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The heavy rain had put off many of the regulars and the saloon was quiet. A few cards scattered over a large table, and an empty glass on top of a rickety old piano, provided the only indication of custom that day.

Approaching lights out, the only patron left in the bar was Braun. Drunk as usual, he was a little wobbly on top of his favourite stool. He’d been drinking for twelve hours straight, and Ed the bartender was growing impatient. “I want to finish up for the night, goddamnit. You’ve been sipping that drink for close to an hour now.”

Braun slurred his response. “Thhiiss…, is my last drink.”

Ed slapped his forehead in frustration. “I know it’s your last drink. I told you I wouldn’t serve you any more liquor after this one. But being the spiteful sonofabitch that you are, you’re deliberately taking forever and a day to finish up.” He sighed. “It’s the same shit with you all the time, Braun.”

Even in Cheston, a town of many boozers, Braun was considered the biggest pain in the ass drunk of them all. He’d been drinking from the minute he’d rolled out of bed, and he was down to his last few bucks. He’d been able to finance his drinking following a desperate sale of his only suit to a young stagecoach driver passing through town earlier that day. The suit was tatty by most people’s standards, but to Braun it had acted as leisure wear, workwear, and his Sunday best. This explained why he was sitting in the bar wearing nothing but sweat and urine-stained Long Johns, a heavily frayed purple waistcoat, and a pair of mud-caked brown boots.

Ed’s tired old drinking den didn’t warrant strict dress codes, so providing you weren’t naked, the only material that mattered was the leather of a wallet.

Braun pointed a crooked finger at the glass tumbler in front of him and hiccupped through his next sentence. “Look, Ed, I ain’t go’ shit apart from this—”

Ed rubbed his forehead in frustration and interrupted. “Let’s not go through this again, damnit. I hear this crap from you every night, and I’m tired of it.” He leant over the bar and edged a little closer to Braun. He was angry, but he didn’t want to boil over. Keen to avoid shouting, he spoke through the corner of his mouth. “I spend more time listening to you than anyone else, the wife included. I used to have some good conversations in here. I’d put the world to rights with all kinds of people. Ain’t like that now, though. No sonofabitch will come near me unless they want a drink, and all because you’re sat right there in front of me all the goddamned time.”

Braun carried on, oblivious to Ed’s complaints, and hiccupped his way through a refrain that would be a common theme with the blues years later. “I got no woman, no work, no friends, Hic, even my dog ran away from me. Hic, and now…” He pulled at his Long Johns. “…I ain’t got no clothes. Ha-Hic-ha-ha!!” He placed his head in his hands and shifted between laughter and hiccups.

Ed reached the end of his tether and pulled the drink from Braun. “Give me that! You may not have anything to get up for tomorrow, but I do, Braun, and I ain’t got all night. I’m finished with this crap, okay?! I don’t want to listen to your bitching and complaining for a minute longer.”

Aware of how irritable Ed’s manner was becoming, Braun’s agitation grew, and he reached over the bar to wrestle the drink out of Ed’s hand. “You give me that back now, Ed. I paid my money.”

Ed sighed and stepped back out of Braun’s reach. He tried a soft-soaping approach instead. “What if I keep hold of this shot of whiskey for you? It’s three years old, and I’m sure it’ll taste even better with an extra day to its age. Huh?” He patted Braun on the shoulder. “You’ve had a good ol’ session today. Now, you go home, sleep it off. Plenty of rest is just what you need. You’ll be nice and straight for tomorrow.”

Braun looked despondent but begrudgingly accepted Ed’s suggestion. “Alright, alright, I’ll get on outta here, but don’t you forget to keep that drink for me?”

Ed nodded. “Don’t worry, buddy, I’m a man of my word and…” He lowered his voice to make his next offer sound more attractive as he humoured Braun. “…I might even put an extra slug in it. On the house, but…” He raised a finger. “…only if you leave here quietly, and don’t go making all hell’s worth of noise on your way out.”

Braun had a habit of shouting as he left the saloon and would often yell up to the windows to get some attention from Ed’s wife, who lived upstairs with her husband. This tendency backfired on him one very drunken evening a few months prior. His exit that night consisted of a quarter hour of stumbling and falling in his attempts to cross the twenty metres it took to get from the barstool to the doorway. All the while he was bellowing an old folk tune at the top of his voice. This commotion drove Ed’s wife so mad that she put aside the sewing kit she was using to mend a trouser zipper for her husband, and she waited by the window for Braun to get outside. Once she could see him on the saloon landing, she pulled the window open and poured the entire contents of a near full bedpan all over him, soaking him from head to toe.

Ed was furious and came close to barring Braun that night, but following his wife’s actions he relented, because he did not approve of her behaviour, especially since he had to take a mop and bucket outside to clean it up before the desert sun dried it into the wood.

Braun amazingly didn’t have any recollection of the incident when he turned up the following day. However, Ed and the rest of the bar’s patrons had to put up with the terribly unpleasant smell of the contents of his wife’s bladder marinated on Braun for days afterwards.

Braun responded. “Don’t you worry none about that, Ed, I’ll tiptoe outta here all quiet, like a slippy, slidy snake.”

Ed sighed at the stupid remark as Braun swung around on his stool ready to exit. Just as he was about to get to his feet, they heard a horse trotting and slowing down outside.

A man pulled up next to the saloon, and the horse whinnied quietly as the man tied it up to a post a few metres from the entrance. 

Braun and Ed looked at each other, slightly confused. It was highly unusual for somebody who’d been riding horseback to show up so late at the saloon; most of the customers were local townspeople who’d arrive on foot, and with the weather so horrendous and with the clock close to midnight, this was a peculiar occurrence.

The man made his way slowly up three wooden steps onto the outside landing area of the saloon. He was soaking wet and agitated as he swung the doors wide open and stepped through.

Standing half a metre from the doorway for a few seconds, he wiped the rain off a heavily scuffed leather poncho, adding to the small puddle that formed around him as he tipped his Stetson hat forward and the rim-gathered rainwater emptied onto the wooden floor. 

He was a monstrously built man, six foot four and broad shouldered, with an imposing demeanour. He stood with his legs wide apart, his arms hung clenched to his sides, with hairy, thick-fingered hands rolled into fists.

Ed waited until the stranger finished wringing himself out before addressing him.

“I can see that you could do with a drink, friend, but I’m afraid I’m unable to oblige. We’re finished for the night. You’re just—”. He looked at his watch. “—a half hour too late.”

The man stared at the floor; his head was lowered into a position where his hat covered the top half of his face, but the bottom half revealed a strong, stubbly, tanned jaw, propped up by a neck as thick and wide as his head.

The stranger responded as Braun glared at him open-mouthed. “I’m not here for a drink.”

Ed blinked and kept his eyes closed for a couple of seconds. Anticipating trouble, he asked, “Then what can I do you for, friend?”

Ed waited for a response that didn’t come, and before the length of the silence became too uncomfortable, he made a courteous offer. “If you need to dry off, I can provide you with fresh towels, and I’d sure be glad to fill up your flask with coffee.”

The stranger growled, “I don’t want no towel, and I don’t want your coffee.”

Braun joined in before Ed could respond. “Just what exactly do you want, huh, mister? My buddy here is just trying to help, ain’t that right, Ed?”

Ed focused on the man and said, “Look, I’m trying to be hospitable here. I don’t want any trouble, it’s late and this man…” Ed put his hand on Braun’s shoulder. “…and I are ready to call it a night.”

The stranger scoffed “Call it a night huh? Now, I’m not sure what the deal is with you guys, but it looks like your buddy should be tucked up already in those filthy old bed clothes.” Braun raised his voice and stuttered, “They ain’t so dirty, I wash them a couple of times a month and the… the… these are my only clothes, you sonofabitch. I got nothing.” He turned to his friend. “Ain’t that right, Ed? Just the clothes on my back and this here drink.”

He began fidgeting and Ed took over, first addressing Braun. “Let’s settle down now. Ain’t nothing for any of us to get upset about. We’ve established that we are closed for the night…” He looked to the stranger. “And our new friend don’t want what’s being offered, so I’m sure he’s about to leave…” He paused and added, “Ain’t that right, mister?”

Ed discreetly reached for a fully loaded handgun positioned accessibly on a small shelf just underneath the bar surface. It had been wedged there out of view for several years, and although he’d come close to grabbing it before, this was the first time Ed knew that he was going to need it.

The stranger’s stare hadn’t moved from the floor, but he somehow realised what Ed was up to. He pulled a gun quickly from a holster and said ominously, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, bartender.”

Ed tipped his head concedingly, and the stranger continued with a threatening tone. “Now put your goddamn hands where I can see them, or I will shoot your face right offa that big head of yours.”

Ed immediately abandoned any more thoughts of heroism and held his arms up. The stranger moved towards the bar slowly as Ed kept his arms hoisted. Braun was mumbling incoherently, his head slumped against the bar.

The stranger kept his gun focused on Ed as he spoke. “Now, turn around slowly and empty that money box for me.” 

Ed nodded, and with his arms still raised he moved around steadily towards the cash register. He opened it and began pulling out some wads of notes. There wasn’t much cash inside, but he deliberately took his time as he started fingering another firearm, a small pistol that he kept inside the register.

The stranger quickly grew impatient. “Come on! Dammit. My trigger finger is getting itchy.” Just as the stranger finished his sentence, Ed turned around and fired a hopeful shot at him. The shot startled the stranger, but unfortunately for Ed it flew way off target.

The stranger retaliated by pulling the trigger of his own firearm, shooting Ed through the right lens of his glasses. The bullet burrowed through his head, passed through the other side and into a full bottle of brandy shelved behind the bar. The bottle smashed and soaked Ed’s newly lifeless body as it dropped to the floor.

The stranger didn’t flinch and immediately made his way around the bar, ensuring that his eyes and gun were firmly focused on Braun. “Now, Mr Long Johns. You’ve just seen what happened to the bartender. So, you’re going to need to take it easy, unless you wanna be swimming in that pool of liquor with your buddy.”

Braun’s head remained on the bar as he mumbled, “Wwwhhaat d’you do that ffoorr, huh? Ed was a good man; you shouldn’t have done that.”

The stranger retaliated, “Look, I’m sure he was a swell guy, real nice how he kept a bum like you topped up with the cheap stuff in this shit mark town. But he made a choice, a wrong fucking choice, by deciding to take a shot at me.”

He shook his head in mock dismay and tutted a few times. “I didn’t want to shoot the bastard, believe me, I really didn’t. All I wanted was for this to be clean and fast. Complications I do not like. I get mad, and when I get mad, folks get hurt, and like your friend, some folks die. He was damn stupid, and he paid the price for it.”

He carried on around the bar as Braun started crying as he slammed his clenched fist repeatedly against the bar surface.

The stranger snapped. “I’ve only just met you, Long Johns, but first impressions and all, I’ve gotta say that you don’t look like you’ve got much to live for. But if you want,” he made a sweeping gesture with his free hand, “what little you’ve got to continue. If you really want to keep marching on. If it somehow matters to you. Well, you’d better settle down now, okay?” Braun carried on whimpering as the stranger made his way around the bar to the cash register. He pulled a half full, strapped cotton bag out from underneath his poncho and began filling it with notes and coins. He grabbed a few of the expensive cigars that Ed kept for special occasions and flung them into the bag with the money. And with the gun pointed in Braun’s direction, he skipped back around the bar.

A creaky noise emerged from what sounded like a set of stairs being trod on. The stranger realised that somebody had been alerted. “Shit.”

He picked up the pace, backing up towards the saloon doors with the bag in one hand and the gun in the other, his eyes firmly fixed on Braun.

He was about to leave when a rotund, middle-aged lady in a pale pink dressing gown kicked a door open. She was armed with a double-barrelled shotgun, and she screamed tearily, “Arrggghh!” 

She fired a shot at the stranger but proved to be just as lousy a shot as her husband. The intended target was handed a wide berth as she put a large hole in the backside of a framed painting of a buffalo.

The stranger responded immediately, demonstrating his composure and skill as a gunman by firing two rounds into Ed’s wife’s chest. Her eyes dilated as a pained primal guttural noise exited her mouth, and her overweight body crashed to the floor.

Braun, in the midst of shock trauma, temporarily lost his balance and fell from his stool. The stranger turned to him, but lightning quick he pulled a pistol from inside his waistcoat and fired, striking the stranger on the right side of his neck with a fluke, one-in-a-thousand hit that a sober Braun, reliant on mind rather than instinct, would never have been able to produce. 

The stranger’s priorities changed. He dropped the gun and bag and moved both hands to the wound. 

Braun stayed sitting on the floor, watching as the man dropped to his knees, hopelessly trying to stem the flow of the oozing spring of blood chugging out of his neck. Within seconds the stranger’s knees buckled, and he fell flat on his back. He quickly blinked several times and his arms dropped, through a combination of acceptance of the losing battle and through incapability, as all his bodily functions shut down rapidly.

Braun staggered to his feet and slowly advanced in the direction of the dying man. By the time he’d covered the six metres to reach him, the stranger had breathed his last. 

Braun crouched and ran his hands through the inside of the stranger’s poncho. Noticing another two bags strapped to the upper torso, he flipped up the poncho and attempted to untie the heavy-set knots that kept them from coming loose. In his inebriation, he struggled with this and soon gave up in favour of hacking through them with a blade.

Going back to the bar, he uncovered a half blunt but adequate chopping knife which he used to slash through the thick cotton fixed to the man. There wasn’t much give between the chest and the material, so he cut into the man’s skin, getting blood on his hands in the follow-through of the strap break. He wiped it on the floor and pulled off the remaining strands of cotton with his hands. 

Unzipping the bags, he was astonished to find them crammed full of money, mostly of various denominations but predominantly higher marks. 

Braun looked at the dead man and said, “All that money and you still wanted Ed’s takings for the day?” He sighed and added, “Well, you paid the price for your rotten greed.” He grabbed a one dollar note and placed it on the bar as he addressed Ed’s corpse mournfully.

“I’ll take that extra shot now, Ed.”

He climbed over the bar to claim the drink promised to him and topped up his glass with a generous measure of whiskey. He threw it straight down his throat and strapped the bags to himself, creating a second tight knot. Unable to conceal them under his lightweight waistcoat, he pulled the leather poncho over the stranger’s head and placed it over his own.

At this point paranoia kicked in, sobering him up a little as he picked up the other bag and scanned the room to survey the carnage.

He sighed as he homed in on Ed’s wife’s corpse laid out in an unflattering position, her legs wide apart and head drooped to one side. Her pale pink nightdress looked especially washed-out, with dollops of fresh moist blood splattered across. It was only when he focused on the colours that he noticed something else. Something that he initially put down to his imagination as it was only through heavy concentration that he could make it out.

A very light and thin, blue, gel-like substance trickled from her eyes, nose, and mouth. The colour was faint and as delicate as the blue against the sky from a rapidly disintegrating rainbow.

He spat on his hands and rubbed his eyes, trying to establish whether they were playing tricks on him or not. But this action did not alter what he could see. He had not been around the deceased at the moment of death before, and his initial thoughts considered that this was released from someone when their spirit left them. 

But something else troubled him and he had an immediate attraction to it. His poorly exercised mind attempted to understand, as a medley of emotions shifted from one to another rapidly, like a high-speed computer jogging through all its components. This was quickly played out and a suitable match wasn’t found. 

This was novel, and after a brief ponderous period the mind temporarily switched off as something else took over. An undefinable push from within, an unexplainable longing guided and lured him trance-like to the lady’s body.

He crouched down next to her head and put his ear close to her mouth, listening for breath, but nothing came out. He touched her neck for a pulse; no sign of life was realised. Curious, he reached down with three of his fingers and scooped up a strip of the faint blue gel secreted from her eyes. It was thinning out and losing moisture by the second. Once removed, it left no residue behind on the lady’s face. 

He smelt the goo and inhaled the scent as deeply as his flared nostrils would allow. The smell was unlike anything he’d experienced; the closest resemblance was apricots fresh from the tree mixed with burning wood, but that was just an initial note. The depth and complexity of the odour passed beyond what his scent glands could fathom. It was utterly intoxicating and left him ready for his next instinctive action. 

He pushed his fingers into his mouth and rubbed the gel onto the flesh inside of his cheek, allowing the capillaries to absorb the substance quickly into the bloodstream. This produced the desired effect and instantly filled his entire being with euphoric energy. It was instantaneous and too much for his body to take, as his legs weakened and sent him to the ground momentarily. Thankfully, just as rapidly, he bounced back up.

Under a spell, Braun approached the other two corpses, delighting as he saw that they also had the substance leaking from their facial orifices, although the quality and potency of the matter had swiftly degraded in both cases.

What he pulled from the stranger’s face was a reddish-brown colour and of a sea foam-like texture. He balanced this carefully on his fingers and placed it inside his mouth, rubbing it into his gums.

On Ed’s face, the stuff was of a blue, similar to his wife’s, but it had degenerated to the form of near dust. Despite his mild reverie and instant craving, his muscle memory guided him to the few times he’d inhaled snuff. It hadn’t been a great experience for him initially, but after a further few dabbles with added sprinklings of jasmine and lavender, he’d quite enjoyed it. He decided to take this the same way and constructed a line of it onto the back of his right hand, pressing down his weaker left nostril to snort up the powder through three forceful inhalations.

Sitting on the floor, Braun waited momentarily for the substance to make an impact. His pupils dilated and filled the entire lens of his eyes, leaving them as black as the darkest corner of an unlit underground train station. This effect permeated for a few seconds, and with nowhere else to go it retracted, creating another anomaly as his pupils shrunk to the size of pin pricks before settling back to a regular size again. 

He left the saloon, and amidst the fresh air his mind became the dominant lead again, returning him to the state of shock prior to his feeding. He had no recollection of what had happened after strapping the money bags to himself. Despite this, he bizarrely didn’t have a sense of time lost or disorientation. His physical and mental self shut down briefly as something else took over, an enigmatic instinct that pushed everything else back. 

Despite his shock and distress, he felt a heightened sense of awareness, and his inebriation was no longer present. He was still uncertain on his feet, but he put this down to the high winds and torrential rain as he stretched his arms out to keep himself balanced against the gales.

He knew he had to flee the scene and cumbersomely stepped over to the horse. His survival sentience was fully intact, and any concerns of the cold night getting the better of him were quashed as he noted a thick woollen blanket strapped up to the rear of the horse. It was a full moon, a perfectly clear night, the stars at their brightest. Braun drew on a memory, an old cowboy assuring him that if such conditions were in place, any good horse should be able to see perfectly well through the darkness.

With a vague idea of what direction to head in, he untied the horse, flopped onto its saddle, and rode out of town.
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The horse halted suddenly as Braun hit the floor with a hard thud. The soft, sandy terrain broke the fall somewhat, but his back-led impact still knocked the wind out of him. He groaned and rubbed his face as the harsh desert sunlight penetrated his eyes. The daylight surprised him; his last memory recalled riding through the pitch black with nothing more than a hopeful sense of direction.

It was hot, exceedingly hot, and despite his whole life being basked in near extreme heat, he’d never fully accustomed to it and longed to feel something else. It would often get chilly in the night, but he craved to feel an icy cold, the sort of low temperatures that would leave him just as uncomfortable at the other extreme, to feel something new and different. His frustration grew as he cursed himself for being so restless. He knew he’d soon tire of any alternative, and countless other people from lands afar would swap ten days of their deep painful cold for one day of sun-soaked radiance.

Climbing to his feet carefully, he winced as he looked down at his Long Johns. A sticky, moistened clump of material had stuck to the hairs of his left inside leg and prompted him to moan, “I’ve damn pissed myself.” He slapped the side of the horse. “Hope I didn’t get any on you, big fella.”

He took a substantial swig of warm water, courtesy of a flask hanging from the horse’s saddle, and poured a few drops over his head. The sun had not long risen but the heat was already kicking in, serving to aggravate an already fierce hangover. In a bid to cool down, he removed his inherited leather poncho, folded it over and placed it into a bag hanging from the saddle, as he tried to gather his bearings. The horse had covered many miles throughout the night, and Braun intuitively surmised that they were on the track to another town and hopefully somewhere that he could get a drink. 

He fed the horse some water and checked to see if anybody was around before pouring two of the bags of money onto the sand. Lacking in any sort of education, he didn’t know how to count big numbers, but he could plainly see that he was in the possession of a vast amount of money. Making a couple of piles with the notes, he flicked through them a few times before bringing a wad up to his nose. The notes and coins smelt musty and unpleasant, but the scent pleased him all the same, with assurances that the situation was real and not imaginary. 

After struggling a couple of times, he eventually managed to climb back on top of the horse and carried on heading in the same direction for a further five hours until reaching civilization. 

He arrived just after midday at a small town just inside San Diego. The year was 1880, and the newly developed area was flourishing following the gold rush. Braun had heard mutterings of this, but it hadn’t influenced his decision to head there. He’d conceded that his working days were behind him, due to poor health brought on by chronic alcoholism. He was in his early forties and young enough for employment, but he felt and looked a much grander age. His face was ashen-tired and craggy, with a scruffy unkempt beard. Matted shoulder-length hair retained a few blond strands of youth but was mostly overpowered by a heavy influx of grey.

He was a mess, and his body struggled as the remaining remnants of alcohol in his system dissolved. Where can I get a drink? was the first thought that crossed his mind as he passed into the town. Travelling in, he’d decided that he was going to get a nice suit fitted before anything else, but now the raging urge for alcohol overwhelmed the more sensible option. In typical fashion of most towns during the period, he didn’t have to venture too far before finding a suitable watering hole, as he spotted a sign advertising liquor outside of a barn. Braun smacked the horse’s side, rolled off, and pulled some rope from out of the saddle bag. He tied the animal to a post next to three more horses surrounding a rusty, weather-beaten drinking trough.

Once satisfied that the knot was strong enough to keep the horse from running off, he eagerly walked up to the barn and pulled open a heavy wooden door. It was an old working farm space that had been converted into a saloon, and although it retained a lot of its old features, this wasn’t designed to give the place character. It was thrown together in a slapdash manner, due to lack of funds and desire to give the place a homely feel. Tightly compacted bales of hay scattered across the room were used as makeshift benches, and a rickety old ladder leading to the upper mow of the barn remained if people wanted to risk climbing up to the top with their drinks. The bar itself consisted of stacked boxes and shelving units for the spirits. Braun dusted himself down and flinched as he realised that he should have put the poncho back on to preserve a degree of modesty over his Long John-clad appearance. This minor concern rapidly subsided as he looked up to see something that startled him to a point where he struggled to believe what was in front of him. The few patrons of the bar detected his obvious distress and looked over, prompting him to go back through the swing doors to get some much-needed fresh air.

Once outside, he staggered over to the horse’s trough, ready to vomit, when an ageing, near jet-black stallion appeared to be aware that his water was about to be flavoured with barfed chunks of whiskey and bile. 

Braun knelt and bowed his head ready for the inevitable. But the horse used his head to nudge him and released a sound steeped in frustration as it blew through thick, reverberating, rubbery lips. This knocked the weakened Braun to the floor, puking as he fell over. 

He waited until he was sure all the vomit had pumped out of him, climbed to his feet, and scooped up some water from the trough, washing off the mess he’d made on himself until it was just another stain to join in with the dozens of others spread throughout his Long Johns. The reactionary reflex was unpleasant, but once released, part of his fear had passed, and he felt strangely compelled to re-enter the barn to face what had frightened him so much.

He stood outside the eight foot-high swing doors, taking several deep breaths, after which he slapped himself across the face several times – once or twice a little too hard. The rosy-cheeked burn proved a useful distraction as he pushed through the doors.

He squinted and held it for a second or two before slowly opening his eyes wider, adjusting them to the strange sight. This confirmed that what he’d prayed was a figment of his imagination, was not as such. What greeted him was the sight of a bartender and three men doing nothing particularly unusual, just the sort of laughing, brooding, and shit-talking that you’d expect in such an environment. But the difference lay in what Braun could see; something they all had in common. As clear as the tangible elements to the barn, across all the folk he could see smoky balls of colour living inside them, slightly across from the centre of their chests, and projecting through their flesh and clothing. The colours and sizes varied, but all were of a circular shape. 

Braun sensed they were unaware of the strange phenomena that emanated from them, and he knew that addressing it could firstly draw attention to himself, and secondly create a scene, probably ending up with him labelled a nut and being forced to spend time in the local jail. For a split second, he considered the possibility that he had indeed lost his marbles, but this consideration quickly evaporated. His gut and intuitiveness told him this was not a trick of the mind. 

As he stood in the doorway, a wrought sense from deep within was basking in its power, as though a longing was being nourished. 

Within seconds of gazing at the mesmeric, strange, and beautiful impressions that fell before him, he realised that he was beginning to draw attention. So he dropped his head towards the sawdust-scattered wooden floor and slowly shuffled his way to the bar. Sweaty and shaky, he became acutely aware of all the eyes fixated on him. 

A tiny, elderly bald man, with no more than six teeth in his mouth, was cleaning some glasses. Unimpressed as he glanced over at Braun, he rolled his yellowy eyes and started talking to three tough-looking men in their twenties propping up the bar. 

Braun at this point saw something that frightened him. Standing behind the old barman was something of human size and shape but with a profile etched in a thin blue border. The form inside the border was of a similar colour but edged towards sky blue, just a shade or two lighter than the line of blue that framed the man. 

The detail to it was fragile, like fog, but Braun could see through its shape and movement that it was an apparition of a man. His features and clothes could be made out, although any fleshy tones he may once have had were replaced by the misty texture swarming his entire presence. His clothes and bushy moustache were very much in the style of a citizen of the mid-to-late 1800s and typical of someone who had until recently been amongst the living. And just like seeing that first star in the night sky, it wasn’t long before Braun started seeing more, and he watched as the ghost appeared to be playing out some bar duties. He served another of his kind, made from the same mysterious foggy apparition, but more sizeable in height and width. The phantom barman handed over a shape indicative of a small measure of drink.

Braun took a good look around, seeing several apparitions across the room with varying degrees of visibility. Some appeared to demonstrate behaviour based on a former human existence; others stood still and either stared upwards to the ceiling or with their heads hung low, tilted towards the floor.

In the farthest corner of the barn from the door, a cluster of ghosts huddled together loosely, heads faced into the angle of the corner. None of them appeared to be communicating with each other, at least not in a conventional sense.

Braun’s fear was not recognised, and apart from a few inquisitive glances when he first arrived, his presence wasn’t of great interest to the human guests of the establishment. Attempting to bring a modicum of normality to his situation, he addressed the barman’s ignorance. “You servin’, buddy?”

As the barman turned to him, Braun tried not to stare at the strange orangey glow pulsating between the man’s chest and stomach. He was becoming increasingly aware of his own body’s absorbent sensations, as a craving was quivering and pulling towards what appeared to be the man’s energy spring.

The barman pointed to Braun’s outfit and responded, “You just rolled outta bed or somethin’?” 

Before Braun could answer, the barman added dismissively, “Come back when you’ve got some clothes on.”

The three young men at the bar laughed, but Braun remained undeterred and answered, “I’m itching for a slug of whiskey, fella.” He cleared his throat. “Just a little somethin’ to throw down my neck before I head outta here.”

“I’ll be with you in a minute,” said the barman, and he carried on laughing and joking with the other three customers for a couple of minutes. 

During this period, Braun looked around at the ghosts, counting a dozen. Some were no more than oddly-shaped forms of mass, others resembled the phantom barman, with detail in their faces and clothes. 

Four stood separately staring at the floor, and the other six remained huddled in the corner. Their movements were few, managing only mild, slow shuffled, side-to-side motions. Braun’s feelings towards them had quickly changed. No longer scared, his fear had transitioned into curiosity. They appeared sad and lonely, and he began to feel enormous pity towards them. Not wanting to dwell on this, he snapped out of it and concentrated on the human activity in the barn.

Frustration rattled him as he watched the barman topping his friends’ drinks up.

He said, “Come on now, Mr Barman, I’m no trouble. All’s I want is one little drink. That’s it, nothing more. I don’t want no chitter chatter, food, card games, whatever you’ve got going on here…” He wiped his nose on his sleeve. “I don’t want any of it. Nothing. Just a drink, buddy, alright? It’s damn hot out there today, and my throat is real fucking dry. Need to get me some of that whiskey buzz, too.”

He looked at the barman’s friends, faking a laugh as he tried to drum up some support. “You fellas know what I mean, don’t ya, boys?” 

This didn’t produce a flicker of interest. The only reaction was the youngest of the party clearing his throat in an aggressive, grunting style, as all sets of unfriendly eyes locked into him.

Turning his back to the barman, he finished up his plea. “So, how about it, huh? Can you do that for me?”

The barman pulled his elbows off the bar slowly, as though it was a real chore for him. He sighed and pulled his back into the best posture his ageing hunched back allowed, then said to the three cowboys, “‘Scuse me please, fellas.”

The man’s orangey glow ball darkened a few shades to marmalade as he puffed his chest out. He turned to Braun. “I’m not serving you a damn drop. Okay?” He looked Braun up and down. “If you were any good, you’d have some proper clothes on. Those damn Long Johns just tell me that you’re running away from somebody or something, and I don’t want that here in my place, alright?” He prodded his finger in Braun’s direction and added, “And to tell you straight, mister, even if you were wearing a nice, shiny confederate uniform, I still wouldn’t hand you a glass of the dirtiest rainwater. Now get that damn straight, you wretched sonofabitch. I just don’t like the look of you.”

He turned his back to Braun and finished with, “I want you the hell outta here! That’s all, and I will only ask you once before my young friends here get ready to clip your horns.”

Braun relaxed his jaw and replied, “That how it is?”

The barman turned back around to face Braun. “That’s right. Now, if you know what’s good for you…” He tilted his head, gesturing towards the cowboys. “…you’ll walk on out of here now.”

Braun’s desperation for alcohol got the better of him, and he reached into the inside pocket of his waistcoat, pulling out the small pistol. He shouted, “LOOK, MISTER, LAST NIGHT WAS A HELLUVA NIGHT. A HELLUVA FUCKING NIGHT AND FOR REASONS THAT I CANNOT BEGIN TO EXPLAIN, IT AIN’T LOOKING TOO SWELL FOR ME TODAY NEITHER.”

His exasperation was obvious as he dragged out his next sentence. “NOW-I’M-DAMN-CLOSE-TO-LOSING-MY-MIND, OKAY! SO, FOR THE LOVE OF GOD, GIVE ME A DAMNNNEDDD DRINK! I DON’T CARE IF IT’S YOUR CHEAPEST FIREWATER CRAP. IT DON’T MATTER IF IT’S BLENDED WITH INDIAN PISS. I’LL TAKE WHATEVER YOU’VE GOT, AS LONG AS IT’S WET AND ALCOHOLIC, OKAY, MISTER? NOW PLEASE JUST GET ME A FUCKING BOTTLE!”

The barman immediately grabbed a bottle of whiskey from the unit behind him and handed it over silently, as the other three customers glared menacingly at Braun. One of them, the smallest of the gang, spat tobacco on the floor in Braun’s direction but not close enough to provoke a reaction. 

Braun put the whiskey down and placed a couple of notes onto the bar. He addressed the room. “It’s a shame that I have to wave this thing around…” He shook the pistol a little, prompting two of the men to put their hands in the air as he continued, “…to get anything done.” He wiped his sweaty forehead and sighed. “C’mon now, boys. Life’s tough around these parts for all of us. Why’ve we got to make it harder for each other?” He looked around and shouted, “HUH?”

One of the cowboys, the biggest of the three responded, “Take it easy, fella.”

Braun answered, “I was taking it easy, you stupid asshole. It’s your friend here who’s being difficult.”

Braun walked towards the men and waved his gun slowly across all four. He stopped short by about five yards. Not caring at this point, he spoke out. “Can you see that strange ball of light coming out of your chests?”

The tallest of the three patrons glanced down at his chest and answered, “What are you talkin’ ‘bout? Ball of light? Damn, son, are you crazy? The only thing coming out of my chest are a couple of hairy nipples. I don’t see no…” He laughed. “…li’l ball of light!”

Undeterred, Braun carried on, “How ‘bouts you other fellas, huh? Can you see it? Take a look at yourselves. How can you not see those big, bright, smoky balls all sticking out of you?”

The man to the right of the tall man answered, “As long as you’re waving that gun around, I’ll see whatever you want me to see. Ball of light? Yup, you got it. Suuuurrreee, I see it. Two buffalos around that table over there smoking cigars and playing cards? Yup, I see that as well.”

Pissed off with the sarcasm, Braun lost his composure and fired a shot upwards into the ceiling. The desired dramatic effect wasn’t made, as the bullet only produced a barely audible mild splutter through the hay and straw-thatched roof. 

A thought dawned on him, his next sentence taking him by surprise. “That’s the damn problem. Nobody can see what’s really inside of them. Y’all carry on hating and judging, talking, and talking, hearing but not listening, thinking but not feeling. None of y’all want to reach inside and allow yourself to run on what God has given you.” He moved closer to the tall man and stretched out his gun-free left hand.

The tall young man said, “What the fuck you doing?”

Braun’s right hand pointed the gun to within inches of the man’s mouth, and with his left he reached out, spreading his fingers into a clasped motion just outside of touching distance of the energy ball.

The man backed away and Braun snapped, “DON’T move or… believe me, I will shoot you.”

The man stopped, as his two friends and the bartender exchanged nervous glances.

Braun concentrated hard, and through his fingers he began to pull some of the energy field away from the tall man. It scraped off him like an air-based, springy goo, and the life drained from the man’s face. The lenses of his eyes were devoid of colour, leaving two pin-prick pupils and milky eyeballs staring back.

Braun pulled at the energy to a point where it appeared it might break off, but he lost control and it snapped back onto the body it was attached to. Before the man could regain his composure, Braun started again. The other three bar patrons stood watching open-mouthed and unwilling to react to the situation as Braun’s gun focused on the tall man. 

This time, Braun decided not to overthink it. Instead, he used the magnetic invisible force to reach out and attach itself to the light. Again, it was pulled from the man’s chest, forming a beam that was stretched further and further from the man until it ran up Braun’s forearm. The straight line finished at the elbow as it veered off and pressed against his own chest, setting up a bridge between the two men as absorption began. 

Within seconds, the victim started rocking from side to side and foam bubbled through the corners of his mouth. The other three men shouted at Braun to stop, and the barman yelled, “Stop it. You’re hurting him!”

Braun, in his trance-like state, consumed the energy garnered from the man. Yet he still had a scrap of focus in the perception of his other reality, enabling him to react to the other three men as they considered making moves to try to stop the situation. Only the apprehension of their friend’s head being blown off left them cautious.

Braun, despite his trance, was aware of this and immediately re-directed his energy extraction pull, creating four prongs to split the beam between the men. The impact was fast, and within seconds they bridged together through their chests, with all four displaying the symptoms of the first victim. Dead-eyed, furious ragdoll shaking, and mouth foaming ran through them all. After ten seconds of this, Braun experienced an infiltration of energy consumption, powering each one of his senses. His smell, sight, and hearing peaked at ten times their regular magnitude. The blood in his veins had been infused with something that took him far beyond the realms of human capabilities, taking him to highly advanced extra-terrestrial levels of focus, power, and sensory sharpness. So acute was this that he was able to smell what the men had eaten for their breakfast through the spittoon twenty yards from him. He could clearly see thousands of fleas fidgeting throughout bales of hay on the other side of the barn. He could hear dogs barking from the far side of town. 

The awesomeness of the experience hit him in unusual ways, as he produced his first erection in fifteen years. It throbbed with might and left his penis on the verge of explosion as the furious blood flow coursed through him. This naturally unsettled him, and although he found it extremely difficult to break it off, the obvious diminution of the victim’s energy resources left the man on the brink of death. 

Forced to focus on letting go, the separation of Braun’s mind and spirit had to be brought together to stop it. The elderly barman’s eyes had closed over and his body was limp. The other three seemed to be fading out fast, too. So Braun concentrated on his breathing, trying to create a visual of his mind being a store that had closed for lunch, with any thoughts being represented as the owners taking an afternoon nap. This, combined with the breathing exercises and an amplified concentration, enabled him to slowly release the men from incapacitation.

The energy beams that radiated from the men and into Braun rapidly faded in colour. Their bold and bright appearance diluted to stonewashed pastels, and the link weakened until it broke. 

The men hit the ground and Braun stumbled back a few paces. Two of the younger men managed to remain on their feet, although their legs were very wobbly. The first man that Braun had reached into, and the ageing barman, were crumpled into strange shapes on the ground. Several of the ghosts looked expectantly at the floor dwellers, as though awaiting their arrival in the afterlife.

This shocked and shamed Braun as he snatched the bottle of whiskey and slowly backed out through the door, with his gun fixated on the two standing men. Just as he passed through the exit, the two men on the floor reached a semi-conscious state and their necks and shoulders began to wriggle.
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