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Chapter 1
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A Town Called Morning Glory

––––––––
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I grew up in Morning Glory, Arizona, a small town located in the northeast portion of the state. It was here that I was born on Christmas Day of 1880. It was a community of no more than five hundred people that were scattered out along the hillsides. Most were cattlemen, and others made their living in the silver mines. There were few farmers as it was very hard to grow any crops in this arid desert climate. Most of the land south of Morning Glory was desert. The town was bordered on the north by the mighty Colorado River where dense patches of forests aligned the river. It appeared as if Mother Nature tried everything in Arizona. The terrain of the land was diverse in its geography from desert to forests to snowy peaks, from mountain lions to Gila monsters, and from deep canyons to high mesas. 

Down the river a short distance was a village of Hopi Indians who had chosen to give up their nomadic lives and settle near the river to try their hands at farming. But, this was hard work and the rewards were few. There were perhaps forty teepees in the village, and maybe two hundred Indians called the village home. They had lived peacefully next to their white neighbors in Morning Glory for as long as anyone could remember. They never had to worry about anyone taking their land. After all, the land surrounding Morning Glory was practically worthless. I don’t think anyone wanted it.

You might be wondering why five hundred people would live here on worthless land. I sometimes wondered that myself. There were no railroads and little industry. Most of the people came here when silver was discovered. Before 1870, there were only a few dozen prospectors and several hundred Indians living in the region. Then there came the silver rush.

The prospectors found silver, and the rush was on. Thousands of people from all over the United States rushed to Arizona seeking their fortunes. They came by the thousands. My pa, James, was just a boy at the time. He came out here with his father’s brother, his Uncle George, who’s from Georgia. He had fought in the Civil War for the Confederate Army and lost an arm at the Battle of Appomattox. When the war ended in 1865, my father was only five years old. His parents died of typhoid when he was eight. Uncle George took him in and raised him as his own. He has a deep voice with a heavy southern accent and a long brown beard with streaks of gray hangs to the middle of his chest. He never married. Although, fatherhood didn’t come easy to him, he was always there for my pa even to this day. 

He was kind of standoffish and sort of shy. Though some of the eligible women in town had expressed interest in him, he was a confirmed bachelor. 

I never really understood the logic of a silver or gold rush. Here was what happened. Someone struck silver, and the next thing you knew, thousands of people rushed in looking to get rich. They came out west suffering from “silver fever” to stake their claims. 

The claims office, which was in charge of giving land parcels to settlers, would give land to the settlers to mine for silver. Most people find only enough of the precious metal to barely get by. They worked sixteen-hour days for seven days a week hoping to make a fortune. Few did. For most, wealth always proved elusive. The only people who got rich were the merchants who inflated the prices of their goods. Pa told me that during the rush, thousands of people set up tents where they lived and slept. By day, they worked sixteen hours. When they found a little silver, there was always some crooked merchant that would cheat them out of their hard-earned money.  

During the rush, there was only four merchants in town selling food, clothes and other supplies. These four men got together and raised the prices of goods to ridiculous proportions. Pa told me one egg would cost three dollars, a pound of sugar was five dollars, and a loaf of bread might cost ten dollars. A good pair of work boots cost nearly fifty dollars. The merchants didn’t care if the customers complained about the exorbitant prices. After all, if a particular customer didn’t want to pay the merchant’s price, there were thousands of other people that would pay it. Little wonder that the merchants got rich and the prospectors went hungry.

The influx of silver prospectors brought an influx of the lawless element. Many people became frustrated over their meager fortunes.  Some resorted to robbery and even murder. Some became “claim jumpers.” That is, they would kill someone to get their claim. More often than not, the claim was worthless. The crime rate soared.  

Many of the Indians, distrustful of the settlers, left the region and looked to build a new life elsewhere. Some stayed realizing the rush would be short-lived. Those who stayed kept a safe distance. It wasn’t safe for Indians in those days because their rights were never respected. Many times they would be victimized, and the law would do nothing about it. There were stories of Indians being murdered over this worthless land, and the sheriff did nothing. Too often they were victims of racial discrimination.  

Less than eighteen months after silver was found, the mines played out, and the rush was over. Soon, the prospectors became disillusioned and began to leave. Little by little, the silver mines began to dry up. Each week, miners found a little less with each passing day. Finally, the day came when many prospectors began to prospect for days with no luck. The silver had simply been all mined out. Soon they began to leave en masse. They left by the thousands and sought their fortunes or other work elsewhere as there were few opportunities in Morning Glory. Many actually went on other silver or gold rushes in other parts of the country. Wherever precious metal was found, you could expect to see this hearty, romantic, die-hard bunch of perseverant prospectors hanging their dreams on the hopes of getting a big strike. Most would continuously get disappointed. But some would spend the rest of their lives going from rush to rush only to find wealth elusive.

When the rush finally ended, there were perhaps four hundred to five hundred people left. Two of the merchants left town as well. Now, with fewer customers and two merchants competing for the same business, the prices of goods plummeted. Now, a dozen eggs might cost ten cents. A decent wage is about five dollars per week. A person can lease a room for about a dollar a week.

Mr. Cantelou, the grandson of French immigrants, owned one of the general stores and a restaurant. Mr. Estes owned the other general store. They called them general stores because you could buy generally anything you needed in one store. It was kind of ironic when you think of it. These two men were the best of friends during the silver rush. They worked together during the rush to keep prices high. When the rush ended, they began to compete with one another to get the dwindling trade of the few that remained. Their friendship ended, and now they eye each other with contempt and suspicion. Occasionally, they pulled dirty tricks on each other. Mr. Estes once circulated rumors that Mr. Cantelou served dog meat in his restaurant. Mr. Cantelou in turn circulated rumors that Mr. Estes’ eggs were spoiled and contaminated. Their friendship disintegrated into a silly feud. They’ve never physically hurt one another. Most people, including their wives, will tell you they act like children. But still, the feud continues as it has for almost thirty years.

Though the rush had ended, it became a watershed moment in the town’s history. To this day, people still talk about the turbulent old days of the rush and marked time by the end of it. For example, someone might say, “I built my house two years after the rush ended.”  Clearly, the rush had an enormous impact on everyone’s lives.

As I said, I was born here on a frosty Christmas Day, in 1880. My name was Kip Young. I was the middle of three children. My younger brother, Charlie, was two years younger than me. His life had been difficult. He had always been rather sickly. Throughout his life, he had suffered from a variety of illnesses. Last year, he almost died of scarlet fever. He looked pale, thin, and small for his age. Momma is always worried about him.

Alma was my sister. She was the oldest of the three of us. She was always nice to Charlie but always mean to me. She had blonde hair that she wore in two pigtails. She prided herself that she was the smartest kid in school. She constantly teased me because I wasn’t really interested in school.

It wasn’t that I was dumb. It was just that I got bored. If I had my choice, I would rush off to some distant land and become a knight. Maybe I would slay dragons or something. Maybe I would explore new lands like Lewis and Clark. Maybe I would go to Africa and fight a lion. Or, maybe go to the Caribbean and fight pirates. I guessed I was a dreamer. Pa had disciplined me a number of times because my schoolwork had suffered. On occasion, he had taken me to the woodshed. For you city dwellers unaccustomed to the ways of country folks, that meant he took me to the woodshed and spanked me with his belt. 

My mother’s name was Sara. She was the daughter of one of the prospectors who came in search of silver. Her father, my grandpa, came looking for silver. He found a little but not enough to survive off. When the rush ended, many prospectors, including Grandpa, decided to go to South Dakota in search of gold. Grandma set up house here in Morning Glory and decided she and her two daughters were staying. Grandpa left for South Dakota with a dream of striking it rich. He told her he would return when he made his fortune. He hasn’t been back in twenty-eight years. Grandma was a strong woman, and she supported herself and her two daughters by taking in laundry and working at Mr. Cantelou’s restaurant. She helped out at the church and was regarded as a pillar of the community. She was well respected and much loved. She was a good role model for her two daughters and her three grandchildren.  

Momma was a deeply religious woman. She was the driving force that kept discipline in our family. She was small and petite with auburn-colored hair and a bright smile. Her gentle hands had fed and nourished all of us and healed us when we were under the weather. When it seemed like nothing could go right, we all took comfort in Momma’s warm smile and gentle touch. Momma always seemed to be able to make even the darkest days brighter. But for some reason, I had never been able to look her in the eye after I misbehaved. She had a way of making people feel guilty when she spoke to them so compassionately. She could make even the meanest people feel remorseful. I didn’t know how she did it.  

Pa was the sheriff in the Southwest Arizona Territory. He was a tall man with large hands who wasn’t afraid of anything. He dressed like a cowboy. When he was a young man in his early twenties, he helped to track down the notorious outlaw, Billy the Kid. His reputation grew, and he even met Theodore Roosevelt. His boundless courage was only exceeded by his honesty and virtues. He always told us, “Work hard, respect your elders, and be respectful of the Lord.” 

The seven of us lived in three log cabins on a two-hundred-acre plot of land in the hills overlooking Morning Glory. The three cabins formed a small circle. Two of the cabins measured about twenty by thirty with four rooms. Grandma lived alone in one of the cabins, and Uncle George lived alone in another cabin. My parents, my siblings, and I occupied the largest of the cabins. It had five rooms. There, we farmed what little we could grow. Pa owned a number of cattle along with sheep, goats, chickens, and pigs. He took the livestock to market occasionally when we needed things around the house. We rose early with the crowing of the rooster and began our chores before school. Momma cooked breakfast while I fed the livestock, and Alma gathered eggs. Charlie helped out when he was up to it, occasionally milking the cow.

Most of the folks in Morning Glory lived outside the tiny town. The town came alive in the daytime with dozens of horses galloping up and down the narrow muddy street. There were perhaps thirty businesses aligning the two sides of the street. Each building was a simple wooden framed structure. Some had wooden floors while others had dirt floors. There were wooden sidewalks in front of each building. Some had wooden porches to help customers escape the sometimes-torturous Arizona heat. Hitching rails stood in front of all the structures for riders to tie their horses to. Mr. Estes’ Mercantile, one of the largest buildings in the town, was the first building travelers see when they came into town. Next to that was Patterson’s Hardware Store. There was a post office, the sheriff’s office, a dress shop, and the claims office. 

The claims office was run by Mr. Goeghan. He hadn’t done much business in almost thirty years. But, he worked for the government, and they wanted to keep the office open. So, he stayed. Pa had talked about how lazy Mr. Goeghan was. I must admit; I had walked by his office on occasion and looked inside just to see what he did. He came into work usually around 10:30. Around 11:30, he went to lunch at the café across the street. Usually, he hung around there for a while, then returned to work around 1 p.m. Then he took a nap. He usually wakes up around 4 p.m. and went home at 5 p.m. His workday was done. I once told Pa, “I want Mr. Goeghan’s job when he retires.” 

Pa looked at me sternly and replied, “Idle hands are the Devil’s instruments.” Perhaps, he was right. Each day after work, Mr. Goeghan went to the saloon and stayed until the wee hours of the morning. He was a short, fat, white-haired man with a receding hairline and a white mustache. 

His best friend was Red Mackelvie. We all called him “Old Red.” He was in his mid-sixties. He’s slowly going bald. What little hair he had left was red. That was why his parents named him Red. He had a red beard as well, and his skin was speckled with freckles. His hands were withered just a bit, and he sometimes complained of rheumatism. He had a squeaky voice and stood at about average height. His eyes were blue, and they sometimes seemed to glow when I asked him about his adventures. He, too, was a prospector who came here during the silver rush. Oddly enough, he never took to drinking until he was in his late fifties. I never understood why. The fact that he never attended church and his drinking have made him the scorn of some of the church-going people in town. He lived with his daughter, Emma, a spinster who ran the dress shop. He had a thousand wild stories to tell about his life.

He had met President Lincoln and fought at the battle of Gettysburg. He saw General Robert E. Lee in person once, and he’d met the famed gunfighter Wild Bill Hickok. He once told me he was there the day Hickok was shot and killed. He fought with General Custer at the Battle of the Little Bighorn. He even said he was at the Alamo when it fell. Some folks in town thought he was a liar, but I thought he was a hero. Every time I saw him, I sat down, talked to him, and asked him about his life and his adventures. I loved to hear his stories. When he told a story, he really got excited. He made gestures, and his voice became a soft whispering tone. He got a gleam in his eye and spared no detail. When I heard him speak, for just a little while, I could escape the boring uneventful life of Morning Glory. I guessed you could say I lived vicariously through Red. When he told stories, I could imagine myself meeting these famous people and traveling the country. He was one of my favorite people, much to Pa’s chagrin. Pa thought Red was a bad influence. He spent too much time drinking when he should be working. Now, don’t get me wrong; Pa respected Red for the eventful life that he’d led. He just felt that Red could be a better influence on the kids in Morning Glory.

Now, most folks would think that Old Red and Uncle George would be bitter enemies. After all, they did fight for opposing armies during the Civil War. But, they didn’t get together too often, and when they did, they were very cordial with one another. As crazy as it sounded, they both talked about the war and their experiences and compared war stories. They almost seemed like old friends. They didn’t have any animosity toward each other. 

Uncle George once told me in his thick southern drawl, “Th’ war was a long time ago. Ah’m gonna let bygones be bygones. Ah never hated Red. We jes disagreed on politics, that’s all.” 

Uncle George would have reason to be bitter. He lost his arm. His family lost the crops and their home. And all southerners lost their country. At the conclusion of the war, the Confederacy was no more. 

As strange as it all sounds, he and Red attended a reunion at the Gettysburg Battlefield on the thirtieth anniversary of the battle. Both had fought at the battle. What a strange event it was. Thousands of elderly men, all in their early fifties up to their eighties, gathered together to remember the battle. I saw a picture of two soldiers, one Confederate and the other Federal, standing on opposing sides of a wall shaking hands where blood had been shed thirty years earlier. War was truly a strange state of affairs.  

For the most part, life in Morning Glory was simple. We rose early and went to school. On Sundays, we went to church where we joined together in the spirit of worship. Afterwards, there was usually a town picnic in a meadow behind the church. Here, the kids played and had fun while the parents sat around and talked about a variety of topics, including the future of the town. Many of the older folks in town were getting a little worried about where the town was going. This was due to the fact that most of the younger people left town when they grew up. Many were lured away by the prospects of living in the big city or adventure on the high seas or maybe even a career in the military. Most that grew up here looked forward to adulthood, so they could escape. Who could blame them? There was nothing here. No jobs, no industry, nothing. 

Red once said in his squeaky voice, “Sometimes I think the world is flat. ‘Cause when folks leave here, they never come back. It’s like they fall off the face of the Earth.” 

Indeed, the outlook for our fair town was bleak. For some of us, life was pure tedium. The winters could be mercilessly cold, and the summers were scorching. I always had an active imagination, which helped me and my friends occupy our free time. I enjoyed swimming in the river on hot summer days and exploring old mines and caves. I frequently found old arrowheads in the fields surrounding the town. I amassed quite a collection. But as I looked ahead, I could understand why everyone left town. There was nothing really for an adult to look forward to. There was seldom anything to break up the monotony. Out in the middle of nowhere, we were isolated. News traveled slowly, so a newspaper or telegram from anywhere was welcomed as news from the outside world. Any news could cause excitement in town.

Of all my childhood memories, none stood out like the summer of 1896. The old west, as it was once known, was slowly being annexed into the United States. Life was changing fast on the plains. Civilization made its way into Morning Glory when Mr. Cantelou got a telephone put into his general store. Many of the locals excitedly came from miles around to see the “new-fangled contraption” as Uncle George called it. It was a year no one would ever forget. It was a year that would become another watershed moment in history for the locals. It was another year, like the year of the silver rush, by which people would mark time. It was the year we were terrorized by a strange creature that was believed to have originated in the depths of Hell. Mr. Harvey, a local street corner evangelist, referred to it as the “Devil’s Steed.” The Indians called it “the Red Ghost.” For the locals, 1896 became known as the year of the Red Ghost. I should know because I came face to face with the monster.

All legends were ingrained with an element of truth. Obviously, I wasn’t present when some of the incidents and conversations took place. But, after the monster was slain and the mystery was solved I saw it as an opportunity to begin a life of journalism. I seized upon the opportunity to interview the people involved and recreate everything that happened including their conversations and I later wrote about them in a book about my experience. This was an effort to separate the myths and truth.

The monster brought terror and fear to our town. Before it was over, the creature brought death to the community, but it was a mixed blessing for many of us. In the aftermath, the creature freed several of us from the bonds that held us captive.

It all began one cool March night . . .  
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Chapter 2
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The First Encounter

––––––––
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It was a spring night in early March of 1896. Nearly everyone in town had gone home to retire for the evening. There were only a few people still out during the late hours. They were all patrons at the local saloon. It was the only saloon that remained after the rush ended. At one time during the rush, there were dozens. Now, Charlie Carter owns and operates the only saloon in the territory. He is an elderly man in his sixties who has a bad habit of drinking up his profits. The years of drinking has taken a toll on his health, which is now declining. Still, each night he serves up whiskey to a handful of loyal patrons that freely spend their meager hard-earned wages drinking themselves into oblivion and further into the grips of poverty.

Around 11 p.m., everyone had gone home but Old Red and Mr. Goeghan. The two old friends always got along well until they started drinking. Then they always became belligerent and often argued over senseless matters. This particular night was no exception.

The two old men had bellied up to the bar exchanging stories while Mr. Carter attentively kept their glasses full. It was a smelly musty old place with a dirt floor dimly lit by the glow of lanterns. Red had launched into one of his many famous stories.

“I remember it like it was yesterday,” he said as he downed another shot. “I was riding with General Custer’s seventh cavalry up the Little Bighorn River. We had been deployed to go up to the Dakota Territory and put down an Indian uprising. The day before the battle, we rode to the riverbank to meet up with a steam ship called the Far West.” Red shook his head in disbelief. He heaved a sigh and bolted another shot.   

Red continued, “It was there that Custer made the first of several monumental mistakes. We numbered about six hundred and fifty soldiers. The sounds of all those horses galloping along were almost deafening. We were all tired but excited. We finally arrived at the river and started unloading all the supplies that we would need for the expedition from the ship. Among those things we unloaded were three large strong boxes containing our pay roll. The government was bad about falling behind on paying soldiers. We were all owed four months back pay, and we were all excited to get our money.

“Well, as they were unloading those supplies, they unloaded two Gatling guns. These guns could fire two hundred rounds a minute. Well, Custer took a look at those guns and told the men, ‘Put them back on the ship. They are too big. Besides, we won’t need them, anyway. There are only five hundred or so Indians, and there are six hundred and fifty of us. No, we won’t need them. Put them back on the ship.’ We all looked at each other, then we did as we were told. Well, Custer lived to regret that move . . .” 

“You’re full of bull!” Goeghan interrupted impatiently. “You never rode with General Custer!”

“Yes, I did!” Red exclaimed, his anger rising. 

“No, you didn’t! Everybody knows that everyone in Custer’s command was killed in that battle. There were no survivors of the Battle of the Little Bighorn!”

“Says who?” demanded Red.

“Says all the history books!” came an irate replay. “Look at any history book and it will tell you that Custer was outnumbered almost ten to one, and every one of his men was killed!”

“Well, if you read that in a history book, then the book was wrong. In fact, I know you didn’t read that ‘cause I’ve never seen you read anything. Maybe you need to brush up on your history.”

“Are you saying I can’t read?”

“No, but for the record, you’re an idiot.” 

“Who are you calling an idiot?” Goeghan demanded as he stood up menacingly.

“You, fool!” shouted Red as he stood to face Goeghan.

Suddenly, an Earth-shattering gunshot rang out. Red ducked as he clutched his heart. Goeghan stood motionless and silent. Charlie stood behind the bar holding his smoking pistol above his head with the barrel aimed skyward. 

“That’s enough!” he thundered. “Now look at what you two have made me do. I’ve shot a hole through my roof!” he growled.

“You scared the life out of me!” Red retorted.

“I’ve had all the arguing I’m going to take from you two for one night! Now both of you go home! The bar is closed!”

Red huffed a sigh of disgust. “I wouldn’t worry about that hole you just shot in the roof,” he said. “Your roof is full of holes. Why, there’s so many holes in that roof you can count the stars on a clear night.” 

“Are you making fun of my bar?” Charlie demanded his face flushed red with anger.

“Oh, no!” Red replied sarcastically. “Why, I would never make light of this fine dump. It’s the nicest dump in town. I’ve seen outhouses that looked better!”

Goeghan burst out laughing. “That’s it!” thundered Charlie. Pointing the gun at Red, he demanded, “Get out now!”  

Red held up his hands. “I’m sorry, Charlie,” he said.

“Get out,” came a stern reply.

“All right.” Red sighed. With that, the downtrodden old man turned toward the door. He reached out to retrieve his hat from the hat rack as he made his way out. Stepping outside, he clumsily stepped off the sidewalk to the street. The full moon illuminated the street. The colorful little town was transformed to varying shades of black and white. Red looked up and down the deserted streets looking for signs of life. Except for a few stray dogs, there were none. He had lost track of the time not realizing it was now nearly mid-night. He felt queasy. He simply wanted a place to lie down and sleep it off. Normally, Charlie would let him lie down on a cot in the back room of his bar. Now, he was regretting his decision to criticize Charlie’s establishment. After all, it was one of his favorite haunts. But this was not the first time the two had quarreled. Tomorrow Red would return, and Charlie would serve him drinks as if nothing had happened. For now, he needed a place to sleep.

Ambling slowly along Main Street, he considered his options. Several businesses had benches in front of them. He could lie down on any one of them and get some shut eye. But the very thoughts of sleeping on these old wooden benches made his achy back hurt. He had done it before but always awakened with severe back pains. 

He stood in the middle of the street and slowly turned around, looking for a welcoming place where he might lay his weary head. “The livery stable,” he muttered. Slowly, Red made his way down the street toward Baker’s Livery stable. Stepping up to the building he noticed the door was secured with a pad-locked chain. Red heaved a sigh of disgust. “Most folks in town don’t lock up their buildings,” he growled as he jerked the chain. But Tom Baker had grown weary of having to rouse the town drunks when he arrived at work in the morning and was forced to take such measures.

Frustrated, Red turned and began to walk down the street leading to the hilly region surrounding town. He lived just four miles away. But he was so tired. It was such a long walk. There had to be someplace he could get a good night’s sleep. He continued to amble along until he was almost half a mile outside of town. The exhaustion soon overtook him. Ahead, he spied what appeared to be a darkened abyss in the face of the hill. A smile crossed his face as he remembered “the old mine shaft.” 

In the face of the hill was an abandoned mine that had played out. Red himself had worked the mine on occasion years earlier with little success. Though the sheriff had boarded it up the old mine, local school kids had removed the boards and often played hide-and-seek in the darkened caverns where Red had once toiled.

Slowly, Red walked up a small hill leading to the mine. He stopped at the entrance momentarily to lean against the wall and rest. Then he began to feel around in the dark looking for a place to lie down. He shuffled slowly about feeling with his hands and sliding one foot ahead of him looking for rocks or ruts that might trip him up. “Whew! What’s that smell?” he asked quizzically as a putrid odor filled his nostrils. The still night air was broken by the sounds of heavy breathing. Judging by the sounds of the breathing something large was in the cave. Whatever it was it had a nauseating odor about it. “Whew!” he exclaimed waving his hand in front of his face to fan his nose. “Is somebody in here?” he asked.

There came no reply, only the sounds of heavy breathing. Red slowly moved his head from side to side trying to focus his eyes to get a better look. “Is somebody in here? I ain’t looking for trouble, just a place to sleep.”  The shifting of large feet caught Red’s attention. He slowly walked closer toward a large shadowy figure in a darkened corner. Nervously, Red reached down and grasped a large rock firmly in his hand. 

“I’m going to ask one more time. Is anyone in here?” Red’s instincts sensed danger. Something was watching him. His heart began to race quickly. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. There was something ominous only a few feet away but what? Overcome with fear, Red prepared to bolt from the cave. He turned slightly, allowing a beam of moonlight to give a small amount of illumination on the unknown visitor. 

Red raised the rock over his head and leaned forward to get a better look. He could make out what appeared to be the front legs of a horse. The animal appeared to be lying on the ground. Red furrowed his brow as he studied the features of the creature more intently. It was a pair of legs all right. But in all his life he had never seen horse legs like these. They were larger than any horse he had ever seen. The hooves looked different. They were split and nearly twice the size of a normal horse’s hooves. “What in tarnation?” he muttered.  As he slowly lowered the rock, he lost his grip. The rock slipped from his hand and landed on the creature’s knee. Suddenly, the creature bellowed out a loud ear piercing gravely whiney that sent chills down the old man’s back. The sound of hooves shuffling in the dirt echoed throughout the cave as the creature stumbled to its feet. Red stepped back a few steps and the creature began to gallop toward him. Terrified, Red turned and bolted from the cave. Clumsily, he stumbled, falling to the ground and quickly rolling over to see what was pursuing him. Then it emerged from the cave at a steady gallop. Red was horrified. His heart raced. He wanted to scream but fear had seized his voice. His pulse pounded as he stared up at the behemoth. It was massive. It was well over ten feet tall and running on four legs like an enormous horse. It had a long neck that it craned as it ran toward the old man. Most ominous of all on its back sat a human skeleton. The skeleton’s jaw was agape as if laughing. Red quickly rolled over, stood up, and ran as fast as his legs would carry him. The creature groaned a spine-chilling roar as it chased Red down the abandoned street. He looked back for a moment to see the creature was now only a few feet behind him and steadily gaining. Red cried out frantically, “Help me!” 

Just ahead, he spied a ladder resting at the side of the pharmacy. At that moment, the creature craned its neck and tried to bite the old man’s shoulder. Red shrieked and made a mad dash for the ladder. He lunged at the ladder and quickly began to climb. Suddenly, pain shot up his back and down his leg as the creature sank its teeth into Red’s buttock. The old man shrieked in agony and turned to lash out at the monster. His fist struck the creature squarely in the eye causing the monster to shriek as it released its grip on Red. The creature backed up, and Red bolted up the ladder to the roof. Once on the roof, Red turned and pushed the ladder to the ground. 

From the roof, he looked down at the creature. “My God!” he uttered. “What is that?” The creature paced back and forth on the ground less than ten feet beneath where Red stood. It gazed upward at Red with haunting, piercing eyes. But, Red couldn’t take his eyes off the ghostly rider. It was a human skeleton sitting upright on this massive monster. It was enormous. More than twice the size of any horse he had ever seen. Then the thought occurred to Red, and he said, “What will I do if that thing should pick up the ladder and come up here?” He looked around on the roof for anything that could be used as a weapon. There was nothing to be found. Then he turned his attention again to the ground where his nemesis awaited. The creature was gone.

Red turned and looked about in all directions. It had simply disappeared. The throbbing of his right buttock convinced him this was no hallucination. The old man panted for breath as he clutched his injury with his hand. Blood seeped between his fingers. Looking down at the fallen ladder, he realized he had no way of getting down. But that was okay because it appeared as if he was safer on the roof. So many questions came to mind. What was this thing? Where did it come from and why did it attack him?

As Red’s adrenaline slowed, he began to catch his breath, and the fatigue began to set in once again. He was tired, and he wanted to sleep. It would be morning in about seven hours. As the streets busied, someone would help him get down. But would anyone believe an old drunk’s wild story of a monster that attacked him? He had told wild stories before, but this was different. I’ll worry about it tomorrow, he thought to himself as he lay down on the roof. Staring up at the stars with only the cool night air as his blanket, the old man succumbed to slumber. He would sort it out tomorrow. How, he did not know.
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Chapter 3
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The Morning After

I woke up to Momma’s gentle voice calling out to me, “Kip! Get up, darling. You have school this morning.” Slowly, I opened my eyes. The crowing of the rooster and the smell of bacon heralded the start of another day. I arose and dressed. While Mom and Alma busied themselves preparing breakfast, I went out to the yard to feed the chickens. Pa and Uncle George were out there feeding the horses and cows.

After the chores were done, we all sat down to breakfast. Then Charlie, Alma, and I gathered our books and lunch pails. We all gave Momma a kiss and went outside to board the wagon. Pa had hitched our mule, Bessie, to the wagon, which he always rode into town to go to work. His office was near the school, which was good for the three of us. Some of the kids had to walk as much as ten miles to get to school each day. 

The ride to town took almost thirty minutes. But I didn’t mind. I just simply lay back on a small pile of hay. My mind wandered as I stared up at the deep blue crisp morning sky. The morning moon hung in the sky with a pale glow. The clopping of horses hooves and the bumping of the wagon were accompanied by the sounds of Pa whistling “Jimmy, crack corn.” Alma sat with her back against the railing, staring at the passing scenery. Then Charlie lay down next to me. He rested his head on his clasped hands. 
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