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Prologue

There was no church. As far as anyone knew, there had never been a church. But there was a graveyard.

No one was exactly sure why it was there. It had been there even before there was a town, and by the time people came to live nearby the tops of the earliest graves were already sunken and overgrown, and the words scratched on the rough stones had already become almost indistinguishable.

There were some who thought that it would not be a good idea to build a town there, that the graveyard was a bad omen, but the soil was good and the climate was pleasant. What did a few graves matter?

The graveyard did little to spoil the beauty of the countryside, with its tall pecan trees, its rustling oaks, its whispering elms. In fact, the graves were practically hidden by the trees and the weeds which grew all around in such profusion that it was as if they drew a special sustenance from the soil there.

Perhaps the first grave had been that of a Spanish explorer, for those were the men who had first wandered through the region. He might have been killed by a vengeful Indian, or he might have died from a fever brought on by exposure and hardship. He might have been killed by one of his own companions, who was brought to justice by the others and buried beside the man he had murdered.

It didn’t really matter. The first grave was dug and the first stone was set, and after that there were others buried nearby.

The others might have been placed there because one grave had already been dug. Whoever buried the others might have thought that they were using consecrated ground, though there was not church to be seen.

And so the graveyard grew.

One old stone said that the person who rested beneath it had been “killed by Mexican bandits,” though it gave no name.

Another said that in the ground there rested a man “who read the Bible.”

And another told of a man who was shot by an Indian arrow.

Those were the stones that could still be read when the town was settled by the members of a group trying to escape the effects of the Civil War in Georgia. They had come to Texas looking for a new start, a start they hoped to make with little to sustain them except the willingness to work hard and the hope that what was past would someday cease to haunt them.

They brought with them some broken sticks of furniture, some worn farm tools, their Bibles, and a few bags of cotton seed. Money was in short supply, and some of them had none at all.

There was plenty of land in Texas, though, and this place where they stopped to rest had a spring that ran sweet and clear from the side of a little hill, collecting water in a shallow pool where they could scoop it up in their hands and drink.

They stayed the night there, and when they woke up the next morning someone suggested that they stay.

“The land looks right fertile,” he said. “We could clear the land and plant cotton here, build our homes. Why wear ourselves out travelin’? This here’s as good a spot as we could wish for.”

Someone else had found the graveyard by then.

It was a good way down the hill from the spring, but some of the children had been playing hide and seek and run across the stones in a clearing in the trees.

“It’s graves, sure enough,” a man said after the children had come running back and told the adults what they had seen. “I don’t know as I like the idea of buildin’ a town by a graveyard.”

The adults trooped through the trees and looked at the graves, tried to make out the inscriptions on the stones.

“Maybe we should just move on,” a woman said. “It don’t seem right, there bein’ graves here and not even a church around.”

“We’ll build a church,” a man said. “And we’ll be needin’ a graveyard soon enough.”

There was no arguing with that, and before long everyone was in agreement. This was the place they would stay.

They built their homes, and they cleared the land. They planted their cotton, and the fields were green and thick with it by the next summer.

The church was built, too, and they gathered there on Sundays to give thanks to the Lord for their good fortune.

The people prospered, and soon there was a town, with a school and stores and a graveyard of its own.

They named the town Springville, for the water that still flowed pure and sweet from the stones in the side of the hill.

But for some reason they did not disturb the graveyard they had found there. When the first of their number died, the buried him in a new plot not far from the church; somehow they did not want to disturb the old graves with newly dug earth.

It wasn’t as if they were frightened. It wasn’t that, or so they told themselves.

Oh, there were stories about the old graves, stories that were told late at night around a crackling fire in the winter or in the lazy summer evenings to pass the time. Stories that things had been there at night—the white, moving glow that might have been a ghost, though everyone dismissed it as a will o’ the wisp; the unaccountable movement of the trees in the stillest of nights; the animals that approached the trees on a dead run only to stop in their tracks and back away, the hair on their backs bristling stiffly.

So that part of the land was never cleared. The trees there were left to grow thick and tall and throw their black shadows over the land, and if there were noises in the woods—and there were—no one ever went to investigate them.

No one was ever curious enough to wonder what the sounds might be; no one was ever curious enough to see if they were made by man or animal or something that was neither one.

There were places down by the graveyard that would have made fine home sites, but no one built there.

“We just like it better up the hill,” everyone said. “More sunshine, and you can see better from up here. See all around. You can see the cotton growin’ in the summer. We like that.”

Finally, though, there was a house down there, right in the shadows of the trees, right where whoever lived in it could look out his windows and practically see the graves that moldered in the woods.

It was a strange house, and it was hardly right to say that it was built. More like it was thrown together of ill-fitting boards and whatever came to hand. It looked like it was going to be cold in the winter and wet when it rained.

The people who lived there were a ragged-looking bunch, too, fit for the house they inhabited.

Their name was Harp, but everybody who saw them knew these Harps were not the kind the angels played.

The old man was tall, well over six feet, and burly as a bear. He had a thick black beard and thick, black, greasy hair that hung down from beneath his greasy hat and brushed the shoulders of his coat.

His two sons looked the same, and their slatternly wives were unkempt and plumply white, harried by both their husbands and the swarm of squalling brats that surrounded them.

The Harps had no desire to become farmers.

They did no work as far as anyone could tell, yet they always seemed to have enough to get by on and they always paid their bills at the general store.

They did a lot of hunting in the woods, and people figured they ate pretty well on squirrel and possum and the occasional raccoon. Whatever else they got, and where they got it, they didn’t talk about. And no one asked.

The people of Springville knew the Harps were no good, and were up to no good, but as long as they didn’t bother the folks who lived nearby no one was willing to say anything.

No one wanted to cause trouble.

No one wanted to stir them up. The Harps looked like they could be mighty dangerous if they got stirred up.

So people left them alone. If they came to town, no one spoke to them except the storekeepers, and they spoke only if they could not avoid it.

There was an unspoken truce between the Harps and the people of Springville that lasted for a good many years.

And then things began to happen.


PART I

“The number of the dead long exceedeth all that shall live.”

—Sir Thomas Browne, “Hydriotaphia, Urn-Burial”


Chapter One

First it was chickens.

Nearly everyone had some around the house and yard. They spent most of the day scratching and clucking, but now and then they would go into the hen house, if there was one, or into the grass nearby, and lay an egg to pay for their keep. Sometimes on Sunday, a good fat hen would be killed and baked or fried for dinner, along with potatoes or dumplings and giblet gravy.

The Harps had chickens, too, but they were a scrawny breed, not much given to laying eggs and hardly fit for the table. But apparently the Harps liked to eat chicken as much as anyone, and if they couldn’t eat their own they would eat someone else’s.

That didn’t seem so bad to most folks. If the Harps needed a hen, well, let them have it. It was better than having them break in the house and steal something really valuable; chickens were easily replaced, and there was almost always some old hen setting on her eggs, ready to bring a new brood into the yard.

There was something a little scary about watching the elder Harp stand in his front yard and wring the chicken’s neck. He would grasp the squawking bird in his big hand and cut off the sound in mid squawk as he tightened his grip.

Then he would begin to whirl the bird around and around in front of him, going faster and faster until the bird was almost nothing but a blur of feathers.

Suddenly the neck would tear and the body of the hen would fly across the yard, streaking the grass with drops of its blood. When the body hit it would somehow leap to its feet and run horribly around the yard, now and then bumping into a tree or the wash pot and staggering to the side, only to get up and run again until like a child’s toy top its energy was depleted and it flopped over on its side.

Harp would stand there holding the neck in his hand, the head drooping down, its beady eyes half open, as if it might be staring in wonder at the curious gyrations of its former body and puzzling over how the body could do such things without the insignificant brain that had once guided it.

Harp would look up the hill to see if anyone might be watching him, and if anyone was he might hold up the head and neck and let a little of the blood drip down on his tongue. Then he would toss the head aside casually and retrieve the body. Later, when they were singeing the pinfeathers off over a low wood fire, the smell of the burning would carry all the way up to the top of the hill.

There were other things, much worse things, but those didn’t affect the people on the hill.

At least they told themselves they weren’t affected.

What did it matter to them, after all, if a stranger who came through the town didn’t make it to his destination? They couldn’t be held responsible for every pilgrim who lost his way. Travel in Texas was dangerous; everyone knew that, and if a man couldn’t look out for himself he ought not to be a traveler. He ought to stay at home where he belonged.

That was what they told themselves.

Some of them might even have believed it.

But some of them knew better. Some of them knew that the Harps were more than chicken thieves. Some of them knew that the Harps had to be getting their money from somewhere. They bought things at the store—flour and sugar and salt and coffee and now and then a bit of cloth for a dress for one of the women—but they raised no crops and they did not work for anyone.

Some of the people knew or suspected where the money came from, all right.

They kept their mouths shut, though, when relatives of missing men came to the town asking about their kin, or if they talked they said no more than “Yep, that sounds like the fella that was through here a few weeks back. I talked to him while he was buying a can of tomatoes over to the store. Seemed like a nice enough fella, but kinda quiet. He never said where he was goin’ to. You say he never made it to your place? I wonder what could’ve happened to him, now?”

No one ever said what everyone was thinking, and that was that the Harps had killed the man and taken what he had. The first few times, people might have thought it was outlaws on the trail, or maybe wild animals. Or maybe even that the fella had got himself lost and just starved to death before he came to another trail. They even told themselves that the traveler might’ve found himself some place on the trail that he liked better than the place he was headed and just put down roots right there.

But they knew better.

They knew that the Harps were the cause of the disappearances.

No one said it aloud. No one said how they knew. But everyone knew that it was so.

There was a river not far off, and some people thought that if you could see to the bottom of it, which you couldn’t, since it was sort of silty green most of the time, you could see the bodies of those travelers, probably with their stomachs slit open and rocks stuffed inside to weight them down.

The rocks would hold them there until the fish ate them, the gars and the catfish getting fat on waterlogged human flesh.

And there were some whose private thoughts went to the graveyard in the trees. They wondered if there weren’t some new graves there, some that were not marked by stones, dug hurriedly and shallow in the depths of the night, the bodies stripped and rolled in and covered over before the dawn.

No one mentioned such a thing, however. No one said a word.

They knew the Harps too well by then, had seen the light of madness in their eyes, had seen the utter contempt with which the Harps regarded others, had seen the complete indifference those eyes held toward human life.

No one wanted to mess with the Harps, and no one did.

Until the day that Jeremiah West came to Springville.


Chapter Two

Jeremiah West was a man who believed in all the things the Harps detested: hard work, honesty, and community.

He came to Springville long after the Harps appeared on the scene, after the elder Harp begun to look more like a biblical patriarch than an outlaw. His long hair and beard were thickly streaked with white now, and he walked bent over and used a cane.

He still killed chickens in the yard, however, and any number of people who passed through town still failed of reaching their ultimate destinations. His sons had become middle-aged and their children were grown.

The old man’s grandsons had found wives of their own from somewhere, wives that looked much like the sluttish women their fathers had married. The daughters had gone off, no doubt to be sluttish wives of men like their brothers.

A couple of new houses had appeared down by the graveyard, looking exactly like the original home of the Harps. They looked dilapidated and ancient the first day they were seen, leaky and drafty and entirely unhealthy, though no matter how they looked the Harps seemed to thrive in them.

For his first few years in Springville, Jeremiah West ignored the Harps. They might not have existed for all he seemed to care. He was interested in his wife with the shining blonde hair and in starting a family of his own to carry on his name after he was gone.

And he was interested in his work. He plowed and planted and picked the cotton alongside the men he had hired to help him. He worked harder than any other man in Springville; it was as if he were driven to earn both money and the respect of others.

His final interest was in the town itself. He wanted it to have everything, to be the best town because it was his town.

The money that he wanted came to him, and with it came ideas.

Why should he and the others have to haul their cotton to a neighboring town to have it ginned? Why shouldn’t they have a gin of their own?

He used his own money and his land as collateral and got a loan. He built a gin.

With the gin came more money, and West began to believe that the town should have a bank. It was a big enough town, he said. Why shouldn’t it have a bank?

Soon it did, and Jeremiah West was its owner. He no longer had to go to the fields and work from daylight till dark.

He did his business in the town now, but he still held onto the land, still saw that it was worked each year, that its cotton crop was planted and picked.

He still owned the gin, too, and the respect he had looked for was fully his. He was looked up to by everyone in Springville as a hard worker, a shrewd businessman, an honest banker, and a devoted family man.

For he had his family now, too, a little girl with hair as fair and blonde as her mother’s, and two strong sons who were often seen running and playing in the dusty streets around their home.

Not a day passed that Jeremiah West did not take his children into his arms and hug them to him, thanking God for his good fortune.

He began to think about a new home for them and for his wife, a place more in keeping with his new status in the community, something larger, more spacious, more comfortable.

He could afford it now, certainly, and his wife deserved a reward for her own hard work. She had been beside him in the cotton fields every day, working as hard as he did. She had dragged a sack and picked cotton until her fingers bled. He wanted her to have the benefits of their success, and a new home would be just the thing to please her.

There was a prime spot down by the bottom of the hill, not far from where the spring flowed out of the rocks. No one held title to the land; no one even seemed to want it, though it seemed to West to be a fine place for a house.

“I don’t understand it,” West said one day to Harmon Giles, one of his tellers and a man West had come to confide in. “That’s a perfect spot for a house. You can see the trees from there, and the way the land sweeps on down to the river bottom. Why doesn’t anyone want to build there?”

“They like it up here on the hill,” Giles said. He was a big man, with a comfortable stomach that strained his shirt front and stretched his suspenders. He took life easy whenever he could and didn’t go out of his way to look for difficulties. “Folks say they can see their crops from up here, and they like the feelin’ of bein’ up high, just in case that river ever floods.”

West shook his head. He was tall, with an impressive shock of black hair that fell over his forehead. “That can’t be it,” he said. That land down there’s just as fertile as anything up the hill. Maybe better. They could grow their corps down there just was well as up on the hill. There must be something else.”

“Well,” Giles said, “there’s the Harps.”

“The Harps?” West said.

“Them and the graveyard,” Giles said.

“What graveyard?” West said. He had come to Springville so long after the founding of the town that he had never seen the graveyard, nor even heard of it. It wasn’t something that people talked much about, and most of them had probably forgotten it was even there.

Giles hadn’t forgotten. He had been in Springville for a long time, having worked his own farm before taking on the less taxing work of being a teller, a job more in keeping with his desire to keep his hands clean and to work somewhere out of the hot sun.

“There’s a graveyard down there in that woods,” Giles said. They were sitting in West’s office. It was late spring, and the weather was hot and humid. The windows in the office were open, and there was even a slight breeze, but Giles was beginning to sweat in his high-collared shirt, and he could feel the sleeve garters cutting into his arms.

“There’s nothing wrong with a graveyard,” West said, but he found himself wondering about it. “Who’s buried there?”

“Nobody I know,” Giles said. “Way I heard it, that graveyard was already here when the town got settled. But you know how some folks are; nobody wanted to build down there close to it. A graveyard is the kind of thing that spooks some folks.”

“The Harps didn’t mind building near it,” West pointed out.

He knew about the family, but only vaguely. He had seen their ramshackle house, now nearly overgrown by the very woods that sheltered the graveyard.

“Well, you know the Harps,” Giles said, clearly not comfortable with the subject. He ran his finger around and beneath the top of the shirt collar.

“No,” West said. “I don’t know the Harps. Why don’t you tell me about them.”

Giles did not want to talk about the Harps, but once West set his mind on something there was nothing to do but go along with him. He wasn’t the sort of a man to give up just because you didn’t want to talk to him about a thing.

At the same time, knowing that he was going to tell West what he wanted to know, Giles did not want to talk too much. He had the uneasy feeling that the Harps knew everything that went on in Springville, though they never seemed to have anything to do with the life of the town. He didn’t know what the Harps might do to someone who told all their secrets, real or imagined, and he didn’t want to find out.

“They kind of keep to themselves,” Giles said, squirming on the leather seat of the chair he was sitting in. “There’s not much to say about them because nobody really knows that much about them.”

“Tell me what you do know, then,” West said. It wasn’t an order, but his voice was firm.

“I don’t really know all that much,” Giles said. “You’ve been livin’ here a few years now. You probably know as much as I do.”

“I don’t know a thing,” West said. “I just know they live down there at the edge of the woods and that they aren’t customers of the bank.”

“I don’t expect they’d put much stock in a bank,” Giles said. “They don’t have many dealin’s with people here in town.”

“How do they make a living?” West asked. “And how many of them are there, anyway?”

“There’s a whole nest of ’em,” Giles said. “Nobody knows for sure just how many. There’s the old man, of course, and the sons, and their wives, and their sons and wives. “Lots of young’uns, too, I’d guess.”

“Sounds like quite a family to keep up for a bunch that doesn’t ever seem to do any work,” West said.

“They don’t need much,” Giles said. He ran his finger under his collar again, wondering how West could sit there and look so cool on a day like this. Didn’t the man ever sweat? “I guess they live off the land, eat a lot of possum, things like that.”

“A man gets tired of possum,” West said. “I believe I’ve see some of them in town, too, at the store now and then. They must get money from somewhere.”

“Well, I don’t know where,” Giles told him. “Like you said, they don’t appear to do much work.”

“But you have an idea of where they get it,” West said. “Don’t you?”

Giles did, of course, but he didn’t want to say. “It’s just gossip. Nobody knows, not for sure.”

“What’s the gossip, then? Those are the people I might be having for my neighbors, after all.”

“You wouldn’t want to do that, Mr. West,” Giles said. “You wouldn’t really like livin’ down there.”

“Why not? You don’t seem to know of anything against them.”

“Well …” Giles said.

“Out with it, man,” West said. “I want to know.”

Giles sighed. “They steal chickens,” he said, and then he realized how weak that sounded. He had to go on and tell the rest now. “And some folks think they’re robbers. They think maybe they’re highwaymen.”

“Tell me about the chickens.”

“It’s just chickens. Nothin’ unusual. Nobody’s ever caught ’em at it, but we all know where those chickens come from.”

“Where’s that?”

“Somebody else’s chicken house, that’s where. Old man kills them right in his front yard. Wrings their necks out where ever’body can see. It’s like he just dares anybody do something about it.”

“And nobody ever does?”

“Nope. Nobody does a damn thing.”

West shook his head in disgust. It was the first he’d heard about the chicken stealing; he began to think that he’d spent too much time wrapped up in his own concerns. He needed to devote more time to the town and what went on in it.

“And people think the Harps do even worse things? That they’re highwaymen? I didn’t think that kind of thing went on around here anymore, if it ever did,” West said.

“You’d be surprised at the kind of things that can happen,” Giles said. “Now and then somebody comes to town lookin’ for a lost relative, someone who was supposed to pass by this way. Sometimes they did pass by here, but they never got no further.”

“Is that true?” West said.

Giles was already sorry he’d said it. It wouldn’t mean anything but trouble if West got on some kind of crusade about the Harps.

“I don’t know that it’s true,” he said. “I told you it was just gossip.” He wished he could get up and leave the office, but he knew better than to try that.

“The part about the chickens … was that just gossip, too?”

“No,” Giles admitted. “That part was true, all right. I’ve seen the old man wring those chicken necks with my own eyes.”

“So the other part might be just as true,” West said.

“I guess it might be,” Giles said. “Nobody’s ever proved it, though.”

“Has anybody ever tried?” West asked.

It was exactly the question Giles had been afraid of. It would be just like West to go out and try to prove the Harps were outlaws and killers. Nothing good would come out of that. It would just stir things up.

Giles didn’t like for things to get stirred up.

“Mr. West,” Giles said. “You don’t want to live down there by that graveyard. You got a nice place where you are. You could just tear down that house of yours and build a new one right there on the same spot. You’d have you a real good view of the town from there, see what goes on. Down at the bottom of that hill, you won’t be able to see any people but the Harps.”

“That’s what’s sort of bothering me,” West said. “If I’m going to live by them, I want to know about them. I don’t like the idea of living next door to criminals.”

“They might not be criminals,” Giles said, but his voice lacked conviction.

“That’s just something I’ll have to find out about,” West said.

Giles left the office feeling slightly sick to his stomach. He told himself that it was just something he had eaten earlier that day for lunch, but he knew that it wasn’t. He knew that it was what had been said in West’s office. Nothing good would come of messing around with the Harps. He was as sure of that as he was of anything in this world.


Chapter Three

It was getting dark sooner than Tom Chandler thought it would. He wished now that he had stopped for the night in Springville, but he had pushed on, hoping to make it to the county seat before dark.

There weren’t any real accommodations for travelers in Springville, and Chandler had been hoping to spend the night in a real bed for the first time in weeks. He was getting tired of sleeping in the back of the wagon, covered with a thin blanket, going to sleep to the sound of buzzing insects and night birds.

As the twilight gathered, however, he began to think that he would have been wiser just to stop in Springville. There was something about the woods he was driving by that seemed wrong, somehow.

The trees weren’t any different from any other trees, he thought, but there was something sinister in the way the wind whispered through them and stirred their leaves.

“It’s just the wind,” he said aloud, but saying it didn’t make him feel any better.

He listened to the creaking of the wagon traces, and he heard the call of an owl from somewhere in the woods. He flicked the reins to encourage his horses to move a little faster.

Just ahead the road passed beneath a particularly tall tree. Its branches stretched out over the path and joined the branches of another tree on the other side. Beneath the canopy of their limbs the thick shadows were as dark as night.

The horses hesitated slightly, and Chandler flicked the reins again. “Giddy up, you lazy sacks of bones,” he said. “There ain’t nothin’ to be afraid of.”

The horses passed under the branches of the trees. Chandler could see the swiftly fading sunlight on the other side.

It was the last thing he ever saw.

Gideon Harp nudged his brother. “Here he comes.”

“I see ’im,” Gabriel said.

They were crouched on the thick limb that hung over the road, their bare feet clinging to the rough tree bark as they waited for the man to pass beneath them.

They were twins, old Michael Harp’s grandsons. They were stringy and tall, with long hair that hung in front of their eyes. They wore ragged clothing that had not been washed in a long time. Maybe it had never been washed. It was stained with grime and grease and other things that were not so easy to identify.

“Get ready,” Gideon said.

“Hush your goddamn mouth,” Gabriel told him. “You want him to hear you?”

“I just don’t want you to make no mistakes,” Gideon said. He was the older of the two by five minutes, or so he had always been told. He liked to think that being older gave him the advantage over his brother, made him the leader. He always wanted to be the one to give the orders.

“I know what to do as well as you do,” Gabriel said. “Prob’ly better. Who’s the one nearly let that bitch get away last winter?”

Gideon didn’t like to think about that. He knew he had been at fault, and the whole family knew what it would mean if someone got away from them. The Old Man had told them often enough.

“They’d hunt us down like a pack o’ dogs,” the Old Man said. “Kill us like we was animals. People like that”—he would always point up the hill when he talked about ‘people like that’—“they don’t live like us. They think they’re better than we are, and it wouldn’t be nothin’ to them to come down here and kill us all, burn the houses, and take this place for theirselves.”

“It ain’t nothin’ to us to kill them, neither,” Gideon said.

“That’s different,” the old man told him. “We ain’t like them. We can kill ’cause that’s what God put us on this earth to do. Like a hawk kills a rabbit. It’s right for us, but people like that”—he pointed up the hill again—“they don’t understand that. They’re soft, someway. They think killin’s wrong, and they wouldn’t do it less they thought there was nothin’ else left for them to do.”

Gideon didn’t quite understand that. He didn’t see anything wrong with killin’ a man if that man had something you wanted or needed. It was what his family had always done, and when he got old enough, he did it too.

It seemed to him to be the most natural thing in the world, and he said so.

“You’re right, sonny,” the Old Man said. “Right as goddamn rain. But they wouldn’t see it like that. That’s why we have to be careful. That’s why we don’t kill any of them up there. Just the ones passin’ by, the ones that we can take care of in our own way. Nobody’ll bother us if we stick to doin’ that.”

Nobody would bother them, that is, as long as no one found out, and no one would find out unless someone told.

And who was to tell? Not the victims, that was for damn sure.

Not unless one of them got away.

Which is exactly what had almost happened one dark winter night.

Gideon and Gabriel had been in the very same tree where they waited now, and they were waiting on another wagon to pass under the limb.

Gideon thought the mistake was as much Gabriel’s as anybody’s, but it didn’t do any good to say that. Nobody would listen to him.

The problem was that there was one more person in the wagon than they thought there was. They were always careful not to take on more than one person at a time.

It wasn’t that they were afraid of more than one, or that they doubted that they could take care of them. It was just that they didn’t want to take chances.

But the woman had been in the wagon bed, wrapped up in blankets against the cold. The man had been in the seat, and it looked to the twins like he was alone.

They had been watching him since he left town, making sure that there was no one else traveling with him, no one else coming along the trail after him, and they had seen nobody.

The woman had been there all the time, of course, but they had never noticed her. The bitch had been too quiet, too still.

Hell, Gideon thought, it was like she was half-dead already.

So when they dropped down from the limb, they had taken the man by complete surprise. They had his arms pinned and his throat slit before he even knew what was happening to him.

It was quiet and fast, but the woman heard them.

She rose up and scared the piss out of them, to tell the truth of it. It was like she was some kind of goddamn ghost, rising up out of the back of the wagon.

They dropped the man, who fell out of the wagon and bounced on the road, his cut throat spilling blood all around.

By then, the woman was screaming, and they knew she wasn’t any ghost. Gideon made a jump for her, but she moved back and he landed hard in the wagon bed. She threw the blankets off and jumped out before he could get up and started running through the woods.

Since he was the one who had made the move, he was the one who had to go after her. He chased her through the trees, the dead branches scratching at his face and the dry vines trying to clutch at his legs and bring him down.

She was a hell of a lot faster than he thought she had any right to be. It was like shedding the blankets had given her wings.

Or maybe she was just scared.

Gideon guessed he would have been scared too if some fella was chasin’ him up the road and wavin’ a knife drippin’ blood from some man’s throat.

Whatever it was, she could run like hell, and Gideon thought for a while there he wasn’t going to be able to catch her. His breath was coming hard and there was a burning in his chest. His side felt like somebody was sticking him with a hot poker.

But the woman fell down.

She had gotten back on the road, where the going should have been easier, but she stepped on a rock or maybe just got her feet tangled. Whatever it was, she fell right there in the road, and that gave Gideon all the time he needed to catch up with her.

She started screaming again before he got to her.

She hadn’t screamed while she was running, saving her wind for the chase, but she was screaming as she tried to get up, screaming as Gideon grabbed her by the arm, screaming as he brought the knife down on her throat and sliced it left to right, the sharp slivery blade moving so fast that it was no more than a blur.

The scream became gurgling and then died away as Gideon felt the hot blood gush out over his hand.

He dropped the woman in the road and looked down at her. He couldn’t tell much about her because she was wearing a coat and heavy clothing. He cut the buttons off the coat and pulled it open; then he began cutting off her clothes.

Blood always excited him.

The woman’s breasts spilled out of her dress and Gideon got even more excited. They were large and firm, with a light sprinkling of freckles.

He began tugging at his belt. He was about to lie down on the woman when Gabriel kicked him hard in the side, throwing him off the woman and onto the road.

“Goddamn you, Gideon! You let the bitch get away, and now you’re all over her like a fuckin’ dog! Get her off the road before somebody else comes along and sees you.”

Gideon was immediately sorry for what he had done. He knew that he had put the whole family in danger. Like the Old Man said, folks wouldn’t understand that he was just doing what he had to do, what he had ever’ right to do.

He dragged the woman off the road and went with Gabriel to get the man and the wagon. They threw the man in the wagon, then drove back for the woman and threw her in, too. Kicked dirt over the blood stains in the road.

“You wanna fuck somebody, fuck Hester,” Gabriel said. Hester was Gideon’s wife.

“Goddamn it, Gideon, sometimes I think you don’t have a lick of sense.”

Gideon could tell that although Gabriel appeared to be mad as hell, he was secretly pleased with what had happened. The younger twin was always gleeful when his brother got into trouble, and he probably just couldn’t wait to tell the old man and the others all about what had happened.

They drove the wagon through the trees. The Old Man would take it off and sell it and the horses, coming back in a few days with the money. They never asked where he took the wagons to sell, and he never said.

They would dump the bodies in the river, or maybe bury them in the old graveyard after going through the clothes for valuables. And of course they would take anything of value from the wagon.

That was the way they always did it, and that was what they planned to do with the man coming down the trail right now.

When Chandler passed under the tree branch, the two men dropped straight down upon him.

Gideon took the reins as Gabriel, his knife already in hand, bore the man down in the wagon bed.

They had been careful this time. They knew that there was no one else there.

The man struck a few feeble blows at Gabriel’s head and cried out for help, but there was no help coming.

“Don’t kill him in the fuckin’ wagon,” Gideon yelled. “You know the Old Man don’t like blood on the wagon.”

It was too late.

Chandler’s throat was slit and the wagon bed was already slick with blood.

“Shit,” Gideon said. “Now we’re gonna have to clean the damn thing up.”

“You just drive on home,” Gabriel said. “Least I didn’t let him get away.”

Gideon was getting plenty tired of hearin’ that, but he clamped his lips together and didn’t say anything. He wasn’t goin’ to let Gabriel goad him into a fight.

“I’m drivin’,” he said. In the back of his mind was the idea that one of these days he was goin’ to do something about his twin, something that would not be pleasant—at least for Gabriel.

As for himself, he planned to enjoy it very much.
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