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The Chihuahua Desert, Mexico

Late December 1869

Time is like a knife.

If used wisely, if kept oiled and the edge honed sharply, it is a tool that does its job constructively, skillfully, without a moment’s regret. Endless, playful summer days as a child, blissful evenings of courting on a porch swing in the moonlight, the restful afternoons of the aged, dozing and softly awaiting the comforting whisper of Old Man Death in their ear.

If used foolishly, time becomes a burden. Rust-laden and dulled to uselessness. Sometimes slowed to a creep by guilt or anger or the desire for retribution. It is then that the single ticking of a clock seems like the length of a day or more. An eternity. Walking in place until your feet grow raw with sores and not a mile of purpose gained.

It had become like that for Dead-Eye and Job. The broad, sunbaked expanse of the Chihuahua was a constant and unchanging thing, from sunrise to sundown. Mile upon mile, a fiery orb glared down at them from above, unblinking, blistering their flesh, even beneath the shelter of cloth and hat felt. The animals they rode—the black roan Brimstone and the white mule Balaam—trudged onward as well, knowing who they sought and understanding the urgency of finding them.

They soon became legend in the barren territory. The small black man, bald as a billiard ball with a picket of gold and silver teeth, dressed in a dusty derby hat, a vest with pockets aplenty, and necklaces laden with voodoo talisman and charms.

And, with him, the tall man in black from the South, toting a sawed-down twelve-gauge and a nickel-plated Colt Dragoon. Grim and emaciated, looking and smelling like the ripest of death, with a thick dark mustache and eyes that were mismatched twins; one cold and steel gray, the other blind and glowing eerily beneath the brim of his hat with the luminance of foxfire.

Every now and then, the two riders would happen across someone on the trail. A man traveling alone, a pair of soldiers journeying home, or a family in a buckboard, and they would ask the question. “Have you heard tell of an outlaw named Jules Holland, traveling with three rough hombres, and a woman in a wagon, both as black as coal?” And, more often than not, they would reply “Yes,” and tell them of their sinister exploits, and that they had been seen a few towns ahead, not very long ago.

And, so, the lanky gunfighter with flesh as pale as lard and the negro mojo man would continue onward, believing that the distance between them and their prey had shortened considerably and that what they had set out to do would finally be accomplished within the span of a day’s ride.

But it never came to pass. That day’s ride turned into three, then stretched into weeks and months. And they seemed no closer than they had been at the very beginning of their journey.
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It was on a cold night, while camping in a dry wash surrounded by a thorny stand of mesquite and thistle, that she came to him in a dream.

“Papa.”

Job opened his eyes and saw her standing there, no more than six feet away from where he lay. Tall and lean, but generous in the hips and bodice, much like her late mother. Clad head to toe in black taffeta and lace, her face scarcely visible beneath a dark veil. Holding that confounded book in her black-gloved hands, the unholy tome that called forth demons, ogres, and dragons, and left sickness, misery, and death in the wake of her footsteps.

“Evangeline,” he said, at first startled to see her. But soon, his surprise and confusion subsided. “Dream-walking now, are you?”

She stared at him and smiled slyly. It was a gesture much like a carrion crow appraising a dying dog on a roadway. “You must turn back, dear father,” she cautioned. “Abandon this nonsense and return to the swamp to live out your days in peace and solitude.” She looked over at where the tall Southerner with the sunken face and the glowing eye sat against a boulder across the campfire, oblivious to her presence. “Lift that foolish voodoo spell of yours and allow that poor soul to roam the Earth no longer. Let him fly with the angels, or burn with the damned, whichever his fate might be.”

Job sat up from his blankets and regarded her sternly. “No, daughter. As long as Holland and his men plague good and decent men, as long as you crack open realms and unleash Hell upon this world… we will be dogging your heels. And, sooner or later, we will catch up and bring this trail of travesty and perversion to an end.”

Evangeline laughed. “Oh, Papa! You’ve had ample time and opportunity to do that, but still you ride, mile after countless mile, and your prize always eludes you. Why is that? Why do we always seem to be so far away?” Pity almost shown in the dark eyes behind the sheer. “Perhaps your cause is hopeless and futile. Perhaps you and the black-hearted corpse you ride with are not yet worthy to reach the promised land.”

“We’ll get there eventually,” the little black man declared. “And then the evil you and the others have cursed mankind with will be dead and done. And you, my child, with it.”

The ebony woman shook her head in curt dismissal. Her hands caressed the leather of the book called Necronomicon, causing the flesh of it to ripple and prickle with gooseflesh. “This is my final warning, Papa. Turn around and ride home. Find serenity in the bayou that gave you birth. Grow old and die with contentment… not with terror and dread, on a nameless trail, with the minions of my conjuring at your throat.”

Job was about to speak again, but abruptly she was gone. The willowy apparition of his youngest daughter had retreated to wherever she presently rested her head and ended her stroll within his slumber.
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The following morning, before another day’s riding, Job crouched before the fire and poured himself a cup of coffee, as black and bitter as he was.

“How long have we been in this desert?” he asked his traveling companion. “A month? Six months? A year or more?”

Dead-Eye stared at him and considered the question for a moment. “I can’t rightly say. The passage of time is lost to the dead, you know.”

“And it’s been lost to me as well,” the negro answered solemnly. He looked over at Dead-Eye’s roan, standing next to Job’s white mule. The eyes of the demon-possessed horse glowed a muted crimson, but not as brightly as they once had. “Another thing… do you recall how Ol’ Brimstone could track the animals of Holland and the others from the very beginning? Could smell its own kind and sense exactly which direction they were heading? But now he’s bumfuzzled and unable to do so?”

“Yes. I’ve been pondering that myself,” said the zombie. Curiously, he eyed the man across the fire. “What’s happened that’s gotten you so dadblamed introspective this morning?”

Job hesitated, then continued. “She came to me in a dream last night. Evangeline. Warned me to abandon our quest. Told me to turn tail and run home to the bayou. Said that if we didn’t, misfortune of the worst sort would befall us.”

“But it was only a dream, wasn’t it?”

“No. She was here, alright. I thought her incapable of dream-walking, but she did it, by God. Invaded my sleep and left her ultimatum.” His dark brow furrowed as a thought came to mind. “And, I’m believing, a clue to our predicament as well.”

Dead-Eye couldn’t figure out what the little man was referring to. “What sort of predicament?”

“Roaming this godforsaken desert for as long as we can recollect, that’s what.” He reached into a pocket of his vest and brought out his book of spells and incantations. Intently, he flipped through the yellowed pages. “I’m thinking I know precisely what sort of black magic she’s spun upon us.”

“And what would that be?”

Job stopped at a page and nodded to himself. “Just as I suspected. We’ve been victims of an Exodus Curse.”

Dead-Eye was more perplexed than ever. “What in tarnation is that?”

“Do you recall in the Bible how Moses delivered the Israelites from Egypt, but due to their bull-headed insolence and lack of faith, the Lord condemned them to walk in the desert for forty years, before they reached the Land of Milk and Honey?”

“Yes. I do remember that tale.”

“Well, scholars of the Good Book claim that the distance between Egypt and the Promised Land, or Canaan, was no more than two hundred miles. That meant they should have walked that stretch on foot in eleven days’ time. But, instead, it took forty years of hardship and steady traveling.”

“You’re saying they walked around in a circle for four decades before the Lord bestowed their reward? All on account of their bitching and moaning and raising up golden calves and such?”

Job’s picket of silver and gold teeth caught morning sunlight as he grinned. “I am. And, believe it or not, that’s precisely what we’ve been doing for God knows how long. She cast that spell upon us and we’ve been wandering through the Mexican desert with no true sense of time or direction. I’d bet my bottom dollar that those we came across in our travels were put there to mislead us, too. No more than mirage images telling us we were fast on the trail, when we were probably hundreds of miles away from those we pursued.”

“Shitfire!” cursed Dead-Eye. “And you’re saying she could actually do such a thing?”

“Not only could she, but she did.” He studied the page of the book closely, his brown eyes twinkling. “But I think I can undo it. I believe I can lift this curse and we’ll be back to our senses and back on track once again.”

“Well, what are you waiting for? Commence to hoodooing!”

Quickly, they gathered their bedrolls and supplies, then mounted their rides and left the stand of desert bramble. They stood upon the flat, merciless expanse of the Chihuahua and regarded their surroundings. All four directions—north, south, east, and west—looked identical, with only meager changes in the landscape.

“Gonna try something here,” said Job. The little man tugged the reins of Balaam, causing the albino mule to slowly turn in a complete circle. Oddly enough, everywhere he looked was sunrise. “No wonder we weren’t getting anywhere. The position of the sun and stars was an illusion all along.”

“Some powerful magic she conjured,” said Dead-Eye in amazement.

“Indeed.” Job propped the little book open against the horn of his saddle and dug through several pockets of his vest until he found a compass. He eyed its needle and determined that the direction they faced was due south. Whether that was the true direction or not couldn’t be rightfully determined. “Hold firm to Brimstone and try not to move. This is liable to get a mite tumultuous.”

The mojo man lifted the compass over his head and began to chant an incantation from the book. As the needle of the compass began to spin, slowly, then building in speed, the dust of the earth around them did the same. It rose and began to blow in a counterclockwise manner, growing in intensity. Soon, they found themselves in the heart of a massive dust devil. As the maelstrom reached the pinnacle of its fury, the grit of sand and rock pelted them like buckshot and the currents of the wind nearly wrenched them bodily from their saddles. Then, as the spoken incantation came to a close, the bluster ceased and the earth settled around them.

“Well?” asked Dead-Eye, brushing dust and debris from the shoulders of his frock coat. “Did it work?”

A low, thunderous snort from the black horse answered his question. Brimstone’s eyes blazed a brilliant crimson, and dark smoke and cinder expelled forcefully from his flaring nostrils. Abruptly, he whirled on his hooves and faced the opposite direction from which they had been headed.

Job studied the position of the compass’s needle and grinned. “Looks like we’re heading north.”

Without hesitation, they started in that direction at a steady canter.

“Job?”

The negro regarded the man riding beside him. Dead-Eye’s mustachioed face was sullen and uneasy, even more brooding than usual. “You’re concerned about the boy, aren’t you?”

Dead-Eye considered Daniel, who had been abducted by the vampire Holland shortly after the War Between the States—his only son, who he had been in search of even before his untimely death in a lonesome clearing back in Tennessee. “What has this confounded deception of time cost us?” he asked. “Have they killed him, or has Holland turned him into one of his own?” A distant memory flashed before his eyes—his lovely wife, Elizabeth, confronting him in the cellar of a Georgia mansion, fangs bared and eyes full of bloodlust. One of Holland’s countless victims, abandoned and left to fend for herself in the most ghastly of ways.

“All we can do is hope and pray that it hasn’t yet come to that,” Job told him. “But, if we find the boy and it has come to pass, you know what you must do.”

Dead-Eye said nothing in reply. The iron of determination replaced the sadness in his gaze and he laid his heels to Brimstone’s hindquarters, quickening his pace.

The little man from Louisiana nodded and did the same, catching up in a trot. So be it, then, he thought. Let’s leave this hell and ride for the promised land.


Chapter Two
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Piedras Negras, on the border of Mexico and Texas

February 1870

Puzzled, Job leaned forward in his saddle and squinted at a small village on the horizon. “Is that fog up ahead?” he asked. It was a frigid afternoon and the mojo man wore his coat of many skins—made of fox, possum, squirrel, raccoon, and cat, among others—as well as a pair of moleskin muffs to warm his ears.

Dead-Eye, who had no body temperature to surrender, sat astride Brimstone in the broadcloth suit he’d worn for the past four years. “At this time of day?” His good eye narrowed as he surveyed the settlement they approached. To either side of the gathering of buildings it was clear, but amid the structures there seemed to hang a thick mist. “I’ve seen this sort of thing before… or so I’ll know for sure once we get there.” He laid his hand across the butt of his .44 pistol. “Keep iron close at hand. We could be facing something mighty hellacious.”

As they moved forward, Job shucked his Henry rifle from its scabbard and levered a round into the breech. In turn, Dead-Eye disengaged the sling of the sawed-down shotgun from beneath his coat and hung it on the horn of Brimstone’s saddle. He was already aware that the horse beneath him had sensed that something was amiss up ahead. Dead-Eye could feel the muscle and bone beneath the demon-animal’s ebony hide begin to take on heat, like a furnace stoked and set ablaze.

Soon, they had reached the edge of town. Job studied what lay ahead, his dark hands clutching the repeating rifle tightly. He felt a shudder of dread run through him from the nape of his neck to the tip of his tailbone.

“I do declare!” he muttered softly. “It isn’t mist a’tall. It looks like…”

Dead-Eye drew his revolver from its holster. “Cobwebs.”

They halted several yards from the first cluster of buildings and regarded the little village named Piedras Negras. Along the rutted street stood a dozen wooden structures—a mercantile, a hotel, and a cantina, among others. Further on were a scattering of homes and at the very end of the avenue was a church. A large adobe mission house with stained-glass windows and a bell tower with a cross of hammered bronze upon its crown.

Stretching between the buildings were vast strands of a pale, silky substance, from one roof to another, clinging thickly from porch awnings and railings, choking doorways and windows. Dead-Eye took a silver dollar from his coat pocket and flipped it between thumb and forefinger. The coin spun through the air, caught in the sticky substance, and clung there.

As they rode onward, ducking so their hats would not be ensnarled, they found several large pods of the satiny material lying on the ground in front of the livery stable. Passing by, Brimstone gritted his teeth and snorted.

“What do you reckon those are?” wondered Job.

“Horses,” Dead-Eye told him flatly. “Do you recall me telling you of what I discovered in a stand of pines near Chattanooga, back before you resurrected me and turned me into a walking dead man?”

“The sheriff and his posse?” A chill ran through the mojo man that had nothing to do with the winter weather. “You mean to tell me…?”

The gunfighter nodded. “Yes. The creature from the Hole Out of Nowhere. Conjured by your darling daughter.” He remembered how he had found the leader of the posse, Elmer Bradley, suspended in a vast web in the pine grove—eyeless, nearly sucked dry of his fluids, a breath or so from his very last. Mymahthu! he had rasped as his vocal cords crumbled like rotten twine. That was the name it proclaimed…prideful and vindictively…like a god before maggots.

“Where do you suppose everyone is?” asked Job. The street was deserted and the businesses standing on either side seemed empty and abandoned.

“I have no idea,” said Dead-Eye. He didn’t have to spur Brimstone forward. The black horse started down the street of his own accord, as though drawn by some unknown influence. “Let’s take a look-see, but keep your eyes sharp.” His grip tightened on the .44 Dragoon, thumb resting lightly on the hammer, ready to cock.

The snow-white mule quickened his pace until he was beside Brimstone, matching him step for step. Dead-Eye and Job sat tall in their saddles, alert, their nerves wound as tightly as a pocket watch spring. Around and above them, broad sheets of silky webbing stretched from pillar to post. Several times they spotted small, shriveled forms dangling within the sticky substance. Dogs, cats, a buzzard or two who had sensed the lingering stench of death and flown too closely. They surveyed the buildings as they passed, but only darkness and silence dwelt within their hollows. Nary a living thing could be detected.

Brimstone tossed his head and snorted, sending a spray of hot ash and cinder into the gray winter air. Dead-Eye looked ahead and saw that the double doors of the adobe structure at the end of the street were standing wide open. “The church,” he said. Allowing the horse to move onward without prompting, the gunfighter looped the reins around the saddle’s horn, then took the sawed-down scattergun and cracked open the double breach. He checked the loads. Both shells were packed with gunpowder and slugs of solid silver.

He closed the shotgun with a snap and found that they had stopped no more than twenty feet from the mission’s entrance. “You ready to go in?”

Job nodded solemnly and, together, they swung to the ground and headed for the open doorway. Dead-Eye toted the big hogleg pistol in one pale, blue-veined hand and the stubby twelve-gauge in the other, while Job clutched the Henry repeater, two-fisted, aiming from the hip.

A few feet from their destination, Dead-Eye’s boot struck something, causing it to roll unevenly across the earth. He looked down to discover that it was the fleshless skull of a small child.

The dead man looked over at the swamp sorcerer. Job’s features were grim and unflinching, but Dead-Eye knew him well enough to sense that he was spooked. And, to tell the honest truth, so was he.

As one, they stepped through the doorway… and cast their eyes upon what awaited them.

“Good God Almighty!” Job gasped, dumbfounded.

Dead-Eye lifted his single good eye from the rows of wooden pews to the rafters high above them. He said nothing in exclamation, for what they encountered was precisely what he had expected to find.

Entangled in a massive cobweb above their heads were the citizens of Piedras Negras. Men, women, and children, perhaps fifty or more in number… strung up, their limbs contorted in fright and agony. Their empty eye sockets stared blindly down at them, faces sunken and dry as dust, mouths screaming silently in a rictus of absolute terror.

“I’ve heard tell of the demon god named Mymathu all my life,” the practitioner of voodoo and black magic muttered. “But until this very moment, I never realized how wicked and depraved it really was.”

Dead-Eye lowered his eyes from the cathedral of corpses and stared at something behind the pulpit at the rear of the sanctuary. “What is that yonder?”

Job followed his gaze and was startled to see that the rear wall of the holy
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