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One 

Colorado, 1876
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“There’s someone out there,” John Hammond said, peering out the cabin’s window. He had his rifle at his side, and Laura joined him at the window. Someone moved beyond the meadow and the split rail fence. They were in the woods. “I’m going out there.”

“John, stay here.” 

They had settled into their homestead a few months ago. John had completed building the cabin before the first of October, ahead of any potential snow. It wasn’t much. One room with a loft, but it kept them warm and dry. Especially with a fire blazing in the hearth. 

“I’ll scare them off,” John said. He would’ve been okay if it were a Grizzly or some wolves. The large, man-sized shape made him uneasy. There was no one around for miles, and anyone lurking wouldn’t have good intentions. 

He stepped out onto the porch despite her protests. John peered into the darkness. Out back, one of the horses nickered. “Who’s there? Show yourself!”

John saw someone in a group of pines just beyond the fence, a big son-of-a-bitch if he’d ever seen one. Broad shoulders and wearing a hat and long coat. The guy stepped from the trees and climbed over the split rail, entering the meadow. 

From beneath the brim of the hat, his eyes glowed a hot blue. Who the hell had blue, glowing eyes? “I’m gonna shoot.”

The stranger picked up his pace, and now he was halfway across the meadow, moving fast. Whatever his purpose, John figured the man had bad intentions. 

Laura came up behind him and put a hand on John’s shoulder. “John, get in here.”

“Mister, I’m telling you, I’ll kill you.”

John’s words didn’t deter the intruder. He was still coming. John leveled the Winchester and aimed at the man’s chest. He fired, hitting the guy dead center. The blast didn’t slow him down. “Get inside.”

He and Laura retreated into the cabin. John shut the door and lowered the wooden plank that served as a lock. He heard footsteps outside, followed by a thud on the door. A moment later, the door smashed inward, and the man entered.  He’d busted the door as if it were made of twigs.

John couldn’t bear to look at his face. It was something from a nightmare. The man held a huge knife in one hand. A bandolier was draped across his chest. His eyes glowed, though not as brightly as they had outside. They reminded John of the flash from lightning strikes. 

Perhaps the most peculiar thing was a necklace of twisted twigs and branches he wore around his neck.

He put another bullet in the man’s chest. The man seemed to absorb it. He stepped forward and grabbed the rifle barrel. After ripping it from John’s hand, the man tossed the rifle aside. 

“We don’t have much,” John said. “Take what you want and go.”

The guy grabbed John and tossed him aside like a child’s doll. He crashed into the wall. Something in his shoulder popped, and pain shot down his arm. 

The intruder grabbed Laura by the throat. She beat on his arm, to no avail. He drove his knife into her belly, just below the rib cage, cutting upward. Blood spilled onto her night dress and a weak groan came from her mouth. 

John got to his feet. He didn’t stand much chance with one arm. He’d gouge the guy’s damned eyes out. “You murdering son of a bitch!”

The man turned, training those odd, glowing eyes on John. He met John, grabbing him and slamming him to the floor, John landing on his bad shoulder. He screamed from the pain. 

Laura lay on her side. Her dress was more red than white, now. The color had drained out of her face. There was no saving her. A memory flashed in his mind: the first time he’d seen her, riding in a wagon with her father. The most beautiful woman he’d set eyes on. And she was dying in front of him.

The intruder dragged John across the floor, toward the fireplace. The killer had the strength of three men. He flipped John on his back, and John got a good look at his face, the skin rotted and torn like wet paper. What in God’s name was he?

The heat of the fire warmed John’s head, and he realized he was uncomfortably close to the flames. The man lifted John and shoved his head into the fire, holding him there. He screamed, and the flames kissed the inside of his mouth, and the smell of his own burning hair and flesh filled his nostrils.  
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Two
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Clinton McCarty watched the cabin from beyond the split rail fence. A rectangle of light spilled out through the open door. He’d heard shouting and gunfire. It was quiet in there, now, though. 

“You reckon he killed them?” Billy said. His brother favored a wide-brimmed Stetson that flopped over his eyes. Billy’s face was engulfed in shadow.

“Well, it’s quiet.”

Clinton was two years older, twenty-six to Billy’s twenty-four. Where Clinton was long-legged without an ounce of blubber on him, Billy was short and stout, his ample belly hanging over his gun belt. Clinton favored a derby to Billy’s floppy hat. 

“Think we should go see?” Billy said.

“Can’t hurt.”

They climbed the split rail fence and crossed the meadow, approaching the cabin with their pieces drawn. The smell of wood smoke drifted out. And something worse. Roasting meat, but foul. 

Clinton looked inside, where Elias was bent over a woman in a night dress. With his knife, he sawed through her scalp and ripped a bloody flap of skin and hair away. He then tucked it in his belt. Their older brother considered that his signature, scalping folks like that. Personally, it turned Clinton’s stomach. 

They’d killed plenty of people over the past few years, but the scalping was too much to take. “Do you have to do that?”

“Shut up or you’ll be next,” Elias said. His voice sounded like someone had slashed his vocal cords with a razor. 

“What about him?” Billy said, pointing to the corpse on the floor. The man’s skin had been burned down to the bone, leaving a charred, blackened head. 

“He gave me trouble,” Elias said, wiping the knife blade on his duster. “Can’t scalp him. Too burned. Pity.”

“Well, let’s see what we got,” Billy said, and began rummaging through the cabin. From a shelf near the fireplace he grabbed a tobacco pouch and a pipe. 

Clinton, trying not to sick up his food, bent and rifled through the burned man’s pockets. He found a few coins. “Not much here.”

Elias said, “There’s horses out back. We can take them.”

“How many?” Clinton said.

“Two.”

“I get one to myself,” Billy said.

“Like hell you do,” Elias. “You two can ride together. I get my own horse.”

Elias’ odd eyes flashed, seeming to give off sparks. Clinton thought it would be bad idea to argue with him. Possibly deadly. “You take one. We’ll ride together.”

“I don’t want to ride with Clinton’s stinkin’ ass,” Billy said.

“Shut up or I’ll gut you,” Elias said. “Finish up. I’ll be outside.”

He left them in the cabin. Clinton rifled through some drawers and found three dollars. They also took the guy’s rifle and twenty rounds of ammunition.

“Burn it down,” Clinton said. 

Billy went to the fireplace, and using a poker, he moved some burning logs onto the floor. A lantern burned on the mantle, and Clinton grabbed it. Smashed it on the floor. The flames licked at the lantern oil and spread across the planks. 

“Let’s go before we roast like that poor bastard,” Clinton said.

“You sure it was a good idea bringing Elias back?”

“Yeah, I’m sure. With him like that, we’re unstoppable.”

“That bastard of a sheriff won’t know what hit him.”
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Clinton and Billy sat by the fire they’d started. The horses they’d stolen from the couple stood off to the side. Elias was wandering around just outside the fire light. He was muttering to himself in that gravelly voice. Clinton couldn’t make out what he was saying, but it gave him shivers.

They were a few miles from the burning cabin, which wasn’t far enough, in Clinton’s opinion. They needed to put some space between themselves and their crime.

Even with no people around, he still felt nervous.

They ate some biscuits and dried beef. Clinton wished for a cup of coffee, but there was none to be had. If they could rob some more folks, Clinton and Billy could eat well. First, they had work to do. 

He heard something grunting out in the darkness. At first, he thought it was Elias, but the noises were deeper. Something chuffed, just outside the light of the fire. 

“What the hell is that?” Billy said.

“Shut up, I’m listening.”

He got a whiff of something musky. Definitely an animal out there. Clinton stood up, grabbing the dead man’s rifle. Billy drew his Colt. 

Clinton glimpsed eyes glowing in the firelight before the beast charged. It was a Grizzly, a goddamned big one. Clinton fired. The round buzzed off its head. The Grizzly reared on its hind legs, all nine feet of him. 

The fire was between them and the bear. Billy fired, hitting the bear in the shoulder. It growled and bared its teeth. They were going to die before their run as feared outlaws began. 

Clinton cocked the lever and fired again. The bear roared again and charged. He was aware of Elias rushing past, heading right for the bear. Elias slammed into the beast, arms wrapped around its massive neck, and drove it backward. 

How could that be? That damned thing weighed a thousand pounds if it was an ounce. 

Elias shoved the bear away from him, and it reared on its hind legs. He drove his fist into the bear’s chest, and damned if it didn’t tumble backwards from the force of the blow. 

“Son of a bitch, will you look at that!” Billy said. 

The bear got to its feet again, but this time, it seemed the piss had been taken out of it. It chuffed once, turned, and ran off into the night. 

“Elias, what the hell just happened?” Clinton said.

Elias walked past them, “I’m stronger now. Remember that. I could snap your spine like a tree branch if I wanted.”

He strode off into the darkness beyond the firelight. Clinton turned and watched him go, still amazed by the superhuman show of strength. What had they done when they brought him back?

––––––––
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Ben Burnham had been summoned by the sheriff early. The top law man had sent his youngest son to fetch Ben. It wasn’t even full light out. It was also damned cold. Mary had made him some coffee. Biscuits and gravy, too, so at least he had food in his belly. He’d strapped on his gunbelt and his deputy’s star and rode into Harlow. 

The sound of metal on metal clanged from the blacksmith’s shop. Old Randall was at it early today. He passed the business district. A barbershop. A few saloons. A bank, a store. The Globe Hotel. The railroad station. The sheriff’s office was near the end of the main street. 

Ben and Mary lived in one of the ramshackle houses that surrounded Harlow. They’d come here after Sheriff Greer offered him a job. The last man that held it wasn’t so lucky: he’d been captured by outlaws, slit open, and strung up. Greer had offered Ben the job. He’d been a deputy in the Dakotas before settling here. Mining and logging didn’t appeal to him, so he remained a lawman.

He dismounted his horse and tied it off. Then he went inside, where the sheriff sat at a makeshift desk constructed of a door set across two sawhorses. Greer was a pudgy man with a bright red drinker’s nose. “Good of you to come, Ben.”

“It’s my job. What’s the good word?”

“Fur trader stopped by late yesterday afternoon. Homesteader’s cabin burned. Didn’t want to go out there after dark, so I waited until morning,” Greer said, and wiped his nose with the back
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