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  I


Somewhere in Oregon, 24 thDecember 1885 

Dylan Decker pulled the rim of his well-worn Stetson down over his eyes and shivered against the cold, his freezing fingers holding on to Skydance's reins. The afternoon was frigid and still, and the chance of snow hung in the air like a threat. It seemed like he had been on the trail for days. Actually, he had been on the trail for days. Three of them, to be exact, sleeping rough and drinking out of streams. Even hunting was out of the question in this weather. Other than a frozen possum he'd stumbled across, he'd been living on beans and jerky, and now his supply was dwindling. The only thing he craved more than a hot meal was a hot bath.
Dylan pulled on the reigns and slowed to a stop, then carefully dismounted to give Skydance a little break and stretch his own aching muscles. His buttocks were numb, and lately his legs had started cramping. He looked around at the featureless landscape. 
At this time of year, the shadow of Christmas was everywhere. Everywhere there were people, anyway. He had come to dislike the festive season with a passion. It was all so corny and fake, and completely geared toward persuading people to spend money they didn't have on things they didn't need. Besides, you shouldn't require an excuse to be good to the people you were close to. Love was a gift that should be celebrated all year 'round, not once a year. 
It hadn't always been this way. As a kid back in Pennsylvania, where he’d lived with his mother, father, and sister, he’d loved Christmas as much as anyone. Then, it was all about the gifts, candy, and fancy food. He remembered being given a leatherbound set of Jules Verne books when he was twelve. At that age he wasn't dumb enough to still believe in Santa Claus, and knew how much his parents had scrimped and saved to afford them. Those books had taken pride of place on a shelf at the family home ever since. 
The novelty wears off when you grow up. The excitement ebbs away to be replaced with cold dissatisfaction and a vague sense of resentment. For better or worse, this time of year had a way of making you get reflective and take stock of your life. 
It was usually for the worse. 
This year he would be happy with a warm bed for the night, but even that seemed to be out of his reach. He hadn't seen another human for days, let alone a town of any description. The sun would be setting in a few hours, and if he didn't find civilization by then he was going to have to make camp for the night. It wasn't ideal. Being a wayfarer during the winter months definitely wasn't for everybody. But it wouldn't be the first winter night he'd spent outdoors.
As much as he tried to tell himself it was just another day, he was powerless to prevent intrusive thoughts of Christmases past from running through his mind. All things considered, it was a mixed bag. Those warm, fuzzy, innocent childhood memories rubbed shoulders with darker, more insidious recollections, some of which he carried like physical scars. The solitude, the loneliness, the search for redemption in the bottom of a whiskey glass.
Perhaps the best thing about Christmas was it made most people he met on his travels friendlier and more cheerful than they were under normal circumstances. It was almost as if for one day a year, everybody put aside their differences and made the extra effort to get along. 
Now that he thought about it, wasn't that also fake? People who wouldn't piss on you if you were on fire any other time now wanted to be your friend just because it fit the narrative and made them feel better about themselves. 
It was a damned shame that whatever instinct forced people to act that way couldn't be made into an elixir and sold by the bottle. Then again, who would buy it? It wouldn't be much use unless everybody drank it. 
Charlie Robbins suddenly barged into his mind, all goofy smiles, tall stories, and shoulder-length blond hair. In another life he could have been a famous stage actor. God, how long ago had it been? Three years? Could it really be that long? Dylan remembered everything as if it had happened only yesterday.   






  
  II


Dylan was passing through the heart of Texas. There was a snowstorm, a blue norther blown down from the plains, and he was doing his best to push through it, which was becoming increasingly difficult as the snow obscured the trail he was on. It was dangerously close to a white-out, and he had slipped into a kind of fugue state where the only thing that mattered was putting one foot in front of the other. Or more accurately, making sure Skydance put one foot in front of the other. In conditions like that, it's easy to walk your horse off a ledge or straight into a freezing river. 
Suddenly, away to his right, he spotted a flickering light. At first, he thought he must be imagining it. Then he was filled with a fleeting fear that he might be seeing a ghost or a siren trying to tempt him off the path to his doom. He'd heard stories of such things before. But when he looked closely, he saw the light for what it was. A fire. 
Hesitantly, he steered Skydance toward the warm glow.
As Dylan approached, through the swirls of snow he saw someone had tied a tarp between two chest-high tree stumps and used a huge boulder to provide a back wall to the makeshift camp. Stretched out next to the boulder was a beautiful sleek white Arabian steed. 
The fire was under cover, and it took a few seconds for Dylan's eyes to adjust and make out the huddled form of a man. He slowed warily, knowing that approaching a stranger's camp uninvited was a good way to get filled with holes. 
A few yards away, the hunched figure shifted slightly. Dylan wiped moisture from his eyes as he tried in vain to see if the man was armed. He'd be more surprised if the stranger wasn't, and his right hand went to the butt of his Colt Peacemaker. Just in case. 
The figure cocked his head in Dylan's direction and raised a hand, making Dylan's heart stop momentarily. Was he signalling to him or someone else? Then the hand waved, and a man's voice yelled, “Come on in, partner! Weather out there's lousy!”
Dylan paused long enough to look around to make sure he wasn't about to be blindsided. He couldn't see more than ten feet in any direction, but old habits die hard. When he saw he wasn't under imminent attack, he proceeded toward the camp, dismounted, and tied Skydance up next to the boulder. There was no room in the camp for him, but at least here he'd get some heat from the fire. He'd probably be happy to just rest. With two horses and two men in such close proximity it would be a tight squeeze, but the body heat would help them all survive this hellish night.
With Skydance settled and stripped of saddlebags, Dylan draped a blanket over the horse's back and finally turned to greet his new acquaintance. Wrapped in a woollen shawl and face partially obscured by a Stetson, the stranger motioned for Dylan to sit next to him by the fire and held out a hand to be shook. It was cold.
“Thank you kindly, friend,” Dylan said by way of greeting.
“Think nothing of it,” the stranger drawled. The bottom half of his face broke into a wide, toothy smile, and Dylan took note of the curls of fine blond hair protruding from under his hat and resting on his shoulders. He had never seen hair like that on a man before, but imagined that on nights like this it was a great benefit.
“Name's Charlie,” the stranger continued. “Charlie Robbins.”
“Nice to meet you, Charlie,” Dylan said, manoeuvring a slightly concave boulder closer to the fire and letting out a sigh of relief as he lowered his bulky frame onto it. “Makes a refreshing change to meet someone willing to help out a stranger.”
“Well,” Charlie Robbins began, “it's Christmas Eve, ain't it?”
After weeks on the trail, Dylan had lost track of the days, but he knew Charlie was right. . “In that case,” he said, “It's the perfect time to polish this off.”
Reaching over, he opened one of his saddlebags and pulled out a half-empty bottle of Old Fitzgerald bourbon.
“Wow,” exclaimed Charlie. “Is that genuine Old Fitz?”
“It is indeed,” Dylan replied, his chest swelling with pride. “The twelve-year-old kind. It's pretty hard to get. Picked this up on a steamship in Kentucky. About the only place you can get it. There and some of them fancy private members clubs. I been keeping it for a special occasion, and it looks as though this occasion is about as special as it's gonna get anytime soon.”
Dylan took a deep swig and grimaced as the liquid burned a trail down his throat. Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he passed the bottle to his new friend. The kid seemed to be at least fifty percent teeth at the best of times, but that made him smile even harder. He wasn't technically a kid. Dylan had him pegged at about twenty-five, but had already reached the stage in life where everybody younger than him was a 'kid.'
“You headed to town?” Charlie asked.
“Didn't know there was a town near.” Dylan shrugged. “I been making this up as I go along.”
“Well, not every man needs a plan.” Charlie shrugged back. “This place is called Wagnerville, five or six miles down the road, I guess. Famous for its sausages.”
“Can't be that famous. I never heard of it.”
“I'd be glad to introduce you!” Charlie said, grinning again. “They sell 'em in bread rolls with fancy sauce. Best in the state, they say.”
“I could just about murder one of those right now,” Dylan said as his empty stomach growled. 
“Why stop at one? I'm fixing to put away at least four, then have a lie-down, and then four more!”
Both men laughed.
“Why didn't you push on and grab yerself a warm bed for the evening?” Dylan asked, curious.
“Weather got so bad I could barely see my hand in front of my face,” Charlie explained. “Didn't wanna risk Buttermilk here turning his leg over.”
“Fair enough,” Dylan agreed. “Can't be taking chances with a horse like that.”
“He's a beaut, isn't he?”
“He is.”  
Oftentimes when you met strangers on the road, conversation was stilted or awkward. You were both on the defensive, and only talked when you had no other choice. This meeting felt different. Charlie Robbins seemed a likeable sort. He had that charm, and still held on to that youthful enthusiasm you often see in men before life beat it out of them. It reminded Dylan what it was like to be that age. Strong and fearless, and filled with a sense that the whole world revolved around you. 
It turned out they had a lot in common. Both came from coal mining families and had British roots. Dylan's ancestors coming from Wales, and Charlie's from Scotland. They were also in the same kind of business, which was any business, scraping a living any way they could. 
They traded stories next to the fire and drank bourbon until it ran out. Then Dylan retrieved a pack of cigarettes and shared those as well. He was glad he had them instead of rolling tobacco because though it was a lot warmer in camp than out, his fingers were still too cold to roll. 
Within a couple of hours, with their supplies exhausted, the men decided to turn in. Charlie heaped some wood he'd been drying on top of the fire to sustain it as far into the night as possible while Dylan cleared a space to lay his sleeping bag. He went to sleep basking in the warm glow brought about by good company and just enough whiskey.    
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