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 The sun was high as the two cloaked figures
moved into place. Except for the occasional tumbleweed, the streets
were bare, the dirt long ago stamped into the earth from the horses
that passed through the town of Clarkville daily. A curious crowd
of onlookers peeked past their doors and windows at the struggle
that was about to take place.

Richard Motley was a quiet man, a
passer-through from out of town; one of the many nameless faces
that don’t ask for trouble and yet find themselves in trouble’s
path. Motley had been a victim of back luck before, but this time
would be his last. He was a poor man, dressed in dusty rags and a
hat still garnished with the bullet holes of its previous owner.
His guns, kept in leather holsters around his waist, were the only
things of value the man owned.

“I didn’t steal nothing, Sheriff. I don’t
know who said it, but it’s a lie!” His eyes were wet with tears as
he readied his pistols from his harness.

Sheriff Ritters—if he could be called that,
since he had claimed the title of the ramshackle town after putting
two clean bullet holes through his predecessor’s forehead—had taken
it upon himself to have a brand new sheriff’s office built and had
decided the jail was a waste. Ritters sought to handle legal
matters his own way: criminals were tried in the open street, and
the speed of his pistols served as both judge and executioner.

Ritters cocked his hat to one side. “Now you
let me be the judge o’ that!”

Above them, the giant town clock ticked the
seconds by with little remorse. Once, it had been the symbol of the
adventurous frontier spirit in this small, dusty town, and now the
fact that it even worked at all against the dirt and wind which
tore through town year by year was a tiny miracle. It hammered the
seconds out like a horse being driven by a cruel master, until
finally at the strike of noon it released its out-of-tune
chimes.

No sooner had the first chime rung than
Ritters let loose a series of gunshots. The first bullet lodged in
Motley’s shooting arm—he’d barely gotten his gun out of the holster
before he was struck. The force of the impact spun him sideways as
the pain reverberated down his forearm. Then the second bullet hit,
this time in his other arm and Motley started to lose his footing
as the pain of both limbs forced him to cry out. As he was falling,
he heard two more shots go off, but the shock of hitting the dirt
overwhelmed his senses. He gasped for breath before finally the
sharp, serpent-like pain from his legs caught up to him. He opened
his eyes and looked around, hoping someone would help him. Ritters
hadn’t killed him after all, and perhaps there was still a chance
he could survive the bullet wounds. But the few people who might
have given aid were leaving the street, closing up their doors and
shutters against him, shutting him out as they might a poor
beggar.

Bloody puddles oozed out from each of his
limbs as Motley whimpered into the dusty street. Hot tears were
streaming down his face as he began to fully realize his fate. He’d
been a dead man the moment he stepped into Clarkville. He’d barely
gotten his gun out of the holster before the bullets hit him. The
few remaining stragglers were silent, their faces grim with
resignation and disappointment. There was always a small hope with
each drifter that crossed weapons with Ritters that perhaps they
were faster, perhaps they would get a lucky shot off, but
Clarkville’s gunfights all had the same ending with Ritters’s same
haughty grin.

Sheriff Ritters jaunted over to Motley, a
smirk on his shadowed face. “Bet you thought you had me, didn’t
you?”

Motley glared at his tormentor, his breath
coming heavy as his hands and feet trembled with pain. “I’m sure
they’re savin’ a special place in hell for the likes of you…”

Ritters leaned down over him, a gloved hand
to his own ear. “What’s that? Speak up, son. All that blubbering
and pleading makes you awfully hard to hear.”

Motley spit into his ear, and Ritters’s grin
was quickly replaced with rage as he backhanded him. Motley saw
stars for a moment and the world darkened a tad before coming back
into focus. Honestly, the pain wasn’t quite as bad now, though his
hands and feet were getting steadily colder.

“Why don’t you just kill me now and get it
over with,” he muttered. The streets were nearly empty now, and no
one was coming towards him. Motley had seen plenty of shoot-outs as
a drifter, and there were always scavengers and thieves around
waiting for parts and pieces afterwards. He’d pieced together
nearly his entire outfit that way. Why was this town different?



Ritters grabbed onto the front of Motley’s
shirt and pulled him up so he could look the man square in the
eyes. “Killing you would be far too easy, son. Besides, they like
their meals fresh.”

Motley swallowed hard, the dirt from the road
mixing with the blood in his throat. He saw two large men making
their way towards the two of them, and Motley found that he did
indeed have enough energy to be afraid. Ritters hadn’t killed him
because he had other plans for his body.

“You know son, if you hadn’t been so rude I
might have gone ahead and offed you. But now…” he pulled a
handkerchief out of his breast pocket and wiped at the spit that
clung to his ear. “Boys! Get this thing out of my sight. He looks
like he’ll make a good meal for them, don’t he?”

The other two men hauled him up beneath his
shoulders, and Motley groaned as the pain travelled down each of
his limbs like the string of a guitar. Every inch of movement felt
like torture. When his assailants finally stopped, they stood
before a large door that looked like it led beneath the sheriff’s
office. A series of deadbolts lined one edge of the door, and a
faint hissing could be heard from within.

Snakes? Motley wondered. Did that
crazy sheriff keep snakes to finish off his enemies?

The shorter of the two men held Motley up,
while the other went over to unlatch the deadbolts. One by one, the
locks were undone, and Motley could feel his heart pounding in his
chest. His limbs were icy by now, but his mind was still keen to
notice the man’s shaking hand as he unlatched the final lock.
Trying his best to keep his distance, he grabbed hold of the handle
and yanked the door open wide, letting go of it partway and
allowing it to slam into the side of the building in a billow of
dirt. The opening itself was pitch black, and squint as he might
Motley couldn’t see anything slithering around inside. But even
though he could see no snakes, the hissing grew louder.

Something about it tapped into what remained
of Motley’s animal instincts. Something told him that whatever laid
in wait down there was far worse than any gunshot wound Ritters
could give him. In desperation, Motley grabbed at the man who still
held him upright. “Please,” he whispered, his eyes moving down to
the man’s firearm, “Please, just shoot me!”

“Sorry, buddy.” The other man grabbed his
legs and the two of them started swinging him back and forth to
gain momentum. “We’d finish you off if we could, but these things,
they like their food fresh, y’know what I mean?”

Motley screamed as he was heaved into the
blackness, and the two men quickly closed and locked the door
behind him. For a moment, Motley lay there in frozen panic. He had
landed on his arm, and he’d heard a snap in his leg, but honestly
he didn’t care about that. His eyes were trying to adjust to the
darkness, and he wondered if perhaps he could fend off whatever
these things were. He tried lifting his other arm but the limb was
completely numb. The hissing had originally been in front of him
when he landed, but now it was moving around him on all sides. His
eyes were adjusting to the darkness, but all he could make out were
the black shapes slithering back and forth around them.

“Please…” Motley whispered.

Then something sharp dug into his leg and
began dragging him across the ground—deeper into the pit and away
from the door. Motley screamed as pain tore up from his broken leg.
Then even more daggers dug into him, this time at all points of his
body. He screamed as long as he could until finally he fell into
permanent darkness.

 


****

 


It was a cloudy night when a skinny mule of a
horse moseyed his way into town. His rider was clad from head to
toe in leathers and carried most of his belongings with him, like
most of the strangers who found their way into Clarkville. He
shackled the horse near a watering trough and took a look around
the town; most of the buildings were dark except for the tavern and
whorehouse. And even their lights were dim.

He crossed the dirt road quickly and knocked
at the main door to the whorehouse. A few lights flickered before
the latches were pulled back. A tall woman stood before him with
flaming red hair. She clicked back the hammer on the revolver in
her hand, and her eyes shone in the candlelight.

“It’s a bit late for a social visit, mister.
Most of the gals are off to bed. Better come back another time.”
She moved to push the door closed, but he jammed his foot through
the opening.

“No, it can’t wait. I’m here to see Eliza. Do
you know her?”

Suspicion danced ever so briefly across the
woman’s features before she answered. “Eliza doesn’t see just
anybody. Who are you?”

Hastily he pulled his hat off. “Colton Fen,
Miss.”

She gasped, holding the door open wider and
lowering the revolver. “Well why didn’t you say so, sugar? Come on
in. It’s not safe to talk out here.”

He stepped inside and she locked the door,
gathered up the candle, and glided into the parlor. She pulled the
double doors closed behind them and began lighting more oil lamps.
Colton eyed the walls, which looked like they’d seen better days.
He spotted at least a half a dozen bullet holes and a number of
dents from fistfights. He’d expected to see that kind of treatment
maybe in the tavern, but brothels were usually a different story.
It spoke volumes about how these folks lived out here.

“I didn’t expect you here so soon, Mr. Fen,”
she sounded grateful. “Please, have a seat.”

“Well, the agency did call it an emergency.”
He sat down on the plush velvet couch. It was more comfortable than
the back of his bony horse, but it was a far cry from the comfort
he was used to seeing in such a place. Even the velvet had been
torn away in places. “You must be Miss Eliza then?”

She nodded, her eyes flashing crimson as she
struck another match. “I only hope you came in time, Mr. Fen.”

“So enlighten me. The agency said it had
something to do with family?”

“That’s right.” She perched on the edge of a
worn leather armchair across from him, pulling the sleeves of her
velvet robe closer, as if to fend off the chilled night air. “My
sister, Caroline. Oh she was such a beautiful thing. She was all
golden curls and sunshine, even when we were mortal.”

“What happened to her?”

“Sheriff Ritters keeps a pack of pet vampires
under the the old jail. Been there God knows how long. Caroline
thought she could save them. She started trying to get close to
Ritters, trying to get the key to release that stupid family.”

Colton nodded, his eyes sliding closed. “But
it backfired.”

“Yes, the poor fool. Now she’s being kept
down there with them. Ritters, he got so paranoid of our kind that
he found an Orbe de Sang.”

Colton let out a snort and got to his feet,
crossing the room. “Dangerous stuff he’s messing with here. This
Ritters doesn’t sound like the smartest man around.”

“Well, clever or not, you can imagine how he
reacted the next time he met with her.”

“And he exposed her to the Orbe de Sang?” He
removed his hat and dragged a hand through his matted hair. “It’s a
good thing you called us when you did. There’s only so much a group
of vampires can do in this kind of situation.” He stared out
through the thin drapes, his eyes falling upon the gloomy tavern
across the street. He wondered where Ritters was hiding now, where
he might call home in this dusty town. Did he even visit his
captives? “You’re lucky he hasn’t found you out too.”

“I keep my distance from that mongrel
whenever I can. Even before he had the Orbe, he smelled atrocious.”
She seemed disgusted even by the mere thought of the man.

Colton leaned an elbow on the windowsill,
watching a shadow slide across the tavern floor. “And Ritters—I
take it he doesn’t sleep much.”

“Not like it matters. Look, I want in on what
you’re planning. If I can help out in any way, I will.”
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