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  Praise for Devil's Fork


“A solidly told, diverse Western tale, rife with dark humor and demons; Devil’s Fork is an irresistible read. In a sequel even better than the first, with more Aggie and more adventure, Winchester makes the Western horror trope feel fresh.”Desiree Horton, author of Midnight Mother

“Raw, uncompromising, and sharp as a razorblade, Aggie is back and ready to go to war.”
C.M. Saunders, author of Silent Mine and Blood Lake

“Devil’s Fork calls out to Blatty as much as it does to Cormac McCarthy. A desolate ride through the New Mexico desert where demons leer from the shadows and the stakes are higher than just a handful of gold. Winchester spins one hell of a yarn.”
- Brennan LaFaro, author of Noose

“In the gritty and largely lawless West, a young woman tougher than everyone around her must battle demonic forces that threaten to overwhelm and consume every human soul on Earth. In Devil’s Fork, D.L. Winchester delivers a horror story as grand in scale as the western sky, and as unsparing as the landscape itself.”
Ann O’Mara Heyward, Award-winning short story author
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  Chapter 1


The dark clouds had blown in quickly, catching Aggie by surprise. 
She was riding through northern New Mexico, putting as much distance as she could between her and the remote Utah canyon where her papa, Roche, lay buried. 
In a way, the clouds reflected her mood: dark, stormy, full of anger.
She hadn’t had enough time with him. 
It was supposed to be their last job, a quick trip to Briar Hill to get the Spencer brothers, collect the reward, and then they’d head for Aggie’s hometown of Ojinaga, Mexico, for Roche’s reunion with her mother.
A reunion that couldn’t happen now.
Instead, Aggie was riding alone for Ojinaga, on the banks of the Rio Grande at the bottom of the river’s big bend, to tell her mother Roche was dead.
The trail led into a canyon, steep cliffs carved by the river next to her. Aggie’s horse plodded into it, knowing the rain was coming and any form of shelter would be through the canyon. Aggie watched the water, flowing fast over and around the rocks.
A flash flood would ruin her day.
The rain started falling as she rounded a bend to see a plain stretching before her. To her right, the river plunged over a waterfall. Up a small trail to her left, a large opening in the canyon wall that had to be a cave entrance. 
She turned her horse, a grullo quarter horse she’d named Gato, up the trail as the rain increased in intensity. Riding into the cave, she swung off her horse and looked around her new shelter. 
It was about thirty feet deep, with a high ceiling. The floor was smooth, the rock worn down by the river before it rerouted over the falls. 
It was primitive, but it was adequate to wait out the storm. 
Aggie reached into her saddlebag and took out a handful of beef jerky. If she was going to be stuck here, she might as well eat. Sitting on the floor, she leaned against the cave wall and stared out into the rain as she chewed.
She missed Roche.
The rain felt like a reflection of her heart the previous few weeks, trying to pretend like her life hadn’t been changed all over again. It had taken sixteen years for her to work up the nerve to leave her little village on the Rio Grande to go looking for her father, and two years to find him. After that, she’d spent six months nursing him back to health after a pair of bandits left him for dead in a Wyoming valley, then another two years riding with him as his bounty hunting partner. 
Getting to know the man her mother had fallen in love with had been an amazing experience, one that made her want to get him back home to her mom more than anything. 
But now he was dead, she was riding alone, and the dark clouds that had matched her anger had turned loose in a way Aggie would never allow herself to do.

      [image: ]After she ate, Aggie realized the storm wasn’t going to pass quickly. Getting to her feet, she took her saddle off her horse, then put her bedroll against the wall and leaned back.
Gato lay down for a rest as Aggie walked to the entrance. It had been late afternoon when the storm came up, and she’d been hoping to reach the town of Devil’s Fork before dark. If the storm didn’t pass, she’d have to bed down here.
Well, not have to, but riding in the rain wasn’t fun, and Gato wouldn’t appreciate it either. 
Thunder rolled across the sky, and a new noise joined the sound of the storm.
Hoofbeats.
Aggie tensed. For a woman traveling alone, company wasn’t always a good thing. She was adept with her pistol, but if the rider wasn’t alone, she might end up in a difficult situation. Even though she didn’t look like a woman in her button-down shirt and pants, her gender would be obvious as soon as she opened her mouth.
She’d had to put her boot up the asses of several men who’d tried to take liberties with her, and cleaning the shit off was never a good time.
A shape appeared in the wall of water, and a moment later, a man, water dripping off his hat, led his soaked horse into the cave.
“Oh! Hello! I didn’t realize someone else had taken shelter here. The Good Lord seems to think I need a bath,” he said, taking off his hat and shaking the water from it. “Do you mind if I join you?”
His question caught her off guard. Most men would assume the right to share the cave until the storm had passed. 
Then she saw the faded black cassock he wore. “Of course, Padre.” She reached for his hand and kissed it.
He smiled. “Hello, child.”
“It’s Aggie, Padre,” she said. 
The priest nodded. “Of course, Aggie. I’ve been serving missions near Junction City, in the northwestern part of New Mexico, but I’m on my way back to Santa Fe.”
Aggie nodded, studying him. He was about her height, lean, with white hair and the tan skin of a Hispanic. His brown eyes were kind, and she instinctively trusted him.
“I was hoping to get to Devil’s Fork tonight, but I don’t think this rain is going to let up.”
“Perhaps it’s for the best,” Padre said. “There are rumors that evil lurks in Devil’s Fork. The bishop has made it clear his priests are not to pass a night in the town. But this cave should be far enough away to satisfy him, don’t you think?”
Aggie nodded. Damn, this priest liked to talk. Not that she minded. It had been over a week since she’d heard a voice other than her own.
“Do you usually travel in men’s clothes?” he asked, undoing his saddle and setting it on the floor of the cave.
“It’s a useful defense mechanism,” she said, a smile creeping onto her face.
“I suppose it’s practical, though I imagine that pistol you’re carrying is more convincing,” he said. “Although as pretty as you are, I’m surprised a man isn’t traveling with you.”
She paused, thinking of her papa. “One was.”
Padre saw the look on her face, and must have recognized it as grief. “I’m sorry. I know losing a loved one is painful.”
She nodded, remembering her father’s body spread out on the torture table at the Screaming House. “The men who killed him… They tortured my papa before they…” Tears rolled down her cheeks.
His hand reached for her shoulder. “It’s alright, my child.”
Aggie nodded. “Thank you.” She let out a deep breath. “I didn’t catch your name.”
“And yet you’ve been using it this whole time,” he said, allowing a touch of humor to enter his voice. “I am a priest, so I go by Padre.”
A smile. “You don’t have a real name?”
He winked. “My mother, may her memory be blessed, made a choice I am not fond of. So I prefer to be addressed by my title.”
Aggie laughed in spite of herself. “Okay, Padre.”
He returned the smile. “I trust your father’s killers were brought to justice?”
She thought about her time outside the Screaming House, remembering the reports from her gun as she sent the defenders of that vile place to the fires of hell. “I arranged for them to discuss their sins with a friend of yours.”
A flicker of amusement appeared in Padre’s eyes. “I see.” He said something in Latin, then crossed himself. “I pray for your father’s soul, and your own.” 
“Thank you,” Aggie said. 
Padre waved a hand. “It’s my job. I also bless horses, and yours is a fine specimen.” 
Aggie smiled, grateful for the subject change. “I call him Gato.”
“Cat?” the priest asked.
“He doesn’t like them very much. He tries to grab their tails with his teeth.”
A grin crossed Padre’s face. “We will get along well then, your horse and I.”

      [image: ]Trinidad, Colorado, six months earlier
“What are you going to do when I’m gone?” Roche asked her.
They were watching a ranch where a group of bank robbers was hiding out. 
“What do you mean?” Aggie asked, looking confused.
Roche smiled. “I’m not going to live forever, Aggie. This is a dangerous line of work. I could die tomorrow. I just want to know you’ll be okay if something happens to me.”
She shrugged. “I guess I’ll kill the son-of-a-bitch who killed you, then get on with my life. Get married, have some kids, you know…”
“I don’t think you’re the married-with-kids type,” Roche said gently. “And I’m proud of you for it.”
Aggie blushed. “I don’t need a man, but that doesn’t mean it wouldn’t be nice to have one.” She sighed. “The kids in Ojinaga used to tease me, tell me I’d be alone forever. There’s a big part of me that wants to prove them wrong.”
A chuckle. “I think if they could see you now, they wouldn’t say that.”
“Damn straight!” Aggie grinned. “You’ve taught me a lot, so I think I could make it on my own.” She took a deep breath. “Not that I want to lose you. The first time I saw you, when I found you in that canyon where those assholes left you, I thought I’d found you and lost you in the same moment.”
Now Roche smiled. “I’m glad you found me when you did.” 
Below them, the door to the house opened, and a group of men came out.
“Time to go to work,” Aggie announced, raising her rifle and taking aim.
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