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The Not- So Dead

Tristan grunted as he climbed oﬀ his horse.
“You look a little boozy, Tristan,” Lonnie said. “You sure you still
ain’t hurt or anything?”
He wrapped the reins around a posting hitch. “I’m all right.” He
watched as the rest of the boys, except for Reid, made their way
toward one of the many saloons in Buck Creek City, New Mexico.
“You don’t look well,” Reid said. “You sure you’re all right?”
Tristan nodded. “You should join the boys. I’ll be there in a bit.”
He watched as Reid caught up with Lonnie, Ike, and Edwin before
they headed inside.
He leaned his head back to catch his bearings. If he bent down
fast enough, he could still feel where the buckshot blasted his chest
weeks ago, back in Dodge City. There was no way in hell they could
take a hit like that and brush it oﬀ like it was nothing. But he could.
Lonnie, the leader of their gang, expected well over a thousand
dollars when they hit the bank. Tristan believed him, and he dreamed
of what he could do with that much money. He had always wanted to
buy that farm right near El Paso, Texas. It had the best ﬁelds he’d
seen since he had spent some time in the northern part of the state.
Only after a year and ﬁve banks, he’d had his ﬁll of riding in a hail of
bullets every which way, up and down, east and west, to avoid the law.
But someone had tipped the town oﬀ, so when they got there, the
bank was bone dry. The sheriﬀ had ordered the money moved
somewhere else, and when the gang realized what was going on, they
were met with a hail of gunﬁre, in which Tristan took the brunt of it.
They were, once again, among the willows. Soon every sheriﬀ,
posse, and lucky swift would be on their trail, hoping to cash in on
the bounty on their heads.
Reid said he’d pulled out twenty-two lead bullets from his chest,
not counting the buckshot pellets Tristan had to take out himself.
This should’ve stopped them from thinking about their next job,
but the boys showed no signs of slowing or stopping.
Brothers Lonnie and Ike had formed the gang after their release
from the Missouri penitentiary. They’d started their thieving life at a
young age, with Lonnie killing a local butcher and stealing a slab of

meat to feed his younger brother. When they made their ﬁrst
hundred robbing a stagecoach, they didn’t look back.
And then there was Reid, who was a little older than Tristan but a
tenderfoot and inexperienced blue belly. He was diﬀerent from the
rest of the gang. He had a family in New York to go back to, but the
thrill of heading West drove him to do so.
Edwin wasn’t much better than Lonnie and Reid. He had evil in
his bones, and after a job, he usually squandered his money away in
those brothels he loved so much. He was a real curly wolf, especially
after a night for drinking whiskey. And yet he was the muscle of the
group, so if anyone needed killing, he was the one to do it.
Yet they hadn’t had the same spooky and weird beginnings like he
had. They weren’t shot by the owner of a local laundry, who later
dragged him behind the building and felt him up with his hands.
They didn’t have the pleasure of experiencing a weird rush of energy
inside them. They hadn’t come back to life.
At ﬁrst, Tristan had counted it a blessing. Soon he realized he
could do things normal men couldn’t do. Yeah, being out in the sun
stung a little, but he solved that problem by always wearing layers of
clothing. But there was no cure for the color of his eyes turning red,
along with the matching dark, red veins that appeared on the surface
of his skin.
There was also this underlying desire to eat. He was always
hungry but not for a good, cooked steak. He was always thirsty but
not for whisky or even water. It was human he was after, and if he
wanted the pains to stop, he knew what he had to do.
He headed inside Buck Creek Saloon and walked past the boys,
who stood by the bar, and toward a beautiful woman with dark curly
hair and a white sleeveless gown.
“Can I help you?” A seductive smile appeared on her face.
He looked her over. “Not you, ma’am. I’m looking for someone
younger. My apologies.”
She pointed up the stairs without saying another word. Before he
headed up, he felt a hard hand grasp his arm. He turned and saw
Reid.
“Tristan, you’re going to do that here?” he asked.

“Yeah.”
Reid leaned in and whispered in his ear. “Hurry up, and don’t kill
her.”
Tristan smiled. “You know I don’t kill them, Reid.”
“Yeah, I know, but I still wanted to tell ya. Oh, and Lonnie is
already paranoid that we have law on our tail.”
“When isn’t Lonnie paranoid?” Tristan slapped him on the
shoulder to calm his nerves. “I’ll be back in a few.”
#
Tristan made sure he was careful. He didn’t want to harm her
more than he already had.
He’d made sure she was comfortable and she appreciated his
concern. Women in her line of work didn’t have it easy, and she’d
showed him the purplish bruises on her back and legs as examples of
her previous encounters. He promised he wouldn’t hurt her and that
he was nothing like the other scoundrels who’d had their way with
her.
He asked her to close her eyes and trust him, and she did so. He
laid his ﬁngers on her chest, and slowly, the red veins beneath his
skin rose to the surface. He still didn’t understand where this
madness came from, but he knew he had to feed it, or it wouldn’t
protect him. Her energy felt warm and soothing to the touch. It
tingled his ﬁngertips and traveled up his forearms in small electrical
shocks.
First, she hummed in pleasure, so he took more. Then her face
contorted, and when she started to whine, he stopped by lifting his
hands. She fell soundly asleep, and he propped her head on her pillow
and covered her in a blanket. He knew she’d be out for a few hours,
which was just enough time for him and the rest of the boys to be
long gone out of the town.
He heard a subtle knock on the door, which pushed him to his
feet. It couldn’t be the girl’s madam. He paid for three hours, and
only thirty minutes had passed. Reid always checked up on him, so at
ﬁrst, he ﬁgured it was just him. But something felt oﬀ when he

approached the door. There was an unfamiliar scent in the air, and he
pulled his peacemaker from his holster.
“Who is it?” He stood to the right of the door and listened.
“You don’t know me, but it’s urgent I talk to you,” a male voice
replied.
He cocked his hammer.
“There’s no need for that,” the male said, responding to the noise.
“I promise you. I just need a little of your time.”
“What if I’m not in the mood to talk?”
“You will be. I am the only one who knows what is happening to
you. I’m the only one who understands,” he replied. “And if I was the
law, I would have broken down this door by now. But I’m not. I am
like you.”
“Mister, I doubt you’re like me.”
“I am. I know all about the hunger and how it feels to satisfy it.”
Tristan unlocked the door and opened it. As the stranger walked
in, he aimed his gun at the back of the man’s head. “This better not
be a trick.” While still keeping a close watch on him, he closed the
door and relocked it.
“This is not a trick.” The man slowly raised his hands. “I’m not
armed.”
Tristan patted him down, and once satisﬁed, he forced the
stranger to turn around. He saw the red veins spread throughout his
face. Startled, Tristan pushed the barrel of his gun between the
stranger’s red-colored eyes.
“Please, do not do that,” the man said. “Head shots can be pretty
painful for us.”
“Then start talkin’,” Tristan threatened, “and I won’t start
shootin’.”
“Well, as you can see, I am like you. My name is Dusk.”
“Dusk? What kind of name is that?”
“A name given to me a long time ago.”
The resemblance was uncanny. It was just like himself, so Tristan
placed the hammer back and holstered his weapon. “Don’t be sawin’
me.”

“Does it look like I am playing games with you?” Dusk looked over
Tristan’s shoulder at the woman in bed. “Did you kill her?”
“No. I don’t kill them.”
“You don’t take it all, do you?”
“Take what?”
“Her essence,” Dusk answered.
“Is that what it’s called?”
“Yes. It is what we need to survive. It’s good that you didn’t take it
all.” He exhaled. “If you did, you would turn her into what we are.”
He lowered his hands and approached the bed.
“And what exactly are we, if you don’t mind me askin’?”
Dusk sat next to her and grabbed her hand. “She’s cold but alive.
Good. Good.”
“I asked you a question. What are we?”
Dusk faced him. “Wraiths.”
#
“You can’t continue to do what you’re doing,” Dusk said. “You
must stop, or you’ll expose yourself.”
“I can’t stop. The boys depend on me.” Tristan stood against the
wall as he kept a careful and watchful eye on Dusk. He still didn’t
trust him as far as he could throw him. Then again, his body did
carry a peculiar scent, which was diﬀerent than his boys and any
other person he’d come across since his change.
“Let them depend on someone else, preferably another human.”
Tristan eyed him. “What’re you sayin? I’m not human?”
“No, and neither am I.”
He laughed. “You’re full of it.”
“Am I really full of it?” Dusk asked. “How can you say that? I
shouldn’t have to tell you that you are diﬀerent from your boys, as you
call them. They are not like you.”
Tristan ceased his laughter and folded his arms.
“I see you’re not laughing now,” Dusk stated. “Do you want to
know how I found you?”
“Not really.”

“I heard about the outlaw who came back to life. I heard about
how they caught you and hung you back in Texas. You walked right
out the front door of the funeral parlor, and the undertaker went
mad. You didn’t attempt to hide what you are.”
Tristan shrugged. “He shouldn’t have shot me.”
“And you shouldn’t have robbed that bank.”
He cocked his eyebrow at him. “How long have you been trackin’
us?”
“You. I’ve been tracking only you.”
“For how long?”
“Before you went to Dodge City.”
He stood alert. “That bank was bone dry. You tipped them oﬀ
about us comin’, didn’t you?”
“There’s much more out there that you don’t understand.”
“No, you don’t understand, fella’.” He gripped the handle of his
holstered gun. “You’re working with the law, and I don’t appreciate
that.”
Dusk didn’t react to Tristan’s growing suspicion. He remained
collected, and his facial expression was still hard as stone. “I don’t
care about the law. All I care about is how your actions are exposing
us.”
“And I don’t care about what you think,” Tristan replied. “I’m not
going to stop, and I’m not going to leave my boys.”
“Do you think we’re the only ones?” Dusk asked, ﬂummoxed.
“There are more wraiths out there who believe any human who
knows should be killed. If they ﬁnd you, and they will if you continue
to act rash, they will kill your friends.”
“I’m not scared,” Tristan said before asking, “But you should be.
If my boys ﬁnd out you’re the one who tipped oﬀ the law, they will kill
you, wraith or not.”
Dusk approached him. “You know that would be a bad idea, for
them.” He held out his hand. “I am giving you this opportunity to
make it right. Come with me and leave them to their actions. You are
not part of their world anymore.”
“Sorry. The money is just too good.” Tristan snickered. “And this
is what I know. This is who I am.”

“No,” Dusk replied with glowing red eyes. “This is what you are
now.”
Tristan walked to the door. “That’s only part of what I am.” He
grabbed the doorknob.
“The part you abuse.”
He looked over his shoulder at Dusk. “You should skin out before
my boys ﬁnd you.”
Dusk’s lips unscrewed. “Did you not listen to a word I said?”
“I have and I am not interested.”
Dusk moved quickly, and before Tristan realized it, he stood in
front of the door, blocking Tristan’s way out. “You are what you are.”
“Hmmm, well my mama always told me to dream big, and I always
listened to my mama.” He pushed Dusk to the side. “Maybe you need
to start dreamin’ big and stop being such an addle-pot.” He opened
the door. “There’s no walkin’ the straight and narrow for me, not as
long as there are banks out there that need robbing.”
#
“So what did that yack say again?”
“I already told you on our ride here, Lonnie. Said I was a wraith
or somethin’.” Keeping watch, Tristan made sure to steady his eyes
and composure, all while keeping his trusted peacemaker cocked and
ready. There wasn’t any unusual movement on the streets of Lost
Lake, besides the average folk walking about and enjoying their day.
It appeared no one noticed that they were getting robbed right
underneath their noses.
“You believe him?” Lonnie’s muﬄed voice spoke through a dirtied
bandana wrapped around the lower part of his face.
“Naw, he was cracked. Loony.” Tristan’s eyes darted to the left,
then right.
“But he was onto somethin’ I bet. You get right back up after you
get shot. Your eyesight is keen as all hell, and you can hear farther
than any man I’ve known in my life. It ain’t normal.”
“I know it ain’t, but it’s helped us get out of a lot of tight spots.”
Tristan smirked.

“Yeah, it surely has. You should’ve tried to convince the bastard to
join us. Two wraiths are always better than one.”
“Would you stop with all that chatter?” With his gun steadily
aimed at the bank manager and teller, Ike peered down the hall.
“What are those two doin’ back there? We ain’t got all day! They
slower than molasses.”
Reid and Edwin hurried down the short hall, each with a
saddlebag draped over their shoulder.
“How’s it lookin’ out there?” Ike asked Tristan.
“Good, so far. But we better hurry before they take notice.” He
thought he saw a man standing on the balcony of a hotel directly
across from the bank. With the thought of Dusk tipping oﬀ the
people in this town as well, he didn’t want to spend another second
longer in the bank. “But we should scoot before things get heated.”
“Yeah, yeah.” Edwin pulled his gun from his holster.
Ike ordered the teller and manager to the back of the bank, and
when he returned, he nodded at Lonnie. “We’re good.”
“Somethin’ don’t feel right,” Reid said.
“You a weak belly or what?” Edwin responded. “Quit your
crying.”
“I’m not. Just sayin’ this feels too easy.”
“Easy. Hard. It is what it is. Bet you don’t know your right from
your left.”
“Shut your trap, Edwin. You don’t even know your left from your
right,” Tristan replied.
“All of you, shut your traps,” Lonnie said. “Ya’ll ready?”
Tristan checked his weapon. It was cocked and ready for
anything.
“We’re gonna walk on out, nice and easy like. Don’t try to draw
attention to ourselves. Once we get to our horses, you all know what
to do.”
Still keeping a watchful eye, Tristan nodded. The plan was to exit
the bank and get to their horses without making a huge fuss. As
usual, he would be the last to go in case things got heated.
Once they got clear of town, they’d split the money before
heading their own separate ways to avoid the law, then meet back up

back in Silver City, New Mexico, in a week.
Before they left the bank, they pulled down their bandanas.
Lonnie and Ike were the ﬁrst to walk out, followed by Edwin.
While they got onto their horses, Reid froze near the door, still on
edge.
Tristan patted him on his back. “Buck up,” he whispered.
“I’m telling you, Tristan. Something don’t feel right.”
“It’ll be ﬁne. Just think. You can now go and buy that place you
were looking at back in Deadwood.”
Reid nodded. “Yeah, that’d be the life, wouldn’t it?” He took a
deep breath and sighed. “You can stop by sometime, y’know?”
“I’d like that.”
Reid took one step out of the bank, just as a shot rang out.
Tristan felt the warm speckles of blood on his face as Reid slumped
to the ground, blood gushing from a wound on the left side of his
head.
Another shot exploded through the air, hitting the door frame
directly above his head. Tristan grabbed Reid’s saddlebag before he
quickly ducked. Soon the entire town erupted in gunﬁre, forcing him
to crawl back inside.
Spooked, his horse took oﬀ down the street. A loud round of
buckshot shattered the front glass of the bank, sprinkling him in
fragments. Across the street, he saw a man wearing a dark brimmed
hat turn toward him and aim toward Edwin, but the man wasn’t fast
enough. Edwin loaded two shots, and the man dropped to the ground,
dead.
“They got Reid!” Edwin dropped his saddlebag.
Ike’s horse also fell victim as another person, down the street,
unloaded all six shots of his pistol in their direction.
“Son of a bitch!” Lonnie yelled over the barrage of gunﬁre as he
shot the man dead in the street.
Ike scrambled for the saddlebag when a shot struck the dirt
directly next to it. He then turned to get on Lonnie’s horse before
being taken down in a hail of bullets.
“Edwin!” Tristan screamed to grab his attention, but he
continued ﬁring at the armed townsfolk until he was forced to trek

back to the bank, leaving Lonnie outside, alone.
Lonnie held his own for a few seconds more, until a shotgun blast
threw him oﬀ his horse. His saddlebag hit the ground, and the money
scattered across the dirt and pools of blood.
Edwin closed the bullet-riddled door and joined Tristan behind
the bank counter. The shooting didn’t stop, and the bullets continued
to whizz by, breaking the air all around them. It tore into the walls
and ricocheted oﬀ the steel bars. One ripped through the counter,
only inches from Tristan’s left shoulder.
“Son of a bitch!” Edwin reloaded his six-shooter. “This is it. Just
us, Tristan. We’re all that’s left.”
The bastard tipped them oﬀ, he thought to himself.
“They ain’t gonna’ stop until we give up or we’re cashed in.” He
peeped through the bullet hole in the counter. The small hole
obstructed his view, but he no longer heard any gunshots and saw
just enough to notice a group of armed men creeping toward the
bank, one being the town’s sheriﬀ.
“Sheriﬀ’s comin’ with a few men,” he whispered.
“I’ve never killed a sheriﬀ before.” Edwin smiled, wide.
Neither had Tristan, and with their back against the wall, he
didn’t want to start now.
“Give up, boys!” a voice yelled. “We got the place surrounded.”
“Unless you want any more of your lovely law-abiding citizens to
die, I suggest you fellas walk on back!” Tristan looked through the
hole again and noticed they stopped in the middle of the road. He saw
another man hiding on the second ﬂoor of a building across the street
and another behind a water barrel.
“There goes those drinks I planned on getting in the next town,”
Edwin said as he also watched them. “What I’d do to air my lungs
just one more time before I’m done in for.”
“We ain’t dead yet.” Tristan leaned his head back. With all this
talk, he was no step closer in ﬁguring out what to do. He was never
the brains of their little band of rowdy cowboys. That was all Lonnie,
who now lay dead, just a little way from the bank. Tristan considered
himself the jester, the cowboy with all the jokes. The one who rallied
their group when things got rough and tough. But now, there wasn’t

a group to rally. It was just Edwin and himself, and knowing that
Edwin wasn’t the patient type, Tristan had to think of something
fast. “But there’s a lot of them out there. We’re atwixt a tight spot.”
“Y’know, that sheriﬀ is going to have enough people, and they’ll
storm their way in here and kill us. I say, why wait? We can take some
out before they take us out.”
“I’m not ready to meet my maker.” Tristan took another look
through the hole. Even if he was able to draw their ﬁre, there was no
way Edwin would make it out alive.
“You boys hungry?” the sheriﬀ called from outside. “We got chow
out here. If you want it, all you have to do is come on out.”
“You shouldn’t have, Sheriﬀ!” Tristan called. “But we’re right
peachy in here.”
“We just want the bank manager and the other boy you got with
you, safe and sound. Ya’ll come out now, and I promise, you won’t get
hurt.”
“And we’ll just all sit around, eat some grub, and become fast
friends?” Tristan laughed. “Not my idea of a good time, Sheriﬀ.”
“You’d be alive, boy. And we all can go back to our homes without
any more people dying.”
Edwin opened the chamber of his pistol. “I’m bound to knock that
sheriﬀ’s wobbling jaw,” he threatened.
Tristan took another look. He saw a group of men, armed with
riﬂes, heading toward the sheriﬀ from down the street. “You might,
sooner than later.”
“We do got them two hostages in back,” Edwin stated. “Maybe we
can use them to get us more time?”
“Or,” Tristan said, reloading his weapon. “You can ﬁnd a back
exit, and I’ll stay here until they ﬁll me full of lead.”
“You’re oﬀ your mental reservation.” Edwin also loaded his
weapon. “But I like that plan.”
It was a risky idea, but it was the only one he had. With two
hostages, the sheriﬀ and his crew wouldn’t dare storm the bank,
which gave Edwin enough time to make a run for it. However, it also
gave the town enough time to rally others to join the sheriﬀ in
apprehending them, dead or alive.

“Go and I’ll meet you in Silver City.” Tristan tipped his dark hat.
On his hands and knees, Edwin crawled down the hall with his
body as close to the ground as possible. Tristan looked through the
hole again. The bodies of his friends still lay in the street, and he
watched the sheriﬀ examine them while his deputy and a few others
collected the scattered money.
Just then he heard Edwin scream, followed by a single gunshot.
Tristan pulled out his gun, but by the time he aimed it, several
more shots from outside crashed through the windows, forcing him
to take immediate cover.
“Edwin!” he screamed. Shattered glass fell to the ﬂoor and on top
of him. Through all the chaos, he saw several men now storming the
bank. He aimed his weapon and ﬁred a few shots which met their
mark, before a bullet tore into his right shoulder. His arm went limp.
Tristan couldn’t aﬀord to look back, nor could he stop. There was
no reason to. Edwin was dead the moment that bullet tore into him.
Bullets continued to whizz by, breaking the air in a high-pitched
swooshing sound. He felt two more rip into his left shin, and frantic,
he crawled down the hall and toward the back. He didn’t make it far.
“Stop right there!” a familiar voice from behind him called.
Tristan attempted to raise himself from the ﬂoor when the voice
yelled another command.
“I said don’t move!”
Unable to lift his right arm, let alone obey any orders, he turned
on his back and locked eyes with Dusk, who had his gun aimed
straight at Tristan’s forehead. He was dressed in a black vest, brown
slacks, and a long dark coat.
It didn’t take much for Tristan to put it all together. Dusk had
warned the townsfolk and tipped oﬀ the sheriﬀ. He’d joined their
little ragtag posse.
“What now?” Tristan’s lips pulled back into a smirk.
Dusk’s eyes moved to his left, then his right. “Your boys are dead,
Tristan. It is over.”
He laid his head back. “Yeah, I see. You gonna’ let the sheriﬀ put
me in jail.”

“No. The townspeople will break you out and string you up. I
can’t allow that.”
“Can’t allow that,” Tristan said, mimicking him. “You’re full of
shit, you know, mister?”
Dusk cocked the hammer back on his gun. “This will hurt, but
just for a brief moment.”
His comment wiped the smirk from Tristan’s face. He knew how
it felt to be shot in the body, but he’d never felt a bullet tear into his
forehead before. “Now, wait just a minute—”
“I told you. Head shots are the worst.” Dusk pulled the trigger.
#
As a wraith, being dead wasn’t the same as being dead as a
human. Tristan knew the experience ﬁrsthand. Sometimes it took
minutes, depending on the severity of his wounds, to wake. When he
took that buckshot to the chest, he was up and alert about half an
hour later. In this case, a shot to the head had him out for nearly half
a day.
When he ﬁnally opened his eyes, he felt excruciating pressure in
his forehead that pulsed every so often. Miraculously, the bullet was
no longer there, and he thought his body had forced it out, until he
saw the bloody metal slug and pliers lying on a table stand next to his
bed.
He didn’t know where he was, but by the sound of wagons, horses,
and human voices, he assumed he was still in Lost Lake. He saw Dusk
standing in front of a large window, peering out at the town below. It
was partially sunny, and he made no attempt to avoid the rays
blasting on his face.
“You shot me!” Tristan grunted as he sat up.
“I had to.”
“But in the head?!”
“I had to,” Dusk replied again.
He swung his legs over the bed and raked his hand through his
hair. He noticed he was nearly naked, so he scanned the room,
looking for his gun and gun belt.

“Tonight, we’ll leave.” While Dusk spoke, he didn’t bother to look
at Tristan. “Head east, away from all this lawlessness. Given time,
they will forget about you and your outlaw friends.”
“What makes you think I’m going with you?” Tristan stood from
the bed.
“Where else will you go? The sheriﬀ propped up the bodies of
your dead friends. The people took pictures before they put them in
pine boxes for burial.”
“And how did you explain my absence in that malarkey?” He
grabbed his folded trousers from a nearby chair.
“I told the sheriﬀ I couldn’t claim my bounty on you without a
body.”
“Yeah, you have my gratitude for that,” he replied in a snarky
tone.
His legs shivered brieﬂy, and his entire body felt weakened from
the shot. “How can you stand in the sun like that? Don’t it hurt?”
“Not that much if you’ve fed.”
He approached the window and looked out. It only took a small
sliver of sunlight to make him move back into the shade. “When the
sun goes down, I’m headed out.” He slipped on his trousers. “Where
did you put my shirt?”
Without looking, Dusk pointed at a suitcase in the corner of the
room. “Pick one.”
Tristan hesitated but soon did as he was told. To his surprise, the
suitcase was ﬁlled with clean and new shirts, some made from a weird
slippery material. “You must be rich to have all of this.” He lifted it up
in the air.
“It’s silk, and that’s mine,” Dusk replied. “Take another.”
He grabbed a brown shirt and slipped it over his head.
“You don’t have to rob banks anymore. Not if you come with me.”
“Yeah? Well—” Tristan caught his tongue when his eyes glanced
over a gold watch nestled between two shirts. “Tell me, how rich are
you?”
Dusk closed the curtains, and with the interior of the room now
darkened, he turned toward Tristan. “I’ve accumulated enough in my
centuries.”

“Centuries? How?”
Dusk nodded. “I’ll show you, as long as you agree to come with
me.”
Tristan cocked his head. “Hell, why not?” He smirked. “Like I
said, my mama always told me to dream big and I always listen to my
mama.”
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