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The Black Train Blues

Winter, 1867, Utah

The wind roared down from the northern slopes and across the plains, bringing stinging ice and grit with it. There was shelter, of course, for anyone who had the money or was working for the railroads. Anyone else was going to be begging. The sun had set and the coolies were done laboring for the day. Several hundred men were gathered together and eating in the long tents set up for just that reason. A few would likely end up moving over to the small town of Coal Pit soon enough, but for the moment they were eating free food and recovering from the vicious weather.

There were nights when the stars shone down and the land around them was beautiful, and then there were times, like the night they were experiencing, when the clouds hid the stars and the moon and left little but darkness and the occasional lantern to show anyone the way to another spot.

In the darkness outside the few sentries sat huddled in their coats, often covered with additional blankets for shelter from the hellish winds, and stared out into the night, looking for signs that the Apache might be coming around to cause mayhem again. Apache? Maybe it was the Navajo. None of the guards knew or much cared as long as the red men stayed away. That was the only good thing about the winter storms; they kept the Indians away.

The storms and the savages were problems, but there were worse things on the minds of the men in charge. They had bigger problems, concerns that put the inconvenience of ice on their supplies to shame and made the Indians seem more like the sort of problem that could be managed with a little extra effort. The Pinkertons had failed them already, and the Pinkertons damned near never failed.

Bram Whittaker shook his head and did his best to remain patient as the telegrapher sent his communication out again. The ticks and clicks of the telegraph device made no sense to the foreman, but he knew from experience that Dan Latham would get the job done. He just didn’t want to wait for a response. Four men had died in the last week, and they were dealing with even the Chinamen looking around and considering moving on. Hell, nothing seemed to scare the Chinese, but this was different. This wasn’t natural.

Latham looked up from his task and nodded. “It’s done. Nothing to do now but wait.”

“How long does it take for a telegram to get to someone, Latham?”

“The communication is almost instant.” The man shrugged. “The real problem is how long it might take for the man you want to hear from to get the message from the offices I sent it to.”

“Any ideas on how long that might be?”

Latham stared at him for a moment and he could see that the man wanted to make a snide comment but was stopping himself. There was no way to know, of course, because there was no way to be sure if Jonathan Crowley was in any of the towns where he’d sent the messages.

In the distance, well beyond where the workers were camped and past even the hell on wheels gatherings in the town of Coal Pit, the winds continued their almost perpetual moans of frozen agony.

And even further away than that, the sound they’d come to dread started up again, a low, mournful bellow that slowly grew in volume and roared toward them along the path they’d been carving across the country.
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Jonathan Crowley didn’t arrive by wagon and he didn’t come into town alone. He came on horseback, his lean body settled comfortably in the saddle of a large roan that seemed perfectly content to work its way into the town at a casual speed. The man riding with him was an unpleasant sight, with deathly pale skin and possibly the gauntest features anyone could remember setting eyes on. The few sentries who saw them reported quickly that two riders were coming. Once they realized they weren’t red men, they were allowed to come into the town proper.

The cold, impossible though it seemed, had actually grown more intense. The winds cutting across the landscape howled occasionally and merely whistled at other times, but either way they brought with them the sort of chill that cuts into exposed flesh. Crowley seemed not to much care.

The man himself looked around without moving his head much, his face half hidden in the shadows of the wide-brimmed gambler’s hat he sported. The expression on his face was mostly neutral, but his eyes spoke of a need to cause somebody bodily harm.

The man with him was dressed in rawhide and wearing a coat that looked to be made of bearskin. His face was lost under a hat that seemed far too fancy for his attire, but his expression made it clear he didn’t much care what anyone thought about his clothing.

“You need anything else from me for now?” Slate’s voice was exactly as cheerful as his disposition.

Crowley looked at the man and shook his head. “Look around for a bit. Have some fun. Ask a few questions if you have a mind to. I’ll talk with you after my meeting.”

“I didn’t know better, I’d think you were ashamed to be seen with me.”

“I was ashamed to be seen with you, I wouldn’t be seen with you.”

Slate allowed himself a small chuckle and turned his horse toward the obvious center of sin in the area. Crowley continued on alone, his eyes watching each person that he passed.

Most of the people in Coal Pit couldn’t have cared less. They had their own troubles and few of them looked like another stranger would impact them one way or the other. The place was a dump at best, with heavy ice on most of the paths that had been mud when the buildings were slapped together. No one living in the place expected to be there for too long. They were there to serve the railroad workers and the only workers who were likely to stay in the area were the ones who had the misfortune of dying there. Death and working on the lines often went hand in hand.

No one much cared for the dead these days. The living had enough troubles of their own.

Crowley stopped in front of the telegraph office. His stay there lasted exactly long enough to know where he had to go to find Abraham Whittaker. One look at his face and the telegraph operator was glad to point him in the right direction.

He rode past the gambling houses, the tents where a few coins bought an escape into opium dreams, and past the clapboard establishments that sold liquor and women, both of dubious nature. None of them mattered to him. He had no desire for escape from his reality. He had plans that required his mind be sharp, though there had been times when he preferred to escape from clarity any way he could.

The foreman for the railroad was settled in his wagon, a great wooden affair that looked far better built than most of the buildings in town. To be fair, it was better built, crafted by capable hands and assembled from well-seasoned wood instead of lumber that had barely been planed down to shape by people with little or no knowledge of what they were doing. The differences between craftsmanship and desperation were many.

Bram Whittaker took one look at Crowley and smiled as he rose from his seat behind the narrow desk where he did most of his work. “Is that really you, Jonathan?”

The man stared at him for a second and nodded brusquely. He did not seem nearly as pleased as Whittaker felt.

“To look at you, you’ve barely aged.”

Crowley walked into the office proper and closed the door, soaking in the warmth offered by the stove in the corner. The cold outside was damned near a living thing. “I have always been…lucky with that.”

“I sent several telegrams. I had no idea where to find you.”

Crowley took off his hat and the thick oilskin duster that covered his frame, and dropped them across one of the three chairs near the desk. “I preferred it that way, Bram. I don’t like being found.”

“I know, but you always said that if I had another problem, I should let you know. I should ask for your help.” The man made no response, and he sighed before he continued. “Jonathan, it’s killing my people.”

Crowley snorted. “Your people? Three Chinese laborers. Two ex-slaves. Your people?”

“They work for me, Jonathan. They need protection.”

“When did you start caring about the lives of others, Bram? When did that happen? You didn’t much seem to mind when Bragg got his heart cut out.” His eyes cut almost as sharply as his words. “I don’t recall you shedding any tears when Loraine Haliwell was screaming for mercy and dying in the middle of the night.” Crowley’s gaze pinned him in place and Whittaker nearly groaned.

“I was a foolish young man, Jonathan. I was vain and I thought the world was better without their likes in it, but I never did them any harm myself.”

Crowley’s thin lips pursed for a moment and then broke into the narrow grin that had made more than one man take a step back from him. “I once watched a man drown. He couldn’t swim and I could have thrown him a rope and he could have pulled himself back to the ship. I could have gone in after him. I could have told the captain and crew that a man had fallen overboard and they’d have surely gone back for him. I did none of those things. I could have saved him and I chose not to.” Crowley walked toward him slowly, his gaze drilling into Whittaker’s eyes. “I could have saved him and I didn’t. I did not cause his death, but you can believe I caused him harm.”

Whittaker stepped back until the wall of his cabin forced him to a stop.

“Why?” Whittaker’s voice broke. “Why would you do that?”

Crowley smiled. It has been said, and not without a certain degree of truth, that Crowley’s smile is an unpleasant experience for most. Whittaker flinched, forced to remember very abruptly why it was that he’d dreaded the idea of asking the man for assistance. “He deserved his death. That’s not the point here. You never lifted a finger against Robert Bragg or Loraine Haliwell, but don’t for a moment think you never caused them any harm. You could have saved them a dozen times over and you didn’t. Remember that.”

Crowley stepped back and settled into one of the two remaining free chairs. Whittaker thought for a long moment and then finally dared taking a seat himself.

“Tell me why you called me here. Why you are asking for my help.” Crowley’s hands steepled together in front of his chin and he stared with that furious, haunting gaze of his.

“Something out there is killing my people.” He shook his head. “The workers, then. It’s killing the workers. I have production to keep up, of course but it’s more than that. They don’t deserve to die that way. Nothing does. Nothing could.” He shivered.

Crowley said nothing, but that damned smile of his crept around the corners of his mouth and Whittaker shivered again, despite the warmth within his offices. “Tell me a story, Bram. Make it interesting.”

Whittaker reached to the edge of his desk and grabbed for two clean glasses set near a decanter. The whiskey was good, brought with him from Boston when he came to the area. He offered up a glass to Crowley. The man did not turn it down. “It started just a few weeks ago. We’ve been very fortunate, we’ve had a few setbacks, but nothing crippling. I mean, Sorensen and his team ran across Indians and got themselves killed a while back. I had to take over for them and I was glad of the work, but I was also terrified. I’m not…I’m not the bravest man, Crowley. You already know that about me. I’m not exactly a coward, but I’m not the bravest of men, either. I have my flaws. We all do.”

He stopped long enough to drink a mouthful of the whiskey and to draw in a breath afterward.

“Just the same, I took over the line here and I’ve done a good job. Production is up. The workers seem happy enough. We’ve had fewer accidents since I took over. But then last month we ran into something unusual. Last month the train showed itself on the tracks.”

“A train?” Crowley’s smile twitched.

“Yes, you heard me correctly. A train. The tracks are barely even laid out here. Hell, we’re laying them ourselves. It’s what we’re supposed to do. It’s what we’re being paid for.” His voice broke and Whittaker shook his head and took back another swallow of whiskey. “We’ve got miles and miles to go before an engine should be anywhere around these rails, but as God is my witness, Jonathan, I have seen the train with my own eyes. A great black engine and a dozen cars behind it. I have seen trains, Jonathan, I know them well. I’ve been on them and I’ve watched enough of the rails getting laid down to hear the sound of hammers driving spikes in my sleep. But I have never seen anything like this great monster.”

“Where does it come from? What direction? Where does it go?” Crowley leaned forward in his seat, his eyes locked on Whittaker’s face.

“It comes from the east, down the line we’ve laid out. And it runs down the line and continues on, moving the same way we’re planning to lay the track.” Whittaker shook his head and felt a chill run through his body. “It’s a real thing, Jonathan. I’ve seen it. I’ve felt the ground move with the weight of it as it goes past. But when I look the next morning, there’s no sign that it was ever here.”

Crowley took a sip of his whiskey and savored it. “No sign it was ever here, just a missing person or two? Are you sure they aren’t just running away? From what I saw coming into town it looks like the sort of work a person could run from.”

Whittaker scowled in thought and shook his head. “The work is hard, Jonathan. I know that, but I pay a fair wage, and I don’t drive them as hard a few other men I know. There’re few that would run from here without gathering their pay first, anyway.”

Crowley leaned back in his seat and nodded. “Never met too many who would walk away from their money without proper cause.”

“I need your help, Jonathan. I’m asking.”

Crowley closed his eyes and sighed. “You’re asking. And here I am.” He rose from his seat and reached for his coat and hat. “Does it come at any particular time? This train of yours?”

“No. It just…it only comes out at night.”

“Of course. Of course it does.” His voice was low and seethed with anger. Whittaker held his breath, suddenly intensely afraid of the man in his office.

He released the breath in a long, soft sigh as soon as Crowley stepped into the cold day and closed the door to his office.
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The tiniest shavings of wood fell away from the carving in Crowley’s hands as he looked at the workers earning their meager pay. He could whittle with his eyes closed. He often did, in fact. Even from a distance the men and the area stank. The men carried the stench of too many hours’ labor and too little fresh water to bathe in. The camp smelled of rotting meat, hot tar, wood fires, human waste and other, less pleasant things best not considered too closely.

Crowley examined the tiny wooden train engine he’d been carving and put away his knife. The wood was durable enough on the piece and though he had been years without seeing a train, he suspected the likeness to an actual steam engine wasn’t too far off.

One of the men supervising the workers let out an incoherent bellow and judging by the reactions, it was a call for the men to clean up and head on their ways. That made sense, as the sun was only a few moments from setting.

Not far away a small gathering of children who were too damned young to be out in this sort of environment stood around and looked at Crowley as if he just might be either something of great interest or something dangerous. Just possibly both.

Looking at the local children made him want to go back to a real city. Possibly just to New York, but more likely he’d be heading back to Europe soon. The New World was proving less savory than he’d hoped it might and despite his best efforts to stay away from the sort of things that fed on human suffering, here he was, waiting on a chance to hunt and kill something that should never have existed.

He was called the Hunter for a reason, but he didn’t have to like it.

Two women called out from the closest brothel. They were fairly young and had managed to dress themselves in decent enough clothing. The children looked toward them and as a unit ran toward the house of ill repute. That explained why they looked relatively well fed. Some of them were likely being taken care of in hopes that when the time came, they could make good money for a living.

And that was enough of a reason for him to be in a bad mood. Not that it changed much from place to place. England, France, Italy and now here, he saw children who were far too young turned into playthings for the depraved.

One of the children looked back toward him for a moment, and on an impulse he tossed the small train toward the thin form. The child—he couldn’t be sure because of the heavy coat, but he thought the face belonged on a boy—caught the train and smiled and was suddenly beautiful. Amazing how often a smile did that. He resisted the urge to smile back and instead headed for the train tracks that had already been laid, and for the distant tunnel that had been ripped into one of the hills to accommodate the very same tracks.

The rails were clean and fresh, the ground still dark from the recent work, not yet faded by sunlight and weather. The lumber was fresh and every spike that should have been driven into the ground was exactly where it should be. The work was quality, in other words.

The ground crunched under his feet, frozen moisture giving out under the weight of his tread. He stopped, closed his eyes and listened for a moment. The mass of people behind him was breaking apart. Heading toward their different destinations. Most of them were not important to him. The only exception was the sole figure he could hear heading toward him.

He opened his eyes and grinned. Now and then life was kind to him.

The voice that called out was deep and soft and spoke in Mandarin. “I know you. You hunt the demons.”

He turned to the voice and saw a stout, older man looking back at him. The coolie lowered his eyes as a sign of respect. Crowley responded in the same tongue. “I have not been to China for a very long time.”

“You killed my grandfather when he came back from death. He came to feed on his family, on all of us, and you stopped him.” There was no question in the man’s voice. Merely a statement of fact.

“I did what was asked.”

“There are bad things here. Evil things.”

“That’s why I’m here. I’ve been asked to help again.”

The man nodded his head and pointed toward the distant tunnel. “It comes from there. I have seen it.”

“What does it do?”

The man’s weathered face finally turned up toward his and the dark eyes looked into his with visible fear. “What all demons do. It eats and eats and leaves behind the screams of the dead.”

“Do you know why it is here?” Crowley took a small step toward the man, careful not to spook him. The man was already unsettled. That tended to happen when people met him and found him unchanged after decades.

The man shook his head and then looked away. “I think it was called.”

“Who called it?”

“Not a person. A thing. I think it was called by the blood. By the deaths.”

“There are a lot of deaths here?”

“Almost every day someone dies. Sometimes they work too hard. Sometimes they are killed for their possessions.” He stared at Crowley now and stepped closer. His hand reached out as if he was tempted to touch and then withdrew as if he had considered the possible consequences and decided not to take the chance. “You do not look the same, but you are the same. How is that?”

“You do not look the same as when you were a child. Yet you are the same.”

He shook his head almost violently and stared harder at Crowley. “No. I mean you look like them now. You do not look like a man from the Forbidden City.”

“I have been to the Forbidden City, but I am not from there.”

“Your skin has changed. Your eyes have changed.”

Crowley smiled and the man recoiled. “And yet I am still only me.”

“Yes. I see that. Of course.” The man backed away as fast as if he’d accidentally stepped on a rattlesnake’s tail.

“Go on with you now. Go eat your food and I will hunt your demon.”

The man spoke no more, but instead headed for the camp and the other workers walking with haste and not looking back.

Crowley watched him go as the shadows spread across the ground and merged with the gathering darkness of a starless night. He stared at the tunnel entrance in the distance, and waited as the night consumed the world around him.

Slate found him in the darkness. Crowley barely looked up. “You find out anything worth knowing?”

The man squatted next to him and stared at the tunnel. “Not much. Got a Chinaman talking about how you came here to save everyone.”

“Nice to have someone thinks I’m capable.” He looked toward his companion’s face. “Anyone give you trouble?”

“Thing I noticed since I changed is no one ever gives me trouble anymore.” He smiled and pointed his chin at the tunnel. “What’s the plan?”

“I’m going to wait right here. I want to see what comes from that tunnel.”

“And what do you want me to do?”

“Watch from a distance and see what there is to see. Let me know if I miss anything.”

“You still trying to keep me safe?”

“Not sure if you need help with that, Slate.”

“Like as not I don’t
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