
    
      [image: Cover]
    

  

[image: Feedbooks]

Miracle, Texas

DeAnna Knippling





Published: 2011

Tag(s): "weird west" amazon sheriff cowboy texas gold "horse
thief" "train robber"




Part 1

Miracle, Texas








      If he’d meant to
leave his wife for her, he shouldn’t have shot her horse.

      Justine waved to
the banditos and hefted her saddlebags. She’d sold the banditos her
saddle and tack in payment for the ride from El Paso to Miracle,
Texas. They’d heard of Marguerite’s Amazons and therefore weren’t
prepared to risk doing her bodily harm, but they weren’t going to
give her a ride for free. She walked the last mile and a half, one
foot in front of the other. Her boots hurt her feet; she wasn’t
used to walking.

      Miracle was a
shitty little border town made out of unpainted gray pine boards
shrinking in the dry, hot air until light and dust sparkled through
the cracks. Justine wasn’t sure whether she liked the place or not.
She couldn’t live there, that was sure.

      Justine dropped
her saddlebags in front of the first tavern she passed. The sign
read “The hatte  d G ass” and showed a busted shot glass
tipped on its side. She waited.

      The owner came
out, a fat man with big arms. He could have broken her in half, if
he could have caught her. She wiggled her feet inside her boots,
getting her balance.

      “What do you
want?” he asked. Didn’t pay to be too rude, out in the desert. Even
to somebody like Justine.

      “I want a
room.”

      “How long?”

      “Few days,
probably. I’m here to get a horse.”

      He nodded toward
her saddlebags. “Died in the desert.”

      “Shot out from
under me.”

      The owner’s
eyebrows went up. “I thought I heard the Amazons got burnt out.” He
looked to the right. Justine followed his sightline and spotted the
jail across the street and behind her. “You’re not here to make
trouble, are you?”

      “Depends on
whether I get my horse.”

      “How you going
to pay?”

      Justine opened
her hand. She already had a gold coin in her palm. The coin had a
woman’s head on one side and was blank on the other. The man
inhaled quickly.

      “Go on, take
it,” Justine said. “It’s not like it means anything anymore. It’s
just a piece of shiny metal now. Or don’t you want it?”

      She tossed it at
the man. He caught it, didn’t bother to check it.

      “Follow me,” he
said.

 

      She washed her
face and untied her hair so the silver coins jingled free. Then she
cleaned her guns, oiled them, and brushed the dirt and dust out of
her holsters.

      She ordered a
whiskey at the bar, drank it, crossed herself, and walked across
the street to the jailhouse.

      She stopped
outside the door and howled: “Giles Carsten! Get your mangy,
murdering, cheatin’ ass out here, you lying son of a bitch!” She
was prepared to continue on in such a fashion for quite some time,
but Giles came out right away.

      Her heart leapt
in her chest like a hiccup. Giles wasn’t pretty. He had a big mouth
and a beaky nose, and his jaw stuck out like the front of a train.
He put his hands on the railing so Justine could see his wedding
band shine dull orange in the sunset.

      He said, “What
seems to be the problem, miss?”

      “You owe me a
horse,” Justine said.

      “I’ve never seen
you before in my life.”

      Justine spat on
the ground. “You’re lucky all I want from you is a horse.”

      “You’re a
whore,” Giles said. “I don’t have anything to do with whores.”

      It was like they
were playing a game or acting out a play. Certain moves had to be
made.

      Justine pulled
out a gun, just one. “You’ll give me a horse—and tack—or you’ll
shoot me down in the street.” She held the butt of the gun on her
shoulder, pointed up in the air.

      “How about I put
you in jail instead?”

      “Give me a
horse!” Justine screamed. It echoed back at her. Justine shook her
head; her coins clinked together. “I’m going to eat and go to bed.
And at dawn I’m going to find your horse and take it and ride out
of this shithole.” Justine put her gun back in her holster and
walked back to the hotel, where the owner was standing in the
doorway.

      “You getting out
of my way?” she said. He stepped aside almost as though he hadn’t
heard her.

 

      The man rode
into Amazon Valley the same way they all did, blindfolded, hooded,
and with his hands tied behind his back. Justine led his horse in
the last few miles, admiring the way he swayed in the saddle,
perfectly at ease.

      “So what brings
you to the valley?” she asked.

      “Women,” he
said. His voice was muffled through the hood.

      “What’s your
name?”

      “Giles. Giles
Carsten.”

      Justine laughed.
“Did you just tell me your real name? Don’t do that. Make something
up.”

      “Like what?”

      “John Star,”
Justine said. “I always wanted to have a Sheriff’s kid.”

      Giles jumped in
his saddle, and Justine said, “Gotcha. You’re not from around here,
are you?”

      “Nope. Had to
see it for myself. What’s your name?”

      “Justine,” she
said.

      “Doesn’t sound
like a whore’s name. Aren’t you one of the whores?”

      Justine snorted.
“We ain’t whores.”

      “You have sex
with men for money.”

      “True. We pay
them in gold, if they’re good. But mostly we rob trains and steal
horses.”

      They didn’t say
anything else until they reached the main house. Justine locked the
door behind them and took off his hood and blindfold.

      “You’re young,”
he said.

      “Seventeen.” She
checked the rope on his hands. His wrists were raw, and the knot
was twisted tight. She clucked her tongue at him. “I told you to
leave that alone.” She cut through the rope and tossed it
aside.

      “How does this
work?” Giles looked around the room like he was trying to memorize
it.

      “I take you to
the parlour. If somebody wants you, she’ll take you upstairs. If
not, I take you back out.”

      Giles shook his
head. “The whore picks me? And what if I beat the shit out of a
whore?”

      “Can’t you leave
it alone?” Justine asked.

      “I don’t like
it.”

      “Go home, then,”
Justine said.

      “I’ve already
come this far.”

      Justine led him
to the parlour. “Don’t worry. You have a nice face. Somebody’ll
pick you.”

      He snorted out
his nose. “You must not know much about handsome.”

      “It’s a good
face. Horsey. I like horses.”

      The parlour was
full of women with coins in their hair jingling softly, or loudly
when they laughed. Young women, old women. All of them, if not
beautiful, were at least striking. Wild.

      “This is John
Star,” Justine announced.

      Some of the
women nodded at him, some of them turned away and went back to
their conversations. Sofia, one of the lieutenants, pointed at him.
“You know what they say about men with big noses.”

      Marguerite, who
stood six foot seven and weighed three hundred pounds, said, “He’s
arrogant.”

      Sofia said,
“Aren’t they all?”

      Giles snapped,
“This is no way to treat a man.”

      The room
exploded with whoops. “Take his horse!” “Take his balls!”

      Justine said,
“The hell with you all. I’ll take him.”

      Sofia cackled.
“She’s the spitting image of you, Marguerite.”

      Marguerite said,
“Send him back to his wife, Justine.”

      “I’m
seventeen.”

      “I know. He’ll
be trouble, and you don’t care. So get it over with. Just don’t
break the rules.”

      Justine grabbed
the shoulder of Giles’s shirt. He shook her hand off. “Come right
this way.”

      They turned
their backs on the room of laughing women and went upstairs.

      “Why do you do
this?” Giles asked.

      Justine pushed
back a wool blanket patterned with red and yellow diamonds and
stripes. “First door on the left.  Marguerite doesn’t want us
getting married.”

      Justine’s room
was a bare, tiny closet with a pallet on the floor. Busted tack and
dirty clothes were piled in the corner; the only decoration was a
picture of the Sacred Heart on the wall. The room stank of sweat
and horses, but there were worse smells.

      Giles wrinkled
up his nose.

      “What? Isn’t it
clean enough?” she asked.

      “Not much of a
lady’s boudoir.”

      “Boo-dwar.
Boudoir. What’s that mean?”

      “A fancy lady’s
room. Lots of lace. Pink stuff. Perfume. Uh, face paint or whatever
you call it.”

      “Oh. You don’t
have to do anything if you don’t want to; I just wanted to keep you
out of trouble.”

      Giles shook his
head. “You’re a strange kid.”

      “I ain’t a
kid.”

      “I know, I
know,” Giles said. “You’ve taken men to bed already, and you think
that makes you a woman.”

      “I’ve killed
men, too,” Justine said. She ran her hand through her hair, shaking
out the coins.”I killed one of them all by myself. Horse
thieves.”

      “Are you all
horse thieves?”

      Justine grinned.
“Yep. But that’s the way of things. You want to anyway? I do.”

      Giles reached
for her arm, and Justine jerked it away.

      “What are you
doing that for?” she asked.

      “That’s what
you’re supposed to do with a woman.”

      “Don’t you know
anything? You’re supposed to do it like this.” Justine stepped in
close, laced her hands around his waist, and kissed him. His lips
were dry and chapped, but they felt as light as air. She licked her
lips and kissed him again. He tried to move her hands to his
shoulders, but she shook him away. “Don’t be so bossy.” She pulled
the back of his shirt out of his belt and scratched at the hair
back there, feeling it under her fingernails. “Are you this hairy
all over?”

      He snorted
again, and she felt the wind of it on her neck.

      Justine said,
“Take your shirt off.”

      “What for?”

      “Don’t you like
having your shirt off?” She tossed her vest on the floor and
shucked out of her Mexican-style shirt. “Ugh. I need a bath.”

      Giles blushed.
She kissed him again, but he wouldn’t kiss her back.

      “What’s
wrong?”

      “I can’t do
this.” He pushed Justine, then jerked his hand away. “You’re young
enough to be my daughter.”

      Justine crossed
her arms over her stomach. “Oh, come on. You’ve probably slept with
whores younger than me.” When he didn’t move, she said, “Fine. I
guess I’ll put my shirt back on then. Marguerite told me about
this. There’s some men who can’t stand to touch a free woman.”

      “You’re not
free.”

      She had her
knife at his throat before he could say boo. “You take that
back.”

      “You’re a
whore.”

      She pressed
down. “Take it back.”

      “You shouldn’t
be a whore. You’re just a kid.”

      Justine dug the
knife in further. He winced. “Marguerite was right. We should take
your horse and leave you with the banditos. They’ll take you to El
Paso if you promise them money.”

      He tried to take
the knife from her, so she gave him a cut on his hand, then put the
knife back on his throat. He was quick, though, and strong, and she
wasn’t sure she could do it again.

      “You’re going to
die young,” he said. “But looking like an old woman. A diseased
whore.”

      “Stop calling me
a whore!” she yelled. She heard footsteps in the hall,
breathing.

      He snorted
again. “Can’t say I didn’t try to talk sense into you,” he said.
“All right, all right. You’re not a whore. I’m sorry. Can I go home
now?”

      She sheathed the
knife and stepped back. “Fine. Go.”

      “They’re going
to knock me out as soon as I step out that door, aren’t they?”

      Justine latched
her fingers behind her head. “About the only way you’re going to
get out of here with your horse and gun is if you spend the night.
But I’m not forcing you.”

      Giles cursed. He
put his ear up to the door for a second, then stepped back. “You’re
just a kid!”

      Justine rolled
her eyes. “You’re pure loco, mister. Ain’t you heard a word I
said?”

      “You got to get
me out of here.”

      “If you lay with
me.”

      He paced back
and forth. “I won’t be forced.”

      “I ain’t forcing
you. You don’t like it, throw a tantrum or attack me. They’ll break
in the door. Or you could try to wait me out. I might get
bored.”

      “Fine,” he said.
He grabbed for her arm; she stepped aside.

      “No
grabbing.”

      Giles howled.
The door burst open, and Sophie and Marguerite wrestled Giles down
to the floor. Marguerite put a knife to Giles’s neck.

      “Stop! Get off
him.”

      Marguerite
looked up at Justine, her brows shading all but the lowest parts of
her eyes. “He doesn’t belong here. Quit teasing him.”

      Justine turned
her face to the side. “Fine.”

      The women pulled
Giles to his feet and dragged him out the door before he could get
his feet under him.

 

      Justine woke in
a rush, smelling smoke. She got dressed, holstered her guns and
sheathed her knife, then tied her hair back to keep it quiet.

      When she touched
the doorknob, it was warm but not hot. She cracked open the door.
Three gunshots cracked outside, but nobody screamed. A familiar
shape hustled toward her and shoved the door open.

      “Justine!”
Marguerite hissed. “It’s Sheriff Cowles and about a hundred
deputies. They’re burning the place down. Get out the south
way.”

      “What about
you.”

      “Sophie’s been
shot.”

      “Let me
help.”

      “Do as I say,
for once. Get as many horses as you can out the south way and wait
for us. If we don’t show, track down that bastard and kill
him.”

      “Which
bastard?”

      “John Star or
whatever his name is. He led them in.”

      “I had him tied
and blindfolded!”

      “He’s up on the
hill, Justine. The fire lit him up real good. Now go.”

      Justine
pretended to leave, sneaked down to the parlour to help Sophie, and
found her dead on the bar. Marguerite found her and chased her out
again.

      Justine crawled
along the roof to the horse barn. Two men from El Paso that she
knew were guarding the horses. She cut their throats one at a time,
so quiet the second one never heard the first fall. She strung six
horses together and rode out.

      She saw him. On
the hill. In the firelight, his face looked like he was crying, but
he wasn’t. He saw her, but he let her go.

 

      At dawn, when
none of the women met her at the southern lookout, she rode to El
Paso. The valley was a burnt-out wreck, but no bodies had been left
behind, except Sophie’s.

      She sold all but
one horse, bought a saddle and tack, and put the rest of the money
in a pouch under her shirt.

      She went to the
Amazon’s favorite bar and asked them if they knew who Giles Carsten
was.

      “He’s in jail.”
Malo, the bartender, said.

      “He’s been
arrested,” she said.

      Malo laughed.
“Nah. He’s a visiting Sheriff. They used him to lead the El Paso
Sheriff down to the valley, ‘cause none of you would recognize him.
Left a trail of black sand, I hear.”

      She shook her
head, which was still tied and silent.

      “What are they
going to do with my ma?”

      “Hang her,” Malo
said. “Horse thief.”

      “You think
they’ll arrest me if I go see her?”

      Malo considered
it. “Maybe?”

 

      The jail held
only six women, including Marguerite. She had blood caked on her
face, she was missing about half her teeth along the left side of
her jaw, and her hair had been cut down to the scalp. They couldn’t
take her size away; Marguerite was still so big Justine didn’t know
how the jail could hold her.

      The cell was
guarded by a single deputy, but about fifty men were within
earshot, reliving the raid in the bar next door. She didn’t
recognize the deputy, and he let her visit the women as soon as
she’d turned her guns and knives over to him.

      “I’m going to
get you out of here,” she told Marguerite.

      “Don’t be an
idiot,” Marguerite said. “You kill that Judas goat yet?”

      “No, ma,” she
said.

      “Then go.
They’re going to hang me Wednesday morning, and I don’t want to die
without knowing he’s gone to hell ahead of me.”

      Someone called
from the front room. The deputy eyed them, then left. Justine could
still see the heel of his boot; he hadn’t gone far.

      “I’ll get you
out of here. We can start over again. We’ll get a whole town full
of women who live free.”

      “And they’ll
send an army after us, just like they did with the Cherokee.”

      Giles walked
into the holding area. Wearing his badge. He grabbed Justine’s arm;
she jerked it away.

      “You don’t
belong here, miss,” Giles said.

      Marguerite
flapped her hands at Justine and turned her back; a second later,
the other five women did the same.

      Justine snorted.
“The hell with you, too.” Then she followed Giles out of the room.
He led her past the deputy, out of the jail, and around the back of
the building. She slapped him the second they were out of sight.
“You led them straight to us.”

      “Yes,” he said,
not softening it.

      “No more whoring
horse thieves. I hope that makes you feel
better.”           

      “As long as
you’re all right.”

      She glared at
him. “I ain’t all right. My mother’s getting hung. My home’s gone.
The women who raised me are dead. All I have left is my horse.”

      “What did you
expect, that your ma’s brothel would last forever?”

      “Yes,” she said.
“I thought I’d never get out.”

      That stopped him
for a second. “What do you want, then?”

      “Come with
me.”

      “What? No,
just—no. I’m going home. I’m the Sheriff of a small town in Texas a
few hundred miles from here. Married.”

      Justine stuck
her hands in her belt, leaned forward, and kissed him. The smell of
him. The heat from his chest. To her surprise, he kissed her back,
tentatively putting his arms around her shoulders. He led her
backward to the wall. She unbuckled her pants and pulled him toward
her. He picked her up, glanced around, and slipped her onto
him.

      They were quiet.
They were quick. It was more of a promise than a pleasure, although
it was that. She panted on his shoulder, then tossed her head
without thinking. Luckily, her hair was still tied back. She bit
his shoulder to stifle a giggle.

      “I got a favor
to ask you,” she said.

      “I won’t—”

      “No, listen.
It’s a good one.”

 

      The next day, he
was gone.

      His rooms had
been torn up. The hotel owner said he’d thought he’d heard an
argument, late the night before, but hadn’t gone to check. There
was blood in the bed and a hole in the mattress, a knife slash.

      His horse was
gone, but not his luggage. The town was in an uproar, looking for
him.

      The same deputy
was on duty, left behind. He let her visit her mother, no questions
asked.

      Marguerite’s
face looked worse than it had the day before. “He’s dead,
then?”

      Justine reached
into the jail cell and grabbed her mother’s hand. “It’s over.
They’ll never find him.”

      “I can die in
peace now.”

      “Ma,
please.”

      “No. You go on.
I don’t want you caught. Live a free woman, like I taught you.”

      “If I lived the
way you taught me, I’d burn this place down and kill everyone in it
to get you free.”

      “You know what I
mean,” Marguerite said. She settled back on the bed, leaning her
head against the wall. Closing her eyes.

      Justine
left.

 

      Ten miles out of
El Paso, he was waiting for her.

      “Stop following
me,” he said.

      “I don’t have
nowhere to go.”

      “Don’t follow
me. I’m not leaving my wife for you. The Sheriff’s got to be a
godly man.”

      “I don’t care
about that.”

      Giles pulled out
his revolver and shot Justine’s horse through the neck. He knew
just right where to shoot; the blood pumped out on the dry ground
and sank in like it’d never been there. The horse fell to its
knees. Justine jumped off before he could fall on her and screamed
like a bird of prey. Giles turned his horse, spurred it, and ran
away.

 

      And now she was
in Miracle, lying in bed awake, waiting to get shot or arrested.
Nothing happened by the time it was almost dawn, so she got up. She
already had her hair tied back and her boots on. Her guns were
under her pillow.

      She ducked out
the window to the balcony, slid down the side and jumped, landing
in a crouch behind the building.

      She’d found out
earlier where Giles’s house was from some drunks she’d played poker
with. Within a minute, she was standing outside his open window,
pushing the curtains aside with a stick.

      His wife was
sitting at the kitchen table under an oil lamp, knitting and
letting her coffee get cold. The needles clicked together. She bent
over, sighed, and pulled out a row of stitches. She rubbed the back
of her neck and started knitting again.

      Marguerite’s
mother had taught her to ride and shoot. This woman’s mother had
taught her to knit, to pass the time while she couldn’t sleep,
waiting for her husband to come home.

      Justine dropped
the stick and walked to the edge of town, not far. She would have
gone home then, if she’d had a home to go to.

      She heard
footsteps behind her.

      “What were you
doing outside my house?” Giles asked.

      She turned.
“Looking at your wife. She’s pretty. Prettier than me, anyway.”

      “Yeah,” he
said.

      “You going to
pay me for that horse?”

      “I’ll give you
the money.”

      “I want you to
pay for my horse.”

      “No.”

      The crickets
wailed their lonely songs, but the stars sniggered, glad to be out
of it.

      “What are you
going to do?” he asked.

      “I ain’t going
to work as a whore at the hotel, just so you can fuck me when you
want me.” Justine walked along the road, her feet finding the ruts
and hating them. She brushed some dust off her vest. “So none of
your business, I guess.”

      “Kiss me. Please
kiss me.” Their footsteps crunched the dry ground, walking parallel
wheel tracks.

      “You had your
chance,” she said.

      “Please.”

      She rolled her
eyes. “All right.”

 

      As far as she
could tell, nobody had noticed she’d left the hotel and come back
again. She checked her saddlebags and the gold coins in their pouch
and sat at the bar to drink some coffee. Her stomach was unsettled,
and she made herself feel better by making her stomach feel
worse.

      Then she walked
over to the jail and howled.

      “Giles Carsten!
If you ain’t going to pay me for my horse, at least give me the
satisfaction or coming out here so I can shoot you.”

      But after a few
minutes of people opening up their doors and staring at her, with
no movement at the jail, it became obvious that Giles wasn’t there.
Her face red, she walked to his house and kicked in the door. Her
foot damned near got stuck when it went through the cheap
planks.

      He was sitting
at the table with his wife. She was holding his hands. Her tiny
hands were white at the knuckles.

      Giles said, “You
could have knocked.”

      “I shouldn’t
have fucked you in El Paso.”

      “Giles!” his
wife said.

      Justine heard
the sound of a gun being cocked behind her, felt cold metal against
her neck. “Put your hands up,” a voice said.

      Justine raised
both revolvers in the air. She grinned at Giles.

      Giles said, “No,
Smith—” but it was too late.

      Justine dropped
to a crouch and kicked the legs out from under the man behind her.
His gun went off; he fell; she pinned him to the ground with one
gun to his ear and the other swinging around to cover the street.
Another deputy stood at the corner of the house; his hands were
shaking.

      Justine said,
“You pay for my horse, Giles.”

      Behind her,
Giles said, “Take my horse and go.” There was something about the
way he said it.

      Justine knelt
back off the deputy’s chest and faced the room. Slumped over in her
chair was the wife, a splatter of blood on the table. Her hands
were gripping Giles’s hands but getting whiter.

      Justine said,
“He shot her.” She looked at the man below her. “You shot her.”

      Giles said, “No,
Justine. It’s my fault. No.”

      The wife’s hands
dropped, and she slid out of her chair. Giles cradled her to the
floor.

      The man on the
ground started yelling and thrashing around, so Justine kicked the
side of his head and he stopped. More people were coming, and the
deputy at the corner of the house had raised his gun toward her.
She stepped back, stepped over the man on the floor, and knelt next
to Giles and his wife.

      The wife’s wound
gaped and sucked air through her bloody dress.

      Justine fired
once at the deputy, through the wall, as he sidled toward the door,
but she only aimed to scare him off. When the wife died, she got
up. Her mother, the women at the valley. Giles’s wife. Justine
crossed herself and walked to the door, shooting the man on the
floor as she passed.

      There was no
forgiveness in her.

 

***

 

Story Notes

 

Where did this story come from? On the one
hand, it came out of trying to get a grip on what the Amazons might
have been like, if they’d lived in the Old West era. On the other
hand, it came out of knowing that some societies—including the
Amazons, the Old West, and even the Samurai culture that movies
based on the Old West liked to borrow from—were doomed.

What makes a society doomed? I don’t know. But
they seem to share some traits—a fear of outsiders (those dang
Easterners, the male sex, foreigners) while simultaneously not
being able to survive without them being among them.

I have a love of things that are doomed, I
think.

 








Part 2

Preview of Chance Damnation








Read more! Chance Damnation: A Tale of
the Weird West

 

One little girl. Buffalo-demons stampede out
of the earth to steal one little half-blood girl, and everything
changes. Aloysius’s little brother Jerome goes missing with her—two
inseparable kids whose friendship is damned from the beginning—as
demons replace the newly dead.

 

A priest with a tainted Bible. A brother with
a taste for blood and demon flesh. A fool with a passion for the
machinery of Hell. Only Aloysius and his brothers can see the
transformation—and there’s not a damned thing they can do about it.
Then Jerome returns: he has found a way down into the demons’ Hell,
where they twist the little girl’s tortured dreams into a paradise
of their own, a place to escape the demons who, in turn, haunt
them.

 

Chapter 1

Buffalo
County, South Dakota, 1960

 

Jerome stared up at Celeste Marie on the top of
the pile of dirt outside the church in Gray Hill. She was standing
with her hand shading her eyes from the sun, and the wind was
blowing her shining black hair. They were both just kids—fifth
graders—but someday, he was going to marry her, and there would be
problems.

“Look,” she said.

“At what?”

“Over there.” She pointed at something on the
other side of the hill.

Jerome climbed to the top of the hill beside
her. His feet sank into the loose dirt, dried to a crust on top
with wet clay just underneath. They were running water from the new
well to the church, and there were trenches and pits in the ground
all over the place.

Jerome shaded his eyes and squinted, but it was
no good. He’d left his hat inside the church, and he couldn’t go
after it or his father or somebody would remember it was time to go
home and sit at the long table for dinner and say “please” and
“thank you” and “excuse me” and “may I go now?” Yet his blue eyes
were no good in the sun.

“What is it?” he asked.

“A demon.” She stood on tiptoe, grabbed his
arm.

“There’s no such thing as demons. It’s a
bull.”

“It’s not a bull. Too many horns. Oh!” The dirt
shifted from underneath her, and she slid down the hill. She tried
to grab his arm but lost hold.

The dirt shifted under Jerome, too, and he
tried to both stop himself from falling and grab Celeste Marie at
the same time. All of a sudden, he knew they were in danger. It
wasn’t a question of looking back later and wondering if he had
known; he knew.

“Run!” he shouted.

The dirt shifted again and he went down on
hands and knees, sliding to the bottom. He pushed backward from the
dirt hill and got to his feet. The ditch where the pipes were going
to be buried was between him and Celeste Marie.

Celeste was standing up again and staring into
space. “Look at them run!”

That damned girl. He carefully checked
the ground, then jumped over the ditch and pulled her by the back
of her shirt. “Come on, Celeste Marie.”

The dirt hill was starting to fall down like a
milkshake being sucked up from underneath. Jerome pulled Celeste
Marie away from the hill, toward the cemetery. Not that the
cemetery was important; that’s just where the one safe direction
was, for the moment.

He didn’t run, and he didn’t do any more
shouting. He led Celeste Marie among the graves to the big statue
of Jesus kneeling. They’d be safer back there, out of sight.

“We have to go back,” Celeste Marie said.

“What for?”

“We have to get in the back of Peggy’s pickup
truck and have her drive us out of here before the demons check the
graveyard.”

Jerome sighed—she couldn’t have said something
two minutes ago?—and led her back toward the church’s gravel
parking lot, stopping behind his sister Peggy’s pickup truck so
they couldn’t be seen. He peeked through the dirty window toward
the church. The hill was a hole in the ground now. Jerome shaded
his eyes and saw something moving underneath.

From the front of the church, Mr. Blackthorn
hollered, “Celeste Marie!”

Celeste Marie jerked like she’d just got woken
up and started to take a breath. Jerome slapped a hand over her
mouth.

From the dirt hole, something grunted.

Jerome murmured in her ear, “I ain’t ready to
get killed yet, are you?”

Celeste Marie shook her head.

“Let’s pretend we didn’t hear your dad.”

Celeste Marie grinned around his hand. Her
sweat smelled like bread, and he could feel her big front teeth
under his fingers. He let her go.

“Okay,” she said. “But only for a little while.
Until the demons are gone. They’re right over there.” She stepped
out from behind the truck to point into the wheat field with her
brown stick arm.

Jerome jerked her back behind the pickup truck.
“You got to be better at hiding than that.”

Celeste Marie giggled as Jerome peeked from
behind the back of the truck. Sure enough, the field was scattered
with black dots running toward them, whatever they were.

Jerome coughed as an evil smell got up his nose
and stung his eyes. Something grunted behind him. When he turned
around to see what it was, he saw that he was face-to-face with
something big, black, and ugly. Celeste Marie stared up at it as it
reached for her.

Jerome dragged Celeste Marie out of the way and
around the truck. Big Ugly was naked and hairy, with four curling
horns and a big snout, and he walked on two legs. He followed them
for a second, then doubled back around with his hands outspread,
waiting to see which way they would go.

Jerome pushed Celeste Marie into the side of
the pickup truck, grabbed her legs, and lifted her up. She bent at
the waist and toppled into the truck, protesting: “This is a
terrible place to hide.”

 Jerome put his boot on the tire and
boosted himself up behind her while the black thing circled toward
them. There was a tarp in the back of the truck, held down with the
cans of green paint and linseed oil they were using to paint the
roof. Jerome pulled the tarp over Celeste Marie, in case it
happened to do any good, picked up a gallon can of linseed oil, and
swung it, hard.

If it hadn’t hit the demon, it would have
smashed the back window of Peggy’s pickup truck, and then
he would have been in trouble. But the full can hit the demon with
a thump and bounced back. Jerome let the weight of the can carry it
over his shoulder; then he swung the can over his head. The thing
bellowed as the can cracked one of his horns.

“Celeste Marie!” Mr. Blackthorn shouted again.
He sounded cross and impatient. He probably wanted her to go inside
to help dust the pews or clean fingerprints off the windows or
something.

“Coming!” Celeste Marie shouted. She struggled
under the tarp and pushed it back.

Big Ugly was touching his horn and shaking his
giant, shaggy head. He started to grab for Jerome, but Jerome swung
the can again, and it knocked the demon’s muscled, hairy arm aside.
Big Ugly growled and reached for him again.

More time.

Celeste Marie screamed. Her tiny body threw the
heavy tarp out of the pickup truck and into Big Ugly’s face; then
she pummeled the thing with the meat of her fists. “Leave him
alone!”

Jerome would have laughed at how angry she
sounded and how futile it was for her weak arms to pound at the
demon if the demon hadn’t been big enough to pull her out of the
truck bed and throw her to the moon.

“Celeste? Celeste Marie!” Mr. Blackthorn’s
shouting sounded far, far away. Jerome shoved Celeste Marie out of
the way.

The demon roared and the smell got worse; it
was as bad as rotten Christmas oranges in July or Easter eggs in
August.

Celeste said, “So that’s how you do it.” Jerome
looked down; she had one of the cans of paint open and waiting. As
far as he could tell, she’d used her bare hands to open it with.
She picked up the can and held it carefully by the handle.

The moment Big Ugly stripped off the tarp, she
hurled green paint into his eyes. The paint splattered the demon
and splashed back over their church clothes.

“Hah!” Celeste Marie said. Then she shrieked as
another one of the demons caught her from behind, right around her
waist.

Big Ugly bellowed as Jerome leapt from the
truck bed toward the second demon. He missed, as he knew he would,
and landed on his knees. He got up and ran after the thing, which
was running with Celeste Marie toward the dirt hole.

Jerome had a metal fence post in his hands; he
didn’t know where he’d got it from, probably from the back of the
truck. His arms didn’t want to move right, it was so heavy. He
swung and missed. He swung again and hit the demon, right in the
back, but the demon didn’t stop. The post was too heavy to swing
again, so he charged with it, slamming it hard into the demon’s
back, right at the spine.

The demon stumbled, dropping Celeste Marie and
leaping over her, then skidding into the ground. Jerome followed
and hit him again with the post, at the bottom of his neck this
time. The post slid along its neck and got stuck in the crack
between the top of his neck and the bottom of his head.

The demon went down on its knees. Celeste Marie
kicked the demon with her sandals, and Jerome jerked the post out
and swung hard, hitting the demon in the back of the head.

The metal post anchor got stuck in the thing’s
head, and Jerome wasn’t strong enough to jerk it out this time. He
screamed with the need to hurry.

Then someone was pulling him backward. He
kicked and twisted but couldn’t escape. The next thing he knew, he
was inside his sister Peggy’s truck with Peggy on one side and
Celeste Marie on the other. He almost slid off the seat into the
dashboard as the truck whirled out of the parking lot.

Celeste Marie stared at him up and down,
hanging onto his arms with her tiny hands. “You’re green.”

Jerome looked around. Peggy was driving them
down the gravel road away from church, which was surrounded by
demons.

There was smoke.

 

Chapter 2

 

Aloysius said, “The way I figure it, Sebastian,
what you just said makes you an idiot. Why don’t I just ignore what
you said, so you can go back to being a man of God instead?”

They were standing in the vestibule, long after
mass had ended. Even the old ladies had gone home, mostly. He’d
been trying to get his little brother Sebastian alone, so he could
congratulate him on his ordination, but their ability not to get
into each other’s sore spots hadn’t lasted five minutes.

“Stop calling me Sebastian. It’s Father Vincent
Paul now. And stop pretending you’ve forgotten.” Sebastian brushed
a wrinkle from the front of his green vestments, which were shinier
with gold thread—and quite a bit cleaner, to be honest—than
Aloysius’s shirt and slacks. The black shoes sticking out from
underneath his vestments were polished to a bright shine, while
Aloysius knew his shitkickers had a few spots of mud on them at the
best of times.

Aloysius said, “I don’t keep track of ladies’
married names until they last two years or start having babies, and
I ain’t keeping track of your priest name, either, until I know you
have what it takes to make it stick. Frankly, if our father heard
what’s coming out of your mouth, he’d bend you over his knee and
wallop you. I’m tempted to do it myself.”

Theodore, learning against the wall and waiting
for Aloysius, walked to the doors of the church itself and shut
them so Jim Blackthorn, the deacon, couldn’t overhear Aloysius
being disrespectful to a priest.

Unblinking behind his coke-bottle glasses,
Sebastian said, “Our father agrees with me. As does the Federal
Government.”

“Bull,” Aloysius said, reluctant to swear in
church, even if only in the vestibule. “Taking away somebody’s land
ain’t right. Next thing you know, the government’s going to take
our land, too. If what you say is true, which I doubt, Father
shouldn’t of put up with it. And I don’t care what the Feds say
anyhow.”

“He sent a letter to the Governor in support of
it.”

“I don’t believe it,” Aloysius said.

“He did,” Theodore croaked. Between the
cigarettes and the lack of speaking, he sounded like a damned frog
when he did open his mouth. “I heard him talking about it the other
day.”

Aloysius shook his head. “It ain’t right.”

“You’re the only one who thinks so,” Sebastian
said. “It’ll bring a lot of business to the area.”

“What do we need with business?” Aloysius
asked. “We’re a bunch of ranchers, not a
city-bedamned-council.”

“Hydroelectric power will—”

“They’re just going to send it out of
state.”

“And the irrigation.”

“I don’t want no corn farmers out here anyway.
This is cow country. Hay. Wheat. Alfalfa.”

“And the flooding.”

“That’s rich,” Aloysius said. “You’re going to
tell me the best way to stop flooding is by flooding the whole
area?”

“Aloysius, they’re going to put in the dam
whether you or the Indians like it or not, and that’s the end of
it,” Sebastian snapped. “So stop arguing with me. Go argue with
someone who gives a… ” He snapped his lips shut. His hands were
shaking inside his big sleeves.

One of the doors into the church popped open,
and Jim Blackthorn stormed out. At first, his chest stuck out and
his brow roiled like a thunderstorm. But when he saw the brothers
in the vestibule, he shrank into a hunched-over excuse for a
scrawny weakling.

“Oh, excuse me, excuse me,” he said. “I didn’t
mean to interrupt. You haven’t seen Celeste Marie, have you?”

Aloysius hated the bald-headed, slick-faced
Indian, vicious and mean to his daughter and his white wife (at
least he had been, before she’d left him) and to the other Indians
who came to service, but groveling to other whites and the priest.
Sebastian used to hate the man, too; at least he used to say so,
before he came back from seminary. Now they were thick as
thieves.

Aloysius shook his head. “Nope, ain’t seen
her.”

Theodore grimaced, which meant the girl was
probably outside playing with their youngest brother, Jerome. Their
father, Liam, didn’t approve of Jerome mixing with the half-blood
girl. Neither did Jim Blackthorn. Aloysius couldn’t understand it;
she was a good kid for all her father’s flaws. A little odd was
all.

Come to think of it, Aloysius was almost
willing to believe the old man was willing to overlook the
injustice of flooding out Indian land to build a dam. Liam didn’t
give a good God damn—so to speak—about the Indians, but Aloysius
had thought that he’d have been up in arms at the thought of
someone losing their land to the government.

Sebastian said, “She ran outside with all the
other kids after service, James.”

Mr. Blackthorn scowled. “She’s supposed to be
cleaning the church. She’s old enough to help.”

Sebastian said, “Why don’t you give her a
holler, James? I’m sure she’ll be right in.”

Jim stepped outside and shrieked, “Celeste
Marie!”

After a second, when she hadn’t answered, Jim
said, “That girl. When I see her, I’ll—”

“You’ll what, Jim?” Aloysius asked. “Whip her
with a switch?”

Theodore rolled his eyes, as if to say,
There he goes again.

But Aloysius had been in enough trouble already
to know that he didn’t mind making a few enemies now and then.

Jim Blackthorn almost steamed with rage.
“Celeste! Celeste Marie!”

Sebastian said, “Now, Aloysius, that was
uncalled for.”

Aloysius snorted. “Why didn’t you say it?
You’re our man of the cloth now. Aren’t you supposed to be keeping
an eye on us sinners and making sure we follow the straight and
narrow? And not beating our daughters?”

“When I have something to say to Jim, I’ll say
it in the confessional, Aloysius.”

—He had a point there.

Aloysius said, “How did you get assigned here
anyway? You ain’t supposed to be priest for someplace you grew up
in, I know that much.”

Sebastian’s eyebrows were a solid stripe across
his forehead. “I’m starting to agree with you,” Sebastian growled.
“I’m going to change.” He whirled around, his vestments flaring as
he stormed into the changing room. The door slammed, trapping the
hem of his vestments.

Aloysius grinned while the green cloth jerked
in the doorway like a live thing. Then the door opened and the
cloth disappeared. The door slammed again.

“You got to lay off him, Aloysius,” Theodore
said.

“What for? Is he going to stop acting like
a—excuse me—like an arrogant—” Aloysius had trouble thinking of an
appropriate term, here in church. He continued, lamely, “If I don’t
remind him from time to time?”

“He didn’t want to come back here either,”
Theodore said. “It was Father who set it up. Made him do it. Wanted
to be proud of him. You ain’t helping.”

Aloysius hissed through his teeth. “He should
have married that nun instead.”

Theodore said, “What’s done is done.”

Aloysius had forgotten about Jim Blackthorn
standing near the doors until the man yelled, “Celeste Marie!”
again.

Aloysius sighed. “I’ll go help you look for
her, Jim.”

“That’s all right. I don’t mean to interrupt
you.”

“You already did, Jim.”

For a second, he could have sworn that Jim
Blackthorn’s eyes lit up with a wicked glee. Well, if that was all
the pleasure the man could get out of life, so be it.

There was a crash from the basement, and
Aloysius tried to remember if his sweetheart Honey Lindley was
still down there with Theodore’s wife Maeve.

“What was that, the pipes?” Aloysius said.

There was another crash and a terrible groaning
sound from inside the church, like the ground itself was in pain,
and Theodore took off running down the stairs.

“Celeste Marie!” Jim Blackthorn screamed out
the front door, sounding more worried than angry now.

Aloysius grabbed the man and pulled him out of
the church. Honey was outside, standing next to his sister Peggy.
They were both staring at him. Or rather, at the church.

“What was that, the pipes?” Honey said.
“Aloysius. What did you do?”

Aloysius turned around and ran back for the
church. “Anybody know where the kids are?” he yelled over his
shoulder.

He didn’t hear the answer. The inside of the
church was moaning and groaning, a million angry ghosts tearing it
apart. The glass in one of the new windows broke and slid down to
the floor in a dozen pieces of scraping glass.

“Sebastian!” he shouted. “Anybody! Sebastian!”
He banged on the door to the changing room; it swung open,
empty.

As he charged through the church, the floor
shifted underneath him and he grabbed onto a pew. Earthquake? Maybe
it really was the pipes. They’d just started installing running
water at the church, digging the holes for the lines themselves,
trying to get the pipes sealed up without leaking too bad. Aloysius
had been helping lay the pipes on Wednesday, and he offered up a
quick prayer: Lord, I will keep my da—my mouth shut if only you
will make whatever I screwed up not quite so bad as it could have
been. Amen.

He’d just made it past the altar and into the
sacristy when the floor crashed behind him. He couldn’t help it: he
stopped to look.

The floor had split almost straight down the
middle of the church in a jagged hole about five feet across. Floor
beams stuck into the hole like rotten teeth. The carpet runner down
the center aisle dangled into the hole.

Some of the pews in the middle of the church
started to slide across the floor toward the hole. The feet of the
pews scraped up the carpet tacks, and the carpet toppled into the
hole.

Aloysius could see the lights still on in the
basement; a woman was screaming. Had he seen Maeve outside? He
couldn’t remember. The lights went out.

“Theodore!” the woman screamed. It must be
Maeve. For a second, Aloysius hoped it was. He didn’t like the
woman and suspected her of being a gold-digger. Then he realized
that it must be his fault she was down in the basement screaming
and felt ashamed of himself: he was a disagreeable man who hated
almost everyone, and he was going to hell.

But then again, he’d be damned if he was going
to confess that to his little brother. If he lived through
this, he was going to drive up to town and find somebody else to
hear him out.

Aloysius felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned
around and saw Sebastian standing behind him in black shirt and
trousers.

“Don’t tell me it was the pipes,” Aloysius
said.

Sebastian shook his head. “Did you hear
that?”

Aloysius couldn’t hear anything other than
Maeve yelling and the sound of his own heartbeat in his ears. He
shook his head, then stopped—no, he had heard something. A
grunt.

Another grunt.

A sneeze.

“What is that?” Aloysius said.

“Shh.”

He squatted down, trying to get a closer look
into the darkness. He thought he saw a machine of some kind with a
dark shape walking away from it.

“A buffalo?” he whispered. “How did a buffalo
get into the damned basement?”

Sebastian grabbed his arm and dug in.

“Ow,” Aloysius said.

“Shht!”

What sounded like a hundred hooves struck on
the basement floor. Maeve’s screaming changed pitch from outrage to
panic, then cut off. Sebastian and Aloysius looked at each
other.

Sebastian whispered, “Lord, give me strength.”
He grabbed Aloysius by the shoulder before he could jump into the
hole. “Use the back stairs, idiot.”

They both took off running into the sacristy,
and from there, the basement.
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