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  Author’s Introduction


  When I set out to write the next novel in my series, The DeChance Chronicles, I started with the notion that I’d write a quick flashback where Donovan DeChance shared his origins with his lover and partner, Amethyst. I figured it would help me to define the character, and after they snapped back to the present, after about a chapter, I’d start Kali’s Tale and move on.


  One day I’ll learn not to plan the beginnings of novels around flashbacks. When I started writing the story of how Donovan set out on his long, strange journey, and how he met Cleo, the Egyptian Mau that is his constant companion, I got drawn in. I found myself fascinated with the story, and as it sometimes happens, the words just flowed. I was three chapters into the flashback before I admitted to myself that it was a separate story altogether from Kali’s Tale, and that it was never going to work as a simple flashback. What I had on my hands was a book, albeit a short one, and it was going to run its course no matter what I thought, or planned.


  My Soul To Keep takes place in the fictional old west town of Rookwood, setting of the novel Hallowed Ground that I wrote with author Steven Savile. This story takes place many years before what Steve and I wrote, but fans will recognize some of the characters. I have very seldom been as happy with a story as I am with this one, and I’m proud that it’s finding its way, at last, into print.


  Another thing I’ve discovered as my career progresses is that all of my stories blend. I have a number of fictional settings that I make use of, Random, Illinois, San Valencez California, Friendly California, and Old Mill, North Carolina. All of these are loosely based on places I’ve lived, and most of my novels and stories over the years have touched on them, taken place within their borders, or connected to them in one way or another.


  The novel Kali’s Tale happened when I was finished with My Soul to Keep. In that novel, I take Donovan and all his team into the world of Old Mill, North Carolina, on the border of the Great Dismal Swamp. He meets one of my favorite characters there, Cletus J. Diggs, and so that people will have the whole picture before moving on to Kali’s Tale, I have included the first Cletus J. Diggs novella here, The Not Quite Right Reverend Cletus J. Diggs & The Currently Accepted Habits of Nature. It’s important to me that the references are clear, and I dearly love this character, and the story.


  Also included in this volume is a novella titled The Preacher’s Marsh. It’s an excerpt from a novel, Gideon’s Curse, which I have still got to finish edits on. In Kali’s Tale, Donovan and company visit the main site of Gideon’s Curse, the Pope Plantation outside Old Mill. The Preacher’s Marsh is the very beginning of that novel, a tale of post-Civil War North Carolina, swamp magic, the North vs. the South. It’s a dark, powerful story that I’m very proud to have written, and it helps build on the setting of Old Mill, North Carolina. All of it is important, and as I’ve discovered, all of it seems to be one big story. I guess that’s how it really works. All of us have a story in us…the hardest thing is finding the connections that bridge the chapters, the bindings that link the characters, and the magic that shapes the worlds.


  The characters from the Cletus J. Diggs novella also appear, and have major roles, in my novel Nevermore, A Tale of Love, Loss, and Edgar Allan Poe. As does Donovan. I love history, and I love The Great Dismal Swamp. I hope after you’ve read my stories, you’ll come to love them too.


  David Niall Wilson


  January, 2013


  My Soul to Keep


  The Origin of Donovan DeChance


  Chapter One


  The Promise


  Donovan DeChance sat back in the comfort of his plush, leather desk chair and contemplated the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves across from him. Volumes of every shape, size, color and description were lined up like soldiers, some leaning at precarious angles, others jutting out from between their fellows or teetering atop piles of similarly endangered texts. The floor at the base of the shelves was piled high with boxes holding more books, manuscripts, scrolls, and notes. The library had begun to expand into a second row of boxes, creeping inexorably closer to the small living space he’d carved out for himself. He knew he’d have to take decisive action soon—possibly even bring in an apprentice to assist with storage and scanning. At that particular moment, however, the books weren’t really the focus of his thoughts.


  The scent of roasting meat wafted from his kitchen. He had cleared the surface of what served as his dining room table, and a silver candelabra rested on it, dead center. There were two places set, and a bottle of very old wine waited between them. Amethyst would arrive soon, and Donovan was anticipating—for once—a relaxed, uninterrupted time with the woman he loved. After a recent series of chaotic events, he felt as if they were due.


  There was a growling purr at his feet and with sudden, intrusive grace, his familiar, Cleopatra, leapt to the surface of his desk and regarded him with dark, enigmatic eyes. Cleo was an Egyptian Mau, one of the only spotted cats in the world. She should have been a small- or medium-sized animal, but Donovan was no ordinary man—and Cleo was not your average cat. She had grown over the years, in size, speed, strength and wisdom into a hybrid at least twice the normal size for her breed. Donovan reached out and scratched between her ears and Cleo head-butted his hand, purring happily.


  To the right of Donovan’s desk was an ornate fireplace. A fluttering sound broke the silence, and both Donovan and Cleo glanced up. From the top shelf, black, glistening eyes regarded them with what might have been affection, or jealousy, or hunger, or no emotion at all. Asmodeus was a hard read. The bird launched, floating in a slow spiral to perch on the back of the chair at Donovan’s shoulder. Cleo’s tail twitched. Donovan sighed.


  “Not tonight, you two,” he said. “You will both be on your best behavior while I have company, or I will toss you out into the alley for the night. Do we understand one another?”


  Of course, they did. Donovan and Cleo had been bonded psychically for so long they often shared vision and thoughts. Asmodeus, new to their odd family unit, had linked to Donovan so fully and completely that Donovan wondered, at times, if the bird and cat could not share in the same way. The thought of a cat soaring above the city, or a crow sitting on a fence, watching to pounce on some helpless rodent, always made him laugh.


  Asmodeus ruffled his wings once more and settled. Cleo watched the bird, but made no move to pounce. There was a dubious truce between the two—their natural enmity was blunted by their bond with Donovan.


  There was a knock on the door, and Donovan rose too quickly. Asmodeus screeched and launched back toward the mantle. Cleo jumped to the floor and nearly tripped Donovan as he rounded the desk. A moment later he had the door open, and Amethyst stepped inside, smiling and shaking her hair back over her shoulders. This caused a cascade of color to glimmer along the crystals she wore braided into her long, fire-red tresses.


  “What were you doing, standing on the inside of the door waiting for me?” she asked.


  “Something like that,” Donovan said. “I’ve missed you.”


  He closed the door and watched her as she slowly circled the room. First she leaned to scoop Cleo up off the floor and drape her over one arm. As she scratched the cat’s ears and up under the chin, Cleo rolled half onto her back in ecstasy and purred loudly enough to be heard on the next block. Asmodeus let out a short, mournful caw and Amethyst laughed.


  “I’ll get to you, featherbrain,” she said. She turned and caught Donovan staring. “You too.”


  He laughed. “I only hope whatever comes our way next doesn’t involve any more familiars. It’s already beginning to seem like a zoo in here.”


  Amethyst had reached the table, with its place settings, candles, and wine. She put Cleo down and picked up the wine.


  “Old,” she said.


  “Very,” Donovan agreed. “I’ve been saving it for the right moment.”


  “Something smells good too,” Amethyst said. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to soften me up for something.”


  “Lately it seems like the only time I see you is when some dark power is trying to destroy the city. I thought, since there is no pending emergency that I know of, it would be nice to show my appreciation.”


  “Appreciation?” she repeated. “So…you appreciate me…”


  “You know what I mean.” He crossed the room and wrapped her in his arms, turning her to face him. She was smiling. “I appreciate you too, though,” he said. Then he leaned in and kissed her before she could reply, letting his hands slide up and into her hair and making the crystals she wore there tinkle.


  “It’s good to be…appreciated,” she said. She pressed against him more tightly, and he matched her pressure, just for a moment, and then pulled back.


  “It’s time to eat,” he said. “When we’re done, we’ll have some of the wine, and then I want to show you something—I have a new toy, and I have a promise to keep. I thought I’d see if we could kill two birds with one stone.”


  At this, Asmodeus squawked, and they both laughed.


  “Not you,” Donovan said.


  He lit the candles on the table, and then pulled out one of the chairs for Amethyst to sit.


  “See if you can get the wine open,” he said.


  As she reached for the bottle and the antique corkscrew lying beside it, Donovan turned toward the kitchen. He’d planned this for a long time. He’d taken the recipe for the roast and accompanying vegetables from a very old book, enhanced it with a couple of tricks of his own, and laid a charm around the oven to prevent burning or overcooking. As he approached the stove, he chanted softly under his breath, releasing the wards. He didn’t often cook with the oven in a protective circle, but this was important and he knew his own penchant for distraction would ruin the meal if he gave it half a chance.


  He slid the pan out of the oven and lifted it to the stove top quickly. The food smelled wonderful, and despite all his precautions, he breathed easier. He already had two large bowls ready. He carved the meat, ladled on some gravy and vegetables, and carried the bowls back to the other room. He placed one in front of Amethyst, who breathed in the aroma of it appreciatively, and set the other by his own seat.


  “There,” he said with a flourish. “Cooked to perfection, and not spilled. What more can I ask?”


  Amethyst stared at him.


  “What are you up to?” she asked. “You’ve cooked for me before, and it’s never been such an elaborate display. You are nervous, and I don’t know that I’ve ever seen you less comfortable.”


  Donovan smiled.


  “I told you,” he said. “After we eat. If I am nervous, it’s just that I have been looking forward to this particular evening for a very long time. I wasn’t sure, at first, that we’d come so far together, but…”


  “How far have we come?” Amethyst cut in.


  “Far enough that I trust you with my life,” Donovan said evenly.


  She glanced up, and he met her gaze.


  “Are you going to eat?” he asked.


  She smiled. She did not lower her gaze, but she did reach for her knife and her fork. She cut a small piece of roast without once glancing down, brought it to her lips, and slid it into her mouth, teasing it with her tongue.


  Donovan sighed. “Incorrigible,” he said.


  “Absolutely,” she agreed.


  He sat back, then, and poured the wine. They ate slowly. The food was every bit as good as the old book had claimed it would be, and the wine lived up to both age and reputation. It was deep red with a hint of fruit and nuts, and a spice that Donovan could not quite place. It was the perfect companion to the roast, and he finished his quickly, returning to the kitchen for seconds. Amethyst ate more slowly but with equal enjoyment, he thought. Neither of them spoke until both bowls were empty, at last, and the final goblets of the wine had been poured.


  “So,” Amethyst said at last. “That was wonderful. Magic, books, and the man can cook. What more can there be?”


  Donovan rose and took their dishes to the kitchen. He wiped the surface of the table carefully, and then slid the candelabra off to the side, leaving a clear space between them. There was a leather bag on his desk, and he grabbed it, carrying it back to the table. He opened the drawstrings and pulled out a wooden tripod carved from a single chunk of dogwood. He placed it on the table and stood it up, testing to be certain it was steady.


  When he was satisfied, he drew out a ball of clear crystal and placed it on the stand. The ball was perfectly round, but riddled with flaws and frosty images. Amethyst leaned in for a closer look, but he stopped her.


  “Not yet,” he said.


  Next he took out a smaller bag. He opened this, and it was filled with bits of wood that had been burned to charcoal. He withdrew a sliver of this and began to draw a circle around the crystal. When it was finished, he drew a second around the perimeter of the first, and between the two, he etched a number of odd characters. When he was satisfied, he opened his desk drawer and brought out four small braziers. He placed them at the four compass points of his circles.


  Amethyst glanced up at him. He knew that she was aware of what he was doing. It was her specialty, her gift. Crystals, stones, dirt and dust. The earth. Donovan’s knowledge was broader—more all-encompassing, but there was no way he could hide his intent. Thankfully, she granted him the moment’s silence to complete his preparations. He wasn’t certain, if she’d distracted him or given him an option, if he’d have had the courage to continue.


  He lit the braziers, different herbs in each, different words whispered to the archangels of each quadrant. The room grew very still. Energy rippled in the air. In the center of the circle, there was a flicker of light—then a soft glow—and then the crystal blazed. Donovan seated himself directly across the circle from Amethyst and spread his arms, laying them outside the twin circles, his hands palm up.


  “What is this?” Amethyst whispered.


  “You know what this is,” Donovan said. “I found the proper enchantments in a book you left in my care. I owe you my life several times over now. You have asked me, time and again, of my past. I never answered, but I promised that, when the time was right, I would. This is that time.”


  She took his hands and met his gaze.


  “You are certain?” she asked.


  “I am,” he said. Then he smiled. “This is a story I have never told. These are secrets I have never shared. When this is done, you will know me as no one in the last hundred and fifty years has known me. Do you accept?”


  She nodded, and then whispered. “I do.”


  “Then let it begin,” Donovan said.


  The lights in the room dimmed. Cleo settled on top of his desk and stared intently at the circle, and the crystal. Asmodeus, perched high overhead, scanned the room. His gaze flitted from side to side, as if he watched not only the room, but places beyond. Donovan closed his eyes. Amethyst stared deep into the smoky depths of the imperfect crystal, following the faults, sliding through the mist and the crackling fractures.


  “In 1842,” Donovan said, “I was a sixteen year old boy, indentured to a man who called himself a doctor. That was the year that everything changed. That was the year I became a man.”


  The mist swallowed them both, and Donovan’s story came to eerie, surreal life.


  Chapter Two


  Rookwood


  The old wagon smelled of sweat, leather, cheap liquor, and a miasma of spices, herbs, and chemicals that would have driven a bloodhound crazy. Donovan leaned back into a pile of old rags and tried to peer out through the crack between two of the wagon’s warped boards at the passing countryside. He knew they were getting close. Whenever they neared a town, or a settlement, Rathman picked up the pace. The two old ponies scented fresh apples and hay, and the old man scented whiskey and women. Donovan knew he would work long into the night, but hoped, in the end, it would mean a hot meal. Sometimes, if he could keep his distance from Rathman and find an hour’s work sweeping, or scrubbing, or shoveling out a stable, he could earn a decent meal before the old man’s screeching, bullying voice dragged him back to the wagon. At least it was something to hope for.


  The town they expected to run up on next was called Rookwood. Donovan had never seen the place, but Rathman remembered it from many years back. Donovan hoped it was a lot of years, because the old fraud was seldom welcomed back to a place a second time if anyone remembered his previous visit, and it wasn’t easy to forget. For one thing, the decrepit old wagon was painted over with brilliant, garish designs.


  “Dr. Hugo Rathman, Healer, Mystic, and Clairvoyant” was painted dead center in paint so bright and so red that circling buzzards had mistaken it for blood and spiraled down to have a closer look. More than once Donovan had peered out into the driver’s seat of the wagon to be certain the carrion feeders weren’t after Rathman himself. The old man could drink himself into a stupor so deep that he seemed dead.


  Finally they passed by the first small grouping of board and tar shacks. Donovan caught sight of a thin boy with wild hair and no shirt. For just a second he’d have sworn the kid met his gaze, right through the boards. A second later, the boy was off, flying barefoot across the desert toward town. Apparently visitors weren’t common in Rookwood. Donovan frowned. The rarer they were, the more likely someone would remember Rathman. It was possible that the old man hadn’t cheated anyone on his last visit, but that would make this a rare visit indeed. At least three lawmen were watching out for the wagon because ill townsfolk had taken one or more of Rathman’s potions and either fallen deeper into their illness, or died outright—poisoned.


  Whatever the situation, Rathman didn’t hesitate. He aimed the wagon dead-center down the main road of the town, bumping through potholes and jarring Donovan’s teeth with each jouncing yard they progressed. The wagon creaked and moaned, but it held together. It always managed to hold together. Like Rathman, it seemed there was no force on the road or in the desert that could put the final nail in its coffin.


  “You ready, boy?” Rathman grated, turning so that his unshaven face, wild dark hair and red-veined eyes glared back into the shadows. There was no way he could see into the interior, but he still managed to stare directly into the particular shadows where Donovan rested.


  “Yes sir,” Donovan said.


  Rathman stared a moment longer, then nodded. He turned back to the reins, steered around a corner a bit too quickly, nearly tilting the wagon up on two wheels, and a moment later they came to a halt. Donovan rose, stepped up to the front of the wagon and peered out around the edge.


  It was an alley between what looked to be a stable, and a taller wooden building that might have been a saloon or hotel. Rathman dropped the reins, stood, and stretched, pressing his knuckles tightly into the lower half of his back. He’d been sitting in the same position for nearly thirty miles, and Donovan knew it would take more than an hour for the stoop to leave him.


  “I’m goin’ to see about getting the horses taken in,” he said. “You get this wagon ready—hear? We’ll be settin’ up in the morning, and there’s no time for delays.”


  Rathman seemed to drop almost into a trance, as if listening to a voice Donovan couldn’t hear. Then he turned back.


  “Put out the books and the rheumatism tinctures. Arrange some of the other cures behind. Then get this place presentable and set up my table. I believe the spirits might just speak to me here. There’s something in the air.”


  Donovan thought that all there was in the air was dust. He thought, very briefly, of his father, sickly and barely able to carry himself to work in a mine shaft so dark and deep it swallowed men whole. He thought of his mother, though he could barely remember her face. He thought of the tiny room that had been his, the bed that had grown too short to contain his long, lanky legs, and he sighed. At that moment, he’d have traded half his life to be back there, caring for his father—assuming the old man hadn’t passed on—and getting ready to take his own turn in the mines.


  “Apprentice,” was the title he’d been granted so long ago. “Assistant to a man of books and medicine. A learned scholar with the ear of the spirits and the mind of a professor. What it had boiled down to was the life of an indentured manservant. He’d learned to read, but only by his own dogged effort, and stolen moments with Rathman’s precious books. When he proved he could earn a dime or two by reading from the old tales to those who passed by, the good “Doctor” had taken an interest and taught what he could between drunken binges and fits of curse-spewing malevolence. He was obviously torn between the fear of teaching too much and having Donovan run off on his own, and the greedy desire for his apprentice to be able to shoulder a share of the burden of making their living. It was also true that no listener had ever asked for their money back, or threatened to run Donovan out of town on a rail, and likely Rathman held that against him too.


  As the old man climbed down and disappeared in the direction of the stables, Donovan set to work. The wagon, for all its wear, was a wonder of engineering. The sides opened out like the doors of a great house, latching to the front and back at angles. When they were in place, another panel could be lowered by ropes until it rested on its own unfolding legs and jutted from the side of the wagon like a vendor’s table. Donovan set it all up in silence, working slowly and methodically and trying to ignore the scent of roasting meat that floated to him from down the street. Once the table was in place, he climbed back up into the wagon and began sorting through the boxes. He wished he could light a candle to see what he was doing, but if he wasted the candle on something like this, it would be taken out of his hide. He found the boxes of books easily, they were larger and heavier than most of their merchandise. They sold the books, but only for very high prices. They lent them for much less—and, of course, they would be on display to be read to those who had a few coins to spare. This happened more often now that they didn’t have to depend solely on Rathman’s raspy, whiskey-soaked vocal cords to do the recitations.


  Donovan carried the crates of leather-bound tomes out into the alley and unloaded them, lining them up carefully on the shelves above the table. There were fables, books of law, stories about kings and castles, picture books depicting strange animals and legends, folklore and herbal cures. More than anything he’d encountered in his life, the books fascinated Donovan. He liked the way they felt, the way they smelled, the way the words and letters lined up with such symmetry, recording the world for anyone with the talent and ability to draw the images back from the ink.


  The moonlight was bright, and he found himself lost in the mysterious titles and supple leather spines. The library was worth a small fortune, despite the wear the volumes had seen, and the rough handling. Books were rare in the west. There were few printers, and they had to be typeset, hand bound, and carried across mountains and rivers. Of all the things Hugo Rathman claimed of himself, educated was the only one that was undoubtedly true. Wherever he’d come from, he’d brought the books out with him—some remnant of a better life, or the ill-gotten gains of a long past robbery. Donovan didn’t know but he thought—given the chance to record it—that the story would probably make a fine book all on its own.


  There was a scuffle of sound near the entrance to the alley, and he was suddenly alert. He kept a dagger in a sheath in his boot, and there was an old club that Rathman insisted on calling “Me Shillelagh” in a ridiculous Irish brogue tucked up under the driver’s seat. Donovan put the book he’d been thumbing through on the shelf and turned to scan the alley. He saw nothing, but that didn’t mean anything. He felt the telltale tickle at the base of his neck. Someone was there—likely watching him—and he knew if he lost the books or any of the merchandise to another thief he’d be beaten within an inch of his life. This was good incentive to put it on the line in the wagon’s defense, where he had at least a chance of protecting himself.


  He was glad for the brightness of the moon. No one was likely to slip up on him. Even the shadows along the base of the buildings were too shallow for proper cover. Then he saw a flicker of shadow near the end of the alley. It wavered, long and stick-thin, before resolving itself into the figure of a young boy. He realized a moment later that it was the same shirtless boy who’d run ahead to announce their arrival.


  “Hey,” he called out. “What’s your name? What are you doing out so late?”


  The boy didn’t answer. He just stood at the end of the alley and stared. Donovan thought about walking over to introduce himself, but he was afraid the boy would bolt. For some reason, the thought of that saddened him. He’d been alone in the wagon for far too long. He reached out and grabbed the first volume that popped into his hands.


  He glanced down. It was a slender book of verse by George Gordon—Lord Byron. He flipped it open, turned to the boy, and without preamble or explanation, he began to read:


  I stood in Venice, on the Bridge of Sighs;


  A palace and a prison on each hand:


  I saw from out the wave her structures rise


  As from the stroke of the enchanter’s wand:


  A thousand years their cloudy wings expand


  Around me, and a dying Glory smiles


  O’er the far times, when many a subject land


  Look’d to the winged Lion’s marble piles,


  Where Venice sate in state, thron’d on her hundred isles!


  The boy hadn’t moved. In fact, when Donovan looked up to check, he saw that his reluctant visitor had come a step closer.


  “It’s from Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage,” he said. “Did you like it? I’ll be reading more tomorrow—maybe the whole story. I’ve always liked it, because it’s about a young man…like me. He travels to strange places, though he isn’t very happy. What’s your name?”


  The boy continued to stare. There was a sound from the street, heavy footsteps. Donovan knew it was probably Rathman returning.


  “I’m Donovan,” he said.


  “He’s comin’,” the boy said. The voice was like a whisper, but it carried. Donovan heard it clearly, as if it had been whispered in his ear, or blown to him on the wind from far away.


  “It’s my master,” Donovan said. “Dr. Rathman, he…”


  “No,” the boy said. “Another. He is dark. Like the night. Watch for him.”


  Then, like a wraith, the boy’s shape flickered out. One moment he stood in the shadows, and the next Donovan stared at nothing but brick and darkness. Rathman rounded the corner then, a bottle in one hand, his steps uneven. He staggered into the wall, clinked the bottle on the bricks, and Donovan held his breath. If the bottle broke, it would end badly. It did not.


  “That you, boy?” Rathman called out. “Get them horses. Get ’em inside. Got feed an’ water waitin’, and they need brushed down.”


  Donovan scanned the shadows behind Rathman, but the boy was gone. Not a flicker of motion indicated he’d ever been there at all. He closed the book carefully, slid it back into place on the shelf, and moved toward the horses without a word. He liked the animals, and he was glad to hear they would be stabled. With luck, he’d find a softer bed in the hay nearby than he had in the back of the wagon. At the very least, Rathman would be passed out before he returned.


  The old man made it to the wagon, glanced at the display, and grunted. It was the closest to satisfaction he ever showed.


  “You come back and help keep an eye on this,” he said, turning toward Donovan. “Too many out on the street for you to be sacking out in the stable. Understand? We start early.”


  Donovan controlled his breathing and nodded. He knew that anything he said would end up being twisted in some way he didn’t intend it to be. He consoled himself with the knowledge that Rathman would be out cold before he returned, and would still be that way when he woke. When the old man said we, it always meant Donovan.


  He unhitched the horses and led them slowly to the end of the alley, turning right toward the main doors of the stable. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a flicker of shadow. He turned, but there was nothing, though he would have sworn he heard a voice whisper.


  “He comes.”


  Chapter Three


  He Walks in Darkness


  The morning sun leaked over the eaves of the saloon that bordered the alley and highlighted the dancing dust motes around the wagon. Donovan had been up for nearly an hour, quietly setting up shop. He had brought down the round, wooden folding table that Rathman used to hold his cards and his crystal. When he was in the right mood—when he could keep himself from drinking too early in the day and his voice from slurring—the old man read the cards. It wasn’t like the other things he did. During those rare, lucid periods, the man’s intelligence shone through. He spoke to Donovan, and to others, in an entirely different manner, more animated and almost human.


  Donovan put the inlaid wooden box that held the cards on one side of the table. Beside it, he placed a number of crystals and geodes in a cross pattern. If Rathman read the cards, he’d use the crystal cross to divide them into quadrants, the past, the present, the future, and the things that influenced the reading. Donovan had watched, and he had listened. He’d found a book in one of the boxes that explained the cards and their meanings, the symbols and their interactions, and he knew them almost as well as the old man. He hoped this would be one of those days.


  Despite the shady nature of his medicines and tinctures, Rathman’s relationship with that pile of colorful images and patterns was eerie. Though his messages were not always positive, they were accurate. To Donovan’s knowledge, Rathman had never been run out of town for a card reading, and that alone was enough to make him hopeful. If they set up the ‘medical’ equipment, vials, potions, and bottles, he knew he’d have to plan how they could get the horses out of the stable through the back door, bribe the owner, and get the wagon beyond the border of the town before Rathman was tarred and feathered, or shot in the back.


  The mystery of the man was that he seemed capable of so much more. Donovan believed Rathman had read every book in their library, and knew most of them by heart. He was not good at creating cures, but he was knowledgeable about the diseases he claimed to be able to cure. He knew the cards, and once, before he’d grown too drunk to stare into the night sky without falling over backward, he’d pointed out a dozen constellations. He should have been studying or teaching at a university, or any of a dozen reputable professions with a future, but instead he drank, and he drove from town to town, risking his life on an almost daily basis to no more purpose than paying for the next bottle, and stealing from men and women more honest, but less intelligent, than himself.


  And Donovan was chained to him for another five years. That was the price of his “apprenticeship”. That was the deal his father had struck to help him escape. Ten years of service in exchange for knowledge. In exchange for teaching and care, food and a place to sleep. The deal had been for a boy’s future, conceived in the mind and heart of a dying man.


  He stroked the top of the box of cards. He wished he dared to open them, lay them out, and ask about his own future. He wondered if Rathman would do it for him if he asked. Somehow, he didn’t think so.


  “Boy?”


  The old man’s voice was weak, but coherent. Donovan turned to see that Rathman was watching him. The old man did not sneer, or frown…he looked very tired.


  “They hold secrets, you know?” he said. “Those cards. If they could talk…”


  Donovan waited, but the moment passed.


  “Get me coffee,” Rathman rasped, waving at the growing light of the sun as if he could brush it away. “Black and strong. The people will be here soon, and I must be ready.”


  Donovan wandered out into the street. It was his first clear view of the town, and he drank it in. He spent so much time isolated that even a small settlement like Rookwood captivated his imagination. There were a few businesses gathered together along a wood-plank sidewalk. A general store was fronted by a barrel with some sort of fruit piled high on top—might have been apples, but not too fresh. There was the saloon and the stable. He’d seen both by night, lit up and tossing shadows to the street, but by day they had a different sort of feel entirely. Sunlight scrubbed away the gloss and the glitter from the saloon, leaving it grimy and stained with dust-covered windows. The stable seemed solid and clean in comparison.


  The saloon also advertised rooms and food, and Donovan figured it was his best bet to either find coffee, or to find out where it could be had. He entered tentatively, glancing around the dimly lit interior at the tables with their chairs upended on top. Glasses that probably glittered by candle and lamplight sat like dusty soldiers on the shelves beside rows of bottles. He’d seen places just like it a hundred times in their travels, but there was always something about the bars that drew him.


  The heartbeat of a town flowed through the same doors he’d just entered. What passed as night life, anything new or interesting, and most of the passions, dark or otherwise, would center in this room. The scent and taste of it lingered, though stale and lifeless with sunlight cutting through the windows.


  “Can I help you, Son?” a man asked. He was a tall man in a striped vest and a wide-brimmed hat. He stood leaning on the bar, watching in amusement as Donovan jumped back and cracked his elbow on the door frame.


  “I…I came to fetch coffee for Dr. Rathman,” he said. “I thought…”


  “Thought right,” the man said, turning and reaching up onto one of the shelves. He brought down a chipped ceramic mug and set it on the counter. Then, giving Donovan a good once over, he reached up and grabbed a second mug. “You look like you could use a drop yourself,” the man said. “My name’s Boone,” he added. “Cornelius Boone. This here’s my place. You might see my boy Silas running about. If you do, don’t you let him waste his money on that old fraud you’re traveling with, you hear?”


  Donovan watched as Boone passed through the doors behind the bar into what must have been the kitchen, and returned with a tin coffee pot in hand. He poured until both mugs were filled, and passed them across to Donovan.


  “What…what do I owe you?” Donovan asked. He had Rathman’s wallet—it was his job to carry and watch the money, though that duty would pass soon enough when the sun went down and the saloon opened for its real trade.


  “These are on the house,” Boone said. He winked. “You just remember what I said about my boy. Seen your ‘Dr. Rathman’ once before, out in the Dakotas. He was younger then. Can’t say as how he left a good impression.”


  Donovan’s heart sped. If this got around, their stay in Rookwood might be a short one indeed. Boone must have caught the fear in his expression.


  “Don’t worry. Havin’ him out there will be good for business, while it lasts. I won’t say nothin’ to the sheriff, or anyone else. Just lookin’ out for my own.”


  At that moment, the kitchen door opened again, and a thin boy with a blond thatch of hair sticking at odd angles from his head and shoulders --- shoulders that he looked like he might grow into in a few years--- stepped into the room.


  Boone turned.


  “Silas? I want you to meet my new friend,” he turned back and cocked an eyebrow.


  “Donovan…my name is Donovan.”


  “Donovan,” Boone finished. “You get all the stories out of him you want, but I don’t want to hear about you wasting any money on that wagon out there—you hear? Donovan has promised to keep an eye on you…haven’t you, Son?”


  “Yes, sir,” Donovan replied. He caught the boy’s eye, just for a second, liked what he saw, smiled, and reached out to take the steaming mugs of coffee. “I’d better get back with this while it’s hot. I’ll bring the mugs back before lunch.”


  Boone nodded, and Donovan turned with the coffee in hand. The boy, Silas, slipped past him and held the door as he left.


  The cards were already spread on the table when Donovan returned to the alley. There were a few townsfolk hanging around out by the street, peering in curiously. An older woman stood next to the table. Rathman had the cards spread, separated into their quadrants. Donovan held back for a moment, watching.


  “There’s someone you’re waiting for,” Rathman said. He leaned in close and stared at the cards. “He’s tall, bearded. He’s been gone a long time.”


  The woman’s hand actually fluttered to her breast, and Donovan grinned. He’d read the expression in old books, but had never understood it until that moment.


  “Raymond,” she said. “You’re talking about my Raymond. He’s been gone these five years—gone back East to bring supplies. How did you…”


  Rathman didn’t wait for her to finish her question. He pointed at a card, then tapped his finger in the center of it. “Knight of wands,” he said. “Young, powerful, always moving.”


  “Yes,” she said. “He’s my son.”


  Rathman reached for the next card in the deck, and more of the townsfolk gathered near. He was in his element, and he didn’t seem to be asking them for anything. There was a single coin on the table, but the old man hadn’t even bothered to snatch it and make it disappear into his pocket.


  “He’s coming home,” Rathman said. “Soon. By Christmas, I’d say. He’s strong, and healthy, and…”


  Then he stopped. The woman actually reached out and touched his arm, as if she could coax him to go on, but Rathman’s eyes had gone blank. He shook his head from side to side, and reached for the cards.


  “What is it?” the woman said. “Is he all right? Is he…”


  “He’s fine,” Rathman gasped. He gathered the cards hurriedly, knocking the crystals that formed the cross askew in his haste. He was nervously shuffling the cards almost before they were all in his hand. Then, suddenly, he started slapping cards down with a quick, nervous speed that brought Donovan up short. It wasn’t the old man’s way to hurry it. It was all about the drama, and the reveal (Rathman’s words). Donovan brushed past the onlookers, and stood beside the table with the two cups of coffee. Rathman glanced up, took a cup without a word, and drained it, despite the heat. It must have burned—Donovan was only able to sip his—but if there was pain, there was no indication of it on Rathman’s face. His concentration never wavered. Donovan glanced down and started to examine the spread.


  The crowd had begun to shuffle, some grumbling, others curious and trying to press forward. Before Donovan could make sense of any of it, Rathman reached out and tore the cards from the table again, rippling them up off the table in a sweeping motion, like a card shark getting ready to shuffle. Donovan saw the Magus, and The Universe. He saw Death, reversed, and the Ace of Cups. He could not see the full pattern of the reading in his mind, so he had no idea which quadrant they’d rested in, or what the surrounding cards might have been.


  “What is it?” he asked. “What’s wrong, sir?”


  At first, Rathman didn’t seem to hear him. The old man kept shuffling the cards, rippling them over the back of his hand, and then under, flipping them absently through the air. As he did this, he muttered under his breath. Then he stopped and flipped the top card into the center of the table.


  It was the Magus.


  Rathman gave a sharp cry and pushed back from the table. Donovan reached out instinctively. He caught the old man’s empty coffee cup before it could fall to the ground and crack, clinking it together with his own and splashing hot coffee onto his leg. Then he reached out with his free hand and caught the card as it flipped up into the air and fluttered from side to side. He caught it without thought, neatly between his thumb, and his forefinger. The card was face up, and he could see it clearly.


  He turned to Rathman, who looked pale.


  “Boy, we have to pack,” the old man said. “We have to pack, and get the horses. It’s probably too late—probably been too late for a long time. I’ve got things to tell you, things I should have told you long ago, but…”


  There was a commotion in the street, and they both turned. The crowd had thinned some, and they could make out a tall, sleek stallion passing down the street at a leisurely pace. Just for a second, Donovan met the animal’s gaze, and would have sworn it watched him as well—measured him. Then it passed, and a long black carriage of polished wood rolled even with the alley, and came to a halt.


  “My God,” Rathman said. He took a step back, and then stumbled. Donovan moved quickly and caught him, holding him upright. He felt the old man tremble, and, though he had no idea what would come next, or why it seemed important to support his own tormentor in that moment, he held on tight.


  The door of the carriage opened. The crowd split, as if parted by a long, cold knife. From the shadowed interior, a lanky figure emerged. He was tall, well over six feet and thin like a cadaver. He wore a silk hat that made him seem even taller, polished boots and a long, dark suit-coat with buttons of polished brass. Donovan had never seen anything like this dark man, and he stared outright as the creature—he seemed more that than a man—unwound from the carriage and stepped into the alley.


  Rathman turned then. He gripped Donovan’s shirt and dragged him close. The old man’s breath was fetid and foul, but his grip was like iron. He tore Donovan’s attention from the apparition they faced.


  “We
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