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Somewhere in Oregon, 24 thDecember 1885 



Dylan Decker pulled the rim of his well-worn Stetson down over his eyes and shivered against the cold, his freezing fingers holding on to Skydance's reins. The afternoon was frigid and still, and the chance of snow hung in the air like a threat. It seemed like he had been on the trail for days. Actually, he had been on the trail for days. Three of them, to be exact, sleeping rough and drinking out of streams. Even hunting was out of the question in this weather. Other than a frozen possum he'd stumbled across, he'd been living on beans and jerky, and now his supply was dwindling. The only thing he craved more than a hot meal was a hot bath.

Dylan pulled on the reigns and slowed to a stop, then carefully dismounted to give Skydance a little break and stretch his own aching muscles. His buttocks were numb, and lately his legs had started cramping. He looked around at the featureless landscape. 

At this time of year, the shadow of Christmas was everywhere. Everywhere there were people, anyway. He had come to dislike the festive season with a passion. It was all so corny and fake, and completely geared toward persuading people to spend money they didn't have on things they didn't need. Besides, you shouldn't require an excuse to be good to the people you were close to. Love was a gift that should be celebrated all year 'round, not once a year. 

It hadn't always been this way. As a kid back in Pennsylvania, where he’d lived with his mother, father, and sister, he’d loved Christmas as much as anyone. Then, it was all about the gifts, candy, and fancy food. He remembered being given a leatherbound set of Jules Verne books when he was twelve. At that age he wasn't dumb enough to still believe in Santa Claus, and knew how much his parents had scrimped and saved to afford them. Those books had taken pride of place on a shelf at the family home ever since. 

The novelty wears off when you grow up. The excitement ebbs away to be replaced with cold dissatisfaction and a vague sense of resentment. For better or worse, this time of year had a way of making you get reflective and take stock of your life. 

It was usually for the worse. 

This year he would be happy with a warm bed for the night, but even that seemed to be out of his reach. He hadn't seen another human for days, let alone a town of any description. The sun would be setting in a few hours, and if he didn't find civilization by then he was going to have to make camp for the night. It wasn't ideal. Being a wayfarer during the winter months definitely wasn't for everybody. But it wouldn't be the first winter night he'd spent outdoors.

As much as he tried to tell himself it was just another day, he was powerless to prevent intrusive thoughts of Christmases past from running through his mind. All things considered, it was a mixed bag. Those warm, fuzzy, innocent childhood memories rubbed shoulders with darker, more insidious recollections, some of which he carried like physical scars. The solitude, the loneliness, the search for redemption in the bottom of a whiskey glass.

Perhaps the best thing about Christmas was it made most people he met on his travels friendlier and more cheerful than they were under normal circumstances. It was almost as if for one day a year, everybody put aside their differences and made the extra effort to get along. 

Now that he thought about it, wasn't that also fake? People who wouldn't piss on you if you were on fire any other time now wanted to be your friend just because it fit the narrative and made them feel better about themselves. 

It was a damned shame that whatever instinct forced people to act that way couldn't be made into an elixir and sold by the bottle. Then again, who would buy it? It wouldn't be much use unless everybody drank it. 

Charlie Robbins suddenly barged into his mind, all goofy smiles, tall stories, and shoulder-length blond hair. In another life he could have been a famous stage actor. God, how long ago had it been? Three years? Could it really be that long? Dylan remembered everything as if it had happened only yesterday.   
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