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Chapter One
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The town of Black Spur did not appear on any proper map.

Tom Ridley found that out after three days of riding through country so dry the grass rattled like snake bones under his horse’s hooves. The place sat low between two ridges of red stone, half hidden by dust and dead mesquite. From a distance, it looked abandoned.

But it was not.

A bell rang once as Tom rode in.

It came from the little white church at the far end of the street. The steeple leaned crooked, and the bell inside it swung though no hand pulled the rope.

Tom reined his horse to a stop.

The street was empty. No dogs barked. No doors opened. No curtain stirred in any window. Yet Tom could feel eyes on him.

He had felt that same thing before.

He had felt it in Dead Lantern.

He had felt it again when the bone wind came howling across the ridge under a moon as white as an old skull.

Now the feeling had followed him here.

Tom touched the butt of his Colt, not drawing it, only letting his fingers rest there.

“Easy,” he whispered to the horse.

The animal did not believe him.

A wooden sign swung above a weathered building on his left.

BLACK SPUR HOTEL

The word Mercy had been painted over something older. The paint had peeled enough for Tom to see the letters beneath it.

MOURNING

Tom stared at the sign.

Then the bell rang again.

This time, a door opened across the street.

An old woman stepped out of the mercantile. She was thin as a fence rail and dressed head to toe in black. Her gray hair was pulled tight behind her head. She carried a black lantern, though the sun still hung high and hard over the town.

The old woman lifted the lantern and looked at him through the dusty yellow glass.

“You are late,” she said.

Tom kept his hand near his gun.

“Late for what?”

“For the burial.”

“I did not come for a burial.”

The old woman smiled, but there was no kindness in it.

“No one ever does.”

A board creaked behind Tom.

He turned in the saddle.

A man stood on the hotel porch. Tall. Lean. Hat pulled low.

For one cold moment, Tom thought it was Buck Ramsey.

But Buck Ramsey was dead.

Tom had seen him die.

The man on the porch lifted his head just enough for Tom to see his face. It was not Buck, but it was close enough to tighten Tom’s throat. Same narrow jaw. Same hard eyes. Same look of a man who had ridden too long with evil and learned to enjoy the company.

The old woman spoke again.

“That is Frank Ramsey.”

Tom looked back at her.

“Buck’s kin?”

“His brother.”

Frank Ramsey stepped down from the porch.

“I have been waiting on you, Ridley.”

Tom drew his Colt halfway from leather.

Frank Ramsey smiled.

“You can shoot me if you like. Others have tried.”

The bell rang a third time.

Every door in Black Spur opened at once.

Men and women stepped into the street. Their faces were pale. Their clothes were old. Some wore bullet holes. Some had rope burns around their necks. Some looked freshly buried, with dirt still clinging to their collars and cuffs.

Tom’s horse backed up, snorting hard.

Frank Ramsey pointed toward the church.

“Ride away now, and you die in the desert.”

Tom’s eyes moved from face to face.

“And if I stay?”

The old woman lifted the black lantern higher.

“Then you help bury the thing under this town.”

From beneath the street came a low sound.

Not a growl.

Not a voice.

Something deeper.

The dust between Tom’s horse and the church split in a thin black line, as if the earth itself had begun to open.

Tom shoved his Colt back into its holster.

Black Spur had been waiting on him.

And whatever slept under it had just begun to wake.
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Chapter Two
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Tom Ridley sat his horse in the middle of Black Spur and watched the ground split open.

The crack was not wide. A man could have stepped across it without trouble. But black air rose out of it, cold as a winter grave. The desert heat around him seemed to pull back from that place, as though even the sun wanted no part of it.

The bell in the church tower swung again.

This time, no sound came.

That was worse.

Frank Ramsey stood in the street with his hands hanging loose at his sides. He did not reach for a gun. He did not need to. Behind him, the dead citizens of Black Spur watched Tom with hollow, waiting eyes.

The old woman with the black lantern stepped closer.

“My name is Widow Shaw,” she said. “I keep the bell.”

Tom looked toward the church.

“That bell seems to keep itself.”

“It rings when a grave is owed.”

Tom did not like the sound of that.

“I don’t owe any grave in this town.”

Widow Shaw lifted the lantern and turned it slowly, letting the yellow glass catch the light. There were marks carved into the black metal, old marks, older than the town. Tom had seen similar cuts before on stones near forgotten burial places.

“No,” she said. “But you carry the scent of a man who has walked where the dead still speak.”

Tom thought of the places behind him.

Dead Lantern.

The bone wind.

Buck Ramsey dying with hate still burning in his eyes.

He eased his horse away from the crack in the street.

“What is under this town?”

At that, several of the dead people turned their faces away.

Frank Ramsey smiled.

“Something hungry.”

Widow Shaw snapped her head toward him.

“Hold your tongue.”

Ramsey laughed softly.

“You brought him here, Widow. Best tell him the truth.”

“I brought no one,” she said. “The bell did.”

Tom looked at Ramsey.

“You are Buck Ramsey’s brother.”

“I am.”

“Then maybe you can tell me why the dead keep turning up behind your family.”

Ramsey’s smile faded.

“My brother was a fool. He thought he could ride with darkness and stay in the saddle. Darkness does not take partners, Ridley. It takes meat.”

The words had the weight of truth, but Tom did not trust them. Men like Ramsey could wrap a lie in truth and sell it as gospel.

A child stepped from the crowd.

She was no more than ten years old, wearing a faded blue dress. One side of her face was clean and pretty. The other side was gray with dust, like she had slept a long while underground.

She pointed toward the church.

“Papa is down there,” she said.

No one moved.

Tom’s throat tightened.

“Down where?”

The child pointed again.

Widow Shaw lowered her lantern.

“The church cellar.”

Tom looked from the child to the crooked little church.

“What happened here?”

The widow’s voice dropped.

“Black Spur was once called Mourning Flat. Men came here to dig silver out of the ridge. They found no silver worth keeping. But they found a coffin.”

Tom frowned.

“Buried in the mine?”

“In stone,” she said. “Not wood. Not pine. Stone black as midnight. It had a bell fixed to the lid.”

Tom looked again at the church tower.

“That bell?”

“No,” Widow Shaw said. “A little one. Small enough to hang from a coffin nail.”

The child whispered, “It rang.”

A sound moved beneath the street.

This time, it was closer to a breath.

Tom’s horse jerked hard at the reins. Tom held him steady, though he did not blame the animal for wanting to run.

Frank Ramsey turned toward the crack.

“First man to hear it was the mine boss, Abel Crowder. He said something inside the coffin was asking to be let out.”

“And he opened it?” Tom asked.

Widow Shaw nodded.

“Foolish men often mistake warning for invitation.”

Tom looked at the faces in the street.

“And whatever was inside killed the town?”

“No,” she said. “That would have been a mercy.”

The church bell finally made a sound again.

One deep note rolled over Black Spur.

The dead townsfolk stepped back from the crack in the street. Every one of them moved at the same time, as if pulled by the same rope.

Ramsey did not move.

Neither did Tom.

From somewhere beneath the town came the faint sound of a smaller bell.

Tinny.

Weak.

Buried.

Widow Shaw’s face went pale.

Tom drew his Colt.

The little bell rang again.

Then a voice rose from under the ground.

It sounded like a man calling from inside a coffin.

“Let me out.”

The child in the blue dress began to cry.

Frank Ramsey looked at Tom Ridley and said, “Now you know why you came.”
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