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Authors’ Introduction to the 2014 Edition

This is not a typical western. If you are looking for a lot of gunfights, tobacco spitting, and cattle rustling, this is the wrong book. What we set out to do in Hallowed Ground is to create a layered, complex fantasy set against a backdrop of the old west. You have your snake-oil salesman, your gunslinger, young lovers, wandering characters you'll no doubt recognize from mythology, or legend, integrated into a single novel.

No one in Hallowed Ground is exactly who, or what, they seem. You have to keep up with the varied storylines—they all meet in the end, and they are all important. You'll meet Lilith, and the fates, angels and devils, and though each will have an air of familiarity, they aren't exactly as you'll find them anywhere else.

We are hoping to carry this on into a series—we have tentatively outlined a book based on Sam Hill—as in the saying, "What in the Sam Hill?"—explaining some of the legend and fact behind the phrase, and drawing our characters into yet another strange, surreal adventure.

We hope you'll enjoy this book, and if you do, we hope you'll stop by one of the varied retailers that offer it and leave us a comment, or a review.

Welcome to Rookwood…

David Niall Wilson & Steven Savile


Chapter One

They came in the night with their creak-wheeled wagons and patchwork tents, rolling down through the gulch and up the other side to pitch camp. In Rookwood, they called it “Dead Man’s Gulch,” and in Rookwood, names were important. If you walked too far through that God-forsaken, dust-drowned ditch, you were bound to drag your boots through bones. If you felt something sharp dig into your heel, it could be a tooth taking a last bite of something hot and living. The Deacon stood in silent shadows watching their progress, occasionally glancing up into the pale, inadequate light of the waning moon.

He was a tall man, gaunt and pale. His suit was dark, and despite the fact they traveled through the desert, he wore a long, sweeping coat even darker than the suit. His hair was long, trailing down his back, dancing when the wind caressed it and dangling over the collar of his coat like thick moss. His eyes were chips of gray ice, emotionless and cold.

The scouts had come to him two days back. They’d found a location that suited his needs, not too close to the town, sheltered, with water nearby. It was surrounded on two sides by rocky crags and bordered at its back by the gulch. The Deacon timed their arrival to occur at night. He preferred the moonlight. Those with cause to ride out of town far enough—hunters and trappers—could watch the sunset over barren, forgotten ground. When it rose again, curious eyes would see tents glistening in the sun. There was no breeze, had been no breeze for days, so the canvas wouldn’t flap in the wind. It would look like a mirage to any who drew near enough to see it, and that suited The Deacon just fine.

His wagon was the first to cross the gulch, and as the horses dragged it up the long, dusty incline he fell into step with the front wheels and swung up beside the driver. Sanchez held the reigns lightly, but his knuckles went suddenly tight with tension as The Deacon settled into the seat. Sanchez was an older man. He’d come up as a boy from Mexico, and had traveled many long roads.

“Not much farther,” he said. His gaze remained locked on the road ahead, and the tone of his voice was carefully neutral.

The Deacon was silent. Behind them, the other wagons struggled to follow. Some were pulled by horses, others by mules, and still others couldn’t manage the crossing without their passengers crawling out like rats from sinking ships to push and pull. They might as well not have existed, for all the attention The Deacon spared them.

They entered the camp area and circled once. Sanchez made no move to stop; he waited. Eventually, on the second circuit of that open space, The Deacon grunted, and they rolled to a halt. From where they sat the moon was just visible between two rocky crags. It cast a beam of silver light that fell across the wagon, slicing it in half.

“Here,” The Deacon said.

Sanchez hopped down and disappeared toward the rear of the wagon. The Deacon sat still as a wooden Indian and watched the first of the following wagons enter the clearing. They crawled in like vermin. They squabbled briefly over location. Two big, burly roustabouts swaggered into the center—a large, vacant expanse—and began barking orders.

The main tent would hide them from one another. The wagons and tents would provide alleys to hide in and shadows for his flock to call their own. The main tent gave the camp its heart.

The Deacon slid down from the wagon’s seat and strode to the middle of the clearing. Among the wagons and tents, conversation stilled. Motion ceased. They watched as he stopped dead center and turned slowly. He missed nothing. He placed each one of them, etched their locations into his mind. Then he closed his eyes, rolled his head back so his face was to the sky, and glanced up into the pale face of the moon.

He raised his arms.

Maybe it was the sudden motion. Maybe it was one of those coincidental moments in time where two concurrent events blend to a single image. The Deacon’s long, dark cloak flapped around him like a shroud, or full, dark wings.

From the trees lining the gulch, the crooked, drooping shrubs and the craggy outcroppings of rock, a black cloud rose. They screamed to the night, spilling into the sky like a dark tide. At first they resembled a vast flock of bats—or something worse. Only after they spread and draped the sky was their true nature revealed.

“Rooks,” a man breathed.

The Deacon opened his eyes and watched as the birds dispersed and dove, winding out of the sky like small tornadoes of shadow and returning to their roosts—or to different ones. Further away from the camp. Further from the center.

He knew they were not rooks. They were crows. The old country had been alive with rooks, but this land…the carrion feeders here were larger, and darker. Still, the significance was not lost on him.

“And the rooks shall rise,” The Deacon intoned, his voice carrying across the clearing and into the night. “They shall rise and announce the coming of death. They shall carry the souls of the faithful home.”

He knelt in the dust and pressed the tip of his finger into the dirt. He circled that finger slowly, drawing a pattern. The clearing might as well have been empty. There was no sound. The wind whirled around him and lifted the collar of his long coat to ripple across the brim of his hat.

As he worked, he spoke in very low tones, words too soft to be understood. Though the earth was hard and dry, his finger dug through the parched soil. As it passed, it left a series of symbols in an odd, symmetrical sequence. No one breathed; as if afraid the sound would reach the rooks and bid them to return. None was ready at that moment to be called to glory.

The Deacon rose. He turned once more, and as he spun he whispered to the wind in each quarter in its turn. He stepped away from the center, and when he’d reached the corner of his wagon, the two roustabouts returned to the clearing and took his place. They stepped up to the point where The Deacon had drawn in the dirt, and their four strong arms drove a sharp, rounded stake into the ground. It was as big around as the base of a small tree, and even their combined strength could only barely embed it in the earth. A third man stepped forward with a large wooden mallet. The two big men knelt, and the third man drove the stake home. He swung the mallet between the two without regard to the proximity of their heads or hands. His aim was perfect. Four hard shots and the base stabilized. It would hold the center post of the main tent.

Sanchez knelt in the shadows beside the wagon and watched as The Deacon passed and began to climb the side of the ridge, winding up and away from the encampment without a backward glance. When the tall man was out of sight, Sanchez rose. His own belongings were heaped beneath a small tree a few yards away. There wasn’t much, a canvas bag and a bundled lean-to he could erect in a few moments, or take down just as quickly.

He moved to the back of The Deacon’s wagon and screwed two tall metal supports down until they rested on the ground and held the rear upright. He did the same at the front. He placed a mason jar half full of whiskey on the wagon rail and watched as the liquid straightened into as flat a line as he could get it. He locked the supports in place and unhitched the horses. He knew he’d have to groom them and feed them, but it had to wait. When The Deacon came back off that cliff, he’d expect his quarters to be ready, and Sanchez had no intention of disappointing his master.

He whistled once sharply, and a slender, dirty boy materialized out of the milling workers erecting the big tent and finalizing the rest of the camp. Without speaking, the two of them hurried to the back end of the wagon. When the tarps that covered the bed were unbound, they grabbed handles at the rear and slid wooden slats out until they locked. At the end of this, they dropped a set of folding stairs to the ground, then unscrewed and locked the rear supports, effectively doubling the wagon’s length. A series of pulleys and ropes allowed them to quickly pull the tarps up and over the top—not patchy or rotted canvas, like so many of the other tents, but white and thick, catching the moonlight and reflecting it back at the sky.

Once the tarps were in place, the boy disappeared back into the shadows, and Sanchez mounted the stairs. He hated these moments more than any others. The space within the tent had taken on the aspect of The Deacon himself. He flipped the cot down from the side of the wagon, and the heavy wooden desk on the opposite side. There was a small fold out table at the very front, right up against the wagon’s bed. Sanchez lowered it into place, and glanced around. Everything had remained in place during the trip. He was particularly happy to see that the books had not tipped from their shelves. On several occasions he’d had to straighten them and return them to their places, and he’d found the touch of the leather repulsive. He studiously avoided reading the titles burned into their spines.

He unrolled The Deacon’s bedroll onto the cot and took a final glance around to be certain he’d forgotten nothing, and then stepped back down to the dusty earth. He let the flap of the tent fall into place behind him, and moved to the shadows, seating himself cross-legged beside his bags. He would find a place to erect his own camp only after The Deacon had returned and settled in. He risked a glance up at the cliff, but saw only shadows. He settled against the gnarled base of a tree and closed his eyes—but he did not sleep.

The Deacon stood far above the camp at the tip of an outcropping, facing the town of Rookwood. Too many trees and obstacles stood between his perch and town for him to catch any glimmer of firelight, but he knew they were there. He felt them.

As he stood, he tugged a rawhide thong that hung about his neck until a long, thin pouch came free of his shirt collar. He held it in his hands, but he didn’t glance down at it. The soft, supple leather rippled between his fingers, as though something inside sought a weakness. The Deacon raised his gaze to the moon and gripped the pouch more tightly. His hand shook, and glimmers of light leaked between his fingers, though he took no notice. The pouch had begun to glow, and trails of wispy vapor slid out, wound about him, and constricted.

Miles away he sensed their heartbeats. He heard murmured whispers. He felt the heat of their couplings and the pain of their illness. He sensed the life around him, and hungered for it. It gnawed at him and teased the corners of his sanity. The trembling in his hand spread until he stood, weak and shaking. He staggered half a step forward, and only caught himself at the brink of the cliff. Below, his followers scurried like busy ants, constructing their nests and erecting the great tent. Another step and he’d have planted himself in their center like a dark, rotten seed.

He stuffed the pouch back into his shirt, and shuddered as it touched his flesh. For a moment, a sickening greenish light seeped out near his chin, and then faded. He stepped back from the edge of the rock, and turned away. Without a backward glance, he began the arduous climb back down from the rocks. The tremor had left his hands, and his steps were strong and even, but his face was even paler than usual, and his expression was strained.

He reached the bottom, passed by Sanchez without a word or a glance, and disappeared into his tent. Sanchez waited a while longer, until the lantern flickered to life inside, and then slipped into the shadows to find a small corner to stake off as his own. It was late, and the morning would come far too soon.

Near The Deacon’s tent, all eyes were averted. None took notice of the strange shadows dancing across the back-lit canvas, or questioned why - at times, there seemed to be more than one.

It had begun.


Chapter Two

Provender Creed picked at the scraggly whiskers that had grown in since dawn. He was tired; every one of his thirty-six years weighed heavily on his narrow shoulders. He hadn’t slept in three days. Sleep, as he was fond of saying, was for honest men.

He hawked and spat a wad of tobacco juice over the balcony railing.

The moon sat fat and low in the bruise-purple sky, turning the rooftops of Rookwood silver with its lambent glow. The noise McGraw called music floated out to him from the saloon at his back and filled in the lulls in the hubbub. The melody was warped and pock-marked. It wasn’t that the notes were wrong, but rather that some were missing. No surprise, really. McGraw only had eight fingers, but he claimed he felt them all. The ghost fingers made no sound, though if you watched the man’s hands on the keys you’d swear you could see all ten digits smack ivory.

Creed leaned on the rail and watched Mae and Colleen saunter down Main Street, arm in arm. The two moved together with a subtle, rhythmic gait that gave the impression they might be joined at the hip. The pair of them were easy on the eye, and even easier on the purse at a dollar a poke. As they approached, he smelled their cheap perfume. The sickeningly sweet reek stuck in his craw, but it was better than the alternative, horse manure, men, and sweat. Mae and Colleen worked for Silas Boone, and he kept a cheap house, preferring lots of custom over bored girls and empty rooms. ‘Keep the boys coming back and the girls on their backs’ was his motto. As a philosophy, it wasn’t as spiritual as it was practical. Still, it served.

The hint of a coming chill was in the air. Creed felt it creep up the back of his neck. The air stirred, and a shadow dropped beside his on the ground, but Creed didn’t turn. He heard something, a voice calling from what seemed a long distance, and shook his head to clear the cobwebs. He turned his attention from the whores to the man who now stood beside him.

“What?” he said.

“I said it’s a bad business, Creed,” Silas Boone said again.

“What is?”

“Have you been listening to a word I’ve said?”

Provender Creed shook his head. “Can’t say as I have,” he said. A movement in the bruised sky caught his eye. It was too far away to focus on at first, but as the murder of crows spread out across the shadowy clouds, he found himself trying to count them like that silly nursery rhyme. After sorrow and joy, girls, boys, gold and secrets the trader was lost and there were still hundreds of birds taking wing to fill the sky. They wheeled and screamed, and followed a long, sweeping arc toward town.

“What the hell?” Creed muttered, as the first bird settled on the shingle of Ed Harmon’s shack. The bird pecked away at the roof for a full minute before it turned to preening its feathers. In that minute more birds settled. One roosted on Rufus Cruller’s hotel, another on Felix Ruckley’s supply store, one on the roof of the Sheriff’s Office, one on the print shop and another on the foreman’s hut along toward the road to the mine.

While Creed watched black feathered birds settled on each of the tar-paper roofs of the shanties down by Slaughter Alley. What he marked as peculiar about their behavior was that not once did two birds settle on the same roof. Within minutes the carrion eaters rested on the rooftops of every building in Rookwood, one bird to each.

The last of the murder came to rest on the balcony rail less than a yard from where Creed stood. It regarded him with jaundiced eyes.

“Can’t say as I like the look of this,” Silas mumbled, shifting from foot to foot uncomfortably. The fool still had breadcrumbs in his beard.

“Perhaps they’ve come for us,” Creed said. “They do say that the crows reap the souls of the living and carry them back to the land of the dead. Maybe that’s what this is. Maybe the birds have come to carry us all away,” he reached out quickly and caught the crow’s soft body in his hands. With a quick, deadly twist he wrung its neck.

He looked up at Silas, tossed the crow aside, and laughed.

“Or maybe not. Now, what were you saying about bad business?”

Silas wasn’t listening. He was standing very still, staring past the rail and down the street. Creed followed the direction of Silas Boone’s gaze. The tavern keeper had locked onto the small black form nested on his own roof.

“I could kill that one as well, if it would help you concentrate?”

Silas shook his head. “No, no. What was I saying? Bad business. Yes. Messengers rode through town this morning. They said they’d witnessed some mighty peculiar goings on out toward Scar Crag.”

“How so?”

“They came across a trapper’s enclave, only there was no sign of the trappers. Neither hide nor hair of them to be found. The camp appeared to be abandoned, and they left everything behind. They didn’t stop to investigate, but they kept their eyes open. No sign of anyone on or around the road.”

“You thinking Indians? Coyotes?”

“I ain’t thinking a thing,” Silas Boone said. “That the camp was empty was just one strange thing, and it wasn’t the strangest.”

“No?”

“No.”

“Then what was?”

Silas Boone told him.


Chapter Three

Ma Kutter heard scratching on the roof.

It was a small insistent sound, like rats picking away at the shingles.

“Get away!” she shouted, pushing herself out of her chair. The fire was warm, the light from the oil lamp low, casting shadows across the gable. She grunted. Her back ached when she straightened up. It was always worse at night. Her joints froze as the burden of dragging her old bag of bones around wore them down. She sank back into the chair, exhausted from even that small exertion.

Such were the joys of age. She was getting shorter by the year and sprouting ugly grey whiskers from her chin like a crone in stories told to frighten children. There had been a time when she’d turned heads, but all that remained was a shriveled up hag barely able to stand for a minute or more without someone to lean on.

A hock of wild pig boiled on the fire. The water hissed and sizzled as it spilled over the brim of the tin pan.

The scratching on the roof grew steadily louder.

Without it she might have heard the other sounds, the slight susurrus and the death rattle as the viper slid from the darkness to coil slowly around the leg of her chair. Ma Kutter felt its scaled skin brush her ankle but by then it was already too late. She barely felt the pin-prick of the snake’s fangs sinking into her soft fatty flesh. It was the sudden flush of warmth as the venom entered her blood that gave it away. By then she was already dead.

As she slumped in her chair, her hands clutching weakly at the arms, the scratching on the roof stopped. The serpent wound its way past her, out through a crack in the door and into the shadows beyond.


Chapter Four

Creed was up before the sun. His head had the empty, hollow ache of lingering whiskey, and his belly crawled with hot, thick coffee. It ate at his gut like acid, but his eyes were focused and bright. He wasn’t sure what he expected to find, but he saddled his horse and rode out of Rookwood just as the red-orange fingers of dawn stretched over the horizon. A blood red sun slid sluggishly from behind the ends of the Earth, and he squinted into it, using one hand to shade his eyes from the glare.

The crows were gone. They could call them rooks all they wanted, but the damned things were crows, and in any case, neither crows nor rooks fly at night. Not unless they’re spooked. Something, or someone was out there, and Creed was thinking about the trappers Silas had mentioned the night before. He was also thinking about the story the crusty old barman had tacked on at the end. The Messengers had said they saw something flying over the trees—something too big to be a bird—something dark. Creed didn’t have much patience for ghost stories, but he scanned the treetops all the same.

He wanted to find that camp. Wouldn’t hurt to be first on the scene and give it a look before every tramp in town got out and rifled through it. Also wouldn’t hurt to be in and gone before the Sheriff caught wind. Creed had no particular feud with “Moonshine” Brady, but he avoided the man when possible. Besides the fact they were often on opposite sides of the law, there was something about Moonshine that gave him the creeps.

The Sheriff stood six and a half feet if he was an inch. He did nothing without careful thought and consideration, but once he made up his mind, he was fast as lightning. There was something in Rookwood that stuck the right word to a thing, and Moonshine, the way it made a man see things others didn’t see, and move slower than normal—was a perfect name for the Sheriff. It would be better to be back in Rookwood before Brady found the camp.

Creed topped the first rise outside town and stopped. He knew the trapper’s camp should be off to the north, but something else had caught his eye. Something had glinted over by Dead Man’s Gulch. Even as he thought about riding on toward the camp, Creed turned his mount and headed toward the gulch. The camp wasn’t going anywhere, and he still had time before anyone else was likely to show.

As he turned, the silence was shattered by the loud, mournful peeling of a bell. Creed glanced over his shoulder toward town. It was the bell at the old chapel. There hadn’t been a preacher in Rookwood for more than a year. They rang the bell for weddings, and deaths. No one in town was engaged.

Creed frowned, tossed a moment’s thought at the question of who had passed, and then turned away. He kicked the horse’s flanks and took off at a trot. Whoever it was would still be dead when he got back. Of that much, he was certain.

 


Chapter Five

Creed rode down into the valley of shadows that led toward the gulch. The land he crossed was cracked and withered, much like his skin. The wind blew hard along the gullies, whipping up sand and scrub. There were no miracles in this place, least of all miracles of life. Dust and bones, sand and souls; that was the way of it. How much blood had soaked into the earth over the decade since the first wagons rolled out West? Enough that a man could stab the crust and it would bubble back up viscous and red? Creed rode the familiar trail lost in thought and watching the shadows. Even in that sun-baked hell, there were shadows.

The ground before him rippled with heat haze. The bullying wind stirred tumbleweeds into constant motion. The effect was disconcerting, and Creed closed his eyes now and again to break its spell.

He pulled the brim of his hat down, shading his eyes from the rising sun and the stinging sand carried by the breeze. Whatever it was he’d seen glinting in the sun from the ridge was nearly in sight, but his eyes were dust-blind, and despite the early hour, they stung with sweat.

As he rode closer things took on substance and form: canvas, like distant rolling hills. The land beyond Dead Man’s Gulch had been transformed into a city of tents and wagons. In the center, one huge patched structure rose toward the sun, and affixed to the top-most point on the center pole stood a rough-hewn cross of dark wood.

Creed stopped his horse and pulled out his canteen. He rinsed his mouth and spat into the brush, then took a longer drink.

“I’ll be damned,” he muttered.

He stowed the canteen and spurred his horse into a trot, not slowing until he’d reached the edge of the camp. He continued at a walk, stirring a cloud of dust into the unfamiliar hive of activity. The first thing that hit him was the smell; the reek of sweat and bodies too long estranged from water and soap. It clung to the canvas as much as to the laborers working around the tents. There was no breeze; scent didn’t carry in the gulch under normal circumstances, but once you were caught in it it clung to the skin and stuck in the nostrils.

Disinterested heads turned his way as he rode past. He’d expected to cause something of a stir, but it was as though each forgot him before he’d even left their field of vision. He’d never seen a place so deserving of the word grim.

He drew up beside a squat, thickly muscled man driving stakes into the hard ground. No blood bubbled back out of the wounds in the earth. Creed smiled wryly to himself at the thought. The man glanced up and met his gaze but not his smile.

“What’s going on here?” Creed asked.

“The Deacon’s arrived,” the man replied, as if that explained everything.

Maybe it did.

The country was full of charlatans and snake oil peddlers offering universal cure-alls and spiritual guidance for a pocketful of silver. Whatever your ailment, someone was out there looking to profit from it. Provender Creed eyed the man intently, expecting him to say more. Instead, the hammer rose and fell again, driving the peg all the way home. The man didn’t glance up again. Creed watched him a moment longer. The stranger favored his left side. A closer look showed that the arm on that side was withered, the hand shrunken like a bird’s claw.

Creed rode on without a word.

After a few moments he began to wonder if he’d actually come up on a circus freak show. He saw a pretty young girl sitting outside a ratty tent, wringing murky water from her wet laundry. Close beside her an equally pretty twin scrubbed away with lye. The girls looked up and smiled at him. It took Creed the silence between heartbeats to realize what was wrong with this image of domestic bliss: they weren’t sitting close beside one another at all. They were co-joined at hip and ribs, and only had three arms between them. It did not make their smiles any less beautiful. Creed tipped his hat slowly, and turned away.

A young boy with a twisted gait shuffled across his path, dragging a clubbed foot.

“Boy,” he called down, “which tent belongs to The Deacon?”

The boy glanced up at him with a half-toothed grin and pointed toward the rocky outcropping at the rear of the camp. Creed saw a wagon with a canvas extension that looked cleaner than the rest of the camp. It was set out in back of the great cross-topped tent in the center.

He nodded his thanks. He was about to say something, then fell silent. It wasn’t a boy’s face staring up at him, as he’d thought. It was a midget. The small twisted figure turned and shuffled off into the camp.

Creed dismounted outside the revival tent. He figured it was better to check out The Deacon’s place of business than to just bust in on the man in his “home.”

A single black feather lay in the dirt at his feet. Creed bent down to pick it up and slipped it into his pocket. It was a curious thing to do; he knew that even as he did it but something felt right about claiming the crow’s feather for his own. Boone’s superstitions were wearing off on him. He chuckled at that and pushed back the tent flaps.

Strategically placed oil lamps lit the interior. Four lines of two dozen wooden benches formed an arc around the central stage. There was little in the way of ostentation about the set up, no painted banners or racks of medicinal compounds lined up to be purchased. There was an upright piano off to one side and a central podium. The sides of the stage were curtained off with thick drapes, the cloth backdrop adorned with a single simple cross dyed into it.

He heard the bustle of movement behind the curtain.

“Hello?” Creed walked down the central aisle toward the stage. Shadow shapes flickered and danced along the cloth walls, matching pace with him. For a moment the shadows seemed to form the silhouette of a vast black winged bird, then the light guttered and the illusion was broken. Creed shivered, as though someone had walked across his grave.

“Hello back there!” he called again. “I’m looking for The Deacon.”

“And you’ve found him.”

The voice was soft and sibilant. It was so close to his ear that he thought he felt the touch of hot, moist air on his skin. Creed flinched, and then stiffened to mask his shock. He reached up to tilt back the brim of his hat as he turned.

“How can I help you?”

The man Creed faced was tall and gaunt. His suit was black and too heavy for the heat. His white shirt was buttoned to the neck, and he wore a plain black bow tie that drooped beneath his collar like a dark, wilted flower. His hair was long and dark, brushed back over his collar. His eyes glittered like chips of grey glass.

“I’m not sure you can,” Creed answered slowly. “I dropped in out of curiosity.”

“About the state of your soul?” The Deacon asked.

“About whether or not you’ve been in to see the sheriff about a permit to pitch camp here,” Creed replied. “You can’t just set up on any bit of land that strikes your fancy. That’s not how we do things in Rookwood. There’s order. Structure. It’s how we survive. If you’d come into town the mayor and the sheriff could have apportioned you and your people a pitch and worked out a fair rent for the land.”

“Ah, so it’s about the money then?”

Creed turned instinctively as another midget scurried out from behind the curtain. “Give us a moment, Longman,” The Deacon said. The midget nodded and scuttled off. It was all Creed could do not to chuckle at the irony of the name.

“It ain’t up to me to say one way or the other what you do,” he said. “I’m just tellin’ you what they’re likely to say in town.”

“How can I make amends for this rather inauspicious beginning to our—friendship?”

“Suppose you start by telling me why you’re here? If I knew that, I’d know what to tell you.”

“Blunt and to the point; I admire clarity in a man,” The Deacon said. “We travel, reaching out to communities in need of the Lord’s Word, and the Lord’s Touch.” The Deacon’s hand moved instinctively, as though to form the cruciform across his chest, but lingered in the center, over his heart.

“Tell me, I heard the tolling of a bell? It is a sound to place a chill in the heart for it seldom augers good when it is rung in the middle of the morning. This is no hour for a service.”

“We have no services. Our preacher passed on over a year back.”

“There is no one to spread the Word? To tend to the spiritual well being of the flock? That is a tragedy in its own right. And yet, still the bell tolled. Has someone passed on?”

“So it would seem.” Creed replied. “I rode out early this morning; if they found someone dead, it happened since then.”

“Tragic,” The Deacon said, lowering his eyes and shaking his head. Creed couldn’t tell if he’d lowered that gaze in deference to a higher power, or to hide his expression.

“I think it must be a sign,” The Deacon continued, raising his gaze to meet Creed’s once more. “Last night, the rooks arose, and I should have seen it then. Someone has been taken on to the next world. There must be a service. God’s word must be heard.”

“We’ve survived just fine without a preacher,” Creed said flatly.

“It was not chance that found me at your door, Provender Creed,” The Deacon said, laying a hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “It was divine provenance.”

It wasn’t until they were halfway back to town that Creed realized he had not told the man his name.


Chapter Six

The church had been closed since the death of Goodman James, the stunted barrel of a preacher who’d tended the spiritual needs of Rookwood for decades. James had fallen to the croup a year back, and after that, attendance on Sunday fell to nothing. Services had been sketchy, at best, and James’ propensity toward drunkenness and cursing often failed to convince his ‘flock’ that he had their eternal well-being in mind. His sermons turned far too often to the collection plate, and his messages were aimed directly at those who he found particularly sinful, while ignoring those who dropped by the rectory with a bottle, or a fresh pie. The red vines on his ruddy cheeks declared his preference for all to see.

No one had taken up residence in either rectory or church. They were afraid, at first, that they’d catch whatever the preacher died of. After that, they were afraid whoever moved in would be expected to preach. For whatever reason, the only time the doors of the church were open and the floors swept was for a funeral.

When Creed rode back into town, The Deacon and two of his followers trailing slowly behind, he headed straight for Boone’s. As they passed a young barefoot boy in clothing so ragged it looked ready to rot off his flesh, Creed called out to him.

“Go fetch Sheriff Brady. Tell him to meet us over at the saloon.”

The boy stared past Creed at the strangers. He seemed rooted in place, and it wasn’t until Creed dug his heels into his horse’s sides and charged that the youth reacted. He leaped up onto the wooden boardwalk, took a last glance at The Deacon, then turned and raced off down the street. Creed led the way to Boone’s, dismounted, and tied off his horse.

The Deacon remained in the saddle a few moments longer. He raised his eyes to the heavens, and Creed was sure he saw the man sniffing, like some kind of animal on a scent. When The Deacon lowered his gaze, it settled on Ma Kutter’s place, and he frowned. Creed followed that gaze, but he saw nothing. Ma’s door was wide open, but that wasn’t strange during the day. No one in Rookwood bothered to lock their doors, other than Boone and the sheriff. None of them had anything worth stealing—at least not worth stealing and dying over.

The Deacon dismounted and stood beside Creed. Folks had started to gather up and down the street, staring. They didn’t get much traffic through Rookwood, and they weren’t fond of strangers. There was only so much of anything to be had—if someone new came along, they were likely to want a share. Creed turned and entered the saloon, and The Deacon followed, his two companions falling in behind him like a couple of puppies. The two hadn’t said a word since they’d left The Deacon’s camp, and it grated on Creed’s nerves.

It didn’t take long for the Sherriff to show. Very little happened in Rookwood that Brady wasn’t elbow deep and muddy in. He probably knew Creed was bringing in strangers before they crested the ridge. Moonshine never hurried. He didn’t think fast, talk fast, or act fast. In fact, the only time Creed had seen the man challenge a snail was with his gun. In that one thing Brady was gifted. He could make lightning look like molasses if the moment called for it. It was a mighty fine skill for a lawman to have, for sure.

The door opened and the sheriff entered. He stood still, letting his eyes grow accustomed to the dimmer interior light. Creed kept his eye on the bar, where Silas Boone had slid a full shot glass of rye in front of him. He didn’t care much what Brady thought, and he’d just as soon not be tied to the visitors either. Best to wait and see how things rolled out.

The Deacon wasn’t a patient man, it seemed. He stepped away from the bar, where he’d ignored Silas’ offer of a drink, and held out a hand to Sheriff Brady. To his credit, by Creed’s way of thinking, Brady didn’t take it right off. He met The Deacon’s gaze steadily, and then, very slowly, he raised his hand and shook.

“Welcome, neighbor
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