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Editor’s Note
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The language used in this book may offend some readers. My goal is to use all the tools at an author’s disposal and all the tools in my author’s tool kit to create as exacting a sensory experience for the reader and to be as accurate and authentic to the story as possible. Sometimes that means language or situations which may offend some are used to create such discerning imagery. 

I have worked hard to make this anthology the best it can be, but I am human. Please be forgiving if you happen upon typos or other errors, and please, call them to my attention to help make my work better in the future. 

This is a diverse global anthology with contributing authors from several countries. Authors from abroad may use European spellings, while North American authors may use American English. They are not misspellings, but simple differences found when you bring together a varied mixture of voices. 

Characters, events, places and things described or depicted in this work are fictitious. Any similarity to actual persons, events, places, or things are purely coincidental.
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Midnight Oil is book 3 in the Midnight Anthology Series from WordCrafter Press. It brings you 16 deliciously dark tales from 14 different authors which will tantalize the tastebuds of dark fiction connoisseurs. It includes the winning story in the 2025 WordCrafter Dark Fiction Contest, by Denise Aparo, “The Vanishing”. 

Each year, WordCrafter Press receives submissions for the annual short fiction contest, but in 2025, all submissions came from previous WordCrafter authors. These talented authors have provided a selection of original dark tales, which I’m sure you will enjoy. 

These are tales which will make you ponder the unknown and have you returning, hungry for more. There’s a little something for all dark fiction lovers in this collection as we bring you evil bat-gods, magical beauty spells, carrion eating beetles, South African voodoo magic, or tales of misery and grief. Pull up a chair and get comfortable as we burn the Midnight Oil and settle in for a spine-tingling tale or two, or three. Once you begin, Midnight Oil: Stories to Fuel Your Nightmares you may not be able to put it down until the last drops of darkness are absorbed.
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Villa’s Gold
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Mario Acevedo
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The Mayan bat-god Camazotz snacked on the dismembered remains of his human prey. Grasping a femur between the claws at the front of his enormous wings, he gnawed bloody flesh off the bone.

A faint glow illuminated the cave entrance, alerting him that dawn was about to break. Reluctantly, Camazotz dropped his meal and retreated deeper into the cave, scrambling to hide from the morning sun and its deadly, agonizing rays.
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Urbano Quezada wrote in his journal:

22 April 1924

It’s been almost a year since that son-of-a-bitch Pancho Villa died. Shot full of holes like a tin can used for target practice. I was his faithful soldier, one of his Dorados. But with the “Revolution” over, I am left with nothing but regrets and an empty belly. 

Which brings me to this journey. In search of Pancho Villa’s hidden treasure, what I—as one of his tax collectors—looted from banks and haciendas. We’re told Villa’s gold is a myth, but what betrays that lie are the caches unearthed in Chihuahua, Torreon, Cuauhtémoc, El Paso, and San Antonio.

I paid a santero to sacrifice a rooster and read its entrails, and he divined this premonition leading me to the Sierra Madre Occidental west of Durango. I hired as my guide, Nestor Marquez, a Tepehuán with a strong back who knows his place. What amazes me is his lack of curiosity about Villa’s treasure, which explains why these indio peasants remain peasants, poor and perpetually underfoot. 

Once out of the llano, the trail snaked up narrow draws, so steep and punishing they left me laboring for breath and questioning my judgement. At the instant I damned myself a fool for trusting that guajiro witch doctor, I found by my feet a 1-peso gold coin, worth five Yankee dollars! So encouraged, I continue on my quest for Villa’s gold.
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Camazotz crept to the mouth of the cave and gazed upon the rocky terrain illuminated by a starry night. The atmosphere in these desert mountains was so clean, so sparse, so sterile. How he missed the humid, jungle smells of his Yucatan home. 

The great Kukulcán —the Feathered Serpent Supreme God—had banished Camazotz for doing nothing to save his sister, a bat-god like himself, from being incinerated by the morning sun. They had been stalking prey in the jungle and lost track of time when the dawn broke. In panic, Camazotz raced ahead to safety. When in the cave, he looked back as the morning sun’s illumination tore into his sister. She fell, writhing, burning, screaming in agony. Her incinerated corpse crumbled into black ash, to be scattered by a sudden breeze, as if Kukulcán himself was whisking away the last of her remains.

The Feathered Serpent God then accused Camazotz of cowardice because he had shirked his duty to protect his sister. Besides banishment, he forbade Camazotz from consuming prey beyond his lair. Camazotz could range the grounds outside, but he had to lure his victims to his cave before eating them. 

Camazotz had been exiled to the rugged mountains of western Mexico. Forbidden from hunting outside his lair, he had come close to perishing from starvation. He trapped mice to catch roving predators, but these meals were too infrequent. So, he built a cistern inside the mouth of his cave to gather rainwater and thus attract armadillo and deer. 

But the best meal was the succulent flesh of humans. Those who ventured into this mountain canyon were little different from the humans he had stalked in the Mayan wilderness. When he pounced upon them, their shrieks of terror were almost as satisfying as their warm, fresh meat.
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23 April 1924

My second day on the trail. My horse and mule plod beside me, the path too steep to risk riding the horse, the mule laden with our supplies. I trudge for hours on this accursed incline, my feet and heart aching. But the moment I’m ready to surrender to good sense, a piece of gold appears in the dirt. Yesterday, it had been another 1-peso coin. This morning, a Yankee golden eagle. It’s as if Providence sees the need to goad me forward.
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Seven cycles of the moon ago, Camazotz praised his luck when a hard rain drove a pair of humans into his lair. He’d clung to the high ceiling, his coarse skin blending with the rock, watching, waiting to strike, confident his prey would not look up until too late. He’d learned to keep his cave tidy, else the bones, bits of rotting flesh, and remnants of pelts or clothing from his meals would spook new victims.

The man and a woman seemed fascinated by the pool of water contained within a circle of rocks just inside the cave. 

He studied the two, listening to them speak a different tongue than that of the Mayan people. From their guttural sounds and by reading their auras, Camazotz learned enough to understand most of what they communicated. He guessed they were a mating couple and, from her rich scent, that she was pregnant. Such a meal she and her little one would make. 

They built a small fire within the cave. Its yellow light stung Camazotz’s eyes and the acrid smoke chafed his throat. By the light of a torch, they explored the cave. The woman pried the remains of a human skull from the dirt. Camazotz had forgotten to get rid of this one. Strangely, she acted surprised, but not afraid. “Dios mío, what happened to him?”

The man: “Perhaps he had been dragged in here and shot. There was a war, remember? Or maybe a bear got him.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Explains the stink. What else died in here?”

No longer interested in the skull, they turned their attention to a crevice in the back wall. Camazotz knew what was there, for he had already explored the inside of the mountain, discovering the spoils of what other humans had left behind. Mostly piles of yellow metal coins. 

After reassuring the woman that he’d be careful, the man slipped through the crevice, the glow from his torch shrinking as he crept away. 

Camazotz focused on the woman. She returned to the fire and with a stick, poked at the flames, lost in thought.

Quiet as a spider, Camazotz moved across the ceiling. 

Slowly, he uncurled himself, clawed feet locked within a rocky crevasse, and dangled over his prey, ready to reveal himself in a horrific flash of wings and fangs. 
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23 April 1924

I write this by the light of our campfire. As with every day on the climb, when the going gets at its most trying, I find gold. Today it was another 1-peso coin. Almost like crumbs leading me to the banquet.

Urbano relaxed close to the campfire. Sparks floated upward, losing themselves in the night’s stars. He and Nestor were on a circular shelf on the trail, the path up the mountain seeming to go forever. The day had been long, leaving his muscles limp with fatigue. 

On the other side of the flames, Nestor’s eyes glowed red, the flickering light animating the chiseled contours of his indigenous face. He sat cross-legged with a machete balanced on his knees and ran a stone across the blade’s edge.

Skritch. Skritch. Skritch. 

He carried no firearms, as with the war over, indios like him were no longer needed as soldiers and therefore not trusted with guns. 

Needing to entertain himself, Urbano withdrew two stogies from a bag. He threw one at Nestor.

“Gracias, jefe.”

Both men pulled smoldering sticks from the campfire to light their smokes.

Urbano puffed. “You have family?”

Nestor exhaled a long plume. “I do, señor.”

“Tell me about them.”

“I lost my first wife and our three children to cholera and the war.”

“My condolences.”

“My fortunes changed. I now have a new wife and a daughter.”

“A daughter? Her name?”

“Kismet.”

“Interesting. As if you’re not sure what to expect from her.”

“Let fate decide,” Nestor replied. 

“With a name like that?”

Nestor changed the subject. “And you, señor?”

“Two wives. Actually, a wife and an amante. As if getting nagged by one woman isn’t enough. What’s that look on your face? You disapprove?”

“It is not for me to approve or disapprove.” The indio pointed to the sky with his cigar. “That is up to the Almighty.”

“You believe in God?”

Nestor didn’t answer. 

“You know religion is nothing but fairy tales meant to oppress us?”

“Many things oppress us, señor Quezada.”

“Such as?”

“Misfortune. War. Taxes. The government.”

For an uneducated man, Nestor could be rather on point.

“One more thing,” Urbano said. “If you know about this gold, why haven’t you come before and collected it?”

Nestor knit his brow as if he’d never considered the question. “I have no horse or mule of my own to carry it. As you can see, this mountain is no easy climb. How many trips would I have to make?”

“One pocketful of gold pesos is more than you’ll ever make as a campesino.”

Nestor shrugged as if that didn’t matter. Typical indio.

Urbano yawned. He tossed the butt of his cigar into the campfire then stretched on his bed of pine needles and fluffed a blanket over himself. “Mañana, pues.” For a pillow, he used his chore coat, where in one pocket he stashed the gold coins. Under the coat, he kept his revolver, just in case.

Urbano felt prepared for anything.

[image: A black silhouette of a bird

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Camazotz readied himself to snatch the woman. He was reaching for her when the man’s voice echoed from the crevice. “Esperanza! Esperanza! Look what I have found!”

The light of his torch flashed within the crevice. Camazotz retracted against the ceiling, frustrated that he’d lost this chance for an easy kill. 

The woman hopped to her feet to greet the man as he wiggled through the crevice. Holding his torch aloft, he offered his other hand, which he opened to display several of the yellow metal coins.

“I found it!” he exclaimed. “Villa’s gold!”

The woman took the coins, inspecting them. 

He gestured to the crevice. “Three casks. Filled with gold coins.”

Camazotz watched, puzzled how to continue. His belly grumbled from hunger. But he had to plan his attack wisely. If he sprang upon the man first, he risked losing the woman should she flee out the entrance. 

But if he attacked her first, the man could burn him with the torch.

Camazotz decided to drop and block the entrance, shock them with his presence, then swipe their legs, hobbling them to dine upon on their flesh at his leisure.

Using his feet and wing claws, he crept upside down across the ceiling to the entrance, slowly as to not attract attention. Once in position, he turned to face them and floated to the ground. At last, noticing him, the two humans cringed in terror. Camazotz rose to full height, bared his fangs, and spread his wings as he emitted his horrific howl.

The man pushed the woman aside and defiantly waved the torch.

Camazotz shook his wings and again, emitting that dreadful scream.

But the man didn’t cower nor retreat. 

Camazotz realized the mortal creature must have been an experienced soldier. If Camazotz made one mistake, it could be fatal. Or equally bad, if Kukulcán found out that the bat-god had been bested by a human, it would mean yet more punishment and humiliation.

Man and monster glared at each other. 

Camazotz pondered what to do. He couldn’t let the humans go, as he was hungry. And there was his pride as a deity, albeit a lesser one. Mortals should pay dearly for defying the gods. 

He spotted the gold coins the woman had let fall to the ground. The torch light reflecting across their surface brought an idea. Humans so valued this metal, even killing one another for it. Why eat these two humans if he could use their greed to betray others? 

He looked at the woman and softened his expression. “You have a name?”

The man and woman grimaced in astonishment.

She blinked. “You speak?”

“You understand me, do you not, Esperanza?”

The woman gaped, wide-eyed. “How is it you know my name?”

Camazotz pointed at the man. “Isn’t that what he called you?”

“Yes, my name is Esperanza,” she said. “My husband’s name is Nestor.”

“Esperanza. Nestor.” The monster tipped his head. “Camazotz.” He gestured with a wing’s claw to the gold coins. “You want?”

“You’re going to give us the gold?”

“Not quite. Let us arrange a deal.”

Nestor shook the torch. “Don’t trust him.”

Camazotz showed his dagger-like fangs. “You don’t have much choice.”

Esperanza placed a hand on Nestor’s arm. “What is your deal?”

“I’ll release you and let you take those coins.”

Nestor: “That’s the deal?”

Camazotz was enjoying this game. Seldom did he use his intellectual cunning. “I’ve noticed how you humans lust for this yellow metal, which you treasure as much as life itself. Take those coins and spend some on yourselves. Esperanza is with child...”

She covered her belly and retreated a step.

Camazotz continued, “...and you deserve to live free of want. But you must use what remains as bait to bring others to me.”

Esperanza: “Why don’t you hunt your victims on your own?”

The bat-god felt a pinch of irritation at having to explain himself. “There are reasons I cannot hunt and eat outside this cave. That is why you need to help me.”

Nestor: “Why should I do such a thing?”

“You have enemies, no? Powerful men who have stolen from you. Made you suffer.”

A sudden gloss in Nestor’s eyes told Camazotz that his words had found purchase.

Esperanza raised on tiptoes to whisper into her husband’s ear, who then narrowed his eyes at Camazotz. “Why should we trust you?”

Camazotz side-stepped from the mouth of the cave. “There, go. You are free to leave.” He paused a beat. “Without the gold.”

Neither of the humans moved. Esperanza’s gaze swiveled to the coins. He sensed their auras quiver in temptation.

“You want us to bring you victims,” she said. “We’d be monsters like you to do such a thing.”

“But you will have gold. That will make your life as monsters more comfortable.”

Their auras trembled with indecision. Then abruptly, Esperanza bent over and with both hands, raked the coins into her fingers. “We have a deal.”

Nestor nodded but kept the torch at the ready.

Camazotz motioned with one wing to the entrance. “Go.” As the humans crept out, he warned, “In taking those coins, we have made a pact. I give you a half cycle of the moon to bring me my first meal.” In the meantime, he would satisfy his hunger with mountain critters. “But remember, cheat me and I will hunt you down. The night is mine. I cannot pursue my meals outside this cave, but nothing prevents me from killing you both. And your baby.”
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24 April 1924

I found more gold on the trail. Nestor uncovered the piece with his big feet, but he didn’t even notice. A small coin to be sure, but enough to whet my appetite in that I will soon find Villa’s horde.

I try not to lose myself in fanciful speculation, daydreams about the rancho I will purchase, the fine horse and splendid saddle I will ride. What horse? I will buy an automobile. And hire a chauffeur. I will live as the rich man I deserve to be. 

Though my joints creak and my muscles ache from exertion, my certain hopes drive me forward. How much gold will I find? I wonder if our horse and mule will be able to carry it all.

Nestor halted ahead on the trail and pulled the animals into the adjacent shade. He planted his sandaled feet on a large, flat rock beneath the trees, where he crouched, the sheathed machete draped at his side. 

Nestor looked over his shoulder up the trail. The crest of the mountain loomed over the tree line, appearing tantalizingly close. “We’ve made good time. The cave is nearby.”

The announcement surprised Urbano. “When you say nearby, what do you mean?”

The indio squinted toward the sun. “We should reach it by late this afternoon.”

Villa’s gold! Urbano could feel the heavy coins bounce in his hands. The aches in his joints vanished as if soothed by a curandera’s herbal balm. 
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Two weeks after Nestor and Esperanza left his lair, Camazotz heard men outside. 

One spoke gruffly. “Quite the ordeal reaching this place. Smells like animals have been using this cave as a shitter.”

True to his word, Nestor brought the first victim on time. An older, rough-looking type, but a good meal.

When Camazotz had lunged upon the man, Nestor stepped outside. The winged monster flipped his victim over, tore open the throat, and lapped at the torrent of blood. Slashing the victim’s garments to ribbons, Camazotz broke apart the ribcage and scooped out handfuls of bloody organs. So warm. So delicious.

At last satiated, Camazotz rested on his haunches on the cave floor, surrounded by bones and scraps of gore, the dirt clotted with blood. He folded his claws over his belly, distended and round with its bounty of human flesh. 

Nestor returned but didn’t advance beyond the threshold of the cave entrance. 

Camazotz picked his teeth with a sliver of bone. “Yes?”

“I’m here for the gold.”

Camazotz waved him forward. “Come get it.”

“I prefer that you toss the coins.”

“You do not trust me?”

Nestor scanned the butchered remains littered about. “I trust that you will remain true to your nature.”

Camazotz resented having to move. Reaching uncomfortably for the bloody tattered clothing of his victims, he ran the fabric through his claws until he found the coins, then ripped them loose. He pitched them toward Nestor, who recovered the coins from the dirt.

“What about my gold?”

“What do you mean?”

“This gold is the bait. I need my gold, my revenue from this venture.”

Camazotz chuckled. This venture? Meaning this cruel deception whereby you bring your fellow humans to their deaths?

The bat-god glanced to the crevice. The thought of getting up and squeezing through the narrow crack spoiled his good mood. “How about you come back tomorrow? I will leave”—he waved a claw—“one large coin buried in the rocks outside the cave.”

“Very well. And in the future, have my coins ready when I arrive.”

Camazotz chafed at taking orders, let alone from a puny mortal. As Nestor turned to leave, the bat-god asked, “I’m curious, who was this victim?”

“The man who murdered my first wife and burned my home.”

“Are there are other such men on your list?”

“Many,” Nestor answered.
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So, it continued for fifteen more cycles of the moon. And always, the victims acted surprised by Nestor’s generosity, how graciously he had forgiven them for their offenses against him, lured by the tempting promise of gold.

After receiving these dinners of human flesh, Camazotz would hand over only a few coins from the casks, meaning this arrangement would last for years. But after the gold was depleted? What would happen to this deal then? 

Camazotz put the thought aside. That was a small worry for a distant future.
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25 April 1924

We arrived, just as Nestor predicted, by late afternoon at the mouth of the cave. Though inside I’m trembling with excitement, I’ve decided to jot these notes, to preserve these moments for posterity. I know that once we find the gold, it will be a race down the mountain because as they say, the wind has ears, and I don’t want company.

Nestor stopped occasionally to check his bearings. Upon verifying their position, he veered off the trail to follow a narrow animal path, the horse and mule trampling the weeds. After about thirty paces, he and Urbano reached a wall of pino and romerillo. Nestor led them to a gap in the thicket, which opened to a tiny clearing set against a rocky knoll.

One side of the rock had cracked open, forming an entrance large enough for a man to walk through. Various animal tracks—deer, coyote, armadillo—funneled into the cave. But no human footprints.

Urbano studied the cave’s murky void. Was this finally it? Villa’s treasure? 

“Are you sure this is the place, Nestor?”

The indio remained blasé about the discovery. “I am certain, señor.”

“You act as if you’ve been here before. The way you track signs.”

“I’m only following the legend.”

Urbano scoped out the area, the immediate carpet of flora, the side of the mountain extending up and up, the bowl of trees surrounding them. Now that he was here, the cave was obvious, but imagining this one fissure in this one mountain, this one mountain among so many in the Sierra Madre Occidental, he was awed by his presence in such a vast landscape, and that fortune had indeed smiled upon him.

“If you are correct, we will be rich.”

“Perhaps,” Nestor replied. 

“What do you mean, perhaps?” Urbano asked. “I thought you said this is the place.”

“It is, jefe. If the legend says the gold is here, it is here.”

Urbano imagined Pancho Villa and his circle of thieves making this trek, searching for the perfect spot to hide the loot. Then after stashing the gold—well, dead men tell no tales. 

He averted his eyes from the indio and let guilt wash through and out of him. Gold made men do crazy, wicked things and after they found the treasure, who knew when Nestor would use that machete of his to keep the riches for himself.

Using his most sympathetic voice, Urbano said, “I don’t understand you, Nestor. Why the apathy? We are on the brink of being wealthy. From this day forward, you will want for nothing.”

Nestor tugged at the horse’s reins. “Shall I make camp?”

Urbano noticed the dulling of colors in the late afternoon light. “Not now. So, it gets dark, it’ll be dark inside the cave. With luck, we’ll find the gold right away. If that’s the case, we’ll load the animals and get down the mountain as fast as we can.”

“Very well.” Nestor tied the horse and mule to a stump. He reached to pull Urbano’s rifle from its saddle scabbard.

Urbano said, “Leave it. I have my pistola.”

Nestor retrieved a miner’s lamp from the mule’s pack. 

Urbano thought, when to do the deed? He might need Nestor’s help to load the gold on the animals. Then again, he figured that as the gold should be in coin, he could carry them by the handful to the mule’s pack and the horse’s saddlebags. Going down the mountain would not be as arduous as the climb up and he was certain that by the day after tomorrow, he’d be in Durango. Plus, he would rest easier knowing that Nestor could no longer decapitate him in his sleep. Right after we find the gold then. Sorry, my trusting indio friend, but business is business.

“Listo,” Nestor announced, waving the lantern. In the accumulating twilight, the lantern’s flame shimmered a golden yellow, as if to foreshadow the treasure awaiting them.

He led their way into the cave, the lantern throwing an arc of light before them. Stepping inside, an intense stink made Urbano’s eyes water. 

To the left, just within the cave, rocks had been fashioned about a round depression, forming a primitive basin of sorts, surrounded by animal tracks. 

“Someone made this,” Urbano said.

“Si jefe, so it would seem.”

“Who? Why?”

Nestor shrugged.

Urbano scanned the inside of the cave, seeing only dirt floor and rock walls. But no gold. He dragged a boot across the ground, hoping to see the flash of a coin turning over. 

Nothing.

The back of his throat tightened, the first rumblings that his quest had been a fool’s journey, that Villa’s gold remained a myth. His gaze panned the back wall, where he saw it, a black gash in the darkness...a crevasse. One wide enough for a man to wedge through. 

Urbano heard himself whisper, “The gold.” He pivoted toward the crevasse, heart beating to the chant, Villa’s gold! Villa’s gold!

He grabbed for Nestor. “Give me the lamp.”

But Nestor didn’t move, his eyes fixed on something behind Urbano. In the dim light, the indio’s eyes showed danger. Carefully, Urbano let his hand creep toward his revolver while he very slowly turned around.

Not two paces from him stood an enormous bat-monster, wings extending the width of the cave. Eyes like polished obsidian glared above an open snout displaying teeth long and sharp as daggers.

Urbano’s thoughts stammered as his mind oscillated between disbelief and terror.

At the instant when his thoughts snapped into a reaction, (Fight back, grab your gun. Shoot! Shoot! Shoot!), this infernal thing swiped its wings forward, claws seizing his shoulders. Skin and bone, and hard muscle enveloped his arms and torso. Fangs sank into his neck.

A pain like fire burned through Urbano. Blinding agony dropped a shroud of darkness between himself and the monster. A scream echoed in his skull. Iron-hard claws ripped into his chest and hot blood gushed over his skin.

[image: A black silhouette of a bird

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Camazotz crouched on the cave floor to tear the heart from his prey. The bat-god chomped on the knot of muscle, relishing every squirt of blood. This meal was worth the wait. “You are good at this, Nestor, this betrayal.”

Hearing no answer, the bat-god stopped in mid-chew. Usually, Nestor eased out of the cave to avoid witnessing a fellow human dismembered so savagely. This time, Camazotz hadn’t seen Nestor leave and sensed he was still behind him.

Then, an intense pain cleaved across the bat-god’s upper back and spine. He jerked and fell on top of his victim.

Though he tried, nothing moved below his neck. Struggling to turn his head, he caught the lantern’s glint on the blood of Nestor’s up-raised machete. 

“Yes, I am good at betrayal.” Nestor planted his sandal on Camazotz’s head to stretch the bat-god’s neck. “Let me show you what the revolution taught me. That this is Mexico, and when it comes to gold, you can’t trust anybody.”

With a grunt, Nestor heaved downwards.

In that brief moment, Camazotz prayed to Kukulcán. Master, please grant me one last wish: Curse this cave’s gold with the same treachery that Nestor brought upon me.

Camazotz waited for an answer, but all he heard was a Whack!

The cave’s interior swirled about him as his severed head tumbled through the dirt, then rolled to a stop. His eyes fixed with Nestor’s triumphant gaze until this world went dark.
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Nestor brought his family north and settled in Tucson. He smuggled the remainder of Villa’s gold across the border and buried it in the nearby mountains, carefully spending his loot one coin at a time to avoid attention.

His daughter Kismet grew into a winsome young woman, though as enigmatic as she was beautiful. Growing up, she obsessed about two things: the gold coins and collecting wild desert herbs to brew what she called “magical potions.”

Nestor wrote in his journal:

8 June 1940

I traveled north to the land of gringos, to put safe distance between myself and the treachery of my homeland.

Last year, my darling Esperanza took mysteriously ill and passed on, leaving me heartbroken. At the funeral, our only child, Kismet, asked for her share of the family secret, our stash of Villa’s gold. 

I told her she must wait until I am old and die.

Then I became ill. Now I lay on my deathbed. Kismet stands beside me, her eyes glowing with betrayal, like those of a vengeful bat-god monster.
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Jeremiah
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(A Tale of the Northern Clan)

Joseph Carrabis
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There is a scene in the movie Jesus Christ Superstar, when Jesus is surrounded by lepers and cripples and all kinds of sick sons-a-bitches. They're all reaching out for him to heal them.

Only they're not waiting for him to heal them. They're a mob dying of thirst seeing a glass of water. They're a panicking crowd seeing a doorway out of a burning house. They're a swarm of bottle flies descending on a wounded moose.

He has something they want and they're going to get it, and fuck anybody who gets in their way. It's not "Help me, Jesus," it's "Get out of my way, motherfucker."

In the movie, he's engulfed by them, like he's a single-celled animal being devoured by this amoeba of humanity. Right before he's totally devoured, he cries out, "Stop! There are too many of you!" And he's pleading because he can't stop them. There are too many, and because there are too many, he can't help a one of them.

But they don't. It's I'll get mine and screw the next guy.

I remember watching that scene in awe, whispering my revelation because I understood. "He doesn't know who he is."

My date leaned towards me. "What?"

"He doesn't know the difference between he and they."

Some guy behind me ‘shhh’ed. I stared at the screen. "He can't Shield. He doesn't know how to Shield himself."

Shhh.

[image: A black silhouette of a bird

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

A shooting pain in my head forced my eyes open. A man stared down at me, one hand gently lifted my head, the other held a canteen to my lips and eased water down my throat.

My tongue pushed past loose teeth and rasped over brittle blood clots on my lips. I got out "Who..." then coughed up a mucousy gob of lung.

"Shhh. Tom. My name's Tom." He wiped my face.

I looked around and blinked at the sunlight. The pain centered on the sides of my head, behind my eyes. 

"Don't move. Somebody did a good job loosening your brains. And you have several knife wounds. Must have pissed somebody off right well."

I inhaled the best I could. Forest scents. Pine, mostly. Oak pollen. Birch. "Where?"

"The Taconics. Mount Greylock to be exact, on the eastern face. Morning. You've been here overnight." He closed his eyes and turned his head away from me. "People are coming. You should sleep."
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"Hello?"

No answer.

I lay on a cot, one of two placed toe-to-toe along a shorter wall of a single room cabin, maybe 25x40. Spartan from what I could see except for the four windows, either stained glass or pieces of glass glazed together, and clear enough to show it was light out. A big woodstove sat in the center with radiator wings coming off towards the long ends of the room. The wall opposite me had a shelf half the wall's length with an upside-down basin, an old fashioned well pump, pots and pans neatly stacked, dishes and cups on a higher shelf, and between the two, a fine looking set of butchery knives. Diagonally, opposite me a door, hinged to open out, not in, and closed.

One long wall held drying plants, herbs, slabs of bark - a regular pharmacopoeia. I didn't recognize any of it. Nothing sellable, anyway. Sealed mason jars lined the floor under the herbs. I didn't want to look too close at what they held. Somebody's dead mongoloid baby or a floating eyeball. Didn't want that. Whatever they held, I couldn't smell formaldehyde, so maybe somebody canned their own food?

The remaining wall had a small kitchen-ish table and two chairs. A kerosene lantern and sewing supplies lay on the table.

I stood and the room swirled. My legs gave out and I fell backwards onto the cot. 

The door opened and Tom walked in with a rack of split wood in his arms. "Ah, you're standing. You feel much better."

I reached for my blade, then realized I wasn't wearing my own clothes anymore. What I had on fit tight and long, and I guessed they were his.

"It's over there." He pointed with his chin. "By the basin on the shelf."

He was older than me. Fifteen, maybe twenty years. Tall and lean, but something told me he was wiry strong. And quick.

He started towards the stove, and I moved towards my blade. It didn't look like he was carrying anything.

"Where's my sheath?"

He set the wood down quietly. When he rose, he looked larger than before. Still wiry, just bigger. He turned to me, and I could've sworn his eyes got wider. Not bigger, just further apart on his face.

Then he walked to the table and picked my sheath up in his hand. "The stitches were pretty poor on one side. I mended them. Hope you don't mind."

"Toss it here."

He did. It sailed directly into my hand, like Spiderman webbing a handgun before the crook pulls the trigger.

"I whet your knife, too. It had some serious nicks in it."

I put the knife back in its sheath and settled them both in the small of my back. "What's the game?"

He leaned back against the table. "Game?"

"What are the rules? You patched me up. I remember ten, twelve guys taking their turns with me, knives, fists, and feet. What do you want? How long have I been here?"

He looked down and to the side and shook his head. "Rules. Do what I say, and you'll be safe here? Is that an acceptable rule to you?" He turned to face the table. "You've been here about a day. You slept most of that." 

He opened a drawer I didn't know the table had and reached in. 

I let my blade fly.

It got a foot away from him, thwanged and clattered to the floor. But it didn't hit anything. There was nothing for it to hit.

Unless Tom slapped it down. I'd heard about guys like that. Special Service and Black Ops vets who couldn't be around people anymore and knew sixty million ways to kill you with a thumbtack and a Hershey bar.

"Hey, I don't want any trouble." Stupid thing to say after you just threw down on somebody who could smoke you before you blinked.

His hand came out of the drawer with a pack of cards. "Do you play cards?"

"Okay. I got it now. Whoever draws high card wins? Except I wouldn't stand a chance against you. I draw high card, and you let me go?"

"I'd hoped you'd stay for dinner, Jeremiah, but - "

"That's not my name." One time, must've been ten, fifteen years ago, I'm walking through an airport picking up a friend and this little, tiny woman, couldn't've been more than five feet tall, thin like a whip, and wrinkly old with frosty white hair, a walking Q-tip, moves through the crowd towards me.

Except she's not walking through the crowd. She’s making a beeline for me and the crowd's separating around her, getting out of her way without realizing they're doing it, like she had some kind of bow wake that's moving people aside. Except for me. I couldn't get out of her way. Her eyes were on me, and they locked my legs to the floor.

She walks right up to me and her bow wake envelopes me. I can't move, but now the whole universe is just this little old woman and me. We're not in the airport anymore, we're in something thick and milky, like a ball of hot wax, and I must work to breathe. She looks up into my eyes and pokes me in the chest, except her finger feels like a bullet breaking through my ribcage. "Lower, Center, Relax, Breathe," she says. "You're name's Jeremiah. Remember that." And she's gone. I turn around, but I can't see her. Whatever bow wake she had isn't working anymore because everybody's walking and milling and there's no ancient Q-tip anywhere. 

I stared at Tom and checked for my blade with my peripheral vision. "How d'you know that name? I talk in my sleep?"

Okay. This time his eyes definitely went wide. They got further apart on his face and his ears got pointy.

"No, you don't talk in your sleep. Jeremiah is the name Sade gave you a while ago. It's your real name. Jim's not your real name. That's her gift, to know the real." He held out his hand. "My real name's Ezekiel. Among our Kind. Straights know me as Tom."

Our Kind? Straight?

He laughed. "Same words, different culture."

He knows what I think? 

He knows what I think?

"I just want to get my blade and leave. I won't tell anybody about you. I swear. Okay?"

"You are free to leave. You are not free to hurt me in leaving." He tilted his head back and his nostrils flared. "You may not want to leave just yet though. Someone's looking for you. Smells like the same people who left you before I found you." He moved his head in an arc like a dog pinpointing a sound. "A few minutes downhill from here. Ten men? No, twelve men." He sniffed again, eyes closed. "Ethnic Chinese. One Honduran. And a mixed blood?" He opened his eyes and stared at me. "Sorry, can't be sure like this."

"Like what?"

He shoved off the table and faced me. "Like this." His hands fluttered down his front like he was dusting crumbs off his shirt. "Not like this." Tom disappeared. A small sun took his place. I turned my head and shielded my eyes, sure the heat would singe my skin.

Then Tom stood in front of me again.

"What the - "

He shuffled the cards overhand. "You'll learn." He shuffled the cards in a weave. "In time." He riffle shuffled. "If you're smart enough to survive." He spread his hands apart, waist height in front of him, cards in his left hand. They flew up in an arc and dropped into his right hand. They flew up again making a circle with his smiling face in the center, a life size cameo framed in Bicycle-brand playing cards. Circles and figure eights and towers, and houses, and dragons flicking their tails replaced the frame and finally, a fifty-two Bicycle whirlwind grew in front of him before falling neatly back into his hands, twenty-six cards in each. "Are you smart enough to survive, Jeremiah?"

[image: A black silhouette of a bird

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

The people Tom-Ezekiel sensed were Kam and members of the Bear Tong. Halcón brought up the rear because Halcón paid The Chinaman to have me done. The Chinaman assigned Kam and the Bears to the task, only the message got screwed up; they were supposed to hurt me bad, but bring me back, so Halcón could finish the job. Hurt me bad they did, but they thought they were supposed to kill me. They thought they had and, believing I was dead, dropped me in a secluded spot far from prying eyes.

Which is where Tom-Ezekiel found me.

Halcón refused to pay The Chinaman until he had proof something was done and even so, only half because he wanted me barely alive and they left me fully dead. The Chinaman ordered Kam to take the Bears and Halcón to wherever they left me and either find me or my body, and don't fuck up again or they'd find themselves on the side of a mountain far from prying eyes.

Which brings us back to Tom-Ezekiel shuffling cards, my blade on the floor between us, and him asking me if I'm smart enough to survive.

Wait a second. Kam and The Bears left me with enough knife wounds to be a sieve and more broken than unbroken bones.

But Tom-Ezekiel said I'd only been with him a day? 
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I heard voices yelling in half a dozen languages I didn't understand getting close.

"What do I have to do?"

"Your part is easy: Lower, Center, Relax, Breathe."

The voices grew quiet and now I'm hearing footsteps outside the door.

"Better hurry."

No way I could relax with Kam and the Bears outside the door, I didn't know what lower or center meant, so I breathed.

The cards flew over Tom-Ezekiel's shoulder and landed neatly on the table. He stepped towards me, and I felt the bow wake from years before. Next thing I know, he's standing beside me inside the milky white ball of wax, and he grabs my wrist. "Good start." 

He looks at me. His eyes are so far apart I think they've come off his face. Relax.

My muscles. I feel them going soft. Not so much soft, as pliable. Liquid. And the sounds of Kam and the Bears outside the door? I feel them like percussions against my skin, soft featherings like gentle, concentrated winds. And I'm still inside the ball of wax.

Lower.

Everything I am turns into a river cascading down a mountain that stops and collects somewhere right behind my balls.

Center.

The pool becomes an ocean and pulls back further. Something, some part of my skeleton - do I still have a skeleton? - tingles and lights a fire, a brilliant spark, a tungsten bulb igniting, and I'm glowing like the sun.

Breathe.

One long, slow, breath, the ball of wax melts away and so do we. I feel Tom-Ezekiel's hand still on my arm, but there's nothing there. We're invisible.

Shhh.

The door opened and a SPAS 12 muzzle, Kam's chosen weapon when he wasn't pushing a butterfly-knife into someone's vitals, followed. "Hello? Anybody home?"

Kam came in and The Bears followed with their 44 Desert Eagles.

One walked up to us, looked around, walked through us and stopped. "Anybody feel that? Got hot in here for a second."

Kam went to the door. "Nobody here."

I heard Halcón's voice, smelled him, felt his steps nearing Tom-Ezekiel's cabin. "Look again."

Wah, The Chinaman himself, said, "If Bears say not here, not here."

Halcón again. "I paid for property, Wah. I want property, or proof of property, or proof there is no property, or word will be on the street that you're no longer reliable. You want that, Wah?"

"Qù kàn kàn. Nòng chū diǎn shēngxiǎng ràng zhège húndàn bì zuǐ. Rúguǒ nǐ néng dài gěi wǒ tā de shītǐ." Go look. Make some noise and shut this bastard up. Bring me a body if you can.

My blade. Still on the floor. I moved towards it.

No, Little Brother! Stop!

One of The Bears stops and looks right at me. "Nǐ kàn dàole ma?" Did you see that?

Halcón came in and picked up my blade. "This is Jimmy's. He's here or been here."

Wah called from outside, "Zěnme huí shì?" What's
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