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    Prologue: 
 
    “C’mon, Abe,” Clint whispered in his twin brother’s ear. “Shoot it already.” 
 
    Abel Carson nudged his brother away with his right elbow before he eased the hammer back on the Model 1795 musket. “Shush, ya damn fool,” he whispered. Adding a bit of a swear word emphasized all seventeen minutes of his status as the elder twin, at least to his way of seeing it. “It’s still on the bank of the crick. I shoot it now, an’ it’s liable to fall in and get washed away and we’ll never find it.” He sighted down the barrel of the musket and put the bead just below and in front of the jackrabbit’s heart. Only a few more steps, and it would be off the slope of the creek’s bank, and he could shoot it without worrying about it falling in. Most days, it wouldn’t be a worry, but the recent rains had swollen the little flow almost beyond its banks. Anything that fell in those waters would end up a mile downstream lickety-split.  
 
    The rabbit took a couple of hopping steps away from the bank, then froze in place. Its nose came up and quivered, its brown furred head twisting back and forth. After a few moments of testing the air, it froze, looking right in the boys’ direction. Then, with a bound, it took off running. 
 
    “Dang it, Abel, gimme that!” Clint said as he snatched up the musket and surged to his feet. 
    
      
    He leaned forward and bent his knees, twisting at the hips until the bead was right on the rabbit’s center. He pulled the trigger as he continued to sweep the gun’s barrel past his target, and the gun bucked against his shoulder as fire and smoke erupted from the end of the musket. When the smoke cleared, he could see the jackrabbit’s body lying a few feet back from where he’d hit it. “Told ya I shoulda been the one shootin’,” he said. 
 
    “Any damn fool can hit somethin’ with a barrel fulla grape shot,” Abel said. He snatched the rifle from his brother and pulled the powder horn and his possibles bag from his belt. “Where you goin’?” he demanded as Clint started toward the rabbit. 
 
    “Gonna go git our dinner.” 
 
    “Reload first,” Abel said. “Like Pa taught us. Always see to your gun and your horse, Clint.” 
 
    “Pa weren’t no ‘count for nuthin,” Clint said with a dismissive wave as he headed for the rabbit. “You reload the damn gun. I’m gonna go get our dinner.”
    
      
     
 
    “You don’t talk about Pa like that,” Abel said from behind him. “Even if he weren’t worth nuthin’, he’s still our Pa, and we still got to show him respect. Pastor Flint says it’s in the Bible.” 
 
    “Pastor says a lotta things that don’t make no sense,” Clint said as he reached the dead rabbit. As he crouched, movement at the edge of his vision caught his attention, and he slowly lifted his head, then stifled a surprised gasp. Not fifty yards away stood a magnificent buck, its antlers white and glowing in the afternoon sun. Clint turned and waved for Abel to come to him, then laid his palm flat and moved it down a couple of times, then gestured for him to come to him again, signaling that he needed to approach quietly. It was a language the two of them had created on their own, copying the local tribes’ ways of silent talking on the trails.
    
      
     
 
    After a moment, the silence of the woods caught his attention, and he slowly turned to look for Abel. All he saw was the musket leaning against a tree. It wasn’t like Abe to just leave the gun laying around. Of the two of them, Abel was the one who took better care of things, who constantly lectured on how important it was to look after stuff. Still, if he could get to the musket and get a shot off, they’d be eating venison for weeks. He slowly crept back toward the musket, all the while looking for Abel. 
 
    When he made it to the tree, he reached out for the gun, and his hand closed on something slick and warm as he noticed the powder flask laying on the ground. He let go of the gun and picked up the flask, then looked at his other hand. His palm was red with blood, and he know it could only have come from his brother. 
 
    “Abel?” he called out, the deer forgotten as he snatched up the gun, hoping it was reloaded.
    
      
     
 
    Nearby, the buck stayed still in spite of the presence of the human, in spite of its strident voice calling out, and in spite of the long thing it carried that killed from a distance. Then the human screamed, a shrill sound even for its kind, and a single gunshot rang out. The buck ran, leading a doe and two fawns away from the terror that stalked the woods. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    The rider came from the south, the same direction as the Overland Mail Line’s tracks, and he had the look of a Rigger about him. For most folks around Mendoza Springs, that meant nothing, but for Anne Miller, it was like tossing a coin in the air. As bad as her day had been so far, odds were close to even whether or not this stranger could make it worse. Or if he would. Like any man, a Rigger might be saint or sinner, or something in between, as likely to help as to harm. All that she could be sure if was that if he was a Rigger, he’d seen the Verge, and that was a thing that made a man see the world in a way few could comprehend. She looked to the wagon wheel that lay on the ground beside her wagon, and then to the long shadows, not relishing the thought of a walk home in the dark or spending the night out on the road. And if it was bad for her, she certainly didn’t think her horse would enjoy spending a night in the traces, which meant extra work for her on both ends. 
 
    “Afternoon,” the man said in a graveled voice. He’d come to a stop a short distance away. From a few yards off, he looked even rougher than he had from a distance. He wore the distinctive Rigger’s scarf of blue tucked into his shirt, which Anne knew was basically some kind of oversized bandana that let him wear it in more ways than the regular sized scraps of cloth most men favored. Like most of his kind, he wore it wrapped about his head and under a flat brimmed black hat, with the tail of it wrapped about his neck. A stained and patched leather coat covered his torso, with straps that were looped up so as not to drag in the dirt. She could see plain as day the strange gloves that the men who operated the aether-driven trains favored. Also made of thick leather, they ran back beyond the wrist, protecting the wearer from the current in the poles. Black trousers were tucked into dusty brown walking boots, and the glint of sunlight on blued steel showed at his right hip. Her gaze went to the long Henry Repeating Rifle under the wagon’s seat, but it was the reassuring feel of the Colt on her hip that set her most at ease.  
 
    “Good afternoon, sir,” she said. “Or rather I wish it was. As you can see, I’m having some trouble with my wagon.” 
 
    “Yes’m, seems you are,” the man said. “Is it anything I can be of help with?” 
 
    “It’s a busted lynch pin,” Anne said. “It’s a simple enough thing to repair, but it requires two people. I’d be much obliged for your help.” 
 
    “Of course, ma’am,” the man said. “Happy to be of assistance, Miss…?.” He walked his horse forward, his posture loose but confident. As he came still closer, she could make out his features better. By no means a handsome man in the most fashionable sense, his weathered features weren’t too harsh to look on, either. A clean line to his jaw and a chin with a little cleft stopped just short of dashing. But his eyes...Anne turned away, lest he catch her staring, though the way he turned his head as well to avoid meeting her gaze kept that from being likely. But what she’d seen in them in that split second was enough to make her want to know more even as it gave her a moment of trepidation. His were eyes that had seen too many unpleasant things, eyes that had seen too much suffering and shed far too few tears over them. 
 
    “Mrs. Miller.” Anne said primly. 
 
    “What would you have me do?” the man asked. 
 
    “First,” Anne said with a shake of her head, “I’ll need to do something to keep the wheel from falling off the axle again. Then there’s the matter of getting it back on.”  
 
    The man nodded and dismounted from his horse. He led the beast to the back of the wagon and tied the reins off, then drew his knife. The horse whickered softly as the blade hissed against leather. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m not after using this on you,” the man said. “If I was, I’d’ve done it afore now.” He moved into the brush, and seconds later, there came the ringing sound of steel against wood and the rustle of leaves. Moments later, he stepped out amid a fall of leaves with a thick stick in hand. His blade ran down the length of the twig, carving a wedge out of it. He stopped at the back of the wagon and rummaged about in the boxes of supplies she’d picked up in town. She leaned against the edge of the bed and watched him pull two nails out of the cloth sack, then unwrapped a bit of wire from its spool. Taking up the wooden peg he’d carved, he laid the two nails end to end against it and wrapped the wire tight about the length. When he was done, he had a workable replacement for the original lynch pin.  
 
    “We’ll need to wrap the end of the axle once we get the wheel back on,” the man said. As if sensing its moment had come, the horse took the opportunity to butt its head against his chest and knock him to the ground. Anne put her hand to her mouth to suppress the giggle that was trying to escape her lips. 
 
    “Horse,” the man grated, “I swear I’m finding me a glue factory to sell you to.” The big creature snorted through its nose and turned away, evidently unconcerned.  
 
    The next part was more work but less complex as he arranged a simple lever to lift the wagon up so that the wheel could be mounted again. Between the two of them, the man guessed that they had sufficient strength to do either task, but not both at the same time, which was what was required. After a few moments of thought, though, he headed reached for the length of rope in the back of the wagon, then flung it over a nearby branch before measuring out a length of it and tying off a loop. After testing the knot he tied around the axle, he gestured to Anne. 
 
    “Mrs. Miller, if you’d be so kind as to join me,” he said. Curious, she came to his side to inspect the rope and the loop. “I hate to seem overly forward, ma’am, but are you wearing anything….delicate under all of that?” he asked as he gestured to her skirts. 
 
    “You are being too forward,” she gasped. “A ladies underthings are no business of a man not her husband, and even then…” she sniffed and turned her head, suddenly aware of the hot flush that was creeping up her neck. It wouldn’t do to let a man think he was eliciting any untoward reactions from a lady. Especially when he really was! 
 
    “I apologize, ma’am,” the man said, his voice slow and resonant. “if I gave you the impression that I was asking about your unmentionables. I assure you, I wasn’t. I merely meant that if you had a bustle or something fragile enough that it would break if you were to place more than a few pounds of weight against it.” He held the rope up and parted his hands to reveal a loop that was easily large enough for her to sit comfortably in. 
 
    “I... I see,” she said after a brief pause. “You might have asked that in the first place,” she said as she stepped forward, not certain she was as disappointed as she’d let on. He held the loop open and stepped to one side, so that she could easily turn about and place her legs against it. She leaned back, and let her weight settle on the hemp. For a moment, she thought she might swing forward, but the man’s hand held her in place, and the wagon’s weight kept her from descending more than a few inches. Then the rope started sliding, and Anne found herself bending her knees to keep her balance. 
 
    “There,” the man said. “No further!” Anne flexed her knees, and the wagon stopped its slow rise. He wrestled the wheel upright, then walked it into place on the axle. A few moments of work got the lynch pin in place, and he set to wrapping the end with leather strapping. All told, the whole job ended up taking less than a quarter hour from the time he had her sit in the loop. At his nod, she stood, and wagon’s weight rested on all four wheels once more. 
 
    “That should make it a good twenty or thirty miles, but only just,” the man said.  
 
    “Far enough to get me home, and back to the wheelwright,” Anne said. “I am much obliged to you, sir. I’m afraid I didn’t catch your name, though.” 
 
    “No, ma’am, you didn’t,” the man said. “But that’s no fault of yours. I didn’t say it. Name’s Caleb Archer. As to the help, think nothin’ of it.” 
 
    “My mind is my own, Mr. Archer,” Anne said with a smile as she climbed aboard the wagon and arranged her skirts to seat herself. “and so I shall think of it. A debt owed to a good man for a good turn.” 
 
    Archer put his fingers to the brim of his hat and inclined his head with a smile. “If you insist, ma’am,” he said with the hint of a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “I’d call things square between us if you could point me toward the nearest town.” 
 
    “Back that way a couple miles, then turn south where the trail splits. But it’s a half day of riding from here.” 
 
    “I’m used to camping under the stars, ma’am. But are you going to make it to the right side of a threshold before the sun sets, Mrs. Miller?” He ignored the opening to invite himself along to her ranch, propriety not the least of his reasons to avoid imposing on her. 
 
    “My ranch is close enough that I’ll see my baile well in advance of sunset.” 
 
    “Very good then,” Archer replied with a smile. “I’ll be on my way. Godspeed, ma’am.” 
 
    “Mr. Archer,” Anne said. He turned and looked at her slowly. “I’ll remember you and commend you to the Lord in my prayers these next few nights.” 
 
    “Thank you kindly, ma’am.” He watched as she clucked at the horses, urging them to a trot with a flick of the reins. The wagon clattered out of sight around a bend, and Caleb turned to his mount. “Don’t you look at me like that, you broken down old nag,” he said as the big creature tossed his head and neighed. “Or you’ll end up in a corral in a hail storm. I found you that way, and I got no qualms about leaving you the same way.” Even as he mounted, though, he got the feeling that the horse was in no way intimidated. 
 
      
 
    Caleb woke from dreams of darkness to true darkness, his pistol in his hand. In the dream, he’d drawn the gun as well, a glowing piece of iron covered in strange sigils that never seemed to rest easy under his eye, all promising death and pain. Had it glowed, ever so briefly, when he’d sat up? Or was that the last remnants of the dream, memory drifting through the fog of sleep and into the waking world? Starlight gleamed off the cold barrel, and the coals of his small fire warmed his side. He looked up, trying to orient himself while trying to decide if he wanted to remember what dreams had jarred him from his slumber.  
 
    “Never been good before,” he muttered. “Don’t figure they’re gonna turn all sunshine and daffodils now.” The morning star was bright in the eastern sky, so he pulled the wool blanket aside and got to his feet. He took a stick and poked at the embers of his fire, coaxing a small flame from the glowing coals before he dropped some more sticks onto the fire and built it up. Once it was going, he dumped some coffee grounds into his pot, filled it with water and set it over the fire to boil. While the pot heated, he laid a few thick strips of bacon in a small pan and fried them up. The bacon got set aside as the coffee came to a boil, and he poured a cup. Finally, he took his knife and cut a thick slice from a loaf of bread, leaving only the heel for the next meal. 
 
    He ate his meager breakfast with deliberate care, trying to draw every bit of flavor from each bite before he hit the trail. God only knew when he might have his next meal, or what it might be, even a half day from a town. 
 
    When the last crust of the bread was washed down with the dregs of the coffee from his tin cup, Caleb cleaned and stowed his gear and kicked the fire out, then saddled up and made his way to the trail the Miller woman had directed him to. 
 
    Noon saw Caleb drawing up in the middle of Mendoza Springs. He’d left what little foliage and shade there was to be had behind a couple of hours before when the trail had split away from the river’s verdant path, and had spent the last three hours of his ride wanting something with a little more kick than water to to slake his thirst. At the edge of the lone street that made up what passed for a town was the livery stable, and upwind of it was the Gantry Saloon. The town sat at the base of a low hill, upon which an adobe church sat in silent judgement over the entire town, its bell swaying in the breeze, like a nun shaking her head in disappointment. The rest of the town’s commerce was found along either side of the street, with houses setting on either side of the road that ran up the hill, giving the impression that Mendoza Springs was the refuse that had rolled downhill from the church.  
 
    The water trough and what little shade there was to be found was on the side of the livery stable, so Caleb turned his weary mount in that direction and dismounted as his horse bent its head to drink. A boy sat with his legs sticking out of the barn’s hay loft, looking down with the keen interest of all adolescent males at the arrival of a stranger. Caleb reached into his pocket, and the distinctive jingle of silver rang out. 
 
    “Hey boy,” Caleb rasped, flipping a silver disk into the air toward the indolent urchin. “Make sure no one else rides off on him.” Another coin flew. “Then get him rubbed down, stabled and fed. Grain and hay.” A third coin followed the arc of the first two. 
 
    “You bet, mister!” the boy said, snatching all three coins from the air before disappearing into the depths of the barn, and re emerging moments later through the large front doors. 
 
    “Make sure he don’t drink too much, and mind your feet. He has a liking for stepping on toes.” Without waiting for a response, Caleb walked across the street. A row of horses stood in the sun, heads down in the midday heat. Three close to the door caught his eye and made his jaw tighten. All three would have been majestic looking mustangs, save for the pale mud caked on their legs and tangles in their manes and tales. One had a pair of old lash marks across its rump, and all three bore sloppy brands. With a grimace at the obvious abuse of fine horseflesh, he pushed the swinging doors open.  
 
    The Gantry was a narrow building, barely more than twenty feet wide, with a bar that ran half of its seventy feet along the back wall. A stage was built against the back wall, its red curtains showing signs of their best days having passed years before. The bartender, a heavy set man with curly brown hair and a well kept handlebar mustache, looked up at the newcomer, eyeing him for potential trouble, and conversation stopped for a moment. The pistol at the stranger’s right hip was as commonplace as dirt and horse manure, but the long coat and heavy gloves were nothing he’d ever seen before. 
 
    Caleb didn’t stand in the doorway, but made his way straight to the bar. “Beer,” he said as he took a stool and laid a quarter down on the wooden surface. The barman grabbed a thick glass and pulled a draught from a barrel set behind the bar, then put the glass in front of the stranger with one hand while he laid a wooden token on the counter and took the two-bit piece with the other. “Token for your second?” the barman asked. At the stranger’s nod, he broke into a broad smile. “Two beers for two bits! The names Smitty, sir.”  
 
    “Caleb.” he responded, turning to observe three men holding court at the end of the bar. Taking a long, slow pull from his mug, he let out a satisfied sigh as he put the mug down. 
 
    “So, you really saw it?” one of the other patrons asked the three pontificants eagerly. “You saw the aether train?” 
 
    “Ya, we did,” another man said, his voice thickly accented with some Eastern European flavor. “Glowed red as the fires of Hell itself, it did, with great red and yellow sparks flying from the wheels as it drove through the Verge. Sounded like a thousand lost souls screaming, the wheels did. And fast!” 
 
    “Oh, it was fast!” another man said in a similar accent. 
 
    “Barely saw it, we did,” a third man offered, “and it was halfway across the horizon.” 
 
    “Like lightning!” 
 
    “Wish some of us coulda been there with you fellas,” another man said as he got up and went to the bar. “Smitty! Another beer for me and the Hamori boys.”  
 
    “That’ll be four bits, Sam,” Smitty said. To both of the local men’s surprise, it was the stranger who laid down two quarters on the bar. 
 
    “White,” the stranger said without looking up from his beer. 
 
    “What?” Sam asked.  
 
    “The Verge,” the stranger said slowly. “It’s white, and bright, like lightning. That’s why riggers wear goggles. To protect their eyes, and so they can make out details.” 
 
    “It is red, with red and yellow sparks from the wheels,” one of the Hamori brothers said. 
 
    “Aether train’s wheels don’t touch the tracks when it’s going over thirty, maybe forty miles an hour. All the weight is on the aether stirrups. The wheels don’t spark. They don’t even touch the tracks.” 
 
    “Are you calling us liars?” the biggest of the Hamori brothers asked, stepping forward and cracking his knuckles. The stranger stood slowly and turned to face the rest of the bar, pulling his left hand out of his pocket with a gold coin between his index and middle finger. With deliberate precision, he laid the coin on the bar next to the two coins he’d just placed. 
 
    “Four whiskeys for the Hamoris and their friend here before they leave,” the man said over his shoulder. He turned to face the others. “I’m not calling you a liar. I’m just telling you that whatever you saw out there, it wasn’t an aether train. When did you see this apparition, anyway?” 
 
    “It was Tuesday morning, on the tracks north of here,” the biggest one said. The other two nodded. 
 
    “Then I know you couldn’t have seen the aether train out of Denver that runs those tracks.” 
 
    “And how do you know this thing?” the smallest of the brothers asked, his narrow face contorted in a sneer as he pointed a riding crop at the stranger. Caleb’s eyes narrowed as he saw the flecks of blood and hair on the crop, connecting it to the bloodied horse outside. Suddenly, the prospect of a fight wasn’t so bad, even if he did take a beating from it, so long as he knocked the little son of a bitch around some. 
 
    “Because I was on it,” Caleb said, lifting his hand to reveal the punched stub of a train ticket. A spark crackled from his fingertips to the ticket and tiny arcs of electricity crawled over the surface of the ticket as he lifted his hand away, and all eyes in the bar went wide. The bartender leaned forward to inspect it, then looked up at the Hamori brothers as Caleb rubbed his 
    
      
    thumb across his tingling fingertips and inspected his own hand as if it was suddenly strange to him. 
 
    “Yup, it’s a ticket on the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Aether Railroad Company’s Denver line. Says here it left Denver at nine in the morning,” reported Smitty. Sam uttered a disbelieving shout as the brothers all got up and advanced on the stranger. 
 
    Caleb stood slowly, and sighed. Win or lose, there was no way he was going to be able to face off with these three men and not take a few lumps. And winning was not the way things were likely to turn out for him unless guns were drawn. But so far, no hand had reached for iron, and he half smiled in relief. Better to take a few lumps than the alternative. 
 
    “Y’all take your problems outside!” the bartender said. 
 
    “Up to you boys which you want more,” Caleb said. “Busted knuckles or good whiskey.” For a moment, the bar itself was silent as the three brothers eyed the bottle of liquor on the bar. Outside, the sounds of a team at full gallop being drug to a stop and the urgent shouts as a man called for the sheriff. 
 
    Half the crowd in the bar migrated to the street windows, but Caleb kept his full attention on the three facing him, knowing that a momentary loss of eye contact could have fatal results. 
 
    “Why don’t we take this fellow out back and teach ‘im some manners, then have him pay for his education,” the shortest brother said with a sly grin. 
 
    “Yep,” the biggest one said. “Seems only fair we get fair pay for a days work. Only I expect he’s gonna be a lot more generous with his money than just buying a bottle of whiskey.”  
 
    The bartender raised a hand and was about to speak when a woman’s scream split the air. Few things in the West held more power over men than a woman in peril. Even a man who might be so low as to cheat at cards or steal a horse could be counted on drop whatever he was about at the moment when he heard a woman’s cry. So it was in The Gantry in that moment. Every man present bolted for the door, disputes forgotten, joined in the fraternity of chivalry. They spilled out the door and onto the street to the sight of a woman in a blue gingham dress bent over the back of a wagon across the street. Packages and parasol lay forgotten in the dirt as she let out a wail, punctuated with sobs. The sheriff was emerging from his office on the far side of the wagon with a tall Indian in tow. Beside the tall Navajo, Sheriff James Broward seemed a man of normal stature, with thick brown hair and a simple horseshoe moustache. It wasn’t until he towered over the weeping woman that his height became truly evident. He put one arm around her shoulders and pulled her away from the wagon a couple of feet. The Indian reached in and lifted a bloodsoaked tarp. 
 
    “Mrs. Carson, please,” he said, his tone a little condescending until he caught sight of what was in the wagon. “Lord help us!”  
 
    “Yee naaldlooshii,” the Indian said in a shaky voice. “Yee naaldlooshii! 
 
    “Sheriff, get that stinkin’ redskin away from her,” someone called out. “She don’t need to hear that heathen nonsense.” 
 
    “Joe,” the sheriff said. “Git on inside. And don’t come out ‘lest you can keep a civilized tongue in that heathen mouth of yours.” At that moment, the woman gave a little sigh and fell against the sheriff, who caught her and picked her up. “Someone fetch Doc Howard.” he called as he strode across the boardwalk into the Jail. 
 
    The crowd followed the sheriff as he carried Mrs. Carson into his office. Caleb found himself frozen in place, his eyes drawn to the wagon. Something had the hair on the back of his neck up. It was hard to place it, but something just felt wrong. He walked around to the rear of the wagon and saw the bloody tarp draped over two impossibly small bodies. Three small feet stuck out from under the canvas. One seemed relatively whole, unmarred. The other two, however, looked like raw meat. Caleb stumbled back as the hard reality of what he was seeing seemed to reinforce the odd sense of wrongness he’d been fighting. 
 
    He was looking at the bodies of two young boys. One had been skinned. The other...something had chewed the poor kid’s foot clean off. And if the blood on the tarp served as any guide, other parts of him were either missing, or torn open. But more disturbing was what was not there. 
 
    There were no flies. Caleb had seen enough dead bodies to know that flies were the vultures of the insect world. Where you found the dead, you found swarms of the little buggers. And where they should have been crawling all over these two poor souls, there was nary a buzz to be heard. But the physical evidence...or its lack...just went to confirm the uneasy feeling in his gut, that this was a sign that something unnatural was going on. He made the sign of the Cross with rapid motions. 
 
    “In Your hands, O Lord, we humbly entrust our brothers,” he said, the words soft and slow in coming. “In this life you embraced them with your tender love; deliver them now from every evil and bid them eternal rest. Amen.” It was far from the complete prayer, but it had been some time since Caleb had spoken to God. He wasn’t sure if He’d listen. 
 
    Doc Howard shooed the crowd out of the Jail and they returned, pushing and shoving to get a better view of the macabre scene in the rear of the wagon. Caleb felt their growing numbers pressing in on him. Seeking a little elbow room, he started to retreat across the street to the shade of the Gantry. Halfway there, he heard a shout. Stopping, he turned to look back over his shoulder at the commotion, and found himself the center of attention. 
 
    “There he is, sheriff!” the smallest of the Hamori boys said, his riding crop quivering in Caleb’s direction. “He just rode into town, ain’t no one else coulda done for them poor Carson boys but him.” Broward frowned and put a hand on the young man’s shoulder to keep him back, then stepped out into the street with his pistol drawn. 
 
    “What’s your name, stranger?” Broward demanded. 
 
    “Caleb Archer.” 
 
    “Mister Archer, I need you to put your hands up,” Broward said. People scrambled to clear the way between the two of them, and Caleb slowly raised his hands. The sheriff reached in and took his pistol with his left hand, then gestured toward the porch behind him. “Okay, inside, and don’t try nothin’, or I’ll fill you with lead in a hurry.” 
 
    “Don’t worry none, sheriff,” Caleb said slowly as he walked toward the building. “I won’t give you any trouble.” 
 
    The Hamori brother who had pointed Caleb out took two quick steps and backhanded him across the cheek with his riding crop, laying the skin open. Caleb spun with the blow and into the the ham-sized fist of the largest of the brothers. His knees seemed to turn to water and he staggered back a couple of steps, then fell flat on his back. The world spun around him, and his eyes sought something to focus on to anchor his whirling head. His gaze fell on the wagon wheel to his right, and the streaks of pale gray mud that coated the wooden spoke. Bits of green were smeared on the iron rim of the wheel. He blinked and reached for the memory of where he’d seen that same thing. Slowly, he looked to his left, across the street, to the horses tied up at the Gantry. His mind made the connection between the horses and the wagon wheel, and that somehow, it was supposed to be important. Then something was poking at his side, and he looked up. The sheriff was standing over him, gun out and pointing at the two Hamori brothers. 
 
    “Step back, boys, I’m going to take this man to my office and we are going to have a visit. Now, I have an empty cell for you three if y’all want to keep prodding.” Sheriff Broward offered as Caleb blinked at him and focused. 
 
    “He was back-talking you, sheriff,” the smallest brother said with an insincere grin.  
 
    “Can you get to your feet, son?” he asked Caleb. 
 
    “I can try,” Caleb said. He grabbed the wagon wheel and pulled himself upright, then stood for a moment to test his equilibrium before letting go and standing on his own.  
 
    “Okay, come on,” Broward ordered. As Caleb stepped back up on the boardwalk, Stefan made a quick feint toward him. The snide grin on his face melted at the sound of the hammer drawing back on the sheriff’s Colt. “I’m about done talking with you fellas. You can walk away or be carried. Toes forward or toes up, it’s your choice.” The smallest brother recovered a little of the bravado and sneered at Caleb. 
 
    “We got a rope ready for you, mister,” he said, placing the crop in the middle of Caleb’s chest before he stepped out of the way. 
 
    Caleb entered the sheriff’s office, followed by Broward, who closed the door behind them with his foot. “Stop there, Archer,” he said when Caleb reached the door of the the open jail cell. “Joe, lock that door and pull the shutter. Robby, get that coach gun and cover this fella.” 
 
    Caleb felt his shoulders tense at the sound of the lock being turned, and he took a short, quick breath at the clatter of the shutter being drawn.  
 
    “Take your coat, your gloves and your hat and drop ‘em on the floor behind you.” With careful movements, he stripped his heavy gloves off, then shrugged his long coat down over his shoulders and let it slide off his arms. It hit the floor with a loud thump, and he finally slid his hat off and dropped it behind him. Removing the long coat also revealed a 12 inch Bowie knife on his left hip. 
 
    “The gun belt, now,” the sheriff ordered.The belt came off, and Broward stepped forward to collect it. “Don’t fret none, mister,” Broward said as he drew the blade and laid it on his desk. “You’ll get your plunder back if I can clear your name, or if someone can vouch for you. Now step on inside there.” 
 
    Caleb stepped forward and heard the hinges squeak behind him as the door shut. “It isn’t the knife I’m so concerned about,” he said. He heard the sheriff grunt as he picked up the coat, gloves and hat. “It’s the coat.” 
 
    “I’ll take good care of that, too,” the sheriff grunted. “Ain’t many men walk around wearing three thousand dollars or so in the lining of his coat. Right about now, though, you got bigger problems, son.” He pushed the cell door shut, and it clicked as the lock closed. “Because without someone to vouch for you, it don’t look good for you.” 
 
    “There was a woman I came upon on the road yesterday,” Caleb offered, “said her name was Miller.” 
 
    “Miller’s a pretty common name,” Broward said, sounding doubtful. “What did she look like?” 
 
    “Came up to about here,” Caleb said, holding his hand at shoulder height. “Blue eyed, fair skin, dark blonde hair. Has some Irish in her. Maybe fifteen, twenty miles out of town, along that trail that runs along a river. She should be in town some time today.” 
 
    “That sounds like Widow Miller,” Robbie said. “Though she was just in town yesterday. It’ll be a week or more b’fore she needs to come back.” 
 
    “She’ll be back today,” Caleb said. “Talk to the wheelwright. She busted a lynch pin on her front wheel on the left side.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Broward said. “Robbie, you keep an eye on this fella.” The Deputy emerged from the back, his face long. He nodded, and Broward took the heavy ring of keys. “In case you get any ideas,” he said as he rattled the keys. 
 
    “Take your time,” Caleb said as he made his way to the bunk on the wall. “That mattress looks pretty soft.” Broward chuckled and turned toward the door. Caleb’s voice stopped him. “Sheriff, you might want to look to the wagon wheels and the legs of the Hamori brothers’ horses. Looks like they been to some of the same places.” 
 
    “And what about yours?” Broward demanded, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    “Ask the boy at the livery stable...if Mrs. Miller’s word isn’t enough for you.” 
 
    “I may just do that.” He turned and stepped back out into the heat, slipping his hat back onto his head. It wasn’t his way to grumble, but this Archer fellow had brought way too many problems with him. Looking towards the livery stable, he saw Widow Miller’s lacy parasol bobbing as she made her way across the street.   
 
    “Huh,” he grunted. “Fancy that. Just like the man said.” It was tempting to just go talk to her and take her word if she corroborated Archer’s story and leave things at that. But damn if those Hamori boys hadn’t caused folks trouble in the past, and Archer’s words had opened up some new avenues to start looking down. There had been accusations of theft, cheating and worse yet, horse thieving. No one had been able to prove anything, though, and most of the time, the folks doing the accusing ended up dead. The Hamori boys usually claimed self-defense, and their Pa had the clout to make it stick, even if the supposed attacker died with three bullets in his back. But if Archer was right, then he might finally be able to get rid of three of his least favorite “law abiding citizens.”  
 
    Broward returned to the Carson’s wagon and crouched by the nearest wheel. A thin, gray film covered the wheel’s spoke and sides, drawing a speculative noise from him. Flecks of green also stuck to the wheel, a common enough sight when a man crossed the Snake River. He stood and walked across the street. Raucous laughter came from inside the Gantry, and he could hear the Hamori boys bragging. But that wasn’t his business. The streaks of chalky gray mud on Stefan’s gelding’s legs were.  
 
    Broward put his hand on the horse’s shoulder and slid it down the front leg. The hair was stiff with gray mud and bits of river grass. Damn if those boys hadn’t been on the same side of the river as the Carsons’ two sons. Muttering under his breath, he strode across the way to the livery stable, grabbing a two bit piece in his pocket and slipping it between his fingers. The silver coin glinted in the afternoon sun, then he was in the shade of the stable’s entryway. A familiar buckboard wagon was in the middle of the alleyway that ran through the center of the building. Stalls lined each side, and the feed and tack rooms were to the rear. Motes of golden hay dust drifted through a sunbeam that lanced across the open space from the loft above. A muttered curse floated up from the front of the wagon, and he imagined that it left the air a little bluer in its wake. 
 
    “Hey, Zeb, who’s wagon is that?” he asked as he put a boot on an overturned bucket. 
 
    A disheveled mop of blond hair popped up from behind the driver’s bench, and a pair of watery blue eyes squinted at him before the man responded. “Ain’t but one buckboard in this whole damn county with hick’ry strakes, sheriff. Who in the Sam Hill d’you think owns this damn thing?” 
 
    “Aw, hell, Zeb, you know I can’t tell hickory from willow wood. Why do you think I took the job bein’ sheriff?” 
 
    “‘Cuz you’re a lazy, no good cuss with a nose long enough to get in ever’body’s business?” 
 
    “Probly so...probly so. Anyway, looks like someone’s got a busted wheel or somethin’.” 
 
    “Ain’t no wheel o’ mine ever gone and busted for no one. The Widow Miller busted a lynch pin yesterday. I’da never figured her to make it back here on four wheels, but she said some stranger stopped and helped her out. Now, you know I ain’t normally one to go braggin’ on another man’s work, but look here at what this fella fixed up for her. That’s a workmanlike piece of craftsmanship right there,” he ended by pulling out a wire wrapped spike of wood and tossing it Broward’s way. “By the by...that’s willow wood, Jimmy Broward.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” Broward mused as he looked the improvised pin over as if he could make sense of it. “So, is Harry somewhere about?” 
 
    “Damn, Sheriff, I swear that nose of yours just got another inch longer. If I know that lazy son of mine, he’s busy nappin’ in the loft or something.” He turned away and looked up. “Harry! Get yourself down here and make like you’re good for somethin’! Sheriff Broward wants to have a word with you!”  
 
    From the loft came a muffled “Yes, pap!”. Seconds later, a loud thumping came from overhead, announcing a pair of skinny, overall clad legs that flopped over the edge of the loft. Then the rest of the boy slid off the edge, hung by his arms for a moment, then let go and let gravity bring him the rest of the way to the floor. 
 
    “Harry, did you take in that stranger’s horse today?” he asked, tossing the two-bit piece he’d been holding to Harry. The boy’s hand streaked out and snatched the coin out of the air faster than a snake striking. It was the fastest Broward had ever seen the young man move for anything short of food. 
 
    “Yessir, Sheriff, I sure did. He asked me to brush him down and feed him grain and hay, and to make sure no one took off with him and he paid me three whole silver dollars for all of it.” 
 
    “So, when you brushed him down, what kind of shape was he in?” 
 
    “Well, he was a sweaty, like you might expect, but other’n that, he was in fine shape. Shoes were solid, teeth were good, mane wasn’t all whipped up or tangled. Now, he warned me he liked to step on feet, but that horse had better manners than Miss Perkin’s gals do.” Zeb reached out and tweaked the boy’s ear at the last remark, but it seemed to have little effect. “Well, it’s true, pap. He moved out the way fore and aft, if he coulda said please and thank you, I think he woulda.” 
 
    “Did he have any mud on him?” 
 
    “He...heck no, Sheriff. Nothing but road dust, and no recent brushin’, but his hooves hadn’t been wet since the Great Flood” He ducked under a half-hearted swipe from his father and kept talking. “Would you like to see him? He’s right over here.” 
 
    “I think I will, Harry,” Broward said thoughtfully. “I think I will at that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Caleb felt like he had just drifted off when a sharp rap came at the door to the sheriff’s office, and he heard Broward’s voice. “Robbie, unbolt this door,” Broward said from outside. There was a clicking of locks, and the door opened. 
 
    “Thank you for going out of your way to do this, Mrs. Miller,” Broward said from the doorway. 
 
    “Please, Sheriff, you may call me Annie,” Mrs. Miller said as the sound of linen rustling accompanied her entrance. “My Jonathan considered you a friend, and so do I.” Today, she wore a dove gray dress with full skirts and a bonnet that framed her face in soft linen that seemed to make her eyes larger and an even more striking shade of blue. The whole effect made her seem angelic and pure. 
 
    “Then please, call me James. So, is this the fella you met on the road?” As they drew nearer, Caleb swung his feet to the floor and stood, West Point training making it impossible to keep himself from standing in the presence of a lady. 
 
    “Mrs. Miller,” Caleb said as he pulled his blue Rigger’s scarf back into place from where it had fallen when he had laid down. 
 
    “Mr. Archer,” Anne Miller smiled. “It’s good to see you again, though I had no idea you were such a ruffian, sir.”  
 
    “I was rather hoping you could convince the sheriff otherwise, in spite of my rough looks.” Anne covered her mouth as she giggled, then turned to Broward. 
 
    “This is the gentlemen who came to my assistance,” she said, then looked down at the lock. 
 
    “Just one more thing, then, Annie, if you don’t mind,” Broward said as he pulled the keys from his pocket. “What else was he wearing when you saw him?” 
 
    Anne sighed. “He was wearing a long coat and gloves, decked out like a Rigger.” 
 
    “I had no idea you knew about such things,” Broward said as he unlocked the door. 
 
    “Oh, Jonathan was fascinated by the aether and the trains. How do you think we made it this far from New York?” 
 
    “Of course,” Broward smiled. “Mrs Mil….Annie, thank you again for going out of your way to do this.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it,” she said. She turned and went to the door, then stopped and turned back. “And Mr. Archer, the offer of employment is still open, if you should be so inclined.” With a rustle of linen skirts, she was out the door, and both men found the room less bright than before. 
 
    “You’re free to go, but I’d take it as a kindness if you’d do something for me,” Broward said as he pointed to where Caleb’s coat and gun belt hung across the back of a chair. “I couldn’t help but notice that you wear a priest’s collar under that bandana around your neck.” 
 
    “I was not a priest but a brother of the Society of Jesus,” Caleb said. He walked past the sheriff and took his gun belt from the chair. “I'm not seeking a congregation.” 
 
    “I ain’t after asking you for a baptism or confession or anything,” Broward said. “But our preacher has been feeling under the weather lately. If you could look in on him, one man of God to another, I’m sure it would be a comfort to him.” Caleb rolled his shoulders to settle his coat, then turned to face Broward. 
 
    “I’ll look in on him, then,” he said. “Seems the decent thing to do.” 
 
    “Much obliged. I’d wager you’ll find a warmer welcome with the preacher than at the Gantry at any pass. Folks are riled up over what happened to the Carson boys. They’ll be lookin’ for someone to lynch, and after the way you made them Hamori brothers look the fool, they’ll have the whole town after your hide in no time if you show your face at the saloon.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t I be safer here then?” Caleb asked. 
 
    “The only thing those Hamoris fear more than the law is the wrath of God. You’ll be safer under the Cross, Mister Archer.”  
 
    Caleb opened the door and put his hat on, then turned back to the sheriff. “Nowadays, my faith is more in Colt than in Christ, sheriff.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    The walk up the hill wasn’t a long one, but it seemed to stretch out forever. The moment he stepped out onto the street, two women crossed to the other side, one shielding the eyes of her daughter as she bustled to the opposite side of the road. The first man he saw made a point to shift the burlap sack he was carrying to his left hand. Half-whispered words reached his ears. 
 
    Drifter. Vagabond. Rigger. Killer. The words were whispered, usually behind his back, but sometimes folks didn’t bother to hide their contempt. The street led through the residences, mostly wooden one room affairs near the center of town, then a few with a second section for a kitchen. Near the edge of town though, were the larger homes, multi-room affairs with glass windows and curtains that had the uniformity of machine made products. 
 
    Once he was past the last of the houses, the trail started to meander, favoring the smoothest route up the slope over the fastest. The trail was easily visible from just about anywhere in town, and he reflected that it would be a good place for folk to be seen in the act of piety. Which was the greater sin, he wondered? Ostentatious piety, or encouraging it by putting a church where it would be so easy to see?  
 
    “Or am I the greater sinner for thinking the worst of my fellow man?” he asked himself as he rounded the last turn in the road and found himself on the level stretch that held the church, the parsonage and the graveyard. A small stable was perched near the edge of the plateau, just behind the preacher’s house. Caleb paused a moment to look about, one part of his brain surveying the landscape, measuring distances, elevation, routes, another part contemplating how much alike almost every church he’d ever set foot in was. From the steps up to the double doors to the steeple with its white wooden cross. There was something comforting in that sameness, like looking at the fingerprint of God reflected in His houses of worship. It was in the windows, he figured, that you could see the first differences in a church. Some featured stained glass, but others, like this one, had panes of clear glass looking out on a landscape that was a reflection of God’s glory. Even if a man thought to appeal to the vanity of others, Caleb thought, like Jonah with the whale, his baser motives could be made to serve the Lord’s purpose. 
 
    “Thank you, Father,” Caleb whispered as he crossed himself, “and forgive me for doubting You.” He turned back toward the parsonage to find the front door open. A long limbed man leaned against the door jamb with a brindle mutt sitting at his feet. Silver hair framed a sagging face with stubble lining the cheeks and chin. A short-sleeved black shirt revealed sinewy forearms crossed over a broad chest. 
 
    “Didn’t want to say nothin’ while you were enjoyin’ the view,” the older man said, a slight wheeze to his voice. “Not enough folks take the time to appreciate His work. It’s good to see a man who does.” The preacher stepped out and crossed the distance between them, holding his hand out as he got closer. 
 
    “Name’s Ezekiel Flint,” he said. His grip was firm, and his hands was roughened from hard work. 
 
    “Caleb Archer. Pleased to meet you, sir.” 
 
    “Heard a bit about you,” Flint said. “Not much of it good, which says something in your favor.” 
 
    “Well, at least folks around here are consistent.”  
 
    “That they are. So, is it true what they say? About you and the Widow Miller, that is?” 
 
    “What are they saying?” Caleb asked. Flint smiled and raised an eyebrow, his look saying it should have been obvious. “No!” Caleb blurted. “She was the soul of propriety. Mrs. Miller is a good woman, Pastor Flint. Nothing could be further from the truth.”  
 
    Flint nodded. “Folk know better than to accuse her of anything improper. Looks like this Sunday’s sermon is going to be about gossip and bearing false witness, then. Well come on in. It’s too hot to jaw out here in the sun like farmers.” He turned and headed back to the house, leaving Caleb to follow. 
 
    Inside the parsonage, a woman’s touch was immediately evident, though fading. Embroidery samplers adorned the walls, and the windows were hung with drapes of white linen trimmed with hand tatted lace. A daguerreotype of a younger version of Ezekiel and a radiant woman sat on the mantle. Above that, a stunning portrait of the same woman in her late teens wearing a blue satin dress holding a white leather bound book held place of pride on the wall above the fireplace. A narrow bed sat in the corner of the room, under one of the windows. By the decorative look of the pillows and comforter, it was obviously not used often, probably reserved for the rare overnight guest and used as a settee otherwise. Ezekiel sat at a table in the middle of the room and pulled a bottle of beer from a bucket near his chair. 
 
    “Well, sit yerself down, have a beer.” 
 
    Caleb took a straight-backed chair from a peg on the wall and put the seat opposite him before he took the brown bottle the older man offered. “The sheriff said he was worried about you,” he said after he took a pull from the bottle. Ezekiel took a sip of his own beer, then gave a long, rattling cough. 
 
    “Said the same thing ‘bout you. Didn’t go to mentionin’ you were a priest.” 
 
    “Because I’m not,” Caleb countered. “Never took my orders or oaths. Anyway, I’m no longer part of the Church.” 
 
    “Says who?” 
 
    “The Church, I would imagine,” Caleb said.  
 
    “You seem a decent enough fella,” Flint said. “And you’re still wearin’ the collar. Seems like you and Rome differ on a thing or two.” 
 
    “Just how do you come about knowing that?” Caleb asked, his brow creasing at the uncanny revelations Flint had made. 
 
    “Hell, son. I know a priest's shirt when I see one, and I know how a man looks when he’s wearing God’s dog collar.” 
 
    “You could say I disagree with Rome on a few things, yes. Mostly who they should trust to look after their flocks.” 
 
    “I see,” Flint said. “I take it someone failed in their duties, then?” 
 
    “Failed?” Caleb growled. “If they failed, it was no accident. If they failed, they did everything they could to make an innocent boy…” he broke off, turning his face away, his features screwed up into a hard grimace. 
 
    “I think I understand, son. Where was this?” 
 
    “Pittsburgh.” 
 
    “‘Bout a year or so back?” Flint asked. Caleb nodded. “Can’t say as the bastard didn’t get what he deserved, then. Papers said he was beat to death with a club or some such.” 
 
    Caleb shook his head and looked down at his hands. “I didn’t use a club.” 
 
    “Well, hell,” Flint said with a smile. “This calls for a toast.” He stood and went to a cabinet, returning with a bottle of amber liquid and two crystal tumblers. 
 
    “I can’t celebrate a man’s death,” Caleb said, raising his hands to refuse. 
 
    “Then celebrate all the lives you kept from ruin, son,” Flint said as he poured. “Says more to the good about you that you take no joy of his death, but the good Lord has a habit of putting a good man where He needs him.” 
 
    Caleb picked up the cup Flint slid toward him. “To unsullied lives,” he said. 
 
    “And the ones who protect ‘em,” Flint answered. They drank, both men taking a moment appreciate the burn as the brandy went down before taking a pull from their beers. 
 
    “Seems a pity to put it away after just one drink,” Flint said, holding the bottle up and giving the amber liquid inside a long look. “B’sides, it’s rare enough that I get a chance to drink with another man of God, even if he’s a papist.” 
 
    Caleb laughed, a sound rare enough that he felt out of practice with it. “I’ve been told Protestants can’t hold their liquor. Too prudish due to a lack of Confession.” 
 
    “I’ll have to drink you under the table, then, and show you the error of your ways,” Flint said as he poured. “To the Pope.” 
 
    “To the Holy Father.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “To talk to ‘em... one at a time,” Flint said several hours later, his eyes bleary from the combination of beer, brandy and dinner, “they’re good people, ever’ last one of ‘em. But you get ‘em in a bunch, and get ‘em riled up about somethin’...that’s when the Devil tries to come out in ‘em. But that’s why God gave men names, see.” 
 
    “So they could remember who they were?” Caleb asked as he scrubbed a piece of frybread through the thin puddle of molasses that was left on his plate. 
 
    “So they can remember who they are in a mob,” Flint nodded. “But they need someone to do that for ‘em. And I’m afraid I can’t do it much longer.” 
 
    “Why not?” Caleb asked. 
 
    “Consumption. You caught me on a good day, but the local sawbones says I don’t have long before I’m too sick to preach. I don’t want to say nothin’ ‘til I know there’s someone here to take over. Then I figure I’ll just retire, maybe head out to California or maybe down into Mexico while I still have a few good years in me.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize…” Caleb let the sentence fade into silence. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Bah, save your platitudes,” Flint said with a dismissive wave. “I got me a big old mansion waiting for me up in Heaven. Seems the least the good Lord can do for me after all the souls I helped Him save. But there is something you can do for me, when you head out.” 
 
    “Of course,” Caleb said. “If I can, I’ll do it.” 
 
    “It ain’t much, but it’d mean the world to me. I need you to take a letter up to Sonora. There’s a young preacher there I been corresponding with these past few years. I’d like him to come out and take over for me.” 
 
    Caleb nodded. “I’ll make sure it gets into his hands.” He stood up and took the tin plates from the table and took them over to the stove. “You get on to bed, brother Ezekiel. I’ll see to the washing up.” 
 
    “Thank you, son,” Flint said as he got to his feet and nodded toward the narrow bed near the fireplace. “You’re welcome to the guest bed there. I’ll see to that letter come morning.”  
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Caleb said. “I’m much obliged.” He watched as Flint made his way to the bedroom, then got up and went to the pile of dishes.  
 
    Half an hour later, with the last of the few dishes cleaned and put away, he unbuckled his gun belt and slung it across the back of his chair. Then he crossed the room and allowed himself to sink into the mattress of the guest bed. With a relieved sigh, he pulled his boots off, then laid back and closed his eyes without bothering with the blankets. 
 
    It seemed his eyelids had barely shut before he heard the first scream of a horse in pain. He staggered to his feet, disoriented. As he got his bearings, Flint pounded by in nothing more than his long johns. Caleb followed him out the door, barely noticing the sandy ground under his sock-clad feet as they sprinted toward the barn. 
 
    “Something’s after my horse,” Flint yelled over his shoulder as he grabbed an ax from the woodpile. The barn was barely visible in the starlight, but Flint seemed to know what he was about, and Caleb followed him. “Get the door!” Flint called as they got to the barn. Caleb went to the barn door and pulled it open. Beside him, light flared as the preacher cast aside a flickering lucifer match and held a lantern high. 
 
    Standing in the yellow light of the lantern was a seven foot tall creature with whipcord muscles stretched over bones that were too long for them, skin worn like an outgrown set of clothes, reaching only halfway past the elbows, leaving red muscle and yellow sinew exposed to the night. But the true horror was the thing’s stolen visage; a child’s face that had been forced across an oversized skull, leaving the nose to flatten and the eyes as deformed slits. The mouth was torn at either side leaving the teeth only partly covered by strands of flesh that curved into a macabre grin. Even as Caleb recoiled in horror, his hand flashed to his hip, belatedly remembering that his gun belt was still in the house. He looked about, and his eyes fell on a pitchfork. Snatching it up, he was a fraction of a second behind Flint. The preacher charged forward and swung his ax in an overhead arc that knocked the monster back, but did little else to all appearances. Caleb thrust the pitchfork at its chest, the thin tines bending under the pressure against them as they tore thin gashes along the pale skin covering its chest. The boy’s stolen face stretched into an even more grotesque mask as the creature screamed and swung its elongated arm at the shaft of the pitchfork, snapping it in two places.  
 
    Pastor Flint leaped forward and swung his ax at the outstretched limb. The blade tore through the thinly stretched skin, but bounced off of the thicker muscle beneath it. In the same moment, Caleb charged the beast, ramming the splintered shaft of the pitchfork like a bayonet into the creature’s exposed armpit. It splintered even more, and the beast snarled as swung at him with the back of its hand. The blow was high, and Caleb ducked beneath it, backpedaling as the monstrous thing turned its full attention on him. As it turned away, Flint took advantage of the opportunity and swung again, bouncing the ax off the thing’s back. It turned and reached for the minister, and a dark furry mass leapt out of the shadows and latched onto its arm, diverting the blow. The creature’s other clawed hand struck in a blur, and there was a yelp followed by a thud as the dog struck the stall door then only silence. Flint’s dog lay still on the ground, and all three looked at it for a heartbeat. Then the creature bolted from the barn. 
 
    “What in the Hell was that thing?” Caleb asked as a stricken Flint went to his dog’s side. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Flint said as he knelt by the dog and pulled his broken body close. A grulla mare lay in the stall, its belly torn open and its throat slashed. 
 
    “Poor Nicodemus,” Flint lamented, cradling the dog’s head in his lap. “You were such a good boy.” Thick tears ran down his cheeks as he gently closed the dead animal’s eyes with a gnarled hand. Caleb hung his head, his chest tight with heartache at the old man’s grief. 
 
    “Ezekiel, I’m-” he started to say, but was cut off by a crashing sound and the frightened whinnying of horses in the distance. 
 
    “Damn thing’s at the livery stable,” Flint growled. Caleb started for the house, sprinting across the open space. He pushed the door open and went to his gun belt, taking but a moment to buckle it on. As he fastened the buckle, he heard a click and turned to find Flint standing behind him with a double barreled shotgun in hand. 
 
    “You give that thing a couple of barrels of buckshot for old Nicodemus,” he said, his voice hard. He tossed the shotgun to Caleb. 
 
    “I will, sir,” Caleb said, then bolted into the night. The moon and stars gave enough light to see all but the smallest or best hidden of obstacles, and Caleb took the straightest route down. Brush scraped at his hands and face as he barreled down the hill. The trail offered a brief reprieve from the onslaught of twigs and thorns, then he plunged straight back into the thick scrub. After a few moments of running, he found himself on level ground. Ahead of him was the livery stable, its door hanging open on one hinge, light spilling out in a crazy triangle on the ground. There was the sound of tearing and a horse’s terrified squeal, then the sound of impact.  
 
    Caleb thumbed both hammers back on the shotgun as he vaulted through the narrow opening. When his feet hit the ground, he took a step and brought the scattergun to his shoulder. One horse already lay on the ground, hideous wounds laying its side and belly open. The creature from the pastor’s barn stood near an open stall, and Caleb could see his horse spin about to land on his front legs. As the monster stretched its misshapen arm back, the horse kicked out and knocked it back into the middle of the barn. 
 
    “Get away from my horse, Hellspawn!” Caleb yelled, drawing its attention from its previous prey. The thing turned to him and bared yellowed fangs. Caleb raised the shotgun until the barrels were covering its hideous face, and pulled both triggers. At such close range, there wasn’t much spread, and the charge of shot impacted the the monstrous face like a pair of runaway freight trains, shredding the stolen skin away and baring the true visage beneath. The thing shook its head and scattered the lead pellets that had stuck to it onto the ground. 
 
    “It ain’t much,” Caleb continued as he drew his pistol and pulled the hammer back, “and it might be crotchety, slow and lazy.” He leveled the barrel on the thing’s chest. “But it’s my damn horse.” 
 
    The Colt roared and the slug sent the creature staggering back. Caleb thumbed the hammer back again and pulled the trigger, and again the thing stumbled back. The third shot knocked it up against the far wall of the barn, and it shook its head and sprang forward. It swung backhanded and knocked Caleb sprawling, sending the gun flying from his hand. With a rumbling snarl, it took a step forward and raised its clawed hand, ready to deliver a fatal blow. 
 
    As Caleb braced himself and got ready to dodge, the monster hesitated, and turned to look over its shoulder. Caleb scrambled back and got to his feet, then turned and grabbed the nearest weapon: a thick tined garden fork. He charged forward and thrust the shorter weapon at the thing’s chest, forcing it back a step. It grabbed the fork by the shaft and reached for its attacker with the other hand, but Caleb had already let go and drawn his Bowie knife. He slashed at the hand reaching for him, feeling the blade bite into something before the creature knocked him away and bounded out of the barn. 
 
    Groaning, Caleb picked himself up from the dirt and slapped away the worst of it, then went to retrieve his pistol. As he picked up the revolver, he also grabbed the garden fork. Then, he went to the wounded horse. Its sides heaved and its back legs twitched slightly. He knelt next to the dying horse and made soothing sounds to cover the click of the hammer being drawn back. 
 
    “I’m sorry I wasn’t here in time,” he said. “I can’t save you, but I can give you an end to suffering. Go with God.” The pistol boomed and the horse gave a final spasm, then went still. He stood slowly and turned toward his horse’s stall. Before he could take a step, though, the barn doors opened and he found himself faced with half a dozen people, including the sheriff, who held a Winchester lever action rifle centered on Caleb’s chest. 
 
    “I want to see empty hands, mister. Right now!” Browder barked, looking down the sights of the Winchester. Beside him, Zeb held a double barreled shotgun in shaking hands, and Robbie thumbed the hammers back on the coach gun he’d covered him with hours before. 
 
    Caleb lowered his left arm a bit before he dropped the garden fork, then opened his hand so the pistol rotated out of his grip and hung by the trigger guard on his trigger finger.  
 
    “You won’t get no trouble from me, sheriff,” he said as he slid the gun off of his finger and let it drop the the floor. He moved his right hand down his body and undid the buckle on his gun belt. “I didn’t do any of this.” When the belt slid free of his hips, he held it out away from his body with his left hand and slowly set it on the ground. 
 
    “You’ll pardon me if I’m not keen on believing that,” Browder said. “Because it sure looks to me like you done plenty.” 
 
      
 
    For the second time in as many days, Caleb found himself sitting in a jail cell. Robbie sat stone-faced at the sheriff’s desk, a shotgun cradled in his lap. A few folks were gathered outside, but even from the cell, Caleb was able to see that the bulk of the town’s interest was at the livery stable. Hours had passed, and he had stretched out on the bunk. Aches and pains had made themselves known as the initial excitement had worn off. The first thing he’d noticed was how bad his feet hurt from running around in his socks. Then there were the numerous aches from where the creature had knocked him around. Adding to that the running and the fighting, and Caleb was exhausted. It had been years since he’d felt this kind of fatigue, and he was grateful that it wasn’t worse. He closed his eyes, but sleep eluded him. The thing he fought kept appearing in his mind’s eye, and the images of the animals it had killed. 
 
    As his brain catalogued the many aches and pains, one sensation finally registered, so faint that it had almost gone unnoticed amid the greater pains he was experiencing. All that brought it to his attention was the newness of it: a slight tingling around the edges of each place he’d been hit. Much like the feeling that he’d gotten when he laid the ticket on the bar. Again he looked at his fingertips, and felt the barest tingling sensation in them. The more he concentrated on it, the stronger it seemed to get. 
 
    His musings were interrupted by the door opening. Sheriff Browder walked in and laid his Bowie knife on the desk, then walked to the door of the jail cell. 
 
    “You been nothing but trouble for me from the moment you showed up, mister,” he said. “Now, it looks pretty obvious what you’ve done, but I gotta get your side of the story, too.” 
 
    “It’s like I told you before, sheriff,” Caleb said, not even bothering to get up. “It looked like some kind of monster. It was wearing a boy’s skin over its body, and it had long claws. Nothing I did seemed to really hurt it. Hell, I emptied both barrels of the preacher’s scattergun in its face and put at least three bullets into it. That should have been enough to kill man or beast.” 
 
    “We heard the shots,” Browder said. “But we didn’t find any bullet holes except in the one horse’s skull. I don’t suppose anyone can back up this load of malarky you’re trying to sell me?” 
 
    Caleb sat up and put his feet on the floor. “Reverend Flint can,” he said. “Same damned thing killed his horse and his dog.” 
 
    Browder raised an eyebrow at that, then turned and looked over his shoulder. “Robbie, head on up to the parson’s place, see what he has to say.” The deputy at the desk got to his feet and headed out the door, and Browder went to take his seat back. The door had barely clicked shut before it opened again to admit Joseph, the Indian who had accompanied the sheriff earlier. 
 
    “You wanted me, sir?” he asked softly. 
 
    “Yeah, it looks like I’m finally going to get an honest day’s work out of you,” Browder told the man. “I need two graves dug come sunup, and Nate Jackson needs that dead horse moved out of the livery stable.” 
 
    “Yessir,” Joe said and left. 
 
    “Dumb Injun’s prob’ly going to want two bits per grave,” the other deputy said.  
 
    “And he’ll get it,” Browder said. “They may not be six foot tall, but we’ll still bury those boys six foot deep, and I ain’t gonna gyp a man who does an honest job.” 
 
    “You’d charge two bits each if it was you digging those holes,” Caleb said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be spendin’ every dime I made on rotgut whiskey.” 
 
    “Stop flapping your gums, mister,” Browder said. “And keep your mind to your own business. Seems to me you have enough to worry about already.” Caleb shook his head and sat down on the cot 
 
    Moments later, the door slammed open and Robbie burst into the room. “Sheriff, we found the parson laid out on the floor!” The young man’s face was red from exertion, and the sheriff got to his feet and went to the cell door, a snarl on his face. 
 
    “What did you do to Zeke?” Browder demanded. 
 
    “Nothing,” Caleb said. “He was fine when I left him. He even gave me his shotgun to use.” 
 
    “He ain’t fine now,” Robbie said. “I sent someone for Doc Prater already.” 
 
    “Good work, Robbie,” Browder said over his shoulder. “We’ll see what the doc says before we decide what to do with this fella. If the parson don’t make it,” Browder said, turning back to Caleb, “I’ll be tempted to let folks lynch you. I might even lend ‘em some rope.” 
 
    “I swear to you, sheriff, I didn’t hurt him. You sent me up to see him because you were concerned about his health. Well, you were right. He’s real sick. All the excitement must have been too much for him.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Browder said. “Robbie, did you look in the parsonage stable?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Robbie said, his face going red. “Once we found Reverend Flint on the floor...well, we kinda forgot about everything else.” 
 
    “Go back up there and check the stable. If there is a dead horse in there, tell Joe to take care of it.” The deputy nodded and left. Broward gave his prisoner a long look and scowled. It would have been easier if the way things looked was the way they actually were, but so far that hadn’t been the way things went with Archer. And damn if the man didn’t act like he was as innocent as the day was long. Where most men would be pacing the cell or trying to plead their case, the damn Rigger just laid back on the cot and looked to be taking a nap. 
 
    “You must have ice in them veins, mister,” Broward said. “Sleeping at a time like this.” 
 
    “Been a long day, that’s all,” Archer said without opening his eyes. “Either way you look at it, I been busy.” The sheriff shook his head, then looked at the man’s feet. His socks were dark with both dirt and blood. A man looking to cause trouble usually took the time to dress proper. At the very least, he’d put his boots on. The only man Broward recalled ever seeing who didn’t bother with boots was a lot crazier. For that matter, the fella hadn’t bothered wearing much of anything. Archer didn’t strike him as that far gone. The man was definitely a cipher, no mistaking that. 
 
    Broward went back to his desk and pulled open the bottom drawer to reveal the office strongbox. His gaze went back to Archer as he slid the key into the padlock and opened it. He counted out two quarters and two dimes, then plucked another quarter out for good measure. God only knew what else they’d be asking the Injun to do that day. 
 
    Once he had the strongbox put away, he put his feet up on his desk, leaned back and pulled his hat down over his eyes. Archer was right. It really had been a long day. 
 
    The sun had been up for a while when the door flew open Broward and Archer both came to their feet, both hands reaching for a holster. Only Broward’s hand found metal, and he stopped mid-draw.  
 
    “Damn it, Reverend!” he said as he shoved his pistol back into its holster. “You’re like to get yourself shot barging in like that.” 
 
    “Sheriff, you have to let Mr. Archer go,” Flint said, stopping in front of the sheriff’s desk. “I assure you, whatever story he told you, no matter how strange it sounded, is the God’s honest truth.” Before he finished speaking, someone else shoved the door open and stepped inside. 
 
    “Ezekiel, I swear,” Dr. Prater said, his breath coming rapidly. “If you don’t take it easy, you’re going to overexert yourself and pass out again.” 
 
    Flint shook his head and waved the doctor off. “Both of you, listen to me. The boy didn’t do anything. There’s something out there, sheriff, you have to believe me.” 
 
    “Phillip,” Sheriff Browder said to the doctor. “What happened to the parson?” 
 
    “Exhaustion, mostly,” Prater said. “Man’s got the consumption, and he plain ran himself too hard last night. He’s about to do it again, if he ain’t careful.” 
 
    “So, Archer didn’t bushwhack you or anything.” 
 
    “Hell, no,” Flint exclaimed. “Some damn thing broke into my barn and killed my horse and poor Nicodemus. Archer didn’t hurt me, he saved my dang bacon. When we heard it attacking the livery stable, I gave him my shotgun and told him to give the Hell-spawned beast what for.” 
 
    “That’s a mighty strange tale,” Browder said. He looked to Archer, then back to the pastor. 
 
    “You calling me a liar, sheriff?” 
 
    “Any other man, I would,” the sheriff said. “But it’s the exact same tale that fella told.” He nodded toward Caleb. “So I figure you both saw the same thing. Besides, I checked that horse. There was no way I could figure that garden fork could’ve made those slashes, or that big Bowie of yours. And there wasn’t any blood on ‘em, either. Hell, I got no idea what you two really saw. But your stories match, and, as strange as they are, they’ve a ring of truth about ’em.” He walked over to the cell door while he addressed them and opened it. “If I was you, I’d keep on staying up at the parson’s place for now, ‘til things quiet down a little. In fact, I insist on it.” Caleb wasted no time getting out of the cell. Browder handed him his boots as he passed, earning him a double take. Both men left in a hurry after that, leaving Dr. Prater in the office with the sheriff. 
 
    “Surely you don’t believe a word of that malarkey, Jim,” Prater said. 
 
    “I don’t know what to believe, Doc. But I don’t think that man Archer hurt them horses.” 
 
    “Why the hell not? He was the only person in that damn barn!” 
 
    “Maybe so,” Broward conceded as he sat back down in his chair. “But did you happen to notice how many folks were out in the stocking feet tonight?” 
 
    “No, can’t say as I did.” 
 
    “Not a one, Doc. Not a one. Except Archer and the reverend. You got woke up out of a sound sleep, and you still put your shoes on. Bet ya even tied them.” Broward put his boots up on his desk. “A man with mayhem on his mind is still gonna put his boots on before he goes out and raises a ruckus. But what makes a man run half a mile in the dark without even taking a moment to put his boots on?” 
 
    Prater shook his head and held his hands palm up in a shrug. “I surely don’t know.” 
 
    “Neither do I, Doc. Neither do I. But something made those two men do it. And I ain’t too sure I want to find out what it was.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Most of the town turned out for the Carson boys’ funeral. Flint’s voice carried across the graveyard, clear, sincere and compassionate. He spoke of the joys of Heaven, of God’s plan and redeeming love, and how the two boys would never know hunger or suffering again. From the shadows of the barn, it almost made being dead sound better than being alive in Caleb’s ears. He watched the somber ceremony from the doorway, unwilling to intrude on the town’s grief or risk their ire any further.  
 
    Out in the afternoon sun, Flint closed his Bible and bowed his head. Caleb crosed himself and bowed his head. When he looked back up, he noticed the biggest of the Hamori brothers turn his head. A quick backstep took him into the shadows again, but not before the other man’s eyes went wide. The smart thing to do would have been to go back inside, but he had come to the door to catch sight of Widow Miller. Her voice was still clear in his memory, lifting up in the chorus to “Safe In The Arms Of Jesus,” and actually hitting the notes. Flint ended the prayer, and the congregation lifted their heads. Anne Miller’s face came into profile, and Caleb smiled. Red spots showed on her cheeks and tears glistened on her face. It could not be said that she became more beautiful when she cried, and that somehow made her all the more appealing to him. 
 
    Caleb turned and went back into the barn to see to his horse. Broward had sent the cantankerous beast up not long after he’d let Caleb go, figuring everyone would be safer if it wasn’t in the livery stable. Everyone except me, that is, Caleb thought. The pain from his late night run was mostly gone, but now he limped when he walked back to pick up the brush.  
 
    “Try to walk on your own feet from now on,” he admonished his mount. “I put mine through enough last night trying to save your sorry hide from...whatever that thing was.” The horse snorted at that, then shifted its weight. Caleb took a hasty step back to keep his feet clear. “If I didn’t have things to do, I swear, horse…” he grumbled. Still, he did have other things to do. He turned to the matted straw on the floor and took up the new pitchfork. The horse’s blood had turned the straw dark brown since it had been spilled, and it definitely needed to be mucked out. The gentle roan mare that the reverend had bought before they came back to the parsonage whickered and tossed her head the moment he started moving the hay. He bent to the work, and soon had the straw piled near the door. The roan seemed calmer, and his own horse had even been fairly quiet. With the main floor cleaned up some, he noted his horse’s stall was due to be cleaned as well, so he went to work on that. 
 
    “I need to have visitors more often,” Flint said from the doorway of the barn. “Can’t remember when this place looked this good. Though I guess I should be grateful that-” he stopped and coughed, then dug a handkerchief out of his pocket and held it up to his face. Another spasm of coughing racked his body and doubled him over. In a heartbeat, Caleb dashed across the barn to support him. The older man’s weight felt almost inconsequential against his shoulder. 
 
    “Come along inside, Ezekiel,” he said when the coughing fit subsided.  
 
    “Been...running myself a little...too hard lately,” Flint wheezed. He straightened a little and stuffed the handkerchief in his pocket, but Caleb had already seen the red spots on it. Joe waited for them by the front porch with a shovel in hand. 
 
    “Reverend, you want a hole dug for your dog?” the Navajo man asked. “I can dig it for you, only ten cents.” 
 
    “I can dig my own damn hole,” Flint snarled, reaching out to shove Joe away with his free hand. “Damn savage.” Caleb nodded back toward town, and Joe ducked his head before moving off. He helped Flint up the steps and led him to the rocking chair by the fire. 
 
    “Rest a bit,” Caleb said. Ezekiel, his face drawn and pale, nodded and slumped in the chair, his breath coming in soft gasps. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” the reverend muttered softly. “Just need me a minute.” His head drooped forward and his eyes closed. 
 
    “Take all the time you need,” Caleb said in a hushed voice.  
 
    When Ezekiel stirred again, the sun had gone down and the smell of food filled the house. He got to his feet and made his way to the table to find Caleb there with a thick book open before him. 
 
    “There’s food on the stove,” the younger man said. “It ain’t much, just rice, refried beans and some tortillas.” A few moments later, both men were sitting down at the table with a plate in front of them. They set to the business of eating without a word. It wasn’t until Flint broke out the bottle of whiskey that any words were exchanged. 
 
    “What in the Hell did I see last night?” Flint asked, his face pale. His hand trembled as he poured a couple of cups and handed one to his guest. 
 
    “If I had to guess?” Caleb said. “The thing that killed those two boys.” 
 
    “I ain’t never seen anything like it. It was like it didn’t have no hide of its own, so it was wearing someone else’s skin like a shirt.” 
 
    “I think we both know whose skin it was wearing,” Caleb said. Flint’s gaze went to the window, and the two fresh crosses in the graveyard visible under the pale light of the moon. 
 
    “I seen it, but...I can scarcely believe it. Hell, every time I try to conjure up what it looked like, my thoughts get all jumbled up and I think I’m about to piss myself.” 
 
    “You did okay when it counted.” 
 
    “You don’t think about it when you’re right there, you just...damn thing killed my dog, Caleb. All I could think about was killin’ it back. I wasn’t thinkin’.” 
 
    “”I know. And I’m sorry,” Caleb said in a hushed voice. 
 
    “To Nicodemus,” Flint said, holding his cup up. “As fine a dog as there ever was.” 
 
    “To Nicodemus.” 
 
    “Reckon I’ll have to dig up a hole for him in the morning,” Flint said after the initial burn subsided. 
 
    “There’s one already dug out back of the barn,” Caleb said. “Guess Joe came back and took care of it anyway.” 
 
    “Maybe that damn redskin’s serious about being a Christian after all. At least, when he’s sober.” 
 
    “Could be,” Caleb conceded. “Either way, I think we’re going to need him to take us to where they found the boys.” 
 
    Flint gave him a long look before speaking again. “You’re dead set on killing this thing, ain’t ya?” 
 
    “Yep,” Caleb replied. “It’s already killed two kids. We’re just lucky the only thing it’s killed since is horses. I’m thinking the sooner the better.” 
 
    “I christened those two boys. Never thought I’d live to be the one who sent them to meet the Lord. How soon you thinking of going out there?” 
 
    “Tonight.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “When you said tonight,” Flint muttered, “I thought you were being rhetorical and such.” He held his lantern up again, trying to see further into the darkness. Caleb and Joe rode ahead of him, though only Caleb displayed any enthusiasm for their expedition. The preacher was sure that the only thing keeping the Navajo swamper out in the dark on the far side of the Snake River from the saloon was the gold quarter eagle in his pocket, and the matching one Caleb held. Five dollars would buy a lot of whiskey, or even more beer. 
 
    “Would you rather have stayed home?” Caleb asked over his shoulder. 
 
    “And let you get yourself killed trying to take all the credit for catching the damn thing?” Flint scoffed. “You’re going to need the Lord’s help with this undertaking, son.” 
 
    “I’ll take all the help I can get, padre.” 
 
    Up ahead, Joe’s lantern swung to the side, and the Indian turned in his saddle. “Here,” he said, pointing toward a gore-streaked tree. Caleb and Flint pulled on their reins and dismounted, leaving Joe with the horses. They advanced with slow, careful steps, their boots nearly silent on the soft loam, guns held at the ready. Two bloody spots on the ground near the tree showed them where the boys’ bodies had laid. Flint sniffed the air and his nose wrinkled. 
 
    “You smell that?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Caleb answered. “There’s something dead nearby.” He turned to face the wind and tested the air himself before he headed north again. About thirty yards up, they found a low bluff. The stench of death was stronger here, and they split up. 
 
    “Over here,” Flint called out a few moments later. Caleb hurried to his side and pulled his long kerchief over his nose.  
 
    An animal corpse lay on the ground, muscle and bone exposed to the night air. “Hear that?” Caleb said. 
 
    “Hear what?” Flint said. “There ain’t nothing to hear but frogs and crickets.” 
 
    “Exactly. No flies. Just like with the boys. This is our critter’s work. I figure this was a cougar or mountain lion. Hard to tell with the skin and claws gone.” 
 
    “I reckon you’re right. Now we know where it’s been but what about where…” Silence fell in the woods, and Flint went quiet as well. Caleb thumbed the hammer back on his revolver. Twin clicks from the preacher’s shotgun echoed the sound, and Caleb set the lantern down. 
 
    “Yee naaldlooshii!” Joe cried out. “Yee naaldlooshii!” 
 
    “Shut that fool mouth of yours!” Flint called out, but the only sound that answered him was that of hooves on the roadway and the whinnying of horses. “Damn coward,” Flint muttered. 
 
    “He might be the only one of us with a lick of sense,” Caleb said, scanning the night for their enemy.  
 
    A scream somewhere between human and feline announced its arrival. Both men spun in place to see the eight foot tall abomination rise up at the top of the bluff. Red muscle was visible, but now it held the dun colored pelt of what it had killed. Before either man could react, it flung the fur up and over its shoulders. Its form shifted and flowed as the fur flowed like water from the thing’s head to its toes. Thick claws sprang from its fingertips, and long fangs protruded from its mouth as it reared back and roared at the night sky. 
 
    “Get thee behind me, Satan,” Flint yelled, raising his shotgun to his shoulder. The scattergun boomed and sent a load of buckshot into the thing’s gut. “Thou art an offence unto me: for thou savourest not the things that be of God!” He pulled the trigger again and the second shot blew a hole in its hip that staggered it. 
 
    Caleb fired as it straightened, hitting it in the chest. It stumbled back and he thumbed the hammer again, putting the second round next to the first. Again and again he fired, each time with careful aim and deliberation, each round striking within an inch or two of another, each shot making the thing stagger back further. Actinic flashes erupted from the entry point of each new wound and from the larger wounds the bullets made as they exited. 
 
    The last round knocked the thing back into the thick trunk of a cedar tree. It slumped and put a taloned hand to on a branch to stay on its feet, leaving the fist sized wound visible. 
 
    “Shoot it, Zeke!” Caleb yelled. Flint, mesmerised by the spectacle, shook his head and fumbled to open the shotgun’s breach. Caleb turned to look over his shoulder, and the monster raised its head. Flint dropped one shell into the chamber but the other fell to the ground. Seeing the threat, he called out, but the creature was faster. It stepped forward and caught Caleb with a backhanded blow that sent him flying back past the preacher in a flash of light. For a moment, Flint would have sworn the other man simply wasn’t there, but then he saw the trailing arc that connected the creature’s hand to Caleb. Flint snapped the breech closed and pointed the shotgun at the beast. 
 
    “For the word of God is quick, and powerful, and sharper than any two edged sword,” Flint said before he pulled the trigger. The creature danced to one side, and the round missed. Flint stepped back and went to open the shotgun’s breech again, but his foe was too fast. Its hand flashed forward and struck him in the stomach. Caleb saw the foot long talons emerge from the preacher’s back in a spray of blood. Enraged, he drew his Bowie knife and let out a yell as he sprang forward. Heedless of the creature’s claws, he clutched a handful of hair at its shoulder and thrust his blade into its chest, not stopping until the hilt slammed into its body. 
 
    For a moment, Caleb and the creature were eye to eye, and he could see the hate in its gaze. But Caleb’s righteous wrath matched it, and he twisted the blade in the wound, feeling a strange tingle in his hands and forearms with every movement. The creature drew its head back then slammed it forward into Caleb’s forehead, knocking him back. Then it stepped forward and swung. 
 
    Rows of fire erupted on Caleb’s chest in the wake of the creature’s claws. His vision went white for a moment, then he saw the creature standing over him, its arm drawn back, bloody claws extended for one final blow. Then the world started to go blurry. He tried to focus, but his eyes were reluctant to obey his wishes. The creature straightened at the sound of another voice, and Caleb managed to focus long enough to see an old man step over him with a pine bough held in one gnarled hand. He waved the tree branch at the creature, and it backed away, hissing. The old man thrust it forward like a spear, and the thing let out an agonized scream when a pine cone swung forward and struck it. It turned and bolted from the clearing. Caleb struggled to rise, but black slowly crept in from the edges of his vision, and he fell into darkness. 
 
    Toh Yah went to the older white man and checked his wounds. The fire of his life was weak and fading, and he knew the man would not live another hour. The old man had been speared through, and he was already weak and dying. 
 
    “Your God awaits you, my friend,” Toh Yah said, his voice gentle. 
 
    “Yeah, I kinda figured. What about Caleb?” the old man asked. Toh Yah looked at the younger white man and saw the fire of his life burning strong, though it was slowly getting weaker. But there was also a second light about him, one he recognized. 
 
    “He could live, if I take care of him.” 
 
    “You do that. His name’s Caleb. You make sure he remembers to do what he promised.” The old man coughed, and blood flecked his lips. 
 
    “I will, Ezekiel Flint,” the older Indian said. Just then, the sound of hooves reached the clearing. 
 
    “Hands where I can see ‘em!” Sheriff Broward yelled from the saddle. He leveled his Winchester rifle at the Indian, who backed away with his hands in the air. 
 
    “It’s okay, James,” Flint said. “He ain’t the one that done for me.” Broward slid down from the saddle and knelt by Flint, never taking his aim from the shaman. 
 
    “Don’t waste your breath talking, parson. The Doc will be here, he’ll get you fixed up in a jiffy.” 
 
    “Shut up, son, I know I’m not long for the world. At least the Injun was honest with me. Look, it wasn’t him or Caleb, it was something else.” He coughed, and spat blood off to the side. 
 
    “Your doctor can not save Caleb,” Toh Yah said. “I can. Let me take him with me.” 
 
    “Like Hell I will!” Broward said. “I’m the law in these parts, and I can’t let you take him and do God knows what to him.” 
 
    “It is the only way, if you would be rid of this thing that hunts your people. You know, too, that if you take him, there will be no justice for him. If I take him, he is no longer your problem.” 
 
    Broward narrowed his eyes, then frowned and shook his head. “Damn it, you’re right. Folks will lynch him before the night’s out if I take him back.” 
 
    “Let him take the kid,” Flint said, his voice weak. “Call it an old man’s dying wish.” 
 
    “Okay, parson.” 
 
    “Good. You still have that flask on you?” Flint’s request brought a faint smile to Broward’s lips.  
 
    “Yes, sir, I do,” he replied, producing a metal hip flask and opening it. He lifted it to the old man’s bloody lips. The parson swallowed and sighed. 
 
    “Much obliged, son. I’ll put in a good word with the Lord for you.” With that, the light slowly faded from his eyes, and James Broward found the world a less worthy place. 
 
    “You get that fella out of here, quicklike,” Broward said, turning toward where he’d last seen the Indian. But there was no sign of either the redskin or the troublesome drifter. “Damn... that was disconcerting.” 
 
      
 
    Toh Yah carried the stranger a little ways away, then set him down and pulled herbs and cloth from his pouch. The fire of the white man’s life still burned strong, but it had begun to fade with the loss of blood. A paste of nettle leaves on a poultice would have to do. He applied it with haste, and used the shredded remains of Caleb’s own shirt to tie it in place. As he worked, he chanted a song of Walking, taking them to the edge of the Place Between Worlds. Light surrounded them, invisible to anyone else, and suffused the strange white man’s body. When he was done, his patient’s spirit glowed brighter, and the bleeding had slowed to a trickle. He picked the white man up again and carried him to his horse. Joe waited for him, his hat twisted in his hands. 
 
    “Help me make a litter for him,” Toh Yah said. The swamper ran into the woods and came back a few minutes later with a pair of long saplings. He trimmed the larger branches off, and they trussed it up in an X shape before stretching a blanket across the lower half of the X. With their travois complete, they laid Caleb on it, and tied it to the horse. Toh Yah turned to Joe. 
 
    “You did the right thing in coming to me. Now go and drink the white man’s poison; die the white man’s death. That is the path you have chosen.”  
 
    Joe nodded and went back toward the approaching lights of the townsfolk, leaving Toh Yah to take care of the strange white man. 
 
    “Now, let us deal with you, Nayainazgana.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The first thing Caleb remembered lay in the past, a moment of jotting down figures to give to a runner before turning to look down on a small group of men and women crouched behind a wagon. A moment of hoping that the runner would make it back before the Confederate raiders made their charge, followed by the dread of knowing he wouldn’t. The wood grip of his Spencer rifle in his hand registered in his thoughts, then blackness sucked him under again. 
 
    He surfaced again in the present, though how he knew that, he couldn’t say. An old man stood over him, chanting and waving something out of sight. Four stripes of fire burned across his chest, and he saw wood and adobe of a hut. For a moment, the world went white, and he thought he was in the Verge. Another figure stood behind the old man, younger, but with eyes that held the weight of one much older. Then the world returned to normal, and the chanting continued as Caleb fell back into the swirl of dreams from which he’d emerged. 
 
    Another moment of disorientation, and he found himself walking once more in the past, this time in a cloistered hallway, the sounds of low, droning chants a balm to a war-weary soul. Serene voices lifted to Heaven in worship and praise. Then once again, into the dizzying maelstrom of near-oblivion. 
 
    Darkness gave way once more to light, and the old man beating a rhythm on a drum, chanting, his voice weaving through the beat. And again, the light became unbearably bright, casting the world in negative. A coyote sat across from the old man, and Caleb knew that an entire conversation took place in the heartbeat that passed. Then the lodge returned to normal, and Caleb slid back into chaos. Only the chaos didn’t rob him of consciousness. 
 
    This time, he sees another place, a place he has not yet visited but still recognizes, familiar as his childhood home. 
 
    “Greetings Brother Ephraim,” the familiar stranger will say. “I am-” 
 
    “Mistaken,” Caleb will tell the newcomer. “I no longer use that name.”  
 
    “Someone still does,” the newcomer will say. The future recedes, and he slid back into the present, then further, into the past. A round, smug face surfaced, and he was in Pittsburgh again. In an office that seemed too small, with a man who took up more space than he ought to. A round face leered at him, and opened its mouth to speak. But Caleb had already heard the excuses, the justifications...the lies. There could never be enough guilt in those memories, especially not over that first punch. Or the dozens that followed; there was never enough guilt over the pulped feel of the man’s head under his fists. Too much anger followed him through the back alleys and side streets of Pittsburgh, too much pride in what had seemed like the right thing at the time. 
 
    He rose into the present, gasping for air, the world brighter than white around him, the all too familiar sound of the Verge surrounding him, now a hiss, now a ringing note, now the silence deeper than Death. In stark reverse, he saw the old man, and Knew his name, Walks by The River. He Knew he was a singer of the Dine’, a hatáli. At his elbow sat One who was not a Coyote. Then Not Coyote licked his wounds, and some of the black tendrils that had dug into his chest retreated from the healing warmth of that touch. Not Coyote sneezed, and black droplets scattered. It licked at his face, and seemed to smile, if a Coyote could ever be said to stop smiling. 
 
    “I taste the blood of our people in this river,” Not Coyote said. “It is past time for you to do what needs to be done.” 
 
    “Then I’ll drink of that and leave the rest,” Walks By The River said. “Be patient, I’m doing it as it should be done, even if the rest of his blood is polluted.” 
 
    “I wasn’t just talking to you, friend,” Not Coyote laughed. Another figure appeared at Caleb’s hip, a tall man with strong limbs and fierce eyes. He raked Caleb with his gaze, the weight of his attention pressing into him like a mountain on his chest. Not Coyote growled, “He’s not perfect; none are. Stop balking, and see it done, elder brother. I grow tired of carrying this burden on my own. Or are you afraid?” The fierce gaze became a scowl, and the man held up his hand, gripping Eagle feathers in his fist. He took one feather and drew it across the wound. The black faded where the feather touched, but the pain became worse. A second feather brushed across his chest, and the pain intensified further. The third elicited a howl of agony as it caressed his skin. Suddenly the pain became unbearable relief, and he sobbed with the sudden change. 
 
    The tall man took the final feather in his hand and held it over Caleb’s body. Gone was the disdain and anger he had seen before. In its place was an eagerness. “Let us begin, little brother. We have much to do,” Caleb heard his own voice say, and the man plunged the feather into his belly. 
 
    Silence came then, just for a moment. Caleb drifted, not at peace, but tugged in enough directions at the same time by other forces that no single influence held sway. The darkness held no terrors, just the normal void behind the eyelids of any mortal being. He was warm, there was no pain beyond bearing, and the world, if not silent, had become quiet enough to ignore. 
 
    Caleb slept.
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Toh Yah hung his head while the white man’s breathing slowed to the normal rhythm of sleep, the first time in five days either of them found any respite from their respective labors. The white man, struggling simply to survive, and Toh Yah, to keep two peoples safe from yee naaldlooshii. Caleb Archer’s fight, for the moment, was done. He would live. For Toh Yah, only a brief rest had been granted. He slumped forward and closed his eyes, The Blessing Way and Enemy Way complete, his throat dry and rough from chanting through each night. 
 
    Time slowed to his perception, the scant one hour of rest he’d granted himself becoming as effective as twice that length with the Healing Song that ran through his thoughts. Muscles relaxed and unknotted, and the aches of hours of exertion faded through means Toh Yah had been shown but barely understood. He knew that his muscles made the very thing that told him he was tired, and it pooled in the blood around them like poison, acting like a stinging nettle to the muscles that made it. When he rested, he knew it was slowly washed away by fresh blood. The Holy People had revealed that to the Dine’ long ago. The Healing Song helped him wash those mild poisons away faster, and restore the balance within his body. 
 
    When the hour passed, Toh Yah opened his eyes. No bleary eyed awakening was this, but the return to clarity of a man who knew how to rest. The sound of Caleb Archer’s breathing was still steady and strong; the fire of his life burned bright around him, made more vivid by the touch of the Spirit World. The singer nodded, satisfied that his charge wouldn’t come to harm by his absence. He got to his feet and pushed aside the blanket over the door. Father Sun’s light poured in through the eastern facing opening.  
 
    He was not the first to stir in the morning light, and the cooking fires of the Navajo settlement brought the scent of smoke into the air, bringing with it also the smell of food. Frybread, mutton, sumac berry and venison all competed for his attention. He stopped by one of the fires. 
 
    “Yá'át'ééh, Toh Yah,” the woman cooking at the fire said. 
 
    “Yá'át'ééh, Doli,” the singer replied.  
 
    “How long since you ate?” she asked with a warm smile. She took a piece of mutton and a piece of flatbread and handed them to him. “You look like a stalk of grass!” 
 
    “Maybe you should feed me to your sheep!” Toh Yah replied. He held up the still sizzling mutton and steaming bread. “Ahéhee' Tʼáá íiyisíí ahéheeʼ,” he offered in thanks for the food. By the time he reached his horse, the mutton and flatbread were both finished, and he took a drink from the waterskin hanging by the corral before he slipped it over his shoulder and pulled himself onto the back of a pinto he liked and rode out toward the edge of the settlement. 
 
    The sun was a few handspans into the sky when he reached the first of his protective wards. It was still strong,  so he moved on, stopping every mile or so at the next, until he found the one he was searching for. 
 
    This one was weak, the corn in the pouch turned black and rotten by the attack of the skinwalker. He built a small fire and dumped the blackened corn onto the blazing twigs. His nose wrinkled at the stench, but soon the smoke was clean again, and he let it carry his voice in the Blessing Way for the ward. The last of the charred sticks was smoldering by the time he completed the Enemy Way, and the ward blazed with power once more. 
 
    He pressed on, completing the circuit when the sun was high overhead. The wards around Mendoza Springs were next, and he checked them not out of fondness for the white people, but because he knew that the first place they would lay any blame for anything they couldn’t explain on the Dine’. And the white men had a habit of bringing guns and fire when they didn’t understand things. Especially when the things they didn’t understand killed people and livestock.  
 
    Afternoon was fading into evening when he finished with the third weakened ward, and the last of the putrid smoke drifted away on the winds. This one and the last two were close enough to see each other, and all of them were on the same hill as the parsonage and the cemetery. He turned his horse toward home and urged it forward with a couple of clicks of his tongue.  
 
    Night had fallen by the time he had returned his horse to the corral and seen to its care and feeding. Not surprisingly, the white man still slept when he moved the blanket aside. His eyes moved under his lids, but his face was still serene; signs of a Healing dream, not unusual after so long a ceremony. Toh Yah sat with his legs crossed and waited. After a time, the white man awakened. 
 
    “Where am I?” he asked, looking around the hogan. He sat up slowly, one hand on his chest, the other supporting his weight. “Did I die?” The old singer Looked at him, and saw that half of his aura still fell in the Spirit Realm.  
 
    “Almost,” Toh Yah said. “You’re in my hogan.” 
 
    “I...know you,” Caleb said. “Toh Yah...it means Walks by Water...no, Walks by the River. You’re...a singer? How do I know these things?” 
 
    “You’ve been unconscious for seven days. For the last five days, I’ve performed the Healing Songs over you, to remove the taint of yee naaldlooshii from your wounds.” 
 
    “The other Indian, Joe, he said that, too,” Caleb said. When he saw the boys and when that thing showed up. What is yee naladoshi?” 
 
    “A thing so strange to you that your clumsy tongue can not even say it.” Toh Yah said. “White men have no word for what it really is. It is a creature made from hate for an enemy so strong that it consumes one’s mind, and lets a spirit of hate into the heart. It consumes the soul of the man who calls out to it, and it feeds on his hate, so that it hates what he does, but with more focus. More strength.” 
 
    “Who does this person hate that much in Mendoza Springs?” Caleb asked.  
 
    “Who?” the singer asked, shaking his head. “There is no ‘who.’ He hates the White Man, and every place he calls his own.” 
 
    “It sounds like...you agree with him.” 
 
    Toh Yah’s shoulders slumped and his features seemed to age. “Agree...no. I do not agree with him. But I understand him. I know his heart, and I know where he learned to hate like he does.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you try to change his mind?” 
 
    “Because he learned from those who worship hate, whose very God hates them so that they cower in terror of his damnation. He learned to hate from the White Man.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “God loves us all.” 
 
    “No, Caleb, your God does not love the Red Man, because we do not even exist in your God’s eyes. The book you carry might say your God loves all, but the one you have made in your image orders you to go out and shape all people in your image, or destroy them. You made treaties with us, forced us to let you protect us, then let others raid our herds. The men who were supposed to protect us raided and killed our people. And then, when we got tired of your lies, you forced us to move to a place that was too small, where our enemies already camped. We took the Long Walk, and many died. You did worse to other People in the past. But you call us savages, you try to erase us and make us into White People.” 
 
    “You make us sound like this yee nalodoshi,” Caleb said. His cheeks grew warm as his temper rose. 
 
    “No, the White Man hates everything and everyone, even himself. Yee naaldlooshii only hates one thing. It hates it so much that it infects those it kills with its hate. Even a wound from it can infect its victim, and if it does, another is born. Yee naaldlooshii can take the forms of its victims, so White Men call it the skinwalker, and confuse it with the monsters of other Peoples.” 
 
    “Why tell me all of this?” Caleb said. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Because, Caleb Archer, you have to fight it. You are one of the Hero Twins, Nayainazgana, Slayer of Monsters.” 
 
    “I was an only child,” Caleb laughed. 
 
    “It is like talking to a child, only a child knows he is ignorant,” Toh Yah said, shaking his head. “The spirit of the elder twin is in you, now. You are the Slayer of Monsters.” 
 
    “Why me?” Caleb laid back on the pallet. 
 
    “Because the ties between you and the Fourth World aren’t as strong. You always have one foot in the other world, like the skinwalker. You can kill it, once your healing is complete.” 
 
    “You said…” Caleb muttered. . “Said you healed the wounds the yee...the...skinwalker gave me.” 
 
    “You have other wounds...deeper wounds. It will take longer to heal them. Sleep now. Rest.”  
 
    “Can’t. Can’t stay. Don’t...want…”
    
      
    Toh Yah watched as his patient fell asleep once more
    
     .
    , then frowned. The world around him was too bright, the sounds too sharp. Caleb had brought them more than halfway into the Spirit World. 
 
    “You’re too ready to blame the White Man for anything that goes wrong,” Not Coyote chuckled at his side. “Sound familiar?” 
 
    Toh Yah glanced down at the visitor to his hogan. “You’re not as funny as you think you are,” he said with a sharp tone. 
 
    “I’m hilarious,” Not Coyote said. “But only to the wise. It is the foolish who find me less than entertaining.” 
 
    “Your older brother is not laughing.” 
 
    “He’s asleep. But I didn’t come to you to entertain. I came because I heard his restless spirit calling out for the trail. The path of his heart calls him elsewhere. You should let him follow it.” 
 
    “He’s halfway in the Spirit World right now,” Toh Yah said. “If I let him wander off like this, he’ll disappear back into the Third World, and you’ll lose your brother again, maybe for good this time.” 
 
    “It’s a risk he’s willing to take, I’m sure,” Not Coyote grinned. “So long as Caleb stays on the road, nothing interesting will happen.” 
 
    “But will he? White Men don’t like being told what to do.” 
 
    “White Men invented roads to tell them where to go. You don’t have to tell him to follow it, you just have to tell him that it’s safe. He’ll do the rest on his own. Besides that, you can’t keep him here if he wishes to go. There is no Harmony on that path.” Not Coyote narrowed his yellow eyes and his smile showed a few more teeth. 
 
    “His body is strong enough to travel,” Toh Yah conceded. “But will he even know the road from the wilderness?” 
 
    “I will guide him to where he needs to be.” 
 
    Mollified, the singer nodded, resigned to what must be done. “When he wakes, if he wishes to leave, I will let him.” 
 
    “How gracious of you,” Not Coyote chuckled. 
 
    “I will not stop him,” Toh Yah muttered. “You knew my meaning.” 
 
    “But did you?” Not Coyote’s voice faded as the world returned to normal. The old singer got to his feet and pushed the blanket aside. The smell of mutton and frybread was in his nostrils, and his patient would need to eat as well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Caleb awoke from dreams of coyotes that weren’t and hands that did things on their own. Morning light shone on his face, and he squinted to keep from being blinded. The singer turned to face him when he grunted in surprise. 
 
    “Heck of a way to wake up,” he muttered, raising a hand to shield his eyes. 
 
    “It is,” Toh Yah said with a smile. “That is why we put our doors on the east side of the hogan. We greet the Sun every morning. But now, you need food as well as sunlight. Eat.” He pointed to a wood platter piled with food.
    
      
     Caleb’s mouth watered at the taste of venison and the frybread. A clay jug held water that tasted better than any wine to him after so long unconscious. 
 
    “I need to get back to Mendoza Springs,” he finally said. 
 
    “I thought you might want to do that,” Toh Yah said without turning around. “It’s dangerous for you to travel right now.” 
 
    “Because of the skinwalker?” 
 
    “Because of you. You’re not all the way back in the World yet. If you’re not careful, you’ll wander into the Spirit Realm.” 
 
    “A man can’t wander into the spirit world,” Caleb laughed.  
 
    “Men do it all the time,” Toh Yah said. “The men on the back of the White Man’s trains. They walk in the Spirit World.” 
 
    “Riggers? Mister, I’ve been a Rigger, and I’m here to tell you, the Verge might be pretty darn strange, but it isn’t the Spirit World.” 
 
    It was Toh Yah’s turn to laugh, and it took Caleb aback. “There are many stories of trains arriving with fewer Riggers than they left with.” 
 
    “That don’t mean they just wandered in on their own. You need a conductor to even get the train into the Verge. If a man falls off along the way, well, that’s plain bad luck, but he was already there.” 
 
    “Are there also not stories of trains arriving with more Riggers than they left with?” 
 
    Caleb’s brow furrowed, and all humor left his eyes. “There are stories, yes.” 
 
    “If you will not believe me, then humor an old man and stay on the road where you know it’s safe.” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll change the dressings on your wounds before you go.” Toh Yah turned away from the warmth of Father Sun and directed his charge to lay back. The four long furrows across his chest were still red and angry, but they had begun to heal, and only seeped a little blood. He laid the fresh bandages and poultices against them, then wrapped it around his chest. 
 
    “How far is it to town from here. And just where on Earth is here anyway?” Caleb asked. 
 
    “Follow the road south and east, and you’ll be in Mendoza Springs by nightfall. Your things are over there.” He pointed to a bundle by the door. 
 
    “Much obliged, sir.” 
 
    “If that were so, you would be staying,” Toh Yah said as Caleb put his gun belt around his hips. 
 
    “I reckon you’re right, sir. But there are other reasons I can’t stay. And as bad as this...skinwalker sounds, it seems like he has no quarrel with the Dine’.” 
 
    “Today, no, he doesn’t. But let the sun rise and set, and on a different day, he might find one.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping that day never comes.” Putting his hat on, Caleb pushed the blanket aside and walked out of the hogan. 
 
    Toh Yah followed and watched him set out along the trail to the road. “Hope,” he whispered, “is a poor shield.” 
 
      
 
    The day grew hot before the sun made it a quarter of the way to its zenith. The Riggers coat, so useful in the chilling void of the Verge, became a leaden weight on his shoulders. His long bandana hung down over his chest, and only drew more heat to itself. Even his hat became burdensome, too hot to wear comfortably but the brim vital to keeping what little sun off his body as it was able to. 
 
    By the time the sun was directly overhead, his bandages were beginning to sting and itch, and the heat shimmers made the road hard to see more than a few yards away. He stumbled and came to a halt, his eyes blurry, and pulled the thin waterskin from his belt. The few lukewarm swallows did only a little to slake his thirst or ease the dryness in his mouth. The world tilted to one side, and he stumbled toward the edge of the road, catching himself before he left it entirely. When he righted himself, the world seemed cooler, and too bright. In spite of the drop in temperature, though, the ground still shimmered. 
 
    “Isn’t that better?” someone asked. Caleb spun and drew his pistol. The road was supposed to be safe, he remembered, but his thoughts were sluggish as he tried to recall why that was important. At first, he couldn’t find who had spoken, until he looked to the middle of the road. A familiar canine figure sat in the middle of the road, its tongue hanging out as it panted.  
 
    “Coyotes can’t talk,” Caleb reminded himself. 
 
    “I’m not a 
    
     c
    
    
     C
    oyote.” 
 
    “What are you doing on the road?” 
 
    “It’s safe here,” the not 
    
     C
    
    
     c
    oyote said. 
 
    “But,” Caleb squeezed his eyes shut, “you’re not supposed to be on the road.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Not Coyote said. It trotted to the side of the road. “The only thing you’re going to find on the road is what you already know. Familiar things. Old things. Old problems, old pains. Old enemies. All the things you know how to run away from.” Caleb opened his eyes as he saw the face of a dead man before him. He fumbled with the pistol, but it fell from limp fingers as the round, damp face of Bishop Paul loomed over him.  
 
    “What is the suffering of one worthless soul compared to all the good I’ve done?” Paul demanded. “I saved thousands of souls. And you...you chose the life of one urchin over all of that!” 
 
    Caleb swung, but didn’t connect as Paul leaned back out of range. His greased back hair didn’t move even when he exerted himself. He swung again, and Paul disappeared. 
 
    “The road is safe,” he snarled as he picked up his pistol. “It’s supposed to be safe!” 
 
    “Did you think that meant it was supposed to be easy?” Not Coyote taunted from the side of the road. “Without sacrifice? Without pain? Did you think that safe meant it was supposed to make sense?” Not Coyote’s voice started to sound tinny and distant. “Even safety has its own perils. But they’re perils you know how to run away from.” 
 
    “You’re trying to get me to leave the road,” Caleb said, stumbling forward.  
 
    “Oh, no, stay on the road. There is nothing new here. You can stay the same, carry the same burdens, cry the same tears, and arrive still the same man as when you left. Broken. Useless. Human. So keep running. There is nothing you want out here. Well, nothing you want bad enough to take a chance on, anyway.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Caleb said, turning to face not 
    
     C
    
    
     c
    oyote. 
 
    “Nothing. Stay safe. Stay on the road,” Not Coyote said, then stood and transformed into the form of Anne Miller. 
 
    “It’s too dangerous out here,” not Mrs. Miller said. “Go back to safety.” 
 
    “I’m...must be seeing things,” Caleb muttered. He put his hand to his chest; the bandages felt hot, but the sun was high in the sky.  
 
    “Stay on the road,” not 
    
     C
    
    
     c
    oyote said. “It’s safe. It’s easy.” 
 
    “To Hell with you,” Caleb said. He put one foot off the road, then the other. The heat of the midday sun receded, and he stumbled forward, more and more certain with every step that he’d made the right choice.  
 
    “The old man meant well,” not coyote chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Anne Miller had never been one to ignore her instincts. Unlike many women around her, she was more than ready to listen to her intuition than dismiss it as simple female hysteria. So when the short hairs on the back of her neck stood up, she wasted no time in laying hand on her Colt Model 1849 Pocket Pistol and set a pot of water on the stove. But when white light flashed outside her window, she knew that the pistol’s use would be limited. The tingling along her arms and up her back were a sure sign that something had come out of the Verge nearby. The same sensation made travel by the aether train problematic for her, just as it had made her choose this spot for their homestead. She tucked the compact pistol into the pocket of her apron and opened the front door. The sun had fallen down behind the ridgeline, leaving the valley that sheltered her baille in half-light.  
 
    “Halloo?” she called out. “I know you’re out there. I’ve a gun, so if you’ve trouble in mind, you’ll find more here than you’ve accounted for.” Near the corral, a lone figure stumbled into sight. A long coat draped from his shoulders, and his hat sat askew on his head. He took a few steps, then sagged against the fence. 
 
    “Stay on the road,” the man called out. “Sumbitch lied. Only thing on the road are demons and ghosts.” 
 
    “Mr. Archer?” Anne said. She dashed forward, suddenly heedless of any danger. 
 
    “Oh, Lord, I’ve conjured up the Widow Miller again,” Caleb said when she reached him. “Father God, forgive me if in my fevered dreams I imagine her doing that which is unseemly, for I am a wicked man, and she, a goodly woman.” He smiled and slid down the fence. 
 
    “Oh, you foolish man,” Anne muttered as she tried to stop his descent. “There must be lead in that arse of yours.” Even with all her strength, she could not get him to move more than a couple of feet at a time. Short of getting her donkey to drag him the hundred feet to the front door, she was going to have to make him lighter somehow. 
 
    She eyed the coat, and resolved it had to come off. Riggers’ coats were rumored to be lined with metal, and very heavy. “Diana, give me strength and cunning enough to get this poor sod into the house ere midnight.” 
 
      
 
    Caleb returned to the world of the living a little after dawn. Light streamed through the windows, yellow and fresh. Above him, wooden beams ran straight and true, with packets of herbs dangling from them. He tried to lift his arm, and was barely able to touch his face. The limb felt like a full grown bull perched on it. 
 
    “You’ve returned to us,” a soft, familiar voice said. 
 
    “Mrs. Miller?” Surprise lent fleeting strength to his body, and he sat up. “How did I get here?” He was in the middle of the main room of the house, on a soft down mattress that had been set on the floor. 
 
    “A good question that, since last I heard of ye, you were over the river hunting the thing that you claimed killed those horses. But that was a week agone before you showed up at my door, burning up with a fever.” 
 
    “Why am I on the floor?” 
 
    “Because you’re a great lump of a man, and I could barely get you up to the house, much less lift you onto a bed. So I brought the bed to you instead.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything...untoward, did I?” he asked as he sank back down onto the mattress. 
 
    “No, sir,” Anne laughed. “You did quite the opposite. You laid there and suffered with all the dignity of a woman.” 
 
    “I don’t remember crossing the river, and, weak as I was, I would surely have been swept away.” 
 
    “Your clothes were dry as a bone,” Anne said. “I don’t rightly know how you got here. There was a bright flash of light before you got here, and...well, let me show you.” She set the knitting she had been working on aside and walked over to his side, then crouched down and extended her hand toward him. When her fingertips were a few inches from his shoulder, a long tendril of energy arced from her hand to his shoulder. 
 
    “Well, that’s pretty darn disconertin.’” Caleb said. 
 
    “To say the least. But I’m still glad you’re awake. I have something to do tonight. As it is, I’m behind on the chores here. So, you rest today, and I’ll see to things around here.” 
 
    “Do you want your bed back?” Caleb asked. 
 
    “When you can put that mattress back on your own, I’m happy to let you do it. But you’ve been two days there, and my guest bed is more than comfortable enough. Now, let’s get some breakfast in you. Bacon, eggs and porridge should be a good start for getting your strength back.” She helped him to his feet and across the few steps to the table. H
    
     e
    
    
     E
     sat down hard in the chair and blew out his breath. 
 
    “I’ve never felt this weak before,” he said between breaths. 
 
    “I imagine not,” Anne said over her shoulder. She busied herself with the food, and in less time than Caleb expected, had plates of bacon and eggs ready and on the table, with a bowl of oatmeal coming only a moment later. Catching his look at the heap of yellow eggs, she pointed a finger at him and matched his look with a stern glance of her own. 
 
    “I’ll not be hearing anything out of you about fried eggs, mister” she said. “Scrambled eggs are easier on the stomach. You’re lucky I’m letting you have bacon, weak as you are. Now, eat up.” She heaped his plate full and doled out a bowl of porridge as well. 
 
    Caleb closed his eyes when the eggs hit his tongue. Soft, smooth and flavored with some spice he couldn’t name and cheese, the simple egg became a feast to his tastebuds. He almost forgot about the rest of his food until a few bites later. The bacon was thick and savory, and, as always seemed to be the case with bacon, gone too quickly. The porridge hit his tongue with a subtle taste of maple, which, after the bacon, balanced out the flavors. 
 
    “I see your appetite wasn’t harmed,” Anne said with a smile. Caleb lost himself for a moment in her expression and tried to get to his feet when she took the plate he had just finished. The effort was taxing, and he sank back down, his head bowed. 
 
    “No, ma’am, seems to be the only part of me that’s working proper about now.” He reached for his coffee to cover his expression. 
 
    “Oh,” Anne said, “if that face were any longer, I’d worry that you’d trip on your own chin.” 
 
    “I’m not accustomed to having someone do for me,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t get too used to it,” she laughed. “In a couple of days, I’ll be putting you to work, once you’ve recovered your strength. By the way you ate, I may have you at it tomorrow. Now, back to the bed with you.” 
 
    He found himself leaning less on Anne on the way back, though his breath came no less readily at the end. His arms barely had the strength to pull the blanket back over himself, and he belatedly wondered whose pajamas he was wearing, and how he’d ended up in them. 
 
    Her voice awakened him from a light doze some time later, and he blinked quickly, then shook his head to clear it. “I’m sorry, what?” he murmured. 
 
    “Ha! Good, you need the rest. But if you wake later and you’re hungry, I’ve made up some pocket pasties here,” she pointed to a small, covered tin pot by the mattress. A clay pitcher and a cup sat next to that. “I’ve some things to see to, but I’ll be back well before sunset. There’s a chamber pot by the bedframe if you find yourself needing it.” With that, she was moving, out the door in a moment. Sleep stole up on him with cat feet.  
 
    Wakefulness arrived in the same way, a paw tapping at his face. He opened one eye to see a feline face peering down at him, somehow conveying a sense of impatience. 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked it. It answered with a meow, and he chuckled at realizing he’d expected it to speak to him. His arm responded with greater strength when he reached out to pet the creature, though it still felt reluctant to move. The little tabby leaned into his touch, then stood and pranced around in a circle before rubbing its face against his. A slight popping sound came when his hand parted from its fur, but otherwise, there was none of the odd energy about him. The cat meowed again, then went to the tin pot beside the mattress, turned about and looked at him expectantly. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Caleb chuckled and reached for the lid. The smell of cooked meats and spices hit his nose. He retrieved one of the small round pasties from inside it and broke it open. The urge to stuff it in his mouth struck as the aroma of it got stronger. He fought it down and plucked a bit of meat from one side and offered it to the cat, who casually sniffed at the offered meat, licked it, then turned its nose away. With a quick movement, he tossed the meat to the floor, then took a bite of the pasty. Immediately, he questioned the cat’s taste in food and proceeded to devour the rest of the pasty. As if waiting to see if it was good enough for human consumption, the cat went and gobbled up the discarded bit of food, then returned and meowed at him again. Three pasties and half the pitcher of water later, he found that his strength was returning along with his appetite, and made use of the chamber pot before returning to the mattress to sleep once more. The tabby, having shared the pasties with him, curled up beside him and stuck her nose under his arm. Her contented purr was the last thing he remembered before he dozed off again. 
 
    When Anne returned, she found both cat and man asleep. “Welcome back, Persephone,” she said on her way to set her baskets down. “I see you’ve found another human to charm.” She busied herself with cooking, recalling older habits to make enough for two, and soon had a thick pot of stew bubbling on the black iron stove. 
 
    “How is it,” she heard from behind her, “that there is no line of suitors at your door?” 
 
    “Most likely because I’d make a poor wife to the men of Mendoza Springs,” she answered. Turning in place, she found Caleb sitting at the table, his face flushed a bit but otherwise looking hale enough. “I am of that breed of woman who thinks for herself and believes in such heresies as women’s suffrage and independence of men.” 
 
    “And there are no men in this territory who want such a woman in their lives?” Caleb asked, reasonably sure he already knew the answer to that. 
 
    “So far, every potential suitor has tried to impress me with how much better he will run my homestead once it’s his. I don’t care much for that, and I’ve developed a bad habit of saying so. Now, if you don’t mind, we should eat. I’ve someplace I want to be before the sun sets.” 
 
    “No objection from me,” Caleb said. She brought bowls to the table, and a loaf of bread with thick butter. For the first time in days, Caleb said Grace over his meal, though the words came out more by rote and tasted flat on his tongue. Still, his soul found some peace in the ritual, and his belly found greater satisfaction in the food. 
 
    With supper done, Anne set the bowls aside and gathered another bag from her wardrobe, along with a long coat of some sort, then came and put a hand to Caleb’s forehead. 
 
    “Your fever seems to be done with. I’ve some few books, if you’ve a taste for mythology, gardening and some light reading. Or, you’re welcome to peruse my late Jonathan’s books. He was fond of Dickens and Dostoyevsky. Hardly light reading. Otherwise, there is engineering, maths and science.” She pointed to an area set aside for a tidy desk and a bookshelf which held more than a score of books.  
 
    “He sounds like quite the scholar,” Caleb said.  
 
    “He was. Once upon a time, he was a Rigger, but he dreamed of becoming an engineer. The Verge and the Aether, they were his passions. Now, I must be gone. Your things are by the door, except your gun belt and coat. I put it there, in that trunk near your mattress. My Jonathan was in the same profession. I know how much that coat is worth.” 
 
    “Thank you for seeing to it, Mrs. Miller.” 
 
    “Oh, I think you can call me Anne, by now Mr. Archer.” 
 
    “Then please, call me Caleb.” 
 
    “Very well. I’ll be out long after dark. You don’t have to wait up for me.” 
 
    “I doubt I’ll be able to, but you’re an independent woman,” he said, smiling. “You’ve no need of a chaperone.”  
 
    Anne laughed as she went out the door. Left to his own devices, Caleb sought the bookshelves, and found a wider variety than he’d hoped in a stack of Beadle’s Dime Novels and a handful of old story papers. Now that he could focus on more than food and sleep, Caleb took a good look around the cabin he’d been in. Like most he’d seen out west, it was but a single room, spacious though that room was. A fireplace occu
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    t with the wood stove and kitchen area to the rear of the room. The table was close to the kitchen, and an iron bedframe occupied the corner of the opposite wall. A spinning wheel and loom were near the front of the room, set to take advantage of the window on the right side of the front wall, where the desk took advantage of the window on the other side of the door. And, of course, the mattress he’d been sleeping on was in the front and middle of the cabin, with a heavy chest at the foot of it, just under the edge of the table. 
 
    Outside the window, he could see the trail leading up to the cabin and the small barn. Beyond that, the valley she had settled in stretched before him, the opening facing south. The feel of it whispered “home” to him, and he had no difficulty getting comfortable with one of the dime novels. 
 
    The sun dropped in the sky, and his eyes became heavy. Briefly, he considered lighting a candle, but the energy to do so seemed more than it was worth. He noted the page number and set the book on the desk, then made his way to the mattress. No sooner than his eyes closed, however, he sat up, wide awake. The sun was fully down, and the night sky blazed with stars. In moments, he had his boots on and was standing out on the front step, gazing at the constellations overhead. The Milky Way spread out across the sky, a blanket of white in the darkness. It was a beautiful sight, but...it wasn’t why he was outside. 
 
    His feet started moving, and he knew there was a place he was supposed to be. North and east he went climbing a narrow, faint trail in the dim light. He needed to be somewhere, and his body knew where to go. 
 
      
 
    Anne Miller shed her clothes, and with them, her identity as the Widow Miller. Here, she was Priestess, and soon, she would assume the mantle of Goddess. Candles had been set in each of the four quarters, corn in the north, water in the west, herbs smoldering in the east and a second candle burning in the south. It was Midsummer, the Longest Day, when the Sun God was at his greatest strength. It was the day when the Horned God was at the peak of his strength as the Oak King, and in times past, it had been a night of lovemaking with Jonathan. 
 
    Anne walked the circle and called the quarters, feeling the tingle of magic on her skin. It had always been thus in this place, her grove. 
    
      
    If the air shimmered at the quarters, for tonight, it was the magic in the air. But the circle closed differently this time. The shimmer wasn’t just above the candles.  
 
    I am between Worlds, she thought. Her body shivered under the rush of magic, and her nipples turned to hardened points. Tonight, the Oak King was the celebrant, honored as he brought life to the Earth with the light of the sun.  
 
    “Mother Goddess, be in me, Brigit, Hecate, Diana, walk the world with me tonight! I draw you down into me, be welcome, come as you like, stay if you will, go as you please.” She swayed in the breeze, her skin almost aflame with energy. Never had she felt things happen like this before. 
 
    “Horned God, we ask you to come, be present in the flame tonight, reign as Oak King in all your strength tonight!” She reached out and grabbed the box of lucifer matches. The first struck, and she flung it onto the bonfire she’d prepared. The flames went up with a blue tinge to them, and when she looked across the fire, she saw Him. Could it be the Oak King was made flesh? Then the figure raised his head, and Caleb’s features came into focus. 
 
    “Caleb, I can explain,” she started to say while she rounded the fire. With a casual gesture, Caleb cut an opening in the circle and stepped through it. The world rippled around them, then the opening closed itself up. 
 
    “There is nothing to explain,” He said. “You summoned me. I answered.” 
 
    “I..I called for the God...for the fire…” she said, but even as she spoke she moved toward him. His eyes were on her, and in that moment, she felt no shame in being seen in her nakedness. Her hands lifted the hem of his shirt, and it slid off of him. He pulled the string on his breeches, and let them fall to the ground around his ankles, revealing his manhood in its erect perfection.
    
      
    Then his arms were around her, and she was the Goddess in the embrace of the God. Her womanhood went slick at his touch, and when he lifted her from her feet, she knew what he had in mind. There was no foreplay, no need of it. There was only Desire, sacred and pure between them, as it had been for all Eternity. He held her effortlessly, poised to enter her, but he hesitated. 
 
    “Do you want this?” he asked her. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered so she didn’t scream it, “Since the sun first rose in the sky, I’ve wanted You. I want You now, and I will want You until the mountains tumble into the sea and time stands still.” The words were Goddess speaking to God, and still, he hesitated. Then, between heartbeats, Anne was face to face with Caleb. 
 
    “Are these your Gods?” he asked, his eyes full of wonder and sorrow. 
 
    “Yes, they are. Why do you hesitate? I want this. I want you. Even if it is only for tonight.” She kissed him, her lips touching his both in spirit and in flesh. His kiss was gentle in return, infinitely so, as a man might touch something of great value but of equal fragility. In that moment, she felt him enter her, felt her breasts press against his chest, and his hands grasp her bottom to pull her closer. Their bodies cried out in ecstasy, but the communion continued. 
 
    “My God would not condone it. It’s strange, He’s forsaken me, and I still fear Him.” 
 
    “Why would your God turn His face away from you?” 
 
    “I’ve done things that are beyond forgiving.” 
 
    “If your God won’t give you absolution, my Goddess will,” she said. Her body reached up and touched his face, their movements in perfect unison. He bent his face down to kiss her, and she parted her lips to accept it. “As I give you the gift of my body, freely given, I give you my God and my Goddess. If your God will not have you, take mine.” 
 
    Again, the moment between heartbeats came, and they felt the attention of the God and Goddess who inhabited them turn to them. 
 
    “Be present in this moment, daughter of Eire and son of Albion,” the God said. “I did not venture forth from Caer Wydion to do this for you, but to be with you. Talk later. Make love now. Trust me, you want to be here for this.” 
 
    They drew back into their bodies, their movement together unbroken. As his manhood filled her, she wrapped her legs around him and tilted her head back, baring throat and breasts to his hungry gaze. His lips fell upon the rose-capped peak of her nipple, and she cried out as he thrust into her deep in the same movement. Then, with greater strength than he knew, Caleb lowered himself to his knees, his lips still against her breast, his tongue working at the tight bud of her teat. Then, between one thrust and the next, he moved to the other one, 
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    and her moan became an atavistic growl of pure pleasure. She wrapped her hands around his neck and bent her face to him, the soft strands of his hair brushing her lips as she pulled him forward. Slowly, he leaned down, giving her what she wanted.  
 
    You are all things beautiful to me, all things Man. In this moment, I want to see you Ascendant, in all Your Glory as the Rising Sun. 
 
    He thrust into her and arched his back, rising up from her as their bodies found the moment of climax together, and he spilled into her. She felt the molten heat of him, not just within her belly, but radiating from him in his guise as the Sun God. The wor
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    d was bright and hot about them for an agonizingly beautiful moment
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    , then the power flew up from them, leaving two humans panting on the ground. A cool breeze blew over them like a gentle benediction. Tears flowed down both their cheeks, but they laughed, overwhelmed by emotion. 
 
    “What just happened?” Caleb said once he could speak. Anne untangled her limbs from his and knelt beside him, bathed in the warmth and light of the fire. 
 
    “We made love,” she said, “as the Sun God and the Goddess. Only I think...a trickster god showed up, too. Caer Wydion is there,” she pointed to the Milky Way. “It’s the home of Gwydion fab Don. But still, we...were God and Goddess for a while.” 
 
    “We made love,” Caleb said. “I’ve never...it was never like that for me before.” 
 
    “I’m fair certain it was never like that for anyone before,” Anne laughed. She reached for the great cloak that she had set near the bonfire and spread it out on the ground. “Come here,” she said as she crawled onto it. “Let us be just man and woman now.” Without a word, Caleb joined her on the cloak. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    The sun stole over the clearing to find the two lovers entangled once again, though this time, in the disarray of slumber. Anne blinked and looked at Caleb’s face, then smiled. He wasn’t the most handsome of men, but he was pleasant enough to look at. Her fingers traced the thick red welts that ran across his chest and shuddered at the thought of what must have made them. 
 
    “Caleb,” she said softly. “Time to wake up.” 
 
    His eyes opened and he turned himself so that he was half over her while he looked about. “We slept through the whole night up here,” he said,  
 
    “You sound worried.” 
 
    “People will talk, especially if they see us coming back together.” 
 
    “I doubt anyone will be at my baille this time of morning. They would have to have ridden all night to get here. Though,” she said, stopping to look at a broken rail in part of her fence, “it looks as if someone has been through recently.” 
 
    “That was me,” Caleb said, his cheeks a little brighter red than the dawn light could make them alone. Anne gave him a look, and he shrugged. “I was carrying a god around, and I was in a hurry.” 
 
    Anne laughed. “Well, I see you’ve gotten your full strength back, then. I may put you to work today.” 
 
    “You didn’t know that already?” Caleb asked. She blushed and smiled, then turned and led the way to the house. 
 
    “As you say, there was a god involved. I couldn’t be sure how much was the god, and how much the man. Now, if you’ll see to the fire I’ll see to my chickens and we can have breakfast.” 
 
    Less than an hour later, breakfast was cooking, and the day’s tasks were laid out, and soon, they set to work. By midafternoon, Caleb had finished most of the cho
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     on his list, with the repair of the busted fence rail the last. He wrestled the new rail into place, then straightened and wiped his forehead with the tail end of his long bandana. The valley stretched out before him in all its beauty, and beyond the mouth, he could see the creek. But the things he couldn’t see, those weighed on him. The town, and the troubles it carried for him. The Church, and his own past. As beautiful as this place was, as wonderful and pastoral a life as it promised, none of it was immune to the specters of his past. He picked up the tool kit and started back toward the shed attached to the side of the house. Anne was waiting on the porch, a cup in one hand and a pitcher with another cup at her feet. 
 
    “Have some,” she said, nodding at the pitcher. Caleb poured some of the contents into the cup, and was rewarded with a sharp, pleasant smell. “Mint tea,” Anne said by way of explanation. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, after he had taken a sip. “I got the rail fixed up, and I also tightened up the hinge on the door to the chicken coop, so it won’t rattle so bad.” 
 
    “I was wondering about that, Thank you.” For a moment, a companionable silence fell between them. “I take it you’ll be moving on then, come morning.” 
 
    “Anne, I can’t stay.” 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting you to, though the company has been more than pleasant,” Anne said as she shook her head. “But I can see it in your eyes. Besides, a man who would be staying would be asking questions about the place, and how I do every little thing. I’m rather glad not to have to deal with that.” She turned and headed inside. “There’s ham and beans ready if you’re hungry.” 
 
      
 
    The next morning found Caleb getting up with the sun. As early as he’d tried to rise, he found the big bed empty, and Anne already busy about the cabin. A cloth wrapped bundle lay beside a thick leather bound book on the table. He dressed quickly, for the aroma of bacon filled the room soon after he stirred from the blankets. 
 
    Once the last sips of coffee had been drained, he stood and buckled his gun belt on. It was then that the first words of the morning broke the silence. 
 
    “That yard of steel on your hip,” Anne said softly. “Use it much?” 
 
    “My Bowie knife? All the time,” he told her while he tied the sheathe to his leg. 
 
    She held out a hand. “Do you mind?” He drew the blade and handed it to her handle first. She gave it a critical look, testing its edge with first 
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    her thumb, then passing it along her forearm and seeing how it shaved the hairs off there. Satisfied with the blade’s quality, she went to the fireplace and took a pinch of some herb from a small bowl on the mantle and tossed the dried leaves into the flames before passing the blade through the aromatic smoke that rose from the embers. Then she poured some water in a cup, threw in a dash or two of salt and dipped her finger in the mix.
    
      
     
 
    “Hecate and Diana, bless this blade to sacred work, and guide the hand of he who carries it,” she said as she held the blade with the handle up and drew three quick symbols on it. “Bless this, the boline of Caleb Archer, your sacred son.” She held the blade out handle first, the metal still glistening with the salted water from her fingertip. Caleb reached for the blade, and when his hand touched the handle, the three runes she’d drawn glowed a pale blue, then faded into the metal. The two exchanged a wide-eyed look. 
 
    “What just happened?” Caleb asked. 
 
    “Magic,” Anne whispered. “It’s a pity you have to go. We seem to make some powerful magic together.” 
 
    “Even so, it’s better that I do,” he said, sliding the Bowie home. “It wouldn’t be long before things went...bad.” 
 
    “I understand. There’s food for the walk there on the table, and...my Jonathan’s research on the Verge. I think he would have liked you. And I know he would be pleased to know someone else was reading his work.” 
 
    “Annie, are you sure?” Caleb asked. “This must have a lot of sentimental value to you.” 
 
    “No, it was always his wish that I give it to someone who might be able to use what he’d learned. I dreamt of that book last night and the night before, in the Grove. I know a sign from the gods when I see one. There’s a spare haversack hanging by the door.” 
 
    “Thank you, Annie,” he said as he packed the food and the book into the bag. 
 
    She followed him out to the porch and kissed him, her lips soft and warm against his in the cool air. “Only one man ever called me Annie,” she said. “It’s good to hear you say my name so, even in parting. I’ll not ask for any promise from you, save that I do not fade from your memory, and that you think well of me.” 
 
    “I’ll ask the same of you, and I won’t make any promise I can’t keep. But, if I can, I’ll keep in touch, and, perhaps one day, I might come back.” 
 
    “That...would be nice. Fare you well, Caleb.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Annie.” He smiled and turned to the trail that led out of the little valley. She stayed and watched him go, the sun seeming a little brighter and the edges of old heartaches a little softer and further away. When he got to the last turn before he would lose sight of the cabin, he turned and lifted an arm to wave. She smiled and and raised her hand in return, and imagined she could see him smile at the last sight of her. When she lowered her arm, her hand went to her stomach, and she looked down, noting how she cupped her belly.
    
      
     
 
    “Oh, Mother Goddess,” she whispered. Persephone jumped up on the the railing beside her and meowed loudly. “And should I take it as a sign that you’re staying around as well, Miss Persephone?” she asked as she stroked the little tabby. The cat meowed again, then began to clean herself, apparently intent on nothing more than being enigmatic. 
 
      
 
    It was a ways past noon when Caleb walked into Mendoza Springs again. His haversack was lighter the pasties Anne had packed, and his canteen nearly empty. The street still buzzed with folks going about their business, but now, eddies of stillness formed where Caleb passed, whirlpools of whispered conversation swirled in his wake, and the current of the traffic slowed around him. When he stepped off the street and into the sheriff’s office, things picked up again, but the gossip flowed, reaching ears faster than lightning. 
 
    Sheriff Broward was already frowning when Caleb stepped into the office, and his appearance did little to dissipate the expression. “Well, if it ain’t my favorite nuisance,” Broward said. “Don’t that just top the day off.” 
 
    “Don’t mean to make a rough patch any harder, sheriff,” Caleb said. “And I don’t mean to stick around. I just need to pay for the keep on my horse, make sure everything is done up for the moment at the parsonage, and see to a favor I was going to do for Ezekiel.” 
 
    “Funny you should mention the dearly departed reverend. If you don’t mind waiting a minute, though, I have some business that needs tending to. Robbie, have you seen that damn Joe?” 
 
    “Last I heard, he was passed out up at the parsonage again,” Robbie said from the desk on the other side of the room. 
 
    “Well, damn it, go up there and roust him out
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    . If he’s drunk, lock his ass up until he sobers up.” Browder turned to Caleb. “Couple of days ago, Joe went and helped hisself to the holy liquor cabinet. First it was the communion wine, but I’m betting he’s figured out where Zeke kept his whiskey by now. Upshot of all that is there ain’t nobody willing to take his place and go get me some grub from the saloon. I been havin’ to walk down there of a night to get my supper. Come on down with me.” The sheriff stood up and pulled a couple of envelopes out of his desk drawer, then headed out the door. The walk to The Gantry passed in silence, and again people stopped, stared and gossiped. Conversation stopped the moment they stepped through the door, then picked up again in a buzz of whispers. 
 
    “Smitty, two bowls of chili and some frijoles refrito,” Broward called out. “And a couple of bottles of beer.” Smitty came out a few seconds later with two brown bottles in hand. Seeing Caleb, his handlebar moustache quivered, and he only set one of the bottles down. 
 
    “Sheriff, I won’t serve this man,” Smitty said. “You know as well as I do he should be in jail.” 
 
    “What for, Smitty?” Broward asked. 
 
    “Well, I heard he was the one what done for the parson, not to mention he killed some horses and he tried to have his way with Widow Miller.” 
 
    “You been listening to them Hamori boys too much,” Broward said. “Mrs. Miller was the one who vouched for him the first time, and I heard from the reverend himself in the moments before he died that Mr. Archer here risked his own life trying to defend him. And I saw the wounds he took myself, Smitty. Now, you either call me a liar or serve the man his damn beer.” 
 
    “I didn’t know, sheriff,” Smitty stammered, setting the beer down on the table. “I just heard...you know, people talk.” 
 
    “Them good-for-nuthin’ Polish sods talk, is what. Didn’t you tell me he made them look the fool the day he got here?” 
 
    Smitty smiled and looked back at the bar. “He did, at that. Laid the ticket right down on the bar over there. Well, then...if you’ll excuse me sheriff…” He turned and headed back for the bar. 
 
    “The man means well, but some days, he’s got the memory of a gnat. Tends to think the best of his regulars, too.” 
 
    “I take it the Hamori brothers are pretty regular,” Caleb said. 
 
    “Like a clock, morning
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     noon and night. You, on the other hand…” Boward pulled out the envelope he’d grabbed at the office. “Seems like it’s either feast or famine where you’re concerned. You’re here one night, and you have the whole damn town up in arms wantin’ to lynch you. You go away for a couple of weeks, and things get quiet again. Then I get two pieces of mail concernin’ you right before you show back up.” 
 
    “Mail? I don’t understand, Sheriff,” Caleb said, his heart suddenly pounding hard in his chest. Who would have known he was coming here? Even he hadn’t known that; he’d picked the spot where he’d jumped off the train at random. 
 
    “Well, I’m not the kind to go looking too hard at a man’s past so long as he don’t give me no problems. But the reverend, God rest him, was kind of a busybody.
    
      
    Seems like he sent a wire off to Denver asking after you the day after the attack on his stable. Got a telegram back a few days ago. Then yesterday, a letter shows up for you, care of the parson. Well, him being dearly departed and all, folk bring this sort of thing to me, thinking I know what to make of it. Me, I’m just a man with a head for law and order and a steady shootin’ hand. I’m hopin’ you can help me put some sense to all this.” He slid a crumpled yellow telegram across the table, and followed it with the envelope he’d taken from his desk. Caleb took the telegram and straightened it out. 
 
    REV FLINT: PLS EXTEND TO BR. ARCHER ALL COURTESIES AND HOSPITALITIES STOP PLS ACCEPT THE GRATITUDE OF THE HOLY ROMAN CHURCH FOR YOUR GENEROSITY AND FRATERNITY STOP WILL SEND LETTER OF CREDIT TO COMPENSATE EXPENSE
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     INCURRED STOP MAY BLESSINGS OF GOD BE WITH YOU STOP 
 
    OFFICE OF HIS EXCELLENCY, THE MOST REVEREND
JOSEPH PROJECTUS MACHEBEUF, BISHOP OF DENVER 
 
    Caleb frowned as he read the letter, especially that he was still referred to as “Brother” Archer. He turned the envelope over, noting the return address was marked like the telegram, specific to the office of the bishop. If the letter was already here, then it was possible someone from the Denver diocese was also in town. He fell silent when Smitty brought their food and two more bottles. 
 
    “Sheriff, do you know if anyone came in on the stagecoach since I got here. Anyone who stayed?” he asked as they tucked into the chili and beans. The chili left a pleasant heat on the tongue, and both men had a slight sheen of sweat on their brows after the second bite.  
 
    Broward shook his head. “No, the past two times the stagecoach has come through town, they only stopped to drop off the mail and pick up a passenger. You’re the only person who’s come to town in the past month. You mind telling me what this is all about, father?” 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure myself, not any more. But this makes it all the more urgent that I move on as soon as I can. And if anyone does come asking after me once I’m gone, don’t lie for me. You just tell them what you know.” 
 
    “I find that worrisome, son, and there ain’t much that does that.” 
 
    “I just don’t want you committing any sins on my behalf.” 
 
    “Oh, I commit plenty of my own every day,” Broward laughed. “Throwing in a couple for you ain’t too far outta my way. But I also understand you wanting to move on. Before you did, though, I’d take it as a kindness if you’d stop by the parsonage and see to anything that needs taking care of. And...well, I said some words over Zeke’s grave, but...the man was my friend. He deserves a proper service, even if it is from a Catholic.” 
 
    Caleb nodded. “There was a favor he’d asked me to do for him before I left, anyway. I’ll see to it before I go. And sheriff, I wanted to thank you for all your help, too. If it wasn’t for you, I’d likely be dead right now.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it, son. Hell, thanks to your little bit of tracking, I might even be able to suss out where some missing horses and cattle got off to. Seems there might be a Polish connection there.” 
 
    “Glad to be of service, sir,” Caleb said. He reached into his pocket for his wallet, but Broward shook his head and laid a five dollar gold half-eagle on the table. 
 
    “Supper was on me. I got to get back to the office, but you finish your beer, and come see me before you leave town.” 
 
    Caleb nodded his assent and raised his beer to the sheriff as the other man got up and left. He nursed his beer as he perused the telegram and the envelope. Things weren’t what he’d expected with the church, and that was never a good thing. Finally, unable to glean any deeper understanding of the two missives, he tucked them into the pocket inside his coat and left.
    
      
     
 
    Once outside, he looked up at the sky. The sun was edging toward the horizon, and the shadows were getting long. He figured he would make it to the parsonage well before dark. Movement to his left and right caught his attention, and he put his hand to his pistol. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” a heavily accented voice spoke from his right. “If it isn’t the horse-killer.”  
 
    “You fellas again,” Caleb said, eyeing the two Hamori boys. “Don’t you have some horse-thieving to be doing?” he asked. 
 
    “We were just about to do our civic duty,” the smaller brother said from his left. “And rid this town of a public menace.” 
 
    “Well, normally, I’d frown on men as young as you are shooting themselves, but I think I can make an exception in your case.” 
 
    “No, we were talking about you,” the one on the right said. 
 
    “He knows that, Gregor,” the left side brother said. “He’s just shootin’ his fool mouth off.” Caleb started to reply, but the world went white, then spun about for a moment before he fell once again into the void. 
 
      
 
    The sky was dark when Caleb opened his eyes again. He moaned and put his hand to the back of his head, wincing when he felt the knot at the base of his skull. A lantern provided a circle of yellow light, and Caleb could see that the largest of the three, Gregor, had his coat draped over one shoulder. The smallest one had a revolver out and trained on him. 
 
    “Bushwhacked,” he moaned.  
 
    “Boy, he’s quick on the draw, ain’t he?” the the third Hamori brother piped up. 
 
    “Get up,” the biggest of the three ordered. Caleb slowly got to his feet, and the smallest of the three handed him a shovel. “Now, dig.” Caleb looked down and found himself standing on a slight mound of freshly turned dirt. His eyes narrowed as he came to understand exactly where he stood. 
 
    “That’s mighty low,” he said as he shifted his grip on the shovel. 
 
    “Start digging. Either way, you’re going to get a little lower before the night is done.” The three brothers laughed at the smallest one’s joke, and Caleb thrust the shovel into the dirt. At the edge of the light, he saw movement, and a familiar Indian’s face appeared for a moment before fading back into the darkness. He prayed Joe was heading back to the sheriff’s office. 
 
    “I can understand wanting to kill me, but why dig up the parson?” he asked. He tossed the first shovelful of dirt near the smallest one’s feet, trying to plan for the worst, in case Joe was just running away instead of going for help. 
 
    “We ain’t diggin’ the body up,” the middle-sized brother said. Caleb looked to him, noting that he was the one who had his gun belt slung over one shoulder. A second pile of dirt joined the first near the smallest one’s feet. “You’re just going deep enough to cover a second body.” 
 
    “No one’s going to go looking at a fresh grave for another body,” the smallest one said. 
 
    “There’s no need to do this,” Caleb said. “I was on my way out of town to begin with.” 
 
    “We might not need to, but we sure as Hell want to. You heading out of town just makes this 
    
      
    easier to get away with. We figured out who you are, see.” 
 
    “You have?” Caleb asked, stifling a chuckle. There was no way these men had worked out his true past, but he was curious as to what conclusion they had come to. 
 
    “You’re one of them Riggers,” Gregor said, his large face lighting up with pride. 
 
    “So not only do we get whatever money you’re carrying, but I know a fellow over in Albuquerque who will pay five hundred dollars in gold for that coat of yours,” the smallest one said. 
 
    “And you’re going to split that three ways?” Caleb said, a plan starting to form. “That’s what, a couple hundred each?” 
 
    “A hundred fifty,” the middle sized one said. 
 
    Caleb laughed. “If you say so.” 
 
    “Stefan says so,” Gregor said, nodding toward the smallest brother. 
 
    “A hundred fifty three times isn’t five hundred. Were you just going to pocket the other hundred without telling them, Stefan?” 
 
    “Is so!” Stefan said. “That’s what Jaco- my man in Albuquerque said!” 
 
    “And I suppose he was going to divide it all out for you ahead of time, too,” Caleb said, cursing Stefan’s honesty and moving to play another angle. 
 
    “Yeah, and so what if he was? Ain’t no business of yours, anyway.” 
 
    “You’ll be too dead to worry about it, either way.” 
 
    “Well, if you three are bound and determined to get yourselves cheated and killed, you’re more than welcome to, far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” the middle brother demanded.  
 
    “He ain’t talking about nothing, Victor,” Stefan said. 
 
    “Sure I ain’t,” Caleb said, moving a little closer to Stefan under the pretext of digging. “But did you ever ask yourself why you don’t see no one wearing them coats but Riggers? And why would your man be offering so much money for just a coat?” 
 
    “I don’t know, and I don’t care,” Stefan said. “Five hundred is five hundred.” 
 
    “Sure, you’re right. Five hundred dollars is five hundred dollars, Caleb agreed. “If that’s what you want to settle for.” 
 
    “Wait, what did you mean about getting killed for that coat? Why don’t you see no one but Riggers wearing them?” Victor asked, his words coming fast and his tone high with worry. 
 
    “It’s easier to show you. But...if I do...it’s a burden you’ll have to live with the rest of your life.” Caleb looked to each brother, trying to look as serious as possible, and also trying to see 
    
     f
    i
    
     f
     anyone was coming. Movement on the ridge to the west caught his eye, and a strange hum settled in the back of his head. 
 
    “You’re just trying to pull the wool over our eyes,” Stefan said. “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “You don’t eh? Gregor, you have a knife, right? Cut the hem of the coat open.” And just try to keep a straight face, Caleb completed the sentence in his head.
    
      
    Gregor pulled a knife from his belt and cut a slit in the hem, then did a double take when he saw the interior lining. 
 
    “Gold!” he gasped, his eyes wide as he looked at the coat in his hands with newfound awe.  
 
    “What are you going on about?” Stefan said. 
 
    “It’s got gold in it,” Gregor said. He turned and lifted the edge of the cut to reveal the mesh of gold wire that ran along the inside of the coat. “That must be why it’s so dang heavy.” 
 
    “That coat is worth more than three thousand dollars,” Caleb said. “Any Rigger who sees someone who isn’t one of us with that coat...will kill to retrieve it.” 
 
    “Then we’ll just have to take the gold out of the coat,” Stefan said. He turned toward Caleb and thumbed the hammer back on his pistol. “And if what you say is true, I guess we’d better kill you right now, and do the rest of the digging ourselves.”  
 
    Before Stefan could lift his gun to aim it, Caleb was moving. The shovel came up, and the load of dirt and rocks hit Stefan in the face. He pulled the trigger, but the shot went wide. Caleb spun the shovel and hit Gregor in the side with it, then turned, crouched and thrust the butt end of the shovel’s handle into Victor’s stomach. As the two larger brothers gasped for breath, Caleb turned to face Stefan, who was shaking the dirt from his face. With one eye open, he brought the pistol up to point it straight at Caleb. He smiled as he sighted down the barrel, expecting his target to freeze up while he pulled the trigger. But Caleb had been more than just a priest. Grasping the shovel’s handle, he stepped forward and extended his left leg at the same time as he brought his arms forward.  
 
    There was a wet sound and a crunch, and Stefan looked down to see the metal blade of the shovel stuck halfway into his belly. The pistol fell from his limp hand as his brothers watched in shock. But if Caleb thought the fight was done, he was sorely mistaken. Gregor gave a roar of pure rage and started toward his brother’s attacker, while Victor dropped Caleb’s gun belt to reach for his own pistol. Again, Caleb drew from training that had little to do with the Bible and grabbed Gregor’s arms as he rushed him. He let the bigger man’s momentum bear him down, then stuck 
    
     his
    
    
     a
     foot out and caught the bigger man in the stomach with 
    
     it
    
    
     his foot
    . From the ground, he pushed up, throwing Gregor at his surprised brother. The two went down in a tangle of limbs, and Caleb was on his feet and scrambling for his gun belt. He came to his feet in time to see another figure rise behind the two brothers.  
 
    With a scream, the skinwalker announced itself, throwing its head back and bellowing into the night. Gregor and Victor backed up, then drew their pistols and started firing at it. As bullets tore at the tawny fur of the mountain lion’s skin, the skinwalker’s reaction was, to Caleb at least, completely predictable. It crouched, then lunged forward with its arms outthrust. Blood sprayed around the gore streaked claws that emerged from the two Hamori brothers’ backs. 
 
    The skinwalker tossed the two bodies aside with a wet, slurping sound, and Caleb brought his pistol up. A strange sort of focus came over him, and he felt the rush of energy flow down his arms, and watched the pistol glow a faint blue. The moment of hesitation and focus, however, cost him his shot. The skinwalker’s hand flashed forward and knocked the revolver away. Caleb barely avoided the other clawed hand that swept at his face. He drew the Bowie knife point down with his right hand, then brought his arm up so that the point faced his foe. From the darkness, something that was not a 
    
     c
    
    
     C
    oyote lunged, nipping at the skinwalker’s heels before bounding out of reach with a gleeful sounding bark. 
 
    With his opponent distracted, Caleb leaped forward and slashed with the knife, leaving a blue trail in the blade’s wake. The skinwalker took a swipe at him, but he ducked under the thing’s claws and brought the blade up. The glowing blade cut only air, but left another glowing streak behind it. With every slash, the skinwalker gave ground, staying out of the weapon’s reach. With every attack, Caleb came closer and closer to rending the creature’s flesh, and his attacks became bolder. Finally, he tossed the blade in the air and caught it by the handle with blade pointed up in his fist. Not Coyote harried the monster as well, taking nips at its unprotected flanks and rear, enraging it with minor wounds. 
 
    Still it avoided any serious hurt
    
     ,
     until a third combatant entered the fray. Chanting and weaving in a dance that also managed to avoid the skinwalker’s initial attack, Toh Yah came forward, a pine branch in one hand and a small pouch in the other. The pine branch was long and moved faster than Caleb’s knife, and it left a stinging welt on the skinwalker’s hide, a stripe now bare where the stick had hit
    
      it
    . Emboldened, Caleb lunged forward as well, and left a glowing cut across the thing’s arm. 
 
    With a scream of rage, the skinwalker backhanded Caleb and sent him tumbling back. He had a fraction of a second to see the glowing line in the air before he struck it and disappeared in a flash.  
 
    To anyone else, the actinic white landscape Caleb found himself in would have been utterly alien and disorienting. But Caleb had been a Rigger, still was a Rigger. What had been glowing blue lines in the real world were black scrapes across the landscape. The singer and Not Coyote had different forms here, the old man transformed into a taller, darker version of himself, his gnarled hands straight and firm, his hair uniform in color instead of streaked with gray. The pine branch had become a war club, and Not Coyote was a tall, young Navajo warrior who danced around his foe. The biggest change, though, was in the skinwalker. Instead of a monster, Caleb found himself facing a young Navajo man, not much more than a boy, with a toothy, mangy being on his back. The spirit looked directly at Caleb and hissed, but the man he sat on didn’t seem aware of his presence. Was the young man possessed? Perhaps he could be saved. Caleb ran toward them, and the spirit tried to move the young man, but 
    
     without 
    being 
    
     un
    aware of the true threat, he was t
    
     o
    o slow, and Caleb leaped at them. He grabbed the creature by the throat, then put his feet against the boy’s shoulders and pulled. With a yell of effort, he pulled the thing free, falling through one of the glowing “cuts” his knife had evidently made in reality. There was a cracking sound as the thing came free, and they fell back into the world. 
 
    The glowing Bowie rose up once, plunged down, then plunged down again, and the creature, a writhing mass of thorny vines, began to burn in Caleb’s grasp. Embers flew into the darkness as it dissipated. Where once a monstrous thing loomed now crouched the young man with the skin of a mountain lion over his shoulders. 
 
    “Hashkeh,” the Navajo singer said, stepping forward. “You are free.” 
 
    “No, uncle,” Haskeh said with a 
    
      
    snarl. “I’m not. I was free, but this...white man...he has shackled me again.” 
 
    “The spirit of the yee naaldlooshii is gone. It no longer controls you.” 
 
    “It never did, uncle,” the younger man said. “Did you think the skinwalker seduced me? Like in the old tales you fed me when I was a boy? No, I was the one who called it. I was the one who was in control. I’ve learned the truth that you blinded yourself to, uncle. It did what I commanded, not the other way around. The spirits you wanted me to submit to were weak. You wanted me to walk with the Slayer of Monsters on my shoulders, like a puppet! Yee naaldlooshii showed me the truth! He slew the true gods, and he and his brother made you dance like children to his whim!” Caleb got to his feet and went to Toh Yah’s side, feeling the older man’s sadness. 
 
    “No, Hashkeh!” Toh Yah said. “You understood the way of the Dine’ once. You were supposed to bear the Slayer of Monsters. You were supposed to be our hope.” 
 
    “I am your only hope, uncle!” Hashkeh said. “If the Slayer is our hope, why does he walk in this white man? Why does he give his power to the ones who killed my parents and sisters?” 
 
    “Because you were not there when it was time,” Toh Yah said. He bowed his head. “He is the warrior you made. He was there, and he was willing to walk in the spirit world. It was supposed to be you.” 
 
    “But it chose him,” Hashkeh spat. Red sparks began to form around him, and Caleb could see the fur of the skinwalker beginning to form again. “And I chose yee naaldlooshii. I will save the Dine’ uncle. I’ll make them strong.” With that, he lunged forward. 
 
    So did Caleb. When they met, a sound like thunder shook the hilltop, and the bell in the steeple rang with the impact. Then they staggered back from each other, and Hashkeh looked down at his chest, where Caleb’s glowing knife was plunged to the hilt. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Caleb said. 
 
    “I don’t need your pity,” Nashkeh said. “You’re...weak.” He pitched forward, and when Toh Yah rushed to his side and rolled him over, the light was already gone from his eyes. Caleb turned at movement from the edge of the light to see Sheriff Browder staring at him, a Winchester in hand and Joe at his side. 
 
    “Well, this is going to be hard to explain,” Browder said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Caleb stood on the porch of the parsonage with Sheriff Browder. Toh Yah had taken Hashkeh’s body with him hours before, and the Hamori brothers were lined up at the edge of the graveyard. 
 
    “What are you going to tell people?” Caleb asked Browder. 
 
    “That I don’t know what the Hell happened up here last night. All I know is I found three bodies up here. Damn if I know what happened to ‘em. As long as you’re gone by sunrise, no one will know better except Joe. And I doubt he’s going to be saying much, either.” 
 
    “I’ll be on the road north in an hour,” Caleb assured him. “I just need to saddle up that nag of mine and get something from Ezekiel’s desk. You should have a new preacher here in a month or two.” 
 
    “So, where did you go? During the fight, I mean. For a couple of minutes there, it was like I could see you, but I could also see through you. Like you were a ghost or something.” 
 
    “It looked like the Verge from the inside. Maybe it was the shaman’s spirit world.”  
 
    “Well, whatever it was, better you than me having to deal with it. The sooner things get back to normal around here, the better as far as I’m concerned.” Browder took a step off the porch. “Can’t say as I’m glad to see you go, but I can’t say I’m keen on you staying, either.” 
 
    “Good-bye, sheriff. I doubt we’ll cross paths again.” 
 
    “God
    
     ,
     I hope not,” Browder laughed. “Good-bye, and God speed.” Caleb turned and went into the house. The letter Ezekiel had mentioned was on his desk, and it was only a moment before it was tucked in next to the letter of credit and the telegram. 
 
    He found Joe in the barn, saddling both his horse and the preacher’s replacement horse. When he turned to face Caleb, his eyes were clear, and he stood a little straighter than he had before.“You planning on going somewhere?” Caleb asked. 
 
    “Thought I’d ride with you for a while, if that’s okay. Folks around here, they look at me, and all they see a 
    
      
    is drunk old Injun. Even me. Only time I felt like I was a lick of use was helping you out. Figured I’d do that for a while, until I found something else I was good at.” 
 
    “All right. You saved my life once already, when you went and got Toh Yah. Seems the least I can do to repay you.” Caleb mounted up and turned to Joe. “Let’s go.”  
 
    They rode to the top of the hill and stopped for a moment. Caleb looked back toward the little valley that held Annie Miller’s place with a sense of longing. But God knew she deserved better. For that matter, Caleb thought with a silent laugh, so did her Goddess. Maybe one day, a man worthy of her would come along.
    
      
     
 
    He turned his horse north, determined not to dwell on what he might have had. Today, he had bigger problems. Their supplies were low, he had less than ten dollars left in his pocket, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was right about a gut feeling. 
 
    Among Riggers, there were tales of a Verge Walker, a man who could step into and out of the Verge at will. When he showed up, someone usually died, or something bad happened. No one could agree on whether or not they caused tragedy, or were drawn to it. Either way, it seemed a long, rough road...one he hoped he wasn’t going down. But hope...hope was a poor shield. 
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