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WALKER CAME STUMBLING out of the woods that surrounded the little farm with its modest two-story house tucked away from the rest of Trader’s Point, Missouri.  He was beaten, battered, torn, and closer to death than he was life.  Several miles back lay the body of his sister Emma.

The thing that killed her had gotten its claws into him as well, but he fired at it and while he didn’t put it down, he scared it off and it turned and dashed off into the woods again.  Walker had turned the opposite direction and took off looking for help.  Only for himself, though; Emma had been torn open, and he would mourn her proper, but for now he had to save himself.

He came out of the woods and did his best version of a run through the empty fields.  When he spotted the house and saw smoke curling up from the chimney, he felt like he might just live to see the end of this day.

He tried to call out to whomever might be inside, but his throat was dry from screaming Emma’s name as the thing tore at her.

Sunrise was still an hour away, but they’d wanted to get an early start on the day.  The moon was low and the sky was dark when it leapt from out of nowhere, tackled Walker off the wagon and tossed him aside.  He slammed into a tree with enough force to knock the wind out of him, and when he was able to right himself again, Emma’s chest was already a bloody hole where the thing’s face was buried.  Walker then doubled over, trying to catch his breath and when he finally did, he screamed for his sister.  He’d grabbed a large broken tree branch and ran for the thing, swung and hit it in the head, knocking it off her—breaking the branch in the process—but it hadn’t been subdued long.  Walker tried to pick up Emma and get her back on the wagon only to realize the horses had already bolted, taking the wagon with them.  He looked around and saw they were in the middle of nowhere, having taken what they thought would be a shortcut to the next town.  Help was nowhere to be found.  He lifted Emma into his arms, her limbs hanging limp and dripping blood.  Her head was dead weight at the top of her neck.

The thing tackled him from behind, throwing him to the ground and causing him to drop his dead sister.  It slashed his back and Walker screamed in pain, then scrambled away, turning over and remembering the gun at his hip.  He pulled it, but the thing was already there.  It picked him up and roared in his face, then threw him to the ground, knocking the wind out of him for a second time.  Walker lay there gasping and trying to cough, the gun still clutched in his hand.  He aimed it up, hopefully at the thing, and fired two quick shots.

The thing made a sound that might have been a sudden yelp of pain, but just as well might have been one of shock at the loud noise.  Either way, it left him there and when he looked up, he saw it running at full speed back into the woods.

That’s when he looked at poor Emma, then turned and went in the direction he knew the creature hadn’t gone, and now he had no more strength in his body or his lungs, and his cries were weak and carried no weight.

He almost made it around the house, almost made it to the door, but he collapsed in the dirt just as the sun’s rays were peaking over the horizon.  He was still awake, somewhat, when the door opened—the home’s owner coming out to start another day on their farm, presumably—was just conscious enough to hear the gasp and exclamation but was passed out by the time Mary Collins turned him over in the dirt of her front yard.
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WHEN WALKER WOKE UP, everything hurt.  Through blurry eyes, he made out vague shapes and colors, but nothing had form or edges.  He tried to move, to sit up, but his arms refused to assist.  His stomach churned and burned with a hollow emptiness.  He made a sound in his throat and found it was still raw, from screaming or panting as he ran through the woods, probably both.

For a second, Walker thought this is how he dies, confused and unaware in a strange place, unable to move and trapped inside himself.  He tried again to make a sound and what came out was loud enough to get someone’s attention.  He heard a startled cry, then something scraping.  He had enough presence of mind to think it sounded like a chair scraping the floor, but then he was out again, back in that all-encompassing darkness.

When he came out of it the second time, he heard the distinct crackle of fire and felt its warmth on his face.  He tried again to open his eyes, got one of them halfway there, and let out a breath that had been caught in his throat.

A noise he thought was a voice said something nearby and his first thought was Emma’s okay, then his mind showed him memories of her mangled body, and he remembered that wasn’t true.

Well then who was talking?

He tried to look around and see if he could find the owner of the voice, but it came again and said, “Don’t try to move.”  Footsteps approached him, a shadow crossed in front of his eyes.  Walker rolled them to try to look up.  A figure appeared in front of him, but it was cast in darkness with the fire behind it.  It lowered itself closer to him and it asked, “Can you speak?”

He tried to open his mouth, and it felt as if his jaw were hung on rusty hinges.  He wanted to ask where he was, but all that came out was a crooked attempt at a W.  He might have been asking for water or what happened or where am I?  He could have been trying to say his own last name for all the good that sound did him.

“I’m here,” the voice said.  “My name’s Mary.  I found you outside my house, half dead.  I dragged you inside and did my best to nurse you, but I didn’t have much to work with.  I sent for Doc Hawkins, but he hasn’t been able to make it out here yet.  I think you’ll be okay, though, so just take it easy for now.  I’ve got soup if you think you’re able to swallow.”

He wondered if that was the burning in his belly, hunger, and tried to nod on a neck that had been hung on the same hinges as his jaw.  So instead he tried to indicate with his eyelids that, yes, he would like to try some soup.  She must have caught his meaning, because she said, “Okay.  I’ll get it.”

She disappeared and came back a second later, dragging a chair over and sitting in front of him with a bowl and spoon in hand.

“It’s hot, but hopefully not too hot,” she said, and held the spoon to his lips.  He opened them as best he could and she poured it into his mouth.  It was hot, she was right, but not so much as to burn.  It was very good, not too hearty, just enough to warm him when he swallowed it, and stoke that hungry fire in his belly again, demanding more.

Mary fed him, then he passed out yet again.
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WHEN HE WOKE AGAIN, it was to bandages around his chest and back, and he was finally able to move more than his eyelids.  Walker groaned and tried to turn, but as soon as he did, the woman’s voice—Mary he thought he remembered her saying—demanded, “Don’t move.  You’ll open the wounds again and Doc Hawkins just managed to get out most of the infection.”

She was at his side then, holding him still.

“Are you finally waking up for good, or is this another brief spell where I feed you soup and you pass out again for another day?”

His back itched like crazy, but he couldn’t move his arms to stop it.  He tried to get up on an elbow, but he was too weak, shaking with exhaustion and malnutrition.  He hadn’t starved to death, but the soup he sort of remembered tasting must have been a while ago.

“Do you,” he managed to say, “have any ...”  He stopped to catch his breath.  He wanted to say bread, or anything more filling than soup, but he realized his throat was still raw, so he asked instead, “Water?”

“Yes,” she said, and brought him a cup.  She held it to his lips and he sipped, letting the coolness fill his mouth before he swallowed it and felt it pool like heaven in his stomach.  When he was finished, he leaned down into the pillow again, then managed to ask, “Bread?”

“Bread?” Mary said.  “Did you ask for bread?  I actually do have some.”  She disappeared again, then came back in seconds.  He opened his eyes and watched her tear off a piece, then sit beside him.  She held a small piece to his lips, and he opened them and took it.

Walker chewed slowly, feeling his jaw loosen up.  Everything in his face felt sort of crooked and was realigning it all now, trying to make himself feel normal after who knew how long unconscious as the world passed him by.

Finally he swallowed, then managed to ask, “How long ... have I been ... here?”

He saw he was on a couch, probably in this woman’s living room where she’d managed to drag him.

“Almost two weeks,” Mary said.  “You’ve been in and out a lot.  I’ve done the best I could, but I don’t have much here to be honest.  Doc Hawkins showed up finally and he did what he could, too.  He said I did a decent job patching you up, probably saved your life.  But he still had a lot of work to do.  He said to make sure you didn’t do a whole lot of turning and stretching, you’d open the wounds back up.  Was it a rabid animal?  That was his main concern, rabies, he said.”

She finally stopped talking, then started again with, “I’m sorry, I just had a lot to say while you were out.  Do you remember what happened to you?”

He thought about it for a second, then nodded his head and said, “We were attacked.”

“We?” Mary asked.

“Me and Emma.  My sister.  Out there,” he said, nodding his head to indicate the wider world.  “Something,” he said, “out of nowhere.  The horses got spooked and took off with the wagon, and Emma ... she ...”  He stopped and shook his head as if doing so could make the image of Emma’s destroyed body fall out of his memory forever.

“Oh no,” Mary said.  “So she’s still out there?”

“She’s dead,” Walker said.  “Whatever it was ... it tore open her chest.  Emma’s bones by now.”

The words caught up to him, and he bowed his head to fight back the tears.  He clenched his fists and wanted to hit something.  He finally got himself under control again and said, “I’m sorry.  I’m sorry for intruding on your life and making you nurse me.”

“Don’t be,” Mary said.  “Since Robert died, I won’t say it’s not nice to have someone else to talk to, even if you were unconscious most of that time.”

He thought she might have been half-joking so he offered what he could of a chuckle, then asked, “Can I have some more bread, please?  I’m so hungry.”

“Of course,” she said, and fed him some more.
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WALKER SPENT THE NEXT several days as he had the previous several, but as they went on, he was conscious more and more often.  He ate, drank, and was eventually able to sit up.  He and Mary talked about their losses, Emma for him, while Mary told him about her husband, Robert.  He told her he and Emma had been crossing Missouri to get back home from Colorado.

“Where’s home?” she asked.

“La Grange, Indiana,” Walker said.  “We went west to help set up a college.  Emma was a teacher, I’m a librarian.”  She eyed the gun and its holster among his bloody clothes.  “Pa was a lawman,” Walker said.  “Taught us both to shoot to defend ourselves when we were young.  Maybe he should have taught us to run a little faster.”

“I’m sorry about your sister,” Mary said for what was probably the tenth time.  Walker shook his head and said, “Thank you, but don’t be.  I just wish I knew what attacked us.  It was dark, and it happened so fast.”

“We have all kinds in Missouri,” Mary said.  She told him about the area, the wolves, both grey and red, the mountain lions.  “Black bears used to be common around here, but I haven’t seen one since I was little.”

“I’ve seen all of those in my time,” Walker said.  “I know it was still dark and I was caught by surprise, but I don’t think it was any of those.”

“When Doc Hawkins was here working on you, he said someone else got attacked while out hunting.  He didn’t know what did it, but the talk in town is it must have been a bear.  So he said.”

She told him about Trader’s Point and its people.

It was a small town, but growing by the year.  Saint Joseph was nearby and there was money in that town, she said.  Some of that money found its way out to Trader’s Point.

“We got a lot of the things the bigger towns have.  A post office, a hospital, a school and a church.  We have a barber from Saint Joseph who has a place there too and he comes up here once a month for a week to take care of the locals.”

“Who was it that got attacked?” Walker asked, ignoring all the other details she’d shared.

“Chet Barker,” Mary said.  “He has a farm a couple of miles north of town.”

“Where are we in relation to Trader’s Point?”

“We’re south,” she said.  “About three miles.  It’s a trek to get there, but we could be there and back before dark.”

“That weren’t no bear,” Walker said.  “Least not what got me and Emma.  I’d swear by it.”

After a week, Walker felt strong enough to walk and Mary led him to the door.  He took his time getting there, stopping once to catch his breath, then he stood in the open doorway for a long time, breathing the cool morning air.

She had a chair outside for him, and he sat in it drinking coffee while Mary tended to her farm.  She said she’d been neglecting it too long while she took care of him, and he knew she hadn’t said it to make him feel guilty, but he did anyway.

“Mary, as soon as I can cross the room without stopping, I’m going to help out,” he promised.

“As soon as you can do that, I was putting you to work anyway,” Mary said, then disappeared into the barn to tend to the livestock.

While she milked her cows, Walker sat there drinking his coffee and staring out at the land.

Mary’s plot wasn’t the biggest he’d seen, but he could tell Robert had put a lot of work into making it prosper.  In all her mentions of him, she’d never told him how Robert had died.  And Walker, still distracted over the loss of his only sibling and, to be honest, his best friend in the world, hadn’t thought to ask.  And since she’d never offered, he wasn’t sure if he should ask.  Maybe she wasn’t ready to talk about it yet.

He’d spent some time on farms growing up, but had never lived on one.  His Pa being the lawman of their town, they’d lived in a home inside La Grange.  His mother had a garden, so he knew the basics, but if he’d been dropped on a farm all alone and told to make it through harvest, he’d have to do what he’d done his whole life and turn to his books for answers.

His books were gone now, he realized.  Along with everything else he owned.  Those horses hadn’t hesitated to take off when whatever it was, that monster, attacked out of nowhere.

When Mary came out of the barn with buckets of milk in each hand, he called to her, “Hey, I don’t suppose Doc Hawkins said anything about an unmanned wagon being pulled by two cowardly horses wandering the area, did he?”

Mary shook her head and said, “Sorry, no, he didn’t.  It’s been a while, though; I’m sure those horses are long gone.”

“Yeah,” Walker said.  “I thought so, too.”

Yep, he thought, all those books along with them.

He looked out at the fields and asked, “You tend these by yourself?”

“Not all the time,” Mary said.  “I mean, it was Robert and me for a while, along with a few hired hands from the area he’d pay to come help out.  Since his passing, though, I just haven’t had the wherewithal to care much.”

He nodded understanding, then said, “How long has it been?”  Then he berated himself for broaching the subject he told himself he wasn’t going to broach.  Then his inner voice argued that, no, he said he wasn’t going to ask how Robert died.  Which he hadn’t done; he’d only asked when.

“He’d been gone a month when you showed up,” Mary said.  Then she set the milk down and carried a churn over to sit it in front of Walker.  “You can do this for me?” she asked.  He nodded and said, “I think so,” and that was that on the subject of Robert’s passing, he thought.
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“DOES ANYONE ELSE KNOW I’m here besides the doc?” Walker asked that night as they ate their dinner.  Mary had chickens behind the house and she killed one for something of a celebratory dinner: Walker’s first day out of the house.  They had bread she’d baked, slathered with butter Walker had churned, and potatoes grown in a small garden outside that Mary kept as she let her fields go.

“I don’t know,” Mary said, shaking her head.  “Why do you ask?”

Walker shrugged and said, “I just don’t suppose it looks very good, a woman out here all alone with a strange man in her house.  I can’t imagine it seems proper.”

“I can make you sleep in the barn from now on if you’d like,” Mary joked.

Walker looked to the wall and in the direction of the barn beyond it, considered this, then said, “That is your choice, of course.  It’s your home.”

“And I choose to keep my patient close by just in case,” Mary said.  “Now no more talk of propriety.  You’ve been awake today more hours in a row than you have since you showed up in my yard, I can only imagine you’ll be needing some rest as soon as that plate’s cleared.”

He thought about this for a second, then realized, “Yes, I am having a hard time keeping my eyes open now that you mention it.”

“Then finish up,” Mary said.  He did.

He went to sleep soon after while Mary cleaned the dishes and went about getting the house ready for the end of the day.

Before she turned in herself, she sat in a chair brushing her hair and watching Walker sleep.  She still had many questions about what had sent him here.  She wondered if the attack on Chet Barker had any connection at all.  Walker suspected it might, she knew.  But Doc Hawkins said he thought it was a bear, while the marks on Walker weren’t consistent.  Bears had five claws, but the marks on his back showed only four.  And while there had been bears in the area when Mary was younger, there were less and less of them as time went on.

It could have been a wolf, she thought, but those marks were of a size to suggest a wolf larger than any she’d ever heard of.

She’d heard tales of shapeshifters down in the Ozarks, but that was a long way from Trader’s Point.

As she had done many nights since he appeared, Mary dozed off wondering what dangers might lurk just outside her door.  She knew she had Robert’s rifle stashed away, but Walker said he’d shot at whatever it was himself.  Mary didn’t know if he hit it, but at that close range, surely he couldn’t have missed, and the thing still managed to run off just fine.

She shivered and told herself it was the chill night air that caused it.  Then she fell asleep in her bed while her patient healed downstairs.
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WALKER DREAMED EMMA was standing over him.  She stared down, and he couldn’t tell if the look on her face was anger or sadness.  And the gaping hole in her chest, where her heart was absent, offered no clues.
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THE NEXT MORNING, WALKER made it to the chair outside without having to pause and catch his breath.  The day was hot and the air smelled like a farm, heady and aromatic in ways one never really got used to.  The farm was full of noises he couldn’t hear from inside the house, birds chirping in the trees out front, cows mooing behind barn doors.

“See that?” Mary said, “you’ll be out plowing fields in no time.”

“I would now if I thought I had the strength,” Walker said.

Instead he watched her head toward the barn to feed her animals, then she said she was going to work in the garden around back if he wanted to bring the chair and follow her.

“I think I’ll sit here for a while,” he said.  “If I had to sit and watch you work in the garden without being able to help, I don’t think I could live with myself.”

“So you’ll sit and listen instead?”

“I’m hoping the birds drown you out,” he said and smiled.

Mary headed around to the back of the house, leaving Walker alone with his thoughts.  He sat and looked at the scenery admiring the beauty of nature.  He wondered how much longer before he felt well enough to get up and move around like a regular person again.  The pain in his back still woke him up in the middle of the night, and sometimes the itch was maddening.  But he wasn’t as tired all the time, and he felt stronger by the day.

He thought of Emma.  He knew as soon as he was able, the first thing he had to do was go and find her and give her a proper burial.  He couldn’t stand the idea of his sister out there lying in the woods somewhere, probably already defiled by every animal in northwest Missouri.  He had to go and find her—whatever was left of her, that small voice in the back of his head said.  An image from his dream last night, Emma with her chest torn open, flashed in his mind and he shuddered and muttered to himself, “Yeah, whatever’s left of her.”

He was staring off into the trees, not really seeing them, listening to Mary toiling away around back, when a new sound found its way into the mix before he was even aware it was there.  He snapped back to reality just in time to see a horse down the road from Mary’s front porch.  He couldn’t make out the man who sat atop it, not at that distance, but the dark smudge of a six-shooter at the rider’s side stood out well enough.  The sun behind him glinted and caught a flash of metal on the man’s chest.

Mary must have heard the approach as well because she stopped working and before Walker knew it, was standing beside him, wiping her brow with a handkerchief.

The rider came to a stop in front of the house, dismounted, and came over to Mary.

The visitor could only be described as squat.  He wore a hat to add height and a gunbelt to give the illusion his girth was due to its heftiness, but Walker saw the truth.  The visitor was a short, squat man who wore a gun and a badge to make himself feel better about himself.

“How’s it going, Mrs. Collins?”

“George Townsend,” Mary said, “we’ve known each other since we were ten, back when I was still Mary Randall and you weren’t sheriff.”

The sheriff gave a nod of acknowledgement and said, “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.  How are you this morning?”

“Doing what I can,” Mary said, spreading her arms and indicating the farm.

“And who might you be, fella?” the sheriff asked, eyeing Walker suspiciously.  “Sitting here letting a woman do all the work?”

“Don’t be rude, George,” Mary said.  “This is Mr. Walker.”

“He can answer for himself,” the sheriff said.

Walker got to his feet and held out a hand to shake.

“I’m John Walker,” he said, counting the seconds before the sheriff finally shook his hand—five—and also making note of how many pumps he gave it—two—before deciding he wasn’t a fan of this man.  “I was attacked by an animal a while back and just barely managed to make it here where Mrs. Collins found me and nursed me back to health.”

“Is that right?” Sheriff Townsend asked, his eyes rolling over to Mary.  “Dressing you in her husband’s shirts, too.  Looks too big on you.”

“He was attacked, George,” Mary said.  “His shirt was torn to shreds and I had to put something on him.  As for nursing him back to health,” she said, looking at Walker now, and nodding, “well, I did what I could, but it was Doc Hawkins who did most of the work.”

“Doc’s been here and seen him, then?”

“Must have been just over a week ago, I think?” Mary said.

“He didn’t mention it.”

“Why would he?” Mary asked.

“Physician-patient privilege was passed in this state five years ago,” Walker said.  “He’s not really allowed to talk about his patients, legally.”

“You smarting off?” Sheriff Townsend asked.

“No, sir,” Walker said.  “Just offering an explanation.”

“Well, Mr. Walker,” Sheriff Townsend said, “I’ve known you all of three minutes and I already don’t like you.  I’ve got business with Mrs. Collins, the legal owner of this here land, so I’ll thank you to excuse yourself and leave us be.”

“George,” Mary said, “don’t be rude to my guest or you won’t be a guest much longer yourself.”

“I won’t be here long anyway,” Townsend said.  “I just came by to—.”  He stopped and looked at Walker.  Walker got the hint and excused himself to duck back inside the house.  Mary could tell by the look on his face that George didn’t like how easily the stranger entered her house, as if he had every right to be there inside the place George’s friend, and Mary’s husband, had built.  The place that, up until a month ago, had been owned by Robert Collins, not Mary.

“Calm yourself, George,” Mary said.  “My house, my guest.”

George finally tore his eyes away from the closed door, God knew what kind of thoughts were swirling in that head of his, and turned back to Mary.

“I just came by to discuss the offer again,” George said.  “It’s a good one, probably the best they’re gonna offer before they move in and make things even more difficult for you.”

“They’re welcome to try, George,” Mary said.  “But I’m not selling.  Robert and I put too much time and money into this place over the years, and it’s all I have left of him.”

“Seems you’re moving on pretty well to me.”

“He was at death’s door,” Mary said.  “I did what I could to save a life.  I’m sure you know something about that responsibility, what with that badge on your chest and all.  He’s here until he’s healed then he’s going back home to Indiana.”

“Whereabouts?”

“None of your business,” Mary said.  “Now back to the subject, I’m not selling.  They can build their railroad around me, but my husband’s legacy is in this land, and I won’t see it buried under so much steel.”

“I think that’s a really bad idea.”

“Duly noted,” Mary said.  “Now I’d like to get back to my garden, and you should be out looking for whatever it was that attacked Chet Barker.”

“Who told you about that?”

“Doc mentioned it when he was here tending to Mr. Walker.”

“Physician-patient privilege my foot,” George growled.

“Chet Barker’s not a patient, George,” Mary said.  “Mr. Barker is dead.  And whatever did it is probably still out there.  Maybe you should direct your efforts there rather than bothering me with trivial matters that will never bear fruit so long as I’m standing.  Thank you for your concern, Sheriff, but I’m not selling.”

George nodded and said, “Well, obviously I hope you reconsider because Robert was my friend and you and I go back too, so I’m just looking out for what’s best for you since he’s not here to take care of you.”

“Thank you for your concern,” Mary said.  “But I’ll be fine.”

George threw another look at the house, shooting daggers that burrowed through the wood and buried themselves in John Walker’s flesh.  He got on his horse and said, “If you have any troubles here,” and he motioned to the house and its guest.

“I’ll be fine,” Mary repeated.

Sheriff Townsend nodded and rode his
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