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      Beth stared at the falling snow in frustration. Her hand drifted to her hip where her Colt normally hung. She needed to get out. She needed to be doing something. Instead, she stood in the doorway of her ma’s cabin. Trapped.

      She hated feeling trapped.

      Fat snowflakes drifted down. They danced a bit with the breeze. Overhead, the gray afternoon sky spread out like an unwashed wool blanket. Even the late February sun of two days ago seemed like a pale memory. The flakes just piled up into drifts and fields of dull white.

      Yesterday, the snow had coated the dead corn and tomato stalks left in Ma’s garden. Today, it threatened to bury the lowest fence railings. It’d already turned the walk to the barn into a slog. Tomorrow? Who knew? Her overnight visit to Ma’s had already lasted a week, and now the snow threatened to extend it even more.

      Beth let out a long sigh. If she wanted to do any shooting practice, it’d be either in the snow or the barn. She should’ve done it first thing when she woke up, like Hickok often advised though rarely did himself. But Ma had wanted help with the goats…

      She stepped back and closed the door. No point in letting in more cold than necessary. As it was, Ma was already huddled by the fire with three blankets wrapped around her. She’d said she was going to knit, but she’d fallen asleep. Like she’d done often this past week.

      To Beth, the room felt stuffy. The thick log walls kept out most of the cold. She and Ma’d made sure there weren’t any leaks in the mortar long before winter started. The glass windows had long iced over but still let in enough light to keep the cabin from being gloomy. It could’ve been downright cozy if she hadn’t wanted to get out so badly.

      It wasn’t that living with Ma was a problem. Ma had, in fact, been especially courteous. She’d treated Beth more like a guest than anything. Which Beth supposed she was now, what with having a permanent room at the Astor.

      But Ma’s house was a trap. A comfortable trap, but still not the same as being on the road. Yes, there’d been days during the trip to Yellowstone last summer that had been miserable. Days where she’d loathed each step, each night, each meal.

      But even in the bad days, it had never been stuffy. Or boring.

      With a sigh, she quietly walked over to Ma to check on her. Ma’s blankets had slid down, so Beth tucked them in again. Ma stirred and mumbled something but didn’t wake.

      Beth stirred the fire and fed it another small log. It crackled, and a few tendrils of acrid smoke wafted into the room instead of heading up the chimney. Ma stirred, but just turned her head. After a thoroughly undignified snort, Ma settled back into a deep sleep.

      Beth smiled. Ma had worked hard running the small farm by herself. She’d earned her rest.

      But Beth felt restless. She’d spent too long inside and her hand itched to hold her gun. She backed away from Ma and found her long coat and her broad-brimmed hat. She had a decent duster now, courtesy of the Army. She liked to think of it as a gift of gratitude but Hickok had laughed and said they were probably too embarrassed to say no when she’d implied she wanted one. She hadn’t actually asked, though. She was just admiring them during a visit to the barracks and the next day a private had showed up at the Astor with one just her size.

      Still, as she’d told Hickok, she wasn’t giving it back.

      She lifted her gun belt off the peg by the door and buckled it on over her denim trousers. She could at least do quickdraw practice in the barn even if she didn’t pull the trigger. Shots would wake Ma. Quickdraw was better than nothing. She pulled her coat tight around herself and headed out into the snow.

      Beth was almost to the barn when she noticed someone in the distance forging their way down the path toward Ma’s little farm. Beth smiled when she recognized the brown wool hat and the skirts sticking out from under the long coat. She stepped away from the barn to make it easier for Rose to see her.

      Somehow Rose made even a slippery walk through falling snow seem elegant. She carried a large leather bag with the straps over one shoulder, but also held it tight to her body with one hand. She didn’t stutter-step to avoid icy spots, though Beth suspected she wasn’t stepping in them either. Rose waved a leather-gloved hand. Even at the distance, Beth could sense her smile.

      When Rose was close enough, she called out, “Beth! What are you doing out in the snow?”

      “Ma’s asleep,” Beth said with a nod toward the house. “I thought I’d do some quickdraw practice in the barn.”

      “Of course,” Rose said. “Left handed, I suppose?”

      “Both.” The injury to Beth’s shooting arm had healed fine, but she still wasn’t good enough with either hand. Not as good as she wanted to be.

      “I’ve brought molasses and honey for your ma.”

      “Now that’s worth waking her up for.”

      Ma stirred when they entered. Her eyelids fluttered, and then settled at cracked-open. She shifted in her chair and then jerked awake as she saw Rose.

      “Oh, my,” Ma said as she sat up straight. The blankets slid to her waist.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs. Armstrong,” Rose said. “Look what I’ve brought you.” She smiled and proceeded to pull two glass jars out of her leather bag. She held them out toward Ma.

      “Oh, Rose, you didn’t have to.” Ma still reached for them.

      Rose waited until the older woman had a good grip on the jars before letting go and stepping back.

      “What do I owe you for these?” Ma asked as she turned the jars in her hands and examined them. Her eyes lit up at their rich color.

      “Nothing,” Rose said. “They’re a gift. From Mr. Hickok.”

      Ma’s smile faded. “Mr. Hickok?”

      “Bill’s back in town?” Beth blurted.

      “I should’ve known.” Ma sighed with resignation. Then to Beth, “I suppose you’re gonna go runnin’.”

      “Um,” Rose said, “that’s why I’m here.” She looked at Beth. “He sent me to ask you to come to town.”

      “Why didn’t he come himself?” Ma asked suspiciously.

      Beth gave Rose a sideways look. Hickok didn’t like to cross Ma, but sending someone else wasn’t his style.

      “He’s asleep,” Rose answered. “He rode all night without stopping.” To Beth, “But he said to wake him when you arrive. He needs help with some ghosts.”

      Ma grumbled something under her breath. Then she shuffled to the shelves where she kept her tinned goods and added the jars.

      Beth and Rose exchanged a pained look. Then Beth stepped to Ma’s side.

      “You know I gotta go, Ma,” Beth said quietly.

      “You don’t gotta do anything,” Ma snapped. Then her face softened. “You don’t gotta.”

      Beth’s chest tightened. She put her hand on Ma’s upper arm. “I can’t stay here.”

      “Why not?” Ma snapped, but she didn’t push Beth’s hand away. “It’s warm. It’s safe…”

      “I’ll be fine, Ma,” Beth said. “Fine. I can take care of myself.”

      Ma turned her head away. “I… I know.” She put a hand over Beth’s, but didn’t look at her. Instead, she took several deep, ragged breaths before turning back.

      “Well,” Ma said. Her eyes glistened with moisture. “At least let me make some biscuits for you to take.”

      Beth checked with Rose, who gave a small nod. Hickok could wait until Ma was done.
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        * * *

      

      The falling snow had thickened by the time Beth and Rose set out. Beth’s nose itched with the cold. The scarf Ma’d knit kept the rest of her face warm, but not her nose. At least her feet were dry. The boots she’d bought from Boggs had been worth every penny. She kept her footing even in the slippery parts.

      They reached Boggs’s general store on the outskirts of town. He’d closed up, but a sign on the door said to knock. Beth couldn’t help a smile. A foot of snow wasn’t enough to stop Boggs from trying to sell anything a desperate customer wanted.

      Then they crossed the bridge over Clear Creek into Golden City proper. One of the bars had piano music coming out of it and a couple of miners hurried across the street to another bar further down the road.

      Even heavy spring snow couldn’t keep some men from their booze, Beth mused sourly. She didn’t understand that. The one whiskey she’d drunk had burned her throat. Hickok had been amused, and bought her beer when she turned seventeen instead. Maybe when she was older, she’d develop a taste for it.

      A fresh wind blasted them in the face as they walked up Twelfth Street to the Astor. They paused under its balcony to shake off the snow and then stamp their boots. Rose’s cheeks were pink from the cold but she smiled. After one last brush of snow off her hat, Beth led the way inside.

      The warmth in the entryway made Beth sigh in pleasure. They followed the happy smell of smoke into the parlor. There, the roaring fire made her want to shed her coat right away.

      She wasn’t alone. Two burly men with grizzled beards sat at the nearest table eating steak and potatoes. The normal gingham table cloth had been removed, letting the polished oak shine. From their bearing and snatches of their conversation, she guessed they were teamsters up from Santa Fe.

      Beyond them, Mr. Lake, the Astor House’s owner, sat at the table closest to the fire with his ledger open in front of him. Thin with gray hair, he was still buttoned up in his suit despite the warmth. He sipped from a steaming mug but looked up when she and Rose entered.

      “Miss Armstrong!” he called as he stood. He bowed slightly. “Welcome home!”

      The two teamsters broke off their conversation and stared. One’s mouth dropped open at her name.

      “Mr. Lake,” Beth said with a nod of her head. Her gut twinged at the thought of what Ma would think of his words. But the Astor was home. Mr. Lake had promised her a free room in the hotel as long as she liked, though she suspected it would be as long as her fame brought in additional guests. He’d even posted flyers advertising “The Home of the Girl Gunslinger!” Though it wasn’t clear how much that helped.

      “Mr. Hickok left word to be awoken when you arrived,” Mr. Lake said. Then his eyes fell on Rose. “And Miss Chamberlin, perhaps you could see if these gentlemen would be interested in some more of Mr. Coors’s finest, or perhaps some pie?”

      Rose grimaced, but then pasted on a smile for the customers. “Certainly, Mr. Lake. But I thought my shift ended after breakfast?”

      His eyes tightened, but he kept smiling.

      “Just so,” he said, “but I’m afraid Mrs. Archer went home feeling a bit under the weather.”

      Rose and Beth exchanged a quick, knowing look. Mrs. Archer’s spells of poor health were always exceedingly convenient.

      “Well, if you will see to these men,” Mr. Lake continued, “I will go alert Mr. Hickok to Miss Armstrong’s return.”

      “I’ll help,” Beth said to Rose, who smiled in thanks.

      The teamsters agreed to the beer but skipped the pie. They remained agog as Beth helped Rose clear their dirty dishes and tidy up some of the other tables that still bore crumbs. The younger one seemed to be trying to work up the nerve to ask her something, but broke into a string of um’s and ah’s when Rose asked if they needed anything else. He couldn’t seem to take his eyes off Beth.

      Until the door to the entryway opened and Hickok came in.

      He looked ragged—he was in a stained white shirt instead of his usual impeccable three piece suit. His long brown hair hung limp around his shoulders and his mustache was unkempt. Worse, she’d never seen him look so pallid, like he was eighty instead of forty. The sharp-eyed gunslinger looked more like a drunken bum, except she knew he wasn’t drunk.

      “Beth,” he said. “Oh, good. We have to leave for Saint Louis as soon as we can.”

      She furrowed her brow. “Why?”

      “The ghosts—the ghosts there are killing people. We have to go.”
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      Beth stared at Hickok. She did her best to not let her mouth drop open. Other than the crackling of the parlor fire, the room had fallen still. For a few heartbeats, only the smell of smoke filled the room.

      “How?” she finally asked. “Ghosts can’t touch people.” In fact, most people couldn’t even see them.

      “These can, apparently.” Hickok’s hand drifted toward his gun belt. It was his tell that he was worried. Beth’s gut tightened in reply and her mind raced.

      “You need a witch.”

      “They killed the witch,” he said grimly.

      “What?!”

      “She was one of the first to die.”

      “Oh, that’s not good,” Rose interjected. “That’s not good at all. The poor woman.”

      “Girl,” Hickok corrected. “She was barely fourteen.”

      “Even worse,” Mr. Lake echoed. Now standing, he gripped the back of his chair like a church pew.

      “How many have died?” Beth asked.

      “Too many.”

      “How do you know it’s ghosts?”

      Hickok nodded toward his usual table at the back of the parlor, which was also the furthest from the teamsters.

      “Let me get some coffee and I’ll tell you about it,” he said.

      “Oh, let me fetch it,” Rose said. “You two go on and get settled.”

      “Mr. Lake,” Hickok said as he turned to the Astor’s proprietor, “pardon me for another indulgence. Could you please send a messenger to Mr. Boggs? We’ll need fast horses in the morning.”

      “Of course,” Mr. Lake said as he straightened up. “I’ll dispatch someone immediately.” He packed up his ledger and headed toward the door.

      Hickok looked at Beth and then gestured toward the back table.

      Rose arrived at the table a few steps ahead of Beth and Hickok. One of the gingham table cloths that normally covered the table hung over the back of a nearby chair. She quickly threw it over the table and slid it until it was centered correctly. Then she stepped back and raised an eyebrow, daring Beth to challenge her.

      Beth just smiled and rolled her eyes. She sat in the chair next to Hickok’s as he sagged into his. Sitting, he looked even more tired than he had coming through the door. Rose took one look and pursed her lips in thought.

      “I’ll be right back,” she said before she headed for the kitchen.

      “Are you all right?” Beth asked Hickok.

      He slowly nodded. “Just tired.”

      “Riding hard?”

      He nodded.

      “So what’s so urgent?”

      “The ghosts and the trolls.” He let out a long breath and looked toward the kitchen door.

      Rose bustled through it as they watched. She bore a small serving tray with Mr. Lake’s ornate silver coffee pot and three china cups on saucers. They rattled as she pushed through the door, but then settled smoothly into place as she approached.

      “May I join you, Mr. Hickok?” she asked sweetly as she put a cup and saucer in front of him.

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “Please,” Beth interrupted. “I’ll just tell her everything later.”

      He looked at her, and then to Rose, and then back again.

      “Very well,” he said with a sigh. He leaned back in his chair, but then took the coffee and raised it to his lips. After a deep sip, he smiled in appreciation.

      Rose poured coffee for Beth and herself and then sat on Hickok’s other side. She leaned forward on her elbow and cocked her head to listen.

      “Ghosts and trolls,” Beth prompted.

      “Yes,” Hickok said. He took another sip of coffee and let out a happy sigh. “The trolls first. I went to Saint Louis because we’d heard the trolls were up to something. They’ve spent the winter massing across the river. We figure they have ten thousand, maybe more.”

      “Oh my,” Rose said. “But they can’t cross the river, can they?”

      “They can if they have enough boats,” Hickok said, “but they haven’t started building them. So we don’t know what they’re doing. Are they going to try to cross, or are they going to march north toward Fort Chicago? Or is it something else? We don’t know.”

      “What about our troops?” Beth asked.

      “We have about a thousand in Saint Louis. We’ve asked the Texans to send men, but who knows what they’ll do.” He shrugged.

      Beth nodded. The newly formed Republic of Texas wasn’t outright hostile to the United States of the West, but it was pretty close. If some of the senators back in San Francisco had had their way, the War Between the States would’ve started up again when Texas announced its second secession. Fortunately, cooler heads had prevailed.

      Hickok had been one of those heads. He’d even brought a Jotun giant axe to the Capitol to remind the senators who the real enemy was. The man knew how to persuade.

      “General Sanborn doesn’t want to stay in Chicago. He wants to go east,” Hickok continued. “We’ve almost got Ohio secured and he’s eager to push the Jotun out of Pennsylvania.”

      “Which he can’t do with an army of trolls behind him,” Beth said.

      “Obviously,” Hickok replied. He took another sip of coffee and smiled. “I do miss this.”

      Beth smiled too. Rose had brought out the good stuff. She wondered how Mr. Lake’s dwindling supplies were holding up.

      “So the ghosts,” Rose prompted.

      “Relentless, aren’t you two?” Hickok smiled. Some of his color was back. The magic of coffee, it appeared.

      “We make a good team,” Rose said, and Beth nodded in agreement. Then Rose looked expectantly at Hickok.

      He pursed his lips in amusement. Then he took another sip.

      “So, Saint Louis had a lot of ghosts,” he said, “after the Jotun sacked it in ’67. The Army’s gotten most of them to move on, but…” He shrugged.

      Beth nodded. She’d seen a dozen ghosts on the Golden City battlefield that hadn’t moved on, either because they hadn’t wanted to or because they were “broken.”

      “It’s not just that,” Hickok said, having figured out what she was thinking. “We haven’t even found them all.”

      “Why not?”

      “The ruins are a pretty big place.” He shrugged. “Witches are better employed elsewhere.”

      “But Saint Louis had one recently, didn’t they?” Rose asked.

      “The daughter of one of the officers assigned to the river watch, a girl named Laura,” Hickok said. “She was really green, but she was the only witch between the front and the Rockies.”

      Beth grimaced. That was a real problem, that a girl was the only one.

      “Another witch spent a week with her once her abilities started to show, but that was all her training. It wasn’t much, but…” He shrugged. “Anyway, Laura’d go looking for ghosts from time to time.”

      He let out a heavy sigh.

      “One night she didn’t come back,” he continued. “The next day they found her in the old ruins.”

      The haunted look had returned. He stared into the distance for a moment.

      “It was bad?” Beth prompted.

      “Really bad.” He sighed again, before his jaw tightened.

      “A dozen more people died,” he said. “All cut up like her. The last one when I was there…”

      He suppressed a shudder. Then he breathed deeply and purpose returned to his eyes.

      “The witch,” he continued, “the day before she died, told a friend she’d seen a new kind of ghost. It didn’t make sense, but…” He shrugged. “She was clearly worried.”

      “Which is why you want me,” Beth said.

      “Yeah. With your sight…”

      It was her turn to grimace. Sometimes being able to see ghosts was a curse.

      “The longer we take to get back, the more people will die.”

      She sucked in her breath. “So we leave in the morning.”
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      In the hotel room she now called home, Beth gave her bags another once over. It was hard to pack both light and for the cold at the same time. She’d decided to forego a dress and pack both her pairs of denim pants. If the folks in Saint Louis couldn’t handle that, well, they’d have to learn. She trusted Rose could be girly enough for both of them.

      The problem was how much ammunition to take. Hickok said the Saint Louis garrison was adding soldiers faster than they were getting supplies. That meant they had to be running low on bullets. But she didn’t have room to take all she wanted to.

      She pulled a shirt and a pair of socks out of her bags. She might get a little colder, but that was better than having her Colt click on an empty chamber.

      She looked around the room to see what she might’ve missed. She’d placed her dresses in a trunk, along with her extra unmentionables and her second pair of shoes. She’d offered to let Mr. Lake rent out her room while she was gone if he’d store her things. She could’ve taken them to Ma’s, she supposed. But that would just lead to another round of Ma trying to make her feel guilty for going on the road.

      Beth’s breath caught as she thought of Ma, alone in her cabin, waiting. Beth knew she’d be fine, but knowing it and feeling it were far, far different. Ma worried, and nothing—not sun, not good fortune, not success—could keep her from doing so. She was the master of spotting potential rain clouds.

      But Beth had to go. Ma wanted her safe on the farm, but if there were people dying in Saint Louis and Beth could stop it…

      She picked up her bags and headed down to the parlor.

      There, she found Hickok and Rose standing near the back table and glaring at each other. Fortunately the room was otherwise empty, because their anger was palpable.

      “That’s final,” Hickok snarled. “You’re not coming.”

      But then they broke off when they saw Beth. Rose’s face was pale and she was breathing hard, her eyes full of anger. Hickok looked more irritated than anything.

      “She says she’s coming with us,” Hickok jabbed the air with his finger, pointing at Rose.

      “Well of course she is,” Beth said.

      “We need to ride hard and fast,” he said. “She’ll slow us down.”

      “But she’ll be able to help in Saint Louis.”

      “Yeah, how?”

      “She’s the most resourceful woman I know.”

      Rose crossed her arms and nodded in agreement, but Hickok would not be deterred.

      “She’s not coming,” he said again.

      Beth crossed her arms and glared at him.

      “Don’t make this a contest of wills,” Hickok warned. He’d narrowed his eyes, but his hands remained at his side. Not drifting toward his guns. Not that he’d draw them…

      “I won’t slow you down,” Rose interjected. “I can ride better than Beth.”

      “She can,” Beth said. “A lot better. She won’t slow us down.”

      Hickok looked from one woman to the other. His glare deepened, but then he shrugged.

      “Fine,” he said. “We leave in thirty minutes. If she’s not ready, we leave without her.” Then he strode out of the room.

      Beth watched him go. He couldn’t be angry about being slowed down. She’d spent too much time with him over the years to believe it. Too many times he’d been late himself.

      Rose stepped to her side and also looked at the door he’d gone through.

      “He said he couldn’t protect us both,” Rose said quietly. “Before you came in.”

      “He doesn’t need to protect either of us,” Beth retorted. “We can take care of ourselves.”

      “That,” Rose said, “is most certainly true.” She smiled and glanced at the clock on the wall. “Now I must go find Mr. Lake and arrange for Mrs. Archer to cover my shifts. Hopefully he’s close, since I only have thirty minutes.”

      Beth grinned. She was sure that no matter how far away Mr. Lake was, Rose would be back on time.
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      Nineteen minutes later, Rose and Beth stepped out the front door of the Astor and stood under its balcony. The speckled gray and brown rough stone of the walls made it feel like a cave, protected from the snow still drifting down. The fat flakes fell less frequently now and drifted more lazily to the ground.

      Rose held two small rucksacks ready to be tied to her horse. Beth had loaded her saddlebags herself, though she’d added two small pouches of bullets to her belt. She’d also decided not to bring her rifle—an old Winchester her friend Billy had given her when he’d bought himself a new one. It didn’t feel comfortable in her hands like the Colt, and they needed to travel light. Both women had bundled up warm with layers and coats and boots. Rose wore her thickest wool dress over leggings, the better to ride with. They were ready.

      Except for Hickok.

      And the horses, which Hickok was supposed to bring.

      Rose gave Beth a knowing look followed by an exasperated sigh. Beth nodded in agreement at the irony. She turned to look down Twelfth Street toward the stables.

      After what had to be several more minutes—Ten? Fifteen?—Hickok turned the corner from Washington Street leading three horses: a buckskin bay Morgan and two smaller palomino mustangs. He bent forward, his head bowed, which kept the snow out of his face. It also meant Beth couldn’t read him well. Was he still angry?

      From the way he yanked on the leads, he appeared to be. But after a bit, he looked up and his face was calm.

      No. Masked.

      She knew his tells well enough after all the time he’d spent training her. He was angry, but determined not to let it show. She steeled herself. Sometimes he couldn’t hold the sarcasm back no matter how much he tried.

      Still, he slogged through the snow until he and the horses were under the balcony. They exchanged greetings and then he passed the Morgan’s reins to Rose.

      “Boggs didn’t have three palominos so you’ll have to keep up on this one.”

      Beth frowned. Palominos were much faster than the Morgan would be, despite their smaller size.

      Rose’s eyes flashed but then she said, “Thank you.” Before Beth could argue on her behalf, Rose shot her a look that cut her off.

      “I’m sure I’ll be just fine,” Rose said, as much for Beth’s benefit as Hickok’s. “Shall we?”

      Hickok muttered something under his breath, but nodded. Then he looked at both women to make sure he had their attention.

      “We’ll follow the Platte northeast,” he said. “As fast as we can. We’ll gallop whenever the horses can stand it. Once we get to Julesburg, we can change horses and keep going.”

      “There’s an outpost at Julesburg now?” Rose asked.

      “Mmm hmm,” Hickok said. “The Army’s trying to put the old Pony Express back together, at least until they can get telegraph wires strung.”

      “That’ll be ages,” Rose shook her head with annoyance. “Why, I think they’ve been talking about running wires from Salt Lake to Golden City since I was a baby.”

      “And they’ll be talking about it after you’re in your grave, too. Fool Congressmen.” He spat. “Let’s go. We’ve no time to waste.”

      They rode east, skirted the ruins of Denver City, and picked up the Platte River on the far side. By then, the snow had stopped and the sun had at least partially succeeded in poking through the blanket of gray clouds. True to Hickok’s word, they galloped when they could and walked when the horses needed to rest. As dusk fell, he led them to an old abandoned cabin not far from the river. The roof leaked and the door was gone, but it was a decent shelter for the night.

      “I know I said to practice your quick draw every day,” he said as they unloaded their horses, “but we need to get there as soon as we can.”

      “I’ll still do some,” she promised.

      But it was dark all too soon, so after a dozen tries she gave up and called it a night. They ate Ma’s biscuits with some tack before setting watches and getting some sleep.

      By the afternoon of the third day, the horses had begun to falter. Even the palominos didn’t want to race. The trail had turned slushy and muddy as well. Beth shed her overcoat and tied it to her horse, at least when she was riding. But afternoon turned to a cold night, and Hickok urged them on. They slowed to a trot and then a walk, but he didn’t let up.

      Finally, exhausted, sore, and ready to collapse, they spotted lights ahead. Hickok called for them to gallop, and several minutes later they arrived in Julesburg.

      The little town wasn’t much—maybe six buildings total. Most were constructed out of wooden planks, but one was made of sod. The biggest, with the most light leaking from its window, was still a single story not much bigger than Ma’s one-room cabin. Hickok headed for it.

      “Open up!” He pounded on the hardwood door. “Open up! It’s Captain Hickok!”

      A minute later, a soldier let them in.

      “Have someone take care of the horses,” he ordered, “and bring in our bags.”

      Warmth hit Beth immediately. A fireplace crackled, full of flames. A thick older soldier in blue stood gaping at her. With his black hair frazzled and his unshaven chin hiding his thick neck, he reminded Beth of a grumpy bear. Two younger soldiers sat at a small plain table nearby with playing cards in their hands. The other side of the one large room held simple beds.

      The soldiers remained still, blinking.

      “Get going,” Hickok barked.

      Grumpy Bear pointed his finger at one of the card players, who jumped to his feet and hustled to the door.

      “Captain Hickok, sir,” Grumpy Bear said, “we weren’t expecting you.”

      “Now why would that be, Sergeant?” Hickok asked. He tilted his head. “Seeing as how I told you seven days ago I’d be back?”

      “Well…., um…” The sergeant ducked his head and suddenly seemed to find his boots fascinating.

      “We wasn’t expecting girls!” the other card player said. He was a thin man except for his nose, which looked like it’d been smashed flat.

      Hickok gave him a hard, flat stare. “Private. We need food and water. Dry blankets if you have them. Do you understand?”

      Hickok’s hand had drifted to hover above his gun. Flat Nose swallowed hard and nodded.

      “Uh…,” Flat Nose said, “uh… sir… there’s more blankets in the barn for the horses. We could use some of them but I can’t carry ’em all.”

      “I’ll get them,” Sergeant Grumpy Bear said quickly. “You take care of the food.” To Hickok, “You want to pick out your new horses, sir?”

      “Yes,” Hickok said. “Let’s go.”

      As the men headed out, Beth let herself sink into Flat Nose’s now empty chair. It wobbled when she sat down but quickly steadied at a slight tilt. She ignored Flat Nose as he bustled around the small kitchen area.

      Rose hung her coat and hat on a rack near the fire and put her gloves on the hearth. Then she joined Beth at the table.

      “It’s so nice to be warm,” Rose said with a relieved smile. Her cheeks were actually rosy as they recovered from the cold.

      Beth nodded. As the heat seeped into her bones, weariness followed. She needed food and then sleep.

      But even before that, she needed to take off her outer winter clothes. Slush that had splashed on her pants had begun to melt and she could feel the drips down her legs. She stood and went to the fire and wooden rack where Rose had hung her things. She had just taken off her coat when she heard Flat Nose wheeze. She turned around to see him with his mouth agape.

      “Are you a girl or a boy?” he said.

      She stared at him.

      “You dress like a boy. You sure you’re a girl?”

      Rose tensed up and leaned forward in her seat, but Beth shook her head slightly and Rose held still. Beth’s own shoulders were tight, but she kept her hands loose and away from her body.

      “I’m a woman,” she said, sweetly but firmly, “who carries a gun and wears trousers. Is that a problem?”

      “Yes! Um⁠—”

      Beth brushed her side above her Colt. Flat Nose’s eyes followed her hand, and then he swallowed.

      “Uh, no. No problem. I’ll be gettin’ your food now.” He turned his back to them and got busy chopping something he’d pulled out of a basket.

      Rose raised an eyebrow and looked at Beth. Beth just rolled her eyes and finished hanging her wet outer garments up to dry.

      Hickok and Sergeant Grumpy Bear returned a few minutes later, and shortly thereafter Flat Nose had food on the table for them. The soldiers were finally introduced—Sergeant Meyer and Private Howard (Flat Nose), with Private Schwenker still in the barn tending the horses. They ate overly salty cured ham with mushy beans and diced onions, and some semi-competently cooked biscuits. The soldiers, having eaten earlier, mostly watched or talked about the local weather and events.

      “There’s just not much going on, sir,” Sergeant Meyer said. “You’re the only travelers in a week and we haven’t seen any Indians.”

      “Any news from the Express riders?” Hickok asked.

      Sergeant Meyer shook his head. “Sorry, sir. Haven’t had any.”

      “That’s… troubling.” When Hickok saw Beth’s furrowed brow, he continued, “There should be express riders every three days. If they haven’t had a single one in a week…”

      “They may not have sent any, sir,” Sergeant Meyer said. “It’s happened before. Around Christmas, actually.”

      “Uh huh,” Private Howard added. “No riders at Christmas. None at New Year’s either. Holidays, you know.”

      “But it’s early spring,” Beth said. “There’s no holidays now.”

      “If something’s wrong in Saint Louis,” Hickok said, “there should’ve been riders. It’s the first thing they’d do.”

      “It’s probably just some lazy soldier taking his time, sir,” Sergeant Meyer said. “Why hurry in the snow?”

      “No excuse,” Hickok said firmly.

      Sergeant Meyer shrugged. He glanced at Beth, as if looking for her support, but her flat look led him to change the subject.

      Private Schwenker returned a bit later and said the horses were taken care of. They’d all but finished eating, so Hickok pushed his chair back from the table. It scraped loudly across the floor, getting everyone’s attention.

      “You’ll give the ladies your beds for the night,” he said. “We’ll depart at dawn.”

      “But where will we sleep?” Private Howard exclaimed. His eyes went wide and his lower lip trembled. Combined with his nose, he looked enough like a basset hound for Beth to smile.

      “The barn’s real cold, so bedrolls by the fire,” Sergeant Meyer looked at Hickok. “Right, sir?”

      “There’s hope yet,” Hickok muttered. He turned to Beth and Rose. “I’m sorry I can’t do better.”

      “I’m sure it will be just fine,” Rose said with a smile. “Now, gentlemen,” she said, looking mostly at Sergeant Meyer, “where might there be a spot where we ladies can wash up?”
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        * * *

      

      Beth snapped awake. She opened her eyes, but she’d fallen asleep facing the wall and couldn’t see anything other than flickering shadows cast by the firelight. Her blankets had slipped below her shoulder, but her right hand remained tucked next to her pillow. She kept her breathing steady as she listened.

      Mostly she heard the crackle of the fire. Then a floorboard squeaked.

      She inched her hand under her pillow until she touched the handle of her Colt. Gently, carefully, she slid her fingers around it. She held off drawing it, though. Instead, she listened.

      Another floorboard squeaked.

      It was probably just someone headed out to the outhouse. Something simple. But that’s not what her gut said. It twinged and tightened into a knot.

      Then her mattress sagged as someone knelt on the edge.

      The sound of a gun being cocked cut through the quiet. The person climbing onto her bed froze.

      “Stop.” Hickok’s voice was hard and firm. “You touch her, you die.”
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      Beth slid toward the far edge of the bed and rolled over. As she did, she yanked her gun from under the pillow and brought it to bear on the man kneeling on the side of the bed. Kneeling, but not moving.

      Private Howard—Flat Nose.

      And he looked like he was about to cry. His eyes were scrunched shut. He trembled and he held his hands up.

      “Back away from the bed,” Hickok commanded.

      Beth glanced over. Hickok had taken the third bed and was propped up on one elbow, his Colt pointed at Private Howard. His flinty eyes only briefly glanced her way before returning their focus to the private.

      “Back away,” Hickok repeated.

      With a whimper, Private Howard eased off the mattress. He tried to stand, but his legs went wobbly and he sank to his knees.

      “What the Hell?” Sergeant Meyer called.

      “He was climbing onto her bed,” Hickok said, loud and clear.

      “I didn’t mean nothin’!” Private Howard cried. “I didn’t! It’s just… it’s just she dresses like a boy! I wanted to look!”

      “That doesn’t mean you get to touch me,” Beth said coldly. She kept her gun leveled right between his eyes.

      “But I didn’t!” he sobbed. “I didn’t touch her!”

      Hickok glanced at Beth for confirmation, and she nodded. Then he turned to Sergeant Meyer. “Get him out of here. And get him a change of pants.”

      Sure enough, Private Howard had wet himself.

      The room exploded into motion. Sergeant Meyer and Private Schwenker scooped Private Howard off the floor and hustled him out the door while Hickok climbed to his feet and Rose found her way to Beth’s side.

      “Are you all right?” Rose asked.

      “I’m fine.” Beth let out a long breath and felt the tension leave her muscles.

      Hickok loomed in front of her.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “I just said I was,” she snapped. “What’d he think he was doing?”

      “He wasn’t,” Rose said. “Some men… don’t think.”

      “I’m not even sure he’s all there.” Hickok looked at the door. “I’m surprised he’s in uniform.”

      Beth nodded. She knew the Army was desperate for men, but Private Howard didn’t even sniff the standards she’d come to expect from soldiers.

      “I’ll make ’em sleep in the barn,” Hickok said. “All of them. I don’t care how cold it gets.” He walked back to his bed, sat on the edge, and started to put his boots on.

      Beth glanced at the fire, where the soldiers’ boots sat. Sergeant Meyer had hustled everyone out in their stockinged feet. She snorted softly. He’d chosen speed over comfort.

      “No.” Rose shook her head. “That’s not fair to Meyer and Schwenker.”

      “Fine. Just Howard.” He gave Beth a stern look. “But I meant it. If he’d touched you, he’d be dead.”

      “Isn’t that a little much?” Rose asked quietly.

      Beth grimaced, and then nodded in agreement. That was going a little too far.

      Hickok snorted and shook his head. Then he grabbed his coat and went out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Beth pulled a chair over to the fire and sat. She wrapped one of the blankets from the bed around her and made sure to tuck her stockinged feet inside it. The flames had mostly faded into deep black coals, with dull red glowing from inside the larger logs. A few feet away, Private Schwenker snored like he was cutting wood. He’d rolled onto his side, which had cut the giant sawmill down to a quiet hand saw. Beth wasn’t sure it was enough for her to get back to sleep.

      At least Hickok didn’t snore. Or Rose.

      She looked glumly at where Hickok slept. He’d spread a bedroll out in front of the door, so that no one—and by no one he meant Private Howard—could get in without waking him. She didn’t know whether she appreciated it or not.

      On one hand, she liked having someone watch her back. On the other hand, she could take care of herself just fine! She’d already proven that at Yellowstone, rather spectacularly, hadn’t she? She could certainly handle a no-account soldier. She’d woken up before he’d done anything, hadn’t she? She’d had her gun ready, hadn’t she?

      But Hickok…. She sighed. He sometimes called her the “daughter he’d never had.” Occasionally when he was sober, but often when he’d been drinking and thinking about Calamity Jane. All these years, he still grieved for her and the family they’d never had.

      At first it had been endearing. Especially through all their long training sessions like when she’d first learned to shoot. But it’d gotten old.

      She didn’t know how to tell him that. Or how he’d react if she did.

      Private Schwenker snorted and shifted in his blankets. His snores cut off.

      Beth let out a relieved sigh. Maybe she could get some sleep.
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        * * *

      

      They were up at dawn. A half-frozen and very contrite Private Howard mumbled an apology that he’d clearly been forced to memorize by Sergeant Meyer. The words weren’t much, but the misery in his face was sincere.

      “I shouldn’t’a done it,” he said at the end as his voice cracked. “I just wanted to know…”

      “I’m a woman,” she said firmly.

      “I know.” He looked completely miserable. “Even if you wear trousers.”

      He looked away before she rolled her eyes.

      After a quick meal of eggs, biscuits, and some very watered-down coffee, they mounted their new steeds and rode off.

      To Beth’s surprise, they didn’t ride quite as hard as they had the previous days. Hickok kept them at a canter for most of the morning. The road followed the river, and every few minutes he’d spur his horse ahead, ride to the bank, and look around.

      The fifth time he did it, Beth followed. The river was icy but not completely frozen. The banks were muddy with strands of dead grass peeking up here and there through the snow.

      “What are we looking for?” she asked.

      “The missing express riders.”

      “Okay…”

      “I can’t believe they weren’t sent, or got lazy. Most soldiers aren’t like those yokels in Julesburg.”

      “You think they were killed along the way?”

      “I hope not, but…” He grimaced and scanned the river once more.

      “How far to the next station?” Rose asked. She’d ridden up behind while they’d talked. All morning, she’d been cheerier than Beth, intermixed with looks of concern when she thought Beth wouldn’t notice.

      “About a day’s hard ride,” Hickok said. “We’ll be spending our nights in the stations until we get to Saint Louis.”

      “Well, maybe instead of checking the river, we should see if the next station has seen the riders,” Rose said. “That would certainly narrow down the places one has to look.”

      Hickok snorted in agreement.

      “Besides,” Rose added, “those men are better suited to search. They know this part of the country.”

      “Good point,” he said. “We’re needed in Saint Louis more anyway.” He turned his horse back toward the road. “Let’s ride!”

      They reached the next station just after dusk. A solitary cabin and barn by the road, it housed three soldiers who were much more courteous and professional than the men at Julesburg. They, too, reported that they hadn’t seen a single Pony Express rider, and that in fact Hickok himself had been the last man to ride through.

      They ate a quiet meal that night. Hickok was lost in his thoughts. Beth was just happy that none of these men snored.

      The next few nights were much the same. Each station reported no new riders since Hickok had gone through. Each set of men had their own speculation, but no facts. The sergeant at one station had been enterprising enough to send one of his men to the earlier station in the line, but that station had turned out to be undermanned and he chose not to keep investigating.

      “I’m sure the commander in Saint Louis has need of every man he can get,” the sergeant of the undermanned station said. “If they haven’t sent anyone, it just means that there’s no news since you came through.”

      “The riders are supposed to be regular,” Hickok retorted.

      The sergeant shrugged. “That’s Saint Louis’s problem, sir.”

      Hickok’s eyes flared. Beth put a hand on his upper arm. He turned his glare on her, but his face quickly softened. Then she gently shook her head. This was not the time, she tried to silently say.

      He frowned, but then nodded.

      “Your problem,” he said to the sergeant, “is getting us dinner. Now.”

      The sergeant didn’t move fast, but he did move. Before long, they had a serviceable stew.

      The days mostly blended together. The ones that stuck out were the ones on the edges of the ruins of Fort Kearney and St. Joseph. When the giants had come through, they’d smashed them, and the settlers had been slow to return. Farming in California was much more profitable these days. And safer.

      Leaving St. Joseph, they followed a road that paralleled the Missouri River. Most of the time their view was blocked by trees, but Beth remained impressed with how much wider it was than the rivers in Colorado Territory. She could probably shoot a troll on the other side, but it’d be a difficult shot.

      Beth’s team rode hard, to the point where her thighs and rear were constantly sore. Beth and even Rose lost track of the names of the small crews at each of the stations. Only the small details like beards and whether they had biscuits or bacon varied, and even those became easy to confuse.

      The one thing that was not confusing was the ignorance about the missing riders. No one had seen a single rider since Hickok had ridden through. To Beth’s mild surprise, he didn’t become more agitated with the news. Instead, he became more and more polite to the soldiers at the stations.

      “It’s not their fault,” he said as they rode away from what he said was their next-to-last stop. “No point it making it harder for them out here than it is.”

      “Why is it hard?” Rose asked. “They’re not at the front where the fighting is.”

      “Exactly that,” he said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “They wouldn’t be here if the Army thought they’d be good in battle.”

      “Oh.” Rose tilted her head, as if in thought.

      “Now for some men,” Hickok continued, “that’s a relief. For most, it’s an insult.”

      “They want to fight?” Rose looked incredulous.

      “Not all of them,” Hickok said. “Remember Sergeant Meyer, in Julesburg?”

      Beth couldn’t help but remember the man. He and Private Howard were the only distinct faces of the trip.

      “What about him?” Rose asked.

      “He fought in the War Between the States,” Hickok said. “He said after that, he was happy to be away from the fighting.” Hickok fell silent for a moment. When he spoke again, he was somber.

      “He was at Shiloh.”

      Beth bowed her head. Her old childhood neighbor Mr. Jenkins had fought at Shiloh. He’d said it was the bloodiest battle ever, after Golden City. Pa had disagreed. He said the giants had done worse at Lynchburg and the Second Battle of Saint Louis. In the end, they’d agreed that Shiloh had been the worst human versus human battle.

      She snorted. It seemed strange to think of humans acting as evil to other humans as trolls and giants did. But maybe that’s because she’d never known a world without the monsters who’d come through the rift.

      Beth remained lost in her thoughts for much of the afternoon. She apparently wasn’t the only one. Neither Hickok nor Rose spoke during their short stops for water, or when they gave the horses a breather by dropping to a walk.

      Finally, just after dusk had truly begun and the scarlet colors of the sunset had faded into grays, they spotted the station that would be their last stop before Saint Louis. The squat dark building sat on a rise, silhouetted against the gathering evening sky.

      Hickok, in the lead, pulled up on his reins and stopped. Beth and Rose slowed and came beside him.

      “There’s no lights,” he said.

      “It’s not really dark yet,” Rose pointed out. “Maybe they haven’t lit any yet.”

      “Let’s go slow,” Beth said.

      Hickok nodded, and they proceeded to slowly walk their horses forward.

      Beth concentrated hard on the station. In the night, all she could hear was the clomp of the horses’ hooves and the occasional call of a distant bird. The air was almost still, with just a light cold breeze nipping at her ears. Meanwhile, her eyes slowly adjusted to the growing darkness.

      But even as the last of the sunlight disappeared, a gray shape appeared to form just outside the closed cabin door. It was the height and width of a man⁠—

      “Stop,” Beth said. “There’s a ghost.”
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April 12, 1861 | United States Civil War begins.

[ April 9, 1865 | Robert E. Lee surrenders the Army of Northern Virginia to Ulysses S. Grant.

April 14, 1865 | President Lincoln is assassinated.

April 21, 1865 | The Rift to Jotunheim is opened at Andersonville Prison, Georgia. Specific
details are unknown as there are no human survivors.

April 27, 1865 | General Wilson and his Union Army raiders become the first humans to
encounter an army of Jotun giants in Georgia and have survivors. The human
army is soundly defeated but s able to dispatch reports to Washington and
Richmond.

August 6, 1865 | A combined Union/Confederate Army under the command of Ulysses S.
Grant, with Robert E. Lee as his second, fights a large Jotun army outside of
Lynchburg, Virginia. The humans are defeated, but “Grant’s Last Charge”
Kkills the Jotun commander, temporarily halting the Jotun army advance.

July 13, 1866_| Richmond, Virginia, falls to a Jotun army.

[ Sept. 2,1866 | Washington, D.C., falls to a Jotun army.
December 25, | The Christmas Miracle. General Lee defeats a Jotun army attempting to cross
1866 the Hudson River into New York City. The Jotun make no further attempts

to invade New England or upstate New York.

[June - July 1867

Jotun cross the Ohio River in multiple locations. Fighting rages throughout
Tower Illinois, Indiana, and Ohio. The area becomes known as the Contested
Lands.

August 10, | The First Battle of St. Louis. Believing he has superior numbers, General
1867 Custer crosses the Mississippi from St. Louis and attacks a Jotun army.
General Custer and his army are annihilated.
August31, | The Second Battle of St. Louis. A Jotun army crosses the Mississippi and
1867 sacks the under-garrisoned city of St. Louis.
September | The Long Retreat. The Army of the West under General Sanborn makes
1867 - May | multiple raids on St. Louis. The Jotun assemble a force to crush the Army of
1868 the West. The human army begins a long retreat along the Platte River. The
Jotun pursue, as they believe that the Army of the West is the last capable
human resistance.

May 24, 1868 | The Battle of Golden City. The Army of the West lures the Jotun army into a
trap between the Table Mesas outside of Golden City, Colorado. In a Pyrrhic
victory, the Jotun army is destroyed.

113 Plague swecps New England and Europe.
June 1875 | Giant Killer Cassidy returns to Golden City. Billy McCarty’s adventures with
him, as described in Sidekick, occur.
| August 1875 _| Billy McCarty joins the Tennessce Raid, as described in Sharpshooter:
| March 1876_| Billy McCarty sets out for the Black Hills, as described in Seont.
| April 1881 | Beth Armstrong heads to Yellowstone, as described in Gunslinger

[ February 1882

Beth Armstrong looks for ghosts in Saint Louis, as described in Ghosthunter.






OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/mythicwest-5-ebook.jpg
A MYTHIC WEST NOVEL

GHOSTHUNTER

Tue SpecTrREs OoF SAINT Louis






OEBPS/images/alternate-usa-1875-reva-rotated.jpg
dHL 10
SONYT IHL

6 SVINVHVY
N
0JIXI 0
= A 00IXdIN
mmmﬁ -—Oumy»—ﬂo

AYO.LIWYAL
AINOTIHD

// OHVdVIV

AdOLIYAEL /1 YH

x:o:wN\ffm

VAVNVDO

AdLINg

S
a1 ooyer] e
Mhﬂwov_q S

>
-
o
©
o4






OEBPS/images/twitter-profile-2.jpg
EJK






