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Arizona Territory 1864

It was hot. The sweat trickling down Adam’s neck soaked his collar and was absorbed by the already wet patches of fabric clinging to his back. He would have welcomed the breeze, except that it swirled the dust into his eyes and ears and plastered a fine grainy film to every inch of his exposed, damp skin. He took off his hat and wiped his brow with a sleeve, smearing the grit across his forehead.

The posse he’d been riding with had split up the day before, and the men who stayed with him at the time gave up that night. He turned in his saddle to see if anyone had changed their mind, but he was still alone in the desert. It was disappointing, but he couldn’t judge them for it. The Arizona summer could kill them just as easily as a gunman could and the manner of death would not be as mercifully quick as a bullet.

He might have given up himself, but there was something different about the man they hunted. Walter Sallow had tortured and killed two cowboys outside of Tucson and then set fire to their camp. The lone survivor claimed Walter hadn’t stolen anything or messed with the herd, he just seemed to enjoy hurting them. Adam was raised to be a god-fearing man and though he’d never seen any evidence of a god, he’d encountered plenty of evil. He knew that Walter’s sort would spread through the area like a cancer if they let it.

Pulling the bandana away from his mouth, he said, “That’s my good girl, Alice,” and leaned forward to pat his horse’s neck. She tossed her head in silent protest of their uncomfortable mission but after spotting a homestead in the distance, he nudged her forward. The heat coming up from the caked earth gave the small stucco house such a wavy appearance that Adam blinked a few times to make sure it wasn’t just his imagination.

“Maybe those folks will be kind enough to give us some water.”

Being much more agreeable than her namesake, Alice made a soft whinny and trotted off that direction.

A human shopkeeper, also known as Alice, was a mean thing who’d swindled Adam out of five dollars and he had meant it as an insult when he named his new chestnut Appaloosa after her. He’d gotten a good deal on the horse because the previous owner believed that her speckled white haunches were the cause of what he deemed an unseemly attitude in a four-legged creature.

Adam had braced himself for yet another troublesome female relationship, but the horse turned out to be sweet tempered and more loyal than most of his friends.

An uneasy feeling settled over him as they neared the house. A few chickens pecked around out front, there were horses in the stable, and he could smell a Mesquite fire out back. The name Carson was burned onto a wooden shingle that hung on the fence, and though nothing seemed out of order, everything about the place felt wrong.

Adam dismounted, hitched Alice to the fence, and drew his pistol. “Anybody home?” He called out.

“What do you want here?” The reply came with the double click of a lever action rifle as it cocked. From the side of the house stumbled a tall, skinny, brown-haired kid holding the rifle tight to his armpit and holding his other–visibly broken–arm across his chest. His eyes were wet and his whole body trembled from shock.

“Take it easy, son,” Adam raised both hands over his head, making sure the kid saw that his finger was not on the trigger, “I won’t hurt you.”

“I’m not your son.”

“Fair enough. Who do you belong to?”

“My name is Jess Carson, and I don’t belong to anyone.”

“Adam Colter,” Adam said, lowering his hands. He glanced at the boy’s arm. “What happened here?”

Jess stole a look in the window and a tear escaped down his cheek. He let the rifle tip forward and angrily wiped it away with his good hand. Adam could tell that the boy didn’t trust his voice enough to speak, so he continued, hoping he was on the right track.

“I’m looking for someone,” he said, gesturing at the broken arm, “someone I think you might have had the misfortune to meet.”

“My grandpa.” Jess squeezed his eyes closed. “He’s in the house.”

The sun shone through the large front window across a table covered with a red and white checkered cloth. Neatly folded blue and green quilts draped the ends of two narrow beds lining opposite walls, and there were well used cushions made from the same checked fabric on the seats of two chairs that once sat on either side of the mantel.

The chairs were overturned and the small stacks of books that had been piled next to them were scattered across the floor. Even with the evidence of a struggle, it might have been a cheery place were it not for the headless corpse bleeding into the braided rug in front of the hearth.

Just inside the doorway Adam turned in a slow circle until he located the elder Mr. Carson’s head, very nearly kicking it with his boot. Bile rose in the back of his throat and he stepped outside to catch his breath.

“I know how to fight.” Jess looked down at his mangled arm as if still in disbelief. “But Mister ,that man is real strong and he surprised us in the middle of the night.”

“Did he tell you his name?”

Jess shook his head. “He had these...these red eyes, though.”

“Red eyes?” Adam arched an eyebrow.

“I ain’t lyin’.”

The surviving cowboy had said that Walter’s eyes were ‘red like a demon’s’. Adam was no detective lawman, but he couldn’t imagine that there were too many men fitting that description, so he knew he was close to running him down.
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THE SUN WAS SETTING by the time they buried the old man. Adam tried to give Jess some space at the gravesite behind the house, but the boy couldn’t bear it so he found a thick branch and said, “We’ll have to find a doctor to look at you—and soon, but this will do for now.”

Other than a few pained grunts, Jess was quiet while Adam splinted his arm. Afterward, he announced, “I know you’re going after that killer and I’m going with you.”

“I thought you might say that, but—”

“But what?” Jess squared his shoulders. “I’m a man, just like you.”

Adam looked him up and down. He had his doubts–the kid could not have been more than fifteen–but he asked, “Are you any good with that rifle?”

“Who do you think does all the hunting around here? My seventy-year-old Grandpa?” Jess clenched his jaw as he spoke of the dead man.

Adam clenched his jaw. He couldn’t imagine what happened to the parents, but he could picture the boy and his grandfather reading those adventure stories by the firelight each night after the chores were done. Mr. Carson might have even been the one who taught Jess to read–a rare skill in the area.

“No matter what happens, this won’t turn out like you expect it to,” Adam warned. But Jess was already saddling his horse. He made it look easy, even with the use of only one arm.

They didn’t talk much as they rode into town, but Jess couldn’t help himself from asking, “You ever kill anyone?”

“Nope,” Adam said, adding, “but I got a feeling Walter Sallow won’t come along to be hanged without a fuss. Could be that changes soon.”

“What if he kills you?”

Adam’s lips thinned, but the kid asked a fair question. He’d been so furious since finding the headless man on the floor that he hadn’t considered the possibility of Walter being the one to walk away from their encounter.

There was no hotel in town, but Jess had told Adam of a guest house and they planned to stay there, resuming the hunt at first light. When they rode past the saloon though, Jess pulled on his reins and said, “That’s his horse.” He would never forget the symbol etched into the saddle. It was a wolf’s head with a long dagger plunged through its ears.

Adams turned to Jess, saying, “If he kills me and you’ve got a shot, take it. If you don’t have a shot, then you better hide. Sell everything of yours and mine and get as far away from here as you can; do you hear me?”

Before he lost his nerve, he left Jess with the horses and pushed through the doors to the saloon. The bartender held up a bottle of whiskey and Adam nodded, sidling up in front of him. There were no girls, and no music, and as he looked around, he noticed that he and the bartender were the only ones in the place, except for one man at a table in the middle of the room.

The man spit tobacco on the floor and said, “You’re all that’s left of the posse.”

Jess and the cowboy were right. Walter Sallow’s eyes were rimmed with crusty, peeling flesh, as if he’d been sunburned over and over in the same spot, and they were bloodshot red. He had a large pendant of some kind hanging from a leather cord around his neck. He was bigger than Adam but not a particularly oversized man. Still, his gruesome appearance and arrogant mannerisms gave him the air of a titan.

Adam’s mouth went dry. He was a good hunter and a damn quick draw, but he wasn’t lying when he told the kid he’d never killed anyone. Not allowing himself to dwell on that, he turned to Walter slowly and said, “You’re still under arrest.”

“Take it outside,” the bartender ordered.

“You put turpentine in the whiskey,” Walter accused, and in a flash drew his pistol and shot the man behind the bar.

Adam had never seen anyone draw so fast, but even as the whiskey bottle shattered and the man collapsed behind him, he never looked away from his target, and he’d shot Walter in the stomach with his Colt revolver before the bartender hit the floor.

Walter roared and lunged for him, and as they fell backward through the swinging doors, Adam eyed the pendant around his neck. It was a dried-out wolf’s ear, petrified and edged with crusted blood.

Adam scrambled away as they hit the boardwalk and Jess tossed him a rifle as he got to his feet. No man could survive for long after taking a belly shot, but there was Walter, flailing his arms and firing wildly into the street. He was going to kill everyone but Adam at that rate, and Adam had a sick feeling that was his plan.

Jess hollered, “Hey!” and drew Walter’s fire in their direction.

Adam shot the rifle, cocked the lever, and shot again, over and over until Walter finally stumbled forward, face first in the dirt. His body convulsed, and he flopped onto his back, a pool of blood seeping out from underneath him.

“Finish it,” he gasped, “or I’ll come for you.”

Adam gave Jess a doubtful look, but then he thought of the cowboys and old Mr. Carson, and he drew his pistol again, aiming it at the dying man’s forehead.

“Finish it the right way,” Walter rasped.

Jess was confused. “The right way?”

“His mind is gone already.”

Walter reached out and grabbed Adam’s ankle. “The right way,” he repeated.

Never losing his aim, he jerked his leg away, and then Adam Colter held his breath...and killed a man. Or so he thought.
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Present Day

He might not have noticed the dark-headed blur making its way toward the base of Shock Butte, but Sebastian Scott’s gaze had been focused in that direction for twenty minutes as he watched the sun set over the mountains. Though he’d lived in the desert for most of his life, it never ceased to amaze him how the wide bands of gold and pink streaking across the sky made it appear as if the few clouds were ablaze.

As the evening’s light show disappeared on the horizon, Bash reached inside the back door and took his binoculars from a peg on the wall. He twisted the focus and the figure of Adam Colter climbing the trail that wound around the butte became clear. Adam could move much faster than Bash, but not so fast that he couldn’t be seen at all.

“What are you up to, Colter?” he wondered aloud.

As was frequently the case, Bash found himself torn between a longing to better understand his nocturnal friend and an instinctive inclination to stay out of the business of vampires. That night, he decided on the latter, replaced the binoculars, and locked the door behind him.

Safely inside, the most powerful of his instincts gave him pause. As one of Chuparosa’s deputy sheriffs, he had a responsibility that went beyond mere curiosity. Adam’s activities fueled his anxiety, but Bash trusted his friend and though Shock Butte was an odd choice, he reminded himself that for Adam, an early evening hike was no different than an early morning hike for the rest of them.

Lost in thought, he stood in the center of the room until Laura Deane looked up from the kitchen table.

“You okay?” She was sorting dried herbs and funneling them into linen pouches. Despite their many recent distractions, her herbal tea business was thriving and she would be up all night preparing her latest order.

The Duran Duran playlist had ended so he scrolled through her music app, turned the phone to show her his selection and when she grinned, pressed play.

“What else can I do, baby?”

She handed him a scoop and as Depeche Mode filtered through the little hockey puck shaped speaker on the table, he sat across from her and got to work, pushing Adam’s behavior not out of, but to the back of his mind.

* * *
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“ALMOST TWO HUNDRED years,” Adam announced to the night. He pulled a fifth of whiskey from his backpack, took a sip and sat down cross-legged with his back against the stone marker. “And I still ran out of time.”

The angel known as Daniel had been buried atop Shock Butte by Heaven’s Watch a few weeks earlier and it was only since then that Adam could finally talk to him on a regular basis.

Daniel’s race of angels was called the Authorities. They led teams of humans against ancient forces that were inclined to take back the earth which they believed was stolen from them by an unjust god.

Adam had moved to Chuparosa shortly before Daniel began recruiting his friends into Heaven’s Watch. The Deane sisters and their kids, Deputy Sebastian Scott, Deputy Chuck Ruiz and his wife, Mena, and Pastor Andrew Clarke. Their unfortunate life experiences and uncanny abilities made them excellent candidates for such a dangerous job.

On the surface they were only foot soldiers for a paranoid god that they were never even likely to see. In truth, they cared less about His agenda than they did about protecting the earth and those they shared it with, whether their neighbors were human or not. The ancient town of Chuparosa was built along a network of ley lines that ran through Arizona, and it was home to several direct portals that led to what the locals called the Other Side.

Chuparosa was rough, just ask Sheriff Scott, but its people were strong–they had to be. Both Sides existed by maintaining an uneasy truce over the years and though their collective moral compasses often spun wildly, Adam had always found himself in sync with the residents, no matter what Side of the veil they occupied.

It took some time, but they had more or less welcomed him, fangs and all, and it wasn’t long until they were as devoted to him as they were to each other.

Daniel had never officially asked for Adam’s help in the Watch, but he’d never refused it either. Adam’s real interest in the angel always had less to do with the Lord’s work than his own existential questions. Questions that would haunt him for his entire life, however long that turned out to be. With Daniel gone, there were no answers to be found and sometimes Adam feared that fact would drive him insane.

As a vampire he could see spirits and had been spending time near the grave in hopes that Daniel’s ghost might haunt the area where he was murdered. Perhaps it was true though when Thomas said that angels, having served their purpose, simply ceased to exist.

Adam chuckled to himself. Of course, they would be left with Thomas, a fallen angel who once used a troubled young witch to father the Deane sisters. Even though he’d redeemed himself somewhat, everything Thomas said was to be taken with a lot more than a mere grain of salt. Adam ran his hand over the gravestone with a heavy sigh. Daniel’s fate seemed unconscionable, but then again so did everything else.

He scanned the area once more for a hint of Daniel’s presence but saw nothing other than two curious bobcats poking their heads around a crumbling rock formation. The Bobs lived on the Other Side but frequently wandered in and out of Chuparosa’s many portals. Adam wasn’t sure when they’d befriended the Watch, but they’d been a steady presence, if not an altogether comforting one, for as long as he could remember.

He was suddenly reminded of their mistress, Adira, and sat up straight to look around for her. The enormous mountain lion was more worrisome, but she was nowhere to be found that night, so he leaned the back of his head against the gravestone and tried to relax. The Bob’s sniffed around him for a bit and then settled themselves in the dirt at his side. He gave one a scratch under the chin and checked his phone. Nothing from Cara either.

Cara Marshall used to accompany him in the desert at night, but she had declined once again citing a lead to follow up on. Like him, she hunted only ‘monsters’ for blood and her favorites were sexual predators. He feared it was becoming an obsession of hers, one that could cause unnecessary exposure and put both of them and their friends in danger.

He sat for a while longer, engulfed in the sounds of the desert at night. Between the dulling effect of the whiskey and the constant chirp of the insects, he nearly dozed off. In the distance, a group of coyotes began to yip at one another, and a sudden uneasy feeling jolted him out of the haze. The Bobs scattered as he jumped to his feet, convinced of another presence with him on the butte. But even with his heightened senses he could see nothing.

“Daniel?” He called out.

When there was no response, he snickered to himself in embarrassment, sent a two-word text and then made his way down the side of the butte. Unless there was an emergency, his job as night engineer at the utility company didn’t require him on weekends, so on the way home he busied himself by mentally making plans.

There was a time when he volunteered at the hospital on the east side of Phoenix. It gave him a chance to balance all the violence in his life, but they’d had a change in administration and were only accepting daytime help. It was just as well since lately the violence might very well follow him in to one of the wards. Bash had said something about night fishing Saturday on Lake Pleasant and maybe he could convince Cara to come back to the butte with him on Sunday.

There were few streetlamps in Chuparosa, but as he approached his home in the moonlight, Adam could make out the figure of a man emerging from behind the shed in his yard. The man was half hidden, little more than a shadow and for a second Adam thought it might just be part of a Palo Verde tree. Then the shadow spit on the ground and a chill ran up Adam’s spine.

He stole a glance toward the driveway and was relieved that Cara’s car was still gone, but when he looked back, so was the intruder. There was something familiar about the man’s behavior that filled Adam with dread and he sprinted to the shed, finding only footprints and a sickening glob of wet tobacco in the dirt.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two


[image: ]


Cara found Jason in the bookstore’s coffee shop with his nose buried in the latest C.J. Box novel. Jason had been her assistant at the bank and continued to moonlight for her when she left to start her own financial consulting company.

“Please tell me you’re not going to run off and become a game warden,” she teased, “Jason, I will die without you.”

“Here.” He frowned and handed her a double espresso. “I could never.”

In truth, he dreamed nightly of doing just that but couldn’t stomach the idea of wasting his expensive finance degree. The fact that she was a vampire and needed him in order to operate during the daytime notwithstanding, mentors like Cara were hard to come by. At the very thought of leaving her–or vice versa–he would pop a Tums.

She trusted him completely and was teaching him everything she knew, which was a lot. So much that when she left the bank, many clients begged her to take them along. The few who knew she was a vampire didn’t care as long as their wealth continued to grow. Those who didn’t know probably wouldn’t have cared either since they never even questioned her odd meeting hours.

Her intent that night was to work for a while and then follow up on a rumor she’d heard about an abandoned building being used to process girls for trafficking. After some internet research, it looked like there wasn’t much to the rumor since the police had recently done a decent sweep of the area in question.

She was weighing her decision to investigate further when Adam’s text came in: miss you.

Her heart sank. She hadn’t done either of them any favors by neglecting him lately and was suddenly quite anxious to get home. After responding to a few emails, she made some changes to a spreadsheet, finished her espresso, and closed her laptop.

Jason looked over his glasses. “Are we done already?”

“It’s Friday night. Go have some fun.”

“Like what?” He scowled at the foreign concept.

“Like a movie or,” she lowered her voice for dramatic effect, “a girl.” She laughed out loud at the pained look on his face. “Speaking of, do you want my man to get jealous?”

Jason gulped. He’d met Adam several times and no, he did not want to make him jealous. There was a girl he could call. A girl he’d disappointed by working that night. If she were still interested, they might be able to catch a movie. When he hurried off, Cara gathered her things, purchased an iced mocha for Adam and headed out.

Unlike the Deanes, her dark-headed statuesque friends, Cara was petite and blonde but since becoming a vampire, she could easily fight off any human attacker. Still, out of habit she positioned her keys between her fingers and scanned the parking lot for signs of trouble. It was a busy location with lots of friend groups and couples filing in and out of the restaurants, the book shop and the theater.

There was, however, one woman who stood out in the crowd. She was also petite, with lavender colored hair bobbed at her shoulders. She wore dark blue jeans and a pink t-shirt that said Feminist AF. She stared at Cara for a long moment and then smiled, flashed her fangs, and climbed into a deep red Ford F-150 with the license plate: R3DN3K. She waved out the window as she drove away, and Cara fell against her little Honda Civic in shock.

She drove home slowly wondering whether or not she should tell Adam about the woman and made an abrupt decision in the driveway, deciding to wait. Worrying him would defeat the purpose of her early return home. There had been no harm done and clearly, she and the other vampire were on the same side of society. If the woman showed up again, Cara would approach her and get some more details. Until then, she would try to resuscitate her relationship and use a bit more caution while she was out.

––––––––
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EVEN AFTER A THOROUGH search of the property revealed nothing unusual, Adam’s anxiety level rose. He stared out at the darkness from behind the living room curtain, silently cursing himself for not pursuing an unsettling experience he’d had a few weeks earlier.

On the night that Daniel was killed, Adam’s friends did battle in a church filled with demons while he headed off a group of goblins encroaching from the Other Side. Adam harbored a particular hatred for goblins and smiled to himself, remembering the satisfaction of tearing out their sinewy throats with his fangs.

His smile faded as the complete memory came back. The fire from inside the church had reflected off the windows, causing him to squint and as he tossed one of the short, scaly bodies away, he could have sworn that he saw the face of his maker in the refracted light.

The sight of him had given Adam such a jolt that he was unaware as the last goblin, emboldened by his paralysis, ran up behind him. He heard a wet crunch and a warbling squeal and when he whirled around, the goblin had been torn apart by someone else. Like his experience at the shed near his house, no one was there when he searched the land around the church.

“Shit,” Adam growled.

Every decade or so they ran into one another. It was a pattern that he’d long since tired of and it was a dangerous complication that neither Cara nor his friends deserved to be saddled with. He could keep it from them while he figured out what his maker wanted this time but if he couldn’t take care of it, they would be forced to deal with Walter Sallow on their own while grieving Adam’s death.

Carl, his one-eyed brindle Pit bull paced alongside of him in a show of never-ending support, even though he resented being left home to wait for Cara while Adam hiked the butte. Carl lost his eye during a dog fight in Phoenix and had been left for dead by his handlers on the night Adam found him. By the next morning Carl was safe in a new home and a once lucrative criminal enterprise had suffered a bloody and permanent shutdown.

Adam had to stop himself from running out to meet her when Cara’s car pulled in the driveway. Once inside, she piled her things on the coffee table and wrapped her arms around him.

“I miss you too, Adam.”

His surprise at the notion brought tears to her eyes, but his hungry kisses told her that it would soon be okay. He seemed so relieved to see her that she took advantage, purring, “Do you want to go outside?”

He hesitated, tilting his head side to side and seeming to take great pains over the decision. A lock of dark brown hair fell across his eyes giving him the look of a boy who was up to something. He was every inch a man though, a man who had something on his mind, something she hoped it wasn’t too late to fix.

In the end, he decided to keep whatever it was to himself, grabbed a throw blanket off the couch and opened the door. Outside, he took a long and careful look around before taking her hand and setting off into the night.

––––––––
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THE MOON WAS HIGH OVERHEAD by the time they’d hiked to their favorite spot. It was a collection of large flat rocks, piled randomly and jutting over the side of Ford Canyon. The vast darkness was punctuated only by the outline of cactus in the starlight and the rustling of tiny animals scurrying around the bushes. Precariously close to the edge, he stood in silence with his back to her, and she worried that he might be having second thoughts about forgiving her inattention.

He soaked in the still night air for a while longer and then said, “I almost find it hard to miss the daytime when there are nights like this,” He added to himself that he would do anything to preserve those nights and the life he and Cara had carved out in Chuparosa.

Then he felt her arms around his middle and his thoughts became more carnal. She walked her fingers up his chest and worked her way back down, undoing the buttons on his shirt until she reached his waistband and unbuckled his belt.

He moved her body to face one of the larger rocks and from behind brushed her hair aside to kiss her neck while he slid one hand down her shorts, and the other one up her sweatshirt.

She stepped one foot on a dead Saguaro branch, spreading her knees slightly and grinding against him
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