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Chapter One
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The wind came into Perdition Flats just before sundown, carrying dust, dead grass, and something that smelled like an open grave.

Tom Ridley noticed it first while watering his horse outside the livery. The animal jerked its head up, ears pinned back, nostrils flaring.

“Easy, boy,” Tom said, laying one hand on the gelding’s neck.

But the horse would not settle.

Across the street, doors began to close. Not slam. Just close. One after another, as if every soul in town had heard the same thing coming.

Tom looked toward the western hills.

The sky there had turned the color of old blood.

Perdition Flats was a small settlement on the edge of Arizona Territory, built where no town had any good reason to stand. There was a dry wash, a church with no preacher, a jail with one cell, and a cemetery that had grown faster than the town itself.

Tom had ridden in that morning looking for a man named John Ramsey.

He found him in the jail, not locked up, but sitting behind the marshal’s desk with his boots propped on a drawer and a shotgun across his knees.

John Ramsey had once been a lawman. Some said he quit. Others said the badge quit him. He was broad-shouldered, gray-eyed, and wore an old scar down the side of his jaw that looked pale against his weathered face.

“You Tom Ridley?” John had asked.

“That depends who wants to know.”

“The dead do.”

Tom almost smiled, but John did not.

That was how the trouble started.

Now, as the red wind rolled closer, John stepped out of the jail and stood in the middle of the street. His long coat snapped around his legs. In one hand he held the shotgun. In the other he held a small leather Bible, worn nearly smooth.

Tom tied his horse and walked toward him.

“Storm coming?” Tom asked.

John looked at the sky.

“No.”

The first scream came from the church.

It was a woman’s scream, sharp and sudden, then cut short like a rope had been pulled tight around it.

Tom drew his Colt and ran.

John followed.

The church doors hung open, though Tom would have sworn they had been closed moments before. Inside, the lamps had gone out. The pews stood in crooked rows, and the altar cloth fluttered though no wind blew inside.

A woman knelt near the front.

Her name was Mrs. Stone, the widow who kept the boarding house. She was alive, but shaking so hard she could not speak. Her eyes were fixed on the wall behind the pulpit.

Tom raised his gun.

At first he saw nothing but shadow.

Then the shadow moved.

A shape clung to the wall where no man could stand. Thin arms. Bent shoulders. A head that tilted too far to one side.

John lifted the shotgun.

“Don’t look at its face,” he said.

Tom did anyway.

For one frozen second, he saw a dead man staring back at him. Not just any dead man.

His own father.

Tom stumbled backward.

The thing on the wall opened its mouth.

His father’s voice came out.

“Tommy boy,” it whispered. “You left me in the ground.”

John fired.

The blast filled the church with smoke and splinters. The thing shrieked, but it was not a human sound. It was the sound of coyotes and rattlesnakes and coffins breaking open all at once.

Then it vanished.

Mrs. Stone fainted onto the floor.

Tom stood breathing hard, his Colt still pointed at the wall. His hand trembled despite his effort to steady it.

John broke the shotgun open and shoved in two fresh shells.

“What was that?” Tom asked.

John looked at him.

“The reason I sent for you.”

“I didn’t get any message from you.”

John’s face changed.

“Then who brought you here?”

Tom thought back to the trail that morning. The rider in the black hat. The sealed note. The way the man never gave his name and never left tracks in the dust.

Before Tom could answer, the church bell began to ring.

Slow.

Heavy.

One solemn strike after another.

But no one was in the bell tower.

John whispered, “It’s starting again.”

Outside, the red wind hit Perdition Flats.

And from the cemetery beyond town came the sound of many voices, all of them calling Tom Ridley by name.
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The church bell kept ringing.

Slow.

Heavy.

Each strike rolled across Perdition Flats like a hammer blow against a coffin lid.

Tom Ridley stepped out of the church with his Colt still in his hand. The red wind struck him full in the face, hot as breath from a furnace and bitter with dust. Across the street, curtains moved in dark windows. Nobody came outside. Nobody called for help.

The bell rang again.

John Ramsey came out behind him, shotgun held low.

“That bell rope was cut two years ago,” John said.

Tom glanced up at the tower. The bell swung in the shadows, though the air around it was still.

“Then who’s ringing it?”

John’s mouth tightened.

“The town is.”

Tom looked at him.

John turned toward the cemetery north of town. The place sat on a low rise beyond the last buildings, surrounded by a sagging fence of gray pickets. Wooden crosses leaned in every direction. A few stone markers stood crooked among them.

The red wind moved over those graves like water over stones.

Then Tom heard the voices.

They came thin at first, like whispers slipping through cracks in a wall.

Tom Ridley.

Tom Ridley.

Tom Ridley.

His name passed from grave to grave.

His hand tightened around the Colt.

“You hear that?” he asked.

John nodded.

“I hear more than I want to.”

Mrs. Stone groaned from inside the church. Tom turned back, but John caught his arm.

“She’ll live. The others may not.”

“What others?”

John looked toward the boarding house.

A lantern had just gone out in an upstairs window.

Then another.

And another.

From somewhere in town, a child began to cry.

Tom holstered his pistol and ran toward the boarding house. John followed, his spurs scraping the dust. The red wind pushed against them like a living thing trying to keep them away.

The boarding house was a two-story frame building with a sagging porch and a painted sign that squealed on rusty hooks. The front door stood open.

Tom stopped at the threshold.

The air inside was cold.

Not cool.

Cold.

Like stepping into a root cellar in January.

A lamp burned on the front desk, its flame blue instead of yellow. The room smelled of tallow, dust, and old earth.

“Mrs. Stone keeps six rooms,” John said quietly. “Three were rented last I knew.”

Tom drew his Colt again.

“By who?”

“A drummer from Yuma. A widow and her boy. And a gambler named Silas Vane.”

At the mention of the gambler’s name, something thumped upstairs.

Once.

Then again.

Tom moved toward the staircase.

A voice drifted down from above.

“Tommy boy.”

Tom stopped cold.

It was his father’s voice again.

John’s shotgun came up.

“Do not answer it.”

Tom swallowed.

The voice came once more, soft and familiar.

“Tommy boy, I been waiting.”

Tom’s father had been dead eleven years. He had died in Kansas with a bullet in his chest and Tom kneeling beside him, too young and scared to do anything but watch the blood run between his fingers.

Tom had buried him himself.

At least, he thought he had.

John started up the stairs first.

The boards creaked under his boots. Tom followed close behind. At the top of the stairs, the hallway stretched left and right, lined with numbered doors. The blue lamplight below did not reach far, and the shadows seemed thicker than they ought to be.

Room four stood open.

Something dragged across the floor inside.

John motioned Tom to stay back, then eased toward the door. He leaned just far enough to look in.

His face hardened.

“What is it?” Tom asked.

John did not answer.

Tom stepped beside him.

The room was small. A bed. A washstand. A chair.

The drummer from Yuma lay on the floor with his back arched and his mouth open. His skin had gone gray. His eyes were wide, fixed on nothing. His carpetbag had spilled beside him, scattering ribbons, needles, buttons, and cheap combs across the planks.

Standing over him was a man in a black hat.

Tom knew that hat.

He knew the long dark coat.

He knew the narrow shoulders.

It was the rider who had given him the note on the trail.

Only now, Tom could see what the dusk had hidden that morning.

The man’s face was nothing but bone.

Not clean bone. Not white bone.

Old yellow bone, cracked and stained, with strips of dry flesh clinging to the jaw. Empty sockets turned toward Tom.

“You came,” the thing said.

Its voice was not his father’s now. It was dry and hollow, like wind moving through a dead tree.

Tom fired.

The bullet struck the thing in the chest and passed through its coat, splintering the wall behind it.

The bone-faced rider did not move.

John fired both barrels.

The blast threw the creature backward into the far wall. For a moment, it hung there as if nailed upright.

Then it laughed.

The sound rattled the window glass.

John seized Tom by the shoulder.

“Back!”

The rider lifted one bony hand and pointed at Tom.

“You were named in the ground,” it said. “You were promised before birth.”

Tom felt the hallway tilt under him.

“What does that mean?”

The rider’s jaw opened wider than any jaw should.

“The grave always collects what is owed.”

The floorboards beneath the dead drummer began to crack.

A dark line opened between them. Then another. Earth pushed up through the gaps, black and wet. The drummer’s body jerked once, then slid toward the widening hole as though something below had taken hold of him.

Tom lunged forward, but John grabbed him again.

“Leave him!”

“He may still be alive!”

“He ain’t!”

The drummer vanished through the floor with a wet ripping sound.

The boards slammed shut.

The room went still.

The rider was gone.

Tom stood breathing hard, smoke curling
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