
	 

	 

	 

	[image: Text

Description automatically generated]

	 

	



	


Attack of the Killer Tumbleweeds!

	 

	Copyright © 2023 Antonia Rachel Ward

	First published in Great Britain 2023 by Ghost Orchid Press

	 

	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

	 

	All rights reserved. No part of this production may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, recording, mechanical, photocopying or otherwise without the prior written permission of the publisher and copyright owner.

	 

	ISBN (paperback): 978-1-7392348-1-2

	ISBN (e-book): 978-1-7392348-2-9

	 

	Cover design and illustration © Daniella Batsheva

	Book formatting by Claire Saag

	 

	 

	 

	 

	For horror movie lovers everywhere


 

	 

	Contents

	 

	 

	 

	Contents

	Attack of the Killer Tumbleweeds!          6

	Crimson Noon

	Spellbound

	About the Author

	

	
 

	 

	Attack of the Killer Tumbleweeds!

	 

	 

	 

	1

	 

	 

	Nevada, 1958.

	Somewhere in the desert … 

	 

	Jimmy had brought the gun but forgotten the cannoli. Damn. He ran his finger over the grip of the revolver that lay on his knee, hidden by the darkness in the back of the car. A job like this took a lot out of him. He liked to have a little something sweet for afterwards, to steady his nerves. 

	He caught Luca’s eye in the rearview and gave him the slightest nod. It was time. Dessert or no dessert, the job needed doing.

	The third guy in the car was Paulo, and he was dead. He just didn’t know it yet. 

	He sat in the passenger seat next to Luca, yammering on about some girl in Vegas he had his eye on. He liked her. Was thinking of asking her for a date. But he was dead. Jimmy was about to make sure of that. 

	Luca slowed the car. A lone tumbleweed drifted across the desert road, glinting silver in the headlights. 

	Jimmy lifted his gun. Paulo didn’t notice a thing.

	“… and Glitter—she’s a showgirl—she says she’s a friend of Dean Valentine. You know Dean, don’tcha, Jim? Hey, why’re we stopping? I—”

	Paulo fell silent. 

	“Get out the car, Paulo,” Jimmy said.

	“Hey, guys …” Paulo scrabbled for the door handle. “We can talk about this …”

	“Nobody wants to hear you beg.” Jimmy lifted his gun, aiming it at the back of Paulo’s neck. “Out. I don’t want your brains on my upholstery.”

	Paulo turned to the driver. “Luca. We’re friends, right? You know I wouldn’t … I never … I ain’t no snitch!”

	Luca sniffed and stared straight ahead. The engine idled. Jimmy sighed, pushed away thoughts of the cleaning bill as he squeezed the trigger, felt the familiar resistance as it started to give way.

	Crack.

	The sound split the night, loud enough to damn near burst Jimmy’s eardrums, and with it came a blinding flash of light. There was a thud. The car shook. Windows rattled. Jimmy flinched, squeezing his eyes shut, and the bullet went through the roof.

	Luca grunted. Jimmy opened his eyes, a ghostly, saucer-shaped after-image dancing across his vision. Through it he saw the shadowy figure of Paulo scramble out the door and fall to his knees in the dust.

	“The heck was that?” 

	Paulo’s voice sounded fuzzy beneath the ringing in Jimmy’s ears. They were under fire. The Japanese had spotted their convoy and—

	Jimmy shook himself, gripping his gun. All was silent in the desert, apart from the sound of Paulo scrambling to his feet. There were no Japanese. The war was over. They were in Nevada, miles from anywhere. Nobody could be after them: nobody even knew they were here.

	“Damn.” Jimmy fumbled for the handle of his own door and shoved it open, ready to go after that chicken shit. He’d chase him down if he had to. The son of a bitch wouldn’t get far out here.

	But Paulo wasn’t running. He wasn’t moving at all. He just stood there, haloed in the headlights, staring straight ahead. 

	Jimmy lifted his gun to the back of Paulo’s head. Then he saw what Paulo was looking at.

	An eerie, silverish glow pulsed from a crater a few feet from the road. It thrummed with energy—a low, rumbling hum that Jimmy felt rather than heard. It seemed to call to him, and he found himself wanting to walk towards it, into its star-like embrace.

	Slowly, he lowered his gun.

	A car door slammed, and Jimmy flinched again. He almost ducked, expecting gunfire, or shells flying overhead. Then Luca shuffled over to stand beside him, and the moment passed.

	“What is it?” Luca asked, in his slow, dumb way, turning over the mystery like a cow chewing cud.

	“Damned if I know.” Jimmy didn’t look away from the glow. What was down in that crater? Whatever it was, it had shot across the sky and crashed there—a plane, maybe? Damn. A plane meant a pilot, and a survivor meant a potential witness. Jimmy couldn’t risk that.

	“Keep an eye on him,” he told Luca, indicating the mesmerized Paulo with an incline of his head. “I’m gonna check it out.”

	But before he could make a move, a tumbleweed danced across the desert floor and dropped into the crater. The silver light flickered, and a moment later the tumbleweed re-emerged, followed by another just the same. And another. And another. Ten, twenty, thirty of them, and more, poured out of the crater like a wave. 

	They advanced on Jimmy and his associates like an enemy platoon, flowing over each other. The eerie silver glow lit them from behind, turning them shadowy and menacing. 

	Jimmy’s hands shook. His gun was slippery in his palm. Backing away, he fired off shot after shot, but it made no difference. The tumbleweeds piled themselves high, towering over the three mobsters in a wall that must’ve been fifteen feet tall. They paused there, wobbling, and Jimmy got the creeping sense that he was being watched. Assessed. He knew enemy behavior when he saw it.

	“This ain’t right,” he muttered. “This ain’t right.”

	“Forget this.” Paulo’s voice trembled. “Let’s get outta here.”

	He turned, took a step toward the car. And the tumbleweeds descended. The wall crumbled; the weeds spilled over Paulo, knocking him flat on his stomach, blocking him completely from sight. 

	Paulo’s screams sliced through the night air. Agonizing screams. The kind of screams Jimmy hadn’t heard since his time in the Philippines.

	Jimmy froze, heart racing, torn between his instinct to fight, and his desire—growing stronger—to flee. He watched as Luca whipped out his gun and fired useless shots into the tumbleweeds. They barely seemed to notice—if clumps of dead plant could be said to notice anything. Yet Jimmy was sure he could sense them thinking, turning their attention to Luca, registering him as a possible threat. Yes, that was it. He was a threat to them. And Jimmy—Jimmy had already fired at them once.

	As Paulo’s howls died away, the weeds whipped round and descended upon Luca. Jimmy didn’t wait to see what they’d do to him. He bolted. Ran past the bleeding, shredded remains of Paulo. Jumped into the car and gunned the engine. As he slammed his foot onto the gas and skidded away, Luca’s cries faded into the distance. The plants filled the rearview, tumbling after him as he sped back to Las Vegas. Jimmy gripped the steering wheel and put his foot to the floor, refusing to slow up until he saw the glittering lights of the city within reach.

	He was going to need that goddamn cannoli.
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	The neon peacock towered high above Cindy-Lou’s head. She craned her neck for a better look, colors splashing across her face in the darkness. Blue. Green. Purple. Gold.

	“Say, would you just look at that, Buddy!” she cried, pointing up at the sign. “It looks as though its tail is moving. Do you see?”

	“Sure I do.” Smiling, Buddy slipped an arm around his new wife’s shoulders. “It’s mighty fine.”

	Alongside the bird, flashing green letters spelled out the name of the Peacock Hotel, and below it, a sign announced the show for that night: Dean Valentine and the Fabulous Tiki Girls. 

	“Stay right there.” Buddy stepped back and raised the camera that hung around his neck. 

	Beneath the glowing sign, Cindy-Lou brushed down her skirt and struck a pose that she hoped would look glamorous, one hand on her hip, smiling as the flash went off.

	“I can’t believe you arranged this for our honeymoon,” she said, when he was done taking photographs. “Dean Valentine! I’m so happy I could burst!”

	Buddy chuckled. “How about you wait until after the show before you do that? You don’t want to miss anything.”

	She laughed and thumped him playfully on the arm. “You think you’re such a wit.”

	“Maybe I’ll get myself a slot on the bill.” 

	“With your singing voice? I heard you in the shower this morning. You’d clear the place out in no time.”

	“Hey! Isn’t a wife supposed to support her man in whatever he wants to do?”

	“I’m just being honest,” Cindy-Lou replied with a sly grin. “What’s a relationship worth if you can’t be honest?”

	“You’re lucky I love you, that’s all I’m saying.” Buddy kissed the top of her head, then turned to pull their bags from the trunk. A bellhop in a dapper green uniform hurried over to help, following with the luggage as the newlyweds headed through the big glass doors with their monogrammed ‘PH’ handles. 

	In the hotel lobby, a huge golden peacock statue shimmered atop a carpet of swirling colors. Cindy-Lou paused to admire it while Buddy checked them into their room. Then they headed upstairs to change for dinner. 

	Cindy-Lou put on a lemon-yellow cocktail dress, while Buddy sported the same suit he’d worn for their wedding just days before: cream, with a red bow tie. She couldn’t help but gaze at him with pride and amazement. What with the way his blue eyes crinkled when he smiled, he reminded her of Steve McQueen. To think this handsome man was her husband. How fine it sounded. She’d enjoyed listening to Buddy introduce her to the concierge as ‘Mrs. Hitchcock’. It had an awful nice ring to it.

	“You ready?”

	“Just a moment.” Cindy-Lou leaned close to the mirror, circling her mouth with red lipstick before checking the pins in her dark hair. “Okay. Let’s go.”

	The Peacock’s famous Tiki Lounge was already full of impossibly glamorous patrons, chatting and sipping drinks beneath a canopy of false rainforest foliage. A troupe of dancers swayed their hips on stage, wearing sequin-spangled bikinis and feather headdresses—the Fabulous Tiki Girls the sign had advertised.

	Cindy-Lou clutched Buddy’s arm as they wove their way through the white-clothed tables, looking for their seat. As they reached their table, the waiter pulled out a chair for her, and Cindy-Lou sat down, sweeping her petticoats aside.

	“We’re so near the stage!” she exclaimed.

	Buddy beamed. “Best seats in the house.”

	“Oh, Buddy Bear. I know you feel bad that we couldn’t go to Hawaii, but this is just wonderful. I really couldn’t ask for more.”

	Dinner arrived. The lights dimmed. Cindy-Lou turned to the stage, hardly remembering to take a bite of her steak as the hotel manager announced the next act: Dean Valentine. She put down her fork and joined in the applause, giddy with excitement, as the man himself strode into the spotlight.

	Dean Valentine! The face from the movies. He looked just like the poster on the wall of Cindy-Lou’s childhood bedroom—the bedroom she had, in fact, only recently vacated. Tanned with a chiseled jaw, his dark hair swept back in a relaxed quiff, he wore his lounge suit with the kind of casual insouciance that would have invited a caustic comment from Cindy-Lou’s God-fearing mother. And as for her father … well, the old preacher had some awful theories about how Dean Valentine had gotten his first job in the movies, which Cindy-Lou refused to give any credence to. Every time Valentine showed up on the television, her father would shut it off, muttering something about mobsters.

	But when Dean sang, how could anybody imagine he’d needed anything other than his own talent? His voice was a velvet purr, his smile dazzling white. Cindy-Lou couldn’t take her eyes off him the whole time he was on stage. He sang all her favorites: ‘Heartbreaker’, ‘’Neath an Italian Moon’ … and for the encore, his biggest hit, ‘Driftin’’. When he finally left and the dancing girls returned, she felt as though she’d just emerged from a long fever dream.

	“How did you like that?” Buddy asked.

	“Oh, he’s wonderful, isn’t he?”

	“Well, how’d you like to meet him?”

	“Meet him?” Cindy-Lou’s eyes widened, then she shook her head, half-laughing. “Why, that’ll never happen.”

	“It will if we have backstage passes.” Buddy pulled two cards from his pocket, and Cindy-Lou stared at them in astonishment.

	“My goodness, did you …? Are we really going backstage?”

	“Right after the show.” Buddy sat back, folding his arms with a satisfied smile. “Now, come on, you’d better eat your dessert before they take it away.”
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	Glitter knew the newlywed was gonna cause trouble the moment the girl walked into the dressing room. With her dark hair swept up in a ponytail, and her big, innocent blue eyes, she looked barely out of high school. She stopped just inside the doorway, clutching her purse in front of her with white-gloved hands, staring at Dean like a deer caught in headlights. 

	The husband, following behind her with a hand on the small of her back, was stocky-shouldered like a farm-boy. With his doughy complexion and his buzz-cut, he didn’t stand a chance against Dean, who still had his Hollywood glaze, even if it was a bit chipped at the edges these days.

	Glitter turned to her dressing table to unpin her feather headdress from her peroxide-blonde hair. She watched through the mirror as Dean hoisted himself out of his armchair and set his glass of Scotch on Glitter’s dressing table, before slouching over to shake the husband’s hand.

	“Dean Valentine. How’d you do?”

	“Buddy Hitchcock,” said the farm-boy. “And this here’s my wife, Cindy-Lou.”

	“It’s an honor, ma’am.” Dean took her hand and bent to kiss it. Cindy-Lou started giggling uncontrollably.

	“Don’t let him charm you.” Glitter put down her headdress and faced them. “He’s a real heartbreaker.”

	Cindy-Lou giggled some more. ‘Heartbreaker’ was one of Dean’s most popular hits, and the joke always landed well with fans. If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em was Glitter’s motto. It wasn’t like she and Dean were a pair of high-school sweethearts, ‘going steady’. They were adults. They took things easy. And maybe that meant she couldn’t stop him from playing around, but she could make herself part of the act.

	“I saw you onstage!” Cindy-Lou turned her attention to Glitter. “You’re a fine dancer, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

	“I better be,” Glitter replied. “Been doing the same show for over a decade. Name’s Glitter, by the way. Say, you folks want a drink?” She headed for Dean’s drinks cabinet. “We got whiskey, vodka …”

	“Oh, I don’t drink hard liquor,” Cindy-Lou said. “I’ll have a soda, if you don’t mind.”

	Soda. Glitter poured her a gin and tonic and popped a little umbrella in it to soften the blow.

	“This is Vegas, baby doll. We don’t do temperance.”

	Cindy-Lou smiled politely and took a dainty sip—so dainty it made Glitter want to slap her. She resisted the urge and poured a whiskey, which she handed to Buddy, and a dirty martini for herself.

	“Take a seat.” Dean sat back down in his armchair, indicating the sofa opposite. With his dinner jacket still on, collar open, he slipped easily back into the cool cat guise he wore on stage. Buddy and Cindy-Lou settled themselves—Cindy-Lou perching on the edge of her seat with her hands in her lap—while Dean lit a cigar.

	“Smoke?” he asked, offering one to Buddy.

	“No, thank you, sir.” Buddy sounded like a schoolboy trying to impress his girlfriend’s father.

	“Just got married, hey? And you thought you’d come to Vegas to celebrate?”

	“Yes, sir. We don’t live far off, y’ see. We were hoping to go to Hawaii, but I have to work.”

	“Well, I’m glad you came to see the show instead. I can stand to be second choice.” Dean took a slow drag on his cigar. Glitter rolled her eyes.

	“Oh, but you’re not second choice!” Cindy-Lou cried, predictably. “I’m just so darn excited to be here, Mr. Valentine. I own all your records, and I’ve seen all your movies. Mississippi Belles is my favorite.” 

	The way she looked at Dean, you’d have thought he was some kind of saint, and not a washed-up forty-something trying to sleaze his way through the tattered remains of his career. Besides, under that red velvet lounge suit, he was getting a bit of a paunch. Unfortunately, there were always girls like Cindy-Lou ready to persuade him he hadn’t quite lost his touch.

	Glitter plucked an olive from her Martini and sucked on it, catching Buddy’s eye.

	“What’s it you do?” she asked him. “Must be pretty important if you couldn’t even take time off for your honeymoon.”

	“I’d love to tell you, ma’am,” Buddy replied, “but sadly, I cannot. It’s classified.”

	“Classified! My, my.” Glitter sashayed past the couple, the beads on her bikini jangling, and took a seat on Buddy’s other side, squashing up close to him on the sofa. “Why all the secrecy? Say … you don’t work at the military base, do you? The one out past Indian Springs? No, I guess you can’t answer that, either. But one of the girls was talking about it the other day. I heard there’re all kinds of strange goings on over there.”

	“All hearsay, ma’am.” Buddy’s farm-boy charm faded, replaced by the closed expression of someone who knew better than to show his hand. Glitter had grown up around poker players—she knew the look well.

	“Well, I won’t press you.” She patted him on the thigh. “You folks staying in the hotel?” 

	“We sure are. Just arrived today.”

	“Hey, Glitz, why don’t you take Buddy on the backstage tour?” Dean said, as though the idea had only just occurred to him. “Sure he’d love to meet the other girls, wouldn’t you, Bud?” He gave Buddy a wink.

	Buddy and Cindy-Lou shared a glance.

	“If it’s all right with you, sir, I’ll just stay here,” said Buddy.

	“Oh, don’t stay on account of me,” Cindy-Lou cut in, biting her lip. “If you’d rather go …?”

	Glitter knew her role. She downed her Martini and stood, holding out her hand to Buddy.

	“Come with me. The girls sure will be thrilled to meet a fan, won’t they, Dean?”

	“They sure will.” 

	“Come on.” Glitter tugged at his arm until he stood and hustled him towards the door. When she glanced back, Dean hadn’t taken his eyes off Cindy-Lou.
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	Glitter led Buddy through the back of the theater, passing racks overflowing with sequined costumes and hunks of painted set-dressing. He seemed morose and kept glancing over his shoulder.

	“Say, can’t we just go back?” he asked. “I don’t like to leave Cindy-Lou alone.”

	“She’s not alone,” Glitter said. “I’m sure she and Dean are having a real nice chat. Here,” she steered him towards a nearby fire exit, “why don’t we step outside? The strip is real pretty at night.”

	She opened the door, and the heat hit them, the air still dry as cinders even after dark. Glitter led the way along the block to the Peacock Hotel’s main entrance, where the neon bird flashed its tail above the parking lot. Her hip clicked now and then as she walked, an irritating reminder that it was only a matter of time until her high-kicking days were over, and she would be relegated to working the craps tables on the casino floor.

	“You got a cigarette?” She stopped on the corner beneath the blinking Peacock sign, ignoring the tourists who approached to snap Polaroids of her in costume.

	“Sure.” Buddy patted his pockets until he found a pack of Marlboros and lit one for her, then one for himself. For a while they smoked in silence, gazing at the lights that sparkled all down the strip. A stray tumbleweed drifted past their feet. 

	Glitter looked around, wondering how to break the silence.

	“See that? That’s Dean’s Cadillac,” she said at last, indicating a sea-green convertible parked close to the front door. “Nice, ain’t it?”

	“Sure is.” Buddy barely glanced at the car. He took a drag of his cigarette, then added, “I really ought to get back to Cindy-Lou. It’s late.”

	“She’ll be fine for a few more minutes.” Glitter slipped her arm through Buddy’s. “I thought we could get to know one another a little, you know?”

	Buddy stiffened. “Ma’am, I’m flattered, but you already know I’m married.”

	“And you’re in Vegas! Relax. Enjoy yourself.” She leaned in, lowering her voice. “Besides, we’re just talking, ain’t we?”

	“I—I guess …” Buddy glanced back at the hotel again.

	“Your wife’ll be fine. Dean knows how to take good care of her. Tell me …” Glitter hunted her mind for a topic of conversation. “What’s it like working at that military base? What do y’all really do there?”

	“It’s like I said, ma’am. It’s …”

	“Classified, I know.” Glitter pressed up against his arm. “I won’t tell anyone, I promise.”

	“Well …” Buddy looked down at her, seeming to assess the likelihood of her getting him into any kind of
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