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Every hoofbeat pounded in time with Rhett’s heart, the orange dust of the prairie strolling by with what felt like infinite slowness, purple shadows creeping along as the evening sky went dark and exhaled sprinkles of starlight. Normally, Rhett loved few things in life as much as a good gallop, but now all he felt was panic and terror and something he thought he’d left behind: the sensation of being powerless. What did it matter that he was the Shadow and nigh invincible if he lost Sam? What was the point of life if a feller lost the thing he wanted most right when he finally got it all settled?
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Sam Hennessy was dying on the sand, and Rhett Walker wanted to die, too. Watching the blood burble up out of Sam’s belly hurt more than a knife in his own chest ever could. Even worse, Dan put his hand on Rhett’s shoulder and squeezed like they were already at a funeral.

“I’m sorry, Rhett,” he said, real sorrowful, and that was all it took.

Leaping to his feet, Rhett asked, “How long can he last?”

Inés tilted her head toward Cora, who hovered nearby, her arm around Meimei and her eyes full of tears. “Not long,” Cora said, and Inés nodded in agreement.

“A day?”

Cora put a hand to her belly in sympathy. “Yes, but he’ll be in pain.”

“You keep him alive. You hear me? You keep him alive.”

Rhett knelt to kiss Sam’s bloody lips, gentle as a goddamn butterfly. “Hold on, Sam. I’m gonna save you.”

“You can’t,” Sam protested, a bare whisper.

“Don’t tell me what I can’t do. You just keep breathing.”

Rhett was already running for Ragdoll by the time Dan found his preacher voice.

“Shadow, what are you doing?”

Without stopping, without answering, Rhett slung himself into the saddle and kicked his little appaloosa mare harder than he ever had before. They tore across the prairie, Rhett laid low on her bristly neck and the rangy mare running like hell itself had lit her tail. Rhett didn’t have to look back over his shoulder to know what was happening behind him. Inés would be holding Sam’s hand, saying comforting, nun- type things. Healer or no, Cora would’ve lost interest in the dying human boy to focus on her returned sister. And Dan would be watching Rhett’s trail of dust rise into the hard blue sky, frowning, hands on his naked hips.

Because what Rhett was gonna do? He already knew Dan would hate it.

It had taken two hours, maybe, for Rhett and Inés to accompany the wagon from San Anton’s finest hotel to the homestead of the rich fools who’d accidentally adopted a murderous alchemist in the guise of a child. But now, unencumbered by idiots, Rhett and Ragdoll skidded into town in what felt like forever but was most likely just an hour. It wasn’t hard to find what he needed, but he had to wait longer than he would’ve liked, and the price in promised gold was higher than he would’ve preferred. At that point, Rhett would’ve given any damn thing to save Sam, even his first taste of real wealth or the promise of other earthly comforts.

It was dusk, and Ragdoll was asleep standing up, the sweat dried in whorls on her spotted back, but she ran like the devil when Rhett was back in the saddle and kicking her again, even considering the new burden she carried. That’s why he’d chosen this mare, so long ago. Like him, she wasn’t big or pretty, but she had a heart as wide and wild as Durango, and if anybody could get him back to Sam in time, it was Ragdoll. If they managed to save Sam, he promised he’d shower his pony with carrots and oats and sugar cubes for the rest of her life.

Every hoofbeat pounded in time with Rhett’s heart, the orange dust of the prairie strolling by with what felt like infinite slowness, purple shadows creeping along as the evening sky went dark and exhaled sprinkles of starlight. Normally, Rhett loved few things in life as much as a good gallop, but now all he felt was panic and terror and something he thought he’d left behind: the sensation of being powerless. What did it matter that he was the Shadow and nigh invincible if he lost Sam? What was the point of life if a feller lost the thing he wanted most right when he finally got it all settled?

At least he knew which way he was headed, even if it was too dark for him to see. The Shadow’s tug pulled him, desperately ripping him across the prairie. Funny, that— the Shadow had never much cared about a human before. Well, except for when the Captain was dying. Dan had once— well, several times— told Rhett that the Shadow was supposed to be a sort of savior for monsters, but Rhett figured there was more at play than Dan had always assumed.

At least it was easy, this time, to do as the Shadow commanded.

Soon he saw the black wood skeleton of Herbert and Josephina’s ranch house rising up against the indigo sky. Even closer, and he saw the cluster of his friends, waiting for him, watching him gallop and skid to a stop. He could almost feel Dan’s disapproval, but Dan could shove his goddamn disapproval down his smug gullet. At least, judging by the way they were all there, circled up, Sam had to still be alive.

“How’s he doing?” Rhett asked, sliding out of the saddle to land on numb feet.

Dan stepped forward, white teeth shining by starlight. “He’s still alive, but barely. What is that?”

“I think you mean who is that, and her name is Emily. Right?”

He turned to the girl still sitting on Ragdoll’s rump, her frothy skirts flecked with horse hair and sweat. He figured a gentleman would help her down, but he wasn’t much of a gentleman and was just fine with that. She nodded once, regal and wary, and slid down off the horse like any farm girl in Durango would’ve.

“And Emily is a vampire,” Dan continued.

“Well, I reckon you’re a goddamn genius, Dan. Now get out of the way and let her fix Sam.”

But Dan stepped in front of Sam, legs spread and teeth bared, naked and unafraid. The feller had come here as a coyote and was therefore without clothes, but he wasn’t going to let that stop him from being vexful. “She won’t fix him, Rhett. She can’t. No one can. She’ll kill him and turn him into an undead monster that can live only by feeding on human blood.”

“Same thing.”

“Rhett, would Sam want this?” Inés sat on the ground, Sam’s head in her lap. Even through her nun’s veil, Rhett could feel the disgust and judgment rolling off her, the black habit subtly writhing in a way that suggested her gorgon head- snakes were unhappy.

“I know he doesn’t want to die,” he shot back.

The night went so still that Rhett could hear a tortoise, somewhere nearby, toiling over the rocky soil with a dry, determined rasp.

Inés pressed on. “He said he wouldn’t want to stay alive thanks to necromancy. Is this not similar, but with the added requirement that he would have to kill in order to live?”

“You don’t speak for him, goddammit, Inés! You don’t even know him!”

Emily stepped forward, hands up in a peaceful- type gesture. For all that she looked like a plump farmer’s daughter, her hair the color of hay and her eyes the color of manure, there was a grace and power to the vampire whore that Rhett found fascinating in about the same way he found scorpions fascinating— he’d watch from afar but didn’t much want to get within stinging distance when they were riled. Or hungry.

“We don’t have to kill,” she said, lightly lisping around her fangs. “It only takes a sip or two a night to keep us going. And cow blood’ll do in a pinch, if he’s not a picky sort.”

“And what do you get out of this … arrangement?” Dan asked.

Emily shrugged soft, white shoulders. “I don’t drink deep too often. Part of changing him over means I get to drink him about dry. And I could use the gold.”

Dan’s eyes shot to Rhett, who shrugged.

“I told her she could have my share of the herd money.”

Rubbing his eyes, Dan shook his head. “I don’t care about the money, Rhett. I care about watching you turn a fellow Ranger into the kind of monster he’s dedicated his life to fighting. I care about you disregarding Sam’s dying wish. Most of all, I care about the fact that even after all this time, your selfishness is going to prove the ruination of the best of us.”

“Maybe it’ll be the savior of the best of us, Dan. Did you ever think of that?”

“He won’t thank you.”

“He won’t thank me if he dies, either, as dead fellers can’t talk. I’m willing to make that choice, Dan.”

“Of course you are! You always are! That’s the problem!”

Rhett walked past Dan, banging his shoulder when Dan wouldn’t budge. Looking down at Sam in the darkness, he could barely see the feller breathing. Sam’s fine blue eyes were closed, his sweet lips speckled with dried blood. There was a waxy look to Sam’s skin and a powerful stink about him, but Rhett didn’t care.

“Do it, Emily,” he said, low and deadly.

The girl moved to walk around Dan, but he intercepted her, blocking her path. That was the thing about Dan— he could be standing in the middle of the desert stark naked and still look like a preacher when he threatened a vampire. Emily stopped, but not like she was scared.

“What if he changes?” Dan asked, but soft this time. “What if he’s a different person? Think about it, Rhett. Sam is a man of sunlight, of kindness and good cheer. How will he feel, waking up a creature of the night? He’ll never see another sunrise again. Did you consider that?”

His hands were in fists, his teeth clenched, and Rhett couldn’t take it any longer. He turned and shoved Dan as hard as he could, a year’s worth of rage launching the man into the dust on his ass.

“Do it, Emily. Now. And as for what I’ve considered Dan, I suggest you stop trying to know my mind. I’m beyond your teaching, beyond your preaching. This is what I am, pigheadedness and all. I’m the goddamn Shadow and I’m a Ranger Captain and I already made this decision before I ever kissed Sam’s dying body on the lips and galloped away. So it’s on me, and you can go on with your stiff spine and judging eyes, knowing you might be right, but that don’t mean I’m wrong.”

Dan rose, slow but wary, more animal than man for all that he hadn’t gone over coyote.

“You’re damn right it’s on you,” he said, each word deadly heavy. “And I hope you tell Sam I fought you every step of the way. I hope you’re happy with your grand folly.”

Moving like a wraith in the starlight, Emily kneeled by Sam’s side. “He’s so close,” she said, softly. Inés, still supporting Sam’s head, said nothing, but her veil inclined just the tiniest bit in agreement.

Rhett’s fingernails dug moons in his palms. “Do it, girl.”

“This is wrong,” the nun said softly, her fingers feathering Sam’s hair as if he were a sleeping child.

“Wrong is a silly thing,” Emily murmured as she pulled down Sam’s collar and settled into position, tender as a lover. “I remember what the preacher used to say on Sunday morning, all that business about sin. I thought I was a bad girl because my pa told me so, and then the preacher told me so, and then the old man they married me off to at fourteen told me so, too.” She looked back at Dan, fangs sparking with moonlight. “I’m a person. I ain’t bad. I’m just different from you. I reckon you know what it feels like to be different. This boy might feel different when he wakes up from it, but in his heart, he’ll still be mostly the same.”

She winked at Rhett and bit into Sam’s neck with a soft crunch that made Rhett wince. Concern and jealousy reared up in his heart, and he kneeled on Sam’s other side and took his cold, limp hand.

“You know that if you mess this up, I’ll kill you, right?” he asked, voice rasping.

Emily moaned and gulped softly as she drank, but she didn’t respond with words. She just lifted the middle finger of one hand and kept on.

“I can’t watch this,” Dan said. He walked away, but not far, and paced in an annoying sort of fashion.

As for Cora, she stepped closer, arm still around Meimei, who cowered against her sister’s side. “Fascinating.” Cora leaned in, cocking her head in that doctor way she had. “I’ve never seen this process before.”

Rhett stroked Sam’s waxen cheek. “It ain’t pretty.”

Inés had gone so still and quiet that Rhett had forgotten she was there at all. “That word: mostly,” she mused. “Did you even notice it, in your haste? The girl said Sam would be mostly the same.”

“I’m mostly the same as I used to be,” Rhett shot back. “Folks change. They got a right to change. I reckon nearly dying changes a man.”

“You lost an eye. He’ll lose his humanity.”

“Better than his life.”

“What about his soul, Rhett?”

Before he could say something cruel or clever, Emily pulled away with a soft pop, her eyes all pupil and her lips red and kiss- swollen. Her milk- white skin had a rosy flush, and she swayed in place a little like she heard music on the night breeze.

Sam’s hand was beyond cold now, and Rhett barked, “Well, girl? Get on with the next bit!”

Emily nodded as if suddenly remembering where she was and what she was doing. Holding her wrist up to her mouth, she bit it open and held the wound to Sam’s lips. After a few long moments of nothing happening, Rhett was getting ready to snap the girl’s goddamn neck and stab her in the heart. His first kill flashed in his head, the monster in Pap’s barn that had started his life as a cowpoke, as a man, as a Ranger, as the Shadow. The twig had sunk into that wicked vampire’s heart like a knife in butter, and Rhett reckoned it would be about the same with Emily, especially considering she was currently dumb as a blood- fat tick.

“Is it working?” he asked, heart in his throat, his rage collapsing into terror as Sam continued to refuse the girl’s blood.

“I … I don’t know,” Emily murmured. Fear flashed in her eyes as she squeezed her arm, a squirt of fresh blood painting Sam’s still chin. “I never done this before.”

“What do you mean, you’ve never done this before?” Rhett roared, hand on his knife.

Dan walked to them and stood over Sam like the graven angel on a tombstone.

“Maybe it’s for the best,” he said, soft as anything.

Rhett had never wanted to throttle Dan so badly, to shove those words back down his faithless throat. “It’s gonna work, Dan. He’s gonna be fine. It has to work.”

Dan sighed in that way that he had, the one that suggested Rhett was a naughty child who would never, ever learn. A child who would burn his hand at the stove, again and again, until he was just a big ol’ mess of scar tissue and regret.

A hand landed on Rhett’s shoulder, and he ignored the instinct to sink his teeth into Dan’s fingers as the man said, “Even the Shadow can’t change destiny, Rhett.”

Rhett’s head fell forward.

The only thing he hated more than admitting Dan was right was admitting Dan was right about this.

Sam wasn’t waking up.
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Rhett had pretty much given up when Sam’s body convulsed, twitching like a bug that wouldn’t die. His cold fingers jumped in Rhett’s hand, and his blue eyes popped open and fastened on Emily’s face. She smiled a sweet and almost motherly smile as Sam pulled his hand out of Rhett’s and clamped it down on the girl’s wrist, holding it to his lips as his throat began to work, swallow after swallow.

“Sam?” Rhett rasped.

Blue eyes sprang to his face, latched onto his own eye. Sam’s golden eyebrows raised in confused question, but he didn’t stop drinking.

Rhett’s heart leaped like a kid goat, joyful and filled to the brim with hope. He wanted to say a hundred honeyed things, call Sam darling and sugar and sweet petunia and tell him how it had seemed to him for a minute there like life wasn’t worth living, not without Sam. But he wasn’t a man of words and sweetness, and all that came out was, “You still in there?”

Sam grunted but made no comment.

“How long’s this going to keep going on?” Rhett asked, for although he couldn’t deny his happiness that his plan was working, he was having doubts about the method. Sam wasn’t looking at him with adoration and gratefulness and love; he was looking at Emily like a starveling dog looks at a piece of raw meat, and it made Rhett feel all hollow inside and a little jealous. Sam had never looked at a girl like that, not ever. But his lips were red and plump against the girl’s skin, his cheeks flushed and his eyes wide and soft like when he and Rhett had been in Buck’s bar, or in the hayloft, or …

“Goddammit, Sam! Let go of her!”

But when he reached for Emily’s arm, she swatted him away with more strength than he expected. “He has to finish,” the girl said. “Don’t risk it.”

“Risk? What if he doesn’t finish?”

She gave a bosomy little shrug. “Don’t know. Never asked.”

Since Sam had already let go of his hand, Rhett stood and paced along with Dan. But he had to carefully avoid looking at Dan’s face, because the feller was looking sad and smug at the same time, and the possibility of an I- told- you-so-idjit didn’t bode well for Rhett’s temper.

“Where’d the humans go?” Rhett asked Cora, just for something to take his mind off of Sam’s mouth making love to the vampire whore’s arm wound.

“They took the wagon back to town.” Her voice was oddly formal now, as if they’d never shared anything at all. “Dan said they would most likely send the sheriff here tomorrow. Or that at least they’d try. Their story will be difficult to believe. Still, it would be best if we were … elsewhere.” She looked around the plat, nose wrinkling in disgust at the half- built ranch house. “The fools. Such a waste. I hate it here. I can’t wait to get back.”

Rhett did a double take. “You mean back to San Anton, or back to your wagon?”

Cora stood tall, and her face went over cold. “Back to Calafia. I told you: I’m taking Meimei back to our family, where she’ll be safe.”

“I can’t believe I’m hearing this,” Rhett muttered. “I don’t got time to take you to Calafia, girl. I got business in Durango. And the Shadow doesn’t want to go there, neither.”

“I never said I wanted you to go to Calafia, Rhett.”

The way she said it, stern but kind of sad, made Rhett want to shoot a cactus full of holes. He glanced at Sam, who was still drinking, still not looking at Rhett. His eye went to Dan next, finding the man standing over Sam, arms crossed, mouth grim. Inés was just a shape in black and white, witnessing Sam’s transformation, as still as one of her statues. The night suddenly seemed a very empty, cold, hard thing, sharp as stone. Rhett’s hand went to the small leather bag he wore around his neck, shifting the contents in his palm. So many people had left him, and all that remained of them hung heavy against his tightly bound chest. Monty, Chuck, Chicken, the Captain, Earl. Everybody was leaving him.

“You can’t go,” he said, and he was ashamed at the sound of it, the cowardice of it. The selfishness of it. The pleading in it.

“I can go, and I will. Not tonight. Not tomorrow. But soon. I can hitch the wagon by myself now, or we can take a stage, if Winifred wants to keep the wagon for her child.” Her small smile was no comfort. “You’ll be fine, Red- Eye Ned. We are safe. You did your duty. The necromancer is gone.”

“But I ain’t gone.”

She shook her head sadly. “Neither is the Shadow, and it never will be. That’s the problem. I am not a cart you can drag around. I have my own destiny, and it is in the west.” Her hand cupped his cheek, soft and warm and dainty, so unlike the feel of Sam’s big, broad fingers. “Some things are not meant to be. Some things never were.”

Meimei’s round face peered up at him from under Cora’s arm, solemn as an owl. To think: He’d gone to all this trouble to free Cora’s baby sister from an alchemist’s whim. But that was a lie, wasn’t it? He hadn’t killed Trevisan for Meimei, nor for Cora. He’d done it because it needed to be done, because the Shadow demanded it. And now that the tug to save Sam had relaxed, the Shadow was already pulling him somewhere else. Back to San Anton, sure, but it would take him in another direction after that. He was only seventeen, but his life stretched before him like a mountain he’d never finish climbing. Hell, he couldn’t even really take a rest to enjoy the view. His hands would tear and bruise, his muscles would ache and cramp, and he’d just have to keep climbing until the day he fell.

“Goddammit,” he murmured, turning away from Cora before she could see him cry.

But there weren’t many safe directions to look, just then. Instead of Cora, now he saw Dan’s damning eyes and the distasteful scene of Sam sucking off a girl’s arm like he’d die if she made him stop. And that, Rhett quickly realized, was exactly what the girl was trying to do. She’d given Sam her right wrist, and he had her arm trapped in his big hands. Now she was tugging away from him, rocked up onto her heels, her fangs bared in frustration and her left hand shoving his cheek, nails dug in.

“Make him stop!” she mewled. “He’s gonna kill me!”

Rhett looked to Dan with alarm, and Dan gave him a cold glare.

“This is your shindig, Rhett. You break it up.”

“Hellfire,” Rhett muttered, hurrying to kneel on Sam’s other side to try to pry him off the girl.

Inés scrambled out from under Sam’s head and stood some bit away, hands holding down her veil like she wasn’t taking any more chances today— or like she wanted to be able to lift it quickly, should the situation call for a sudden end. Cora and Meimei were already out of range of the struggle. Watching everybody else find somewhere else to be, Rhett realized he was the only person willing to tussle with two vampires for Sam’s life— which was gonna be a hell of a tricky thing since he’d stab himself in the foot before he caused Sam a lick of pain. That was his self- appointed job: stand between Sam and danger. But Sam wasn’t human anymore, was he? And Rhett had to make sure it had worked, that Sam was what the girl said he would be. That he was fixed and nowhere close to dying. He stopped trying to pry up Sam’s fingers and flipped up the cowpoke’s shirt to show a smooth belly rusty with stains that looked black by moonlight. The knife wound was gone, leaving only rippling white muscles and spare hipbones that Rhett longed to trace in a quiet moment, worshipping Sam like he’d dreamed about for years and finally gotten to do for a few short weeks.

Fine, then. It had worked. Which meant Rhett couldn’t let Sam kill his savior.

Sam wasn’t even aware of him, not really. He was still latched onto the girl’s arm, his eyes gone fiery and furious.

“Aw, hell,” Rhett said.

Pulling out one of his revolvers, he pistol- whipped Sam Hennessy, clocking him hard enough across the temple to lay a human man out cold for a full day if not scramble his wits permanently. Apparently vampires could also go unconscious, because that’s exactly what Sam did. His hands fell away from Emily’s arm, his wild blond hair flopping back into the dust. Emily cried out and staggered to her feet holding her arm like she’d been snakebit. She had lost the dreamy, rosy look and was white and panicked now.

“Take me back to San Anton,” she hissed. “I don’t want to be here anymore.”

Hands on his hips, Rhett considered their present situation. Three horses, an unconscious vampire, a scared vampire, an angry coyote, a gorgon, a dragon, and a traumatized human child, and he had to get them all to San Anton safely before the sun rose. Because Sam was a vampire now, wasn’t he? And if Sam didn’t get back inside by the time those first golden rays peeked over the horizon, something horrible would happen.

A new kind of terror kicked in, and the Shadow did what he always did. He led, whether he wanted to or not.

“Inés, if you’d please take Meimei behind you on the chestnut. I’ll drape Sam over Ragdoll’s saddle and ride behind; that prancing gelding of his’ll break his damn teakettle. Dan can take Emily behind him on Sam’s gelding. Cora, you turn into a dragon and fly. I don’t care if y’all approve. We’re heading out. Now.”

Ragdoll waited just a few steps away, cropping at the scant greenery, and she didn’t complain when Rhett took her reins and led her over to Sam’s unconscious body. But she hadn’t complained about Emily, had she? Either horses couldn’t smell monsters, or the filly knew she had nothing to fear.

“I know you’re mad at me, Dan, but I’d appreciate your help getting Sam up here.”

With a sigh of great frustration, Dan helped Rhett drape Sam over Ragdoll’s saddle. It was an awkward thing, swinging up on the little mare’s rump with deadweight spread out before him, and she danced a little and snorted to show her annoyance. Dan’s chestnut trotted over at his whistle, and he held the reins while Inés swung up into the saddle and settled her habit. Crooking a finger at Meimei, Dan gave her a smile he’d never shown Rhett, sweet and open.

“Come here, little one. Let’s get you ready for a ride,” he said, his voice kind and gentle. Cora murmured something to Meimei in their language and Dan swung her up behind Inés, who spoke to the child in tiny, sad kindnesses, reminding Rhett that the nun had once been a mother herself. Meimei’s bitty fingers curled over the edge of the saddle, her eyes never leaving her sister. Cora went a bit away, but not too far, and rippled into her fearsome dragon form. Watching her, Meimei’s face lit up with a joy that made Rhett’s heart ache.

Dan and Emily worked out their own riding arrangement, their voices too low for Rhett to hear. Of course, he just assumed they were all complaining about him, but he’d never let that stop him before. At least Emily was accustomed to naked fellers acting peculiar, considering she lived her life above a saloon. As soon as everybody looked ready enough, Rhett gave Ragdoll a gentle squeeze and set her walking back toward town, steering her according to the Shadow’s whims. Not that he needed to; she knew well enough where she was going, and she stepped gentle as if sensing Sam could use all the help he could get. Or maybe, Rhett considered, recognizing that a predator was splayed over her meaty muscles and she’d do well not to disturb him from his rest.

Rhett was out in front, the others following along at their own pace. Inés kept up her conversation with Meimei, too low for Rhett to hear what passed between them, but he figured it was something nunnish or instructive, or— oh, hell, who knew? Meimei didn’t speak, but Rhett assumed she was probably pretty shook up, having had Trevisan inside her for so long, the poor little critter. Dan and Emily, too, shared their whispers as Cora’s wings beat lazily overhead, sounding like flaps of tarp billowing in a storm.

“Chatty old hens, the lot of ’em,” Rhett grumbled to Sam’s back. It was a nice back; he’d always thought so. It seemed rude to stare at Sam’s rump while the feller was sacked out, but a pleasant back and broad shoulders could be appreciated without it being unseemly. “I wish you was awake, Sam. Wish it was just another boring night on the trail. Not that our nights were boring, mind. I just wish nothing terrible was happening. My best nights were the ones nothing happened at all. You’d shoot a little deer or a prairie chicken, ride back with a big ol’ grin. We’d all eat around the fire. Donkey Boy would have plenty to say, of course. Mostly complaints. Hellfire, Sam. You wouldn’t think I’d miss him, but I do. I can’t explain it. It’s like having a pebble in your boot, but you get used to it, and when you dump it out, there’s a pebble- shaped hole in your foot that feels even worse.”

Sam had nothing to say on this topic because he was still unconscious. The bruise where Rhett had clocked him had faded, at least. It was nice, having one less thing to feel bad about, Rhett reckoned. He hated to see Sam in pain, hated to see any cuts and bruises mar that suntanned human skin.

But Sam wasn’t human anymore. He was paler now, and a monster, like Rhett.

Well, not exactly like Rhett. Sam didn’t turn into a harmless bird. He was a vampire, for now and always. On one hand, that meant Sam would be harder to kill. On the other hand, that meant a whole lot of possibly bad things that Rhett didn’t want to admit Dan was right about. But as far as Rhett saw it, the only other choice would’ve left him riding back to San Anton behind a corpse. As it was, Sam was, at least, breathing. Rhett knew this because he checked every ten seconds.

He’d considered finding a Lobo to change Sam over, but he knew for a goddamn fact that all Lobos were bad. All Lobos went bad. Even nice fellers couldn’t stay nice, after a Lobo bit ’em. Sam would’ve had the sunlight and regular food, but he also would’ve been an evil goddamn werewolf, and then Rhett would’ve had to kill him, and hellfire! All this because of one piddly little knife thrown by an asshole.

“I’m sorry I let you down, Sam,” he said, almost a whisper, checking to see if any of the others were close enough to hear him. Didn’t look like it, so he might as well pour his heart out.

“I wasn’t fast enough. I wasn’t focused. I thought you’d have the good sense to stay the hell away, like we’d talked about. Cover me with the Henry, that’s what I told you. But you had to get into the thick of things, didn’t you?”

“I did it to save you, dumbass,” Sam mumbled sleepily.

Rhett tried to hide his startlement with a solemn nod that Sam couldn’t see. “Well, sure you did, Sam.”

“Stop this goddamn horse and let me ride like a man. I’m no sack of oats.”

Sam sounded the same, but something about him was different, and Rhett couldn’t put his finger on it. Was it how Sam moved, how he smelled, how his skin was cold and even whiter than usual? The Shadow’s belly wasn’t flipping to make his trigger finger itchy, at least, but Rhett had to admit that Sam had lost his fragility and gained something else, a sharpness that set Rhett on edge in a way that he never thought he could be around Sam Hennessy.

But he did what Sam asked, reining Ragdoll to a stop and muttering, “Never would’ve taken you for a sack of oats, Sam.”

As if he hadn’t been stabbed and nearly dead just a short while ago, Sam slid off the saddle, and Rhett hopped from the pony’s rump and into the saddle, which should’ve been warm from Sam’s body but … wasn’t. Sam put his foot in the stirrup and hopped right back up behind Rhett, right as rain on Ragdoll’s rump and twice as plucky.

“Never thought I’d see the day when you let me ride Ragdoll,” Sam observed.

“It ain’t exactly day, Sam.”

The night was silent but for the creaking of the saddle and the clop of hooves. Rhett felt a right fool, bringing up something as awkward as suddenly finding oneself a vampire.

“You’re a good horseman, Sam. You could’ve rode her anytime you pleased, but I know the kind of mounts you favor: leggy and headstrong and peculiar- looking.”

Sam’s hand settled on Rhett’s thigh.

“Leggy, headstrong, and peculiar is my particular brand of poison, I reckon. But I look for heart, too.”

Rhett turned to look back, and their eyes met, and Rhett had to look away first.

“Seems your mounts also share a tendency to make bad decisions. Almost like they’re looking for trouble. If any horse is gonna find a gopher hole, it’s gonna be yours.”

Sam’s hand fluttered away, and Rhett missed that small point of connection, but it was right challenging to touch a man riding behind you in the saddle. All tentative, Rhett reached back, blindly, and their fingers intertwined in a crooked sort of way.

“Let’s not dance, Rhett. Whatever’s happened to me, I’m still me, and I know my mind. And I ain’t mad, I don’t think.”

Rhett felt a lift in his heart, and his fingers tightened on Sam’s. “You’re not?”

Sam let out a great sigh that shook the stars. “Dying ain’t fun. I was scared, Rhett, scared beyond my bones. I always figured when my time came, I’d smile up and God would smile back down, and I’d drift off somewhere with pretty boy angels playing harps. But it wasn’t like that. It hurt, and it was confusing and jumbled, and God didn’t show his face, and I found myself begging anybody as would listen to a prayer to let me live. But God didn’t answer my prayer, Rhett. You did.”

“I couldn’t lose you, Sam.”

“Hell, I know that. Wasn’t like I wanted to be lost. I bet Dan had a fit.”

“Having a fit is Dan’s particular brand of poison.”

“Then aside from Dan’s temper, I guess it worked out okay. I’m here, and Trevisan’s dead? And Meimei’s right in the head? She’s herself?”

Rhett’s shoulders rose in a shrug that felt like admitting to failure. “Yes, he’s dead, and maybe. Who knows what’s in that child’s head? But she talked to Cora quite a bit, and she smiled at Dan, and those are two things I haven’t yet mastered, so I reckon she’s on her way.”

That earned Sam’s first real chuckle, which made Rhett laugh, and soon they were cackling like roosters. Their outburst went on so long that Dan had to holler at them to shut up, but that only made them laugh harder. All too soon, the shared madness passed, and their guffaws fell off to manly coughs. It felt like they were alone in the great wide prairie, the others far behind, offering the kindness of much- needed space. Rhett realized that sleep hadn’t been his friend recently. He’d had quite a few shocks, and he hadn’t eaten, and his body felt as light as a goddamn feather, his head full of fluff and his heart pushed to the brink. He was worn thin, and maybe that’s why he said what he said next, for Rhett was a man who couldn’t abide rudeness, and even as he said it, he recognized it was about the rudest thing he’d ever said.

“So you’re not evil now, are you?”

Sam’s posture changed, his fingers disengaging from Rhett’s. His breathing went stiff, and a new chasm of space opened between them, and Rhett could well imagine Sam’s jaw was working, too, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down as he considered his next words. Rhett almost felt shame for asking such a thing, but shame seemed to him like a stupid emotion, so he just let Sam have his silence.

“Of course I’m not evil, Rhett.”

“But … but if you were evil, you’d say that, too.”

“Don’t make me slide off this horse.”

“I got to ask, Sam. It’s my job. It’s what I am. And the Shadow doesn’t wanna hurt you, but I don’t know how to feel.”

“I don’t know how to feel, either. This has never happened to me before.” Sam paused a moment, considering his words in a way Rhett never did. “Do you think you’re evil?”

“Hell no.”

Sam’s voice went quiet and deep. “You’ve killed a hell of a lot more folks than I ever have, and you were only with the Rangers a few months. I reckon plenty of folks would tally your books and see you as the real monster.” Rhett drew a breath to speak, but Sam’s hand landed on his back and shut him up. “Not me, Rhett. Not me, ever. I’m on your side, always. No matter … what I am. I’m just saying … well, I’m what you are now. A sort of weapon. You don’t have to worry about me no more. I can run into battle by your side, always have your back. I’d think you’d be happy.”

“I am happy, Sam!”

There was a cough somewhere behind them, and Dan’s muttered “Bullshit” rode the wind.

“You’re happy I’m alive, Rhett, but maybe you’re not so happy with what I am now.”

“You’re what I made you!”

“That don’t change the taste of beans, and you know it. I can feel you, holding yourself apart. Your back’s stiff, and when you hold my hand, it’s like you’re searching for warmth that ain’t there. I know I feel cold now. Like a chunk of goddamn wax. But you feel warm enough to me.”

Against his better judgment, Rhett leaned back, his head falling on Sam’s shoulder, his nose turned into Sam’s neck, breathing in that good, Sam smell. But now it was overlaid with old blood, leaked shit, and the cold- dirt musk of a different kind of predator. Rhett realized he didn’t care.

Sam stiffened at first, but then he sighed and wrapped his arms around Rhett’s middle, nuzzling the top of his head.

“I love you, monster or no,” Rhett promised.

“Same,” Sam said. “Same.”

But Rhett’s disquiet, like Sam’s smell, didn’t go away.
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When they were near enough to San Anton to smell the city’s stink, they stopped and redistributed their people. Dan, being naked, turned himself back into a coyote. Inés and Meimei continued on the chestnut, the child’s tiny arms around the nun’s waist, and Emily stayed on Sam’s leggy roan, alone. The gelding seemed less dancey than usual, whether because Emily was a calmer rider or because the horse didn’t want to get sucked dry and was trying to be polite, Rhett couldn’t say. Rhett was worried, for just a moment, that Sam would choose to ride behind his vampire mama, but he didn’t budge from Ragdoll’s rump, and Rhett realized he’d been holding his breath.

They skipped the fancy hotel where they’d met Herbert and Josephina, assuming their paid muscle would be waiting to intercept the devious nun and her Ranger escort, even if the sheriff found the rich fools’ story as implausible as it sounded. Instead, they headed for Mr. Marko’s hostelry, where Winifred met them out front, arms crossed over her dressing gown and her shawl brushing the dirt for all that it was after midnight.

“Is it done?” she asked.

“Done enough,” Rhett answered, feeling testy.

Mr. Marko stumbled out in a nightshirt to help with the horses, which gave the crew an excuse to be quiet and let their exhaustion sink in. Once the hostler went back to bed, grumbling good- naturedly in German about morning pastries, folks split up to seek their rest. Dan paid Emily in gold pieces, and after a whispered conversation with Sam, she gave a polite nod and left. Dan and Winifred went to their room at the inn attached to the stables; Inés, Cora, and Meimei took Sam’s old room there; and that left Rhett and Sam to stand alone in the quiet barn, wrapped in the comforting warmth of tranquil beasts.

“She said I needed to find someplace dark to sleep during the day. Emily, I mean. When the sun goes up, I’ll be compelled to sleep, and if the sun should touch me, I’ll burn. A little sun’ll be like touching a hot stove, but full sun’ll turn me to ash.” Sam dug his boot toe into the hay. “I reckon we can build a box into the wagon. Make it look like a steamer trunk, but put the lock on the inside. Funny how all this time you been worried about me running off into battle, but now I can be killed by a little sunshine.”

“You’re not gonna get killed, Sam,” Rhett said, low and husky.

“Well, I don’t intend to, fool. That’s why we’re gonna need a box. But it’ll be morning soon. I’ll sleep in the wagon in the barn today, covered up in your buffalo robe. That should keep the sun out.”

They were close enough to touch, just then, but not yet touching. Sam looked up, gave Rhett a look of naked longing. But not like he wanted to mess around. Like he needed nearness, reassurance. Deep in his belly, something— not the Shadow— suggested Rhett shouldn’t touch a vampire, much less curl up next to one in a dark, private space.

Rhett told that cowardly part of himself to get fucked.

More tentative than he’d been in a while, he reached out to cup Sam’s cheek. It felt the same in all ways save that it was cold and clammy, no longer warm and heating to Rhett’s touch. Rhett wouldn’t let himself recoil. Instead, he closed the distance and ever so gently went in for a kiss, giving Sam plenty of time to turn away, if that wasn’t what he wanted. But Sam didn’t resist; he just stood there, eyes closed, mouth opening, hands in fists at his sides like he was as scared to touch Rhett as Rhett was to touch him.

Their lips brushed, and something inside Rhett seemed to die. It was Sam— he knew that— but Sam’s lips were cold, cold as a corpse in the rain. When Sam’s tongue touched his, it was like being stroked by a snail, by some slimy thing that lived in the bottom of a well. Until Sam started kissing him for real, and then it was like being swallowed up by a wave. Sam’s body warmed to his, his hands gripping Rhett’s face like iron wrapped in velvet. Electricity jumped between them, and Rhett found himself consumed with hunger and also, maybe, just a tiny bit frightened of Sam’s new strength and power. Soon they were dragging each other into the wagon, pawing at clothes and growling. Sam’s teeth fastened on his shoulder, and Rhett went still for a moment, waiting to see if Sam’s fangs would break skin. But they didn’t, so he relaxed, and as always, accepted with open arms whatever Sam gave him.

Some time after, they lay curled together as spoons, naked and slick, the warmth trapped under the buffalo robe allowing Rhett to pretend that Sam was still human. Normally, Sam went to sleep first, and Rhett enjoyed the few moments before he followed him into oblivion, matching his breaths to Sam’s and savoring the sight of the feller’s bare body, splayed unconscious and sweet.

But this time, he could feel himself slipping away, his body giving in to exhaustion as Sam curled around him, steady and strong and alert.

“Go to sleep, fool,” Sam whispered in his ear, his breath as cool as a breeze from the springhouse.

“You first,” Rhett murmured.

Sam shook his head against Rhett’s neck. “Not anymore. Give in, Rhett. Let me take care of you, for once.”

“Ain’t you tired?”

Sam took a few breaths to ponder it. “No. I’ve never felt more alive.”

Something about that didn’t sit well with Rhett, but he couldn’t hold out any longer. He fell asleep, curled into himself, a vampire wrapped around him, strangely entwined in a new sort of darkness that still, somehow, felt like home.
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Rhett slept all through the next day and didn’t stir until Sam went rigid and alert, startling him awake.

“It’s sunset,” Sam said softly, nuzzling the back of Rhett’s neck.

Rhett shifted comfortably against him. “How d’you know?”

“Same way you know things. I just do.”

A bridle jingled nearby, and it was Rhett’s turn to go rigid and alert. His fingers inched for the gun on the floor in his discarded holster. Behind him, Sam sniffed audibly and relaxed. “It’s just Dan. Can’t you smell ’im?”

Rhett took a deep breath, considering. “No, but I reckon the Shadow can, now that you mention it.” Then, a little louder: “How’s it going, Dan?”

The response from the barn beyond was typical Dan, blunt and to the point and ignoring pleasantries. “Mr. Marko is paid, and we need to move quickly. The sheriff is riding out to the homestead tomorrow to investigate Herbert’s claims, so we need to run in the opposite direction.”

Rhett sat up and rubbed the sleep from his eyes, feeling an ache in his every bone. “Anybody ever tell you you’re a right friendly feller? Cheerful as a bluebird at sunrise.”

Dan snorted a laugh. “No, but I’ve been told I have my uses.”

The sounds outside suggested that Dan was hooking Samson up to the wagon, backing the big bay draft gelding into his place. The wagon shuddered, and peace fled. With a sorely aggrieved sigh, Rhett sifted through the mess on the wagon floor, hunting in the darkness for his clothes.

“Here.” Sam nudged a bundle into his hands.

“You can see? In a closed wagon in a closed barn at dusk?”

Rhett allowed himself a small smile when he correctly identified the sound of Sam shrugging.

“Sure. My eyes are pretty good in the dark now. Not that I want you to get dressed, but …”

“But there are witnesses, and time is scarce,” Dan finished tersely from outside.

Rhett fumbled with his clothes, hurrying to tie his binder on and get his shirt buttons right. Nearby, close enough to nudge elbows and knees every now and then, Sam did the same, but with far less fumbling.

“Let me,” he said as Rhett struggled with his buttons, and Sam’s clever fingers made quick work of the task that was proving a bit much for a man standing in a pitch- black closet with one eye and a headache the size of Durango.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look like hell,” Sam whispered.

“Well, mother hen, it was a bit of a day. Days. Hellfire. I just want some coffee and eggs and some of that bark Inés keeps hid back here that dulls pain. Everything I’ve got hurts.”

Sam opened the door and hopped down into the straw.

“Not me! I feel fit as a fiddle. Ready for the saddle. And a new set of duds. This shirt is ruined.”

“Being stabbed in the guts’ll do that to a garment,” Dan observed. “You’re just lucky you didn’t shit yourself, too.”

“Cheerful as a goddamn bluebird.” Rhett groaned and hopped down after Sam, dreading what would happen when a sunbeam hit his brain.

But he’d forgotten: It was dusk. Sam wouldn’t be awake otherwise. Headache- piercing sunbeams, at least, wouldn’t be a problem for the next leg of travel. Sam searched his saddlebags for clothes he hadn’t recently died in, disappeared for a bit, and came back smelling much better. The rest of the party showed up, packing bundles into saddlebags and cinching up girths. Cora and Meimei kept to themselves, and Inés greeted Samson with a scritch behind the ears and muttered at Rhett, “Yes, I know. The bark. You look like hell.”

“That’s what I like about this bunch. Everybody’s complimentary.”

Soon they were clopping out of Mr. Marko’s barn in a line, the hostler himself waving them cheerfully off, beer mug already in hand. Dan and Winifred led the way on their ponies, with Inés and Meimei on the wagon seat and the spare horses all following along like ducklings. Cora flew overhead, and Rhett watched her belly scales flash in the moonlight and got the sense she was avoiding him. He also got the sense that he didn’t mind that, as the kind of conversations she’d want to have right now weren’t exactly pleasant ones. As for him and Sam, for once, they rode in back behind the wagon, their horses quietly clip- clopping in the night.

It might’ve been peaceful, but Rhett now recognized a different sort of worry for Sam than he’d had before. Sure, it was barely nightfall, but what if the sun rose early? What if Sam wasn’t out of the way when it did? Rhett was the smaller feller; could he shield Sam with his body? It was clear Sam felt right safe, grinning at the constellations and patting his leggy roan, but Rhett had suddenly realized that twelve hours out of every day were not only unavailable to Sam but downright murderous.

“You seem relaxed,” he said.

Sam nodded and grinned. “I feel relaxed. Powerful. Like nothin’ can get me. It’s nice. I always figured this must be what it felt like to be you, Rhett.”

Rhett shook his head and spit into the dirt. “Oh, hell no, Sam. I feel like a sore spot all the time. Like a target. Ain’t nothing relaxing at all about being me.”

“But it’s so hard to kill me now.”

Rhett pointed to his gone eye. “Shit still hurts, though. Some of it’s permanent. And just like before, you don’t get to choose what happens to you. Sometimes the luck doesn’t go your way. Sometimes they’re gunning for you. Sometimes you got to have a silver bullet plucked out of your buttmeat with a tweezer. That’ll knock a feller down a peg, for sure. And when I think about you getting caught outside at sunup—” “Hellfire, Rhett. The sun’s a predictable thing. No point in worrying about something like that. My instincts tell me when it’s safe.”

“Then I beg you to follow your instincts.” A sudden inspiration caught Rhett. “And maybe you could wear one of these rigs.” He thumped the saddlebag that held his pie plate and bible, making it jingle. “Hell, maybe we all should. If you only got one place where a bullet can kill you, it’s just good sense to cover it the hell up.”

“You sure got a way of bringing down a feller’s mood,” Sam said darkly. “I tell you how good I feel, and you tell me how weak I am?”

“It’s only because I care, Sam.”

“I know. But it still rankles.”

They rode in quiet for a while, and Rhett tried to enjoy the sensations of a calm night after all the struggle of the last week. Ragdoll was warm and quick below him, and the wagon creaked comfortably up ahead. He was accustomed by now to the sound of Cora’s wings beating, to how she disappeared and reappeared, doing lazy circles and scouting ahead and behind like a good soldier doing necessary work. Or maybe she just got bored, going at the speed of Samson’s plate- sized hooves, steadily clomping along while she could ride the breeze in that way that Rhett loved. Part of him itched to shuck his clothes and take to the sky as a bird beside the great dragon, but the rest of him knew where his loyalties lay, and it was in the saddle beside Sam. Plus, if Cora was in a bad mood, she might aim her fiery breath at him and singe his feathers.

The abandoned mission where Inés kept her library of monster lore was only a day or so outside of San Anton, even at this speed, but the Shadow was restless. It pulled him west, which he knew was the right direction to go, but something was amiss, and he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Was it drawing him away from San Anton— and the consequences of riding out into the desert with two rich white fools only to steal their adopted child, who had bitten off a finger each as thanks? Or was it drawing him toward his next responsibility? It was urgent, is what it was, and he knew he had little choice but to follow it.

Rhett sighed heavily, considering. Ever since that night on Mam and Pap’s so-called ranch, when he’d been a scared little girl named Nettie Lonesome and he’d stabbed his first monster in the heart, he’d felt the Shadow’s power. Even before he understood what it was, even before his dreams had given it a name, it pulled him this way, pushed him that. He didn’t always understand what he was meant to do, at first, but he knew the tug wouldn’t relent until he’d accomplished the Shadow’s task. There was generally a momentary sense of triumph and release, when he’d killed whatever needed killing or saved whatever required saving. And then, sure as shit, a new tug would tremble in his belly and yank on his heart.

The Shadow’s destiny spread out like a road that stretched in either direction, never ending, never finding any real destination. Every night, he would go to sleep knowing there was work to do come morning. Every morning, he would wake up, knowing that his work would never be done.

Or, well, shit. If he switched around his days and nights to be with Sam, he wouldn’t even get mornings, would he?

The best possible future he could imagine was a dark, grim thing of little release, a life lived out of the sun.

What would it be like, he thought, to rest? To laze? To languish?

To have a simple life of simple duties, to wake up without fear or remorse or the heavy weight of expectation? To be like Mr. Marko the hostler, and arise looking forward to breakfast instead of dreading another fight?

Rhett shook his head. Above all, he was a practical feller, and it didn’t do to dwell on shit that would never happen. Nothing about life suggested that comfort was to be expected. Life was hard work and a passel of worry and then you died, hopefully not too early, if you were lucky. Still, he had once dreamed of Sam Hennessy as something far away and impossible, and now Sam was one of the few constants in his life. He should stop thinking about what he couldn’t have and start appreciating what he had … and before Dan preached at him to do so.

“Beautiful night,” he said, eyes on Sam.

Sam gave him a smile Rhett had once considered sunny but now saw as a glimmer in the dark.

“That it is, Rhett. I smell rain somewhere in our future, but rain never hurt nobody. You reckon you’ll be able to rest a few days, once we get back to the mission?”

The skin on the back of Rhett’s neck prickled. “Sam, you can’t read minds, can you? Because you’re a …” He trailed off, uncertain of whether it was rude to point it out.

“Vampires can’t read minds, silly.” Sam gave him a fond and doting smile. “Or else I reckon we’d be in trouble. We being you and me, not all the other vampires. It’d be right useful, as a species, to have that gift, but Emily said that was just an old wives’ tale. I can just read you, that’s all. I know you. And you’re unsettled.”

“I’m always unsettled.”

“True enough. But you been on this quest for a while, and you finally got rid of Trevisan. It would make sense for you to feel a bit peculiar. To not know what happens next.” He paused and gave Rhett a wide- eyed, mother hen gander. “Or do you know? Is something tugging on your gut already?”

Rhett gave a huge yawn and let his shoulders slump. “It’s tugging me back to the mission, and that’s all I know.”

“A few days’ rest will do us good. Or nights of rest, I guess.” Sam shook his head. “It’s right confusing, having to rethink something so simple as day and night all the time.”

The look Rhett gave him was wry as hell. “Tell me about it.”

Sam’s laugh was still bright and sweet to Rhett’s ears, so he joined in. What he wanted most in the world just then was to kick his mare and gallop across the prairie, feel the wind in his hair and greet that sense of flying he so loved. But he knew well enough that folks who ran their ponies across unfamiliar territory in the dead of night for no good reason often ended up putting down perfectly good horseflesh due to snapped legs, and Rhett wouldn’t hurt Ragdoll for anything. Maybe he’d stay up a bit after dawn, go for a ride by his lonesome to think about things. Or was that betraying Sam? Did Sam expect him to keep the same hours now, or was it understood that Rhett would straddle day and night as needed? He rubbed his eyes. Too much thinking on an empty belly.

“We stopping for food?” he hollered up ahead. “And didn’t Inés mention some of that magic bark?”

“We’ll stop when we get to the mission,” Dan barked back. “I’m not interested in being questioned by the sheriff, and neither are you. It won’t be long. You’ve lived through worse rides.”

That got Rhett’s dander right up. The only thing he hated worse than being told what to do was being treated like a goddamn child. Kicking Ragdoll into a canter, he passed the wagon and skidded to a walk even with Dan and Winifred.

“It ain’t a measure of worse, Dan. But I had a hell of a fight yesterday, and I reckon I’d appreciate a strip of jerky for my trouble.”

Dan reached into his saddlebag without a word and gave Rhett a strip of jerky and a look that suggested Rhett behave.

“I’ll behave if I goddamn please,” Rhett mumbled. “You got a strip for Sam, too, or are you feeling particularly stingy this morning— I mean night?”

At that, Dan’s face did a peculiar thing, which was to show pity. Rhett didn’t like it a bit.

“Sam can’t eat jerky now, Rhett,” he said softly.

Rhett mumbled, “I know that, idjit,” before turning his horse to gallop right back to his place behind the wagon. But before he’d gotten Ragdoll’s head around, a wave of nausea hit him like a punch to the teeth. It was as if the bottom of his belly had fallen out and a rope had slithered around his spine, yanking him forward hard enough to bruise. He dropped his jerky and pulled his gun as he spun his mare in a circle and took off galloping up a little rise just ahead.

“What is it, Shadow?” Dan hollered in his wake.

“I don’t know,” he hollered back, “but it’s got to die, and I need to kill it!”

Hoofbeats and hollers sounded off behind him, but he wasn’t about to turn back around to see who was joining him on the ride toward the fight. Whatever was happening was close and angry and immediate as shit, and the Shadow wanted it gone. It pulled him straight west into the darkness, and he was so et up with fury and worry that he didn’t even get to enjoy his dang gallop.

“Don’t step in a gopher hole,” he begged to his little mare. “Just keep on going.”

Sam and Dan and Winifred were soon running with him, and he heard the cold flap of leathery wings overhead. Nobody dared to ask him any other fool questions, for which he was grateful.

“Draw your guns,” he warned. “Whatever it is, it’s bad.”

A high scream pierced the night, and then they were among another band of horseflesh and men. Or so he thought. The Shadow was on high alert, his belly flip- flopping everywhere, and a shot winged past his ear. He shot back, and the first enemy had turned to glittering sand before he understood what they were up against.

Chupacabras.

Their dry, musky scent was everywhere, their bulging eyes glaring and their toothy maws hissing. His people were all mixed up in the chupa gang, guns going off every which way, and as Rhett popped another chupa to gray sand, he wished like hell he’d made everybody buy a pie plate and a bible back in town, because just now, in close quarters with definite enemies in the darkness, none of them were safe. Any shot could kill an enemy— or a friend. Hissing and screaming everywhere. Guns blasting, nothing but quick flashes in the night. Screeching horses engulfed in puffs of sand. Rhett didn’t know what was happening, what he was doing, only that he had to kill as many of the chupas as possible. Because that was one thing he knew for sure about chupas: No matter how good a
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