gray. Has an eye patch.”
			

			
				The answer was always the same. The Gray Man went west, and so Alan and Cassidy followed. There was nothing but pain and loss at their back and only him in front. They rode. They hunted.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 10
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				No matter the terrain, Cassidy and Alan always stopped their journey at dusk and watched the stars seat themselves in night’s arena. The bright flames of the age beamed down and watched them.
			

			
				They tried to make love early on the trail, but Cassidy could not find the heat in the act. Alan sensed she would have succumbed if he persisted, but he also sensed she would have been using him as a distraction from her pain and he didn’t want her that way. The days were for travel, the nights were for wanting her so badly; for wanting to comfort and to be comforted. But Cassidy was pulling into herself. Many times, Alan woke and found her far down from the campfire, from him, hugging herself and staring at the sky.
			

			
				But she would allow herself to be held. Those were the best times for him. Alan would hold her, stroking her full black hair. And he would smoke his cigar. The sweet smell haunted Cassidy until she mastered it. Inhaling that smoke, she took a bit of Alan inside her again. The smoke was his taste, his smell, his ghost.
			

			
				Their days were pattern and endless, made of their travels, their interrogation of town people when they found a collection of buildings and roads, and their slow build to lovemaking under the stars. They had no home, only each other and their hunt, a quest to find their prey whether it was just across the desert or the world. That was their life until that fateful day, the day they found the rabbit.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				That day the sky wasn’t its usual painted blue, but a blinding white, like some awful blank waiting to be filled. Cassidy thought it looked like the eye of a corpse, a blind stupid thing staring with no feeling.
			

			
				Despite the grisly circumstances of their journey, Cassidy looked for little pleasures as her mother taught her: a funny-shaped cactus here, a single blooming flower there. She and Alan were on a sort of bastard honeymoon, and she wanted to be the best wife she could. Alan was her anchor to humanity. He told her it was okay to look for beauty. There was still a need to be a woman then. Alan gave her that purpose. She could see a future beyond the revenge. The phantom of her dead grandmother had not begun to haunt her yet.
			

			
				That morning the feeling of wrongness was strong and alive, crawling over her like hungry insects. The dawn was too red. The sun glowed a rheumy yellow in a lava field.
			

			
				She woke before Alan. That never happened. Never.
			

			
				Cassidy Smith considered herself a logical woman, but her Grandmother Tilly cast a strong influence over Cassidy. She whittled away her later time sitting in her creaking rocker, the firelight casting shadows on her face, and telling little Cassidy of the Other Things that crawled the night. On holidays she regaled her family with ghost stories and legends. When she wasn’t telling tales, Tilly sewed or cast or carved some talisman of protection. “Watch ‘ye the world, little gem,” she would say to Cass. “For sure it watches thee.”
			

			
				The morning of the rabbit, Cassidy felt her grandmother strongly.
			

			
				Alan woke soon after Cassidy laid out breakfast. He joked lightly about his oversleeping, but Cassidy saw the unease in his eyes.
			

			
				That day turned out to be a long one. There were no towns within a day’s journey and their scrap of map said all the coming land was flat. Alan was particularly irritated with their map. He felt he paid too much for it and it told too little. But that was the chance they took buying navigation from town to town. Cassidy had given up trying to edit the scraps. She didn’t care where they had passed through, only where they were going, and that couldn’t be drawn onto the map until they arrived, when it no longer mattered.
			

			
				The searing winds which shortened their tempers plagued them all day. Alan called it God’s Breath. It gusted, faded, and then grew again. Heat stifled their breathing. Their packs seem to double, then triple in weight, despite being mostly empty. The air was full of dust and rot. Neither spoke until they found the rabbit.
			

			
				“Look at that.” Alan gripped her arm. The dust died enough for her to look. Cassidy narrowed her eyes. Sitting at the bottom of a dune was a Bibbert Rabbit. It was larger than a jack rabbit, this one about the size of a small dog. It was plump, sitting up, sniffing the air. Its dark brown fur clashed with the light tan of the desert. The wind stopped its shrieking, and the thing cleaned its face, furry paws making tight circles over its eyes and ears.
			

			
				Alan pulled his favorite knife and stepped forward. His eyes were set. Cassidy felt energy coming off him in waves. It was their first opportunity for fresh food since the town of Mountvania. Her mouth watered and she swallowed.
			

			
				Alan brought the knife up, swinging it in the arc that was second nature to him. It flew end over end, leaving his hand in a single, beautiful snap. Sun caught the polished steel, reflected, lost, reflected, lost, reflected . . .
			

			
				It struck the ground inches away from the rabbit.
			

			
				The hare didn’t move.
			

			
				Then its head detonated.
			

			
				Cassidy dropped the barrel of her gun and felt an instant of shame that she succeeded where Alan had failed.
			

			
				Alan swallowed thickly. As they reached the kill, they saw Cassidy’s bullet vaporized the animal’s head. She felt her lover’s embarrassment and searched for a soothing word.
			

			
				“Lucky shot?”
			

			
				She wanted to make him laugh, to dilute the heavy feeling in the air between them—hell, in the day. Alan tore his gaze from his ego splattered over the ground. He could have opted to carry a grudge, but Cassidy picked a better man than that.
			

			
				“Not for you. You’re good.”
			

			
				They decided to stop for lunch. Cassidy minded the fire; Alan gutted the rabbit. She took her time, trying to chase Tilly from her mind but her grandmother’s laughter echoed still. Cassidy was scared in a deep way. Alan missed—more, he missed a child’s throw, and if that wasn’t a bad omen, she didn’t know one.
			

			
				Her man was a few feet away cleaning the kill, but in the second he muttered his surprise, Cassidy heard his fear clearly.
			

			
				“Alan?”
			

			
				Her worry was greater now, high and alive and vibrating.
			

			
				“Nothing, Cass.”
			

			
				He was lying. Cassidy could have told how many breathes Alan took in a night’s sleep.
			

			
				“Alan?”
			

			
				She came up behind him. He hadn’t moved. Below him, on a rock, was the gutted rabbit. It was laid open in two halves. Everything was intact.
			

			
				Except the heart. The rabbit had no heart.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				They buried the kill.
			

			
				The camp Alan and Cassidy choose was a low rock shelf. On all sides were steep, clay cliffs and off center was a bonus: a deep stream. It bubbled from beneath the rocks, naturally warm, and cascaded downhill. It was perfect. Both Alan and Cassidy were ripe and the opportunity for a bath washed the evil residue of the rabbit away. When they entered the water Alan kissed her, held her close. Anticipation bubbled, making her one with the current. Alan was more passionate than ever. She loved it. She loved him. Over and over they whispered their declarations, the words merging until an outsider could not tell who said which sentence:
			

			
				“I love you . . .”
			

			
				“And I, you . . .”
			

			
				Cassidy felt the ice around her crack. Suddenly she wanted her man. Suddenly she understood that life went on, that Alan was still with her. She felt the volcanic rise of her own desires. The heat for him reminded Cassidy she was alive. And it was good to be alive and in love and young enough for stamina.
			

			
				“Alan. Alan. Now. Make me whole.”
			

			
				He needed no further invitation. Aland took Cassidy and Cassidy took Alan and in each other they discovered a hunger that was bottomless.
			

			
				When they finished, Cassidy lay in the shallow of the stream with her head on a rock and the warm water running over her. Alan found their shapeless blob of soap and washed her hair, her body. He loved her again, whispering the secret language that only works at night between two who are really one.
			

			
				As they made love again, haunted eyes watched them from above. Five figures waited. Moon-yellow eyes glowed as the sun sank and a faint, metallic taste raced across their tongues, making five dirty coats shiver, tacky as they were with mud and their own dripping saliva. They were eager and hungry.
			

			
				Distracted by passion, Cassidy and Alan never knew the Gray Man’s wolves were there.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Alan’s arms crossed around Cassidy, but her worries would not stop chasing themselves. An animal without a heart was a bad omen. Cassidy didn’t need her grandmother to tell her that, but Cassidy remembered her words.
			

			
				Tilly did a bit of prophesying in her time. She claimed it was possible to predict the future by examining the insides of an animal. A senator once paid her handsomely for a reading. With his blessing she slaughtered his prized hog. But where the beast’s heart should have beat, Tilly found only a gelatinous sack.
			

			
				“It was filled with the foulest black rot I ever seen. I would not touch it. The smell was death,” Tilly told Cassidy.
			

			
				Tilly informed the senator he was doomed. The town was about to lose its most important citizen. The senator died of a heart attack that very night. Everyone was surprised except Tilly—and Cassidy. Tilly’s rocking chair with its carved charms was a throne of truth.
			

			
				These thoughts swirled in her brain as Alan held her, but Cassidy kept them to herself. The warmth of their bodies was enough distraction. Cassidy focused on that.
			

			
				The cool desert breeze ruffled her hair and blew the smell of Alan’s cigar down to her. That spiced, coffee-like aroma was a good smell, the smell of him. She closed her eyes and was suddenly gripped by the urge to take him into her arms. A feeling of loss plagued her; goosebumps rippled her flesh. She felt tuned to the night, the land. With an echoing voice, Tilly reminded Cassidy that the earth could be a mean place. She rubbed her arms to smooth her emotions. Alan sensed her discomfort and tightened his embrace.
			

			
				“You thinking bad thoughts, girl?”
			

			
				She looked up at him, smiling her life’s last true smile. “No. Just thinking of you.” She took her kiss, running her talented hand up the sandpaper of his cheek.
			

			
				Soon they slept. Sometime in the night Alan rolled away from her. There was no reason for it. It was the last bad omen. The stars watched it happen heartlessly.
			

			
				The wolves whisper-stepped down from their high rock ledge, trained to deadly quiet by an instinct as old as time—and by the command of their master. The Gray Man sent them for a specific purpose, and it was bright neon in their simple brains.
			

			
				The Alpha Wolf came around to Alan’s neck but stopped when it saw Cassidy’s guns glowing in the moonlight. The animal sensed her quickness. It understood if it made a sound at the wrong time, the mission would fail. It decided to deal with her as the others took the man. Their master had commanded that the man must die but the woman must live. Nothing less would be accepted. The punishment for failure would be death.
			

			
				The Alpha Wolf (who thought of himself in the old tongue as the Lennox wolf) sent the others for Alan and put himself, jaws wide, at Cassidy’s head. He would restrain her as his pack-mates made sure of the man’s death. A word-less command slipped between the predators and they lunged.
			

			
				To his credit, Alan didn’t scream. Two of the wolves had mouthfuls of flesh ripped from the bone before the guttural sound of his pain finished, but Alan’s yell woke Cassidy before the Alpha Wolf could strike. It intended to clamp its jaws in her hair and hold her down, but Cassidy turned towards Alan and the Alpha Wolf snapped its muzzle into empty air. She turned, seeing the beast, and swung her body opposite, going for her guns. Where Alan should have been was now a wiggling, writhing mass of growling fur, animals gorging themselves. Far too much blood stained the sand. Alan’s cries were ragged and high. Despair gripped Cassidy’s throat with ice fingers.
			

			
				Cassidy could not get her guns loose from their holster. The belt had tangled and twisted in the wolves’ scuffle. As she fumbled, the Alpha Wolf planted a paw—an oversized thing like a chunk of granite—just below Cassidy’s breast to still her. Air left Cassidy. In desperation she punched the wolf and then tried to work her thumb into its eye. The animal’s survival instinct took over. It wiggled, jigged, and did what its kind was designed to do. It lunged. It bit.
			

			
				Teeth gouged her thigh, worked the wound, and found bone. Cassidy tried to scream, but the depth of pain robbed her lungs. Fangs bore down. Cassidy sat forward, smashing the animal’s sensitive snout, then digging into the black meat of his nose with her nails. The wolf shrieked and released his grip, backing up, drooling and crying, shaking his head. The taste of hot blood was in the animal’s mouth now, but the combination of the woman’s deadliness and seeing his pack drag an already sure dinner decided his retreat. The man was dead, the woman still alive. The wolf’s bite wasn’t part of the plan, but it couldn’t be taken back now. She attacked, he reacted. What was, was. If she turned it was Fate’s design.
			

			
				Cassidy clawed her way up from pain, fear, and frenzy, meaning to go after the wolves, meaning to save Alan, but she was seriously hurt. She could smell her blood like coming rain. She clamped a hand to the wound and immediately screamed. One of the wolves answered with a lunatic howl and then they were gone over the edge of the far shelf, too far away. Pain made deep lines and furrows in her face. Cassidy tried to stand and fell. Her body would not support her. What had the animal done to her? The bite was a ruined mess of gouged flesh. She screamed again and finally untangled her guns, seeing them in doubles as tears blinded her. The tears came as much from the pain as from the realization that Alan was dead.
			

			
				“No. No . . . Nononono,” she gibbered. She would not allow it. Hadn’t she lost enough? She commanded her body to move but agony dropped her again . . . and the predators were so quick.
			

			
				She raised her gun, but the low cowards were gone. Cassidy made it to the edge of the land, where the water flowed away, where they dragged her husband. She saw spots of light. Her breathing was wet and harsh. Below she saw only a wiggling mass, each separated unto itself and eating. She aimed, fired, some shots going wild, some piercing their targets. One fucker was thrown up and out, a hole in its head, Alan’s nose falling from between its teeth. One lost all the toes on its front right paw and yelped, hopping like a child. Two more ran. The Alpha Wolf hotly regarded Cassidy as she collapsed. Their work was done but there was easy meat there. Instinct and hunger fought its master’s command. But the master was not here. The woman was hurt, vulnerable. The wolf looked between her and the corpse, trying to decide what to do, wanting to taste her, but its master’s voice slipped in like a burning wire.
			

			
				LEAVE HER TO ME!
			

			
				There was no questioning or denying. The Alpha Wolf ran, whining and pissing, leaving the stringy red remains of Cassidy’s man under the moonlight where soon enough the night buzzards would dine. As it ran, the Alpha Wolf heard Cassidy scream for sanity’s sake. When she finished, she drew breath and screamed again. A loon joined her breaking voice.
			

			
				The grief was deep and sharp, a stab. The blade was cold and black, Death’s scythe. Cassidy saw the skull-face, the whirling eye-sockets growing until she was swallowed by their maw. She blacked out and the night flies began to buzz.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 11
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The Magician watched Cassidy ride away from the bar. He was not in the miserable little mudball town, but rather watched her through magic, his will, and his Necrom’s walls.
			

			
				She was getting closer.
			

			
				He would have to get ahead of her again. Getting her to Eldora was the endgame, but he had to get her there when it was time. Not before. Not after. When it was time. All was balance.
			

			
				The Magician looked to the stars above. They were his clock—and hers if she only knew it. He was leading her, but Cassidy Smith followed too damn close!
			

			
				A bright red star was inching its way closer to the center of the horizon. Once that great pimple of a star was in position, the Magician would gut Cassidy, spilling her blood, her insides, her essence, and release his father from the fathoms below.
			

			
				The Magician reflected on how she killed those men in the bar. Coldly. She was dangerous. Determined. Convinced she was in the right.
			

			
				Charles chose her, thinking she was the weakest of the Smith clan, but now he had to admit he was wrong. She was far more capable than anticipated. An arrow of fear slipped into him. He grimaced against it and cursed Cassidy anew.
			

			
				“She is more dangerous than the others. She is wild with youth.”
			

			
				Just look at what happened with the wolves! The damned girl was wild alright. She went and got herself bit. Had she stayed still she could have avoided the Were fate with just some chewed hair. That bit of issue would bare watching. If she turned, Cassidy would be harder to lure to Eldora. If she lived through the transformation, she could become more powerful, more dangerous to him. He could find himself hunted like an animal by an animal. But for now, her state did not change his needs and things were so precariously balanced he hesitated to make any large changes to his plan. Cassidy Smith was unpredictable. The simplest spin with her warbled like a warped top. The fact he was fretting over a bite he hadn’t foreseen was proof enough of her chaos.
			

			
				But he had to stay the course. She was necessary for the resurrection. Animal, girl, or half and half, her fate was the same. And it was still written by him, maybe just cursive now instead of print. He would not let this girl botch his plans. He would not!
			

			
				He checked his watch. He frowned. Time was moving so fast. How he hated it but needed it on his side to raise his father.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 12
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy hoped to reach the next town, Laurel, before sunrise. Beyond Laurel her map ended (in memory Alan cursed bitterly) and she was on her own. Again, she thought of the coin paid for the scraps of cloth and mused at them. So quickly they became useless. Each one bought in a different town, each one claimed to be complete and perfected by mapmakers who were little more than grifters and crooks. But some guidance was better than none. She needed all the help she could get. If she was not able to find evidence of the Gray Man’s direction, she feared not catching him in time, before he reached Eldora, the town Tilly told her to avoid. He wouldn’t allow her to get lost, no, that would spoil his game, but she wanted to change the rules and control the board. She wanted to understand why he was leading her. But more, for her sanity—for her soul—she couldn’t let him get away. Laurel had to have some evidence of the Gray Man or Tilly would tear her to pieces.
			

			
				“Aye, little gem,” Tilly called to her from atop a cactus. “I grow hungry. I love ‘ye but we always consume that which we love, don’t we?”
			

			
				“Would you really consume me, Tilly?” Cassidy thought of nights by the fire with her grandmother, listening to her stories, holding her yarn for knitting, feeding the old woman broth when she was sick, her grandmother painting fanciful designs on their toes while laughing and tickling her. And those all-important words: I believe in you, Cassidy Smith.
			

			
				But the phantom’s expression hardened immediately. She reached out with a crone’s talon and grabbed the top of the nearest cactus arm. She dug in her fingers and the green was crushed into wet pulp despite the spines.
			

			
				“It is the way of phantoms Cassidy Smith. It is the way of family denied. Despite love or loyalty, a soul with business left unfinished loses its mind. It loses its mind and gains hunger. Yes. Left unavenged I will turn on you. Hurry granddaughter, or my gnashing teeth will be the last thing you see as I eat your eyes. It is the way of old and I am powerless to resist.”
			

			
				With that she was gone, and Cassidy was alone again.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The wound in Cassidy’s thigh itched madly. Her hands longed to creep to the deep, red rip that sang every time she stepped. By noon she was packing the wound with tobacco, securing it with a bandanna, and trying not to concentrate on it. Cassidy hated to waste one of Alan’s cigars, but she had no medicine with her. She grimaced when she broke the brown leaf casing.
			

			
				There was no more wind. Cassidy followed the Green Station’s glimmering tracks as they wound and dipped through the bland desert. Sometimes the sand covered them completely, but the tracks always dug themselves out, marching ever onward. There was no further evidence of the train.
			

			
				She moved steadily but felt hot inside. Disease was brewing there. She knew if the wolf was a Were she had a new host of problems. Were-bites were often a death sentence. And the full moon was approaching. Would she turn and rut and destroy covered in hair or would the disease kill her?
			

			
				Cassidy walked. Time was a wind pushing at her back.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The next sign of civilization the desert gave was a literal one. Cassidy found a faded board lying on its back. Black letters screamed against sun-fade white: Laurel—Not Much Further. She stepped on it as she moved forward.
			

			
				The loose sand gave way to rock and firmer planting ground. The land reached higher until Cassidy felt a chill to the wind. She welcomed it after the day’s heat. The sun was a faraway marble, unimportant in the waste.
			

			
				Cassidy figured to be in Laurel by noon the next day, so she made camp in the early evening. She settled next to a scruffy tree that made creaking sounds in the breeze, and a pitiful creek with water that came only to her knees. Minnows scooted back and forth in terrified curiosity.
			

			
				Her pack was a thick leather teardrop that dimpled the sand. Cassidy untied the straps. She removed everything, laying the pieces on a wide flat rock still warm with the day’s heat. Once the bag was empty, she began her inventory. Her new life and purpose were chronicled by what she touched.
			

			
				The first item was the dress she wore to the O’Hara’s party. The pink torso was covered with white swirls that spread to cover the sides and arms. The neck piece was low, stopping at the top swell of her breasts. It buttoned down the front, tiny pearls fitted through thin loops. Cassidy was sure if she tried it on now, her breasts would keep it open. She had grown.
			

			
				Cassidy rolled up the dress. It looked like a tiny bedroll. She stored it upright in her bag to minimize its space.
			

			
				The next item was an ornate tin. Cassidy stroked it lightly, feeling her throat close. She opened the case and found Alan’s three remaining cigars. She pulled one and ran it under her nose. The sweet smell called tears and memories forth and she swallowed the hot ball in her throat. She placed it between her lips, lit it with a twig from her fire, and inhaled deep enough for it to burn. Would Alan have laughed? Yes. He would laugh because she had tried to share his cigars before, only to cough out a puff of greasy blue smoke. The taste reminded her of strong coffee.
			

			
				Cassidy exhaled the second drag through her nose and set the tin beside her pack. Each shopping chance Cassidy hoped to find a shirt with front pockets as Alan had so she could keep some cigars on her person. His was lost in the wolf attack (as well as his pack) but she didn’t let herself dwell on that. Next to the tin she placed her woman’s bag containing her personal items and assorted odds-and-ends. She would need it for the creek later.
			

			
				Cassidy rewound her length of rope, making a floor in her pack. On top of the rope, Cass laid the scraps of the maps she had collected. She had decided to not purchase more as they had proven useless. On top of the maps, she laid her food supply: dried jerky and fruit wrapped in a waxed envelope. She didn’t pull that out as much. She found she wasn’t hungry these days. Not that dried anything was appetizing enough to open the bag for anyway. On top of the food, she would store her waterskins once she filled them from the creek (and making sure no minnows entered her supply). Her cigar tin and personal bag would round out the top and she would re-knot the whole thing. It was a pitiful haul that left much space.
			

			
				In a side pocket she kept Alan’s watch. The rest of her possessions were on her body.
			

			
				Cassidy removed her duster, shook it out, and laid it over the rock. Next was her hat. It was black, bent, and tattered beyond any style.
			

			
				She stood, stretched, and shook her long, dark hair out from its tie. She fluffed it, hearing tendons creak against her weary bones. Cassidy bent her neck forward and massaged it, all the while missing her lover in too many ways to put away for rest or peace. The clouds looked down without pity.
			

			
				“This sucks.” She chuckled bitterly. Alan always rubbed her down after a day’s walking. She did the same for him. It was an excuse to touch. He called it “giving the philly a rubdown” after the wordplay that made her laugh back on Acrewood. He always said it with a sly wink. And he always looked for a way to work it into an exchange. She might ask if he had seen one of the field hands and he would say they were out behind the barn giving the philly a rubdown. Or he might tell the cook before putting a turkey in the oven to “give that philly a rubdown.” It was simple dumb fun she missed; relationship language no one else would understand.
			

			
				Cassidy unbuckled her ammo belt, placing both her guns and their leather on a tall rock. They were Colt .45’s, known as “peacemakers.” They had engraved, ivory handles and embossed holsters. She bought them in the first town they passed, before food, water, or map. The shop-keep finished the transaction wordlessly and told his wife later that night he knew those guns would spill blood soon.
			

			
				Cassidy continued her inventory and found half a belt of ammunition, plus what was in the guns themselves. They were always loaded. She would need to buy more. That caused her to count her remaining coins. The pile was shrinking. She would need to find a way to earn more. Money was no longer a surety.
			

			
				Cassidy unbuttoned her shirt, a dirty brown thing that had turned the same nondescript no-color of the desert. She folded and placed it on the wide rock. Her bra followed. She sat and pulled off her footwear, a pair of boy’s Button Boots. She emptied sand. The socks followed. Then Cassidy carefully removed her pants over the wound in her thigh. They were heavy, looked old beyond years, and were only weeks out of the shop. Her underwear was plain, cotton, lonely. There was no one to admire her form in them.
			

			
				And so, Cassidy stood naked, letting the cool breeze scrub the stink from her body. She watched the sky and smoked.
			

			
				After a moment she turned and looked behind her. She felt watched. She scanned her environment, looking, searching. Nothing. No sound, no one, but still. Her hair prickled. There was nothing to focus on, so she let it go. But still . . .
			

			
				She finished her cigar, stretched, sighed, and gathered her clothes into piles. Then she fetched fallen branches from the trees around her camp and made a fire. Laying wood was the easy part. Cassidy stood and regarded it. She stepped back. Realized she was still nude. Stepped back again.
			

			
				Okay, okay . . . I can do this . . .
			

			
				“Feel the fire around you. Think of it like a cloak. Heat is naturally in the air. You’re just pulling the cloak off your body and snapping it out from you, like clothes from the line,” Tilly told her from memory.
			

			
				Just snap it—snap it, snap it, snap it—SNAP IT!
			

			
				She whipped her hand forward, popped her fingers perfectly. She felt the heat leave her and was amazed and joyful at it. She grinned and then . . .
			

			
				The fireball hit the wood and exploded. Flaming debris rained up as if a great fist slammed in the middle. Branches broke, shredded, and flaming wood sprayed around. Heat rushed backwards and knocked Cassidy down. It rolled over her in a wave and fried the tree behind her, leaving charred leaves and glowing wood but no fire. She looked at it from her back, upside down, and cursed.
			

			
				Then she smelled burning cloth and looked over. Her pants and shirt were on fire.
			

			
				“No, no, no!”
			

			
				She dunked them in the water, but it was no use. Used and dirty they had burned easily. At least her undergarments were spared. And her hat. Her duster was done.
			

			
				“FUCK! SHIT! FUCKING SHIT!”
			

			
				She willed herself to calm down. It took four more fucks and a shit, but she finally managed.
			

			
				“Looks like I’m wearing the dress.”
			

			
				She made the fire again. This time she used her lighter.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				She made her way to the water and knelt at the stream, washing her remaining clothes with the ever-shrinking bar of soap from her personal bag. She lathered, rinsed, lathered, rinsed, and then wrung the garments dry. When she was done, she spread them on the rocks to dry. She stood too quickly from the chore and the world spun like a wobbling roulette table. The damned wolf bite! She shut her eyes against the sensation.
			

			
				“Ohhh,” she moaned, closing her eyes and holding her temple. When the vertigo stopped, she exhaled and tried moving again on a trial basis. “No more of that shit please.”
			

			
				The bandanna was still tight against her skin, holding in the hurt. She untied it carefully and cleaned out the tobacco. She was no doctor, but the torn flesh did not look well. It was still red, ragged, and tender. Using the soap and careful hands she washed the wound as much as it would allow, flexing her leg. Pain flared a hot wire under her skin for the effort. Cassidy cursed. She had hoped the wound would close and heal and go away. She would have to see a doctor tomorrow, there was no question.
			

			
				She washed the rest of her body. When she was done, Cassidy shook herself dry and looked down the hill towards Laurel.
			

			
				Would this be the place she found the Gray Man? Would he be drinking at a bar? She would know him. Would he know her? Cassidy would not give him the chance to recognize, only ram Alan’s knife into his heart, all the way to the hilt.
			

			
				Tomorrow. Laurel.
			

			
				She had met a thin woman in the first town she and Alan crossed. Speaking of the cruel desert, the pioneer said to her: “Weak and weary as I am, I would rather go a thousand miles farther than remain in such a place as this.” Cassidy thought that described her heart perfectly. Vengeance was tiring. Vengeance aged.
			

			
				She would not go into town raising hell as the cowboys did. Cassidy would stroll, attracting only the attention she wanted, and ask her questions: Have you seen a Gray Man? Which way did he go? How long ago? She would quickly buy new clothes, ammo, and find a tobacco merchant. She would outfit herself well then move on.
			

			
				But the doctor first.
			

			
				She dressed in her undergarments (Maintain the mystique Cassidy, her mother quipped), and then turned her attention west. The Gray Man was out there somewhere. The hate rekindled itself comfortably; she was a bitter woman, but that suited her now. The Gray Man would die by her hand. Her family would rest in peace.
			

			
				Cassidy finished a thin supper of dried foods, curled herself close to the fire, and closed her eyes. As always, her guns were in easy reach.
			

			
				Laurel’s gaslights were to her left. As she slept, the image of the town’s night-dressing stayed with her. Each building was a possibility to be opened and her hand itched to do so.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The Magician watched Cassidy long into the night. After midnight her fire went out and she woke to restart it.
			

			
				“It is not your family you will save, but mine,” he said as he watched her shiver. He snickered. His hate for her grew. The Magician watched her stare at the embers and assume the position of magic. She was going to try again! How delicious!
			

			
				“Foolish girl. Did you learn nothing the first time?”
			

			
				Fire exploded in an upward column. His face fell. Cassidy skipped back from what she made but Charles did not. He leaned forward, calculating her danger. He frowned. He bared his teeth.
			

			
				No matter. Power without discipline is just hot air. I will have her no matter.
			

			
				He checked his watch. He confirmed Cassidy was on schedule for the ritual and set to watching her again.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 13
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy was a dark smudge against the beige wasteland. Her steps were long, proud, producing no wasted energy in her arms. Her hands curled like spiders. Her hips swung, a well-oiled machine. The wind picked up her thick black hair, examined it, put it down.
			

			
				With no other clothing options thanks to the fire, Cassidy wore her dress. She stowed her guns. It was easier to blend with the weapons in her pack. Better to cause as little commotion as possible until she knew the lay of the land. Every town was different. Best to play defense.
			

			
				The top of the dress was tight and pulling, the buttons stretched to their limit. Her breasts were definitely bigger.
			

			
				Just before she reached the beginning of the town road, Laurel’s main street petered out to dust and nothing, like too many of the towns she and Alan searched. Cassidy covered her exposed bra with Alan’s handkerchief, using it like a decoration at the front of her straining dress. The thing was truly beyond its usefulness. Hadn’t the O’Hara party been its last scheduled engagement? Yet here it was, taking her to town. Cassidy wore what little make-up she had bought in Shreveport. Her mother often said “Be proud of you. Look your best when you can.” Cassidy did. She walked strong. Her pack was a small lump in her back. Her thigh itched and creaked and hurt with every step. She told herself to ignore its high, sweet hum.
			

			
				The stream she bathed in last night was a tributary of the river she followed since setting out this morning. It wound lazily. Laurel, taking advantage of the water supply, set its boarder on the bank. The town spread itself before her.
			

			
				As the land sloped, it changed to tightly packed dirt, like cake icing made of pebbles. Deep wheel ruts announced wagon travel. It was well-maintained, combed and clean. Cassidy crossed a planked bridge. The nails glowed. On both sides, rails curved four feet in the air. Cassidy’s boots made hollow clogs. Water gurgled underneath. On the other side of the bridge the road split, forming two streets. Laurel was laid out in a tight Y formation.
			

			
				On the left of the bridge was a two-story building, catty-cornered with the river.
			

			
				A sign mounted above the door read BOOTS/SHOES in crisp white letters. Cass saw people milling inside.
			

			
				The next building was square and brown, J.A. Overbay’s Dry Goods & Clothing’s. Another was white and dirty, like a mushroom among trees. The front window read: Dress Making! Cutting and Fitting a Specialty.
			

			
				Be seeing you, Cass thought.
			

			
				She looked to the right and found a stable with only two horses. A man was busy stroking one while the other eyed her casually. Beside the stable leaned a white fence, and then a public bath. Silhouetted behind a curtain, a fat man was busy scrubbing the bottom of his foot while two other men talked beyond the entrance. One was skinny and pale, giving her a weird grin. She frowned and returned her eyes ahead. A woman in a throat-high brown dress crossed the street and tossed Cassidy a distasteful look that bounced between her face and breasts. She ducked into a store marked FRUITS & COLD DRINKS.
			

			
				Cassidy moved, finding what she was looking for farther down. Set back from the road was a building with a sign screaming in red capital letters: SALOON! She guessed the proprietor didn’t want anyone mistaking his establishment for a common BAR! Five steps led to a porch which ran the length of the place. Two huge glass windows reflected her profile. A man with a tear in his shirt leaned against the building’s side and watched the horses drink—but he did not claim Cassidy’s attention.
			

			
				The man who did claim her attention was holding a green purse over his head. Cassidy could hear the jingling of precious few coins inside. An old man was reaching for it, on tiptoe, his bald crown reaching the middle of his tormentor’s chest. His face was shamed and worn, his left eye a clouded marble. But he was inconsequential. The one playing keep-away looked like the kind who would know of her prey.
			

			
				He stopped laughing long enough to jeer at the old man.
			

			
				“Come on, old fellow! Jump!”
			

			
				“Please! It’s all I’ve got.”
			

			
				Cassidy tried to sidestep the old man’s clouded eye. She wanted no part of that dim marble. The bag-jangler proved to have something that interested her much more: a deep, thick scar. It wound its way around the bully’s face. Someone tried to relieve him of that eye, she thought. Cassidy’s vision fastened there and for one disturbing minute she saw the beating of his heart in that twisted healed flesh. It was odd. Fascinating. Cass fancied she could hear her own heartbeat in time with his. The itch in her thigh tightened, stealing her breath. An odd feeling of calm washed over her. It was like the concentration she used when she pulled her gun, a focus on one objective. She was in the wide-open sunshine, but Cassidy hunted the big man as stealthily as any wolf by moonlight. A mongrel dog across the street cowered from her gaze.
			

			
				She wasn’t here to play hero, but the big man may know of the Gray Man. She could see that he was obvious scum, the kind who would know of other scum. From the look of him, this fucker could be turned to her purpose. It was decided then. But how exactly? What would his kind respond best to?
			

			
				She knew.
			

			
				Cassidy stepped up and pitched her voice high. The tenor and character that came out of her mouth bore no resemblance to the killer lurking inside. Cassidy channeled every air-headed debutant she ever knew.
			

			
				“Awwww, look-it him. Isn’t he cute jumping for his bag?” She hee-hawed obnoxious laughter, snorting for good measure. He stared at her, a new grin birthing. Cass played in.
			

			
				“You’re funny! Why don’cha let him have his purse and play wid me instead, hmmmm?”
			

			
				The thug’s mouth dropped open and his eyes widened. Cassidy twirled a lock of hair around her shooter’s finger. His scar gave a wild, hard pulse and she felt it flash through her, making tingles. The old man looked from his bag to her to the lug. The situation had catered to her plan so far.
			

			
				“Good Goddamn but ain’t you purty!” The big man leered.
			

			
				Cassidy cautioned herself not to look too bright. Alan told her good old boys get nervous when they’re faced with something smarter than they are. Alan said in those situations a man will do one of two things: fuck it or kill it; all about dominance, baby. She batted her eyelashes.
			

			
				“Surely you don’t need that old man’s money. A big strong fellow like you could earn more money in a weekend than what he’s got.”
			

			
				Cassidy edged closer to the hulk, hating it. He smelled sour. Had the fucker crawled out of the dirt? His skin was cheap candlewax, oily and yellow. His words reeked of tobacco.
			

			
				“Well, well now . . .”
			

			
				His stare was aggressive. His eyes were large and glossy, what her mother would have called wall-eyed behind her hand. He sported a thick moustache that matched the crop sprouting from his chest. He licked his lips. Cassidy suppressed a shiver. The hair on his face was a grizzled rat’s nest from which two veal-colored lips flapped. His teeth, broken and irregular, looked like the points of an abused saw. His chest was round like a rain barrel. Massive oarsman’s shoulders rotated, jerking the change purse. His hands were hairy paws. Slab-thighed, he seemed to have stacks of meat in his pants.
			

			
				“You want me to give the money back, Lass?” He asked, not taking his eyes from her breasts. He smiled for her favor and Cass swallowed thickly, trying to make it sexy.
			

			
				“Come on baby, can’t you think of something better to do?” She widened her smile. The old man shook with anticipation. Cassidy could feel her own muscles humming.
			

			
				“You damned right I can think of something better to do. I bet you can, too.”
			

			
				She giggled and batted her eyelashes again and swallowed bile.
			

			
				“Please,” the old man begged.
			

			
				“But there’s a lot of money here, Lass,” he said, ignoring the old man’s whimpering.
			

			
				“What do I get for being such a nice feller?” He dropped the green sack at the old man’s feet. It landed with a tiny chink. Cass saw it was split up the side. Coins bled out and the old man scrambled to collect them, babbling and slobbering. He was thanking his tormentor.
			

			
				“Name’s Vito. The one and only, Lass.” He grabbed her arm. His grip was solid and left no room for refusal. Again, Cassidy found her eyes on that scar. It pulsed like a drum.
			

			
				“I’m the law in this town.”
			

			
				“The sheriff?”
			

			
				Vito laughed. “Naw, Lass; I’m the real law. Anyone needs moving or settlin’ down and I do it. None of that by-the-book law bullshit. I handle the bad ‘uns and the dark ‘uns that come in. Killed a werewolf just the other day. Snapped its neck with these hands. Trembled like a pup it did!”
			

			
				“Oh wow!” Cassidy gushed. Werewolf? Probably just a mongrel mutt—like you.
			

			
				“The first thing I can think to do is drink. I likes me some company while I do so. Since I just now bought you, you’ll be coming with me.”
			

			
				Bought me? Cassidy reeled. The grip on her arm said she was property. Well, she would let old Smiling Jack think so, until he served his purpose. Cassidy giggled again as if flattered and twisted her arm through his. The effect was three-fold: it tore his fingers out of her arm, it put her in control by seeming to come with him willingly, and it put him at ease. Vito led her to the SALOON! Cassidy heard the old man running away without a word of thanks thrown back.
			

			
				I hope he falls on his goddamned face!
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 14
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy’s plan was simple. She was going to get Vito drunk. She expected him to spill his guts under the alcohol flow. But Vito wasn’t following Cassidy’s plan. As the day lengthened, he remained the same shade of sober. He was an educated drinker, sweating out the alcohol as fast as he swallowed it. Cassidy’s nose was keen in the gloom. Cassidy also found she had to drink carefully, or she would end up the drunken one.
			

			
				To sway Vito’s attention and divert her own, Cassidy played up to the big man, letting him think her brains were settled comfortably in her tits—and letting him think he would see them later. She had planned to escape after he passed out, but again, Vito was not cooperating. So, Cassidy led him, hoping he would say something she could use, but his self-boasts were as never-ending as his crude humor.
			

			
				“Really?” Cassidy asked all big eyes and fluff. She had no idea what he just said. She was getting a headache. Even her teeth hurt.
			

			
				“Yep. I had them sonofawhores bringing me everything but the kitchen sink. I owned that little shit-splat town all winter. Now if you’d been there Lass, I’d been good and proper warm!” He haw-haw-hawed and pounded the table. Those left in the place looked over and drank faster. They had created an orbit of empty space between themselves and Vito.
			

			
				He made another grab at her behind. Cassidy rolled with laughter, positioning herself away from his paws.
			

			
				“I bet you’re the toughest man in these parts!” Giggle-giggle. God she could just puke.
			

			
				“Damn tooting, Lass. I keep this place runnin’ They’s lucky to have me and know it.”
			

			
				Damn tooting? Oh brother.
			

			
				“I bet you could even take on that Gray Man.”
			

			
				It was a calculated risk. By now Vito was convinced she was no brighter than any of the other bar girls. But Cass knew she had to be careful. Vito liked to talk. She didn’t want to follow a lie told to get his pecker up.
			

			
				“Now who the hell is this, Lass?”
			

			
				“Big guy. Patch over one eye,” she sipped her beer and looked towards the second floor as if the subject wasn’t a soul-consuming passion. Prostitutes looked down idly, smoking cigarettes and scanning for marks. None of them looked at Vito.
			

			
				“Supposes to wear a lot of gray. I hear he torched a plantation down South a while back.”
			

			
				“Well, Billy-be-damned! That so?”
			

			
				“Uh-hu.” Cassidy looked back at Vito, taking care to run her tongue over the glass’s lip. His eyes followed.
			

			
				That’s right, you jackass, follow the carrot.
			

			
				“Yeah, I saw him,” Cassidy said. “I saw the land he burned. It was pretty messed up.” She shivered, hoping it looked like fear and not white-hot fury. It was all she could do not to push. After all, what would a silly girl want to know about a murder? But Vito did not disappoint her. Perhaps the liquor was working after all. Cassidy wiggled around in her seat, acting like a drunken floozy as much from her anxiousness as from trying to fool Vito into thinking she was interested in any of his boasts.
			

			
				“Yeah, I remember now. Sure. I had me a drink with the bugger. Claimed he torched some land while the little girl t’was away.”
			

			
				Now it was Vito who looked to the second floor, but he didn’t see any of the meat on display. His voice dropped from its normal bellow. He was reliving the experience. His scar glowed again. Cassidy’ nose flared. If Vito had chosen that moment to look at her, he would have seen Cassidy was no whore, no bubblehead to conquer, but as dangerous as the Gray Man himself. But he didn’t look. Cassidy’s hands curled into fists as she listened. Had she been holding a glass, it would have shattered. Vito’s sentences became a choppy jitter.
			

			
				“He was. Dressed all in gray. Shirt. Pants. Hat. Gloves. Even his damned boots! Looked like a gravestone. Had an eye patch. T’was the only black mark on him. He sat bigger than Billy himself. Gave me the creeps.”
			

			
				Vito fell silent, finished his beer, and then found himself under some mental rock.
			

			
				“Not that I was scared. I think the old bugger had a fool loose in him is all. It happens. You ever know someone with a fool in ‘em, Lass? It’s crazy. They say a priest can get it out but if you don’t know a priest then you have to. To deal with it yourself. You have to . . .”
			

			
				He drifted away for a moment. Wherever he was, it wasn’t here with her. Cassidy went cold, a curious sensation that was sudden and prickly, like she needed to vomit. The only heat left was the wound in her thigh. She gathered herself, forced words to get them both back on track.
			

			
				“I bet you chased him out of town didn’t ya’ baby?” She twirled the t in town. Her lips were numb. Cassidy cursed herself. She had to be careful not to rush like that. Should she snuggle closer to cover? Would that risk overcompensating? These thoughts whirled, leaves before her internal wind. Then Vito finally did what Cassidy wanted: he went on with no prodding. A memory gripped him. He stared ahead, unaware of the bar.
			

			
				“He sat and stared with that one good eye. I tried talking to him, but he said we had no bid’ness and that was good. Then he grinned and asked where he could get hamburger.”
			

			
				Vito swallowed. He had paled considerably. “The bugger finally left town. That was about four days ago. Good riddance I say.” Then low, almost a whisper. “A fool; yar.”
			

			
				Then Vito came back. He was finally drunk. His eyes were dark bullseyes. Good old Vito was feeling no pain. And hadn’t her plan worked? Well, halfway. Vito re-discovered Cassidy. He licked his lips. The sound was like rubbing sandpaper.
			

			
				“What’s say we quit messin’ and go upstairs?” His tongue had doubled in length as he licked his bottom lip. Cassidy’s stomach did a quick, vicious flip. Go upstairs? Well, that stated it didn’t it? Cassidy sorted replies. If she refused, Vito would get wise to being played and call her out. Or maybe he would get loud and drag her upstairs. Both were undesirable. She did not want to fight Vito. If she won, he would be dead, and merchants tended to shy away from a murderer. That wouldn’t do with her needing supplies; more importantly it would impede her prodding’s for more information. If she lost to Vito, then she would be dead and that would disrupt her quest greatly. And the truth was she wasn’t sure if she could beat Vito now. There was more to him than she first thought. He was damn resistant. Cassidy wasn’t willing to bet her life just yet. Her father always said that no matter how good you were, there was always someone better. Vito just might be her better. It was a safer bet to out-think him. Her mind would be the weapon instead of her gun.
			

			
				Cassidy put her hand on his leg.
			

			
				“Why don’t we take that sweet brown bottle with us, baby.”
			

			
				“Sure thing, Lass.” He smiled. It was a stinking thing, a few lone tombstones in the black night of his mouth. Cassidy promised herself that if she had to kill him, she was going to carve the word Lass on his forehead.
			

			
				Vito pulled her up the staircase with one beefy hand clamped around her wrist. She felt the bones trying to meet and swap places.
			

			
				Cassidy met eyes with a hooker as she and Vito reached the top of the stairs. She gave Cassidy a sympathetic wink, then caught sight of Vito. A terrified recognition flashed in the blonde’s eyes and her merry expression melted.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 15
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Vito pushed Cassidy into the last room, shoved his bulk through, and locked the door behind them. In the second she had before he turned to face her, Cassidy let the anger, disgust, and fear cross her face.
			

			
				Just grab your gun and shoot him now!
			

			
				It made sense, yes. Why give him a chance? Why take the charade any further? But even if she could get her pack open and the gun drawn before he caught on, the sound of her gunfire would draw people. And when they opened the door and found Vito dead, they would know her guilt. Everyone saw her whore’s walk up the stairs.
			

			
				You could jump out the window and run!
			

			
				But they were two floors up and it was a straight fall to the ground. If she didn’t hurt herself then she would be free to run. But what about the people outside who would see her jump? They would wonder why. And of course, Vito would scream for her, chase her, delay her. This town had things she needed. She couldn’t afford to retreat.
			

			
				Trapped . . .
			

			
				Vito turned to face her, and Cassidy put on her mask of dewy helplessness and fake lust. They faced each other. Cass crossed it, forcing every step. The faster she dealt with this, the better. She took the bottle from Vito, drank thirstily, and put it on the bedside table within easy reach.
			

			
				Cassidy knew she would have to let him touch her some. The thought twisted her guts. Then Vito clamped a hairy paw over her breast and pain was her new focus. She sucked air over her teeth. Vito took the noise as one of pleasure and darted forward to kiss her. Trying not to scream, trying to establish control, Cassidy turned her head and gave him her neck. Vito sucked greedily. Cassidy was reminded of a lame dog that sulked around Acrewood and dug eggshells out of the trash. Vito’s tongue was heavy, sloppy, home-fries sliding a greasy track down her neck. She grunted as if enjoying it, clenching her teeth.
			

			
				The only glow in the room came from the newly lit lamps outside. Dusk was on the land. Where had the time gone? Some said the days were irregular now, some shorter than others. Alan had remarked on it as well. Now here was more proof the clock spring of the world was warped.
			

			
				Dusk, dawn, day, night, that shit doesn’t matter right now. Focus!
			

			
				Vito’s stench clogged her nose. He sucked her ear, the whole thing in his mouth, and her cartilage crackled. She groaned louder, covering what were noises of disgust.
			

			
				Okay girl, start that plan.
			

			
				Summoning her courage, Cass spoke: “We got all night, baby. Let me show you a trick.”
			

			
				Vito pulled back and gaped. “You are a trig one, aren’t you? I knew it by looking at ‘ye.”
			

			
				Cassidy held up her hands.
			

			
				“These two are educated, love. Take off your clothes and let me show you.” She widened her smile, feeling her skin tighten and crawl, but she knew what she was doing. With his clothes off, Vito was vulnerable.
			

			
				“Oh, that’s good, Lass. That’s very good,” he crooned.
			

			
				Yeah, it’s good if I can get my hands to do what I want. Fire was a disaster last night but let’s see if I can make cold. Let’s see if I can freeze Vito.
			

			
				Cassidy helped Vito undress, allowing him to run his hard, callused hands over her body. Her skin chilled, rippling with goosebumps. She bit her lip against the rising bile. She hated him touching her. Hated it. That was a word not allowed in her mother’s chamber. “If you hate, then you dismiss someone as a person; they become akin to an animal. You wish them dead.” Cassidy wished Vito dead, she wished his hands chopped off, his tongue ripped out, his breath stopped. He panted against her and she moaned, hoping the horror of what she felt passed for passion.
			

			
				If only he still had his guns! I’d draw them and shoot him dead with his own iron and fuck the consequences!
			

			
				But the bartender ordered his guns when they sat down. It seems Vito had a penchant for drawing when drunk. Vito turned them over with minimal bitching. He was too interested in feeling her up with his eyes. Cassidy thought of the weapons, indifferently stashed with other traveler’s junk downstairs. To cheer herself she fantasized ramming the barrel up Vito’s ass and blowing him to Hell.
			

			
				“Come love,” Cass said in a voice she hoped didn’t betray her fear and fury. “Lie down and let me at your back.”
			

			
				And give me time to concentrate so I can refrigerate you.
			

			
				“I don’t want you at my back, Lass.” He chuckled.
			

			
				“Let a girl do what a girl does.” Oh, please buy that bullshit. “Lay down, big boy.” She created a throaty whisper, placing a hand on his chest. “Lay down. Trust me.”
			

			
				Mom never knew her lessons would help me like this—or maybe she did. She told me seduction was an art. Did you ever have to twitch your ass for your life, Mother?
			

			
				Cassidy cooed to Vito, convincing him to go her way. Finally, Cassidy got him face down on the sagging bed and climbed aboard, straddling his middle.
			

			
				“What do you plan to do back there, lovely?”
			

			
				“This—to start.” She began working his shoulders, kneading, massaging, and Vito groaned in pleasure.
			

			
				“Aye, that’s good.”
			

			
				Okay, okay. Tilly said cold, like heat, was all around us. I just need to bring it forth. I must pull the moisture from the air and chill it. I do that with my desire. But I have no desire. I have disgust and I’m hot with anger. I’m hot with fury. No. Don’t think that way. Ah shit. Fuck. Ahhhhh . . .
			

			
				Cassidy worked her fingers into the thick bundles of muscles at his neck and shoulder. His back was a tanned and scarred roadmap of old wounds. She worked with every effort and intention. She needed him relaxed and wanted him on the edge of dreams. She worked. She tried. But she remained too hot to pull cold.
			

			
				“Mmmmm . . . you’re talented, girl. But I know a trick worth two of that.”
			

			
				Vito pushed himself up, effortlessly taking Cassidy with him.
			

			
				Oh shit!
			

			
				Then it happened. Cassidy pulled her hands away. As she stared at them, they turned white, blue, then thick rock-like ice covered her fingers. They smoked with frost.
			

			
				The fuck?
			

			
				And still Vito was coming up.
			

			
				She clapped her thighs together and he dropped him back on his stomach. It was like riding a goddamned bull. She could almost laugh.
			

			
				“No, no! Let me work for you!”
			

			
				She began to rub the ice on his back. Vito drew in breath and bellowed.
			

			
				“COLD! FUCK!”
			

			
				He wasn’t going to drop off as she hoped. And now he was all the way awake.
			

			
				Goddamned magic!
			

			
				Vito pushed up again and Cassidy rode his back. The liquor bottle caught her eye. Vito was forcing her hand. There was no way she was going to let him have her. Cassidy made her fighting decision. As Vito turned his bulk, meaning to have her on top and facing him, Cassidy planted her right foot on the mattress. When his ugly face came into view, Cassidy punched with the ice gloves.
			

			
				Cassidy felt the blow rattle up her arm. Vito’s face crumpled and the ice shattered, raining the bed with blue chunks and rapidly melting ice. He made a deep-throated sound like “Ooof!” and her mother’s teaching came to her.
			

			
				When you hit, don’t stop. Don’t give them a chance to breath!
			

			
				Cassidy couldn’t feel her hand, but she forced it to move. She reached over Vito and grabbed the bottle. It was good stock in thick glass. Vito’s eyes fluttered. Cassidy brought it up, filling her mouth. As Vito looked up, she spit and sprayed him in the face. He squealed like a pig, reaching for his burning eyes. As he did, Cassidy wound up from her shoulder and brought the bottle down at the crown of his skull. The bottle did not break, but Vito’s head swung to the right. The bottle was so thick! His face bunched in pain and force. Cassidy followed through, didn’t slow, and brought it back, catching Vito on the chin just as hard for a second hit. She felt teeth crack. But the bottle betrayed her, tumbling out of her fingers. Cassidy focused and saw Vito was dazed, eyes rolling up to whites, but he was still muttering. She never hesitated but used her other ice-coated fist and punched him three times in quick hard succession, catching him between the eyes with each one.
			

			
				The last caused his head to bounce off the dirty pillow and the ice to shatter simultaneously. Finally, Vito was finished. He made a clogged moan that was half-snore and then began the labored breathing of a man who has jumped into sleep’s waters and found them extremely deep. Cass froze, waiting to see if he was out. When she was sure, she giggled nervously. On impulse, she snagged the bottle and finished off the liquor, her throat working and burning.
			

			
				Swallowing fire, Cassidy considered tying up Vito, but she didn’t think that would be constructive. She would rather Vito wake and think he passed out after a rigorous bedroom workout. He was drunk enough. It could work.
			

			
				Cassidy grabbed her stuff and slipped out quietly. Figuring Vito would never look for her in plain sight, Cass tried the bedroom next door. It was empty. She locked the door behind her and used the basin to wash her body. The funk and stink and dirt of another man was almost enough to make her sick. She did not cry, however. There would be other men. She was no nun. The hardest part of losing a lover is that another must be found.
			

			
				She dried, dressed, and slept in a bed for the first time in too long.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Tilly woke her in the moonlight.
			

			
				Her skin was white and splotched with gray. Ice patches shined in the low candlelight. Crystals caught in her eyes, her lashes. But for the moment her grandmother was sane, and Cassidy’s heart reacted. She reached for Tilly and touched the granite of her arm.
			

			
				“Hello,” Tilly said. Her voice was a whisper. Her neck was rotted, and a breeze ruffled the frayed flaps of her throat. Tilly tried to smile but it was ghastly.
			

			
				“We turned some miles, didn’t we, Granddaughter?”
			

			
				She nodded.
			

			
				Tilly stared into the dark. “I didn’t like you touching Vito.”
			

			
				“I got caught. I thought he’d pass out before I had to make good on the lie.”
			

			
				“Maybe you’re just a whore now.”
			

			
				Shock radiated throughout Cassidy’s body. Tilly had never spoken to her in such a manner. The dead woman cradled her head in her hands and wailed. She faded and then reappeared across the room.
			

			
				“I’m sorry.” Tilly shook her head. Bits of herself fell off and vanished before they hit the floor. A cold mist oozed from the holes in her body. Tilly stumbled closer and Cassidy had to actively not pull away. Her eyes clouded over, muting the color, and Cassidy saw worms wiggling behind them, rippling the dry orbs. Anger peppered her words.
			

			
				“No Cassidy, I’m not sorry. Nothing feels like it used to. Even my love for you. It’s fading. Time is strange for the dead. The anger grows . . . the impatience.” Tilly grinned. Her teeth gleamed. “And the hunger.”
			

			
				Tilly tilted her head back and moaned like someone contemplating a slab of ribs. Drool ran out between her teeth in a flood. Maggots wiggled fitfully in the sludge. Her eyes frosted over pearl, her pupils gone completely now.
			

			
				“That’s why I came to see you. I wanted to remember our love to fight back the tide of anger.” She licked her lips. “But all I can think about is how you’d taste.” She whispered low: “Whore meat. Sweet whore meat.”
			

			
				Cassidy’s words surprised her. She turned from the horror, from the lie. “I miss you.”
			

			
				Tilly sat on the bed, making no indention. More crud fell from her, all of it writhing. Slowly she turned to Cassidy, then pounced with unimagined speed, pulling her close.
			

			
				“Why wait? Let me taste you!”
			

			
				Tilly unhinged her jaw. Cass pushed back and fell off the bed. The back of her head hit the floor. A starburst pattern went off in her face and pain echoed along her skull. When her vision cleared, Tilly was gone.
			

			
				Time is not my friend, or her’s. I must hurry. But oh God I am so tired.
			

			
				Cassidy stayed on the floor a long time.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 16
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Rising with the sun was nothing new for Cassidy. She got some sleep, but her internal alarm blared before the sun peeked over the horizon. Time to move again.
			

			
				Cassidy rose and quickly made herself up. She would be shopping and wanted to appear as much of a lady as she could manage. She was a member of the House of Smith. She would represent.
			

			
				The Gray Man left town, and so would she. A few days, Vito had said. She had never been so close. She also wanted to leave before Vito woke next door.
			

			
				The front of her dress fought her again and Cass cursed it enthusiastically. Had she grown overnight? The straining material said it was so. Cassidy ran a hand across her breasts and winced. They were tender. She regarded herself in the mirror, studying her body from the side. Yes, she was larger. Alan’s handkerchief was almost useless for covering now.
			

			
				“Werewolves are creatures of flesh and lust, granddaughter. That’s why ‘ye jugs are growing.” Tilly cackled and vanished with a loud pop that made Cassidy jump.
			

			
				Her thigh wound flared and Cassidy gritted her teeth. She put the fear aside. There was nothing else to do with it. Daylight was burning. No matter bite or breasts or cackling crone, she had to get on the road.
			

			
				Cassidy crept downstairs. She slipped into the bright, strengthening sunshine and breathed the morning road dust.
			

			
				Now that it was time to see the doctor, Cassidy wanted to stall. She was afraid but not quite ready to admit that yet. She would finish her shopping first. That was better strategy in case she had to leave quickly. Yes, that sounded good. Besides, she and the sawbones might not get along. Were-bites were supposed to be reported to the authorities. Would that be Vito in this town? Cassidy could almost laugh. Almost. Yes, much better to get everything done first in case she had to evacuate quickly. Sound exit strategy. Her father would be proud.
			

			
				Cassidy started with the dress shop. The sign was just as bright this morning as when she first saw it: Dress Making! Cutting and Fitting a Specialty!
			

			
				Well, we shall see if it is . . .
			

			
				The shop was a square building with a tin roof slanted back to avoid rain. The shadowed rafters made eyes that peered down on her. A feeling that had been peeking around the corners of her mind suddenly stumbled into the light: she wasn’t welcome in Laurel. Tilly laughed and said it was so.
			

			
				These are a scared and mistrustful people. Simple, superstitious fuckers.
			

			
				Suddenly Cassidy wanted to move out as fast as possible.
			

			
				There was no door to the dress shop, just a duo of dirty curtains Cassidy pushed through into lighter gloom. The only light came from what sun the thick material allowed. A chunk of night had settled here like a spider waiting to spring. She didn’t like it. Her paranoia grew. Cass placed her hand on the top of her throbbing thigh. She wished for her guns. They were stowed in her pack. But surely there was nothing here that needed killing.
			

			
				She swallowed. Her eyes adjusted to the gloom and she spied a plush, lumpy chair. It wasn’t until the chair spoke in a cracked parody of feminine voice that Cass realized the proprietor was watching her.
			

			
				“Can I help ‘ye?”
			

			
				There was nothing in her tone that suggested Cassidy should worry, nothing that should have set her on edge, nothing except the fat woman’s obvious attempt to hide the fear rolling in her. She was scared, and Cassidy could smell the freshly oiled gun under the counter. Cass drew herself straight and spoke in a clear, pleasant voice.
			

			
				“I would like a new dress and a suit if you would. Please, Miss.”
			

			
				The air shifted. The proprietor’s face warred with itself. Surely the Devil’s servant would not say “Please, Miss.” The tussle was short. Money was money after all. The tailor hauled herself out of her chair.
			

			
				“Well, I can help ‘ye missy.” She didn’t smile but her face-dough lightened. The dress-maker’s hands only shook slightly as Cass began to show her what she wanted.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				She had to pass on the new dress. Supposedly, it would take a week to craft. Instead, Cassidy opted for off-the-shelf shirts in white, pants in black, and a long black suit coat. She counted herself lucky for those finds.
			

			
				She left the fat merchant and found the ammo-smith next. He was a small man with thin glasses, a monocle, and almost a dozen magnifying glasses spread out on his work bench. He was drinking a bitter smelling black brew. He did not offer to share, but had her lead bullets in spades. He admired her guns and tried to sell her a new cleaning kit. Cassidy passed on that and a new ammo belt. He showed her one that strapped across her chest. She admired the cut but thought it wouldn’t fit well with her endowments. To all she turned down he simply nodded as if disinterested.
			

			
				“Very well.”
			

			
				“I’m also looking for silver bullets.” She hoped he had those. Cass did not want to make her own. She was a hell of a shot, but her hands were clumsy at crafting bullets. Her father taught her, but she would never have his skill. The ammo-smith smiled, and Cassidy saw he intended to make up the cost of what she didn’t buy. Inwardly she sighed as he salivated and drank his brew.
			

			
				“I have those. Expensive though.”
			

			
				“I bet.” Anger gurgled in her throat, but she swallowed it down. She needed the silver, but it would bring her money much lower.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				“They’re Luquosi Cigars,” the tobacco merchant said through trembling jaw and running sweat. “These are the thick ones known as Tree Fingers. Very good.”
			

			
				He dabbed himself with a handkerchief.
			

			
				“Would the lady like a dozen cigars perhaps?” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He was shaking.
			

			
				“Wonder what spooked him so?” Tilly asked from the corner and giggled. “Does he know the dead walk this town? Does it fill his pants with poo-poo?” She cackled at her wit.
			

			
				“Four dozen,” Cassidy replied. It was all she had room for—or money.
			

			
				The merchant turned white. His voice was a fearful whisper. “I only have three, Missus.”
			

			
				“I’ll take them all.”
			

			
				He nodded, unable to talk, seemingly thankful he was able to keep his life. Cassidy thought of asking him why. Did he think her a ghost or monster?
			

			
				Well, you are a killer.
			

			
				In the storeroom the salesman dropped a box that made a loud clatter. He whimpered and looked out as if expecting the reaper come to kiss. Cassidy only waited. She would have smiled to reassure him, but she couldn’t muster one. Even if she could win these people over, she didn’t want to make the effort. She only wanted to get moving. The quiet of the desert called to her.
			

			
				“Anything else Miss?”
			

			
				She shook her head. Cassidy left his shop, feeling better for matching Alan’s brand of smokes. Until the merchant had to rustle in the back, Cassidy didn’t realize how afraid she was of losing touch with that ritual. The merchant was so upset at how long it took to find Alan’s brand he didn’t charge. That was fine. It balanced the gouging on the silver bullets.
			

			
				They’re my brand of cigars now, Cassidy thought with amusement.
			

			
				She bought food, water, and assorted things for her personal bag. She hoped for fresh fruit, but that merchant claimed he was out. She settled for more jerky and sighed.
			

			
				And now money is an issue.
			

			
				Cassidy found a merchant interested in purchasing the knife she strapped to her arm and its spring clip. But his offer was too low. She didn’t dicker well and gave up.
			

			
				People began populating the streets. Somewhere in town a jolly soul began playing a fiddle—maybe he was trying to entice mice from his home. That was a remedy, so she heard.
			

			
				She trod down the middle of the street. No one looked at her directly. The citizens were the great there-not-there. If they did smile, it was a short thing strained, a way to get Cassidy away from them as quickly as possible. She felt like a plaque maiden, those women who were reputed to bring disease to a town.
			

			
				“Unclean, unclean,” she muttered to herself. What book of the Bible was that? Her mother read and shared if a little Cassidy Smith happened to peek over the huge white cover. What was that section? Leviticus.
			

			
				And the leper in whom the plague is, his clothes shall be rent, and his head bare, and he shall put a covering upon his upper lip, and shall cry ‘Unclean, unclean.’
			

			
				She sighed, a sound like a clap—and didn’t the lepers have to announce their presence with a clapper? Or was it bells? Fuck it.
			

			
				The medical building sat in the middle of Laurel’s forked road with a barber’s pole beside the door. She walked boldly across the street.
			

			
				And stopped.
			

			
				She suddenly changed direction and passed the building, pausing to pretend to watch construction on a new store. She closed her eyes and tried to appear inconspicuous. She was trembling, fear replacing the pain from the bite. She was terrified.
			

			
				I don’t want to go in there.
			

			
				But the bite; the twice-damned bite!
			

			
				If the wolf was a Were then there were a host of diseases that could affect her and leave her family unavenged. It could kill her. A Were-bite didn’t mean automatic transformation. Tilly told of people who couldn’t handle the change and simply disintegrated at the first full moon. There was also the problem of the Were-laws. Anyone infected was to be detained and was often put down with a shot to the head.
			

			
				“Like a dog,” Tilly whispered behind her.
			

			
				“I have to know,” she said.
			

			
				Cassidy made up her mind. If the doctor tried to hold her, she would fight back. She was outside society’s laws now. They would not dictate her.
			

			
				She turned to his office, lips thin, thigh aching, and afraid at heart.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 17
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Dr. Sherman Morris sported large glasses on an owlish face. Age had taken his hair and enlarged his forehead, giving him the appearance of a wise mage. His intelligence enhanced the appearance.
			

			
				Sherman sat, polishing his glasses, and waiting. The Gray Man told him he was due a visitor and from the town’s scuttlebutt, she was here. A young woman arrived yesterday. Her beauty made a target for the suspicious, the jealous, and the curious. The Gray Man had warned all that she was a murderer, and possibly a witch. She was a plague maiden, a demon, a ghost, she was from Hell, she was from the Outer Baronies where they ate their dead. She was sexual deviance and death and misery. Her look turned people to ash or stone or cursed the victim with gout and money troubles. She was The Great Interloper, The Stranger, The Wylde One From the Brook.
			

			
				Sherman made up his own mind when the Gray Man came to his office and sat before him last week. Bullshit was bullshit, no matter the delivery.
			

			
				“What is your name?” Sherman asked. The Gray Man was obviously supernatural, and almost certainly devious himself.
			

			
				“It don’t matter, little man.”
			

			
				“Answer it then.”
			

			
				Instead he said: “You got some fire in ‘ya. I like that. Never mind me. A hot piece will be gracing your door soon. I want you to tell her which way I’m going. She’ll be looking for me.”
			

			
				“I see,” Sherman said. “And what is her name?”
			

			
				“You need it not, old bones. You’ll know her when she comes.”
			

			
				“Yes, but what is it anyway?” Sherman smiled. He knew the creature had to answer. And he wanted to hear the big man talk again. His voice and accent sounded . . . fake. But when the Gray Man spoke the young woman’s name, Sherman believed him. Her name made the Gray Man snarl.
			

			
				“Tell her we’re going to Eldora, land of the crazies.”
			

			
				Dewy felt his color drain. “But why? It’s nothing but death and confusion and madness there. No matter your plans, it can’t be worth that place.”
			

			
				The Gray Man chuckled, bone and rock grinding together. “I have my reasons. You just give the message. You’re her compass, ‘ya are.”
			

			
				“And if I don’t want to be a part of your game?”
			

			
				The Gray Man became very still. Finally, Sherman saw the true darkness in the beast. The doctor swallowed, remembering his mother saying he never knew when to shut off his mouth. But defiance danced in his eyes. There was something great here and the surety he was part of some important turning wheel made him shiver.
			

			
				The Gray Man grabbed the sides of Sherman’s desk and leaned over it. His eyes turned the silver of the moon. His tongue lolled, and Sherman smelled his breath. It was rancid meat and death. The Gray Man growled far back in his throat. His teeth were very sharp.
			

			
				“You already are.”
			

			
				And so he was. The Gray Man imparted the rest of his instructions and details with contempt. When he left, Sherman thanked the heavens he was still alive and whole.
			

			
				That was days ago.
			

			
				When Cassidy finally arrived, the doctor was sitting behind his desk, feet up, still polishing his glasses. Outside the sun dropped its bright hammer and the sand reflected the light with its usual tear-inducing intensity. When Cassidy stepped into his threshold, she mercifully blocked the glow.
			

			
				“Good day, sir. I need to speak with the doctor.”
			

			
				“Well now; that would be me, Missus. I’m also the town coroner, barber, and I’ve been told the father of an excellent Bibbert stew.”
			

			
				He smiled and wanted her to smile back. Sherman wanted her comfortable for the business they had together and for the blackness of his suspicions. Sherman opined that if a devil told you a bite was fine, it was apt to be very bad indeed. And sending her to Eldora? Could he do it? Would any sane person go?
			

			
				Cassidy smiled but it was a polite return, not what he wanted.
			

			
				“Dr. Sherman Morris at your service.” He bowed as far as his sitting position would allow. Etiquette demanded he should stand in her presence—she was a lady of obvious breeding—and because of the guns he knew were stashed in her pack, but he was getting too damn old to hob and bob. Besides, the patient in his doorway looked as if she was just as comfortable without ceremony.
			

			
				“Pardon the familiarity on short notice Missus, but you look as if you’d be more comfortable in britches, a duster, and iron on your hips. Is that about the weight of it?”
			

			
				Her smile was more genuine, a quick smirk. He liked her.
			

			
				“My friends call me Dewy. God knows why.” He went back to polishing his glasses.
			

			
				“My name is Cassidy Smith.” She stepped in and took the seat in front of Sherman.
			

			
				“I know, dear. I know a great deal more than I wish I did.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				She held up her dress and allowed Dewy to inspect the wound. It bled at the beginning, heavily oozing like honey from a pot. Dewy pressed the area but she felt no discomfort.
			

			
				“It only hurts when I walk. It hurt a lot more before. Is it getting better?”
			

			
				He stood and went back to the book on the table.
			

			
				“And you didn’t notice anything peculiar about this animal?”
			

			
				“Just his teeth in me. It even looks better now. If it wasn’t for all the goddamned stiffness . . .” She was giving him an open doorway to deliver bad news and wanted him to take it. She was babbling and hated it.
			

			
				“I see.” He turned a page in a large book. Looked. Dewy turned another page, flipped back four more.
			

			
				“No . . . not in this book, but then again I didn’t expect it.”
			

			
				“What did you expect?”
			

			
				Still distracted and now afraid, he ignored her query. He went to the corner of the room, grasped the old barrel there, and duck-walked it out of the way.
			

			
				“Keep grain in here. Makes it heavy as hell so no one messes with it.”
			

			
				Dewy knelt. His knees popped. He wedged his fingers under a lose board at the base of the wall and revealed a hole.
			

			
				“The books I keep under here are not the type a respectable doctor should have. I say respectable with some amount of scorn.”
			

			
				“You don’t believe in respectability?”
			

			
				“I believe that medicine is a field of knowledge that should include all the sciences and magics of the land. There is so much about the body we don’t know and don’t understand. And when you add in the mystical properties of certain diseases and bites and even curses . . . well, what was once only biology and chemistry has become a weird stew. As you know our world has changed in the last few years. My profession is more than setting broken bones now. People are afraid. More than ever. The need medicine but they also need a hero. Just my opinion.”
			

			
				“There is a shortage of heroes,” she said.
			

			
				“Indeed.”
			

			
				He stood with seven books in his hands of different sizes and thickness.
			

			
				“If anyone knew I had these there would be outrage, scandal, and a collective boot in my ass. So, mums the word, eh?”
			

			
				“I understand.”
			

			
				“I remember my first zombie bite. I had never seen a zombie bite, much less an actual zombie. I had heard about them of course, but never seen what they can do. I was stupid, thinking I could cure the young woman. I was wrong. I was horribly wrong.”
			

			
				“What happened?”
			

			
				But Dewy hadn’t heard. He opened two books side-by-side studied them with bird-like jerks, and then closed them with a shake of his head. He muttered more to himself than to her. She folded her arms and waited.
			

			
				“Medicine itself is a mix anymore; science and magic and hope and love. Good medicine is anyway. If you don’t keep up, you get lost and then what good would I be?”
			

			
				“Science, magic, hope, love, but don’t forget hate, anger, lust.”
			

			
				He nodded. “Yes. These are strange days. They say our God is dying. Have you seen any such proof on your travels?”
			

			
				“I have seen strange things.”
			

			
				Dewy took a beat, feeling his way forward. There were pitfalls and traps in Cassidy, and he didn’t want to close her off.
			

			
				“Are you a religious woman, Cassidy Smith?”
			

			
				“Not especially. I don’t give God much thought these days.”
			

			
				He opened his mouth to ask again, thinking perhaps she had not understood, but when he saw the hard look in her eyes, Dewy suddenly decided his glasses could use another polish. Neither spoke while he went through this ritual.
			

			
				“I have a theory about your bite,” he said finally.
			

			
				Cassidy stood, stone-faced, waiting on the inevitable.
			

			
				“I believe it’s from a werewolf; a low one, true, but a Were-bite nonetheless. And I believe you’re becoming one as well.”
			

			
				She didn’t blink. The news settled quickly. It laughed with a sound like bones cracking, reminding her the world didn’t give a shit for her quest.
			

			
				“That’s unfortunate. I really don’t have time for such a thing.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				They shared out the doctor’s lunch.
			

			
				“My wife always makes too much. She can’t seem to stop since our son passed on. I don’t mind. She cooks. I eat. It’s how we cope. I think it frustrates her I never put on weight, but I eat her food. I swear.”
			

			
				“Sounds like penance to you.”
			

			
				“That is quite astute. Yes, yes, I believe it is. She is a good woman, but changed now.”
			

			
				Cass listened as Dewey went on. There was an openness to the man she responded to. She was not yet the closed-mouth hand of vengeance she would become but she was growing that way. For the moment there was enough human left in her—and enough child—to respond to someone who reminded her of her father.
			

			
				She nodded and listened, responding in the polite places. The doctor was happy to have an ear.
			

			
				“All the town people have heard my stories already,” he said. She listened. When he unwrapped half a cream pie, Dewy pressed her.
			

			
				“What’s your story, Cassidy? I see wrinkles in your face that shouldn’t be. What in hell are you doing way out here in God’s frying pan?”
			

			
				But Cassidy was reluctant to share her story. Dewy was sweet, but trust stayed just out of reach. She spoke in factual monotone. She told Dewy about the fire and tracking the Gray Man. She told him she met Vito but not what happened in the upstairs room.
			

			
				“Vito . . . What a first one to meet. Some like him here, but I have my reservations. He’s actually one of my prime patients. Always cut or shot or bruised or some damn thing. He rode in with a cattle drive. One night while he was passed out, his group snuck away and left him. Lucky us.”
			

			
				Cassidy laughed long and hard, spraying pie crumbs in a way that would have made her mother groan. Dewy chuckled. He liked her laugh and wished he would hear it again, but judging by the bitterness in her tone, Dewy didn’t think it likely.
			

			
				Her laughing days are winding down quick.
			

			
				“Your Gray Man struck me much as Vito does. He’s a thug I think, some play-yard punk grown big and tall in evil’s shadow. But that’s not right.”
			

			
				“What do you mean?”
			

			
				“There was a duality. A wrongness. He felt like a lie.”
			

			
				“He was faking?”
			

			
				“More like he was hiding, like he was a man within a man. I sensed a manipulation, as if he were creating what he wanted me to see.”
			

			
				“Duality,” she repeated.
			

			
				“Do you have any enemies? Does your family?”
			

			
				“I used to think so. Having enemies is like having crops. They rotate, grow, die off.”
			

			
				Dewy chuckled. Cassidy continued.
			

			
				“Aye, but none who could do what the Gray Man seems to be able to do, nothing like commanding the wolves. And I was helping to run home the last few years. I would know if we had enemies who would want to destroy Acrewood.”
			

			
				“I think there was a social lady in you who made every man she met fall in love with her.”
			

			
				“And did you fall in love with me?”
			

			
				“Yes,” he admitted frankly. “You have a dark beauty. But it’s turning poison, I think. Best be careful it doesn’t claim you.”
			

			
				She was silent at that.
			

			
				“I don’t know why the Gray Man did me, but I intend to find out before I kill him.”
			

			
				“That’s your plan?”
			

			
				“My family demands blood. His or mine. I would prefer it his. I will keep going until my family is avenged. I am their tool now.”
			

			
				They were silent together.
			

			
				“He said he was going to Eldora. He said he wanted you there. Do you know of it?”
			

			
				She nodded. “My father spoke of it often. It is a haunted land I hear. Eternal night, roaming dead, sweet smells on the air that can drive a person mad, weak spots that can drop you to other places. Some say it is a topside portal to the Underworld.”
			

			
				“I hope you don’t mind my saying that I fear for you.”
			

			
				“You think the Gray Man sent the wolves?”
			

			
				Dewy toyed with his fork. He stabbed at his pie.
			

			
				“Yes. I think the wolves he sent were his soldiers. Were-clans have different types, pecking-orders. They looked like four-legged wolves, but I suspect they were human, at least before he took them. Some say the four legs are children; kidnapped, forced labor.”
			

			
				“Then why didn’t he have the wolves kill me as well? They could have. Why spare me?”
			

			
				“I don’t know. I think he’s baiting you. He obviously wants you to follow him. It can’t be wise to do so.”
			

			
				“But I must.”
			

			
				Cassidy looked inward, relishing the image of strangling the Gray Man with silver barbed wire, then put the lovely vision aside.
			

			
				“So Dewy, will you report me to the authorities? Alter them to a new Were in the land?”
			

			
				“No.” His face was full of soft pity. “I think you need all the help you can get. I don’t want to cause you more trouble. You have enough already. Especially if you intend to follow him into the Land of the Damned.”
			

			
				“I need to go. He only gets farther away.” Cassidy stood, stretched, turned to the door.
			

			
				“Are you sure you won’t stay the night? My wife would love the excuse to cook more. That woman lives in the kitchen. She never understood moderation with cooking.”
			

			
				Cassidy’s back was still to Dewy. She closed her eyes. He was a good man, trying with her. She made herself human.
			

			
				“No. I already took your lunch.” Cassidy forced a polite laugh. She found it hollow.
			

			
				“Speaking of which, what do I owe you for your services today?”
			

			
				Dewy shook his head. “Nothing. I have always wanted to be part of something great. I think you are. No charge Cassidy Smith.”
			

			
				“My father told me to never leave a debt unpaid.”
			

			
				“It is not a debt. You have done me a kindness. Good company, the sight of a pretty girl, and maybe the chance to contribute to a worthwhile quest.”
			

			
				“You are too kind.”
			

			
				She smiled. Dewy collected his jumbled words.
			

			
				“Cassidy. I am afraid for you. The bite. It could kill you. A were-bite doesn’t always equal a change. Sometimes the host can’t take it. Sometimes rejection is . . . extreme.”
			

			
				“What am I supposed to do? I have my mission. I must free my Grandmother. And I must hurry. She watches me, follows me, going mad all the while.”
			

			
				Dewy drew a breath. “You’re haunted?”
			

			
				She nodded.
			

			
				He looked around almost comically. “Is it here now?”
			

			
				“My grandmother, not it. And yes. She points. Out your door, telling me to move. At least she is whole this time.”
			

			
				“My God . . . I don’t feel anything. I don’t sense anything, but texts say I wouldn’t. Still, it is amazing. One is here? Now? Good gravy!”
			

			
				“In the corner. I bring the dead uninvited, Dewy. Let me take them away. Besides, I should go before Vito wakes up.”
			

			
				“At least let me walk you out.” Dewy looked around goggle-eyed. “I have a sudden need to be in the sunshine if there are ghosts about. I don’t fancy being alone with one I can’t see, even if it is your grandmother.”
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 18
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The sun was a white and hot spotlight. The road dust puffed with their steps. Dewy allowed her to lead and remarked it had been some time since he walked with a young lady. Cass chuckled and told him he was too kind.
			

			
				They were a piece down the road when the bullet tore through Dewy’s guts. The gunshot was loud, an obscenity in the bright sunshine. The doctor screamed high and loud and fell in a crumpled heap against the side of the general store. Hot blood—exactly three drops—splashed Cassidy’s face. A familiar bellow rolled up the street like angry thunder.
			

			
				“YOU BITCH!”
			

			
				No Lass this time, just pure ego-anger.
			

			
				Cassidy rushed to Dewy, knelt, and put her back to Vito. Unperturbed, he screamed at her, doubling over with the force of his fury.
			

			
				“My head aches this morning girl and I have you to thank for that! You think you can sneak attack me and get away with it? Face me fair you stinking cunt!”
			

			
				Cassidy glanced over her shoulder. Vito was in the middle of the street, legs spread, arms cocked: the perfect gun fighting stance. He towered over the inhabitants cowering against the sides of the streets. Men were sweating, women were pulling children behind them, but all were watching. Cassidy called to Vito, wanting to acknowledge him just to buy more time. Her voice was even.
			

			
				“You think you have me? You think this is your duty law-man?”
			

			
				“This is dealing with a lying, cock-teasing piece of filth!”
			

			
				Reactions from the crowd, none of them nice, laughter and catcalls.
			

			
				“That’s a pretty dress, Lass.” Vito grinned, showing his tombstone teeth. “You’ll make a pretty corpse.”
			

			
				She threw words at him. “You talk a lot, Vito. I thought you were the fighting type. Or were all those stories only lies to get your pecker up?” She clenched her jaw, anger boiling in her. The bastard shot a defenseless man—a doctor, who had treated him!
			

			
				“You miserable woman. Our talkin’s done. Send one of these boys for Daddy’s guns.”
			

			
				“I have my own Vito.” And I’m going to show them to you! Her hands shook from fury.
			

			
				Calm down. You lose any fight started with anger her father told her once. But Cassidy didn’t know if she could calm herself. Her head throbbed.
			

			
				She swiped at the doctor’s blood on her face, leaving a thin trail like war paint.
			

			
				Blood on me again, always blood, or maybe ash from my home. Can’t tell in this sunshine.
			

			
				She opened her pack, laying it beside the doctor. He made weak grabs, telling her to stop, she’d be killed. Cassidy brushed his hands away impatiently. She wrapped the gun belt around her waist and buckled it, having to let the leg-tie hang loose because of the goddamned dress.
			

			
				That’s it, she swore to herself. From now on I walk into town in pants, guns on, ready for a fight. I’m lucky he hasn’t shot me in the back while I take all fucking day with my iron.
			

			
				She straightened and the crowd gave a delighted AHHHHHH at the gleam of her metal. The pleasure melted into individual comments. Murmurs rolled in waves through the spectators. A rough estimate told Cassidy the whole town was lining Laurel’s main street. They swayed as one animal.
			

			
				You have to calm down. You have to get control. Father said control was the first thing a gunfighter had to put on. If you don’t calm down, then Vito will kill you and Tilly will wander forever. Don’t damn her for your impatience! Grow up, Cassidy!
			

			
				She didn’t want to grow up. She wanted to fire her gun dry. This fucker gut-shot Dewy. He pawed her breasts. He had dared to slow her down.
			

			
				Use your brain or die!
			

			
				Cassidy looked back at Dewy who followed her with shiny eyes. The blood in his hands and across his middle was thick and dark. He forced his words out, reaching to grab her. Every word bubbled red on his lips.
			

			
				“Damn it, you can’t . . . he’ll kill you.”
			

			
				Cassidy swallowed, afraid. Her father told her to keep a pinprick of fear in her during any fight. It would keep her keen. As she remembered those words an idea came. She formed a plan. She grinned. Only Dewy knew how ghoulish it looked.
			

			
				Use my brain. Yeah. I see how. Not my brain, but—
			

			
				“Trust me, Doc. My father said the difference between a dead gunfighter and a living one is a single second. And this damn dress is going to give me that second.”
			

			
				She knelt again, facing Dewy, still giving Vito her back. He raved and challenged.
			

			
				“Blow it out your ass, buddy,” she whispered. Dewy laughed. Blood spattered his lips and he groaned.
			

			
				“Don’t make me do that again. Oh my God that hurts.”
			

			
				Cassidy removed Alan’s handkerchief and began unbuttoning the top of her dress. It didn’t take long. Dewy watched as she unhooked her bra from the front and pushed the cups under and around the sides of her dress. It was a tight fit. Dewy stared unabashedly at her exposed breasts.
			

			
				This cloth has had it. This will be its last hooray one way or another. Let’s hope it serves me well or it will be my burial gown.
			

			
				It crossed her mind that was just. Hadn’t she died, in a fashion, the last time she wore it? When she found her home obliterated? It became a winding shroud then.
			

			
				Dewy glanced to her face and back to her breasts. There was blood on his teeth now.
			

			
				“Can you keep a lady’s secret, Dewy?”
			

			
				“You trying to seduce him?”
			

			
				“I just need him surprised for a second, just an extra second to ventilate his skull. Daddy was right. The difference of an eye-blink.”
			

			
				Cassidy buttoned only the middle button on the bodice, feeling the rough material irritate her nipples. She arranged the look, so it appeared her dress was whole. It was a stretch, but she only needed it this once. Thread on the one button popped audibly. Vito screamed from his position like a prophet.
			

			
				“Tell me your name girl! Tell me the truth so we can get it right on the tombstone!” He roared laughter, seeming more set on pleasing the crowd than scaring her. She glanced back. Seeing he was content to shout himself blue, Cassidy pulled a string from the bottom hem of her dress. Fingers moving quick and nimble, she fashioned one end into a tiny lasso. She hooked the lasso around the single straining button and wrapped the other end around her index finger, leaving enough slack so that she could put her hand by her side but tighten it when she was ready.
			

			
				“Come, Lass. I want to finish with you and find me’s a real woman.”
			

			
				There were a few rumbles of laughter from the men who wanted Vito’s favor. Cassidy saw money changing hands as she stood and adjusted her belt with her free hand. She secured the string around her finger with a twist. It was a heavy thread, but from where he stood Vito would not be able to see its whiteness in the relentless sunshine.
			

			
				Slowly, Cassidy began to wind the string around her index finger as she walked to the center of the road, directly across from Vito. She stopped when the string was taught, and she felt the material straining.
			

			
				Careful girl. Reap no fruit before its time. You’ll only get one chance to save your life and avenge your family.
			

			
				Vito studied her, perhaps thinking on what should have been the night before. Cassidy studied him back. She wished for a cigar.
			

			
				“You ready to die, bitch?” Vito looked at her, not the crowd. He was ready. Was she?
			

			
				Suddenly her father’s voice spoke in her mind, a memory:
			

			
				A gunfighter is a rabid animal. They will take the tiniest move for your draw.
			

			
				She pulled down on the string slowly, carefully, lovingly; slowly, slowly, telling herself that her plan was a good one. The string grew tighter. Pull slowly, slowly, slowly still . . . It grew tighter. The crowd’s breath was louder. Dozens of eyes bore into her body. Pull, pull, and pull, tighter still. Vito made a half wink, and she knew that was it, his tell, in a second his bullet would tear her from her boots. Her blood and guts would splatter to the dusty road behind her. Her blood, her family’s blood shed again—
			

			
				POP!
			

			
				It happened with the ease of a rotten tooth being plucked from a socket. The middle button—white surrounded by a gold ring—came loose and bounced onto the road. The top of the dress gave, and the halves flew open. A well-endowed woman, Cassidy’s breasts pushed themselves into the sunshine. Vito’s jaw dropped. So did everyone else’s. There was a moment of perfect stunned silence in which not even the wind blew. It was the surprise she wanted, it just happened to come at the price of her modesty.
			

			
				Vito: “Wha?”
			

			
				And then Cassidy’s bullet shattered his head. A pink and grey wad exited the fragments of his skull. A wet gob struck the dusty ground and the base of a horse post. Someone made a gibbering scream. Cassidy heard vomit splash into a horse trough. She spun the gun four times, swinging the gun up and out, and then slammed it home into the holster. Her other hand was still at waist level where it had pulled back the hammer, open-palmed, the string dangling from her finger.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The first few moments after a gun fight are as tense as those during. After all, provoked or not, there is a murder standing among innocents.
			

			
				Without comment, Cassidy returned to Dewy’s side and took one of her new shirts from her pack: white with sixteen buttons, she covered herself quickly.
			

			
				The doctor’s skin was pale, the shade of marble tombstones, but he was smiling. The blood on his chin was thicker now. People were talking excitedly but she didn’t give a happy damn for them.
			

			
				“Dewy?”
			

			
				“Fine girl. That . . . brilliant . . .” He laughed. It was a shaky sound like wind through a cemetery tree.
			

			
				He passed out. The sun beat down. Cass took a moment to close her eyes, so of course she was interrupted.
			

			
				“What do we do?” A young woman asked. She came close to Cassidy and gripped her sleeve. “What do we do now?”
			

			
				“Collect his fucking corpse,” Cassidy responded. Adrenaline was coursing through her and she did not feel particularly delicate. Besides, the woman looked stupid.
			

			
				“I mean about the wolves. Vito took care of them. Are you going to do it now?”
			

			
				“Take care of your own damn wolves.”
			

			
				“But he took care of them. He kept them out of our yards and the chicken coops and who’s going to do it now?” She tugged on Cassidy’s sleeve with childish insistence. She was lost. Her eyes were wide. She did not understand that the wolves were her problem now.
			

			
				“What do we do?”
			

			
				Cassidy heard Vito’s memory: Naw, Lass; I’m the law of the land. Anyone needs moving or settlin’ down and I do it. None of that by-the-book law bullshit. I handle the bad ‘uns and the dark ‘uns that come in. Killed a werewolf just the other day. Snapped its neck with these hands. Trembled like a pup it did!
			

			
				Had Vito been more than a blow-hard? Had he contributed something to these people? It didn’t matter now if it ever did.
			

			
				“Figure it out,” Cassidy responded. Your doctor is my only responsibility now.”
			

			
				Careful you don’t drop the doctor, with all that blood on your hands. How many in this town have you doomed to death and misery because they are sheep ripe for picking?
			

			
				Cassidy ignored the voice and gave the lost and questioning woman her back. She picked up Dewy and started towards his office.
			

			
				Chapter 19
			

			
				Cassidy Smith lifted Dewy and started back towards his office. The stunned silence of the gunfight followed her. Faintly she heard someone ask what they were going to do with the body, and she sneered. Then she realized the speaker meant Vito. His shattered skull was drawing flies. How was that dead bastard such a concern for them? The bite twanged a new deep note and she saw Vito grown mountain-sized, naked, his pecker out, ejaculating all over the town, its crops growing, its buildings shining with new paint, and coin littering the streets.
			

			
				I didn’t know them or him or what he did here. Did I rob them of a protector? They shied away from him in the bar and the street, but that was just a handful. Does anyone not fear and respect their governors? Maybe Vito is all they had.
			

			
				Cassidy looked down at the pitiful bundle of bloody sticks she carried. She walked.
			

			
				Cassidy thought the townspeople would follow. She expected them to make a procession, a silent, shuffling dirge that would wind through town and end as a hushed vigil in front of the doctor’s office. But no one followed as she carried Dewy back to his place. Maybe they hated him. They surely hated her. Cassidy was on her own. Her back began to complain from the doctor’s weight, but she ignored it. The bite in her thigh flared with each step. She bared her teeth and continued, entering Dewy’s domain, thankful for the shade and dark and quiet.
			

			
				She took him to the back and laid him on his table there. Cassidy laid him gently, collecting her flying thoughts and feelings. A hot ball clogged her throat. He didn’t look like he was sleeping.
			

			
				“Dewy?”
			

			
				Cassidy set about dressing the doctor’s wound, but the bullet was still inside, silently beginning to rot him. Gangrene. She could smell its coming funk. She was no doctor with hope of removing it. Besides, it was in Dewy’s middle, where her father told her to put a bullet if she wanted to make sure to kill a man slow and painfully.
			

			
				She made Dewy as comfortable as she could and then looked to the door. The Gray Man was walking ever onward out there. His trail was her place, but she could sit for a minute. She could do that if she couldn’t cry. While she waited, she pulled pants from her pack and finished changing. The destroyed dress she threw away, giving it a eulogy in her head. There it was, the last of her old life. It looked so small, wadded in the corner there. It was a shed skin.
			

			
				She secured her belt and guns and looked at herself in the mirror. Dewy had bled on her new shirt. It was ruined. Cassidy cursed, removed it, and tossed it in the corner on top of her dress. She pulled another new one, startlingly white in the gloom. She dressed quickly and placed her hat on her head. The image nodded back at her from his mirror. This was who she was now: Pants, shirt, coat, hat; guns strapped, tied, and loaded.
			

			
				Hurry girl . . .
			

			
				Dewy was still out. She looked around his office. There were bandages, medicine, needles for sewing. He had already loaded her pack, there was no need to take more. But she did find a money sack in his desk. There was some coin, not much, but she had no compunction about taking it. She needed it and he was dying. Life went on.
			

			
				Packed and ready, Cassidy took a seat, put her head back, and waited. She needed rest and keeping vigil was as good a place to get it as any. With her eyes closed she could easily hear the town outside. No one would come in; it was the old way. By bringing in Dewy she accepted the responsibility of making sure he died without a demon taking his body to animate later or feast upon. She didn’t think she would see a demon but if one came, she would be ready.
			

			
				She put her hat over her eyes. She reflected that she had killed another man but found her nerves steady. Cassidy breathed deep and drifted a little. She would rest because it served her end.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Someone was calling her name. In the red-dark of sleep she could be a girl again, barefoot and running through the grass. Her man was behind her. She heard the heavy trod of Alan’s footsteps and laughed. She ran because there was joy in the chase—but it had been so long since she felt his good touch. This time she would stop and turn and let him collide with her—oh how she wanted that, to feel the rock of his chest and the sandpaper of his stubble. Her man was alive and well and there to hold her, to make this insanity go away, this grinding, blood-thirsty beat driving her to revenge that was steadily breaking her down, making her less than a woman, less than a human. Alan could fix her.
			

			
				Cassidy turned from the run, seeing blue sky and green grass but not Alan’s muscular body (always bare-chested in these fantasies to pass the long-roving miles . . .). It was the Gray Man behind her, her mental picture built from countless interviews and coins passed. He came at her, a lumbering barrel of a man. He was round and full of stinking evil rotting him from the inside out. He grinned at her, skull-like, the patch over his socket a bull’s-eye for her talented hand if she could just pull her iron. But she couldn’t. Nightmare-cement coated her (and she was in a goddamned dress, a lady now and not a killer, dressed to entice not intimidate) and he charged, a rock meaning to crush her life with the un-avenged screams of the Smith family in her ears for all time. The Gray Man would be with her even in Hell, her personal boulder to push through eternity.
			

			
				Then he called her name, softly, pitifully:
			

			
				“Cassidy . . .”
			

			
				At some point she moved, falling asleep with her head resting on her arms on the table next to Dewy. The sun was low. The land was red. She woke to find that blood had seeped through his make-shift bandages. His middle was hot and her neck stiff from the awkward way she slept.
			

			
				“Cass . . .”
			

			
				He’s dying.
			

			
				She saw that he knew it too.
			

			
				“We don’t have much time,” Dewy said. Cassidy saw he didn’t want to go. Dewy was a man who had planned on a whole lot more living. She had a moment, one she would often think back on, where she felt bad, that she had brought this. If she never came and be-friended him then he never would have been shot in the street like a dog. It was one of the last times she thought of others.
			

			
				Of course, I wouldn’t have been here if I wasn’t hunting for the Gray Man, if I had been left alone. I didn’t ask for any of this!
			

			
				With that thought Cass sealed off another piece of herself. The Gray Man was out there, getting farther away. She didn’t have long to stay.
			

			
				“I have something.” Dewy panted but was determined to go on. “That you may need. I. Think you do.”
			

			
				Dewy’s voice was low but it carried. He meant to have his say. She leaned close.
			

			
				“Gray. Man is evil. Track him. Hurry. But beware. He. He is. A. Lie.”
			

			
				“He’s double . . .”
			

			
				“In the cabinet . . .”
			

			
				The doctor tried to rise as if he had taken no more than a nap. When she heard blood splatter to the floor, Cassidy pushed him back down. Dewy’s skin was bleaching. His hair was a sweaty tangle. His eyes were caves.
			

			
				“In the cabinet. There is a small. Box. Get it.”
			

			
				She turned. The cabinet opened with no squall. The box was black.
			

			
				“Take it.” Dewy was wheezing now. “Some of that. Love in medicine. We spoke of.”
			

			
				She opened the box. The silver cross hung at the end of a thick chain. The chain caught the last of the sunlight and juggled it.
			

			
				“I think. Will help.” He wheezed and she didn’t think he was going to be able to speak again. But he pushed. “Protect you, Cassss.” Her name trailed off in his mouth. He drooled.
			

			
				She regarded the cross. The decision was quick, like all things in her. If it could help, so be it. She had no preference for God or His ways, but she would leave no possible key behind. Perhaps when she was done, she would lift the Gray Man’s eye patch and grind the cross into his empty socket. Or at the very least she could sell it for a pretty.
			

			
				“Very well.”
			

			
				She reached out, sensing a heat from it. It made a crazy kind of sense. If Dewy was right, she was a werewolf after all.
			

			
				She grabbed the cross swinging at the end of the necklace and it immediately burned the shape into her hand.
			

			
				Unclean, unclean . . . But to do dirty deeds one can’t be clean . . .
			

			
				A faint smell and a tendril of smoke drifted up from her flesh as the symbol tattooed itself into her palm. She enjoyed the pain. She squeezed until the burning stopped and then looped it over her head. It lay against her shirt and hung warmly, her own little coal. There was the answer. It was true. She was diseased. Unclean.
			

			
				“More,” Dewy said. He struggled up. His eyes opened enough to register his agony, but he made himself focus. Cassidy felt the man gather himself for her.
			

			
				“I was in. The white. White. I saw the Gray Man’s plan. Intends to use you. Raise a powerful demon.”
			

			
				He swallowed.
			

			
				“Do. Not. Allow. No matter what.” He grabbed her wrist with the last of his strength. “I saw. Can’t.” He held her eyes and she read there No matter what . . .
			

			
				I can’t promise that Dewy. Don’t you know that?
			

			
				She held his hand and watched him die. There was nothing else for her to do. After a time, only his sweat and blood moved. Soon enough those would stop.
			

			
				No demon came for him. Cassidy regarded the burned cross shape in her palm, and she wondered what someone on the outside would say if they saw it. She found she didn’t care.
			

			
				She dug her dress from the corner and laid it over the doctor like a shroud, covering his face with her bloody shirt. She gave Dewy a last glance and then turned from him as the light grew dim in the room.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy checked her guns, straightened her hat, and stepped out the front door. The Gray Man was her business; let the town discover and bury their doctor.
			

			
				They were crowded around outside. The coming darkness made them vague shapes. Cassidy saw no eye to meet and was glad. They would only slow her and that had happened enough in this town. They parted before her as she moved away from the building. Her hand stayed near her gun.
			

			
				A loud whistle began. It was hoarse, and Cassidy wondered if a Banshee had come to call. Then she realized what she was hearing. She was doing the same herself not long ago.
			

			
				A lone figure parted the crowd. A tall and thick woman with outstretched hands hooked into claws stumbled forward. Her face was parchment with two red hectic spots for cheeks. Her eyes had passed bloodshot and gone to the deep red of someone who has crying still yet to go.
			

			
				Dewy’s wife, Cassidy thought.
			

			
				“My . . .” She sobbed hard enough to choke her. She coughed a thick wad of phlegm that hung from her chin. Then she asked the question Cassidy saw she most feared.
			

			
				“Did a demon come for him? Is he gone?”
			

			
				“He is there still.” Cassidy pointed. Dewy’s wife pushed past and into the darkness beyond. There was no point for them to converse further. After a beat Cassidy heard the wife scream. Cassidy put the sound at her back. It was time to go. She had taken their pseudo-protector; she had taken their doctor. She had done enough to this town.
			

			
				She tried not to think of the wife who was finding her husband’s corpse. Dewy said his wife liked to cook, that they lost their son. He shared many secrets of the woman who just pushed past. At least the new widow had a complete body. Cassidy had buried the pieces of Alan that were uneaten.
			

			
				Good luck to you in grief’s embrace.
			

			
				Cassidy turned, put her back to the people, and left as twilight descended on the town of Laurel. She made four miles and the end of the desert. There the land softened. Darker soil began to take over the beige hardpan. Green patches showed up, thickening to lush grass. Insects sang and a breeze played in her hair.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy camped at the edge of the Veros woods where the flora and trees grew unchecked in thick, lush masses. Here she could not hear the grief of Laurel. What would they do for a doctor now? What would they do when the wolves came creeping tonight?
			

			
				It’s not your problem. Your way is forward.
			

			
				With her back to a tree, she smoked and put Dewy out of her mind. She put his wife out of her mind. It was becoming easy to strip her concentration to a narrow limb.
			

			
				There were no animals here, no insects, just the willowy flora and a sweet smell like perfumed soap. Cassidy closed her eyes and let her lover’s smoke drift out of her mouth in a thick cloud without exhaling. Soon she would untie her hair and investigate the water she heard in the distance. It was sickening how much water there was lately when she and Alan scratched so hard to find it. Alan once broken a bartender’s jaw for holding out.
			

			
				Her camp was bright and alive in the moonlight. She knew the effect was in part due to the Micca grass. The plant gathered moonlight and glowed with it, giving any place it rooted a blue, pulsing aura. Her respite was serene, peaceful.
			

			
				The river greeted Cassidy with a steady gurgling and dimpled swirls of strong and weak currents. The water still held the day’s warmth and made a luxurious bath. She enjoyed the silence. She finished, dried, dressed, and tried to make a fire. But each time she saw the widow’s face flaming and the fire wouldn’t come. She used her lighter instead of magic.
			

			
				Not long after, Cassidy slept. She passed the night with no dreams—at least none she could remember.
			

			
				While she slept, Tilly returned and drooled, hungry, watching.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The Magician watched Cassidy sleep after Tilly dissipated. His brow was furrowed in hate and fear.
			

			
				Cassidy showed cunning in her gunfight with Vito. She knew Vito was faster than her. Was she faster than him? The question was sour in the Magician’s mouth.
			

			
				As he watched Cassidy sleep, his fear of her increased. He felt the press of time to get her to Eldora before she evolved beyond his ability to beat. He looked to the sky. The clock was not his to control, only his fear was, and that was growing beyond him.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy finished waking as the sun bloomed. The bite woke soon after and told her it was still there, still sinking fangs deeper and deeper in her. She pushed the knowledge away, gathered her things, and set off. After an hour’s worth of walking, the heat returned to her brain, the itch to her hand, a killer’s itch.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 19
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The woods petered out. The soil grew thin and rocky. Trees became stunted and grass resembled the crown of hair on a bald king’s domed head. What foliage remained leaned, as if looking for a better place. Eventually, Cassidy came to the edge of a clay cliff. Weeds hung over the edge like a comb over.
			

			
				Cassidy hooked her thumbs into her ammo belt and stared below. The land down there was the beige-gold-yellow of more desert sand, but a clear road was cut into it. That path was darker, and she spied wheel ruts and the tell-tale swoops of recent usage.
			

			
				Cass opened her pack and retrieved the last map that would be of use. She was at map’s end. What lay beyond the road would be guesswork and calculation, but largely unknown. She looked over the markings until she was satisfied that she was traveling in the correct direction (as sure as she could be anyway; it was always West), then packed it away with the other scraps. Their material was thick and soft. They would make excellent wiping paper in a pinch.
			

			
				Cassidy turned to the cliff and examined every angle for the best way down. There were slim pickings. She quickly saw what she would have to do, she just didn’t like it.
			

			
				She removed her rope and tied it to the end of a large broken branch. The tree at the edge of the cliff had a convenient fork and Cassidy made what Alan called a “baboon’s ass” sling. She placed the branch horizontally in the fork and tossed the rope over the cliff edge. Basically, she would repel down the cliff with only the branch holding her weight. Once she was on the ground, she could snap the rope up and retrieve it.
			

			
				She fiddled with the placement of the branch until she was satisfied. Looking down at the rope’s length Cassidy saw that she would have to drop about eight feet to the ground. It was too short.
			

			
				“Damn it.”
			

			
				She sighed and began down. The drop meant she would lose the rope, but it couldn’t be helped. Rope she could buy later. Forward motion was priceless.
			

			
				Despite her foul temper about it, Cass repelled, dropped, and landed fine. She looked back up at the rope and cursed creatively. She turned from the cliff.
			

			
				Tilly was there, her face flaming, her eyes black, teeth sharpened points. She grabbed Cassidy’s shoulders and she felt the burning of her grandmother’s touch. Tilly screamed at her, a deep guttural roar that drove Cassidy back on her ass. She screeched in surprise.
			

			
				“HURRY UP!”
			

			
				Then Tilly was gone.
			

			
				“What? Shit! Fuck!” Cassidy stayed down, gasping, gathering her wits. The shoulders of her coat were scorched. Fine tendrils of smoke wafted.
			

			
				After her heart settled, Cassidy stood, checked herself, and controlled her breathing. She spoke out loud in an unsteady voice.
			

			
				“It’s getting bad. Oh, shit on that. She smelled like sulfur”
			

			
				She turned, faced the road, and all sound and moisture dried from her mouth.
			

			
				She saw a horse. But calling what she saw a horse was like saying her father was just some guy. This horse was more there. Its lines were thicker, and it glowed in the sunlight. She knew this was no ordinary horse because she had been trained on magical creatures, but her heart told her more than her mind and memory. Her heart told her what she saw was a gift. She knew immediately what she was seeing, she just couldn’t believe it.
			

			
				It would take this to make me forget Tilly.
			

			
				The creature was colored silver. Its muscles flexed like water rippling under its skin. Folded against its side was transparent webbed wings, with inverted scoops to capture and harness wind. Its eyes were topped with black eyelids and pointed ears raked back along its skull.
			

			
				Some called them angels, others claimed they were elements transformed to physical forms; some fools believed them to be unicorns. No two looked the same. The legend said the one you needed was the one who found you.
			

			
				Cassidy began towards it. She didn’t blink and she didn’t close her mouth.
			

			
				I must have a guardian angel. Or a guardian something to receive this gift.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The horse (that wasn’t a horse)—waited for her at the intersection of her road and another the dirt hid. Wasn’t there some warning from Tilly about meeting strangers at crossroads? But the magnificence of the animal stole Cassidy’s concentration. She let the memory go.
			

			
				“Hello Silver.” There was simply no other name she could give the animal. “We got some miles to turn, don’t we?”
			

			
				The animal did not speak but it bobbed its head. Its hide was cool to the touch. It was saddled. Cassidy found fruit and greens in the saddlebag. She swung herself up.
			

			
				A miracle . . . Thank whoever . . .
			

			
				“Let’s go then.”
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 20
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy rode Silver, and the miles flew by. The desert landscape shifted. The soil grew thicker and sloped down. She rode through what were once occupied lands. Cassidy wondered what became of the people. The fields were gone to riot: corn, wheat, peaches.
			

			
				She passed a mansion that had turned black and gray, shudders hanging like eyelids. It slumped in the afternoon heat, sitting like a thunderhead. Cassidy felt its cold breath as a stream to cross. No doubt haunted, Cassidy spurred her mount forward. Did something call her or was it only imagination? In these far lands, one could be the same.
			

			
				That night Tilly cackled on her side of the fire.
			

			
				“There was a wonder in there. You should go back and look.”
			

			
				“I remember the story of the Pirate King’s wife who was temped. She lost her head as a result. You told me that one after all.”
			

			
				Tilly cackled and vanished, exploding in a cloud of flies that flew at her face. Cassidy swatted, spit, ducked, cursed, and then they were gone. Even after their buzzing dissipated, Cassidy wasn’t satisfied. She flipped her hair, shook it out, and pawed at her tongue and ears. Damn things!
			

			
				Cassidy knew she was closer to the Gray Man. She wasn’t sure how she knew. Instinct. A smell. There was more shadow the way she rode.
			

			
				I will have him.
			

			
				The next day she began to pass small dwellings beside the road. Most were abandoned but occasional occupants peeked out. Eventually Cass began to see families, obviously inbred dwellers, a few with strong children that might be able to breed out the worse deformities. Why these camps didn’t cross breed to help each other was a mystery, but she knew from her teachings that they were warring tribes, fiercely territorial. She kept her hand near her gun as she traveled. Silver showed no fear and Cassidy fed from that.
			

			
				She crested a drumlin and saw gallows below them. Ravens roosted on its twisted and hunched frame. A rotted rope swung in an unfelt breeze.
			

			
				“He’s close,” she told Silver.
			

			
				She found him over the next rise.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The church was an extension of the scattered hovels she passed. Inside were many voices praising, begging, wailing in song. She stopped Silver and stood before the entrance.
			

			
				“Legends say I should not tether you. But you’ll be gone when I finish here, won’t you?”
			

			
				The not-horse said nothing.
			

			
				“Then thank you. Good travels my friend.”
			

			
				With that, Cassidy stepped up to the church. Music, praise, and singing washed over her as she stood before the closed portal. All was off-key, strained, and desperate.
			

			
				Let’s end this, you son of a bitch.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy ascended the front stairs. She heard her father:
			

			
				 
			

			
				Always approach cautiously, assess the situation. Recon if you can.
			

			
				Cassidy kicked open the doors. They flew in, the right one pulling free of its upper hinge and hanging askew.
			

			
				Always use the element of surprise if available. Never make yourself a lone target. Avoid the middle of doorways as they are natural funnel points for vison and projectiles.
			

			
				Cassidy stood in the middle of the entrance and called to the people gathered there.
			

			
				“I AM CASSIDY SMITH! I HAVE COME FOR THE GRAY MAN! ANYONE PROTECTING HIM WILL DIE BY HIS SIDE!”
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The Magician was resting in the church’s attic. It was stiflingly hot, but he enjoyed the sensation. He listened to the singing of the congregation below. The explosion of the doors and Cassidy’s proclamation shocked him awake. Her jerked, gasping, for a moment feeling the cold stones he once had to sleep on, and badly fell off the bags he collected for his bed.
			

			
				Crumpled on the floor, fear slipped in and for a moment Charles wanted to hunker down and hide. Then his ego asserted itself.
			

			
				She caught up to me. How? It’s early yet!
			

			
				He could not kill her, and he certainly couldn’t let her kill him. Run?
			

			
				No. I will never run from a Smith!
			

			
				The Magician hid in the only place he could. He put on his armor, drawing the guise of the Gray Man around him.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				A huge cross dominated the back wall. Jesus Christ hung there. He watched Cassidy enter and proclaim her intentions.
			

			
				“GRAY!”
			

			
				The Gray Man’s shadow fell upon Jesus as he dropped from the ceiling. Gray landed, the floor shaking under his false weight. He faced her, puffing his chest out as if posing for a portrait. Dust rolled. His coat flapped like a cape. He raised his face to hers and grinned.
			

			
				Charles opened his mouth, prepared to banter, but Cassidy fired six shots, three from each gun. He moved in a zig-zagging streak to avoid them and disappeared among the frozen people. Jesus took every bullet. He didn’t seem to mind.
			

			
				She moved up the aisle, looking, calling for Gray.
			

			
				“I know you are a false man, a man within a man! How about both of you face me.”
			

			
				How did she—?!
			

			
				The fucking doctor. Charles was suddenly glad Vito gut-shot him. He hoped the quack died in agony.
			

			
				Cassidy had learned one of his secrets and taken away one of his weapons. She didn’t know any specifics, but Cassidy knew more than she should. He bared his teeth. The bitch! The bitch dared!
			

			
				Charles peeked from behind a tall and lank man with stringy white hair hanging well past his shoulders. He saw her face. There was no fear there, just determination. The Magician tasted fear and it was sour.
			

			
				He became aware the man he was hiding behind was whispering. The Magician looked incredulously as he repeated in growing voice:
			

			
				“Hereherehereheishereheisherehere . . .”
			

			
				The Magician did not take the time to curse but grabbed the squealer and infected him with a quick mumble curse. Charles reached right, left, up, down, and began to spread the infection. Then he threw his voice to the other side of the room.
			

			
				“Here Cassidy Smith. Here we are!”
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				She whirled in time to see them come.
			

			
				The congregation attacked, mouths open, eyes black. A horrible thought surfaced before Cassidy could stop it This is what Tilly will look like coming at me.
			

			
				He infected them. Magic? It must be. So the man within the man is a magician then?
			

			
				The first one reached her so quickly Cassidy did not have time to draw back for a punch. She head-butted him and broke his nose in a single snap. He stumbled, sneezed blood, and came at her again. She fired from the hip and removed his brains from the back of his skull.
			

			
				Here they come.
			

			
				Cassidy put her humanity aside, scanned the room, and found her query. She wished nothing was between them, but he flung people like cards from a deck, making both shield and projectiles. Too many. But she had warned them. And even if she hadn’t, she had her mission. They were in the way. Pity for them.
			

			
				She fired and killed and fired and killed. Her father’s training settled on her like a cooling mist. Everything moved slowly. Everyone waited their turn to die.
			

			
				Cassidy moved in a crescent formation, her father’s design. It kept her back to a wall and made the rest of the room a shooting gallery. Slow, patient, meticulous, she picked her shots three ahead and didn’t allow herself to be hurried.
			

			
				The congregation infected each other as they moved: mothers, children, the old, the hobbled. All came at her. All died. She reloaded in a blur while side-stepping. They reminded her of ghouls with their mindless swarming. Towards the end she blew one in the kneecap and then cleared the rest. Her chosen one snapped and snarled on the ground, trying to drag itself forward. Cassidy took off its hands and it flopped on its face, howling. She left it and searched the room. It was hazy with her gun smoke and the smell of blood. Nothing lived. Down a hall, the back door blew in the breeze. The Gray Man was gone.
			

			
				Coward.
			

			
				In the yard beyond she saw no sign of her query.
			

			
				She went back inside and examined her killing floor. She found her saved one down the aisle, heading for the door, presumably to find its master. Cassidy pulled the thing up by its hair. It was female. She screamed her questions at the thing. She expected snapping and cursing, but it surprised her. It grinned, black muck running between its teeth.
			

			
				“Eldora. He will show you the way. Travel West. Travel West to be his.”
			

			
				Furious, Cassidy threw the thing across the room, breaking its head against the wall.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				He was in trouble. He used most of his energy to fight Cassidy, to infect the congregation members, to plant the tidbit about where to go. But the biggest expenditure had been transporting himself here, to his Necrom. And it all happened so fast! Their first encounter and he felt like it happened in a blink—in a stumble! He created the Gray Man to intimidate her and yet he was the one running!
			

			
				She was coming.
			

			
				The Magician checked his watch. Her time was running forward. He had to wait. The bit about traveling west would keep her coming. He was ahead of her. He was still in control.
			

			
				“She was the best option. The youngest. The most inexperienced. Look how she barged into the church. She’s wild, unpolished, sloppy. I’ll have her. I’ll have her!”
			

			
				Charles sat on the ground and leaned against his desk. He had to rest and recuperate. He would make himself a bed. He would plan. But a little voice asked: If escaping Cassidy took so much from him, how much did he gain at the church? Who came out ahead?
			

			
				She didn’t hesitate. She was so cold in her purpose. I can no longer deny I underestimated her ability. Her drive. She is dangerous. If I didn’t need her following me, I surely would have unleashed my own damnation.
			

			
				I’ll have to go back and leave her crumbs to follow. But I will have to be careful. I do not want to confront her again until it’s time to take her. That’s using my brain. That’s smart!
			

			
				Consoling himself, the Magician lowered himself to rest on the ground. He would make a bed later. He closed his eyes. To make a plan, to make a wish. Perchance to dream, to remember, to even hope.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 21
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy continued west, towards Cave’s Echo. The desert hard pan reestablished itself. The scenery consisted of cacti drooping, dropping, and dying. Gray, rocky soil took over. Above ground cave systems made humped chains on the horizon, reminding her of wasp nests, gray and rounded.
			

			
				The landscape was speckled with odd decorations to distract Cassidy from the dull landscape. She passed a cropping of rocks that resembled a family: two big boulders surrounded by smaller ones, children crowding for comfort. Cassidy saw two cacti with their arms intertwined, two birds flying close at wing, and swirls of sand where a snake had boogied looking for shelter.
			

			
				“So should I.”
			

			
				She spied a dark brown, flapping shape on the horizon. As she moved closer, Cass saw it was a simple wagon turned on its side, the canvas snapping in the wind. The broken spokes of its remaining wheel pointed at the sky.
			

			
				“As good a place as any.”
			

			
				The wagon was crushed at such a hunched angle that she was able to dig the sand out and nestle herself inside. As she was settling, Cassidy noticed a green shaggy vine growing over the side (so it was an old accident then). Her nose told her what she already knew.
			

			
				“Snap beans.” She smiled. They were bitter and as hard as old clay, but they were the first edible roughage she had come across in many miles. She picked the plant clean, finding greed in her hunger and finally pulled the vine down to dry. A day in her pack would make it an excellent crumbling chew.
			

			
				An hour after she settled, the first powdering of white began. She used the spokes of the wagon wheel as firewood and stared out into the night, smoking.
			

			
				The snow continued. The wind blew the flakes around into weird flapping shapes. There were canyons somewhere because she could hear the wind hooting in despair. Or perhaps she heard ghosts. She was already haunted, what were more specters in her company?
			

			
				The wind cycled itself to a screaming crescendo. Cassidy pulled herself out and looked down the desert’s ally. She saw no home lights or street glow. There was only moonlight as the snow sputtered. She smoked. After an hour of watching, she returned to her shelter, curled on her side, and went to sleep. As always, she dreamed of home and family lost.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				 In her dream Cassidy Smith came home.
			

			
				With her return, the paths and land seemed smaller. Her memory always drew Acrewood as an ocean of crops and home and hearth, but reality was empty. Of course it was empty. Fire had cleared the land. Her dream gave only a single singed tree. Memory filled in the missing pieces, but they were merely transparent shades. A cool wind stirred dust and ash.
			

			
				“All gone,” she croaked.
			

			
				Cassidy fell to her knees. Forcing revenge on the Gray Man meant nothing. Her home and family would remain just as dead, her land just as empty.
			

			
				Cassidy raked her hands through the dirt and crushed it in her fist. She could still smell charred wood. She meditated silently, shaking in her rage. Cassidy did not hear her mother’s voice.
			

			
				“Poor child . . .”
			

			
				Amanda Smith appeared in a glowing bright halo. A shimmering white and blue gown undulated around them both like wings. Her mother moaned and tried to touch her, but of course her hand passed through her daughter’s back.
			

			
				“I’ll watch if I can, daughter; help if I can . . .”
			

			
				And then she was gone.
			

			
				Cassidy left Acrewood, burrowing further down. Somewhere deep she found dreamless sleep and tried to use it to recharge.
			

			
				Hours later she rose with the sun. The remaining patches of snow were melting. She filled her canteens with slush that would eventually turn to horrible-tasting water. Cassidy gathered her few personal effects, dowsed the campfire with sand, and set out.
			

			
				At the edge of her path her grandmother stood.
			

			
				“There are tales of towns that dried up. The town below you is dead. What happened to them? I won’t tell. The dead keep their secrets. The only clue is a word carved under a bed. Find it and wonder. Find it but do not speak it. Speaking it may call them back.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cave’s Echo was a town set low in a crater. Its name derived from the fact that most of the day-to-day life produced an echo on the town’s sides. Cassidy remembered her father speaking of it once; the man was a magpie, picking up essentially useless bits of random information he thought glittered. Daddy said it was a remarkable piece of engineering. The town wasn’t in a hole but was set below ground level in a wide dip.
			

			
				“A town built in a giant cereal bowl.”
			

			
				Cassidy walked towards the dip. She saw chimneys and roofs and ravens. One cried at her in its ugly voice and ruffled its feathers in challenge. It was the only greeting. There was no one in town. The wind played a death lute in the hollow crevasses of whatever was left for her to find.
			

			
				Cass began her descent.
			

			
				Cave’s Echo started as a stone stairwell that led down into homes and buildings built along a wide, winding, descending path. Some buildings were carved from the earth itself, cut into the walls of this crater. Not so much dirt and sand as hard clay and stone, Cave’s Echo revealed itself with every stair. She thought the structures must be fantastically cool in the summer, but they were only mausoleums now. She saw buildings, cacti, blown trash, scattered clothes, dust, dirt, emptiness. Cass drew her gun and crept.
			

			
				It was dark and cool making Cassidy think of crypts covered with the traditional offerings of candles and wreaths. The wind blew, scattering dust and a red toy ball.
			

			
				Cassidy crossed one of the many bridges between the sides of the bowl, listening to the planks and ropes creak. As she ascended on the opposite side, she searched buildings. Gruesome or not, there were treasures here if she wanted to take the time—and there was no telling what clues the Gray Man left.
			

			
				In a blacksmith’s stable she found a black pair of leather gauntlet gloves, studded at the edge. There were many knives, but none as good as Alan’s. She took a horseshoe because it struck her fancy and put it through a belt loop. Her father used to do that when he walked the property and found a loose one. Cass never forgot the whimsy of it. He would give them to Cassidy’s mother with an elaborate bow and proclaim them as dragon’s feet from imaginary beasts he slayed in her honor—always with young Cassidy saving him at the last minute. It was part of her parent’s play with each other, with her, and she was suddenly melancholy at the memory. She missed them.
			

			
				The homes proved to be a treasure trove of junk. She found a small copper cup and silver utensils. All went in her pack. There was food plenty, but all the perishables were rotted or sour. She made an exception for stale bread. How long since she tasted it? Cass removed mold and washed it down with a red wine she found.
			

			
				There was jewelry and trinkets strewn like party favors. She took what she could sell. She feared running out of money, being blocked by simply not having a resource she once took for granted. Cassidy found loose coins here and there and was thankful for the bounty. In a home close to the top, she found chocolate in an ice chest. She took it with an absurd smile, eating rather than storing it.
			

			
				The last home was wide and thick, someone obviously important. Cassidy paused on its threshold. The bite in her thigh twanged, making her think of guitar strings. But it felt like a warning. She stepped inside on her toes with her calves taught.
			

			
				She sniffed the air and found funk. Wet, rank and—
			

			
				The cat jumped towards her face. Cassidy grabbed it in mid-leap with her free hand, perfectly palming the thing’s head. It yowled and spit, trying to bring its back legs up to kick. Cassidy tossed the thing to the side. It promptly shit, howled, and retreated. The bite in her thigh twisted. She saw herself jumping after it, rending, ripping, eating. She saw blood smeared across her chin, teeth, her eyes turned a horrible yellow like corpse gas—
			

			
				Oh shit . . . just a damn housecat, but what just happened? What is this thing in me? How long will it be before I start to yowl and jump and hiss? How long before shit is running down my legs? I want this outta me!
			

			
				She holstered her gun because she knew she wasn’t fit to have her finger near the trigger. That instinct was more deeply ingrained than any bite-born disease. Cassidy placed her hands on her knees and bent forward, waiting to see if she would throw up. Her tongue was tingling with adrenaline. The taste was akin to sucking on penny nails.
			

			
				Little by little she got herself under control. She saw the cat under a table, hunkered, growling. She had a sudden understanding of it as a pet, perhaps lying there, waiting for treats from its mistress, tail swishing, purring rustily. Cassidy thought of her own childhood cat. After a moment she shook herself clear again.
			

			
				“I’m okay,” she whispered. But the bite crackled in contradiction.
			

			
				She checked the rest of the house quickly, finding a family portrait. In the center of mother and father was a raven-haired daughter with big green eyes. She looked too beautiful to marry. The back room proved to be her bedroom. Cassidy searched it thoroughly, finding a shocking surprise under the teenager’s bed.
			

			
				The box was cherry wood, a deep red brown. It reminded Cassidy of a bullet-box. When she opened it, her eyes focused several seconds before she realized what she was seeing. It made her giggle. Then laugh, and finally guffaw. Cassidy hee-hawed, even snorted, until she fell on the dead girl’s bed.
			

			
				Oh my! Oh my that’s too much! Cassidy looked again at the length and girth and then laughed again. Or maybe it’s just right!
			

			
				She laughed until she cried, knowing the emotional rise and falls were not good for her. The laughter tapered to giggles then to sniffles. Finally, she stopped, her stomach hurting and the damned bite aching. She ignored it and pulled the dildo out.
			

			
				It was a beauty. She estimated ten inches long, thickly rounded. It was carved from a deep redwood and polished to a glow. It felt smooth and slick to the touch as if lacquered. Cassidy had never owned one but once had a friend who did. She would often expound on its virtues.
			

			
				“It’s your own prick in a box. Just use a little oil and away you go. And afterwards it doesn’t deflate like a man!”
			

			
				Cassidy found a vial of oil tucked in the corner of the box. How many trips had the green-eyed daughter taken on this rocket? Cassidy smiled. It would get a good washing, but she did not mean to leave this treasure behind. Precious little made her laugh these days. And it had its use did it not?
			

			
				Her pack was much fuller now, her head clearer for the laughter. The bite ached, and she hated it bitterly.
			

			
				“Oh, won’t you just go away!”
			

			
				Her humor evaporated when Tilly answered. She leaned against a gloom-colored wall, half her face hanging in bloody strips she pulled free and chewed.
			

			
				“Not much longer grand-girl. Your flesh will soon push my loose teeth back into my jaw.”
			

			
				Cassidy gained the ground again, leaving the bowl and threats behind. The wind hooted, a voice mayhap. Cassidy turned her back on the dead homes. Let them comfort each other. Cassidy tipped her hat and continued her chase.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 22
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy passed the gutted corpse of a sand-wolf. It was good-sized. It’s face and eyes were intact, but its insides were scooped out cleanly. There was a single incision from its groin to neck and its face was frozen in a defiant snarl.
			

			
				Not defiant enough . . .
			

			
				“It died badly,” Tilly said. “Like your husband-o-cock. Do you give a damn or are you dragging your ass for fun?”
			

			
				Cassidy whirled to the voice, but it was gone.
			

			
				The Gray Man had fashioned the animal’s intestines into another gruesome arrow pointing west. On a nearby rock, he used the blood to paint a single word: CLOSER. Cassidy leaned against the rock and emptied sand from her boot. She massaged her foot, (give that philly a rub down) and told herself not to give into fatigue.
			

			
				You want me to find you. But why? Why not just ambush? Why did you run at the church? What is it about Eldora? Is it the magic there? Is that part of your plan? To use magic against me, or maybe some beast from that cursed ground.
			

			
				Cave’s Echo had a sister town, Mine Valley, and it was close. She didn’t need a map to know that, only her father’s fascination with topography, history, and general world-trivia.
			

			
				Cassidy made a scratch camp and broke down her guns. As she cleaned, she thought of what she knew about her next destination.
			

			
				Mine Valley was a town built in a ring surrounding a giant, sloping crater in the ground. The hole spiraled down like a screw. Silver was once mined, and other less interesting minerals. The holes that were not entrances to sellable goods were dwellings for the poor. The land was rocky and dry, but water lay underground with other treasures.
			

			
				A flapping of white at the edge of her vision told Cassidy her grandmother was close.
			

			
				No, no; go away. Not now.
			

			
				She heard an echoing cry full of longing. It was a chorus of pain, hungry, fury. Cassidy turned towards it. How could she not? She thought fleetingly of the Pirate King’s wife, who also had to look.
			

			
				Cassidy fixed her eyes on the horizon. In half a day’s walk she would be in the new town.
			

			
				Mine Valley was constructed for protection against the winds. The buildings turned their back on the land, drawing themselves close. The buildings were family. She was the outsider, forcing her way in—but that was her life now, wasn’t it? She would keep forcing her way inside wombs until she found the gray killer who made her this flying poisoned arrow, always searching, never landing.
			

			
				To redirect, she checked Alan’s pocket watch. Memories of him tried to flood. She refocused. If her calculations were right, she could enter the town just as the day began. Cassidy paused for a moment, trying to remember what day it was. When was the last time she had bothered to care? She couldn’t remember. It didn’t matter. She stood outside time.
			

			
				She sat up straighter. She felt eyes on her again. Not Tilly this time, but more like the ones before Laurel. This look was different, eager, greedy even. Cass reached for her gun, sensing she had caught the intruder but where was it . . . then it was gone. After a moment she sat back.
			

			
				She would nap—calm herself, rest even. Cassidy leaned back and placed her hat over her eyes. She expected to drift into sleep, but sleep didn’t come. She dozed. Images raided her mind. Blood, tearing, ripping, fucking. She shook her head against the things—but her teeth ached.
			

			
				Just hungry.
			

			
				Or that bite is doing worse . . .
			

			
				Cassidy tossed and turned. Eventually she sat up. Sleep was no use.
			

			
				“Damn it.”
			

			
				She stood and gathered her things. Cassidy set out again, her boots making determined divots in the soil. She passed Tilly sitting on a rock. Burning crossbeams were tied to her arms. She rocked back and forth, jabbering. Cassidy hurried. Tilly called after she passed.
			

			
				“Soon Granddaughter. You will end my pain soon!”
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The town asserted itself from the beige.
			

			
				There was a cactus, a rock, and then the sun-bleached wood of buildings facing inward. Their backs were plastered with bills. Cassidy read and saw that they were warnings and declarations for anyone with information about members of a Lupine Society. It seemed this town was afraid of werewolves—or werewolf lovers. Most town were afraid of all supernatural creatures, but this town had taken special pains to specify werewolves. Coincidence? The Gray Man’s work? She might never know.
			

			
				These notices were mixed in among more missing persons posters, pleas for helps, ads for help, and more wanted posters. Cass made a bet with herself, looked, and again found a warrant for the Pirate Queen Phoenix Gold.
			

			
				But the wolves are the headline here. Coincidence with my condition? Probably not. Beware girl. Better ask questions carefully.
			

			
				She stepped over rabbit scat and forced herself between two dull buildings, smelling the familiar scent of cow. Someone had themselves a milker; quaint but she didn’t care. The drill was the same: find the bar, find the path the Gray Man left her.
			

			
				The streets were sparsely populated. Cassidy scanned and saw a beige and brown building. A curtain flapped from a second story window like a welcoming handkerchief. A sign above the door read The Bar None. Low conversation floated out. Cassidy entered as the wound gripped her with its steel teeth. She ignored it.
			

			
				It’s worse.
			

			
				No, it’s not; shut up!
			

			
				The inside smelled faintly of sawdust. She moved slowly, letting her eyes adjust from the glare. The patrons gave her only a customary glance and went back to their cards, whiskey, and gossip. Maybe they were enlightened.
			

			
				“Help you?” The counterman asked.
			

			
				“Meat,” she said.
			

			
				“It’s dear these days.”
			

			
				“Venison is fine.”
			

			
				“No, I mean it’s expensive.”
			

			
				Cassidy plunked down two gold coins.
			

			
				“How’s this?” Thanks, Dewy.
			

			
				She ordered two ham steaks, eggs, a beer, and worked her way through them on a well-padded stool. The bartender asked if she wanted anything else and kept his eyes on her face for a change. People came inside, conversation began to grow. She watched the town wake. After half an hour, the bar was crowded. The noise of the townspeople hurt her ears. A thumping behind her eyes permeated everything and as she finished off her second brew, a vision came to her, startling in its clarity: Cass saw herself standing by the bar, licking her plate, drawing her tongue in slow, wide strokes. A man strolled behind and gripped her shoulders, pressing his pelvis to her ass. She could hear his thoughts repeating in a stupid parade: juicy sweet woman sweet juicy woman . . . Cassidy saw him thrust and their clothing burst. He entered her with a single stab. She arched her back and screamed as the people looked on. He pumped and Cassidy dug her nails into the bar. Long curls of wood rolled, and she slammed herself back to meet each of his advances, growling with pleasure. It went on and on until their alien passion caused her to whirl on him and bite—not the love nibbles she used on Alan, but the muted dagger-teeth of feeding. Blood exploded across her breasts, exciting her more. The man fell, half his face dangling between her jaws.
			

			
				She reached down, intending to grab her guns and waist everyone in the place, but her hands had grown. Her finger could not fit in the trigger guard. She growled, leapt, flipped through the air, and landed on another gawker by the door. Thick toenails like railroad spikes dug into his meat. He screamed. They all screamed. She killed. She fed.
			

			
				“Anything else, Miss?”
			

			
				Cassidy pulled herself from the vision and answer. She ordered another beer. She knew she was pale, her skin cold as new ice. The tender brought her amber brew, and she took a table in the back corner, near the window. An old man nodded at her and asked if she wanted to play poker. She refused and drank in the silence. She listened. Conversations swirled about her like smoke eddies. Cassidy did not smoke. She sat until she became part of the environment.
			

			
				I’m hunting.
			

			
				People came in, people went out. Eventually Cassidy began to hear things she could use.
			

			
				To the right was a round table with two old men. The fat one seemed to be in charge. A short guy with huge round ears and a dirty brown shirt called him Tom.
			

			
				“What do you recon’ happened to the child, Tom?”
			

			
				Tom answered: “I don’t know. None of my business. Not my circus, not my monkeys.”
			

			
				“Well what about the mother?”
			

			
				“You wanna play cards or run your gob, Jerry?”
			

			
				“Cards of course; deal.” The slap of cards populated the silence and then: “But what do you think happened to them? Monsters out there?”
			

			
				“Monsters, sure,” a third man said, leaning over from a nearby table. He was younger. His eyes were fair, and his cheeks were fat. His manner seemed to beg pity. “You know what I think happened?” He asked.
			

			
				Jerry only gave a quick glance. Tom was his focus. Neither answered the younger man.
			

			
				“Who could have taken a baby, though? Was it vampires, Tom? They around I heard.”
			

			
				“And where did you hear that? Nowhere I reckon.”
			

			
				The third man spoke up.
			

			
				“The one that came the other day did it.” He tilted his head and his thick girlish bob curled over his face. “The Wolf Man.”
			

			
				“The gray one,” Jerry said, nodding. “What you think, Tom?”
			

			
				Cassidy stood before Tom could respond. She went to them and asked her question without introduction.
			

			
				“A man with an eye patch?”
			

			
				They all turned towards her, the cards forgotten. Predictably, Tom was the first to speak. He filled himself with self-importance that puffed out his chest.
			

			
				“You know him Missus?”
			

			
				“You might say that.”
			

			
				“Bastard blew into town,” Tom said, using his big-boy voice. “Night of the storm. You remember, Jerry?”
			

			
				“Hell of a note; it blew over all the crops.”
			

			
				Tom nodded, his fat jiggling.
			

			
				“It was during that storm the Bartlett’s baby disappeared, not three months outside the mother it wasn’t.” Tom paused to finish his beer and call for another.
			

			
				“Talking is thirsty work, don’t you know?” He grinned at her. Cass grinned back.
			

			
				“So is dying from a gut shot. Run your cake-hole.”
			

			
				Tom’s smile fell off as if slapped. The un-named third man with the fat cheeks spoke up. Upon closer inspection he was damned pretty.
			

			
				“The mother said the room was covered in fine hair. I think it was wolf’s hair. What would you make of that stranger?” His feminine eyes sparkled.
			

			
				A Daisy? Cass thought.
			

			
				“Yar, could have been wolf’s hair.” Tom spoke up, not wanting to be forgotten. Jerry agreed with frantic and pathetic nodding.
			

			
				Cassidy centered herself. It was her bastard alright. Cass wet her lips, preparing to ask the same questions: Where? When? How long ago? But a scream broke the bar’s babble and all heads turned to the door.
			

			
				“Help me! For God’s sake somebody help me!”
			

			
				Cassidy looked. A tall woman came through the door like blown debris. Her wimple was askew, carrot colored hair tumbling out in a tangled nest. Her dress was buttoned wrong. Her feet were bare. The unnamed third card- player was the first to react.
			

			
				“Betsy Bartlett! What are ‘ye doing here?”
			

			
				“The mother?” Cassidy asked.
			

			
				“No, the sister.” He confided in a hushed rush: “When the baby vanished, the mother went looking for it. She never came back so her sister, Betsy here, took the other child in. The oldest. Jason.”
			

			
				Betsy continued to babble. She reached towards everyone she passed, tugging sleeves. Her eyes were wild, lost, and red.
			

			
				“Please help me!” The last word broke and splintered in her throat. She clutched her cheeks, trying to pull the skin off her face. Angry red tracks marched up her throat. She scanned the room in crazed, sweeping pans.
			

			
				“Jason’s gone. His room . . . I found more of that animal hair.” Betsy stumbled around the bar, looking, pleading, crying. Men investigated beer glasses and poker hands. The bartender wrung his rag and wiped his neck. The piano player lowered his head and prayed quietly in a mumbling jumble. Cassidy could see no one was going to offer to help.
			

			
				“Isn’t anyone?” Betsy asked.
			

			
				“Won’t anyone help her?” The bartender echoed. His voice was high and hysterical.
			

			
				Betsy’s eyes fell on Cassidy, on her guns. Her eyes widened. She made grasping motions at her neck as if she were choking.
			

			
				“You. Please—”
			

			
				Betsy fell before Cassidy and clutched her pants. She was sobbing now, no pride left in her, just mute need.
			

			
				“Help me.” Betsy tried to pull herself up by Cassidy’s leg. Hot tears wet her pants and Cass narrowly resisted the urge to push her away. The itch in her thigh was maddening. Her mouth was dry.
			

			
				The bite is worse! It’s getting stronger . . .
			

			
				Shut up!
			

			
				“My child. My. Jason. Gone . . .”
			

			
				“He ain’t your child.” Tom said, spitting his words.
			

			
				“Please.” Betsy’s voice was a broken whisper. “Help me. He called to me from the cliff. My son called to me from the cliff. I heard his voice carried on the wind like a spell.”
			

			
				“The shit he did ‘ye crazy Dutch!” Tom made as if to throw a glass at her. Cassidy drew casually and cocked her gun without looking away from Betsy. Tom’s eyes crossed as the barrel rested under his nose.
			

			
				Cassidy addressed Betsy.
			

			
				“I am sorry for your troubles. But they are not my own. Our paths do not cross. Good luck to you.” This is just a distraction from him. I need to keep going. I have my own path.
			

			
				She holstered her gun, meaning to leave, to see what other information the town might offer, when Betsy spit out words that stopped Cassidy.
			

			
				“I’ll pay!”
			

			
				Cassidy turned back slowly. Pay was good. There was no such thing as too many bullets or too much food or the ability to bribe if necessary. Money meant everything from food to cigars.
			

			
				“How much?”
			

			
				“I have silver. Ten silver.”
			

			
				Cassidy stared out the window. She looked back, resolved. She hardened her face and voice.
			

			
				“Gold. Silver isn’t worth the dust I would put on my boots.”
			

			
				Betsy’s mouth fell open. A thin line of saliva hung between her lips.
			

			
				“You . . . You . . .” A muscle worked in her throat as she tried to swallow the building rage. Cassidy watched scarlet climbed Betsy’s face.
			

			
				“You BITCH! You should help me because he is a child!”
			

			
				“He’s not my child. Gold. Or use your silver to buy a grave marker for your boy.”
			

			
				Betsy made another noise, a horrible hiccup of fury and horror. The red on her skin deepened. She hissed at Cassidy. Then she tore open her shirt and reached inside her bra. Cass got a glimpse of her plump nipple and then Betsy thrust a small sack at Cassidy.
			

			
				“Four gold. All I have. Take it! My boy is worth more than gold.”
			

			
				“If that is the case, you should have led with this sack.”
			

			
				Cassidy opened the bag and saw the gold. Four indeed. Four gold was good. That was bullets and food. She made it disappear and looked into Betsy’s face, a face at war with hope and fury.
			

			
				“What cliff? Where?”
			

			
				Betsy took her wordlessly by the hand and led her outside. She whimpered wetly, cheeks bulging with warring emotions but blooming hope. She pointed down into the hole and Cassidy felt her stomach do a quick forward roll at the steep drop off.
			

			
				“Down there. The cave at the base. Do you see it?”
			

			
				“I do.”
			

			
				The cave entrance was sunken, a skull’s eye socket. It watched her. There were other holes, sure, but this one held her, seemed darker than the rest and she knew she was supposed to see it.
			

			
				“You see? You’ll go?”
			

			
				Cassidy made the money disappear. “Yes.”
			

			
				“Take this.”
			

			
				Cass turned. The third card-player had followed them. He held out a lantern. It was small and made of a beaten metal. Cassidy took it with a nod. She looked again at his face. He was beautiful.
			

			
				“What’s your name?”
			

			
				“Bernard.”
			

			
				She nodded. “Thank you,” Cass said and pointedly looked at Tom and Jerry huddling at the bar’s door. “It’s good to see a man in this town who still has possession of his balls.”
			

			
				She turned away from them and started down before she could think better of going.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The ground sloped, moving from the powdery sand of the desert to clay to rock. The outside was washed in bright, hot sunshine. The tavern rats gathered around the lip of the hole to watch her descent.
			

			
				The path down was well marked but worn. As Cassidy made her way, the sun faded, faded, and faded until she was in a false twilight. She heard the curse and rumble of men in some of the holes. Work continued. Digging went on. The earth was alive then. But the lower she went the quieter it got. That shouldn’t be. When the mines peter out you dig deeper, so it should have been quieter at the top. She smelled sickness down here, maybe the sickness of the Earth itself.
			

			
				She came to a wide, flat place and saw shallow pits had been dug in the ground. Men were sleeping in them, living in a false night. They were dressed in heavy coats and helmets and Cassidy felt it was cooler here, as if the heart of the earth was ice. One of the men sat up and looked at her from behind a full-faced mask and helmet. His head tracked her. She moved steady, her hand ready to draw. She passed his camp and he eventually lay down again. Cassidy continued.
			

			
				The ground petered out in gray dirt, rocks ground to sediment perhaps. She could not see the town above at all now, and those still trying to watch were ants in reverse: way up there. She drew one gun as she approached the cave. The air in its mouth seemed to reverberate with a deep note, like an animal snoring. A breeze blew from inside, bringing a high, thick aroma, the stink of an animal. The cave walls were round and smooth. Cassidy lit the lantern, raised her gun, and entered the cave.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The terrain ran about forty feet, enough for the outside to become a distant memory and the lantern to become the only source of light, and then Cassidy had to jump down. The next floor stopped abruptly, a shelf, and she fell a good four feet to the next level. The smell of sickness was stronger, but now she could also detect the funk of mineral, men, and spent gunpowder. It was a claustrophobic place.
			

			
				Cassidy continued. The path moved up and down with the unevenness of men’s greedy work for money. She had to duck in places where the ceiling grabbed for her head.
			

			
				I’m in a tomb. No, I’m in a womb.
			

			
				The thought stopped her. Cassidy swallowed, eyes wide, heart jackhammering.
			

			
				Is this what it’s like? Does a baby feel this same low-ceiling, harsh-walled claustrophobia?
			

			
				Tilly’s face spoke from a shelf of rock: “You’ll never know granddaughter. I’ll eat your womb before it catches spunk proper.”
			

			
				Cassidy resisted the urge to challenge the phantom. She continued, on and on, watching for another drop-off. Instead, she found a rounded, opened chamber, like a pear on its side. She sensed the open field before she reached it. She gathered the tatters of her nerves.
			

			
				“Jason?”
			

			
				She pitched her voice low, but the walls defied her and threw her voice around, daring whatever made its home here.
			

			
				“Jason?”
			

			
				Cass stepped into the chamber and saw the child. He lay crumpled.
			

			
				Not surprised.
			

			
				But a memory pierced her armor. Something looked familiar here. She remembered the dead boy in the road, the one the monster had left the night she ran ahead of her family, foolishly sure she was a hot-shit warrior. Cassidy rushed to him, placed her hands on his cold body.
			

			
				He’s dead. Again. No. No. NO!
			

			
				Cassidy called energy from inside as Tilly taught, willing him up, infusing life as Tilly said only women are able. She closed her eyes and begged the magic to work. Please! Then she knew why. Again, Cassidy flashed on the boy in Karrington’s road, his broken toy left in the mud and she swore NOT AGAIN! She tasted tears, and anger burst through as she commanded him to live.
			

			
				NOT AGAIN! ANYTHING NOT TO SEE THAT AGAIN! The remaining humanity in her begged—ANYTHING JUST MAKE HIM LIVE—and something waiting answered.
			

			
				The boy jerked, then convulsed all over. He twitched, things cracking inside him. His head rose, twisted, his arms danced akimbo and finally he was up, jerking like a puppet with tangled strings. But alive.
			

			
				“Ohhhhhh,” he said in an odd echoing voice. His head snapped to her with a crack like tired knuckles. He saw her. His eyes were flat, silver coins over a corpse’s eyes. His smile was a gleaming sickle in the dark.
			

			
				“Who are you?” Cassidy asked.
			

			
				The boy thing tilted its head. It replied sweetly, simply.
			

			
				“Legion. And we have much to discuss.”
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 23
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The boy unfolded himself with clicks and clacks into a position of council. His dark hair fell in a curtain across his face. Large, bruised eyes searched her with a frank scrutiny that made Cassidy wish for more clothing. He did not blink. He drooled constantly but paid no mind. He was ancient, evil. She smelled the years of cruelty baking through the little boy’s pores, and it made Cassidy think of cheap cups that must be discarded because they crumble and become useless.
			

			
				She put her lamp down between them, but a thousand lamps would not be enough of a barrier. This creature oozed darkness like ground fog in a cemetery.
			

			
				“We knew you would come down here,” the boy-shaped thing said. But what moved your feet we wonder?” He tilted his head. “The boy? No. You though him dead already. The boy was bait after all, bait laid by your query, bait to draw you underground where he would reveal shiny pieces of information to keep you moving towards Eldora.” Jason’s face grinned. “But you will learn more than the Gray Man meant. You will learn because we are here to talk now instead of him.”
			

			
				It laughed with a sound like rocks fucking.
			

			
				“You came for information, hope of your prey. And money. We hear the coins clinking like loose teeth in the empty jar of your soul.” The creature snapped its borrowed head to the side. “And more. You fear . . .” It sniffed the air as her mother taught her to sniff wine. “Ohhh how delicious. You wish to save your humanity. You wish to be more than you are fated to be. You don’t want to be . . .” Saliva ran freely from its mouth. “You don’t want to be dead inside.” It giggled. “But despite this attempt to help a mother you are rotting nicely, Cassidy Smith.”
			

			
				Cassidy swallowed. She felt sick.
			

			
				“Fret not. This child is cursed. He will die soon no matter what path he takes. That is his fate, his purpose. Fret not. We do not.”
			

			
				“No, I imagine you don’t.”
			

			
				It expelled breath that may have been a laugh.
			

			
				“What will I learn?” Cassidy asked. She wished for water. Her throat was a single sandy track down to her chest.
			

			
				“Your prey used this boy, meaning to draw you further, but the Gray Man is a child and did not understand what possessing the boy meant. He opened a doorway and let us through. We were pulled from our own Necrom and we are crawling with anger and a need to hurt, to interfere. We will interfere because your prey is an entity that offends us. His bumbling trapped us here and we wish retribution. He is, in our language, half-formed. He is incomplete. He profanes what we consider sacred. He must be dealt with. Punished. But there are rules. We cannot hurt him directly but you on the other hand . . . you will do nicely as an arrow shot at our enemy.”
			

			
				“The Gray Man is a child as you are a child. You are children playing a game on a board you don’t comprehend. He does not understand what his power can do any more than you can. But you have both been touched. Chosen.”
			

			
				“What do you mean?” Cassidy asked.
			

			
				“In your cribs, even in the warm sticky guts of your mothers, you were pricked by the slender dark claw of fate—of Fate with the capital F. Both of you were touched, and because of it, you are special. You are more than the sheep you tend. Your lines are darker, your glow brighter. You will do more, see more, be more. Why you were chosen above the other lulling calves even we do not understand. What is, IS and what will be WILL BE.”
			

			
				“Why?”
			

			
				“Why is a human question. It matters not to us who stand outside of time’s river. Why is a crooked letter that cannot be made straight. Gray will run. You will chase. What is—IS.”
			

			
				Jason’s head jerked, twisted, cracked. Cassidy got the feeling the boy’s body couldn’t hold the demon—demons?—much longer.
			

			
				“Both of you have greater purpose and possibility and yet only one of you will survive this game. Only one of you will leave the West on your feet. We know who the victor is, but it pleases us to keep it secret.”
			

			
				Jason’s head snapped. His hands jerked in his lap.
			

			
				“We are here because of Gray’s arrogance, his ego that made him think he knows what he is doing, but as a child will find his father’s sword and play pretend, so is Gray, so is he wielding power that easily gets away and creates . . . opportunities . . . us.”
			

			
				Jason ginned. His flat silver-coin eyes glowed.
			

			
				“Let us begin.”
			

			
				Cassidy took a breath. This is not going as I expected.
			

			
				She asked: “You know my enemy?”
			

			
				“Yes. We know the Gray Man.” Not-Jason snickered.
			

			
				“And you are kind enough to provide information without prodding?”
			

			
				The demon held up Jason’s hand and chuckled. “We are doing this because it needs doing.” Jason’s face smiled again. The skin below his eye sockets was beginning to sag, making him old. “We are doing this to hurt your prey as he pulled us from our home.” Jason spat in the dirt. “Bla-quoi-tal-low! Fuck the Magician!” Jason spat again completing the curse.
			

			
				“Ask what you will while we have time, Cassidy Smith.” More of Jason’s bones creaked and cracked. Cassidy thought and asked the first question she wanted answers for.
			

			
				“Why did the wolves leave me but take Alan?”
			

			
				“The Gray Man wanted to isolate you. Alan himself was of no consequence. Anyone traveling with you would have been removed. You were saved because he needs you alive. He is drawing you to Eldora because he intends to use your body and blood to raise a demon. A special demon.”
			

			
				“What demon?”
			

			
				“That is all we wish to tell you on the subject on the demon. Gray is pulling you across the land to the place of conjuring, the place of your death.”
			

			
				“Why did he do this? Why me?”
			

			
				“The burning of your home, the ritual sacrifice of your family, his plan to sacrifice you for a resurrection, all of this is because your clan killed his family. You are both engines of destruction fueled by family love. You are twins, two sides of the same coin.”
			

			
				Cassidy bared her teeth. “I am nothing like that murdering bastard.”
			

			
				Jason smiled. “Aren’t you?” He snickered. “You are special material Cassidy Smith. That’s why he is drawing you to a specific arena at Land’s End. Your bloodline is special; you know this. You come from a line of warriors whose sole purpose is fighting dark creatures.”
			

			
				“Like you?”
			

			
				“Child. I am eternal. You would drown in my shadow before you pulled your steel. Do not be foolish. This has been civil, but I could peel your skin back like an apple for pie. Search yourself. You know it.”
			

			
				She knew the creature spoke the truth. She had also spent a long time in a bed healing to know when she was faced with something that she might not be able to beat. This demon was ancient and powerful. She sensed it. She might be a demon slayer, but she wasn’t invincible.
			

			
				“Is he working alone, or does he have help? Dewy said the Gray Man was a man within a man. What does that mean?”
			

			
				“It pleases us to not tell you. While we despise the Magician, we have no love for the humans either and certainly no love for one of a clan that has killed our kin. If we were not using you to attack the Magician, it would please us to kill you slowly, Cassidy Smith. But you are more valuable to us amok in the world above. You are an agent of chaos. Rejoice. You please us so you may leave. And with that, we have interfered in these matters enough.”
			

			
				“But—”
			

			
				“This boy’s pitiful mayfly body is done. We are out of time here. The earth here is ready to move. Go quickly or be swallowed by its dirty throat.”
			

			
				“What? Wait!”
			

			
				He stood and Cassidy saw Jason wither. A black shadow blew past her and Jason crumpled to the ground, a used sack. As he fell, the walls grumbled. The ground began to shake. Dirt sifted from the ceiling and Jason moaned, truly waking up.
			

			
				The walls began to crack, sharp sounds ricocheting around the chamber. The ceiling rained dirt. The ground swayed. Cave-in? Earthquake? Both?
			

			
				“We have to go,” Cassidy said, pulling Jason to his feet. “Hurry!”
			

			
				He squealed, wobbled. Cassidy ignored it and shoved him forward. She had no time or care for his discomfort. He served his purpose.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The boy was dead weight. He moaned and cried and shook. Cassidy pulled him along, shoved him ahead in some places. She cursed horribly as her mouth and throat were coated with grime. Stone rained on her head. A wicked piece caught her in the neck and stole her breath. Twice her foot caught in some fresh cracked hole and she fell. Each time the boy froze, waited, whimpered. The last time she screamed at him: “GO!” He didn’t of course, only waited to be led.
			

			
				Behind them the ceiling came down.
			

			
				We’re going to be caught! Buried alive!
			

			
				Then a new problem amid the chaos. Nausea gripped Cassidy. She stumbled back against the wall.
			

			
				The wolf bite. Something is happening. The change? Is it time?
			

			
				The difference between feelings was stark. The bite was suddenly more there. It was the difference between a bubbly tummy and the squirt in the throat just before vomiting.
			

			
				Ohhhh shit . . . Ohhhhh . . .
			

			
				Jason grabbed her, begging her to go but she could not rise. He said more but Cassidy didn’t hear it. A vicious wave took her. She fell.
			

			
				It’s the bite. The bite’s time has come ‘round at last.
			

			
				Pain didn’t bite this time but swallowed her whole. Cassidy left the world behind, falling into the black, grateful for the release. She heard the boy beg her and the ceiling continue to fall but she was gone.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 24
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy Smith woke in a bed. The softness of the mattress made her feel like she was going to fall. She turned awkwardly and grabbed a handful of the side. With a gasp she realized where she was, or at least what she was in. She sat up, her thigh aching, and everything came back in a flood. She put a hand to her middle and found she was in a clean and light cotton gown. It was white with tiny flowers of pink and green. Her hair was down. Her nails were trimmed.
			

			
				Cassidy looked around the room. She spied cream walls with ornate paintings in lavish frames. Decorative sconces were spaced evenly, candles burning low, giving the room a mellow light. She smelled honeysuckle and an herb she associated with her grandmother. She breathed deep.
			

			
				A voice from the doorway: “Nuurogloch . . . easy to say, hell to spell.”
			

			
				Cassidy broke into a surprised grin. Tilly always said that about the herb.
			

			
				“Hello,” her visitor said. “I see I hit a memory. That’s good.”
			

			
				She was a beautiful woman. Long, thick blonde hair, blue eyes, and an impressive figure. She held herself well, filling the doorway, commanding attention. She smiled and entered.
			

			
				“Hello Cassidy Smith.”
			

			
				“You know me?”
			

			
				“Yes. I knew your grandmother. Tilly and I were coven mates once upon a time. My name is Tatyana Ayala.” She extended her hand in greeting and Cassidy noted a long scrolling tattoo that covered the inside of her arm from wrist to under her dressing gown.
			

			
				“I know your name,” Cassidy said. Grandmother spoke of you often. She called you Tat.”
			

			
				Tat laughed, throwing her head back and nodding. “Yes, yes she did.”
			

			
				“Tilly said you were the most beautiful woman she had ever seen.”
			

			
				Tat smiled. “She is very kind. But it’s nothing I can take credit for. It’s where I’m from. Women of my island all look like me. I came to the West because I wanted variety and—well, my story doesn’t matter.”
			

			
				She sat on the bed and raked Cassidy’s hair behind her ear.
			

			
				“How are you my dear?”
			

			
				“Better now. Thank you. The man who brought me. I remember him coming through the rock, picking me up—”
			

			
				“Bernard. My . . . well, in your understanding my . . . boyfriend. Helper. Pet?” Tat waved it away. “He handles the heavy lifting. And other things.”
			

			
				“I see.”
			

			
				“Cassidy we must talk. Bernard brought you here because he saw. He is like you. A Were. I have helped him keep his condition under control. I believe you were directed here, sent to me, so, I could help you as well. Fate is not always cruel.”
			

			
				“Then I should tell you how Tilly died.”
			

			
				Tat frowned. “I already know. Members of a coven are always connected. I know. I felt. I would have helped you just because you are her blood but knowing you are trying to free her soul makes the favor sweeter. I owe Tilly my love. I want to help you, but . . .”
			

			
				“But?”
			

			
				“You may not like how I can help you.”
			

			
				“Tell me.”
			

			
				“Did you grandmother tell you about me?”
			

			
				“Your beauty.”
			

			
				“I am a siren. Do you know of them?”
			

			
				Cassidy had vague recollections from studies.
			

			
				“Like Medusa?”
			

			
				“In a way. Medusa was one of our queens. Evil, horrible, a tyrant, but you are not here for a history lesson. We are not human. We are like a Were in a way. My race is made from humans and snakes. As there are different snakes, there are different sirens. But again, my islands history is not the point here. The point is I am not all human. I am cold. What I suggest is easy for me. Bernard brought you and Jason here. I can save you—who I love because I loved Tilly—by sacrificing the child you rescued.”
			

			
				Cassidy lowered her head and considered.
			

			
				“Ahhh. I see coldness in you too.” She caressed Cassidy’s cheek. “You are a sister.”
			

			
				“I must save Tilly. My family’s killer cannot go free. How must the boy be used?”
			

			
				“As a siren, I have an ability. My voice is . . . well, my voice is many things but let’s call the collective abilities my talent. I can . . . let’s call it screaming. I can scream the beast out of you. But only because it is a baby. Had you turned yet it would be impossible. It is still separate from you. Do you understand?”
			

			
				Cassidy nodded.
			

			
				“But it must go somewhere. If not, it would simply snap back into you. That’s Jason’s purpose. To receive. What his story is after that? Only Fate knows.”
			

			
				“My grandmother said we write our stories one choice at a time. But this choice we would be making for the boy.”
			

			
				“Yes. But how do you know that is not his story? We write in the dark, Cassidy Smith. I say again: That is Jason’s purpose.”
			

			
				As Cassidy considered, the bite in her thigh flared. It pulsed. Cassidy thought of snake eggs hatching. The comparison nauseated her.
			

			
				Outside, somewhere close, a dog barked and then a cat yowled.
			

			
				Tat looked to the window. “They know you are here. Do you feel it yet? The change? The wolf in you?”
			

			
				“The bite. I feel it.” She was warm all over. She wanted to take off her clothes. Tat was so beautiful. She wanted her clothes off as well.
			

			
				The bite . . . the werewolf in me . . .waking up.
			

			
				“It’s almost here. We don’t have much time, Cassidy.”
			

			
				Snake eggs, snake eggs, hatching snake eggs . . . Get a grip. You or the boy? How far are you willing to go for revenge? For family?
			

			
				“Tonight is a full moon, Cassidy. Its time has come around. You must make a difficult choice but at least I can offer you a choice. What will you do?”
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Tilly sat in the window, kicking her legs, billowing her dress. It wrapped and puffed like smoke. She had no pupils, only yellowed marbles. Her hair was loose and swayed in some unfelt wind.
			

			
				“Ye should worry more about your condition. Do you know how your ‘Da hated werewolves? Of all the things the Smith Clan hunted he hated those mongrels the most. What would he think of you now?”
			

			
				Tilly cackled.
			

			
				Cassidy turned away but Tilly was there was well. She held a Reaper’s blade and swung. Cassidy stumbled back. She felt it pass through her body, but she felt it, heavy and full.
			

			
				Tilly vanished with a pop.
			

			
				Cassidy looked down and saw a diagonal cut across her dress.
			

			
				Oh fuck . . .
			

			
				She sat on the bed, head down, breathing heavily. Her mind was a compass needle and it swung wildly between fury, fear, and despair.
			

			
				It’s a boy I don’t know, versus my grandmother who I loved.
			

			
				Cassidy closed her eyes. Fingered the cut. Unexpected, unwelcome, the Smith family crest appeared in her mind: We are made to help those who ask.
			

			
				Cassidy remembered Dewy’s warning: It could kill you. A were-bite doesn’t always equal a change. Sometimes the host can’t take it. Sometimes rejection is . . . extreme.
			

			
				“Which would be worse,” Cassidy asked the room. “Were-liquification or being eaten by my grandmother? How much time do I have left on either side of the coin?”
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The sunlight faded and new instincts rousted Cassidy from a doze. She was thirsty and did not want to be immobile any longer.
			

			
				She stood. She flexed her leg and found the stiffness and pain completely gone. Pulling the gown immodestly to her waist, she saw the bite was a faded mauve scar now. It was closed. She dropped the dress. She flexed her fingers.
			

			
				Claws . . .
			

			
				She walked to the window. She felt loose, hungry. The sky was the color of fire’s blood. She sensed Tat close. Cassidy stepped away from the window.
			

			
				Cassidy stretched her neck. Her teeth felt loose. She was sure biting through fat or muscle or bone would help push them back into place. Or maybe biting Tat’s lips . . . they were plump. Her breasts were plumper still.
			

			
				Now that the change was here, on her, now that she felt the animal inside, Cassidy wasn’t afraid. There would be no rejection. She could handle the change. It was a life inside her waiting to be born. Wasn’t that part of her feminine purpose? She smiled at the thought, all teeth, and ran her hands over her breasts. Soon she would be set free. She could chase down the Gray Man and do to him what he did to Alan: bite and bite and bite.
			

			
				She drooled. She swallowed it down.
			

			
				Cassidy began to pace. Her fingers ached. She felt the first prickles of new hair at the base of her neck. It made her shiver. The sun was gone now.
			

			
				“Cassidy?” Tatyana appeared in the doorway. She was in a hooded dress now. “It’s time,” Tat said. “What have you decided? Jason is still asleep downstairs. I can make it as painless for him as I can, but it won’t be perfect.”
			

			
				“Tell me what will happen.”
			

			
				“If I remove it from you, the disease will find a new host. If you don’t let me take it from you, it could kill you, or worse, curse you ever after. Nothing is definite but the sea as they say back home. Either way, without my interference, your path will greatly alter.”
			

			
				“That cannot be allowed.” Anger washed over Cassidy. It was that anger that gave her the strength, that wiped the boy’s face and name from her vision. The Gray Man had killed him with his interference. Cassidy was furious for his lost life. She would add the boy’s death to her family’s.
			

			
				But don’t forget whose hand points the boy towards death tonight. Angry or not, you’re making the decision.
			

			
				Cassidy’s anger sizzled from the pain. From the truth. The Gray Man put her in this position. This was his fault.
			

			
				His fault! His fault! His fault!
			

			
				Feel this anger. Feel that part maturing. Your family told you to control it but it’s going to give you the strength to do what must be done. This time you must use the anger.
			

			
				Tat brought Cassidy back.
			

			
				“Cassidy. Honey. Will you let me take the were-disease, knowing that means the boy’s death?”
			

			
				Cassidy shook her head. “The Gray Man cannot be allowed to live.” If she died here, Tilly would be unavenged and unable to rest. Cassidy knew the old laws. Tilly was her responsibility before anyone else. The Gray Man was her story. The boy was not. Cruel? Maybe, but she was a cruel woman now.
			

			
				“My grandmother demands the Gray Man’s blood. He must die. I have sacrificed many on this path and can live with another.” She bunched her fists.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Tat and Bernard helped Cassidy down a set of stairs to a stone room. Cassidy could tell it was underground because of the temperature drop.
			

			
				The lighting was low. In the far corner was a cage. Inside was Jason’s crumpled body.
			

			
				“There’s no more time,” Tat said. “Your wolf is coming. Its fur is black I see.”
			

			
				Bernard gasped. His voice was high and trembled.
			

			
				“Your eyes. By Billy, your eyes! Their changing. It’s really happening!”
			

			
				“Hurry.” Cassidy said. Then she forgot everything in a searing crackle of pain. Her face pulled too tight. Her skin was going to burst and shred, paper in a fire.
			

			
				“Hu-rry.” Her voice was a growl.
			

			
				“Yes,” Tat said. “Death is gathering in your eyes like storm clouds.”
			

			
				Cassidy panted. She tasted blood from her shredded gums. Her lips began to stretch. Pain seared across Cassidy’s back, chest, hands. The changing had arrived, and it hurt!
			

			
				“Stand here,” Tat said. She placed Cassidy in the middle of the room. Cassidy grabbed her abdomen, bent over, and screamed. Her back bowed and Tat could see her spine through her gown. Jason was directly behind her, still face down in the cage. Tat went to the far corner in front of Cassidy, making the first point of a three-point line.
			

			
				“I would tell you to cover your ears Cass, but I don’t know how much good it would do.”
			

			
				“FUCKING DO IT!”
			

			
				Tat closed her eyes, centered herself, and faced Cassidy. She opened her mouth and screamed. It was high but that is like saying the ocean is deep. It transcended high. It was an un-sound felt instead of heard. Cassidy’s eardrums pressed out. Her eyes bulged. She screamed but Tat possessed all the sound in the room, the house, the world.
			

			
				Cassidy’s eyes rolled back. She grabbed the sides of her head and fell to her knees.
			

			
				The pain was white and red and all around. Cassidy was wrapped in it like a web. She was instinct, fried nerve endings. Again, she tried to scream but her mouth was too full of teeth. She howled instead. The wolf was here. Its ears were bleeding.
			

			
				Cassidy saw blinding silver moonlight. It filled the world like Tat’s scream.
			

			
				THE MOON!
			

			
				Then . . . Then . . .
			

			
				Cassidy felt a knotted pull from her chest, like a muscle spasm. A misty silver-white ball left her torso and for a heartbeat she couldn’t catch her breath. Everything in the room doubled. She looked through two sets of eyes and then the sensation was gone, blown back behind her in the wave of Tat’s scream which continued.
			

			
				Cass looked behind her.
			

			
				The ball spun, dipped, and then entered Jason with a deep reverberating plop. As the last of the ball went inside, a soundless clap of air expanded that blew Cassidy’s hair back.
			

			
				Jason woke. He came up wild, awake, and scared.
			

			
				You Gray Bastard. I wish you could see him!
			

			
				“What’s happening to me?” Jason’s voice was high. It cracked. “Oh! Ohhhh!”
			

			
				His head flopped back, his eye sockets filling with golden goo. Find tendrils of smoke wafted from the new molten color. The boy screeched.
			

			
				“HELP! MEEEE!”
			

			
				His teeth exploded in every direction. Cassidy felt one strike her forehead, felt another in her hair. His feet tattooed the floor. He flopped back in the cage, his back bowing. She heard Tat mutter a curse under her breath and pointed both hands at the cage, at the boy. Water flowed from the end of her fingers, reaching for the miserable child.
			

			
				“Uhhh! OHHUHHHHHH!”
			

			
				His body flopped and drummed. The bars rang with metal reverberation. Jason’s head whipped back and forth, his hair flying.
			

			
				“BY THE WATER’S SALT!” Tat cried.
			

			
				Jason’s back bowed more, and Cassidy wondered how it didn’t snap. He sprung from the floor like a coiled spring released. His skull was changing, resembling poured liquid as a snout tried to form. Then his new teeth found their way. Jason gurgled as his claws dug into his throat, trying to tear at the invasion. Blood flew in a rain.
			

			
				And still Tat screamed. Its wind and light were everywhere. Everything.
			

			
				Cassidy scooped up her gun from a side table. She cocked the one loaded with silver bullets. She drew her bead, steadied her breath, and exhaled.
			

			
				“Jason!”
			

			
				The boy’s head snapped in her direction, his bloodied eyeless sockets marking her for all time. Cassidy had the perfect bullseye on a miserable and confused face. She fired once. A hole opened above his nose and Jason’s brains flew in a wad against the far wall. He was thrown back and slid down the bars of his cell. From too many tears and holes, blood pumped out of his body in a bubbling fountain. Hair sprouted out of each opening as if he were a scarecrow too full.
			

			
				The poor bastard. Look where my help got him. Not to mention his mother whose wait will never end now. She’ll curse me.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy dressed and secured her things. She collected herself. She had the time and ease to prepare her next move. Tat told her to take her time. Let her body heal. Cassidy went as slow as her determination would allow. But it was nice to bath indoors.
			

			
				Tat had a looking glass mounted on the bathroom wall. Cassidy stared at herself after washing. Her eyes were dark. She was empty. She imagined her insides as a cave: dank, haunted. The werewolf, the bite, that companion for many miles, was gone. The proof was being buried by Bernard away from the house.
			

			
				“Not that it will do any good,” Bernard told them. “The animals will dig down for meat. This boy is marked for pain even in death.”
			

			
				Tat told him to go on anyway and to be sweet to the corpse. That was hours ago.
			

			
				I am empty.
			

			
				Cassidy stared. She looked into her eyes. In the candlelight they looked like those ancestor paintings. She stared until she saw light. A fire sparked, the need for revenge, the anger and hatred of the Gray Man—
			

			
				There it is . . . There I am . . .
			

			
				—filled her up, and that fast she was ablaze with the need to be on the road, to find him, to destroy that part of the world he occupied. He had walked too long without her pursuit.
			

			
				It was easy to leave the dead boy behind her.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Tat served her dinner and regaled her with tales of a young Tilly. Cassidy ate well and enjoyed the company.
			

			
				“Rest tonight though I bet you’d rather be on the trail. Take time to take care of you.”
			

			
				“I will.” Cassidy finished a glass of wine.
			

			
				“If you’d like, I can send Bernard to you. He is talented and can pass time pleasurably.”
			

			
				“Thank you but no. I’ll take my own company tonight.”
			

			
				“Such can be pleasurable as well.”
			

			
				Cassidy winked at her.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The next morning Bernard served them all breakfast. His food was excellent. His smile contagious. He presented both with a single carnation and left them to their privacy with a small bow. After they ate, Tat packed Cassidy a bag and took her to an attached stable.
			

			
				“In the bag you will find many essentials. Including bandages. I think you may be a great user of bandages my dear.”
			

			
				“I can’t argue.”
			

			
				Tat stopped by a horse.
			

			
				“I call this one Wavebreaker. I think he’ll serve you well.”
			

			
				“Thank you,” Cassidy said. The horse was a beautiful mahogany brown with a white stripe along its nose. Cass swung up in the saddle and was pleased to see the animal took her weight and two-stepped to re-balance. Cassidy looked to the road. Morning sun made it shimmer. It was time to go.
			

			
				“Thank you for everything.”
			

			
				Tat smiled. “I have repaid my debt to Tilly, but I have found a new family member. On my island we say the sea connects us. May I think of you Cassidy in my coming days?”
			

			
				“I would be honored.”
			

			
				“Then let it be.”
			

			
				Tat stepped back and gave Cassidy’s horse a friendly swat. She watched Cassidy ride into the day.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy camped at dusk.
			

			
				The moon was high, fat, and full. She was emptied out. She stared into the sky dry-eyed, and the stars stared back, indifferent to change.
			

			
				Cassidy opened the bag of food Tat gave. She ate.
			

			
				Cass looked up from a slice of watermelon and beheld her grandmother. She was whole, dressed in a new gown of blue and silver. Her hair was down, and she wore a crown that sat high, cocked back on her head. Her make-up was greens and golds.
			

			
				“Find him before Eldora. Hurry. Don’t let him get you there. So much is stacked against you there. Eldora is a land where death can be a mercy. There are worse things than expiring. Just look at me. I am trapped.”
			

			
				“Tilly can you tell me anything? Where is he now? Tell me where he is, and I’ll ride to him and end this now.”
			

			
				Her face twisted, broke. “I don’t want to say. He is in the one place I don’t want you.”
			

			
				“The Gray Man is in Eldora,” Cassidy said.
			

			
				Tilly nodded. Vanished. After a moment, Cassidy sat down again and finished her fruit.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 25
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy continued over dirt, the unlovely scrubs of bushes, dying pines mixed with tall trees, fallen logs . . . it was open and woody country. She urged Wavebreaker forward.
			

			
				Cassidy rode for an hour, surely no more, and came upon the dying embers of a wagon.
			

			
				One wheel was still trying to turn, but the rest was blackened wood-bone. Cassidy searched the remains and lit a cigar from the flaming ruins. A few feet away she found the owner. He was dead, his head turned around and the ragged stump of spine poking through. His hand clutched in death. A scrap of cloth fluttered between his fingers. Cassidy spied a jumble of printed block letters. A message then. Holding the smoke between her teeth she bent to the task, having to hack through three fingers to get her prize. She read and exhaled hot smoke in the corpse’s face.
			

			
				Welcome girl! Follow me onward. The mouth of Eldora lies close. There you will find me. Do you feel it? I tire of watching you stumble through the world! We end this soon.
			

			
				She snorted. But she kept the note. The next time she shit she would wipe her ass with the Gray Man’s threats.
			

			
				Cassidy moved on. Time dragged the sun across the sky. Monotony piled up until Tilly returned. Cass wondered if she had spent the day waiting or gathering her energy for her next appearance.
			

			
				“If he gets you to Eldora and uses you, your blood will release a demon worse than him. Our family goal was to stop such things. You cannot go against the clan.”
			

			
				“I must set you free to rest.”
			

			
				“I am not worth the world. You are not worth the world.”
			

			
				“I cannot be idle, Grandmother.”
			

			
				“Damn it, Cassidy! You will raise his father! That’s his plan.”
			

			
				Cassidy regarded her.
			

			
				“Do you understand.”
			

			
				Slowly she nodded. “Yes. If I had the chance to raise my family, I would also take it.
			

			
				Two sides of the same coin then . . .
			

			
				“And if he’s faster than you?”
			

			
				“He’s not.”
			

			
				“Are you willing to bet the world on your anger?”
			

			
				To that she had no answer, only turned, and continued.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The land went up. Cassidy could smell an unpleasant sweet odor. She saw green on the horizon. Grass was beginning to grab at the earth and more, she could smell living forest again: the high, tangy sweet of pine and the musky scent of oak. She stopped the horse and dismounted, putting her foot up on a rock. The land was climbing, and she took the time to remove her coat from her pack as ice-chip stars filled the sky. The air bit now. It reminded her of Christmas evenings by the fireplace at Acrewood. But the memory caused a frown, so she put it away. Acrewood was gone. So was Christmas. All that filled her now was the acid she intended to unleash on her enemy.
			

			
				Another hour of travel, and she retrieved her gloves. She stopped the horse and looked down at the valley. She couldn’t believe her eyes but knew it true. She had come so far.
			

			
				“Eldora. There’s the bitch.”
			

			
				Cassidy sat on a rock and scraped out a section of earth. Using fine twigs, she drew in the dirt, tracing out her knowledge of the country. Her father once told her to imagine the country as a dinner table and the individual territories as place settings. Cassidy sketched Acrewood in the east, the desert after, then the towns, and sure enough by her rough estimation, she had reached Eldora.
			

			
				“Even without a map,” she quipped. “You were right, Husband.”
			

			
				Eldora sat as an almost perfect stripe in the middle of the country. Its land claim backed up to the North where it was too cold and dark for anyone to live. It extended down in a bulbous blob, a drip through sanity. Most said the wave of monsters terrorizing the land came from here. Some said it was the original hole in the world. As she contemplated, a wind blew out of Eldora and the stink on that breeze made Cassidy gag.
			

			
				She stood and stepped over her map. She looked down from the cliff’s edge to the black land below. She had been told not to go, but she would, for the Gray Man was there. For vengeance, to stop Tilly’s pursuit, because it was her only purpose left, she would go.
			

			
				Cass turned from investigating the drop. Tilly stood behind her in blue moonlight, her flesh bleached of any warmth. Cassidy was startled, frozen.
			

			
				“I can hear our dead family,” she said. “I hear my son. Calling. We should be together. But my body—” She looked down at herself. The smell was rot and green. Maggots fell in a rain. A black beetle dropped from her exposed ribs and broke open like a boil.
			

			
				“My body should be whole and healed.”
			

			
				Tilly looked at her with hard black eyes. Cassidy had words, apologies, promises that she was hurrying, but Tilly was done. She charged Cassidy with hands held out and whirling like blades.
			

			
				Cassidy planted her feet and turned her hip towards her grandmother. This was one of the defense stances her mother taught her. But Tilly’s nails were claws. The shredded Cassidy’s forearm through her clothes. The pain was sharp and caused Cassidy to shift backwards. Blood flew up, spattering Cassidy’s face, her own blood. It was natural to retreat from the cause of the pain. But Tilly knew the Smith techniques as well. She pushed in, raking her nails up Cassidy’s arms, going for her chest, her face. Cassidy stumbled backwards, all out of technique. The ground wanted no part of this struggle. The edge of the cliff gave way and Cassidy fell into the night, into the black and stars.
			

			
				Cassidy fell. Air left her in a rush. She lost her hat and turned. The cliff was uneven, beautiful climbing terrain but deadly. Cassidy landed on her shoulder. It moved badly. The pain was a numbing sheet. She screeched, cartwheeled. Her feet flew over her head, and she landed on her ass, slid, fell from another smaller cliff. She tried to catch herself, but took the impact on her chest, twisted, and fell through space for an eternity. She hit again. Her foot twisted and she screamed.
			

			
				She came down a final time on her back. Her head hit a rock outcropping. Sound became muffled, echoed, and then she was gone. Debris followed, coating her. Her hat floated down prissily. Finally, all was still.
			

			
				Her horse looked down at her, flicked his ears, and turned away. He smelled the land below and wanted nothing to do with it. Wavebreaker left Cassidy to whatever came next.
			

			
				She would have understood.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy woke. The sensation was leaving a cool riverbed and rising into cooking flames.
			

			
				Her body was a misery. Then her shoulder grabbed her nerves in a bite, and she groaned, choking back a scream. She knew where she was, and she did not want to attract something while she was incapacitated. She didn’t know how bad it was yet. But she knew what had to come first. Cassidy looked around her, knowing what she needed, but she shook her head and muttered “Nononono . . .” under her breath. It was going to hurt so much and if she missed the hit or didn’t do it hard enough the pain might drop her again.
			

			
				And what else is wrong? Broken? Destroyed?
			

			
				Hush. This first.
			

			
				Her shoulder was out of socket. It hung useless. A gnarled pine tree offered her hope. Cassidy accepted before she could overthink it. She pressed the sizzling appendage against the tree to gauge her aim, took a breath, and rammed her shoulder with all her might.
			

			
				She let out another scream and fell with the pain of it. But when she finished rolling around, she could move her arm. It had worked. She was bathed in cold sweat and fought a battle to not vomit. She rolled on her side and gathered herself, breathing.
			

			
				“Okay. Okay.”
			

			
				Just one more step. One more step. Goddamn it I am tired.
			

			
				Cassidy sat up. She checked herself, her pack. Her waterskins were shredded, her food store was mush. Everything in her pack was damp from the spilled water. Her make-up was toast; she let it fall to the ground. She checked everything. It was a slow process. She kept finding blood. She had to change her clothes as they were shredded. Alan’s watch was crushed, the face smashed. Wordlessly she deposited the pieces in her pack. That was another treasure the Gray Man would pay for.
			

			
				Cassidy saved her guns for last because she was afraid, but they were intact. She cleaned, reloaded, re-strapped. It took an eternity. When she was finished, she stood, closed her eyes to center herself, and looked for the clearest direction to go.
			

			
				Ground mist began to swirl. Wind did not move it, but it formed itself with purpose. Cassidy caught a familiar smell, not the scent of the ghost who had hounded her these long miles, but her grandmother, her loved one. Slowly the mist rose and sculpted Tilly’s form. The water droplets in her form looked like diamonds fit for a queen. The ones at her face looked like tears. But what Cassidy was most thankful for was her scent, the smell of comfort and family, of home. This was her grandmother. Whole. Sane.
			

			
				“Are you so afraid I will fail? That you would try to kill me.”
			

			
				The smoke gray of Tilly’s form cried. “Yes.”
			

			
				Cassidy sucked air as if punched. “What happened to you believing in me?”
			

			
				“That was a lie to make you feel better.”
			

			
				“If your intention is to shame me into stopping, I deny you. I am marching on, Grandmother. I believe in me even if you profess to not.”
			

			
				Cassidy walked through her grandmother. The smell was bitter, like tears. She stopped, eyes closed, meaning to call back, but when she opened her eyes, Cassidy saw the Gray Man ahead. She was so stunned she full stopped. She forgot about Tilly. She forgot about the million pains eating her body. Shock traveled her like biting insects. Her mouth dried and she made a small squeak. He said nothing. She and he stared at each other, then he walked away, around the side of a great tree.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Charles kept ahead. It was good to be back in the world, on the trail.
			

			
				The time was now. The ring of resurrection was close. He only had to incapacitate Cassidy-fucking-Smith and then drag her into the circle. The wait was almost over. He pulled Cassidy further into Eldora, closer to the stone ring where the barrier between the living and the dead was thinner. Above them, the stars were in position, waiting, watching unpassionately for who would live. They did not care. They would go on regardless.
			

			
				Cassidy would have understood.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy went around the tree. She ran but could not find him. She could smell him, a heavy wet funk, a wild animal scent that made her think of breaking horses in the summer.
			

			
				The ground grew over quickly, then declined, and she found herself sliding, trying to dig in her heels to keep from falling again. Down, down, down. She found she had to trot to keep up with the decline. Her knees pistoned, and her body reminded her she hurt in a million different ways. Cassidy came to a sheer drop. The smell of her prey was still strong, so she let her instinct lead. She jumped.
			

			
				Cassidy landed and knocked a pile of coins askew. They clinked and flooded. She shivered. It was easily ten degrees cooler down here. She knelt and studied the money. The coins smelled of metal and sweat and bore odd markings she didn’t recognize. Was this some bank robber’s spot?
			

			
				Cassidy moved around the mess and saw a jumble of keys collected in the same fashion. She spied wide leather wallets, shoes, eating utensils, all manner of books and papers.
			

			
				“Eldora is a different place, Cassidy. You’re in the space under the couch, under the floorboards of the world,” her mother said. Cassidy looked for her but couldn’t find her shape. All around was heavy blue-grey mist. Trees were vague shadows.
			

			
				“Momma?”
			

			
				Cassidy saw bells, chalk, belts, and socks. She walked. The ground was uneven, wet, and overgrown with wild, thick leafed foliage. Things moved just out of her sight. Something cawed at her high in the tree branches.
			

			
				Don’t turn too much or you will lose direction. This is not a place to pirouette.
			

			
				Cassidy shook off the nonsense thought. She could no longer smell the Gray Man’s funk. The realization scared her. She kept moving but was it in the right direction? Panic wanted to choke her, but Cassidy forced it down.
			

			
				Further up she saw string and children’s toys. A doll dangled from a tree branch, turning lazily. Mildew dotted its cloth face.
			

			
				“Their children forgot them,” her mother said. “Any one of these could have made a child happy. But no child can play with them here.”
			

			
				Cassidy spun. She was alone.
			

			
				“You know, granddaughter, don’t you?” Tilly asked. “I warned you of this land, a place of corrupted magic and madness, a hungry mouth that eats what people call lost. This is where things collect.”
			

			
				“Lost things?” Cassidy asked. She spun, pirouetted, but could not find her family. Her mother spoke again from the mist.
			

			
				“You are lost. You found your way here. Lost things do.”
			

			
				“Momma?”
			

			
				Water dripping from sword leaves. Sounds echoed but not long or far. Even sound was lost here it seemed.
			

			
				But then glittering junk caught her attention. Cassidy followed watches, pins, quills, earbobs by the dozen. It gave her a direction to aim. The junk gleamed in the gloom.
			

			
				“Look at all of this!”
			

			
				Cassidy looked and looked, losing the daylight. It was fascinating junk, pieces of lives interrupted. What else might she find if she investigated?
			

			
				“That’s it’s purpose—to make you pause.”
			

			
				Cassidy looked up from a collection of ancient, yellowed post cards. Her father stood before her. He was whole, his skin pink, his voice the command of her childhood.
			

			
				“It is junk Cassidy. You know better.” He clapped his hands together. “Put it down!”
			

			
				With the thunder of his hands he was gone, but Cassidy stood, dropping the junk, feeling more herself.
			

			
				I must get out of here.
			

			
				But there were other things to find here weren’t there?
			

			
				“No Cassidy!”
			

			
				She turned and saw Alan. His face was whole. His intensity shook her.
			

			
				“You cannot quit. You are running out of time. Don’t dilly-dally.”
			

			
				His voice faded. The sun picked out the glitter of a crystal broach pinned to a leaf. Cassidy’s face became slack as she studied it. She picked it up. It wasn’t real. It was—
			

			
				“Junk,” she said. Cassidy slapped her cheek. She closed her eyes to shut out the temptations while an unseen wind chime played. Then another and another tinkled, their tangled chimes intermingling, making a bastard tune never meant to be played.
			

			
				She felt fingers clasp her hand.
			

			
				Cassidy drew her gun. A panicked thought streaking across her mind: I won’t lose my iron again! Never again! Never!
			

			
				The creature let go of her. It showed no fear or aggression, just looked at her and took hold again, pulling her towards deeper trees. Cassidy saw a faint blue light there and heard a chorus rising.
			

			
				“No,” she said. Her voice was rusty. The creature looked at her, black eyes frankly wondering, endlessly patient. It was two feet tall, brown skin, with thin, clinging hair over its body. Its ears were pointed things on the side of its head. Its hands were three-fingered and big, warm paws. It wore pants with bulging pockets. Cassidy saw a necklace hanging from one, a toy car in another. It wore dozens of ear decoration and rings that clacked together as it touched her.
			

			
				“No.”
			

			
				It pointed and grabbed her hand again. The creature obviously wanted her to follow. It made a cooing sort of grunt and pointed, tugging her. What decided Cassidy was the faint smell of animal, of her prey in the creature’s intended direction.
			

			
				“Alright then,” Cassidy said. She followed, but for her own agenda.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The walk was short. The blue light grew but did not get brighter, it merely took up more of the air. Cassidy saw what it was and stopped on the lip of a deep drop.
			

			
				“Yuuu. Ooo.” The thing said, pointed, pulling on her hand with its gentle this-way insistence.
			

			
				“No,” Cass said, shaking her head, understanding burning through the mist in her head. “I’m not a lost thing.”
			

			
				Down below were the glowing outlines of people, faces drawn in despair, heartache, sadness. She saw broken-hearted mothers, lost children, father’s who had watched their sons march off to war and never come back. Rows of lost souls. People empty, people without love or purpose. She felt them and she rebelled.
			

			
				“I’m not lost,” she said again.
			

			
				The crowd weaved as a flowing fog between logs and bushes and rocks. They were part of the landscape, singing their endless dirge, voices rising and falling in a song that hurt her.
			

			
				The creature pulled on her a final time, inviting her to the mist below.
			

			
				“No,” Cass said and backed away. The creature did not follow her, bent on some duty of collection. It did not snarl and attack, but only looked at her with eyes that had seen much, that knew more than her, and better perhaps.
			

			
				I must get away before I lose myself for good. I have fallen into a dangerous place.
			

			
				“I’m not lost.”
			

			
				She turned and walked away, leaving the siren-song of the dead and the dead-inside. Every few steps she would tell herself again she was not lost, she was not a lost soul, but she thought she heard the Gray Man’s laughter in the wind.
			

			
				“I’m not.”
			

			
				She spied a comfortable clump of moss and leaves. Leaning against the tree above it was her father. She stopped in mid-stride, hitching a painful breath.
			

			
				“Daddy?”
			

			
				He was checking his pocket watch. He looked up at her and frowned. He tapped the glass. It was shattered, cutting his fingers. He closed the watch with a crunch (the minute hand stuck out) and stepped around the tree, out of her sight. Cassidy reached out for him but before she could move, Alan appeared around the opposite side of the tree. Her knees threatened to buckle but she ran forward. He was tossing his knife in the air and catching it. He continued around the tree. He disappeared and her mother came around the opposite side.
			

			
				“Momma!”
			

			
				Amanda was knitting a pink baby cap, fingers flying as if trying to finish before she disappeared. She looked up and Cassidy saw such misery in her mother’s eyes it made her gasp. Around she went, and who came out the other side stopped Cassidy’s breath.
			

			
				It was her own self. She was dressed in a black suite and black shirt, twirling her six-shooter in fancy circles. She placed the gun in her mouth, pulled the trigger, and produced a dry click that made the watching Cassidy jump. Suicide-Cassidy went around the tree and the click sounded again. She circled around to appear a second time, fixed Cassidy with a gun fighter stare, and smiled around the gun in her mouth. Her red lips were obscene on the barrel and she knew it.
			

			
				Click.
			

			
				Grotesquely she winked at Watching-Cassidy and went around the tree again.
			

			
				“No!”
			

			
				Cassidy knew she was going to hear the roar of her firearm. Red and grey splashed around the tree as it went off. Cass ran forward, circled the tree, and found . . .
			

			
				Nothing.
			

			
				Here were more piles of taken things: cups, shoes, toys, more money. She ignored it all and let her knees give way. A new smell came, maddeningly familiar yet elusive. Was that her mother’s perfume? Her father’s cologne? The scent of Alan’s honest sweat?
			

			
				I am not lost . . .
			

			
				She stood and pushed herself between two thick roots, tall and humped as high as her chest. The grass on the opposite side was greener. She looked behind her at the blue-gray mist. She had come through the throat. This side felt better. Cassidy pushed away and down a trail. She found a patch of sand at the base of a tree and stopped to catch her breath. When she felt better, she looked up.
			

			
				On a rock outcropping ahead the Gray Man stood, his duster flapping around him in a breeze she didn’t feel. Then he spoke and her skin twisted and tightened at his address.
			

			
				“Come on girl. You want to get your hands on me and we are almost there. Hurry before you lose me again.”
			

			
				Then he was gone into the mist and the trees.
			

			
				“Goddamn you.” Cassidy hurried forward into a land poisoned.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				There was no moon, no sun. Everything was bathed in flat orange light. Cassidy did not know if it was day or night. She saw no one. The land was barren, flat, unremarkable. The wind pushed and pulled at her. Her boots ate the ground and spit it out in great sandy clods. Sound was muffled and full of echoes. She focused ahead. She felt a great turn of events coming, what her grandmother Tilly called getting a premonition. She itched for action. She itched for the next part. She itched for the beginning of the end. The Gray Man was right there. She felt him.
			

			
				The land began to rise.
			

			
				The new terrain was harsh and rocky. Grass sprouted but it looked like stubble over the craggy face of a farmer. The rocks were granite, gray, jagged.
			

			
				The land was full of holes and dips. Pines grew out of clay sides that crumbled away to fifty, sixty, hundred-foot drops. Brown pine straw carpeted every narrow dirt walkway. Cassidy saw dead animal carcasses: birds, fox, even deer. The land climbed.
			

			
				She crossed a foot-wide strip of ground, running through the middle of a hole so deep she could not see the bottom. Some creature cried from below, or maybe a spirit trying to lure her down for company.
			

			
				The sky darkened and thunder rumbled. Rain began to fall. Lightning cracked its knuckles in the sky. Cassidy smelled ozone over the rot around her. She pulled her hat low to shield her face, but wind blew the rain back and forth, playing catch with it. It was cold and stung. She got occasional puffs of the Gray Man’s scent to keep her on the path.
			

			
				Then she saw a granite shelf above and pulled herself up. The terrain here was soupy. She saw a gleam of metal in the dirt, buried in the muck. She pulled out a compass and wiped the face. A dead spider lay curled inside the glass. The compass needle spun madly. Lightning flashed. Cassidy looked ahead, saw what was before her, and shivered.
			

			
				The graveyard was a perfect square bordered by a tall iron fence. The fence had long since succumbed to rust. Some of its ornamental spikes drooped. Some were bent. Some were broken, making even more lethal points. The grass was wild around the outside of the fence but inside was all gray and black soil. Nothing grew in there except headstones. Making a quick count Cass found thirteen. There were not arranged in rows or even a circle, but seemed thrown in by some mad rushing hand. Lightning popped over them and she saw the hints of names.
			

			
				Her path led through the boneyard. She could feel the Gray Man stronger here, a buzzing of her nerve-endings that made her teeth ache.
			

			
				The gate was open and broken. Cassidy hunched her shoulders and walked through it, hurrying, hoping for a miracle, but she knew a battleground when she saw it. She wished for salt to toss before her but that was a delicacy she hadn’t seen since she rode with Alan. She hurried and of course she was stopped.
			

			
				Once in the middle of the arena, the ground began to shake and roll. Cassidy lost her balance and grabbed one of the headstones to keep from falling. She turned and saw what came out of the ground.
			

			
				Here we are. My family has come to consume me.
			

			
				Tilly rose. Her gown was torn, her body cut and bleeding from a dozen ribbons. Her face was panicked, her color high, her hair wild. She pulled herself out of a hole. The tombstone behind her fell over. Worms boiled in distress, hellishly wet in the rain and flashing light.
			

			
				“Run Cassidy! I can’t hold my appetites anymore!”
			

			
				“I know you tried,” Cassidy said, shouting over the thunder.
			

			
				“Yes. I tried.” Tilly’s face was suddenly split by her mouth growing. Pointed at each end and wide in the middle, it was the shape of a scythe. Her teeth were many tiny fishhooks. They gleamed in the lightning. When she stretched her mouth, her new teeth rippled in succession, in ecstasy.
			

			
				“But I try no more Granddaughter. No vengeance now. Only flesh.”
			

			
				Cassidy nodded. She wanted to tell her no, to plead on their love and connection, to say they were family, that they couldn’t hurt each other, but none of those things were true now. Cassidy answered the only way she could. She unstrapped her guns.
			

			
				“Come for it then.”
			

			
				She was told, she was warned, and in the end, Tilly came for her just as promised. Cassidy had done the best she could. What was, was.
			

			
				Tilly was quick. She moved low, head thrust forward, arms upraised. She bounded on thick legs and charged Cassidy directly. Cass aimed, said a prayer for both their souls—
			

			
				And was grabbed from behind by rotting arms.
			

			
				Goddamned zombies!
			

			
				Tilly launched and sunk her teeth into Cassidy’s shoulder. Cassidy screamed. It wasn’t guttural or defiant, it was high and full of pain. Tilly’s teeth were a thousand needles, and they ripped the skin and meat from Cass in a single bite. Her flesh melted away as Tilly tore cloth and skin. All that saved Cassidy was her knees buckling. She slithered out of the zombie’s rain-soaked grip, Tilly lost her hold, and all fell.
			

			
				Cassidy hit the mud. Blood spurted from her wound, coloring the ground in thick red.
			

			
				Oh shit oh fuck that’s bad. I see bone.
			

			
				The rain dropped harder, enough to wash the flow of blood and uncover white in the u-shape of her meat. She was in shock and knew it. She didn’t feel the sizzling of nerve endings yet but rather the absence of a piece of herself.
			

			
				Use your gun or die. This is no arena for talking, only shooting. Welcome to the killing box.
			

			
				Her left arm was useless and that panicked her. She stuffed the emotion down and switched her gun to her right hand. Thank God she was ambidextrous.
			

			
				Tilly came up like a jack-in-the-box and Cassidy shot from her position on her knees. The top half of her grandmother’s face detonated. Tilly screeched, flying back, bone shards falling in a razor rain. Cassidy gained her feet, took a single shambling step back, trying to get shooting room, and then hands grabbed her from behind. Same damn zombie. One hand twined in her hair and yanked her head back. Cassidy aimed backwards, her gun upside down, and killed her attacker. Hot flakes peppered her cheek, and her ear began an immediate ringing that threatened to drop her again. The undead fell, taking a handful of Cassidy’s hair.
			

			
				And it wasn’t over. Something hit her low, just above her ass, dead stone weight in her kidneys. Cassidy was thrown forward into a grave marker. Her skull cracked the stone and the thing split in two, dropping the top half on her. Her new blocked view gave her only shattered images, but she made out another zombie coming in between the starbursts in her eyes.
			

			
				A weight dropped on her, hands tearing at her clothes, gouging, ripping her skin. The cloth of her shirt tore, and Tilly darted forward, the remains of her mouth open, and helped herself to Cassidy’s breast. All nine thousand of her teeth sunk below Cassidy’s nipple and began to chew. Cassidy howled. She jammed her gun into her grandmother’s throat and pulled the trigger. The rest of Tilly’s head exploded, splashing Cassidy with gore and hot gunpowder.
			

			
				Silence. It stunned her. The second zombie reappeared, and she blew its head in half. Cassidy held her breath and then released it in a scream. Rain flooded her mouth. She choked on her horror.
			

			
				She pulled herself up, holstered her weapon. It went slowly. She would need to reload.
			

			
				Tilly began to rise, accompanied by a sound that made Cassidy think of running a phonograph backwards with her finger. Disturbed grass, rock and dirt reversed in her orbit. Her brains and blood and bone and teeth flew backwards through the air to reform her face.
			

			
				Tilly stood. She grinned. Was her mouth bigger now? Yes. Bits of exploded skull had wedged between her teeth, giving them more edges to bite and chew.
			

			
				Now what? Let her come? Let her have done with it?
			

			
				Cassidy thought of the Gray Man. He would not win this way. Cassidy pulled her guns again. The motion was faster this time. Hoarsely she called:
			

			
				“Come for it then!”
			

			
				There were a few bullets left. Maybe enough. Maybe not.
			

			
				“COME ON!”
			

			
				Tilly paused. She was a ghoul.
			

			
				No bullets. Bullets killed her and look—she came back. I don’t want to kill her. I want to save her. And here, now, in this state closest to death, I think I finally can.
			

			
				Cassidy looked past the horror. She looked at her grandmother. And she loved her.
			

			
				For only the second time in her life, Cassidy dropped her guns. She could have holstered them, but it would have been wrong. She dropped them in the mud and held out her hands, palm up as Tilly came on. Gibbering, running, terrifying.
			

			
				Cassidy closed her eyes and looked at her grandmother in memory, not the one coming.
			

			
				Focus. Cool. Like she taught. For her. And for me. Magic. Take the title. Be a Magician now. Be what she wanted you to be. What she hoped for you.
			

			
				Frothing, slobbering. Fear took Cassidy and she closed her fingers into a fist. She didn’t fancy losing them. But she kept her hands out.
			

			
				Nothing. No movement, no magic. Fear and then teeth. Tilly was biting her, going for the meaty part of her forearm. Pain seared. Cassidy tried to pull back. Tilly grabbed her hair and pulled her face down, trying to bite. Cassidy opened her eyes, brought her arm up and Tilly bit into the underside. The pain and the anger broke at the same time and yet looking at the red crazed eyes in her grandmother, a cool calm took hold. It mixed. A piece of her flesh disappeared into her mouth. Her grandmother was eating her. How bad?
			

			
				I’m still standing so not that bad. Not unless I freeze. For me. For her . . .
			

			
				Cassidy tried again.
			

			
				And white light filled the world. Cassidy was thrown back. She felt her grandmother’s teeth pull from her flesh and then she was weightless, then no more . . .
			

			
				White. Quiet. Silence.
			

			
				Cassidy sat up in it. There was no rain. No mud.
			

			
				I . . .
			

			
				Nothing. Cassidy felt no magic in her.
			

			
				I broke it.
			

			
				She stood. She was in a white space.
			

			
				Where am I?
			

			
				Tilly: “You’re in a Necrom.”
			

			
				Cassidy whirled. But she was alone. Tilly’s voice continued.
			

			
				“I made this place for you. It won’t last long. Long enough to heal. See the fountain?”
			

			
				Cassidy walked to it. It looked about six inches deep.
			

			
				“Yes.”
			

			
				“Put your wounds in.”
			

			
				Cassidy found she could put her arms in up to her shoulders. The bottom was a trick. The water was better. It sealed and cooled her wounds. Cassidy opened her shirt and washed the bleeding meat of her breast. When she pulled out her guns were at the bottom of the fountain. She reached in again and removed them. They were clean. Dry. And loaded.
			

			
				“Thank you,” Cassidy said. But Tilly was gone. The white faded and Cassidy saw again. She was no longer in the graveyard but on the other side. The storm was over. The path ahead was clear. She could smell her prey again. Cassidy adjusted her pack, her guns, her hat, and continued. She felt the end singing, waiting on her. She moved to greet it.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				One last stretch, one last decline down a sandy hill, and she was there. Eldora gave up their meeting ground.
			

			
				Cassidy saw a sun-bleached building, a sprawling hulk against a horizon where hills rose like waves. The roof was tin and dead bushes stood a dry watch at the door. The ground was a pebble-strewn hardpan. Everywhere was the no-color of desert sand and she knew the Gray Man was there. She smelled him. Her gut confirmed.
			

			
				Wolves were at the door, lined like guardsmen.
			

			
				Cassidy stopped. She swallowed. She took off her gloves and her hat. She tightened her hair into a single braid. She tightened her gun belt. She removed her pack and waistcoat and laid them down by a tiny bush that seemed embarrassed of its few green leaves. She would come back for them. She checked to make sure the chambers of her guns and her ammo belt were full. She checked Alan’s knives in their various straps. When she was done, Cassidy Smith walked forward.
			

			
				This is how all journey’s end, in the last steps. I am here. I have finished walking.
			

			
				The wolves (she counted thirteen on each side, like those gravestones in the forest) paid her no mind as she walked the corridor they made. She paused one final time and looked up into the hills above the structure. She saw more wolves, more eyes, more witnesses.
			

			
				His brood come to see him win. What will they witness? What will they do when I kill him? Leave or attack? And how many more are inside? How many more can I not see? How much interest does the Gray Man warrant? I count so many already.
			

			
				It didn’t matter. Move wolves came through the hills above, creeping, squirming between each other. A few howled. It didn’t matter. More filed onto the top of the building with little pups in tow. Their claws made thick ticking sounds on the tin. One sneezed. A few of the younger ones snapped at each other as they jockeyed for room. It didn’t matter. They were a lie, and she knew it.
			

			
				Cassidy entered the old slaughterhouse. The fine and heavy scent of years-old blood assaulted her nose. She felt the Gray Man as surely as if he had appeared before her.
			

			
				This is it. This is where this leg of my journey ends. This is the prize after asking so many times which way he went and how long ago. This is the end of all the people killed and murdered and dead. This is the end of my life.
			

			
				Cassidy cracked her fingers, drew both her guns, and entered the smell of old blood to spill new atop that foundation.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 26
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				She did not have to wait long. He was on a catwalk above the floor. He gripped the rail and stared down on her.
			

			
				The Gray Man was dressed in an old gray coat that was adorned with pieces of kills. She saw skins, furs, and the paws of animals jingling like jewelry from his shoulders. His head was a weathered rock, unmovable on his shoulders. His hair was close cropped, iron gray. His cheeks were covered in silver stubble. The eye patch—that much fantasized target—seemed grown from his skin, a dusty black that spoke of many miles turned and forgotten, each one covered in innocent blood.
			

			
				And yet, as she looked on him, Cassidy’s anger covered her vision in red. What she was seeing was a lie. She felt it as a wormy truth the wiggled through her.
			

			
				There he was!
			

			
				He shows what he wants me to see. This truth angered Cassidy. The son of a bitch was still controlling her, was still manipulating her. She felt her mind being overrun with emotion. How dare he hide in my sight!
			

			
				And still Cassidy’s eyes drank him in. His shoulders were barn beams, his arms were granite rock, and his hands were the giant killing paws of some terrible animal extinct from the earth for its horror. He stood, big as Billy-be-damned, like a king surveying new land.
			

			
				“You son of a bitch!”
			

			
				That curse summed up everything, every hate, every tear, every drop of blood spent to finally come within killing distance of this demon who took everything from her. There were no more words to create and fling, just raw, useless emotion. She opened her mouth and screamed at him.
			

			
				“Show yourself!”
			

			
				He smiled, and Cassidy aimed her gun, a lover filled with poison instead of seed.
			

			
				“Cassidy Smith,” he said warmly. She fired and saw the tell-tale blue shimmer of a magical barrier.
			

			
				“You murdering, cowardly, yellow, low-life mother fucker, who burned a house full of the helpless and unaware.” She spit at him, not coming close. It landed in a glob on the ground. “Drop that gray guise. Face me.”
			

			
				He smiled mockingly. “No. I brought you here to break you and to carry you further.”
			

			
				Cassidy screamed in her anger and frustration and shot again though she knew better. Her bullet whined off and clanked metal somewhere beyond them.
			

			
				“This is all you need to see. This is all I choose to let you see. Don’t you demand of me when your family destroyed mine. Your own father and mother murdered my father—”
			

			
				“Then he was a monster that needed killing.”
			

			
				“HE WAS MINE!” His voice echoed over the room. Gray swayed. That sway stopped Cassidy. She saw a hurting being rather than a target. It was a sliver of ice in her rage.
			

			
				“He was mine,” The Gray Man said again. “He rescued me from squalor and misery and freezing on dirt and stone floors. Did you ever curl against a wall for warmth, Cassidy Smith? Did you ever pull grass from the edge of a sewer pit for nourishment? No. You had your parents! You had your love! Well, he was mine and your clan took him from me.”
			

			
				“You should have picked better company.”
			

			
				“I would rather die.”
			

			
				She grinned. “Never fear.”
			

			
				But he grinned back. “No Cassidy. You never fear. We are close to the stone rings that will bring my father back. All I need is your blood. I will not kill you here, but I will treat you like an apple. I will peel you and make you ready for the oven. In that ring I will lay you on a stone table, slice your womb open, and my father will emerge from the red porridge of your woman pit. You will birth him fully formed and you will die as he steps out of you—perhaps onto that pretty face. With that act I will avenge him and scrub the land of your clan’s interference. We will continue our life as planned before your do-gooding motherfuckers rode into town.”
			

			
				“What the hell are you talking about?”
			

			
				“My future Cassidy Smith.”
			

			
				“I assure you that you have no future.”
			

			
				“No,” he said. “It is you who will die.”
			

			
				She could no longer stand the idleness. She screamed at him.
			

			
				“FACE ME!” Spit flew from her lips.
			

			
				“Yes. It is time. Welcome to your end, Cassidy Smith.”
			

			
				He disappeared into the shadow. The barrier dropped. The fight was on.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Darkness nested like cobwebs. Setting sunlight pierced the building where it had shrunk and warped. All around her was the heavy, metallic funk of spilled blood. This was a used place, long abandoned. Was it any wonder that he brought her here? Cassidy saw the grate in the floor where the blood and shit once ran down. Who knew what lake of horrors still festered under this place?
			

			
				She opened her eyes wide, looking for anything moving, anything out of place. Her ears were alert, listening to grit and wolf ass rub against the sides. Something small and scared scurried in a corner. She never saw the Gray Man coming.
			

			
				He blurred by her and she felt a sharp, hard punch to her jaw. Her head snapped to the left and she went down hard. Cass leveled her gun before she was up again.
			

			
				“Hit and run? That’s your style, isn’t it?”
			

			
				A soft chuckle was her only answer from the darkness. She detected a hot, beastly air, the stink of the animal. The laugh turned to a growl, the notes flattening, growing. She wanted to move, to shoot, but she willed her senses to wait. That’s what he wanted her to do, to panic, run, and waste her ammunition. He could easily mow her down while she was reloading. She wouldn’t play his game.
			

			
				“You’re a coward, you know that?” She wanted to make him respond and give away his position, but the words rang true and her anger blazed anew, air over the coals of her heart.
			

			
				“You only dared address me behind a magic wall. Are you a coward? I think so.”
			

			
				Soft growling from the shadows.
			

			
				She whirled and fired twice. She heard him hiss. Had she winged him?
			

			
				“Is that how you work? Creeping, hiding? Holding down innocents?”
			

			
				“I didn’t hold your grandmother down. You finished her. I watched and laughed.”
			

			
				Cassidy held her breath, made herself wait. But she trembled with the effort.
			

			
				“Your mother tasted so sweet.”
			

			
				Cassidy fired and cursed herself for it. He laughed again. It sounded like a howl.
			

			
				Cassidy sensed the wind of Gray’s coming. She was more prepared this time, but he still got her. He was aiming for her throat, meaning to punch her there and steal her breath. She skidded back, and he only caught her sternum but that did enough damage. A numbing pain spread across her chest.
			

			
				Feels like a fucking heart attack!
			

			
				The wound on her breast broken open. She felt blood start to fill her bra.
			

			
				“I smell that,” he said in a wet sing-song voice. She realized he was drooling. “This body I wear has so many abilities. Wait till you see its teeth. Up close.”
			

			
				He ran by her again, pulling her hair this time like a school yard punk. Cassidy managed to stay on her feet. Her hands aimed and fired before she could whip her head around. The report was loud and there was the satisfying sound of flesh being pierced. Her eyes adjusted to the light and she saw her prey silhouetted against a support.
			

			
				“Good shot.” The Gray Man was bleeding from his chest, just above his nipple. She didn’t hesitate but emptied her gun, five more shots at his head. Everyone hit the mark and Cassidy saw everyone swallowed up as if she had just fired into water. That soft chuckle came again, wet this time.
			

			
				“Silver bullets.” He laughed. “I’m stronger than that, girl. More than that. Think of the money you could have saved!”
			

			
				He closed his eyes in concentration and her instincts saved Cassidy before her mind could betray her. The Grey Man fired her own bullets back at her from his flesh. They whined off the stall she ducked behind, drawing deep gouges in the thick wood. She didn’t argue with what was, but she only assimilated the new turn of events into her battle plan.
			

			
				She stayed low, creeping along the boards, gun up.
			

			
				“I see you,” he mocked her. “That gun . . . Like a baby with the tit.”
			

			
				He was right, and she knew it. She cursed him for it. Cass holstered her weapon, hating the idea that he made her, goaded her into it. She called out to him.
			

			
				“You get help from your magic daddy with that trick?”
			

			
				She felt his surprise and loved it.
			

			
				“Did you diddle his star-and-moon-covered asshole, too? I hear that’s what demons like best about young boys.”
			

			
				Silence.
			

			
				“I bet he just loooooved you.” Show yourself; come on.
			

			
				Growls grew from her enemy.
			

			
				“Ahhh . . . True love speaks consent. What other cocks have you tasted for him?”
			

			
				She had more but Gray had her before she could fling the insults. He snuck around and grabbed her from the side. He had her hair; of course. They all grabbed her hair. He called her a name and she let him, freeing Alan’s knife and slashing at his face, going for the eyes. She connected, and blood sprayed them both.
			

			
				Got him! She thought in triumph. His ego makes him sloppy about protecting his vitals.
			

			
				He howled and the taste of his blood on her lips was sweet. She lapped it, feeling the rush. She screamed in triumph and stabbed, catching him in the thick maw of his chest. He stumbled back, and she jumped, meaning to finish him but he still had life yet. He flopped to his back, put his legs together and kicked out. He caught her with uncanny precision in the chest. Her tits flattened and began to throb. Cassidy screamed in frustration. Both rolled away, trying to recover. Cassidy got her breath back first. In the ticking silence she heard his flesh knitting, a sound like falling snow.
			

			
				“Show yourself!”
			

			
				“No. You do not command me.”
			

			
				His smug refusal did it. She shivered, a delicious hot and cold sensation that brought her up to her full height. This bastard, this thing was hiding when his reckoning had come. She would not allow it. He would be pulled into the light to face his actions. He would not hide. She bared her teeth. Anger coursed through her but it was a righteous anger.
			

			
				Cassidy brought her other gun up before she could tell her hand there was no use. She fired, and the Gray Man laughed, punching Cassidy in the jaw, sending her back through a worn wall. She landed in hay and heard mice squeaking from her landing. A few teeth felt loose. She lost her gun.
			

			
				“Come to me!” She commanded through a mouthful of blood. She spat it.
			

			
				“Oh, I’m coming.” He reached down and grabbed her by the throat. He lifted her.
			

			
				She focused on his eye. The patch covered the other one and she could see the dirt ground into its worn and cracked skin. His hands were so big, so strong. But it didn’t matter. She thought of finding her home burned, her family dead. She thought of her husband torn apart by the least henchman. This bastard, this bully, this thing wasn’t even the cause of her pain but a costume, a curtain her real enemy hid behind. Blood rushed to her head and she heard the swell of it in her ears.
			

			
				I am his executioner. I believe it. I am a Smith!
			

			
				She found the handle of one of Alan’s knife hidden in her belt.
			

			
				“Quit fighting it and go to sleep now. You have a journey ahead of you.”
			

			
				“NO!” Cassidy Smith said. “You journey. To Hell!”
			

			
				Cassidy fingers closed over the knife’s handle. She pulled and shoved the blade home. It entered the Gray Man’s chest. His eye flew wide. Cassidy pressed the release on the bottom of the handle and the blade grew another six inches inside him. The effect was immediate. The Gray Man’s hands loosened, and Cassidy drew in a great, whooping gasp of air. He dropped her but she did not let go of her hold on him. She landed on her feet. Her body wanted to fall, but she wouldn’t let it. She was going to finish this monster. Cassidy grabbed the handle in both hands and twisted it. The extended blade snapped and stayed inside him. Without missing a beat, she removed the remainder of the silver knife and drove it in the hole again and again and again, stabbing with the broken blade. She hacked at the body gracelessly. Smoke began to rise from the wound. If he got perks from this body, then it also carried its limitations. He made a wet gobbling sound like he was trying to clear his throat of a wad of snot. The Gray Man tried to stumble back, to tell her this was no part of his plan, but Cassidy held him by her lover’s knife and by the twist of his shirt she gathered. Cass began to saw. Her muscles were drenched in adrenaline and it was easy; hate greased her body. She sawed his chest and opened him. When his hands came up to bat at her, Cassidy drew her head back like a cobra and head-butted Gray. His nose gave way, and more blood flew. Cassidy began to scream in triumph because she knew. He knew. The light in his eyes was going out but he was still aware enough and she wanted him to be. Cass let go of the knife’s remains. It clattered to the dirty floor, unimportant now. She reached inside him, into the tide of blood, into the hole she opened in his chest. Gray made a massive intake of breath at the invasion. She found the fat, pulsing organ that drove him. Cassidy smiled when she grabbed it. Her hand locked around it like a vice and still she screamed.
			

			
				“DIIIIIIEE! DIIIIIIEEE YOU BASTARD FUCK!!”
			

			
				She drew the curse out, making it the death knell for this butcher. She screamed it as she pulled the beating heart form his chest. It was stingy, tough, anchored, and didn’t want to come out. But Cassidy cared not for what it wanted. She looked the Gray Man in his eye and pulled. Finally, the organ let go and she yanked the still beating thing from his chest and held it up before him. Blood drooled over his lips.
			

			
				“URK!” He said, just that last nonsense syllable.
			

			
				With a final burst of strength, Cassidy Smith brought her hands together and the meaty black heart of her tormentor exploded in a red shower. She opened her mouth and drank it in. She screeched in triumph.
			

			
				“DIE FOR THEM!” Her voice cracked as she commanded. “DIE FOR MY FAMILY!”
			

			
				She stepped back and kicked him in his sunken, bloody chest.
			

			
				His body fell backwards, blood erupting up in a geyser. He reached for her, but his arm fell short. He had no more taunts or actions. Something rustled, some shadow escaped the dying shell, but Cassidy did not see. Her face and eyes were covered in the gore she earned.
			

			
				The Gray Man was dead.
			

			
				Black and red chunks dripped from her hands and mouth. Cassidy put a foot on his face and bellowed a scream of triumph to the sky. Outside, the wolves howled with her, perhaps acknowledging a new Queen.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 27
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The wolves were gone.
			

			
				Cassidy built a fire from a laurel tree quietly dying behind the building. She arranged the breaking rocks in a circle, with the inside ends not quite touching. When the timber inside was lit, she put The Grey Man’s head in the middle of the flames and watched it burn.
			

			
				She lit a cigar as the blood cooked and the flesh peeled back from his face. His hair caught and the sticky flesh of his eye sizzled. Cassidy watched until the fire was out and only his smoking skull remained. When it was done, she placed her worn boot heel on the bone top and crushed the thing to dust. Then Cassidy plopped to the ground, leaned against a rock, covered her face with her hands, and cried from the depth of her soul.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy ate. She rested. She pulled herself together. Tat had given her bandages. She changed her dressings and saw she was healing in twisted scarred flesh. It suited her. The most horrible thing about life is that it goes on no matter. She watched dusk come and she tried to figure out what to do next. For the hell of it, she used the dildo she got from the green-eyed daughter, but her orgasm was bitter and unfulfilling. That suited her as well.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy sat against a rock, smoking, cleaning her guns. Occasionally she would stop and look above the hills to the sky where stars twinkled. There were no clouds. The moon was a melon rind. Occasional breezes caressed her. Cassidy felt hollow. She inhaled deeply, blew smoke out her nostrils, and began reassembling her weapons.
			

			
				Peace. Quiet. End.
			

			
				The breeze blew again. The only sounds were the clacking of her gun pieces. When she was finished, Cass reloaded, re-holstered, sat back, closed her eyes, and smoked.
			

			
				Now what?
			

			
				She thought of all that ceaseless time walking the land, interviewing townies, fantasizing about watching the Gray Man die. She remembered nightmares of dying while he watched. And now here she was, finished. When life diminished to a single point, what do you do when the point is reached?
			

			
				But there was more, wasn’t there? There had been a man inside the man.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				She went back to Gray’s body and cut off his right hand after kicking a rat out of the way. The beast had sampled his chest meat and Cassidy was grimly pleased.
			

			
				Gray hair curled from his knuckles. Five fingers, scared nails, palm, and a chewed thumb. She marveled that this pudgy appendage could cause so much pain. In a sudden fit of rage Cassidy snapped her fingers over them. The pinky broke and she had to control an urge to grab the thing in both hands and tear it down the middle.
			

			
				She found steel nails in the slaughterhouse and a warped plank.
			

			
				Cassidy laid the hand, palm up, on the board. She placed a nail in the palm and picked up a rock. With three quick strokes she drove the nail through. The screams started with the blood. It echoed across the valley. The fingers snapped and curled inward. Blood drooled off the sides, staining the board. Cassidy grabbed the first finger, placed a nail in the center of the pad and drew back with her rock.
			

			
				“For my life,” she said and swung.
			

			
				She repeated with nails in each finger and thumb, intoning:
			

			
				“For my family, home, land, and the girl I was and can never be again.”
			

			
				The hand struggled against the nails. Cass spat on it. It tried to pull itself up. She selected a stick from her new fire and set the thing ablaze. The screams peeled forth again: horse, ragged, and finally faded away. The blood sizzled. She dreaded what was next.
			

			
				“Speak if you have words!”
			

			
				From the flames came his guttural laughter.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Show yourself!”
			

			
				The wind blew dirt and smoke together. It did not make his form but rather a screen she saw him on. It was as if she was talking to him through a window.
			

			
				“No, Cassidy Smith. Not a window. A mirror.”
			

			
				“We are nothing alike.”
			

			
				“Aren’t we? We each killed the other’s family. Or do you deny your family business?”
			

			
				“I do not.”
			

			
				“Well then. There you have it.”
			

			
				“You are alive.”
			

			
				“I am in my Necrom.”
			

			
				“Where I was.”
			

			
				“No!” He was horrified at the suggestion. He was offended. These honest emotions gave Cassidy pause.
			

			
				“You were not in mine; you could never be in mine. You may as well suggest I crawled into your mother’s womb! Is nothing sacred to you! Have you no sense of propriety?”
			

			
				“Speak bastard. I care not for what’s sacred to your kind.”
			

			
				The Magician vibrated with fury and Cassidy was glad to see it, glad she had managed to hurt him again.
			

			
				“Your grandmother sent you to a bastardized version of a Necrom. She is no demon so she cannot create a true one. You went to an echo of a true Necrom. Just one more way you are an abomination.”
			

			
				“Says the dead guy made of sand and smoke.”
			

			
				“Go to hell, cunt. You may have killed the Gray Man, but I live. You still lost. And if you think I am finished with you, you are gravely mistaken.”
			

			
				“I know enough of your laws to know you must answer my questions. My grandmother taught me magic.”
			

			
				“Your grandmother was a pretender.”
			

			
				“And yet here I am. I won. I earned. You must obey.”
			

			
				“Yes. Enjoy it while you can.”
			

			
				“Who are you.”
			

			
				He sighed. “My name is Charles Dexter Ward. I call myself the Magician. And I am your eternal enemy, Cassidy Smith. And I pledge my life to your ruin.”
			

			
				“Tell me everything. Who you are, where you’re going, what happens next?”
			

			
				“Only because I am bound,” he said through gritted teeth.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				The Magician answered. After he gave Cassidy her reward, he cursed her and vanished.
			

			
				Eventually Cassidy slept. Whatever came would come—but the sun would rise with the Gray Man dead and that was enough for now, enough to let her close her eyes and get a semblance of rest.
			

			
				Cassidy Smith slept under the stars and dreamed of green.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				CHAPTER 28
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy woke. A new day arrived regardless of her victory. It was time to leave Eldora.
			

			
				“You won because you fused the anger and the training your family taught,” The Magician told her yesterday. But she had hushed him. She knew that and the exploration of it was hers alone. As she prepared to leave her camp, Cassidy held out her hand and found she could produce fire. A small flame, but it was there. It looked like a snake to her. She lit her cigar from it, and it wormed its way back inside her.
			

			
				“Very well then,” she said. And she was pleased.
			

			
				She packed and moved on, in the end simply putting one foot in front of the other as she had so many times before. There was nothing behind her. The way forward at least offered new possibilities. What about her family. Were they finally at peace? Would she ever know? These were pages unread.
			

			
				She stopped, closed her eyes.
			

			
				Grandmother. If you are there, let me know your state.
			

			
				The wind. An owl. Nothing more.
			

			
				Cassidy continued.
			

			
				Grass grew thicker. The soil darkened. Vegetation. She saw bird tracks and scat. The land began to rise, and she spied scraggly pine trees, ivy, and lopsided bushes. The forest grew denser, formed a canopy, and Cassidy noticed the sun was gone. She shivered as she walked and kept her hand near her gun.
			

			
				I am still in Eldora.
			

			
				Cassidy came to the end of the land. It fell away with no grace, no beauty, but crumbled and frayed. Roots hung like skeletal fingers. Weeds flopped. She was in cool shadow. Faintly she could smell salt. Something was close.
			

			
				“Grandmother?”
			

			
				Nothing.
			

			
				Cassidy made camp. She lit her fire with magic and was pleased. She slept. She waited.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy opened her eyes. She was in a clearing. The grass was green and healthy. The sky was blue, the breeze pleasant. Beside her was a huge chair made from limbs and woven grass and leaves. It looked like Tilly’s rocker.
			

			
				“Granddaughter.”
			

			
				The twin of her chair was on the other side of a beautifully carved table. Tilly stood beside and held out her hand.
			

			
				“Please. Join me.”
			

			
				“You’re okay!”
			

			
				“Thanks to you.”
			

			
				Cassidy found sitting easier now that the revenge engine in her was cooling in the Gray Man’s blood.
			

			
				She sat and saw blood on her shirt, at her cuff. It was Gray’s, she was sure. The sight of it gave her new pause. In the waking world she had to trash the clothes she wore during their battle. They were covered in blood and bile. She used the last of her drinking water to clean herself.
			

			
				But you won. Do you want to carry the hate anymore? If you do, then what was this long walk for? You could have stayed in the bones of your home and lived angry and bitter. It was for your family of course but what more? What after? What now?
			

			
				Around them the forest was thick. Cassidy smelled sunshine, grass, yellow. She followed her nose and thought of bread, pie crust, cupcakes. She was suddenly seized by the most absurd urge to whistle.
			

			
				Birds flew above the trees. She heard a stream gurgling happily. Pink flower petals drifted lazily in the air. She watched them fall.
			

			
				“So why am I here? Tell me true, magic lady.”
			

			
				“You defeated the Gray Man. Does that satisfy you?”
			

			
				“Aye.”
			

			
				“Me too. But let us talk of the future. You have a destiny Cassidy Smith. You have just begun. I can see your future now. Embrace what you are, what you are destined to be.”
			

			
				“What is that?”
			

			
				“A Smith. A hero.”
			

			
				“I am afraid.”
			

			
				“Don’t be. You are not alone. Your family is with you.”
			

			
				“My family is gone. Still gone despite his blood.”
			

			
				Tilly shook her head. “They are not dead; they live in you. You will hear their voice and teachings in every action. Am I not proof enough? Here I am.” Tilly smiled. “Here we all are in fact.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cassidy pulled herself from the table and stood before her family. She took in each one. Her servants lined the back, each smiling and waving, each coming forward to grasp her hand and thank her, embrace her. They had died in the massacre as well. They were as much family.
			

			
				“You beat him . . .”
			

			
				“We’re free . . .”
			

			
				“Thank you!”
			

			
				Then her grandmother. Tilly squeezed her in love. Her father came next, embraced her strongly, and told Cassidy how proud he was of her.
			

			
				Her mother was next, caressing her cheek, hugging her in a warm way that made Cassidy cry. Her mother held her close and whispered in her ear.
			

			
				“Be safe; know I will always watch over you.”
			

			
				Then Alan.
			

			
				“Husband. We did it.”
			

			
				“No. You did it.”
			

			
				She kissed her man.
			

			
				“We are all whole now, Wife. Thank you.”
			

			
				“Cassidy,” Tilly said.
			

			
				“I apologize for my deception. But more than that, I am always, have always been, proud of you. I was afraid the Magician would win and that a greater evil would be unleashed. I was ashamed that I was less concerned with the world than my granddaughter. I was afraid. But now I see that I was wrong to doubt you. You have proven to be the strongest of us all. I am sorry, Cassidy. And know I love you more than anything.”
			

			
				“I love you too.” Cassidy hugged Tilly and felt the anchor of years between them, the beginning and the end. She was knocked breathless by the responsibility.
			

			
				“And now, let’s talk about the future,” Tilly said. “Straight forward, no dilly-dallying. Your next move is to journey across the sea to the Green Continent. That’s where the Magician is headed. Even he doesn’t know that yet, but I can see where the little snot is headed. At least for now.”
			

			
				“Across the sea.”
			

			
				“The Magician has his own destiny. He is an evil that will grow—and quickly. He is an evil that must be stopped. Your destiny is to continue the family tradition of demon hunting. It is your destiny. He is your destiny.” Tilly took Cassidy’s face in her hands. “You are deserving of this family’s legacy. Your ancestor’s portraits look on you with pride.”
			

			
				Cassidy began to cry, and her family held her.
			

			
				“Will you continue the family business, granddaughter?”
			

			
				“Yes,” she said. “I already started.”
			

			
				“You will keep moving now, Cassidy. One foot in front of the other. You will move to Land’s End, to the coast. You will see the ocean. I think you will like it. I do.”
			

			
				“I met a friend of yours from the ocean. Tat.”
			

			
				“Ahhh . . .” Tilly blushed. “Many more tales there than anyone has time for.”
			

			
				“Indeed. And then?” She asked.
			

			
				“You will find the Green Continent and the Magician’s trail.”
			

			
				“And you will be there when the time comes, Grandmother?”
			

			
				“We will be there when you need us, Cass. Always. And bear in mind Cassidy, though your way is of the gun, there are other weapons in this world. In the graveyard you chose to be a Magician, you accepted the title. I know it will never be your first moniker, but it is one available to you. It is in your blood. Don’t forget it. Don’t forget that you too are a Magician.”
			

			
				“I won’t.”
			

			
				A light spread behind them. It was time for the family to go. They didn’t move towards the glow so much as all faded together. She heard more calls of thanks, of love. When they were gone, Cassidy watched the spot for a while. When she was satisfied, she turned and put one foot in front of the other.
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				“I’m on the other side. Eldora is at my back.” A breeze lifted her hair. It felt good.
			

			
				Cassidy Smith adjusted her pack, her guns, her hat. She lit a cigar. She began walking.
			

			
				One foot in front of the other . . .
			

			
				She walked with purpose, not rage. Her step was fine. When the urge to whistle came this time, she did so. Cassidy headed for the ocean and the next part of her journey.
			

			
				 
			

		



			
				EPILOGUE
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The bar smelled like saltwater. It was in the wood, the tables, in the air. Hell, it was in her clothes. Cassidy could not get accustomed to the tang of it. It reminded her of Eldora’s sweet-and-rot smell. It was everywhere. But that was to be expected. The smell did not come from spirits or evil but from the ocean. She had made it to the coast. The big blue animal was visible from the bar’s porch. Cassidy enjoyed watching the surf but the idea of traveling on it still made her stomach flutter. There was a lot of space under the waves, more than enough to drown and disappear in.
			

			
				“My ship is the fastest on the water,” Phoenix Gold said. She sat back, leaned her chair against the wall behind her so the front two legs came off the ground. Her long blonde hair looked like gold in the low, yellow light. Hurricane lamps were the only illumination outside of the white moonlight coming in the windows and doors. “I imagine you want to get to the Green Continent as fast as you can.”
			

			
				She gulped her beer and Cassidy matched her.
			

			
				“I don’t deny it,” Cassidy replied.
			

			
				Phoenix made a show of looking away. Cassidy knew the self-proclaimed Pirate Queen wanted her to sail. Cassidy was intrigued, but still the fear loomed. There was nowhere to go if the boat sprung a leak. Sailing to the Green Continent meant giving up control and Cassidy was not well with that. There was also the near certainty that Phoenix was crazy as a shithouse rat. But Cassidy was learning that condition could have its uses.
			

			
				“It’ll be fun. Don’t underestimate that Cassidy Smith.”
			

			
				Cass nodded, taking her turn to scan the bar. Phee chuckled, deep and throaty.
			

			
				“You want to play coy? Fine. I’ll chase you my squirt.”
			

			
				“I hate when you call me that.”
			

			
				The pirate made her slow rolling chuckle again. She tilted her head down, giving Cassidy the full magnetism of her eyes. The feather in her hat dipped forward, touching the table.
			

			
				“Weren’t you ever taught to take your hat off inside?” Cassidy asked.
			

			
				“Oh baby, the things I wasn’t taught could fill books.” She raised her glass and Cass mirrored it. They clanked and drained the rest. Phoenix signaled for two more.
			

			
				“That’s why I like you small fry, you give me that sense of class.”
			

			
				Cass snickered. “Small fry?”
			

			
				Phoenix laughed. “Compared to me, yes. I’m almost seven feet of woman my dear. All of my mates are small fries.”
			

			
				“But you don’t mean for me to be a mate?”
			

			
				Despite the collection of empty glasses around the table and despite the beers brought by a maid, Phoenix’s eyes were clear. “No. I have a specific job for you on my ship.”
			

			
				“Mmm-hmm. I remember your offer.” Cassidy drank and looked away again. The place was quiet, the patrons well-behaved. She smelled seafood but had no urge to try it.
			

			
				“And?”
			

			
				She needed to cross the sea. The rumor was Phoenix Gold’s ship was the fastest on the water, but Phee had designs Cassidy wasn’t sure of yet. The hold of a pirate ship was a far country where much could happen.
			

			
				“I assure you Cassidy that my company is . . . desirable.”
			

			
				Cassidy had another offer on a fishing vessel. But there was an attraction to Phoenix’s lawlessness. It circumvented certain issues and questions, like the guns on her hips and the purpose of her trip.
			

			
				“Holy Madien’s Balls! Do you see that?” Phoenix Gold pointed out the window. Cassidy saw a horse. It was silver with big black eyes and folded rainbow wings along its side. It was beautiful. And not a horse. Cassidy grinned.
			

			
				“See what?”
			

			
				“Oh fuck you, cully.”
			

			
				Cassidy laughed. “You ever see one before?”
			

			
				“As a matter of fact, my prissy young miss, I have. And here I am big as life and twice as ugly to prove I know what I’m doing with one of ‘em.”
			

			
				“Ugly? You fishing for compliments, Phee?”
			

			
				“Please; I know I’m a sexy bitch. And so are you. With my help you can be a sexy bitch that knows how those pretty beasts come to be.” Phoenix Gold winked. “Sail with me pretty girl and I’ll fill your belly with booze and your head with tales of wonder.”
			

			
				“Mmmmm . . .” Cassidy watched the not-horse amble away. What drew her from the view was the Captain’s new low tone.
			

			
				“You gonna make me beg then?” She sighed. “Not nice. You know you belong with my ship crew of salty bastards and degenerates.”
			

			
				Cassidy smiled. “Why? Adventure? Stories? The pleasure of your company?”
			

			
				“All. And I’ll have you know my bed is soft.”
			

			
				“You presume much.” Cassidy smiled and raised her glass again but her new friend did not respond. That got Cassidy’s attention more than anything previous.
			

			
				“There is another reason, Cassidy Smith.”
			

			
				“Okay . . .”
			

			
				“I knew your grandmother. Tilly. I fought beside her. I know of your family’s monster hunting history. I participated in some of it.”
			

			
				Cassidy went very still.
			

			
				“I am older than I look. It’s no coincidence my name is Phoenix. Come with me Cassidy Smith, let me take you across the sea, and I will tell you of your grandmother, of your family. Of your history. And I’ll make your toes curl while I do it.”
			

			
				“Do you say true Phoenix Gold? On your honor?”
			

			
				“A pirate’s honor is most serious. I give you my oath I’m true. Will you sail with me?”
			

			
				Cassidy wasted no time in responding, her decision made.
			

			
				“When do we leave?”
			

			
				 
			

			
				THE END
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