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Author's Note

The Phantasm Prism is a work of historical fantasy. While the magic is invented, some of the people and events are inspired by real humans. 

Lafayette Baker, for example, was an actual Civil War-era spymaster who served as Provost Marshal of Washington, D.C. and headed the National Detective Bureau. He was a rival of Allan Pinkerton, a man of questionable loyalty. He earned the press nickname “The Czar of the Underworld” for good reason. He died in 1868, a year before this story begins. I took the liberty of extending his shadow.

Elizabeth Van Lew was also very real: a Union spymaster operating in Confederate Richmond and an all-around badass. In the World of Bad Magic I imagined her continuing to actively serve the Union post war and rising to power in the Bureau of Magical Investigations, a fictional organization tasked with keeping anti-republic supernatural forces in check.

Billy Lee Wonder is fictional, but his fondness for sending threats through newspaper articles was inspired by the real-life tactics of Jesse James. During his lifetime, James cultivated his public image through carefully planted stories by colluding with a sympathetic reporter. Billy Lee takes it a step further, using coded messages in published reports to taunt the Bureau and manipulate public fear. 

If you find factual inconsistencies, magical anachronisms, or historical figures in places they shouldn’t be, remember this is a work of fiction!

For readers curious about what’s fact, what’s fantasy, and how the magic of this world ties to real-world history, I regularly share tidbits through my newsletter. Come join the fun at melissajacobsonauthor.com.

Welcome to the World of Bad Magic.







  
  

[image: ]

Chapter one




The Confederate Reb's shade stirs beside me, his phantom mouth inches from my ear. “Something's coming.” 

“Sweet Jesus wept,” I mutter, swatting at ghostly breath.

The Smiling Skunk Saloon in Kansas City is living up to its name tonight. July heat smothering, air thick enough to chew. Sweat trickles down my back as I tilt my chair, boots propped on the table's edge. The familiar scents of cheap whiskey, tobacco, and unwashed bodies mingle in my nostrils, a smell I've come to associate with waiting.

And waiting we are.

Me and my three companions have been killing time for close to an hour now. Doesn't bother Pete none. He's been swapping tales with the barkeep and any fella willing to lend an ear, hands dancing as he describes outrunning Comanche as a Pony Express rider. Half that story's horseshit, but he tells it well. Pete Zigala's gift for yarn-spinning has saved our hides more than once. 

Clyde's deep in conversation with one of the saloon girls, who giggles along with his observations on the Peloponnesian War. Women love Clyde. He's always slightly befuddled by their attention. I chalk their admiration up to his full head of silver hair, wide smile, and soulful blue eyes. Clyde Ball is the only man I know with a university certificate in Magical Engineering who'd rather discuss ancient history than modern hexwork.

Morgan keeps an eye on all of us, the way he always does, a collie watching his flock of troublesome goats.

I take another pull from my glass, savoring the burn as whiskey slides down my throat. Mama always said whiskey wasn't ladylike. My drinking one more disappointment for her list of failures, right after her daughter wearing trousers. 

Shadows flicker at the corner of my eye. Damn shades. One phantom is a fresh addition from last week's mess. Not yet comfortable in his ghostly state, his outline wavers like smoke caught in a draft as he tries to adjust his lapels. Same fussy gesture he'd had in life. 

It’s the Reb ghost’s hovering that concerns me. Using my Gleaner power to ride a death means the souls don't depart when life ends. They stick around, throwing stink eye and unsolicited advice. Most are gone in a week or two, but my Reb's different. He formed an attachment and has been with me since Gettysburg in '63. Usually, he's just an ornery nuisance, mocking the living with antics that only I see, but occasionally he acts a bellwether for trouble brewing. 

Morgan eyebrows raise in question. My team's got nothing but my word to know the shades are real, but they've heard me bitch about them enough to believe.

I set my glass down with a clunk. “If I'd known that son of a bitch was gonna keep us waiting all night, I'd have started a tab.”

“Patience, Mick,” Morgan says. Six years we've been riding together, and he still thinks patience is a virtue I might acquire.

I'm about to fire back when one of the saloon girls finally motions us to follow her up the stairs to where Lafayette Baker is holding court. 

I slam back the last of my hooch and push to my feet. “Well, boys, this is it.” My boots thump on the floorboards as I motion Morgan, Pete, and Clyde up with a quick jerk of my chin. Time to face the consequences. 

Pete sprints up the stairs, Morgan on his heels. I trudge behind Clyde, him all elbows and knees, trying to avoid the low ceiling. 

At the top of the stairs, Lafayette Baker commands the velvet-hung room. The open windows provide relief from the stink below but do nothing for the stifling temperature. 

Seated behind a faro table, paperwork stacked before him, Baker cuts an imposing figure; broad-shouldered, with a full beard framing a pallid face and piercing gray eyes. He appears immune to the heat. His clothes are immaculately pressed. 

“I don't care for him,” the Reb mutters, materializing beside me. “He ain't right.” 

Baker’s partner, Belle Boyd, slinks behind him, pointedly ignoring our entrance. Her red hair catches the lamp light as she pours whiskey from a cut crystal decanter. A blue stone at her throat pulses faintly. 

The Reb circles her, then sneers. “This lady's got secrets.”

Her perfectly crafted veneer screams “quality,” from her coiffed hair to her dainty movements. Makes me wanna smooth my own rough edges—travel-worn trousers, my height matching most men's, dirt-brown hair yanked back in a simple braid. The prickling sensation crawling up my neck might be shame. 

“I trust you've been enjoying the pleasures of the Skunk?” Baker’s eyes trail over our travel-stained duds. 

Biting back a sarcastic retort, I tip my hat. “Baker. We were starting to think you'd forgotten about us.” 

A thin smile crosses his face, devoid of warmth. “Now, now, Ms. Kelly. You know I'd never forget you.”

I brace for Baker to tear into us about the Gallardos job. But his face stays neutral, almost pleasant. That can't be good. The vein pulsing at his temple and the whiteness of his knuckles as he grips the dossier tells a truer tale. He gestures for us to sit. Belle plunks a glass down in front of each of us as he opens the folder. 

“The Bureau's got its eye on a situation developing along the Kansas leg of the Santa Fe Trail.”

Damn. When Baker uses “Bureau” instead of “BMI,” it means official business. The brass at the Bureau of Magical Investigations likes to leave dirty work to us contractors. Keeps their hands clean while they pretend magic doesn't exist in polite society. 

BMI started noble enough under Lincoln, protecting the Republic from magical threats, but these days they're Pinkerton's supernatural attack dogs. Baker's been eager to ingratiate himself since the war. The authority to operate above the law with federal backing suits him right down to the ground. 

He lays out the reports briskly, getting right down to business. “Massacres, reeking of bushwhacker tactics, brutal, ugly attacks have been perpetrated on travelers in southwestern Kansas since May.” 

I shift in my chair. “Why contract us? Sounds like a job for the army or Pinkerton Regulars.”

Baker spears me with a glance. “Considering the resolution of your last assignment, perhaps you should consider yourselves lucky to receive another?”

Looking away, I fumble with the drink in front of me. 

Baker flips through the papers, voice tight. “Two Pinkerton agents were previously dispatched to investigate. Both turned up dead.” The clipped words hang in the air. “The army lost three scouts trying to locate a base of operations. Several large, well-armed wagon trains have been targeted and murdered down to practically the last man.” 

His eyes narrow as he watches our reactions. “Vân Lew believes the attacks are mystically powered.” His jaw tightens. “Command isn't convinced there is a supernatural angle beyond some backwoods folk magic. Should be within your realm of expertise.”

Van Lew's involvement explains Baker's mood. She'd made a career of proving him wrong, starting with that Richmond debacle during the war. Nothing gets under his skin quite like her being right.

Belle leans over Baker's shoulder. “Command’s wrong,” she purrs. “There’s something else. Something old.” She smiles, hand straying to the blue crystal at her throat as she stares intently at me. “The handful of witness accounts... are fascinating.” 

The stone pulses once, a flash of azure.

“Some claim they were attacked by wolves, others by Indians,” Belle continues. “One man swears it was his own brother who'd died in the war. The survivors,”—she pauses meaningfully—”go mad.”

“Mass hysteria?” Clyde suggests. His brows knit as he runs his thumb and forefinger along the length of his gray mustache. 

Baker ignores Clyde, instead slides a quelling look at Belle. “Van Lew's team believes these attacks are part of a larger operation. The perpetrators are using a newspaper reporter to send messages in editorials. A series of pro-rebellion articles in the local rag were published around the time of each of the attacks. Some hack expounding on the virtues of the 'Knights Errant of the New Confederacy.' Specifically mentioning Billy Lee Wonder.” 

“I don't remember a Wonder,” Pete says, leaning forward, eager for gossip. “Was he part of “Bloody” Bill Anderson’s crew?”

My shades stir around me at the mention of Anderson's gang, their whispers excited. Anderson was personally responsible for even more deaths than me. His Confederate guerrillas butchered their way across Missouri, leaving whole towns burning in their wake. I ignore them, but a chill runs over my sweat damp skin.

Baker's impatient with questions. “Confederate irregular, nasty piece of work. And yes, rode with Anderson.” He pushes the folder across to Pete. “I’m not here to spoon-feed you. Read. Wonder's supposed to be dead, shot by Jayhawkers in '66. Yet here he is, getting credit for massacres three years later.” 

Rolling my glass on the table, I consider, “I didn't think any of them Missouri boys was 'in the know,' not much in the way of Big Magic?” 

“I guess you'll need to figure that out,” Baker snaps. “You will stop these attacks and contain any supernatural threats. You'll be reporting to the fort commander in three days.”

I take the dossier from Pete, my eyes scanning the sparse information within. Like Belle said, there were a handful of conflicting, far-fetched witness accounts. “Not much to go on here, Baker.” I glance up at him. “We’re being sent to the great beyond just in case some old graybacks might be using a little hocus-pocus?” I toss the folder down on the table. “Sounds like gammon. There’s no photo, no poster. How’re we even gonna know Wonder from Adam?” 

Baker raps his fingers on the table. I like seeing an angry flush replace his pallor. I want a glimpse under that skin he wears of a buttoned-up bureaucrat. I’ve seen something darker lurking behind the façade, occasionally peeking around the edges. I want to draw it out, test my theory.

“Van Lew has several agents in the field,” he says, voice tight. “Including a sting targeting the newspaperman. They'll forward any developing intelligence to Fort Dodge.”

I notice Belle's hand, again worrying the necklace. I can't read her expression. 

I meet Baker's eyes. “Not sure what you're expecting.” 

Baker's face hardens. “I’m expecting you to do your job, Kelly. The one I pay you handsomely for.”

Something reckless rises in me. “Speaking of pay,”—I tilt my chair back and pick my teeth— “we still haven't seen the coin from that Topeka job. You need a hand with bookkeeping?”

The tension in the room ratchets up. Before I can reconsider my stupidity, Baker's across the table, moving faster than any human should. His long-fingered hand clenches around my windpipe. Morgan and Pete leap to their feet but freeze. Clyde sits wide-eyed. My chair teeters on its back legs as I stare into Baker's face. 

I'd swear his pupils flash red. Must be nerves. 

“Are you refusing an assignment, Miss Kelly?” Contempt drips from his voice like venom. 

For a second, I consider pushing harder, see what'll happen, but no, I'm not burning my crew because I want to poke the bear. I drop my eyes and choke out, “No, we're grateful to have the work, sir.”

Baker's hand on my throat tightens before releasing. The chair thumps to the floor. “That's what I thought,” he says, satisfaction evident in his voice. His body relaxes and the threat of violence evaporates. He shrugs off the monster like nothing happened. 

Morgan and Pete look at me uncertainly before sitting back down. 

“If we can return to business?” Baker eyes me flatly. 

Everyone is trying to ignore the little drama I unfolded. Pete studies the contents of his glass like they hold secrets, then downs it in one gulp. 

“Yes, sir.” He nods decisively at Baker. 

“We got a tactical approach?” Clyde asks, looking around the table, voice brittle. “Waltzing into Fort Dodge with direct inquiry, maybe inadvisable?”

“I have arranged for you to join a wagon train heading out next Thursday. Van Lew reports Wonder's gang is interested in this train, though we don't know why yet. You'll be posing as merchants.” 

Baker's eyes flick to Morgan, then me. “Morgan and Mick as a married couple. Pete and Clyde, their teamsters. An outfitted wagon will be made available to you from Fort Dodge.” 

I grimace. The thought of squeezing into a corset and petticoats makes me want to spit nails. But folks tend to underestimate anyone in a petticoat. It's almost as good as an invisibility spell. 

“Since neither the army nor the Pinkertons can locate Wonder's base,” Baker continues, his tone making it clear what he thinks of their competence, “catching him in the wild is our best option. You will resolve this quickly.” Baker pulls kid skin gloves from his pocket, rising from the table. “And Kelly?” He glares at me. “I don't need to remind you of the importance of discretion in these matters. The public will not be exposed to unnecessary supernatural or magical activities. No cockups.” 

Gooseflesh rises on my arms at Baker's reminder of my past failures. I know what he's really saying; screw this up, and I'm out. And then what? BMI conscription? No, thanks. 

I force a smile. “Got it.”

“Good,” Baker says. “I expect you'll be able to handle a second-rate bushwhacker in all posthaste and report back by month's end.”

As Baker turns, Pete speaks up. “Sir, you don't expect me after this job...”

Baker waves a hand dismissively. “Yes, yes, Zigala. This will be your last job with the team. We'll somehow muddle through. Try not to let your impending nuptials distract you from the task at hand.”

With that, he strides down the stairs, Belle following like a shadow.

Morgan eyes me over his glass. “You got a death wish I should know about?”

“What?” I say, rubbing my throat. “Just asking about our pay.”

“That's such bullshit. You were goading him. For what?”

I look around the table. Pete and Clyde avoid my eyes. Exhaling loudly, I try to explain, but the fact is, I don't know why. Baker's intense behavior, this donkey-work assignment, the heat, boredom...”You're right, Morgan. I wanted to tweak his tail, see him crack a little.”

“Satisfied?” Morgan glares.

“I guess.” I frown.” Baker's stuck us with another BMI cast-off.”

“Maybe not,” Clyde speculates, adjusting his spectacles, the gesture as familiar as his habit of stroking his mustache. “This Billy Lee Wonder is a threat if he's got real backing. The New Confederacy party has folks spooked. There’s talk of war.”

Pete laughs, but it sounds forced. “Come on, another war? This is just some gang of backcountry yahoos with big chips on their shoulders. Mick can take them down one-handed with her eyes closed.” 

“Maybe,” Morgan says, his voice thoughtful. “But Baker doesn't bother with small fish.” 

I push back my chair. “Van Lew's reports got Baker riled. He might know more than he's letting on.” 

The Reb drifts closer, whispering in my ear. “Don't trust Baker. Or that red-headed witch.” 

I try to shake off the Confederate's words, but they echo my own unease. At that moment when Baker had me by the neck, there was something inhuman in his eyes. 

“We heading out to Fort Dodge?” Clyde asks, breaking into my thoughts. 

“That's what we signed up for,” I say with a sigh. “Pete, you sure you're up for this? Pending nuptials and all?” 

Pete grins. “Are you kidding? One last long ride with my favorite bunch of reprobates? Wouldn't miss it for the world.” 

“All right then,” I say, draining the last of my whiskey. “We'll head out in the morning. We can send trunks ahead on the train so we can ride light. For God's sake, get some sleep. We've got at least a few nights on the trail, sleeping in the open, so get while the gettin's good.” I glance around the room, my ghosts linger in the corners, the Reb smirking at me.

“Come on,” I say to Morgan. “Let's get out of here. I've had enough of this place.” 

And enough of these ghosts, I don't add. But they follow me down the stairs anyway, silent witnesses to whatever comes next.
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Chapter two




The sun hangs like a molten penny in the cloudless Kansas sky, baking the earth beneath our horses' hooves. Our mounts jog along, shoulder to shoulder, following the rutted trail west. Two nights in and I'm sick to death of hearing Pete blabber on about polecats and hydrophobia. To hear him tell, some freight-man he once knew got bit when the critter crawled into his sleeping roll. Pete kept us up for hours last night, watching some half-baked ritual supposedly warding the camp from skunks. 

Riding rough, sleeping rough, eating rough, I'm ready for an indoor bed, away from Pete and his polecats. 

Sweat trickles down my spine, soaking into the waistband of my trousers. I shift in my saddle, trying to find a spot that doesn't feel like hot coals. Even Sampson, normally overflowing with piss and vinegar, is too hot and dusty to do more than trot along, his ears relaxed and bouncing in time to his steps. 

My favorite part about traveling by horseback is the respite from the shades. They can’t pester me when I’m on the move. Most of the hangers-on from the last job in Topeka have faded into the great beyond leaving only Jose Gallardos’s ghost and my ever-present Reb. Topeka was a rumdinger. Watching Gallardos draw his derringer, Morgan's shot taking him in the neck...might have been a mistake to ride his death but it seemed a necessity at the time. Nothing for it now but to put up with his company.

The shades that haunt me are the cost of doing my business, the price of stealing death's power. Learned of my gift at sixteen. Left Mama and Papa with no choice but to hide me away. Who'd trust a girl who could harvest the dying and turn their last breath into destruction? 

They told folks I was an invalid. Kept me locked up nice and proper until the war came calling. Amazing how quick folks'll overlook what frightens them when they need a weapon. Trouble is, wars end, and then you gotta account for leftover munitions. 

That was me: leftover munitions that don't quite fit anywhere. 'Cept with Baker. Riding for him gave me plenty of opportunity to let my Gleaner off the leash. Plus, his payroll gives me purpose, even if it means baking under this Kansas sun, listening to Pete's skunk stories. 

Clyde's gravelly voice breaks the monotony of hoofbeats and creaking leather. “Been thinkin' on hangin' up my spurs after this job.”

I turn to look at him, squinting against the glare. His face is a map of worry lines and sunbaked wrinkles. “Why’s that old man?”

“I'm ready for the quiet life.” He spits a stream of tobacco juice into the dust and slows his big mare, Marian, to a walk. “Maybe I'm done with Baker.”

We slow to keep pace. 

“Can't say I blame you.” Morgan shrugs, his dark eyes serious beneath his hat. “Man's got a hunger in his eyes these days that'd make a starving wolf look well-fed.”

Pete's voice carries a note of relief. “Well, I'll admit to feeling a touch gladdened this is my last dance under Baker's banner. No offense, but I've got a traveling show to run and a woman who can bend iron bars waitin' for me.” 

We all laugh at the picture of Pete's intended working the strong man act. Conchita's all of five feet tall, with a waist smaller than my thigh. 

“I swear, Pete,” Clyde wheezes. “I'm gonna miss your sorry hide when you're gone. Who's gonna keep us laughing once you've run off to join the circus?”

Pete's grin widens, a hint of pride creeping into his voice. “Not join, my friend. I'm marrying in. In two months, I'll be co-owner of the finest traveling show this side of the Mississippi.”

I snort. “Finest,” he says. Pete, I've seen your girl's show. It's a wonder the wagons don't fall apart every time they hit a bump in the road.”

“Ah, but that's where you're wrong, Mick. Conchita's spells show you what you expect to see. You're such a sad sack it's all pasteboard and greasepaint to you. A more optimistic type sees the wonder.”

“Careful there, Pete,” Morgan chides. “Talk like that might put the BMI on your tail. You know how they feel about magic and the 'normies.’”

Pete laughs. “Where's your sense of adventure? Conchita's illusions are a bit of harmless fun to dazzle the rubes. Ain't no one gettin' hurt.”

“Sure you won't miss all this excitement, Pete?” I gesture to the open grassland around us. “Prairie grass, burning sun, Missouri Bushwhackers...”

Pete chuckles. “Just some good old-fashioned outlaw wranglin’.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Don't get too comfortable. Baker mentioned supernatural elements.”

“True,” Clyde chimes in, scratching his chin. “Dealin' with an outlaw Confederate? That's almost quaint compared to the messes we've been in lately. Lordy, that Gallardos necromancer was enough for me.” 

Morgan's deep voice cuts through my thoughts. “Don't go counting our chickens. We don't know enough to be sure what we're facin'.”

Our banter dies as a low, rumbling sound reaches us. Seems to rumble up from the ground. I peer toward the northern horizon, my hand shading my eyes. “Well, I'll be damned. Buffalo.”

We pause to gape at the undulating leviathan painting the distant prairie black, thousands of shaggy beasts moving as one giant organism across the land. 

Sampson is so impressed, he lets out a mournful whinny, his muscles tense beneath me like coiled springs as he dances in place. I heel him back to the trail. But before I can even think to grab for leather, the bastard drops his shoulder and bucks like he's been hit with a branding iron. 

I'm airborne for a heartbeat, long enough to think, “Well, shit,” and marvel at how the ground looks so damn far away as I summersault through the air. Then gravity claims me like an old debt. I hit the dirt flat on my back with a thud that rattles my teeth. Shock waves reverberate through my body as the air rushes from my lungs in a cloud of dust that tastes like broken pride and horse shit. 

I lie there, wheezing and cursing Sampson's parentage. The Reb materializes next to my prone form, not even trying to hide his amusement. “Graceful as ever, Kelly.”

The four-legged son of a bitch stands there eyeballing the bison with a surprised look on his long face, his reins still clutched in my hand. I swear, sometimes that horse has more sass than sense. 

Laughter erupts around me as I stare up at the sky. 

Morgan's face appears above me, grinning. “Sampson's ditching you to run with the bison?”

I groan, sitting up slowly, still fighting for breath. “Damn horse gets ideas. One of these days, I'll turn him into glue and a new pair of boots.”

Pete chuckles, dismounting to help me up. “Mick, he's like you. Good in a pinch and a right bastard otherwise.”

As I dust myself off, cursing equines in general and Sampson in particular, something piques my attention. A flicker of movement in the nearby ditch. I squint, taking a step closer. “Hold up. We've got company.” I toss the reins to Pete. 

The others fall silent, hands moving to their weapons. I approach the ditch cautiously, peering down into the leafy shadows. A pair of wide, terrified eyes stares back at me. 

“It's all right,” I say softly, crouching down. “We ain't gonna hurt you. Why don't you come on out?”

Slowly, a boy emerges. He can't be more than twelve, an elaborately embroidered blouse torn and dirty, his face streaked with grime and tears. He trembles like a rabbit, eyes darting between us. I feel the cool whisper of my shades gathering around me, their voices nothing more than a soft breath. 

“What's your name, son?” Morgan's voice comes gentle. 

The boy swallows. “S-Sergei. Sergei Kovalev,” he answers, his accent thick and foreign. 

I exchange a glance with the others. Russian? Out here? 

“Sergei,” I say, keeping my voice low and calm, “can you tell us what happened to you? Where's your family?”

At the mention of his family, the boy's face crumples. A choked sob escapes, his whole body shaking. “Gone. They're all gone.”

Pete kneels beside the boy, his usual jovial energy replaced by concern. “It's all right, lad. Take your time. We're here to help.” 

Sergei takes a shuddering breath, his words coming out in a rush of broken English. “We were traveling to Santa Fe. Papa said there was good land there, a new life. But then... then they came.” 

I scan the surrounding prairie, looking for the remains of Sergei's wagon. No smoke, no debris, nothing that tells me where the attack happened. 

“Who came, Sergei?” Clyde asks, his brow furrowed. 

The boy's eyes go wide, filled with horror. “Cossacks.” 

“Cossacks?” I try to keep my voice neutral, but disbelief colors the question. “Like from Russia?” 

The Reb moves closer, studying the boy intently. But when I glance his way, he's already fading, his form blurred and uncertain. That's new. 

Sergei's voice trembles as he recounts a journey that spanned continents. “Back home, Cossacks took everything. Papa said America would be different, but they came out of the moonlight, on horses. They... they killed everyone. Mama, Papa, little Anya... I ran. I ran and hid and...” Despite the broken English, his despair is clear. 

Pete places a hand on his shoulder as Sergei breaks down sobbing, unable to continue. I look at my companions, seeing my own confusion mirrored in their faces. 

I stand up slowly, my mind racing. The boy clearly believes what he's saying, but Cossacks attacking wagon trains in Kansas? That don’t make a lick of sense. 

Clyde dismounts and joins us, his face grim. “Most likely he's just puttin' the devil's face he knows on the devil he don't. Or maybe he’s a victim of one of the mysterious attacks we're here to investigate?” 

Watching Pete offer the boy water, I sigh and run a hand across my hip where my Colt rests. “Yup, so let’s get to investigating. Sergei, can you show us where your wagon is?” 

The boy looks at me with haunted eyes. Whatever attacked his family, I'm beginning to think it’s something more complicated than bushwhackers with a grudge. And if that's the case, Baker knew what he was doing when he sent us out here.
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Chapter three




“Jesus,” I mutter, surveying the scene. 

Sergei's wagon train was destroyed only fifty yards north of the main trail near a creek bottom. Coming through the trees, the site feels eerily empty, scraps of wood and canvas strewn around remnants of fire circles. No bodies, but dark stains amongst the debris tell their own story. About a hundred yards off, graves wound the prairie grass. 

Morgan squints against the glare. “Army’s been thorough, buried the dead.” His shoulders tense as he takes in the scene, and I notice new silver threading through his dark hair. Working for Baker’s ageing us all. 

“Must have missed the boy somehow.” Clyde muses, “How is he still alive? This wreck must be a week old.” He stares at the child clinging to the back of Pete's saddle. 

I shrug. “Let's take a look around.” 

We hobble the horses and start searching the area on foot, eyes peeled for anything out of place. We move in widening circles, looking for anything mundane or magical: tracks, an animal sacrifice, runes, a sign reading 'Bad Men This Way.' Clyde appears to be pacing distances between fire circles and jotting in his notebook, his rangy frame casts a long shadow. Sergei leads Pete by his hand, pointing occasionally at things only he seems to recognize. 

I watch Morgan poking at some torn canvas. He's sweating through the back of his shirt. I'm considering the possibility of rolling in the creek to cool down when Pete's shout cuts through the air. 

“Over here! You need to see this!” 

Pete is about twenty-five yards to the west of the camp. We rush over, following his voice to where the ground drops away into a shallow ravine. At the bottom, a wagon lies on its side, splintered wood jutting out at odd angles. 

“Shit,” Morgan mutters, already starting down the slope. He pulls his neckerchief over his face. 

I follow, cursing under my breath as loose rocks slide under my feet. Pete waits for us, Sergei's hand clutched in his. The boy's face is pale and oddly blank, not the expression of a child returning to the scene of his family’s slaughter. Approaching the wagon, the buzzing of flies drowns the birdsong. I dread what we're going to find. 

The stench hits me before we reach the bottom, that sickly sweet smell of decay that no amount of whiskey will wash away. My stomach churns, but I push on. Half-buried under the wreckage in the wagon's bed is a body. A boy, no more than twelve or thirteen. His face is bloated, and his features distorted. 

Gallardos swirls around the wagon wreck, his whisper rising to an urgent hum. He's fresh enough to remember being flesh, to understand the wrongness of a child left to rot under the Kansas sun. 

“He looks like Sergei,” I croak, my throat tight, holding my sleeve to my nose. 

I glance back at Pete. Sergei is wearing a smocked shirt identical to this child's. I study the dead boy's clouded eyes, trying to look past the ruddy skin and bloat. This could be Sergei's twin. 

The shades whispers grow louder, pushing at my consciousness, telling me to look. To see. 

Sergei mentioned a sister, Anya. He didn't say anything about a brother. 

I scramble back up the ravine, Morgan close behind. The Reb's words grow to a roar in my head as I approach Pete and the boy. Cold sweat trickles down my spine. Something's very wrong here. 

My vision shifts as I call my Gleaner sight, one of the perks of my special talents. The world takes on an ethereal cast where I can see the energies of life and soul: Vitae and Animus. 

Pete glows with healthy Vitae, a warm golden light suffusing his form. But Sergei... 

My breath catches. Where there should be Vitae, there's only pure fuchsia Animus, the essence of identity and memory, but no living force. He's like a shadow given form, a perfect copy without the substance. 

The dead boy in the ravine isn't Sergei's twin. He is Sergei. 

“Pete.” I keep my voice steady, fighting down panic. “Step away from him. Now.” 

Pete's brow furrows in confusion. “What? Why would I—” 

“Just do it,” Morgan cuts in, recognizing the tension in my voice. He's already got his hand on his revolver. 

Pete looks between us, then slowly releases Sergei's hand, and takes three careful steps to the side. The boy, or whatever he is, doesn't move. He just stands there with that same blank expression. 

“What do you see?” Morgan asks, his eyes never leave the boy. 

“He ain't alive.” I swallow hard, my shades pressing closer, their whispers more urgent. “There’s no Vitae in him, just pure Animus. Like a shade, but... more somehow.” I straighten, hand drifting to my gun. 

Pete's face drains of color. “Sweet Jesus,” he whispers. “I’ve been leading a ghost around by the hand?” 

“Not exactly,” I say, studying the boy's form through mystical vision. “Never seen anything like this before. He's more... substantial than any shade.” 

The air around us grows dense, heavy with something that raises the hair on my arms. The Reb's eyes widen with something that might be fear. Gallardos shudders at my other shoulder, both shades responding to whatever power is gathering. 

Then Sergei changes. 

The transformation isn't physical so much as elemental. One moment he's a boy with vacant eyes, the next he's something ancient wearing a child's skin like an ill-fitting costume. His posture straightens, shoulders square. The blank expression melts away, replaced by something knowing and timeless. 

“We are The Trail,” he says, but his voice like hearing is a chorus. It’s deeper, older, than a child’s voice, carrying echoes of countless other’s layered beneath. “We are born from the hopes and fears and blood and tears of all who died on it.” 

Sergei's eyes lock onto mine, fathomless darkness replacing vacancy. “You walk between life and death, Gleaner. You carry both within.” The voices speaking through him send my shades into a frenzy. 

The Reb flickers behind Sergei's shoulder, then near my ear, his Confederate gray a blur of motion appearing and vanishing like heat lightning. Gallardos races between us, his presence leaving cold spots in the air.

“We waited for you, Mary Catherine Kelly. You are needed.” Sergei's form wavers like heat shimmer, the edges of his body blurring into the air around him. “You must stop Shadowman.” 

“What's Shadowman?” I try to ask, my voice sounding distant to my own ears. 

But he's gone. No dramatic vanishing, no supernatural wind, just empty space where he stood a heartbeat before. It’s a bit of a letdown really. An ancient supernatural being just named me and then vanished? 

The pressure in the air dissipates like a thundercloud passing. My shades settle, their movements slowing to their usual drift. The world seems to exhale. 

“Son of a bitch,” Pete breathes, staring at his hand that held Sergei's moments ago. “He was solid, flesh and blood. I was touching it. Warm even.” 

Morgan's face is tight, the muscles twitching at his jaw. “I don't like this. Whatever that thing was, it knew what you are, Mick. It knew your full name.” 

“Trail wraith,” Pete says, rubbing his palm against his pants leg. “Has to be. Old-timers talk about them. Spirits born from the collective suffering and death along the great trails. Never thought I'd see one, though.” 

I shake my head, trying to clear it. The shades still whisper urgently, but their voices have faded to background noise, offering nothing. “Never seen anything like it. Shades, spirits, ghosts, they're all remnants, echoes. This was different. Pure Animus given form.” 

I look down at the ravine where the real Sergei Kovalev lies dead. “It used that poor boy's image, his memories. Maybe even his last moments.” 

Pete fiddles with his belt, his voice soft. “Trail wraiths are elemental, damn near eternal. If this Shadowman character has it spooked enough to ask us for help, could be this job is bigger than hunting some good old boys?” 

“Maybe.” I check my revolver from habit, the familiar weight grounding me. “But spirits like that don't think the same way as you and me. It didn't feel malevolent, but it knew my name, and names bind. I don't want to spend another night out here with whatever that was.” 

“I hear ya',” Pete concurs. “Fort Dodge ain't that far. We push hard, we can make it by nightfall.” 

“Agreed.” Morgan's already heading for the horses and shouting for Clyde to finish whatever he's doing. 

I follow but can't shake the memory of Sergei's otherworldly gaze, ancient eyes looking out from a child's face. The Reb hovers close, his presence cool against my shoulder, murmuring about the trail wraith and dangers beyond my understanding. 

As I mount Sampson, I cast one final glance back at the empty space where Sergei had stood. 

We've faced all manner of supernatural threats since signing on with Baker, necromancers, cursed objects, even a demonic possession in Memphis that still gives me nightmares. I reckon we’ll beat this one too. Whatever Shadowman is.
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