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    INTRODUCTION


    By Frank Darabont


    


    Every destination has a journey, every terminus a starting point. Odder Jobswhich I hope you enjoy, and which I’m thrilled to be a part ofis the end result of a seemingly innocuous conversation that took place several years ago at a legendary L.A. establishment that is sadly no longer with us. The place was called Dave’s Laser Video in the San Fernando Valley (about ten minutes over the hill from Hollywood), and it was there that the seeds of this Hellboy anthology were planted. If you enjoy this book, know that you have a fellow named Paul Prischman to thank.


    Paul who, you ask? I’ll get to that, but first:


    What can one say about Dave’s? It’s like praising and mourning a beloved friend that has passed away. Dave’s was it, brothers and sisters (say amen!), the mecca for film lovers all over the L.A. basin. Back in the Bad Old Days when VHS videotape ruled the world, Dave’s was one of the few places in this city that specialized in laserdiscsremember those giant, gleaming LP-sized precursors to DVDs? Maybe you don’tmany folks never saw them or even knew they existed, but film nuts like me lived for them. The sound and picture quality was nearly equivalent to DVDs today, so even though the laserdisc industry never really broke through to the mainstream consumer market (your granny buying them by the handful as stocking-stuffers at Walmart), it had enough of a devoted following that laserdiscs thrived as a niche industry for a decade or more. Ironically, it was the advent of the new laser format, DVD, that brought about the demise of Dave’s Laser Videowhen the world switched over, laserdiscs went the way of the Edsel overnight. Dave’s gamely made the switch to selling DVDs and hung on for a few more years, but smaller profit margins and much wider availability (hell, you could suddenly buy DVDs at the supermarket) eventually did them in.


    I was one of the earliest fans of laserdiscs, and thus one of Dave’s earliest customers. I followed them through three address changes and the switch to DVD, and not a week went by that I didn’t go in (except for those rare times I was out of town directing a movie). In fact, going to Dave’s was always a fantastic excuse to get out of the house and away from whatever screenwriting deadline was consuming me at the moment; a way to see some daylight and clear my head. And listen, because here’s the part that matters: it’s not so much going and buying movies that I miss (I can do that anywhere), it’s the social part of it. Dave’s was the quintessential mom-and-pop placenot the faceless, monolithic mega-chain thang like Tower or Virgin, but more like that bar in Cheers. You went in, and everybody knew your name. The employees weren’t the pierced-and-tattooed zombies you get at the big stores, they were like family.


    Simply put, every visit to Dave’s was a visit with friendsyou’d chat, swap stories, talk movies or books, laugh, hang out. The folks who worked those counters were a particularly erudite and welcoming bunch, and I was always glad to see them. And almost inevitably, other regular Dave’s customers would come strolling in like the wacky neighbors on some sitcomironically, given our hectic schedules, I got to see more of my filmmaker pal Mick Garris at Dave’s than I do in regular life (his house is just up the street from where Dave’s used to be, and he came in almost every day after his jog). It was there that I first got to meet Guillermo del Toro, with whom I’ve since become good friends (you can’t not become friends with Guillermo, that’s how affable and sweet he is). One of my fondest memories of Dave’s was the evening I did an in-store signing on the occasion of The Green Mile’s DVD releaseI was supposed to be there for two hours, but so many people showed up I was there for seven hours, and the shop didn’t close till one a.m. (Are you wondering what any of this has to do with Hellboy? Patienceit’s a journey, remember?)


    Yeah, damn it, I miss Dave’s. Los Angeles, impersonal enough to begin with, got that much more so when it went under. And I miss the people who worked thereKeven, Hobe, Graham (a fabulously dishy gay man we lost to AIDS), Jenni, Drew (a.k.a. Moriarty on Ain’t It Cool News, who has since gone on to a burgeoning screenwriting career), Carl (the über-cool and funny black dude who always dressed in a ’60s Black Panthers-style leather jacket and reminded me of Shaft) ... well, I won’t name everybody (apologies to those left out), but the last name I’ll sling at you is Paul Prischman, the guy I mentioned at the top of this intro as having caused this book to happen. (Ah, there now, see? The journey’s beginning to make sense.)


    Paul is an artist, and a damn good one. One day I walked into Dave’s only to have Paul share with me the thrilling news that he’d just gotten a gig doing preproduction storyboard art for Guillermo on the upcoming Hellboy movie. Since this was before I’d even met Guillermo, Paul asked me if I’d ever read any of the Hellboy comics. The conversation went something like this:


    


    ME: No, I haven’t. Is that the one about the giant red guy in the trench coat with the goggles on his forehead?


    PAUL (politely): Uh, actually, those are sawed-off horns. He’s from Hell.


    ME: Oh. I thought they were goggles.


    PAUL (painfully polite): Nope. Horns.


    ME: Ah. I see.


    PAUL: You really should read it. It’s just awesome; the best storytelling being done in comics today. Hey, I’ll bring in one of my trade paperbacksnext time you’re in, you can borrow it.


    



    


    Paul was as good as his wordon my next visit, he handed me his copy of Seed of Destruction. I took it home, read it that night, and promptly fell in love with everything there is to love about Hellboy and his world. I mean, what’s not to love? Supernatural conspiracies involving Nazis? A Bureau for Paranormal Research and Defense? A big red demon with a dry sense of humor and the deadpan delivery of Philip Marlowe? Well, these are just the parts, but obviously the sum is much greater. What Mike Mignola has done is create something very unique that not only honors the comics art form but often transcends it. And though Mike himself keeps claiming that he’s “not a real writer” (and actually seems to believe it), I keep telling him he isnot just a writer, but an awesome one. Awesome in the sense of being a great storyteller. Awesome in that he’s a guy who can crack me up with the simplest line of dialogue and then quite unexpectedly creep me out or move the hell out of me. And he does all this with mere pen and ink, and the not-so-mere power of his words and ideas. As far as I’m concerned, anyone who can deliver a story with the humor, emotion, and classic feel of “The Corpse” (which reminds me of vintage Ray Bradbury) is a great writer. Anyone who can floor you with the charm and whimsy of “Pancakes”and do it in a mere two pages!is a storyteller of rare power.


    Okay, so I guess you don’t need me to tell you how great Mignola isif you bought this book, I’m preaching to the choir. The point is, Paul turned me on to Hellboy, and I became a rabid fan. My office where I do my writing has no less than six Hellboy figures keeping me company, everything from Randy Bowen’s great sculpts to that goofy bobble-head (with more to come ... man, I can’t wait for the Sideshow stuff to come out!). I’ve acquired several pieces of original Mignola art, which hang proudly in my home. I bought every Hellboy book there was to buy, read every line there was to read (more than once). And one of the really pleasant surprises of my journey into Mignola’s world was coming across the excellent short-story collection Odd Jobs, edited by Chris Golden.


    Man, I loved the first anthology. There was some seriously good writing in there. It made me long for a follow-up book, which brings us to the final leg of the journey:


    Shortly after becoming the World’s Biggest Hellboy Fan (I know you think you are, but you’re wrong), I managed to wrangle Dark Horse editor Scott Allie’s e-mail address out of Paul Prischman. From there, I managed to wheedle and finagle Mike Mignola’s e-mail address out of Scott. From there, I dropped a gushing fan letter to Mike himself, who responded very kindlyturned out he digs my work too, which made me feel great. An e-mail friendship ensued that culminated in the great pleasure of meeting Mike in person at last year’s San Diego Comic-Con ... and just so you know, the more I get to know the guy, the more I like him. He’s a terrific and funny man, and he has no filterwhatever he thinks tends to drop out of his mouth without the benefit of censoring, which pretty much leaves everybody rolling on the floor with laughter, much to Mike’s bemusement.


    Though a sequel anthology to Odd Jobs was not my motive in getting in touch with Mike, I had at that time been toying with the idea of writing a short story based on an old teleplay of mine. And the more I thought about telling that tale, the more excited I got about having Hellboy in it. So I dropped Mike an e-mail one day and asked him if there were any plans to ever do a follow-up book. He told me they’d given it some idle thought, but that it was a remote possibility at bestno real plans were afoot, or were likely to be any time soon. I told him if it should ever come to pass, he should let me know, because maybe I could contribute a story. He said okay, and probably figured that was the end of it.


    Then I did something really sneakyI went ahead and wrote the story anyway, and mailed it to Mike for his birthday.


    I told him to consider it his first official submission for the book, and suggested that Odder Jobs might be a cool title. Mike really dug my story, and sent it along to Chris Golden. Chris, Mike, and Scott Allie knocked their heads together and decided this might be a great excuse to get a follow-up anthology going after all. And the word went out far and wide, and, lo, all these terrific writers came stampeding to answer the call. (Chris is the honcho to thank for most of these folks being here, but I’ll take credit for David J. Schow’s estimable presenceDave is one of my best friends, like a brother, so I called him up and pretty much told him he had no choice. He rose to the occasion and came through in fine style, bless his dark and squishy little heart.)


    So that’s how Odder Jobs came into being, from starting point to terminusand, like I said, it all began at Dave’s Laser Video one day because Paul Prischman shared with me his fan’s enthusiasm for a very special creation called Hellboy, by a very special creator named Mike Mignola. I thank Paul for turning me on to something that’s become a real pleasure in my lifeand I give him even greater thanks for the friendships with Mike and Guillermo that have resulted. These were awesome gifts, Paul.


    As for my story, “The Brotherhood of the Gun,” it allowed me to rediscover the joy of writing something that doesn’t have the pressure, stress, and mega-dollars of a studio production attached to it, but just to write something for the pure, simple pleasure of writing. I hope you enjoy reading it half as much as I enjoyed putting it down on paper, because I couldn’t have had more fun wallowing happily in Hellboy’s world. And, hey, fellow fansbecause so many wonderful writers were willing to jump in and give this anthology a go, we all get to wallow happily in Hellboy’s world for a while. It’s always a welcome place to visit, isn’t it?


    Enjoy the stories.


    


    Frank Darabont


    Los Angeles, California
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    THE BROTHERHOOD OF THE GUN


    Frank Darabont


    

    They appeared like a mirage in the blast-furnace heat, shimmering and weaving into view like a feverish dream. The two riders plodded across the high desert wastes, hammered at every step by a sun set in a cloudless sky seemingly leeched of color, a jury of watchful buzzards skating the thermals high above.


    In the lead rode Billy Quintaine, eyes pinned to the horizon ahead. He wasn’t a man who’d ever laughed at much, and it showed in his face. Twin Frontier Colts, well-worn but maintained by their owner with a devotion approaching that of a master watchmaker, rode on his hips in a matching pair of oiled holsters.


    Bringing up the rear was Harley Tyrell, his horse trailing some fifteen feet behind Billy’s at the end of a rope. Harley swayed in the saddle, clutching a suppurated, days-old gunshot wound in his belly. Dried blood, brown as old barn paint, had made his shirtfront stiff. He seemed to be staring down at it, his chin bobbing on his chest. A handful of flies were buzzing and crawling there, but Harley didn’t notice. In truth, Harley hadn’t noticed much in the last few days.


    His head came up with a lurch. He stared up at the sun, mind swimming in and out of focus, his voice the sound of dry nettles in a hot wind:


    “Billy? Billy, you there?”


    Billy didn’t look back. “Yeah, Harley. Still here.”


    “Can’t let ’em catch us, Billy!”


    “We lost that posse three days ago. Probably still chasing dust devils up in the territories.”


    Harley let out a wail and jerked his head about, seeing phantoms. “Have a care, Billy! They’re close! I hear hoof beats! I see dust on the horizon! Looky there!”


    Billy didn’t. He knew if he did, he’d see nothing but desert and more goddamn desert. Harley’s mind swam out again, his chin settling back to his chest. It was a mercy for both of them.


    They hadn’t gone another hundred yards when Billy heard Harley slip from his saddle and his body hit the hardpan. Billy glanced back, brought his horse to a stop. He dismounted and walked back to where Harley lay on the ground, arms and legs thrown akimbo. He was staring feverishly at the sky, his sight mostly gone.


    Dying. No point in gilding that lily, thought Billy. A man as badly gutshot as Harley Tyrell had never really had a chance anyway. Billy’d brought the dying man along less out of hope of finding a doctor than out of simple loyalty, like for old time’s sake. You didn’t leave a wounded man behind as long as he could still ride, leastways not if you could help it, that’s how Billy saw things. But it was time to face the fact that Harley’s riding days were over. A brief flicker of regret crossed Billy’s face.


    “Oh sweet God and sonny Jesus,” whispered Harley, the words draining from his cracked lips. “I hurt. I hurt sooo baaad. Like I’m in fiiiire ...”


    Billy eased a Colt from its holster with a creak of leather. He aimed the gun down between Harley’s eyes and thumbed the hammer back with a soft, oily click. Somewhere above, he heard a buzzard shrieking.


    Harley’s mind seemed to clear just then, fleetingly lucid. His gaze found Billy’s, and he gave him a childlike, trusting smile.


    “Billy?”


    Billy felt the Colt buck in his hand, heard the thunderclap in his ears, and for a brief moment the world was all white flame.
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    They found the grave a few hours later, just as the sun was kissing the horizon and turning the desert the color of blood. It wasn’t much to look at, just an oblong heap of rocks upon which a cluster of buzzards squabbled and fretted, prying at the stones. The marker itself was no more than a stick thrust into the ground from which a weathered gunbelt hung. The bullets had been removed from their loops, but the sidearma scuffed Navy Colt with a chipped wooden gripstill occupied the holster.


    McMurdo fired from his saddle and blew a buzzard’s head to paste. It flopped over in a geyser of feathers and tumbled off the grave, sending its colleagues screaming into the air in petulant rage. McMurdo got off his horse and strode forth, the lever-action Winchester nestled in the crook of his arm, his duster billowing up behind him like black wings. Already the air was going cold, though he could still feel the heat of the waning day radiating up from the cracked and blasted ground. He was rangy leaning toward gaunt, his face as thin and weathered as jerky, his hair tied back in a ponytail. He wore silver-toed boots with Mexican spurs, a necklace of knucklebones, and the badge of a Texas Ranger pinned near his heart.


    He swept off his hat and crouched at the grave, taking it in, his sharp eyes missing nothing. Crouching there, he reminded the other men of a spider. Thin and angular as he was, it was an impossible association not to make.


    Scorby dismounted and came up behind him, standing at a respectful distance. With McMurdo, one always stood at a respectful distance, not because it was ever demanded, but simply out of instinct.


    “Here lies Harley Tyrell,” murmured McMurdo. “Dropped out of this life and straight into hell.” He tossed a look at Scorby and chuckled. “Well, damn me, too, if I ain’t a poet.”


    Scorby didn’t crack a smile. McMurdo was always making little jokes and rhymes like that, but for some reason they never seemed very funny coming from him.


    “How you know it’s him?”


    McMurdo’s eyes slid back to the grave. “Initials on the gun. There on the grip. Dig him up if you don’t believe me.”


    McMurdo sensed something unspoken. He glanced up again at Scorby’s face and saw a look there he didn’t much care for. “You got something to say? Say it.”


    “Well, Mr. McMurdo ... thing is ... we been at it over a week now. Boys are tired as hell. Talkin’ about turning back.”


    McMurdo weighed this, glanced toward the others. Some two dozen good men sat astride their exhausted horses, watching him, waiting for a reaction. He spat, more to get the dust out of his throat than in contempt, but he knew contempt was how it would be taken, and that was fine.


    “This grave’s only hours old. The rest of you give up if you want. Me, I’m going after Quintaine.”


    McMurdo rose and brushed past Scorby. He mounted up and spurred his horse on, knowing the eyes of the men were on him.
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    The next day, Billy saw a small graveyard on the crest of a low hill. It was nothing fancy, just a boothill, but it was surrounded by a small picket fence and was the only sign of civilization he’d seen since he and Harley had ridden hard out of Danielsville ten days ago with bullets whining past their ears like wasps. He cantered his horse up the hill with a tiny knot of hope burning in his throat for the first time in days, Harley’s riderless horse trailing behind him.


    His heart gave a little kick as he crested the rise. There was a town on the other side, almost within shouting distance. It wasn’t much to look at, a hopeless-looking place choked with dust and heat. In fact, if God took a shit in the desert, it would bear a striking resemblance. But, by damn, if it wasn’t salvation!


    Billy glanced at the tiny graveyard and allowed himself a tired smile. “Never you mind, you boys, you just keep molderin’ away. Ain’t my time yet.” He heeled his horse in the ribs and headed into town.


    A languorous, metallic clank-clank-clank greeted him as he came up the town’s only thoroughfare. Somebody pounding a horseshoe. From the buildings on both sides of the street came the stares of scattered townsfolk watching Billy ride in. An old man rocking in the shade of a barbershop gave him a nod. Some kids playing listlessly in the dirt paused to gape. A bony old hound squatted in the middle of the street and greeted him with a splash of piss, just for form’s sake.


    He followed the weary clanking to the blacksmith’s shop and dismounted. The sound stopped and the blacksmith peered out, blinking at the daylight.


    “Feed and water for the night,” said Billy.


    The other man nodded, wiping his hands. Billy dug a coin from his pocket and flipped it to him. The blacksmith examined it with a grunt, apparently satisfied, then tossed an idle glance at the two horses. “What happened to the other rider?”


    Billy gave a look that chilled the other man’s marrow. The blacksmith shrank back, realizing too late not to pry into a stranger’s affairs. “No never mind to me,” he muttered. “I’ll take good care of ’em for you, I surely will.”


    Billy dismissed him without comment and headed across the street to the saloon. He mounted the boardwalk and was within a few paces of entering when a voice called out and froze him in mid-stride:


    “Billy! Billy Quintaine!”


    Billy turned. A man as thin as a whip stood across the street, leaning against the wall in the meager shade of a building. He wore silver-toed boots and a string of knucklebones around his neck. They stood for long seconds watching each other with heavy-lidded eyes. They were both of a kind, and knew it at a glance without having to speak. There would be no parlay between them, no question of arrest or surrender, none of that polite bushwah. The thin man detached from the wall and moved into the street, duster swept back and flapping in the breeze, hand hovering near his holster.


    “I’m calling you out, Quintaine!”


    Billy stepped off the boards and circled slowly into the street, angling for position. The sun was directly overhead and in neither man’s eyes, so he knew the advantage was mostly even. He kept his eyes on his adversary, but his peripheral vision told him townsfolk were scurrying for cover.


    “You the one been trackin’ me?”


    “Clear across the state.”


    “The lengths a man’ll go to just to get hisself killed.” Billy came to a stop, facing the other man at a distance of some forty paces. “You got a name?”


    “McMurdo.”


    “McMurdo.” Billy knew the name and respected it. “That’d be Tom, wouldn’t it? Texas Ranger. Hear tell you’re the best there is.”


    McMurdo drew a slow breath. “Gotta take you in, Billy. Your choice as how.”


    Billy nodded, spread his feet a bit, found his stance. His fingers flexed, hovering near his holstered Colt.


    “Well then, Ranger man ... make your move.”


    The gunfighters stood, frozen like statues, eons passing in the space of mere heartbeats. A hot wind off the high desert blew dust around their boots. A tumbleweed rolled by.


    They went for their guns, both men drawing like oiled lightning.


    Billy felt the Colt buck in his hand, heard the thunderclap in his ears, and for a brief moment the world was all white flame.
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    Billy entered the saloon, the ghosts of the gunshots still ringing in his ears. He felt lightheaded and passing strange, no doubt a residual of his many days in the heat. He worked his jaw to clear his hearing and waited for his eyes to adjust. The place was dark but for the murky daylight filtering through the grime-streaked windows. Dozens of shadowy men were drinking and playing cards, clustered at small, round, wooden tables stretching back into the dim recesses of the room. Billy was taken aback to see so many patrons, and came to wonder if these mightn’t be the men who’d ridden with McMurdo. Well, he thought, if they were, they were surely cowed to know their leader lay dead as hell outside in the noonday sun with a dumbstruck look on his face.


    Billy stood his ground. If these were McMurdo’s men, he figured there was no percentage in turning tail. Cowed men can turn brave on a dime. Like as not, they’d be after him like wolves and take him down. Better to play the odds and gut it out right here in the saloon. He moved to the bar with a show of unconcern, prepared to put a hole through the first man to make a move, and the eleven after that.


    He bellied up to the rail and put his back to the room. The hairs were crawling on the back of his neck, but no sudden movement came to his ears. The bartender was nowhere to be seen, so he helped himself to a bottle of rye, pouring a shot and knocking it back. There was still no sound in the place, save for the soft rustle of poker being played and the desultory buzzing of flies.


    As Billy poured a second shot, the emphatic slap of a card drew his attention. He glanced over and saw a man alone at a table, playing solitaire and slowly murdering a bottle of rum. He couldn’t see the face, shrouded in darkness as the man was, but it was clear the stranger was watching him.


    “You look like a card-playing man,” came the voice, citified and pleasant, breaking the silence.


    Billy gathered the bottle of rye and the shotglass, and drifted to the man’s table. He kept alert for any hostile moves from the men in the room, but none seemed forthcoming. He found himself relaxing some, the rye warming his belly in a pleasant way. He sat carefully, eyes on the man before him. “Can’t say as I mind so much, long as they’re dealt straight.”


    The stranger leaned into the light, tipping his bowler. He was a little man with bloodshot eyes, a detachable collar in danger of detaching at any moment, and wire-rim spectacles perched on a ruddy nose. The suit he wore was threadbare and frayedas threadbare and frayed, in fact, as the man himself.


    His hands, however ... now those were another matter. They were more than clever and beyond fast, moving with the precision of a skilled surgeon. He spread the cards across the table with a sweep of one hand, revealing them all face up. A normal deck. A reverse sweep and the cards jumped into his hands to be shuffled through lightning-fast fingers. He dealt them facedown, five for Billy and five for himself.


    “You got fast hands,” said Billy.


    “So do you, friend, so do you,” replied the man, glancing at Billy’s guns.


    Billy picked up his cards, fanned them open ... and froze. They were all identical. Five black aces of spades. Billy glowered over his cards, slapped them back facedown on the table. “What are you trying to pull, friend?”


    “Nothing, my good sir, nothing at all. Just trying to prove an important point.”


    “Which is?”


    “That the hand ...”


    His pale hand darted out and flipped Billy’s cards over. They were normal again. “... is quicker than the eye.”


    Billy mulled this display of legerdemain, wrestling with a smile. If there was one thing he admired it was skill, whatever form that skill took. And he had to admit, the skill of the little gent in the bowler hat was a sight to see. Seeing the grudging approval on Billy’s face, the man smiled and reached down, hefting a battered suitcase off the floor and onto the table. He threw the clasps and Billy reacted fast, a Frontier Colt suddenly leveled at the other man’s forehead. It was a magic trick of his own, done before the other man even knew the gun had left Billy’s holster. The little fellow went stiff and lifted his hands slowly into view with a queasy smile, his clever fingers tickling the air.


    “My, you are fast. Forgive me. I forget a man in your line of work can’t be too careful.” He glanced down, indicating the case. “May I?” Billy gave him a measured nod that said do it slowly. The little man put his hands on the case, spun it halfway around so Billy could get a clear view, and lifted the lid. Revealed inside were row upon row of small brown bottles held neatly in place by fabric straps. Each bottle had a paper label which read: DOCTOR ARGUS’S WONDER TONIC. The man snatched up a bottle, held it next to his face, and launched into a mile-a-minute pitch:


    “Allow me to introduce myself, Cornelius Bosch, originally out of Duluth, ever been to Duluth, friend?” He held a beat, waiting for Billy to answer. Billy didn’t. “I thought not. Well, I’m here to tell you about a miracle of modern medicine ... the one, the only, the thoroughly amazing ... Doctor Argus’s Wonder Tonic! Guaranteed to quicken the senses, sharpen the reflexes, and improve the vision! Yes, you heard me right, I said improve the vision. And even the fastest among us can use that extra little edge, am I right? Each

    bottle is being offered today at the unbelievably low introductory price of one single dollar. Yes, you heard that right, just one thin buck! How many will you be taking friend?”


    The man’s palaver was greeted with deep silence. Billy hadn’t moved or blinked throughout. In fact, his Colt hadn’t budged an inch and was still leveled at Bosch’s forehead. Bosch swallowed, his adam’s apple bobbing.


    “Did I mention our special discount? A one-day-only offer of ten percent off if you buy” He was interrupted by a soft click as Billy thumbed the hammer back. Bosch cleared his throat gently. “Twenty percent off?”


    “Go peddle your potion elsewheres, little man. I’m as fast as there is, nor do I care much for fast-talkers and con men.”


    “Mr. Quintaine. Your hand is quicker than the eye, true enough. But even a man of your considerable skill could use a little of what Doctor Argus has to give.” He placed the bottle on the table and slid it ever-so-carefully across to Billy. “Guaranteed to sharpen the senses and improve the vision. Give heed, sir. My final offer, never before made, one time only. An entire bottle of Doctor Argus’s Wonder Tonic ... absolutely free. If you don’t see a marked difference ... if things aren’t clearer to you than they ever were before or you ever thought possible ... I’ll pay you the dollar.”


    Billy gave Bosch a faint, steely smile. The gun dipped and returned to its holster. “I’ll go along, little man. If only to teach you a lesson about playin’ a fella for a fool. Mind, you’ll pay more than just a dollar. I don’t look kindly on bein’ took for simple.”


    “You drive a hard bargain, Mr. Quintaine. But fair enough.”


    Billy uncorked the bottle, put it to his lips, and took a long pull. His face went taut with the bitterness of it. Wrestling with the aftertaste, he gazed around the saloon.


    Nothing remarkable made itself known. Those same hard men sat quietly in those same murky shadows, drinking and playing cards. Billy re-stoppered the potion and slid the bottle back across the table. “Looks like your magic juice ain’t but snake oil, friend.”


    Bosch leaned forward, eyes riveted to Billy. “Are you sure, Mr. Quintaine? Look again, I implore you. Look hard.”


    Billy did, feeling foolish, his gaze sliding from one shadowy patron to the next. There was something decidedly odd about these men ... they drank and played cards but hardly ever spoke, and then only in whispers. It also came to him to consider that the vague glimpses he caught of their faces in the dimmish light showed them to be pale ... too pale for men who lived under the harsh sun of a desert.


    He saw a bald man lean through a spill of light. Their eyes met briefly, but then the man was gone from view, hidden behind another card player. Billy’s face betrayed a glimmer of recognition. He tore his gaze away, trying to shake his disquiet.


    “What?” whispered Bosch.


    “Nothin’. Just that fella back there.”


    “What about him?”


    Billy hesitated. “For a moment he looked like someone I once ...”


    Bosch licked his lips nervously. “Once what?”


    “... once knew. Couldn’t be him, though. He’s dead.”


    “Oh. I see.” Bosch settled back.


    Billy grew ever more uneasy, casting furtive glances about the room. He caught a glimpse of a face here, a face there, but hardly ever enough to get a good look. More unnerving still, some of the men seemed to be glancing away the moment Billy’s eyes found them, as if they’d been staring at him only the instant before.


    Finally, one man threw in his hand and leaned back in his chair to await the next deal, face falling squarely into a spill of light. He had a sweeping handlebar mustache and wore a black frock coat. Billy took his eyes off the man, squeezed them shut in disbelief, opened them again. Bosch leaned in, oozing concern.


    “Mr. Quintaine?”


    Billy’s voice fell to a whisper. “That fella there. Damned if he ain’t the spittin’ image of Doc Jessup.”


    “Doc Jessup? The law man?”


    “Law man, my ass. He was a lowlife bounty hunter ... till he caught up with me in Nogales, and I put a hole through that little tin star of his.”


    Bosch’s eyes grew wide. “He’s deceased? Are you sure?”


    “’Course I’m sure. I’m the one who ‘deceased’ him.” He stole another glance. “Damn, that fella could be his twin brother.”


    At that moment, the man with the mustache reached for his vest, sweeping his coat aside. A tin star was revealed there, pinned over his heart. In the center of the badge was a bullet hole, perfectly round and crusted with flecks of brown. A cascade of blood had once spilled down his front and soaked into his trouser leg, where it had dried and caked the fabric stiff as board. A few flies had lofted up from inside the man’s coat as he’d opened it and were now buzzing lazily in the air. He waved them idly aside as he plucked a cheroot from his vest pocket and planted it between his teeth. He lit a match with his thumbnail and put flame to his cigar, puffing it to life. Smoke swirled up and caught the light.


    His eyes met Billy’s, and he smiled.


    Billy looked slackly away, the color gone from his face. He glanced to Bosch, but found no help therethe little man wore a fixed smile, his expression inscrutable. Feeling like the victim of a bad dream, Billy looked again at the man with the mustache.


    Doc Jessup was still watching him. He blew a smoke ring that billowed toward the ceiling, and muttered something to his two companions. This prompted the man across from Jessup to turn in his seat and look straight at Billy. It was Harley Tyrell, Billy’s recently deceased partner, his forehead cracked open by a .45 caliber bullet that had just yesterday blown a hole between his eyes and splashed a torrent of blood down his face. A few flies were crawling aimlessly in the wound as if looking for treasure there. Then the third man at the table leaned back a bit, peering around Harley to also get a look at Billy. It was Tom McMurdo, the Texas Ranger whom Billy had just left dead in the street, sporting two gaping bullet holesone in his chest, the other in the hollow of his throat. An empty string, once a necklace of knucklebones, hung loose about his neck. Billy’s second shot had torn through it, blasting those bones off their string and into the air. They’d scattered into the dust at McMurdo’s feet before he’d gone down. Billy had seen it happen.


    Billy sat, limp, all strength drained from his arms and legs, mind reeling.


    “I’m seeing things,” he whispered.


    That’s when I finally spoke up. “Well, yes and no,” I told him.


    Billy turned and saw me. I suppose it goes without saying that his jaw dropped.


    [image: ]



    I was behind the bar. I’d been there all along, watching this whole thing unfold. Billy hadn’t seen me when he’d walked in, of course, even though I’d been there plain as day, and I’m kind of hard to miss. He’d stared right through me when he’d bellied up to the bar and poured himself that first shot of rye. I have to say I’d really admired his nerve at that moment, the way he’d kept his back to the room and dared somebody to make a move. He hadn’t seen me then because his mind simply hadn’t been open to it, but now that it was I’m sure I struck him as quite a sightseven feet tall, three hundred and fifty pounds, and red. Plus there was the matter of the sawed-off horns. From a distance, people have occasionally mistaken them for goggles parked on my forehead. I was almost tempted to let my tail twitch up into view from behind the bar just to see the look on his face, but I didn’t give in. This was delicate business, and no time to be fooling around. Billy just sat pinned in his chair, gaping. For a taciturn man, he looked ready to jump out of his skin. He actually closed his eyes and rubbed them with his fists, like a kid expecting the boogeyman to disappear when he opened them again. I’m not the boogeyman, so I didn’t oblige him.


    “You’re not seeing things that aren’t there,” I continued gently. “Or haven’t been there all along.”


    Billy tore his gaze off me and put it on Bosch. He was having trouble catching his breath, but managed a harsh whisper: “What was in that tonic?”


    “As advertised, sir, the Doctor’s tonic is guaranteed to sharpen the senses and improve the”


    Billy lunged across the table, grabbed him by the throat, and hauled him choking out of his chair. “You slipped me some’a that Injun peyote, din’cha? I’ll snap your scrawny neck, you son of a”


    The sound of chair legs scraping the floor made Billy freeze. He turned, heart hammering. A half-breed Washita Cherokee had risen to his feet at a table across the room. He had three bullet holes stitched across his chest. From the look on Billy’s face, he remembered putting them there.


    “Frank? Frank Little Bear?”


    Little Bear gave a nod. “Been a long time, Billy.”


    Another chair scraped, drawing Billy’s attention as another man stood. Billy seemed to know him, too. Chairs began scraping all over the saloon as the dead rose to their feet. They were shredded with gunfire, spattered with dried blood. They gave off an acrid reek of expended gunpowder mingled with that cloying cinnamon smell I always seem to encounter when dealing with the dead. Billy’s gaze darted wildly around at their sallow faces and empty eyes. Of course he recognized them all, and why wouldn’t he? He’d killed each and every one of them.


    “Look around, Billy,” I said. “Many familiar faces here. Many old friends.”


    “They’ve all come to pay their respects, Mr. Quintaine,” added Bosch. “All those you’ve ever killed. You’re the guest of honor here today.”


    Billy let go of Bosch and shot me a terrified look. “Who are you? The Devil himself, come to snatch my soul?”


    I did my best not to laugh. I didn’t want to offend the guy. “Naw. They call me Hellboy, but that’s just on account of appearances. I’m a concerned friend, is all.”


    The dead men chose that moment to start closing in on Billy from all corners of the room. He took that for a bad sign and backed away, yelling to Bosch: “Then you’d be Satan? And that galoot behind the bar, that’d be your demon?”


    “Satan? Oh, my. You do me far too much credit. I told you, name’s Cornelius Bosch, originally from Duluth. A traveling salesman and sometimes gambler. Born with a gift of gab, which is why the others invited me here today. I’m not with these gentlemen, strictly speaking, though we do share a kinship. I was caught in the crossfire when you robbed that Wells Fargo office in Haddonton, Missouri.” He pronounced it Missoura. He reached up and opened his suit coat, revealing a bloody hole in his vest. “A stray bullet. Your stray bullet, I’m afraid.”


    The dead kept advancing, hemming Billy from all sides. He finally ran out of backing-up room and bumped into the bar, watching the revenants loom closer.


    He slapped leather and drew both guns, picking targets at random and blazing away. I clapped my hands over my ears and tried not to go deaf from the massive booming gunshotsholy crap, those old Frontier Colts were loud! I was yelling for Billy to quit it, tried to tell him he was overreacting, but he was firing shot after shot and doing some yelling of his own: “YOU’RE DEMONS FROM THE PIT, COME TO DRAG ME OFF TO HELL!” The dead men were staggered back as the bullets hit home, chewing through them in clouds of dustbut dust is all they were, brittle as parchment, and they remained on their feet. Billy’s guns ran dry, snapping a few times on empty chambers. I took my hands off my ears, relieved, working my jaw. The ringing in my head was fierce, but I could still hear McMurdo well enough:


    “Heaven or hell, Billy. Whatever you care to call it. It’s a warm place. A quiet place. Maybe after a lifetime of tussle, somebody figured we had a little quiet comin’ to us.” The kindness in his voice surprised me. Even the hard men can be kind, as it turns out.


    “We’re all there, Billy,” added Harley, flies orbiting his head. “All of us who lived by the gun. And died by it.”


    “We’re a brotherhood,” said Doc Jessup. “A brotherhood of the gun.”


    “You don’t belong here, Billy,” insisted Little Bear. “You belong with us.”


    “NO!” roared Billy, the ice returning to his veins. “Now you listen!” They stopped in their tracks and waited to hear what he had to say. The dead are polite at times, if not downright placid. Depends what mood you catch ’em in. Billy jabbed a finger at Bosch. “I’m sorry for your misfortune, friend, but I never meant for that bullet to find you! If you were standin’ where you shouldn’t, you only got yourself to blame! And
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