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Something evil grows in the heart of Colorado. 

Bill Weston was a man of the West. He knew it - its land, its people, its stories. It was where he plied his trade, hunting men for money. His life wasn’t easy, but it was predictable. That all changed when he captured Faraway Sue and he was led on a trip through the Colorado forests. In those unknown wilds Weston was confronted by an ancient evil, bent and twisted by time and hunger. It would take everything in him to make it out alive, but what can a man do when faced with a creature out of myth and legend? 

Find a way to survive, or be changed forever. 
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CHAPTER ONE
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I

After weeks of hunting, Bill Weston found the Indian named Faraway Sue. Weston and his crew rode into the reservation just outside of Yosemite along the Sierra Nevada and found him amongst the teepees of bleached branches and wood, looking into the fire, and chewing a twig. The local Indians were silent as Weston and his men circled the town on their great horses, rifles at the ready. An East Coast Delaware Indian meant little to them and none spoke for him or to him. When Sue was removed, shackled and bound on the back of an old grey horse, the reservation Indians turned from him, a tepid silence filled the air.

The silence followed them on their way back to Colorado, as did the sun, which seemed to always be at their backs. Occasionally Sue would hum a tune of his people, but that too would fade away with the day. The first night outside of the reservation, as they sat around the fire, Dutch Mueller broke the silence: “So, Indian, why do they call you Faraway Sue?” His faint Danish accent chewed at the words; he spat a cheek full of tobacco juice toward the fire. 

A coyote yipped in the distance, and they turned their attention to the chained man for an answer that he seemed to be rolling around in his mouth. Sue looked into the fire, his elbows resting on his drawn up knees so that the chain of his shackles jangled when he brushed some of his long black hair away from his hazel eyes. “I don’t know,” he mumbled, eyes drawn to the sky. “Why do they call nipali kishux the moon, or alankok the stars?” He waved his hand at the sky, pulling his chains taut. “Maybe you can tell me, I do not know. I have lost my name, this one I picked up along the way much like that hat.” He pointed at Jim Phillips, who stopped shuffling his deck of cards, picked up his hat and brushed it off.

“It’s not that bad,” Phillips said behind perfectly round spectacles; Dutch and Weston laughed, a clean and bubbling thing that passed to Phillips who tried to hide his smile behind his torn up bowler. Sue studied the three men, and a smile came over him that cracked his face into a million pieces.

II

A week outside of Colorado, the companions and their prisoner rode into the small town of Still Creek. The townspeople kept their distance from the group, dust from the road spilling off them with each trot of their horses. There were few buildings in the town, the church and hotel standing out in prominence a storey above the rest, but a general store and the local sheriff had homes there as well.

Weston guided them all to the far end of the town, Dutch and Phillips looking longingly at the hotel as they passed, a solitary whore waving to them behind a cloud of cigar smoke. They dismounted in front of the sheriff’s office, stretched their aching backs and limbs, and hitched their horses. Dutch, burly and thick, helped Faraway Sue from his thin and old borrowed horse lifting him like a man aiding a child. 

“C’mon then, Sue,” Weston said grabbing the Indian around his bicep and leading him into the office. 

The office was small and dark. What little light that did come in was from the windows at the back of the building, but that was interrupted by the iron bars of the jail cells, their shadows making a zebra pattern on the walls and floor. A small, wooden table stood before them, a large pair of brown boots crossed on its surface. Behind the boots a white-bearded man pushed his hat over his forehead and raised his black eyebrows at them, widening his calm grey eyes. 

“Sheriff,” Weston said tipping his hat to the man behind the counter.

“Mr. Weston,” returned the sheriff, putting his feet down with a grunt and some effort, “how can I help you?”

Weston pushed Sue to the side and shuffled around in his coat. He pulled a crumpled piece of paper out and flattened it on the counter before the sheriff. “Hoping to pick up my bounty,” Weston said pointing to a poorly drawn caricature of an Indian man that may have resembled Sue.

“Five hundred dollars,” the sheriff whistled. “This boy here must’ve done something nasty.”

“Killed two men,” Weston pointed to the words on the paper. “Families want justice.”

The sheriff nodded and gave Sue a strange look around Weston. “Problem here, Bill, is that this bounty is out of Colorado. Says here that only a sheriff of that state can pay out the bounty.”

Faraway Sue watched the two white men speak back and forth and took a peek over Weston’s shoulder at the misused wanted poster. He raised his eyebrows and shrugged before he found a chair next to the door and sat waiting. Sue didn’t think it looked much like him. The sheriff continued to give him strange looks from the corner of his watery eyes, Sue responded by making a sharp clicking noise as he picked at the cracked surface of his wooden chair.

“Listen, Bill, the best I can do is put him up for the night. How does that sound?”

“Let me think on it, Joe,” Weston said adjusting his hat. “I’m goin’ go check out the town first.”

“Up to yourself,” the sheriff shrugged. “Try to have him back here before six, that’s when Lorraine expects me for supper.”

Weston nodded, gathered Sue up and left the office, the shadow of the bars slanting more severely than when they walked in.

The dust hit them as they exited, and the waning glow of the sun stung their eyes. Sue brought his hand to his eyes to shield them and stood on the steps taking in the town before him. It was small. The buildings were arranged in a straight line on either side of the town’s only road. Few people roamed the streets, the children were fewer still. This was a dying town. 

Weston descended the stairs with a gallop and slapped his leather gloves against the hitching post; the horses started a little. “Problem, Bill?” Phillips forced his eyes away from the hotel they had passed coming into town, studying the two men. Dutch walked over to the steps and stood next to Sue.

“We’re goin’ to have to go to Colorado,” Weston sighed, giving the hitching post another slap with his gloves. 

“Joe won’t do us a favour?” Dutch said, puzzled.

“That’ll take us a week or two,” said Phillips, stroking his shaggy beard. “And it’s in the wrong direction.” He shook his head and returned to his horse, rubbing its snout.

“C’mon, let’s get to the hotel. I need a bath.” Weston began to lead his horse into the centre of town, his companions following suit, even Faraway Sue, who walked at the back of their line, scratching his head and observing the buildings.

III

The red morning sun crept into the small room through a window that faced the main street and woke Faraway Sue up from his makeshift bed on the floor of Weston’s hotel room. Shackled around a large oak bedpost, his body was tender and his sleep had been troubled. He sat up, his knees cracking as he ran them over the hard, wooden floor. Above him, Weston sat up in the bed, stripped to the waist, his bare chest a map of scars and battle wounds. He rolled his head to look at the Indian, a bottle of whiskey hanging from his right hand.

“Mornin’ Sue,” he slurred around his neatly trimmed moustache. “Breakfast?” Weston offered him the bottle.

“No.” Sue growled, trying to make himself comfortable in his place on the floor.

Weston nodded and took a swig from the bottle himself, hissing out a breath as he swallowed. He placed the bottle on the floor, stood and stretched his long frame. “We’ll get moving again today, Sue. Sorry accommodations weren’t more comfortable for you.” Weston, favouring his left shoulder, strung about him a faded blue shirt but left it unbuttoned as he strapped on his gun belt and put on his boots.

“Don’t you want to know what happened?” Sue was sitting still having given up on trying to find a comfortable spot on the floor.

Weston looked him over, buttoning his shirt over old scars and bumps. “No. Sue, it’s not for me to know or care.”

“I didn’t kill them.”

Weston rubbed his hand through his light brown hair and put his hat on. “Don’t matter Sue.” He adjusted his hat and walked out the door, leaving Sue alone in the quiet hotel room.

Dutch and Phillips came in a few moments later and adjusted his bonds so he could walk freely with them once more. Both men looked worse for wear and their eyes were enveloped by black circles and broken blood vessels. Dutch in particular seemed to have been taken by barrel fever. His face stood pale and unshaven, his blond hair slicked back under his hat. Phillips eyed his friend with a knowing grin and nodded this knowledge to Sue as they both grasped him about the arms. The hotel seemed empty as they escorted Sue through it standing on either side of him; the residents had to have evacuated overnight. Weston was waiting for them out front next to the horses, his keen cobalt eyes focused on the street.

“Something’s up,” he said as he shrugged into his jacket. “Just saw folks rushing towards the centre of town. See ‘em?” He pointed his leather-clad hand back the way they had entered the town. Just over the ridge of a small hill Sue could see the crowd of people gathering around another that seemed to be standing above the rest.

“Let’s check it out.” Weston started to move in the direction of the townsfolk followed by his companions, Sue still secured in the middle of them. The crowd was dispersing as they arrived, each person returning to their daily lives as if uninterrupted at all; they all kept their distance from Weston and his crew.

Weston scanned the crowd and raised his hand. “Sam, over here.” A small boy of about ten trundled over to the small group of men, his dark hair and pale skin pocked with dust and dirt. He looked up at Weston, a blank and expectant look behind his green eyes. “Hey Sam, what’s all this about,” Weston said, gesturing towards the dwindling crowd.

“They’re wrangling up a posse,” the boy squeaked, some excitement in his voice. “A buncha folks are dead.” 

Weston traded glances with Phillips and Dutch, and sent the boy on his way with a handshake and a pat on the head. Sue saw him slip the boy a dollar as they parted ways.

They waded into the group of stragglers and pushed toward the centre where they found the sheriff dismounting his horse and talking to a few people in passing. The sheriff looked tired and was greeting those who spoke to him with a forced patience. He handed the reins of his horse to someone and moved towards Weston.

“You know, Mr. Weston, I waited at my office an extra half hour last night. I was expecting you to drop off your prisoner for the night.” The sheriff took out a pipe and began loading it with some tobacco.

Mighty fine of you, Sheriff,” Weston said adjusting his gloves. “Word around town is your starting up a posse. Some folks dead?”

“Is that the word around town?” The sheriff lit his pipe with a long match, shook it out, and took some short drags. “As a matter of fact, I was hoping to speak to you about just such an endeavour.”

“Thought so. Must be quite a situation to cause such a commotion in this town, hasn’t been anything like that since...”

“Since you were here two years ago,” the sheriff interrupted, his steel eyes cold behind a small cloud of smoke. Weston nodded. The sheriff let the silence grow for a moment before continuing, “There’s a call for a posse, that much is true; came over the telegraph this morning. Men are dead, yes, but they can’t figure what did it.” The sheriff began to walk towards his office, a trail of smoke in his wake. They followed.

“Well, it can’t be that hard to figure out,” Dutch slurred next to Sue.

“You’d think so,” the sheriff looked over his shoulder, dark eyebrows raised creasing his forehead, “but they can’t. Least, that’s what the telegraph said. In either case they’re looking for able-bodied men who can hunt and track. Sounds like a few fellas I know.”

“Is there pay?” Phillips said, his fingers tapping on his leg.

“No, but the town is just past the Colorado border.” They had reached the front of the sheriff’s office, and he turned to face them once more. “Sounds like a good opportunity for you to collect your bounty.”

Weston looked around at Dutch and Phillips. “I suppose it does.”

“Yessir, solves a couple of problems as I see it. You will get your bounty, and I get to sit my ass in that office back there and not worry about travelling to god damned Colorado.”

“You’re not going to ride with us, Sheriff?”

“Nope, and since I just told all my people that you’d be heading that way, none of them will be going either. Like I said, solves a couple of problems.”

Dutch and Phillips moved anxiously at Sue’s sides, a grunt coming from the big man. Weston smiled a dry smile and tipped his hat to the sheriff before he began to move towards the hotel. After a moment he paused in his tracks and turned back. “Where’s this town in such desperate need of help?” 

The sheriff stood by the door to his office and tapped his pipe against the heel of his hand. “Barclay,” is all he said before entering his office and closing the door.
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CHAPTER TWO
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I

The town of Barclay existed only because of the Gold Rush of 1849. Men from all over the United States, from all over the world even, sought out the Western state and its rivers and lakes rumoured to sparkle with gold and silver. Barclay grew up overnight. It started with Aldon Barclay, a crude business man who had a distaste for manual labour and a love of money. Aldon set up shop in a more or less flat meadow land, building a large wooden store full of mining supplies, food stuffs, and a large copper scale that he would use for measuring gold and silver profits from those that staked a claim on his end of the Rockies. The copper scale took up prominence in the large window of his store to entice customers, but it was never used.

Soon after Aldon Barclay built his store, others followed. Some built small houses around his shop, many others set up tents and camped on their claimed land. Business boomed in and around Barclay. Each customer would comment on the large copper scale, claim that they’d be the first to use it. Aldon just nodded and smiled and said that he had no doubt they were right. More men came, families followed as well, and the town grew up in just a few months.

Only one person found gold during those few months: Simon Barclay, Aldon’s eldest son. By some miracle he found it while casually panning in a lake hundreds of men had panned before him. Strong suspicions grew that Aldon himself may have planted the gold to keep his business running. It worked for a time: more men came, more men panned, and more men left empty handed. Aldon soon found himself on the wrong end of accusations from angry prospectors. Not only did his business suffer, but he also lost his life to a burly Tennessean named Casey Abernathy who shot him through the heart at the door of his own shop, just within reach of the unused scale. 

The Gold Rush ended in Colorado with Aldon Barclay’s death. Many discovered that it was California that ran rife with gold and silver and pulled up stakes following their dreams. Others returned home, defeated by the backbreaking labour without any return. 

Simon took up his father’s business. A clever man himself, Simon took advantage of the local tree population and close by lakes to stock logging supplies in the store. Once again, people flowed into the town. Where it had once been a group of multinational men none of which had any skill in particular, now it was large, rowdy but experienced loggers that arrived from the Eastern States and French Canada. 

As the town grew, men died, but that was natural for any town. Some residents speculated that the means of death was always more gruesome than other towns, but Simon Barclay (who became the mayor) allayed their fears by reminding them that logging was a dangerous business. The townsfolk would nod and were placated by this, looking around at the loggers of the town who were half-mad even when they were sober. 

Barclay lived. The town became large, the buildings more elaborate, and it became self-sustaining through the miners who stayed behind to make a life with their families as farmers. Barclay lived, its people died.

II

Six men were dead, and four strangers rode into town under a hesitant snowfall. Deputy Tom Baker watched them, three able men and a damn chug all tied up. He spat; the only good chug was a dead chug. There was no mystery as to why they rode into town: the sheriff’s message must’ve gotten out. Still, three men weren’t about to be of much help. Baker stood up from his rocking chair in front of the saloon, stretched, and bizarrely thought, ‘Arms to the sky,’ as he chuckled to himself. He moved towards the sheriff’s office, his boot heels clicking on the boardwalk that spread out along the main strip of the town. 

Once again, Baker could see the strangers as they set themselves up outside Stella’s Hotel. The big’gun they had with them gently brought the chug down from his half-dead horse. He spat again as he got closer.

Tom Baker had been a deputy in the town for five years. He’d come down from Ontario, Canada even before that to try his hand at logging. In his young mind it couldn’t be that hard if the frenchies from Quebec were doing it. But it was hard, and he wasn’t a damn lunatic like the others that scaled trees and hung from them as they were being chopped down. Baker didn’t make much of a living after that and spent most of his time in the saloon drinking and playing cards for money. One night he got into a fight with Jake Gagnon over a bottle of whiskey and he ended up in a cell for a couple of days to dry out. Sheriff Forster gave him a choice then: keep clean or get out of town. Baker chose to keep clean, and the sheriff deputised him right there so he could keep a close look on him. He never turned back, though he still loved his whiskey, but the sheriff didn’t mean for him to give it up cold turkey. He wasn’t a sadist.

Baker knocked on the door and walked into the office. It was a fairly large space, its wooden floors spotless in the lantern light. Three cells stood at the back of the room with only the middle one occupied, a snoring drunk that was taking advantage of the free cot. To the side Sheriff Forster was hunched over a table reading a newspaper, his spectacles mounted precariously on the edge of his nose. Upon noticing Baker walk in, the sheriff shuffled the paper back together, folded it, and looked at him, blue eyes focusing on him over his half-moon glasses.

“Sheriff,” Baker said and grabbed a chair to sit on the opposite side of the desk.

“Tommy, how can I help you?” the sheriff’s deep voice boomed. He removed his glasses and placed them on the now neatly folded newspapers.

“Some strangers just rode in, Sheriff, thought you’d like to know. They have a chug tied up with them, seems kinda strange.”

“Thank you, Tommy.” Forster stood and walked around the table toward the door pausing to put on his jacket and hat. “Where are our guests now?”

“Over at the hotel. Probably getting their pet chug all settled away,” Baker said, chewing a fingernail absently.

“Tommy, please don’t use that word anymore. You know I don’t like it,” the sheriff said over his shoulder as he exited the office.

Baker watched the sheriff leave. “Chug?” he said to himself. “That’s what they’re called, ain’t they?” He stood, spit out his fingernail, and followed the sheriff to meet the strangers and their chug.

III

Weston caught a small snowflake in his open hand. As it melted, it was replaced by another that floated from the sky; he wiped it in his pants and returned to his horse. If the snow was going to keep up, he’d have to get Phillips to lodge the horses for the night, he thought, idly rubbing the horse’s strong neck. The ride from Still Creek was uneventful. He had feared that they would be caught in some early snow squalls, but even that had been avoided. Faraway Sue began to live up to his name, however, and became more and more distant the closer they got to Colorado. Phillips and Dutch tried to get him into conversation over the days they spent together, but he wouldn’t have it and would just grunt or nod. 

Weston was born and raised in Colorado. He was the son to a Methodist minister who would travel the state delivering sermons out of large tents and ask for donations from those who attended. He had a fairly loyal group of followers that travelled the state with him, and little Bill Weston was no different. In his early adulthood, Weston took on the role of a scout for the Central Pacific Railroad company, helping the set tracks for the Transcontinental Railroad. In short, Weston had been all over the grand state of Colorado, but he had never stepped foot in Barclay in his life.

Barclay was an entirely singular town to Weston. It was built upon a meadow that was surrounded by lakes, rivers, mountains, and forests. Though it had started as many towns did, with settlers building randomly wherever they could lay down foundations, Barclay’s buildings were built in a circle meant to surround the large water well that sat in the centre of the town. This aesthetic reminded Weston of some Mexican cities he had seen in his travels, but he rarely saw it transfer over to American towns. Despite falling into a circle, the buildings themselves seemed to lean into one another for support. The main drag of buildings specifically seemed to be built with no boundaries in mind and no direct access to the back from outside. The residents themselves were an equally singular bunch. Composed of logging families, leftover miners, and their descendants, they were a grizzled and stout bunch that seemed easy to smile, but just as quick to suspicion and anger. 

“Good day, friend,” a powerful voice came from behind him, interrupting his thoughts.

Turning from his horse, he took in the tall, broad shouldered man who approached him. “Good day,” Weston tipped his hat and leaned into the haunch of his horse.

“Just arrive in our fair town?” the man continued, his voice cordial as he pushed back his jacket, put his hands on his hips, and revealed the tin star pinned to his vest.

“Just in,” Weston nodded. “I think you’re the man I wanted to talk to.” 

IV

They gathered in the saloon, Weston, Phillips, the sheriff, and his deputy, a squat, pockmarked man with a bald head and red-rimmed eyes. The saloon was quiet, only a few of what the sheriff called regulars sitting at the bar or corner tables drinking from large mugs. The building itself was quite large with a second storey of bedrooms for the whores that worked there. They sat in the middle of the room at a round table amongst at least a dozen more like it. The sheriff didn’t think they’d be disturbed.

“So,” the sheriff started, “you’re here to help?” He turned around and waved four fingers at the bartender who nodded and ducked behind the bar.

“Maybe,” Weston said catching Phillips’ eye. “Your call for help seemed pretty vague.”

“There’s a reason for that: we don’t know what the fuck is happening ‘round here.” The deputy was looking at the table, picking at his fingernails, and a smirk crossed his face as the sheriff said this.

“Maybe you’d care to elaborate then,” Phillips said, pushing his glasses up from his nose.

The sheriff leaned forward, his elbows resting on the dark oak table. “Near the end of summer, this year, a young man named Daniel Glacer disappeared. He had been drinking in this very saloon the night before. Most of us thought he would turn up in a haystack or something equally as foolish.” The sheriff paused to remove his hat, slicking back his silvery hair; his deputy nodded along to the story. “Well, he didn’t turn up for another two days, and what turned up wasn’t much to go on.”

“How do you mean?” Weston said as the bartender brought over four glasses of straight whiskey and distributed them evenly amongst the four.

The sheriff drained his whiskey and slammed the glass on the table, signalling the bartender for four more before he left the table. “Well, there wasn’t much left to see. Tommy here,” he cast his thumb toward his deputy, “was the one who found it. A mass of blood and guts and bone.”

“I thought it was Paul Tourville dumping his cast-offs from a Mule Deer he’d killed. He’s been known to do that, even though we’ve talked to him about it a time or two,” Tommy the deputy broke in.

“Thank you, Tommy. Yes, it looked very much like cast-offs from an animal picked clean. The only thing that gave it away as human was the skull, still partially corded in muscle and buried under the other remains.” The sheriff sat back in his chair and hooked his thumbs into his belt loops, his face ashen.

“Did you arrest anyone?” Phillips said, stroking his chin, sky blue eyes focused on the sheriff.

“Arrest anyone? Boy, why would I do that?” The sheriff sat up in his chair and locked eyes with his inquisitor.

“Seems pretty obvious that it was murder, Sheriff. Did you question this Paul Tourville fella?”

“Well, son, we ain’t too sure t’were a human who done it.” The bartender had returned, and the sheriff grabbed a glass from his tray and drained it as he did his first. Phillips and Weston looked at him puzzled.

“Teeth marks,” Deputy Tommy spoke up, his small grin still touching the corners of his mouth. “It looked like the bones were gnawed on.”

“And not just by scavengers neither,” the sheriff spoke up again. “Teeth that drew the meat from the bone. Now, how can a man arrest someone for that?”

“Well, there have been known cases...” Phillips started, taking out his deck of cards and shuffling them distractedly.

The sheriff put up his hand. “No, son, no one around here would do anything like that. Them French loggers may be out of their minds in the trees, but they ain’t savages. Even if they did do this, I couldn’t be seen arresting them for it.”

Phillips began to talk, but Weston stifled him with a hand and spoke himself: “And there have been others?”

The sheriff went through the rest of the deaths. There were six in total over as many months. Each amounted to the same thing: a man went missing and a pile of human cast-offs were found a day or two later with most of their meat gnawed off. There had been two separate search parties sent out into the surrounding areas, one went into the tall-treed forests and the other went into the snow-capped Rockies. Neither came back with anything conclusive, and because the remains were left in or around the town, the tracks were compromised by the heavy foot traffic. The sheriff stood at an impasse.

“This town has suffered its fair share of hardships... Death has visited at every corner, but this is something quite different.” The sheriff finished with his third glass of whiskey.

“Well, Sheriff, how can we help?”

“Fresh eyes, boy. I’m afraid we’re all too close to this ‘round here, that we might not be seeing things for what they are. Maybe we’re making it more sensational than it actually is.”

Weston and Phillips eyed one another for a moment. “Well sir, before we put our eyes to work, there’s a matter of an Indian in my hotel room to attend to.”

V

Faraway Sue was losing at cards. He suspected that the big man, Dutch, was cheating. That he was hiding cards in his sleeves or pockets. There wasn’t much that Sue could do about that though. His hands were chained, and he felt he was going to die soon. He looked down at his cards, they were not good. 

“I don’t think you have much chance here, Mr. Sue,” the big man spoke in his strange English, but then, Sue thought, all English was strange. Perhaps this man’s was more so though. When he was a boy, the first white man he met was a missionary trying to teach him about God and Jesus Christ. He was a nice white man, his English was very plain and kind, but Sue could not understand it. The second white man he met, when Sue himself was not yet a man, pointed a gun at his head and made him watch as another man placed a knife to his father’s throat. This man’s English was loud and angry, but Sue understood it. There had been many other white men since then, but Sue would always remember those first two.

Sue played his cards and lost. Dutch celebrated as he always did by hooting and laughing and snatching up the cards to play another game, and perhaps to shuffle in the extra cards he had in his sleeves. The room they were in was much nicer than the last hotel. There were rugs on the floor, and a painting of a horse on the wall. There was even a small table and two chairs, which they were able to sit at to play cards. Still, Sue would have rather been under the sky and not a wooden roof.

The door opened behind them, Weston and the smart one, Phillips, walked in. They looked serious and stared at Sue. 

“How’d that go, gentlemen?” Dutch asked, shuffling the cards, not paying much attention to them.

“Pretty interesting,” Phillips chimed in, approaching the table.

“Anything we can help with?” Dutch said, handing out the cards, adding two extra piles for his compatriots.

“I think so.” Weston stepped forward now and as he did two other white men walked into the room. “C’mon Sue, time to go.”

Sue turned back to the table, glided his chains over the scratched wooden surface and picked up his cards. Dutch turned his eyes up to him, his fingers white on the deck of cards still in his hand. “Damn,” said the Indian. “Pair of aces.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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I

Sue’s cell was larger than he had expected. He stood next to the barred window, rubbed at the red divots where the shackles had been, and looked out on the dying sun. He smelled the crisp certainty of snow on the air, a cold and fresh scent that his senses welcomed. He extended his hand through the bars, arching his back and twisting his shoulder to accommodate the height of the window. He could feel the small pellets of snow as they fell into his palm, could feel their cold seeping into his pores, but was only met with small water droplets when he pulled his hand back into the cell. He rubbed the melted remains onto the back of his neck under his raven coloured hair. The feeling sustained him, reawakened his muddled mind, and allowed him to sit on the hard, wooden cot in relative peace. He began to hum a song; it was a good song about death and life and second chances. He hummed the song and looked to the sky outside, the snow falling to blanket the land.

II

The deputy couldn’t stand the chug’s stupid humming. The sound burrowed into his bones and made him shake and shiver. There was no way that Tom Baker was going to let an ignorant savage get one over on him like that. He stood from the desk and placed the ring of keys on its well-worn surface, rolled his sleeves over his thick forearms, tightened his belt and adjusted his holster so he could hold the revolver’s handle in plain view of anyone looking at him; he approached the cell. 

“Hey, chug,” he said, tapping on the cold iron bars with his bare hand. The Indian remained sitting, his neck stretched so he could look out the window, and he still hummed. Tom jiggled the door against its lock, and a loud clanging exploded against the walls of the office. “Hey, Injun.” Tom placed his hand on his revolver. “Stop your god damned humming.”

The humming continued. 

Tom slammed his fist against the bars. A clang rang out, and he pulled his hand back with a sharp inhale of breath. His knuckles were bloody and bruised, but the Indian just sat there humming his savage tunes. Tom growled. He grabbed his gun and pointed it at the chug, threatened his life over and over again, but still the prisoner persisted. Spittle ran down the corners of Baker’s mouth, and his hand pained him. His breathing was laboured, and he shuddered after every exhale. He cursed on Faraway Sue, moved away from the cell, and slammed his hands on the table. He grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair and exited the office. He left the Indian alone with his humming, for now. 

The snow fell in small flakes as the deputy shrugged into his jacket. That meant there was plenty more on the way, Tom thought, poking a cigarette into the corner of his mouth and lighting it with a match inside his cupped hand. Smoke rolled from his mouth and nose as he turned the corner to the small alley between the sheriff’s office and the general store.

The damn Injun had gotten under his last nerve. Sheriff Forster had told him to watch the chug while he settled a few things with those other newcomers. He never had to watch a chug before. What did the sheriff mean, Tom wondered. He figured they were more like dogs; if they bite their owner, then they got shot. Couldn’t he just shoot the chug and have it done with? He inhaled another stream of smoke, feeling a surge of satisfaction. Maybe, if the situation was right. The sheriff had a bit of a soft spot for the chugs, the nips, even the fucking bean eaters. Only God knew why. But if he pulled it right, there would be nothing the Sheriff could say or do. The Indian just ran at him, surprised him, grabbed him by the throat. He had no choice but to shoot the poor chug. A smile crossed his face as he took a final draw from his hand-rolled cigarette and threw it into the amassing snow. 

As the deputy turned to leave the small alley, he heard a crunch somewhere behind him that caused him pause. He looked above him: the sun was beginning to set and the marble clouds tainted the light that remained; it changed the alley into a monochromatic collection of black shadows between glimpses of white snow and grey buildings. 

“Who’s back there?” Tom said, pulling his gun from its holster with the smooth creak of old leather. Tom knew the alley well, he often stood there listening to the prisoners whine and bawl. Heard the drunks getting sick, while other times he just sat and watched the town pass by from the shadows. He knew what those shadows held: empty ground and a view of the rear-end of his office and the buildings surrounding it. He’d heard strange and terrible things coming through those bars, heard the chittering of rats and mice, but never had he heard this sound.

The sharp crunch, like a foot through hardened snow, was followed by a short, high pitched trumpeting sound that began to echo through the narrow alleyway making it hard for the deputy to pinpoint the source. He waded deeper into the shadows, gun at the ready. 

If hard pressed, Tom would have said it were a deer making the noises he heard, but he didn’t have time to think it over. He paused at the threshold of the shadows, cocking his head to the side. The sound stopped. 

The deputy squinted, could feel the creases at his temples harden, and set his muddy, brown eyes to see in the dark. At first it was what he expected: the empty alleyway, the buildings just wider than his shoulders and the gathering snow, but something flitted past his vision. He turned to see it pass the exit of the alley, and he heard the high-pitched noise again, now echoed by a low grunt. Tom moved into the shadows, his eyes easing into the darkness with him, and then he felt it. Something was behind him. It was a presence that felt wrong somehow, that made what little hair Tom had on his neck stand on end. Before the deputy could move, he felt a sharp, jagged pain in his neck and a warm sensation spreading below it. He fell to the ground into a blackness darker than the shadows before him. 

III

“That’s him alright,” Forster said, adjusting the legs of his jeans as he made his way into his office. 

“What a mess,” Jim Phillips said, adjusting his glasses and turning away from the body that was piled in the middle of the alleyway.

Bill Weston stood over the body rubbing his chin and nodded in agreement to Phillips - it was a mess. The body was barely recognizable as human: in some places chunks of flesh and muscle had been torn off by some sort of clawed mandible, while sharpened teeth was the culprit in others. Weston had seen deer torn to pieces by wolves before, ripped apart and left with only bone and stomach. Wolves didn’t take their time with their kill, they ate and then hoarded the leftovers. No waste. This though, there was a special pleasure had in this death. The wounds were given singular attention, each in its own order and time. He shook his head and followed the others into the office.

“I didn’t see it. Couldn’t even see this shit until I woke up with an eye full of it,” Tom Baker said, coughing and rubbing the back of his head as Weston and Phillips stomped snow into the makeshift jail. Baker shivered. “All I remember is that... that... sound.” He pulled a blanket around his shoulders. 

“Like an elk,” came Sue’s deep voice from further into the sheriff’s office. 

“Fuck you, chug,” Tom said, attempting to rise but fell back into his chair, a green look coming over him that sapped his conviction. 

“Easy there, Tommy,” the sheriff said from his own seat, bent forward with his elbows on his knees. 

The sheriff had rounded up Weston and company, relieved them of their drinks and cards, and called them forth. He had found his deputy face down in the alley, blood dribbling from the back of his head, laying beside the remains that were still in the shadows of the alley now. The sheriff was concerned and afraid, damn near frightened to death. He looked old, weathered. Weston thought it was more than the stress of the murders that was drawing him out so.

“You see anything, Sue?” Phillips had moved closer to the Indian’s cell. 

Sue sat on his cot in the dark, the orange light of the lanterns lit at the front of the office struggled to reach the bars of Sue’s cell. His wet, brown eyes glistened in the darkness. 

“Nohm. Heard it though. Heard grunting like that of a deer, an elk. Heard the heavy breathing of the deputy, and heard him fall to the ground. Then I heard nothing.” 

“Thanks, Sue,” Phillips said, running his hands over the cell bars as he turned back to the others. “This brings up a lot of questions.” He tapped his temple with two fingers and paced. 

“The first of which,” said Weston, moving his hand from his mouth, “is ‘who’s the deadman’?” He looked at the sheriff, who sat back in his chair and rubbed at his eyes with the heels of his hands. 

“Well now, let’s see.” He cleared his throat and spat into a nearby bucket. “We ain’t had no people reported missing. Not since Daniel anyway, but we did have a few men go out to do some huntin’ in yonder forest a few days ago. Not likely to see them back until next week though.” 

“It’s as good a start as any,” Weston said and nodded to himself. “Think you can lead us to them, Sheriff?” 

“Myself and Tommy can do that. Shouldn’t be a problem.” 

The door to the office thudded open, snow and wind blew in around Dutch’s big boots as he stomped his way in, slamming the door closed in his wake. 

“You know,” Dutch said removing his hat and brushing some snow from it, “in my country, weather like this could be considered a nice summer day.” He barked out a laugh that no one joined in on.

“See anything out there?” Weston said, eyeing the big man. 

“Summer is a great time for tracking in my homeland.” 

IV

The tracks were indistinct as they were partially covered by the waning snow, but they led Weston, Dutch, and the sheriff into the forest to the north of Barclay. Weston had decided it best to leave the injured deputy behind and thought Phillips would be keen enough to put his mind to work on the matter. He would continue to work with the deputy to identify the recently deceased, and they could plan their next move from there. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg
A NOVEL BY

N\ DOB






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





