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Colorado, 1880


Dylan Decker had been riding for three days straight. He would stop to rest every four or five hours, sitting on the grass with his back against a tree and falling asleep for a while—more to give his horse, Skydance, a break than himself, though sitting in the saddle for so long was by no means a comfortable experience. 
He didn’t want to spend any more time in this part of the country than he had to. Ever since gold was discovered in the Colorado mountains, the area had been plagued by gangs of bandits, bushwhackers and assorted vagabonds. Dylan didn’t have much in the way of possessions other than his rifle, some rudimentary supplies, and Skydance, but he was willing to die to protect what he did have. Most people would love to get their hands on a Morgan of Skydance’s quality.
After an extended stint in sunny California, Dylan was making his way to his cousin’s farm in Nebraska, where he had a few months’ work lined up. The way things were going, he didn't think he would be able to relax until he got there. Or at least until he found a town with a hotel where he could lie down and lock the door. If his calculations were correct, he’d be entering Dudsville later that day, and if previous experience was anything to go by, small, secluded towns could be just as deadly as the open road.
The rough, pebble-strewn trail was flanked with tall trees and greenery. He took a deep breath, held it for a moment, and slowly let it out. The air tasted of pine, and snow-capped mountains surrounded him. Was that the last snow of winter? Or were the mountains so high the peaks were permanently white?
Where there were mountains there would be rivers and lakes. He could do with somewhere to water Skydance, just in case he didn’t reach Dudsville by nightfall. Sleeping outside at night was one of the most dangerous things he could do. It wasn't just those bandits, bushwhackers, and assorted vagabonds he had to worry about, but after nightfall was when the country came to life. Mountain lions and coyotes were common. There were also three kinds of rattlesnake, all of which had the ability to kill a man. Even some spiders were venomous. What he was most worried about, however, were the grizzly bears that would be coming out of hibernation right around now, miserable, bad tempered, and ravenous. A decent-sized bear could tear a man to shreds without even trying.
Of course, he was equally likely to run into any of these creatures during the day, but at least in the day he'd be able to see them coming. If they came at night, they would be on him before he even knew what was happening, especially if he happened to be asleep at the time.
Dylan yawned and flexed his aching shoulders. He had to stay sharp. It would be all too easy to nod off for a couple seconds, slip out of his saddle, and fall to the ground. Six feet was a long way when a person wasn’t expecting it. He might break a limb or knock himself out. Skydance, as good a horse as he was, would probably carry on walking until someone told him otherwise, leaving Dylan stranded and injured out here in the wilderness. That wouldn't do. 
He blinked a few times to clear his vision, when he caught sight of something through a gap in the foliage where the trail wound around to the right. It was the merest flash of movement, but more than enough to put him on guard, because whatever he’d seen appeared to be coming right toward him. 
Dylan's left hand tightened on Skydancer’s reigns, while his right instinctively rested on the bone handle of his single-action Colt Peacemaker.
There was someone coming, alright. Maybe more than one person. In a world where there was little to separate friend from foe, and the terms were often interchangeable, it paid to be cautious even if it came off as aloof or aggressive. Dylan wasn’t here to make friends.
As he and Skydance rounded the bend, they almost rode right into an empty wagon being pulled along at a leisurely pace by a tired-looking horse, and had to veer hard to the left to avoid a collision.
“Whoa, my Nelly,” grumbled the grizzled driver, coming to a halt before bursting into a wheezy cackle. He was older than Dylan and clad in a tattered shirt that had once been white, but had long since degenerated into a grubby light brown with dark sweat patches under the arms. His chubby, stubbled cheeks were flushed red. All things considered, he looked friendly enough.  
“Sorry, pard’ner!” he said. “Ain’t seen another soul for hours and when I do I almost run him over. Ain’t that the way? Hope y’ain’t hurt.”
“Nah, all’s fine my friend. No harm done,” Dylan replied, relaxing his grip on his revolver slightly when he realized the driver appeared to be alone. That wasn't to say he was, of course. This could still be an ambush.
“Good to hear. You look like you been ridin’ for days.”
“P’raps that's because I have,” Dylan replied. “Just passing through on my way to Nebraska.”
“That's a mighty long way away.”
“Indeed it is. Would you happen to know of any lake or stream near here where I can go wash off?”
“Sure,” said the wagon driver. “You just follow this trail ’til you come to a cattle path on your left. It’ll take you right down to Blood Lake. Ain’t that far.”
“Why is it called Blood Lake?” Dylan asked.
“Because of all the dead Indians floatin’ in it!”
Dylan’s mouth dropped open. He was beginning to consider giving Blood Lake a miss, when the old man continued talking.
“Just joshin’ with you, fella. It’s called Blood Lake on account of all the  silt bein’ washed down from the mountains and buildin’ up down there. Turns the water a funny color.”
“In that case, I think I'll pay a visit,” Dylan said, tipping his hat in thanks to the stranger. “Thanks for the help. You take care.”
The jovial wagon driver was on the level, and a short time later Dylan was carefully steering Skydance down a steep slope into which a narrow, overgrown cattle trail had been etched, presumably by animals coming down off the mountain in search of a water source. The signs were good. 
Presently, they burst through the last line of cover and were confronted with a shimmering expanse of unspoiled water. The lake, swollen by winter rain, must have been over a mile long and almost as wide. It was breathtaking. Staring out across the surface triggered some kind of optical illusion where, for a moment, it was virtually impossible for Dylan’s tired eyes to make out where the lake ended and the blue, cloud-studded sky began. The sense of calm he felt was almost surreal. 
Dismounting, Dylan led his horse to the water’s edge so he could drink. On closer inspection he noticed that though the water itself appeared to be crystal clear, the rock-strewn shores of the lake were indeed stained with rusty brown mineral deposits, which in places took on a dull red hue.
Blood Lake.
Sinking to his haunches, he plunged his hands into the cold water, splashed some on his face, then filled his cupped hands and drank greedily, savoring the sensation of excess fluid running down his chin. This was as close as he’d been to gluttony since leaving California. 
He instantly felt revitalized, and let his eyes roam the banks of the lake in search of signs of life. There were no buildings, not even a deserted fisherman's shack. Apart from Skydance and the birds swooping and cawing overhead, he appeared to be completely alone, which was just the way he liked it. 
Strolling up to Skydance, Dylan untied his water bottles from the saddle. One of the first things he'd learned about the great outdoors was he should always fill up his water bottles when he had the opportunity, because he never knew when the next one would come along. 
As he turned to head back to the water, something caught his eye. A dark, hulking shape was silhouetted against the shimmering blue of the lake a hundred yards away. He stopped and instinctively crouched. 
They weren’t alone after all. 
He hoped what he was looking at was a bison, but in his heart he knew otherwise. He could tell by the animal’s gait and posture that it was a grizzly. And a large one. If it stood upright on its hind legs, there was no doubt in Dylan's mind it would be over eight feet tall. What’s more, it looked hungry enough to eat a man. Or a horse. Maybe even a man and a horse.
Time to leave, Dylan thought to himself. It would have been nice to rest up a little, but now he would be happy to sneak off without letting the bear know he was ever there. 
Luckily, the animal had its back to him and there was a stiff crosswind, meaning it couldn’t smell him. At least, not yet. The fact it was positioned on the other side of a leafy incline meant he was also sheltered from sight. 
After another moment’s consideration, though, Dylan realized he didn't feel like he was in any immediate danger. Instead, he found himself debating whether or not to take the bear down. One well-aimed shot might do it. Bears made good eating. It would certainly make a change from tinned beans. If he could smoke the meat, he probably wouldn't have to worry about food for two or three weeks. Plus, he could sell the pelt and whatever else he didn’t need when he arrived in Dudsville for some spending money. He would be needing his Winchester, though. His Colt alone may not be enough to do the job.
Without taking his eyes off the bear, he began backtracking as quietly as he could, praying that the wind didn’t choose that moment to change direction.
Luckily, the bear wasn’t interested in him. It had its eye on something else. At first, Dylan couldn’t see what that “something” might be. As long as it wasn’t him or Skydance, he didn’t really care.
Then he heard a noise. It sounded like a human shriek. At the same time, a figure rose from of the unevenly contoured bank and into view. 
It was a kid. A boy. He must have been hiding. Whatever ruse he’d been trying to pull had failed, because he’d just been rumbled and was about to get himself eaten.
“So much for a restful time,” Dylan whispered to himself.       
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Dylan whispered every swear word he knew, and that was one area where his vocabulary was especially strong. Now he had a choice to make. And the problem with having choices was there was always a chance of making the wrong one. 
He could get back on his horse and ride away. Whatever mess the kid was in was a mess of his own making, and nothing good ever came from sticking his nose in other people's business, even when his intentions were good. Or he could risk his life trying to save a kid he didn’t even know. Jesus, Dylan didn’t even like kids. Too noisy and unruly. One fewer of them in the world wasn’t such a bad proposition. It was survival of the fittest. 
Ah, who was he trying to fool? If the kid died or got maimed as a result of Dylan’s inaction, he would never forgive himself. He had to take control of the situation and use the element of surprise. No time to get his Winchester now. Damn it. And there would be no time to reload his Peacemaker, so he had to make every bullet count.
Drawing it to feel the reassuring weight in his hand and pulling back the hammer with a well-practiced thumb, Dylan edged closer to the natural curve in the shoreline that had been shielding him. He could hear the kid coming closer, running full pelt, pursued by the bear. The kid was mumbling something about his mother, the words falling from his mouth in a torrent. Dylan guessed his mother wasn’t around. Any moment now, either the kid or the bear would notice Dylan or Skydance and from that point on there would be no turning back.
As Dylan was trying to think of a plan, the kid ran past him. True enough, his pace wavered when he glanced to his left and saw Skydance. He was probably more taken with the saddle and long holster than he was with the horse himself, because that would mean the horse wasn’t wild and there were people nearby. Whatever the reason, the sight was enough to make the kid trip over his own feet and fall head first in the maroon dirt.
Skydance either didn’t notice anything amiss or didn’t care, even when the gigantic bear passed within thirty feet of him. He still had his long brown snout nostril deep in the water. That made him either very naïve with a dash of stupid, or very brave with a dash of reckless. This wasn't the first time something like this had happened, and Dylan was never quite sure which it was. But right at that moment, he thought Skydance was just about the coolest horse in the world and hoped he stayed that way a little longer.
There was the bear. With its low center of gravity and long, loping strides, it quickly closed the distance on the kid, who
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