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CHAPTER ONE

FROZEN MOMENTS

The Trapper

“There’s something wrong with the world when it’s cold enough to freeze a waterfall.” The trapper spoke to himself, or just possibly his horse, but neither of them responded. The proof of his comment lay above him and to his left, a frozen wall of white ice that only two days before had still been running water.

The cold was all-encompassing, a living thing that seemed to thrive on sucking the heat from the world around man and stallion alike. He called his horse Stomper, and it was a massive thing, meant for hauling wagons. The black beast barely seemed to notice his weight or the burden of the sled behind it, but the cold sent plumes of steam from its muzzle with each breath. Covered in the thick coat he’d sewn for it, his stallion looked more like a locomotive than it did an animal. He wouldn’t see his beast of burden and closest living acquaintance killed by the elements if he could help it.

It wasn’t the elements, however, that had done most of the killing in the area. If he had to guess it was Indians. Someone must have driven them half mad if they were responsible for the bodies he kept finding.

The idea had been, as it always was, to shoot enough bison and foxes and wolves to load his sled with furs. Instead, he’d been gathering the dead for the last two days. He didn’t have it in him to leave them frozen to the ground for animals to feast on. His mother would surely rise from her grave and beat his fool head into a new shape if he ever got that callous.

Didn’t much help him get his work done, but there was enough money set aside, and as a trapper and hunter it wasn’t overly likely that he’d starve any time soon.

The latest body showed itself on the left side of the trail, and he nodded his head and tugged the reins. Stomper came to a halt and snorted agreeably.

The trapper slid from his saddle with practiced ease and walked over to the latest grisly find. Nine bodies so far, each one cut, shot and in different stages of undress, depending on the sex. There were two women who had likely been of marrying age among the dead. There was also a little girl child and an old woman who should have never headed from the east to the wilds. Only the crone had any clothes on her by the time the murdering dogs were done. The others had been treated as poorly as the whores in San Francisco, and that was poorly indeed.

The man in the snow stared with dead eyes behind thin spectacles. The frost on the lenses hid the color of his eyes and made him look blind as well as dead.

That he was dead was obvious. Even if he’d not been frozen to the ground there were lacerations on his skin and shreds of meat and flesh peeking from under his tattered clothing. Like the waterfall a short way back, the trickles of blood had frozen into twists of crimson that hung suspended from his wounds. If he had to guess, the trapper would have told anyone curious that he suspected the man had been dragged behind a horse for a while. His shoes were torn apart—a pity that, as they could have fetched a few cents—and his clothing, thin and fine and no doubt very expensive, had peeled half way from his body during the long trip. Ropes still bound his hands and cut into the flesh of his wrists and forearms. He’d very likely fought hard to get away before his attackers had finished with their job.

“Well, sir, I’m sorry to meet you this way.” He looked the body over again and frowned. Someone, his killers or otherwise, had turned out the man’s pockets and taken everything that might have value. The cloth of his vest was split where his watch fob had been torn away. The derby he’d likely worn at one time was nearby and judging by how clean it was, he guessed it had been dropped by the killer after the fact.

“I reckon we should get to work, old boy.” The wind let out a moan from the nearby trees and sent an additional shiver through him. No one else bothered to reply and he reckoned that was for the best.

He took the axe and pick from the bundle he kept on Stomper’s flank and got to digging. The night before had seen a hard, freezing rain and the body was stuck in a thick caul of ice and mud.

Ten minutes later he had a rope wrapped around both wrists—new rope that had not frozen into the ground—and he tied that to Stomper’s sled before urging his horse forward. The ground gave up its prize reluctantly, and for a moment the trapper thought the corpse would break like a sapling before it finally came free with a crunching sound.

Once uprooted the dead man slithered stiffly across the ice and bounced off two aspen trees before coming to a rest. He slid the body across the ice until he could wrestle the weight onto the back of the sled.

He had leather aplenty, and he used it to lash the body on top of the other corpses.

“Well, sir. You’re the tenth and I pray the last. Let’s see about getting you to Carson’s Point. Might be we can arrange a funeral for you.”

The rain started again, dropping from the sky in a half-frozen state and solidifying as soon as it touched the ground. The sound it made as it rattled to the earth was not unlike a dozen sets of teeth chattering away.

“I’d never wish a good man to hell, sir, but I reckon it just might be warmer at either end of the journey than it is here.”

They rode together in silence, he and his ten companions, and Stomper carried them all without complaint.
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Carson’s Point stood at the edge of the woods, a dark, brooding place in the best of times, surrounded by thick lumber walls from the town’s brief stint as a military outpost.

The army had abandoned the place as useless, and not long after the vermin had moved in. Seven families came into the area led by William Wadsworth Carson, who no doubt had his own reasons for fleeing from South Carolina and moving into the Rocky Mountains. Whatever the reasons—and there were rumors aplenty—he had successfully settled his family and the fools who trusted him in the abandoned encampment and made a town of it in short order. Not long after that the rumors started and the people came.

The trapper shook off thoughts of how the damned place had come to be and instead worried about beating the worsening weather.

He made it to town with only a hint of the earlier sunlight left to show that the world was not completely lost in darkness.

Well before the fortified walls were reached, he saw the growing explosion of tents and wagons that had shown themselves in the last few months. The walls barely afforded any real protection except from the wind these days and the doors that had once sealed the place against Indian attacks were gone, likely cannibalized to help build a new structure or two.

There were lights to be found, of course, fires and lanterns that did their best to fight off the cold and the night alike. He was grateful for all of them as he approached the town and twice as grateful as he pulled the sled to the side of his first stop past the heavy wooden barrier.

The house was not dark. It felt as if it should have been, but the whitewash was fresh and the lanterns near the front of the place blazed warmly even in the bitter cold of the winter storm.

What was freezing rain earlier had become snow and fell in thick flurries, obscuring almost everything. For that reason, the undertaker almost scared the trapper to death, and also damned near wound up with a bullet between his ears.

He’d never thought much of Mr. Lucas Slate, nor did he much care for the man’s occupation, even if it was a necessary evil in the world. The man was as creepy as his house was pleasant.

The undertaker moved toward him in a thick black coat that covered his black suit and his pale face.

The trapper resisted the urge to cross himself and mutter a prayer.

Slate looked enough like the dead that he was unsettling. Not that he could help that part very much. His skin and his hair were white. Not pale, but dead white. His blue eyes pale enough that they were almost white themselves. There was a word for it. He searched his mind until he remembered it, because words were powerful things when you were by yourself as much as he was. Albino. The man was an albino.

He was also plain. His body was unsettlingly gaunt—and stronger than it looked as the trapper had seen for himself when the undertaker was moving bodies about. Though he was not particularly tall his lean form gave that illusion, especially if wearing his customary finery.

In his early twenties and already he looked much older. It was a sorry lot in life to have and he’d done his best with what the Lord had given him, the trapper supposed.

“Good evening, Mister Miles.” Slate’s voice was cultured, with a faint southern drawl. There was little doubt the man had come from money and from a well-bred family. The state of things in the lower states was not good these days. He could see why the man might want to flee there. Slate wasn’t notorious for speaking of his past and the two never had so much as spent a meal together, so beyond that he knew almost nothing.

“Evening, Mister Slate.” He did his best to hide his distaste.

Slate looked back, a tight, enigmatic smile playing around his lips without ever fully showing itself. “It would appear you’ve found work for me?” His eyes roamed over the stacked bodies and the smile slowly faded as he saw the marks of violence on the corpses.

“I’m afraid so.” He looked away. The man made him feel squirmy inside. “I thought I might drop them here for you to tend to and then let the sheriff know about them.”

“Sheriff Bulmer has left us. He found the weather a bit too extreme for his tastes, I fear.” The undertaker began the tedious task of untying each of the bodies and much as he would have preferred not to, the trapper helped him.

“Did he now? Is there a new man I should speak with?”

“There is, indeed. You’ll find him in Bulmer’s house. He got the place as part of his salary. His name is Meade.”

He nodded and touched the brim of his hat with a mitten-covered hand. “Much obliged.”

Five minutes of hard labor saw the bodies carefully laid out on the side of the house away from the street, where fewer people might have to see them. The undertaker did his work in a basement area, and the entry to that spot was on the side of the house to ensure as much discretion as was possible.

“Come by in the morning if you’d like. I should have a proper assessment by then.” Slate spoke softly, and the trapper had to strain to hear him. They had made an arrangement the first time he brought in bodies. Whatever valuables the bodies might carry had to be given to the next of kin, of course, but the merchants and the innkeepers in Carson’s Point offered up a small payment for each burial that took place. Because he was the one bringing the bodies, Slate gave him a portion of the monies he earned. It wasn’t much but every bit helped.

“I’ll do that. Have a pleasant evening, Mr. Slate.”

The undertaker allowed a full smile that was too much like a rictus for his comfort. “I suspect it shall be a busy one, my good man.”

He left without another word. The undertaker wasn’t right. He had no proof of the man ever doing anyone harm, but he didn’t need evidence. He only needed to trust his instincts, and his every sense told him the man was not proper, or good, or decent, in any form.

Carson’s Point was growing at a maddening rate. When he’d first come to the area there had been only one hotel to be found, a two-story affair called the Piedmont. There were now half a dozen hotels, every one of them attached to a tavern or saloon and most of them offering whores.

Four months earlier a man named Edwin Hooper had come to town and staked a claim for gold. That had been enough to start the problems. Within a week the first person followed with dreams of finding gold. Within another month there were sixty more. So far only Hooper had found a good strike, but others were still pouring into the area and looking for more of the stuff.

To make matters worse, Hooper had disappeared into the wilderness not long after making his claim and had not been seen again.

As a result, the small settlement had become something it was never meant to be. There were still houses, yes, and the hotels that were slapped together with furious speed, but there were also people living in wagons and tents scattered in every spot where they felt they could manage to stay without interruption. The area to the east of town was covered with the newcomers and even to the west a few people had managed to settle themselves between the trees at the edge of the forest. They were probably staying a bit warmer in the current weather, but he doubted most of them were properly prepared for the wildlife in the area. He’d never actually seen a wolf attack a person, but he’d seen what was left when a bear got done with a foolish settler and it wasn’t a sight he’d likely ever forget.

The travelers were getting bolder, or more desperate. There were tents set up at the edge of a few properties that he suspected were not supposed to be there. The owners weren’t likely to want strangers camping at their doorsteps and if he had to guess the new sheriff was going to be very busy trying to keep the peace or twice as busy dealing with disputes.

He made sure the ties on his holster were unfastened and the grip was in easy reach. There’d be plenty of arguments in the area, but if anyone decided to involve him in their misery, he’d see the dispute was settled his way.

The Piedmont had a room and the stable boy knew both the trapper and Stomper on sight. A quarter dollar got the horse taken care of and a promise of more of the same guaranteed that the stallion would be fed and treated properly.

He got a room and bought himself the luxury of a bath as well. Because he was a regular, he got fresh water and warmed to boot.

Afterwards, he dressed in warm clothes, wrapped himself in a duster he’d lined with fur and went off to see the sheriff. He was tired, but business was business and best tended to before the night was finished with him.
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Anson Meade

Anson Meade paced along the porch of his office and waited for his deputy, Pace, to show back up. Pace Peabody came with the job. He was an able enough deputy, but not timely.

Anson was used to a certain level of efficiency from his time in Boston and then Manhattan. Apparently, that sort of timeliness died a horrid death once one crossed the Mississippi.

It was nighttime and colder than should have been possible, and still there were people walking along the streets. Most of them were either drunk or working toward a state of inebriation with a vengeance. There was nothing else to do in Carson’s Point, and most of the people looking for their fortune had decided to wait out the storm in town. Those that didn’t were likely going to be found dead after the world thawed again.

The stranger coming toward him was an imposing figure, draped in a well-worn duster and a wide-brimmed hat that was as weathered as the man’s face. A thick, well-groomed beard and mustache hid half his features. The weapons on the man’s hips were clearly shown, not as a threat but as a warning, and he walked like a man who’d used them in the past and likely would again.

The stranger looked at him and nodded. “Evening. Would you be the new sheriff?”

“That I would. Anson Meade. How can I help you mister…?”

The man’s gray eyes looked him up and down quickly, taking his measure, no doubt, and hopefully not finding him too wanting.

“Miles. Name’s Miles. I’m just here to let you in on what I brought into town with me. I’m a trapper by trade, and I was looking for hides and found a few bodies instead.” He kept his voice reasonably low; soft enough that anyone not standing nearby wouldn’t hear him. There was no one else around, not even that idiot Pace.

“Bodies? Any notion of how they might have passed?”

“Poorly. They were killed. All of them.”

“How many?”

“Ten as I recall.” The man looked around again, quickly, a fast scan of the eyes that said even more about him having been in combat situations repeatedly. “Found them here and there. They might have been all together once, but that wasn’t how I found them.”

“Do you think they were all together? Did they look the part?”

“No. They looked to have come from different camps. Hell, from different countries by the way a few were dressed.”

“Where would a man have to go to find these bodies?”

“Slate’s place. He’s the only undertaker in town, isn’t he?”

Meade pulled out his pipe and stuffed the bowl with tobacco. The good thing about a pipe was it would warm your hands. “Had a man report finding bodies last week that left them out in the cold. Said he couldn’t bring himself to touch them.”

Miles’ face twisted into a contemptuous frown. “Hardly worth calling him a man then, is it?”

The sheriff nodded. “Can’t say as I don’t agree with that assessment.” He raised the glass shield on the porch’s lamp and then slid a twig against the flame inside until it caught fire.

The trapper squinted against the breeze and smiled briefly. “Don’t much care to hold your opinions, do you?”

“I don’t see a reason to, Miles. Some things need saying.”

“Fair enough.” He touched the brim of his hat as the sheriff brought his small brand to the bowl of the pipe and drew the flame to his tobacco.

“You know Pace Peabody?”

“I do. He still the deputy here?”

“Not for long if he doesn’t get his sorry self down here to relieve me.”

“I see him, I’ll let him know.”

“Have a good night, Mr. Miles.” He watched as the trapper headed off into the darkness and relaxed a bit after he was gone. There were limits to how much he wanted to handle in a day and those limits were being tested sorely. With any luck Pace would show up soon and he could handle the rest of his work and call it a day.

After waiting an additional ten minutes, Meade surrendered to his impatience, turned toward the western side of town and started for Slate’s place. He told himself the shiver he got at the notion was strictly from the cold. He almost believed it, too.

By the time he arrived at the funeral home, Slate was waiting for him. He nodded his greeting and the cadaverous figure beckoned him inside. The undertaker had set up a fearsome blaze in the furnace of his house and the heat inside was stifling. It needed to be. His skin was stippled with perspiration and the thin hair on the top of his head was wet enough to glue itself down.

The bodies he had arranged in the basement were frozen solid, all of them twisted into unsettling shapes in the light of the fire. They were thawing, but only just starting the process.

He looked from one body to the next and felt his jaws clench and his teeth rub together. It was likely that the women had been violated, even the ones too young to know of sin.

“What kind of sick savages would do a thing like this?”

Slate looked at him and shook his head solemnly. “You might be surprised by how poorly men can treat each other when the mood strikes them, Sheriff.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I’ve been through Georgia, Alabama and Mississippi.” He turned those pasty blue eyes to look into Meade’s and stared hard. “I have traveled through Texas, Missouri, and areas I suspect don’t have proper names yet. I have seen exactly how vile and savage soldiers can be when they’ve decided to make a point.”

“Union or Confederate?”

The man looked away and his long, nimble fingers worked at stripping the clothes from a dead man. “Both. More’s the pity.”

“Man I met, Miles, he said there were ten bodies?” Meade did a slow count and then double-checked his numbers.

“Just so, Sheriff.”

Meade shook his head. “Why am I only seeing nine?”

The undertaker frowned and stared at him for a moment. “That hardly seems like the sort of jest a lawman should be making on a night like this, Sheriff.”

“I assure you, I don’t take murder lightly enough to joke about it.”

Slate stared at him for another moment and then counted the bodied aloud, frowning as he reached nine. “There would seem to be an issue here. Either I’ve left a body outside, or I’ve miscounted.” He moved around the basement room and gently lifted each corpse as if there were a chance they might be hiding another body beneath them. When that failed to produce a tenth cadaver, he climbed the stairs and moved out into the cold to examine his lawn.

Slater came back down frowning. “Apparently I’ve miscounted.”

“You sure that’s all it is?” Meade’s pulse thudded heavily in his chest. The notion of the dead being stolen did not sit well.

“I have a table for belongings, those I could pry free. Let’s check there, shall we?”

Slate stepped into a smaller room with a very large table, likely where each of the bodies would be prepared when the time came. On that table were several personal items, most soaked with water or still half covered in ice.

Slate moved around the table without touching anything, his eyes flicking from one collection to the next. “This one. He was on the top of the lot.” He pointed to a battered bowler and two ruined dress shoes. “There were spectacles with the hat. They’ve disappeared.”

Meade rubbed the bridge of his nose roughly, hoping the gesture might ward off the headache he felt building as it sometimes did. This night he was having no luck.

“Lock your doors, Mister Slate. I’ll check the area and see if I can find signs of any bandits.” He paused for a moment. “No chance that the body was merely unconscious?”

Slate shook his head and left his expression carefully neutral. “I cut the shoes from his feet, Sheriff Meade. His body was frozen as solidly as the others you’re seeing. He was just a bit closer to the fire.”

“Well, I suppose we can safely assume he did not thaw out and walk away.”

“If he has, it will be the first time in my history in the funeral business.” That thin sickly smile wavered across the man’s long face for a moment.

“Fair enough. I’ll be back as soon as I can, should I find anything. Can you describe the corpse?”

Slate allowed a slight smile. “On the off chance that there’s more than one wandering around?”

“Something like that.”

“He was remarkably nondescript. Average height, brown hair, brown eyes, a light beard, no more than a week in growth.”

“I’ll see what I can find.” Meade left quickly, doing his best not to run screaming from the ghastly man and his missing corpses.

Behind him the undertaker moved about his facilities, carefully rearranging bodies and trying to thaw them evenly.
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The Skinwalker

The winds roared, blasting between trees that shook and groaned under the arctic cold and the growing weight of ice and snow.

Carson’s Point was close enough that the lights of the town could be seen reflecting from the gray expanse of clouds.

In the darkness of the woods, he watched, his lips barely moving, his nose sallow and thin.

He was hardly dressed for the weather, wearing only leather breeches and a matching vest that had been covered with dozens of strips of cloth, knotted and woven together until the leather was barely noticeable beneath them.

Ancient eyes studied the lights from the town and his withered hand touched the leather strap around his neck. The crudely formed lump of clay that dangled from the strap was crusted with small stones, nineteen of them all told. Anyone taking the time and getting close enough might have noticed that the small gray pellets were identical, and that they had been very intricately carved with symbols that only a handful of white men had ever seen.

He was not a white man. Once upon a time he had been as dark as the natives that sometimes came through the area, but these days he’d have shamed Lucas Slate with his deathly pale flesh.

The Europeans who’d come to the new land had never seen his like before. Most of the Indians had heard of his kind, but only a few had lived to recite tales of his vile ways.

He had no name, simply because he saw no reason to be called by one.

Those few who had a reason to address him simply called him by the title he had long ago earned.

Skinwalker.

He stared at the cold sky and touched the beaded clay again, feeling the slight vibrations from the stones held tightly in the crude shape.

It was almost time. He had no way of understanding how or why he knew that, but the knowledge was there as surely as the darkness hid from the sun’s light.

The cold wind cut across his skin and blew his long hair back from his shoulders and neck, but the chill had no effect on him. Hot and cold meant little enough to the few of his kind that existed.

He closed his eyes and listened to the world breathe in long, ragged gasps and felt the smile that drifted dreamily across his face.

Soon.

Everything would change.
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Jonathan Crowley

He shivered violently, his flesh still half frozen and trying to warm itself.

A sharp pain cut through his stomach and hip and he shifted to get a better look. The bullet that had struck him earlier was pushing itself out of him. Naturally it made a new hole instead of going through the wound that was currently shrinking at an accelerated rate.

The wounds were healing, like they always did. Like they always had. Another ten minutes and they’d likely all be closed. In the meantime they itched like mad, except where the bullets were being expelled. He felt another working its way out of the skin on his back.

Much as he wanted to stay by the fire, that wasn’t a possibility. He’d heard the pale man speaking and knew that the words were about him. He was not yet discovered, but his absence had been noticed. It was now too late to pretend he had never been here.

Then again, he wasn’t exactly dressed for the outside world. All he had to do was look through the frost-rimed windows to know that much.

He moved up the stairs with careful steps, placing each bare foot lightly and testing the wooden boards before he moved. There were no creaks to warn anyone of where he was.

The house was warming up nicely, but his body still felt frozen. The maddening itch was back. The one that told him he was healing, regenerating the damage that had been done to his body.

It was easy enough to remember how he’d been hurt this time. There had been over a dozen of the men and they’d acted like savages. One of the bastards had pissed on his face before they left him to die. He could still taste the urine, though he wasn’t sure if that was a memory or if the damned stuff still lingered.

“Not going to be a good day for you when I find you.” His voice rasped, even though he whispered the words. “Not going to go well for you at all.”

Two broken ribs pushed themselves back into the proper locations and he stifled a scream at the unexpected agony. He was healing, which meant that something dark was afoot. Otherwise, he’d have surely been just as…well, just as poorly as he had been before someone found him and dragged him here, wherever here was.

Finally, he made his way to the second floor of the building and to what he guessed was the bedroom of the man he’d seen working on bodies.

They were of similar build and height. He looked in the man’s wardrobe and saw nothing but the finery of a mortician. Suits; every one of them identical, with matching white shirts and three dark hats that all matched as well. His unwitting host lacked imagination.

He peeled the ruined clothes from his body and draped the pieces over the undertaker’s steamer trunk. It was the only furniture in the room that would survive being soaked by the wet discards.

When he was done he quickly dressed , loathing the idea of wearing another man’s clothes, his undergarments, socks and shoes, but having no choice.

The wind outside howled furiously and he resisted the urge to join in.

Five minutes after he’d watched the sheriff leave the building, Jonathan Crowley walked down the stairs and almost ran down the undertaker who stared at him with horrified eyes.

“I-I” the man’s lips trembled and his pasty skin did its very best to grow even paler.

“Hello.” Crowley spoke quickly and raised one hand in front of his host. “Go to sleep.”

He caught the man before he could fall to the ground and hurt himself.

A moment after that, he worked his magic. They were simple incantations, as the easiest ones were often the most reliable.

After Crowley was gone the undertaker woke with an uneasy start and contemplated what had happened.

He’d been mistaken, obviously. There had only been nine bodies. It was the only explanation.

He remembered nothing of the dead man who came down from his room wearing his suit and carrying the sodden tatters he’d been delivered in. That was for the best. Lucas Slate was not a well man, and his heart might not have taken the unexpected shock of having the dead rise on him.


CHAPTER TWO

SUNRISE ON A NEW DAY

Jonathan Crowley

The dawn broke on a crystal-clear sky, and the sunlight lit the world with extra brilliance as it struck the freshly fallen snow. It was impossible not to notice the stuff, thick and hard and covering half the town in scintillating white.

At Harding’s Mercantile the boy who normally swept the floors for a few pennies a day worked harder than usual cleaning away the thick crust of ice and sweeping the wooden planks around the front clean of drifts. The store was open and ready for business, though few people walked the streets as yet.

Carson’s Point woke slowly. The cold was enough to make the most energetic souls a bit lethargic, and many of the folk who’d come to town were desperately hungover as they stirred from their beds.

Jonathan Crowley had not slept since his thawing out. He was not tired. He was, instead, quietly furious. Somewhere in the world beyond the town—and he did not yet know the name of where he was as he had deliberately avoided meeting anyone—a rather sizeable group of ruffians was still walking and breathing. That was a situation he intended to rectify as quickly as he could manage.

For the last three years he’d spent his time traveling past the Mississippi, examining the wonders and oddities that he could find in an effort to finish cataloging the strangeness of the North American continent. Europe held few mysteries any longer, Australia was now a good acquaintance and Africa and Asia were old friends. This place, however, still had plenty of areas that had barely been investigated.

He carried with him a trunk of journals and the supplies to keep writing for as long as he needed. That was all he wanted in the world for the present time. All he cared to see. He’d had more than enough of people to satisfy him for a long while.

And yet, try though he might, the people found him. First there was the family that showed up at his campsite: a young man and his new wife and their child, a little boy of no more than four. They seemed pleasant, harmless enough, and so despite his desire for solitude, he allowed them to stay at his campsite and even shared a meal with them.

William and Molly Finnegan came from Ireland, a place he had not visited in longer than they had been alive, and they sought a better life in the New World, a chance for prosperity that had eluded them in their homeland.

He listened to their tales and shared a few observations even as he watched the couple with their only child.

William and his son Billy could have been siblings separated by fifteen years, but they were not. The resemblance was amazing, but one look was all he needed to know that they were related in a different way. No older brother ever adored a younger sibling so dearly. Dark hair and pale skin and light blue eyes for the both of them, and Molly, wife and mother, was fairer in complexion with hair that was a bright mess of golden and red and bright orange, an autumn’s worth of colors and pale skin with a heavy scattering of freckles to show she’d spent too much time in the sunlight. Despite himself, he liked the young family.

And that was surely what had caused the problems. If there was one fact that he had learned over the years it was simply that he was better off not being close to anyone. It caused no end of troubles.

To prove his point, he had but to remember what happened when the men showed themselves.

Enough. He had other concerns for the present time.

Crowley strode into the street on borrowed shoes and doffed the top hat that was all he had been able to take from the undertaker’s place. He felt preposterous in his attire, but no more so than he ever did when dressed in finery.

The people on the street seemed to find him acceptable at least, though a few must surely have decided he was an easy target. He could feel their eyes on him and he made himself stifle the smile that wanted to spread across his face. His smile, he’d heard a few people say, was enough to startle a wild dog into flight. It wasn’t that his face was unpleasant—in truth it was a very average face—it was merely his grin that seemed to inspire fear.

He took his time and walked several of the streets as he assessed the situation. There were three men watching him, moving with the casual grace and precision of longtime partners. Though he couldn’t interpret the gestures they made, he could understand that they were speaking to each other with signs and movements. That was fine. Knowing that they talked was enough. He could guess what was on their minds.

A man who walks down the street in an expensive suit and carries no weapons in most of the frontier towns was not a man who could lay claim to much wisdom. And a fool and his money are soon parted. Of course, he had no money. He hadn’t needed any for quite some while. He’d been living on the trails, hunting for himself and taking care to handle matters as he needed.

And again he was brought back to the damned family that caught him off guard and what happened to them.

He’d been better dressed for the woods, wearing a shirt that had seen better days and wool pants that he’d patched no less than a dozen times. The couple had been wearing the sort of attire that was best left for the cities, a sure sign that they had not been as prepared for the new territories as they should have been. To be sure there was nothing wrong with remaining civil, but there were occasions for wearing finery and situations where you were better off being dressed for the elements. He’d met a few people who understood that, including two women who had the audacity to wear pants, not that he’d ever consider blaming them for their outrageous attire. He’d seen far stranger over his lifetime.

The family had been off to the side of the main trail. There were few settlements in the area, but it wasn’t too hard to find the paths that had already been cut into the ground by passersby and travelers heading further west. He’d come across them as William was trying to repair a damaged wheel on his wagon.

The woman, Molly, had looked at him as he was walking past and stared as if she had surely seen a ghost. Her body tensed and she drew her son closer to her body, protecting him from any possible threat.

He had every intention of letting the man take care of his own problems, but as he walked past Molly muttered under her breath. “What’s the world coming to when no one will come to the aid of a stranger in distress?” The words were softly spoken but he heard them.

“And how would I know if you’re in distress, unless you ask for assistance? Your man seems to know his business well enough.”

A small lie. William struggled to replace a wheel that had broken against rough stones, and the load in the wagon made his job dangerous, as well as awkward.

The girl looked at him with lips pressed together into an angry line and nodded her head. Her voice, when she spoke again, carried a soft Irish lilt that had been faded by distance from her native lands. “Fair enough then. Would you be kind enough to help a stranger in distress?”

He held back a sigh and nodded. A few moments later they were working on the wagon wheel together, he and the young man, while the redheaded woman and her child watched.

He’d planned to leave as soon as he was done. There were strange plants in the vicinity, or so he’d heard from one of the local tribes, and he wanted to study his latest finds.

Instead, William insisted that he join them for a meal and somehow before it was all said and done, he’d camped close to their wagon for the night.

William was a hopeful man. He hoped to find gold or barring that he hoped to find a town that needed a good tailor. He worked with fabric by trade, and he was very good at his job. He pointed out the clothing that his family wore as proof and Crowley had to admit that the younger man was skilled at his calling.

Everything that happened to him could be laid at the feet of forgetting how vile human beings could be when they set themselves on the wrong path.

He slept near the family’s camp and when he woke in the morning, he decided to make sure they were safely on their way. Instead of finding the young couple eating or supping he found them doing what comes naturally to couples in love. They did not see him, and he left quickly, embarrassed by the arousal he felt and by the notion of being spotted by the two of them.

Had he been in a better state of mind he would have avoided the skunk.

He stepped too close to a protective mother and she defended her young ones in the only way she knew how, blasting him with a cloud of her musky stench that left him coughing and gasping and half blind.

The couple found him a few moments later, both of them dressed in hastily assembled clothing. Despite the expression on his face, they laughed at him and despite his indignant anger, he laughed back.

He scoured himself in the frigid waters of the closest stream and did all he could to remove the stench that permeated everything.

Eventually he broke the rules and used his arcane knowledge to cleanse the musk from his body. Before that time came around, he spotted both Billy and Molly watching him. Mother and child alike stared with wide-eyed curiosity. He might have called them on their actions but he was guilty of voyeurism himself and hardly in a place where he could be morally superior.

His clothes were ruined. The vile skunk odor was deep in the fabric. His original plan was to sit in the water until the couple and their child were far enough away to let him get back to his camp in relative privacy—he didn’t care if a bear or bird noticed him nude—but William wouldn’t hear of it. He had extra suits, he was a tailor, after all, and Crowley found himself the owner of new finery.

And somehow a second day was spent with the family of strangers and if William or Molly noticed the way he looked at the lady of the family they did not take him to task for his stares. She was attractive enough, not unpleasant to the eye, but the simple truth was that he hadn’t even seen a woman in over six months and despite his best efforts to ignore them, his body had urges.

The second night came around and he stayed well away from the family. By morning he was on his way back to his camp before the sun could rise and glad to be away not only from the family he thought he could grow fond of, but also from the young woman who had caught his attention and refused to leave it. If they woke and were at a loss to understand where he might have gone, that was a smaller sin than staying around them long enough to cause trouble.

The problem was that Molly had looked back. Her eyes had studied him when she thought he was looking away and he knew the signs too well. She was young and far away from home and he was older and possibly reminded her a bit too much of someone she had once held a flame for, and if he stayed there was no guarantee of troubles, but there was a strong chance, and he wanted nothing to do with that sort of unpleasant entanglement.

He put the young family out of his mind for the day and the night and then thought about the clothes he was now wearing and how much the suit should have cost him and how little William and Molly had, and dug deep into the supplies he carried with him until he could find a small gold coin that was worth far more than the suit could ever cost.

He found their campsite in ruins. William lay dead on the ground his arms still wrapped around Billy’s battered corpse. Both were cut, shot, beaten brutally. Molly was not there. Instead, he found hoof prints from a half dozen or more horses and a wagon that had been ransacked.

Was there a moment when he thought of leaving well enough alone? Oh, yes. Several of them. He wanted nothing to do with conflicts or dealing out punishment on anyone. He wanted only
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