
  
    [image: Horror on the Range]
  


  
    
      HORROR ON THE RANGE

      A UNDERTAKER BOOKS ANTHOLOGY

    

    
      
        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Undertaker Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Collective Work Copyright © 2025 Undertaker Books

      

      

      
        
        The Gut Wagoner © Chloe York

        Bad Water © Desiree Horton

        Noose Creek © D.L. Winchester

        Midnight at Deadwood Station © C.M. Saunders

        The Hungers © Madi Haab

        Dead Reckoning © Deborah Tapper

        A Fist Full of Dirt © E.M. Otero

        Desmodus © Scotty Milder

        Straw Man © Patricia Thorpe

        All Fours © Michael Picco

        Moonlit Reckoning © Ed Downes

        Saguaro Madness © Richard Lau

        The Rattler’s Bride © J.R. Taylor

      

      

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact UNDERTAKER BOOKS at www.undertakerbooks.com

      The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

      Book Cover by Cyan LeBlanc

      FIRST EDITION 2025

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        The Gut Wagoner

        Chloe York

      

      
        Bad Water

        Desiree Horton

      

      
        Noose Creek

        An Aggie Adventure

        D.L. Winchester

      

      
        The Hungers

        Madi Haab

      

      
        Dead Reckoning

        Deborah Tapper

      

      
        A Fist Full of Dirt

        E.M. Otero

      

      
        Desmodus

        Scotty Milder

      

      
        Straw Man

        Patricia Thorpe

      

      
        It Goes On All Fours

        Michael Picco

      

      
        Moonlit Reckoning

        Ed Downes

      

      
        Saguaro Madness

        Richard Lau

      

      
        The Rattler’s Bride

        J.R. Taylor

      

      
        Midnight at Deadwood Station

        A Dylan Decker Story

        C.M. Saunders

      

    

    
      
        Meet the Authors

      

      
        Ed Downes

      

      
        Madi Haab

      

      
        Desiree Horton

      

      
        Richard Lau

      

      
        Scotty Milder

      

      
        E.M. Otero

      

      
        Michael Picco

      

      
        C.M. Saunders

      

      
        Deborah Tapper

      

      
        J.R. Taylor

      

      
        Patricia Thorpe

      

      
        D.L. Winchester

      

      
        Chloe York

      

      
        More Anthologies by Undertaker Books

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Have you ever seen something take on a life of its own?

      When we were kicking around ideas for anthology themes, one of the ones that came up was Western Horror. I thought it would be great, do a couple stories featuring our resident western authors (myself and C.M. Saunders), get a few other authors to round out the lineup, and put a spotlight on western horror for a few moments.

      Two hundred plus submissions later, I realized that western horror has a place in a lot of people's hearts.

      Narrowing two hundred submissions down to eleven was not an easy task. We originally planned to take eight, plus mine and C.M.'s. I had to beg Cyan to let me take more so the decisions were easier.

      But we got there.

      And the results are fantastic.

      Chloe York went deeper into the gore than I thought she could in "The Gut Wagoner." Scotty Milder puts a unique twist on vampire tales in "Desmodus." Michael Picco explores a Navajo legend in "All Fours." And Jenny Taylor brings female rage in "The Rattler's Bride."

      Those are just four of the fantastic stories, and the others are just as good.

      

      So get ready to go west, and dive into Horror on the Range!

      
        
        D.L. Winchester

        Newport, TN

        November 22, 2025
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            THE GUT WAGONER

          

          CHLOE YORK

        

      

    

    
      Abilene always waits til nightfall to sort the guts. Heaped in barrels tall as her—and she ain’t a small woman—the refuse awaits her eager hands with matching need. Sleeves shoved to her elbows, she delves into bristly fur clinging to oil-slick skin pinker than sunrise, the crest of bones scraped half-clean by the butcher’s blade, and her prize, her favorite sensation: the squelching press of cool entrails slithering along her skin.

      “God almighty,” she murmurs, granting herself a shut-eyed, ecstatic moment in the silky nest she’s uncovered. Then all too quick, it’s back to the necessary dividing of the offal for production. The skins for the leather tanners. Bones for tools, buttons, and fasteners. And the guts—the velvety, luscious guts—those belong to Abilene.

      She could pull more coin selling them off as fertilizer or hell, they’d make a decent enough meal for less fortunate types. The type Abilene vowed she’d never be again. Those days died with her lily liver, clammy-handed husband.

      Honest work. Grit. A strong stomach. The use of Clint’s britches, boots, wide-brimmed hat and most importantly, his name. Lacking sturdiness of frame, she wasn’t sure she could pull off the illusion. But by God, when she hitched their old mule to the wagon and rode into town with her practiced gravelly rasp, shorn hair, and Clint’s identifying papers, nobody gave her a second glance.

      Another advantage of salvaging butchery castoffs. Ordinary people don’t wanna look too close. Women around these parts have jobs, sure. But not on the gut wagon. Course, she’s got more than one reason to hide. Clint made sure of that.

      The flickering lantern spreads her shadow across the splintered barn wall as she tugs through barrel after barrel and creates three piles.

      Skins.

      Bones.

      And hers.

      Her chest buzzes under bosoms flattened by a long length of cotton as she watches the last pile—her share of the spoils—grow and grow. Lavender tubes oozing viscous juices. Ropes of tangled veiny intestines. Scarlet, glistening organs like fist-sized rubies. Her jewels. Unceremoniously, she flings them onto a waxy canvas tarp spread on the dusty, hay-flecked ground. The wet thwack when they hit brings an expectant shiver to her limbs.

      Like the wagon’s floor—its slatted wood smooched with red stains—she can never wash out the cloying stench of raw meat from her barn. She’d do this outside—it’s an hour’s ride to the closest neighbor—but this ain’t for the sky and stars to see. Those celestial bodies got nothing on Abilene’s earthly delights.

      Once the sellable bits are sorted and sealed in their barrels, she climbs from the wagon and assesses her gleaming hoard. Smaller than yesterday’s, but progress is progress. Undressing deliberately slow, the way she used to do for Clint in the rare good days, she unwraps her binder with a relieved sigh and carefully lays her clothes aside.

      Standing before the tarp in nothing but her bloomers, she drags herself down and folds herself into the offal like she’s climbing into a soft bed. Her groan is girlish and foreign to her ears after so much time keeping her voice gruff and words brief. A noise so uniquely her that it drags a pained whimper from her chest. She slides through the guts, a hundred satiny caresses taking permanent residence in her very skin.

      We got you, they tell her. You ain’t alone.

      “God almighty,” she says again, pulling her knees up like a babe in its mother’s arms. Or a lover’s.

      She closes her eyes—lashes catching on a sticky pink esophagus—and whooshes out a long, slow exhale. She goes still, sleep dragging her under its liquid wings. Just before she loses consciousness, she feels the guts tremble around her for a moment, then the wet shift of something stroking her calf.

      She leaps to her feet, raining globs of meat that tumble from her bare skin as she seeks whatever’s in the pile with her. A rattler? A field mouse? Grabbing a shovel perched in the corner, she swipes through the guts, hoping to spook the varmint out of hiding. These guts are hers. Hers. She will not have them desecrated.

      But her search turns up nothing. Probably just imagining things in that halfway world between awake and asleep. Shoving a hand through her short hair, she gathers up the tarp with more than a little sorrow and hefts it to the closed barn door where she drops it with a squelch.

      Then she pads to the old feeding trough she repurposed as a washtub, already filled with lukewarm well water. She bathes, scrubbing until all trace of her ritual is gone. After she dresses, she creaks open the barn doors and carries the tarp past the gate where her mule Sunny snorts at her.

      “You lookin’ at?” she says, pausing to stroke his velvet snout. The animal tickles her palm with his big teeth as she allows herself a smile.

      About an acre from her single-room cabin, outhouse, and barn is a shallow gulch. The meaty odor from inside is overwhelming, even to her nostrils. Yet no buzzards ever descend on this valley, never so much as circle the growing heap of offal below. Nothing goes to rot there. The organs and viscera are as fresh as the moment she dropped them in.

      It’s a phenomenon she’d be hard-pressed to explain. Soon as she noticed it, she set aside some guts in the barn to see if they’d do the same. But while those pieces eventually decayed, the ones in the ravine kept their color and vitality and remained undisturbed. One of these days, Abilene reckons she’ll fill the entire valley with guts. Oh, to swim in such a lake as that…

      At the cliff’s edge, she unfurls the tarp and watches her treasures splat atop the others down below. No coyotes or scavengers have touched this meat. Not even greedy flies. Like they know these guts are hers and hers alone.

      Stifling a yawn, Abilene turns and walks back home.
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        * * *

      

      Sunny’s dragging his feet today. Abilene can’t say she blames the poor beast. Another scorcher of an afternoon. The wagon rocks and rumbles beneath her, gloved hands clasping Sunny’s reins as she resists the urge to speed him up.

      She sold her skin-and-bone barrels this morning and had them replaced with empty ones. Once she hits the butchery and slaughterhouse, she’ll have them full again. More money and best of all, more slithering guts. She’s still thinking about how the pile seemed to move on its own last night. Had to be a critter. A rat or a snake. That, or she imagined it.

      A bead of sweat rolls down her neck as she adjusts Clint’s old hat to keep the sun out of her eyes. Then she pulls the wagon to a sudden grinding halt at what she sees outside Hank the butcher’s shop. A wiry man with leathery skin hefting a crate overflowing with steaming scarlet entrails toward his own wagon.

      “Hey!” she calls, nearly forgetting to adopt her gravelly tenor. “You, sir!”

      His crinkled eyes find hers over the mound of guts he’s straining to carry.

      “Grisly stuff, ain’t it?” he greets. His grin reminds her of dirty stones, gappy and yellowed. With a grunt, he shoves the crate with the guts—her guts—onto his wagon. Freshly varnished wood and balanced wheels pulled by a proud gray stallion. Makes her wagon look like decrepit old junk by comparison.

      She takes a long beat to compose herself before screwing up her face in what she hopes is an intimidating snarl.

      “Hank know yer takin’ that?” she asks, climbing from her seat to hitch Sunny to a post while a man and woman strolling arm in arm pass them by with unconcealed disgust at the “grisly stuff” in his crate. Abilene inhales a sharp breath when she spies a swarm of fat black flies descending on the guts. Defiling them. The thieving bastard didn’t even cover them.

      The stranger’s taller up close, but he’s still only got an inch on her.

      He holds up his hands, calloused cracks filled with dirt. The thought of those hands on her guts floods her ribcage with angry heat.

      “The butcher? Course he knows. He’s the one gave em to me.”

      Abilene’s brows knit together hard enough to hurt.

      “Listen, sir. I’ve been runnin’ the gut wagon goin’ on two years now,” she says. “So I don’t know what misapprehensions yer operating under, but those belong to me. You best be finding other work. I was here first, you understand. Nothin’ personal.”

      The stranger—that above snakes thief—gives her a long, slow blink. He lifts one shoulder. Drops it. The motion causes his vest to slide open, revealing a silver pistol holstered to his hip. She stands her ground, undeterred.

      “Ways I see it, a little friendly competition never hurt nobody,” he says, leaning back on his polished boots. Fine hat, fine clothes, but on him, it looks like someone put a diamond necklace on a mud-slathered hog. “Say, what’s yer name? You look an awful lot like someone I knew a ways back.”

      “Clint Jones,” she blurts before the earth crashes open beneath her with the merciless certainty that this man is no stranger. She knows him. Clint’s old drinking buddy. The one who used to leer at her over the men’s card games while she cooked for them. Had better teeth back then, but his clothes were always threadbare and certainly his wagon wasn’t near as fine as this one.

      Paul Clay.

      It’s him. She’s never been more certain of anything. And if she knows him, then he sure as hell knows her.

      He cocks his head like a coyote, his even-keeled expression betraying nothing. She just gave him her dead husband’s name, the one she stole after the poison did its job. What a damn fool she was to think she could outrun the past. Outrun what she did to Clint after what he did to both of them. She could run, she thinks. Turn tail and start over somewhere else. Every town has butcheries. Every town needs a gut wagon.

      But her valley. Her magical ravine that the buzzards and flies steer clear of. Those precious entrails suspended in time like a slumbering princess in a fairy book. She can’t leave them.

      “Well, Mr. Jones,” Paul Clay says. “I don’t see why we can’t reach some sorta understanding. How’s about you take the bones and I’ll handle the skins and…”

      Abilene has forgotten how to breathe. Paul Clay, against all odds, has no idea who she is. Unless he’s pretending. If so, he’s a damn good liar.

      “What’d you say?” Abilene cuts in, loosening some phlegm from her throat.

      Paul Clay’s horse gives a little whinny, its tail swishing the growing tangle of flies off its haunches. Maggot eggs will have settled into that open container of meat by now. Vomit roils in her stomach. All those perfect, slimy, glistening jewels ruined.

      “Divide and conquer, Mr. Jones,” Paul Clay says, arms raised like a showman. “Half and half. I’ll take the skins⁠—”

      “The skins are worth most,” Abilene says, recovering her wits and her outrage. “And there ain’t gonna be any dividing. You can haul off what you got from Hank today, but this is my territory. Now be off with you before I’m late to the slaughterhouse. And for God’s sake, cover that crate. Buzzards’ll get you if yer not careful.”

      “Buzzards’ll get me, huh?” he says slowly, his jovial facade fading as he curves his thumbs through his belt loops and sways on his feet. “That’s funny.”

      Without another word, he unhitches his horse and climbs into his seat. Abilene’s shoulders unclench, her breaths blessedly steadier. Paul Clay’s leaving. She lost whatever’s in that crate today—Hank’s gonna get an earful about that—but at least her livelihood and more importantly, her identity, are safe.

      Then Paul Clay twists back, lighting up a pipe. Acrid clouds billow around his wizened fox face when he shoots her a wink.

      “Shame we couldn’t be friends, Mister Jones. Friends are real hard to come by nowadays and even easier to lose. Especially when the chips are down, so to speak.” He gives her another long, appraising look, rheumy eyes lingering too long on her flattened chest. “You a gambler, Jones?”

      Abilene crosses her broad arms, training her terror-stricken face into the picture of masculine nonchalance.

      “Can’t say I am.”

      Paul Clay puffs out a smoke ring.

      “I had a friend once. Real taste for poker. You ever played?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Funny thing. For a man so smitten with the game, you’d think he’d at least be half good at it. But I’ll tell you, my friend was pretty nigh hopeless. What you might call an easy mark.” Paul Clay takes another drag from his pipe, locking eyes with hers. “If I told you how much that yella-bellied sumbitch owed me, whew!” A humorless laugh. “And when I came to collect it, you know what I found?”

      Abilene presses her hands into her armpits to stop their shaking. When he realizes she has no intention of answering, he supplies, “A damn fire! Whole place and everything in it, just…” He makes a sharp whooshing sound. “Gone.” A noiseless chuckle. “You ask me, luckiest thing to happen to that man besides that wife of his. Real hellcat, that one. I always wonder what became of her. They never did turn up her body after that fire. Makes a fella wonder, don’t it?”

      Her nostrils flare, spine so rigid she thinks it might snap.

      He knows.

      He knows, he knows, he⁠—

      “Well,” she says. “Like I said, you best be going before that meat spoils.”

      “Of course, Jonesy. Of course.” Still sucking his pipe, he flicks his horse’s reins and ambles down the road. Over his shoulder, he calls back, “Apologies for horning in on your offal business. Hah! Get it? Offal, awful…”

      But Abilene is already back in her wagon ready to snap Sunny to action the second Paul Clay’s outta sight, which doesn’t take all that long. His wagon veers left by the general store and he’s gone. But, she thinks grimly, it ain’t over.
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        * * *

      

      Abilene’s too worked up over what happened in town to enjoy her ritual tonight. She labors over her barrels with precious little pleasure, piling jawbones and femurs into their respective places and hairy pelts and flesh into theirs.

      She still flings the lovely guts to their waxy canvas sheet on the barn floor. Still plans to haul them to the valley afterward. It brings an ache to her heart knowing that bastard Paul Clay’s taken half of the magic gulch’s offering, but God knows he coulda taken a lot more.

      She wonders why he walked away from her today. He could’ve blackmailed her. Taken her gut wagon duties away. Extorted her earnings or worst of all, taken from her what Clint offered in a fit of cowardly desperation. Why didn’t he?

      Maybe he figures Clint’s untimely death was enough to settle his poker debt. Maybe he’s grateful she saved him the trouble of killing Clint himself. Maybe he’s even a little scared of her because of it.

      But Abilene’s a smart woman. She knows Paul Clay’s kind. He’s letting her squirm before he moves in for the kill. It’s just a question of when. To be sure, she’s got her loaded pistol tucked in the back of her pants. Ready as she’ll ever be. She ain’t running yet.

      When she’s done with the sorting, she scrubs her forearms clean at the trough and bundles up her guts for the gulch. Oil lantern in one hand and the heaving sack slung over her shoulder, she opens the barn door and is immediately met with the unmistakable click of a gun cocking.

      Click click click.

      No. Guns cocking.

      Her throat floods with ice as she scans the silhouetted figures waiting between her and the valley. Without looking away, she sets down the lantern and the tarp, its edges unfurling to reveal the organs and viscera it’s cradling. Through her terror, she notices a brief flurry of movement coming from inside the tarp. That same effortful slithering she felt on her skin last night. But she ain’t got time to look closer. Not with those four barrels trained on her.

      Damp hands raised in surrender, she finds Paul Clay’s cracked tombstone smile and sets her own mouth in a grim line.

      “Coin’s in the house,” she says, maintaining her deep voice out of habit, but she knows it won’t do a damn bit of good. Paul Clay knows who she really is. That’s why he’s here. “In a pouch in the old steamer trunk by the stove. And the slaughterhouse haul in the barn. All yours.”

      Paul Clay laughs.

      “That’d be a start, missus. But that husband o’yers promised somethin’ a little more than money. Or did he neglect to tell you?”

      Abilene’s nostrils flare. No more pretense now. She lets her next words tumble out in her familiar lilting tenor that for the past year, only the guts have heard.

      “Naw. I knew.” She finds Paul Clay’s gaze and holds it like the reins of a wild horse. “That’s why I put him in the ground.”

      One of his men whistles around a cackling whoop.

      “She’d a rather killed her own man than go to bed with you,” he hollers while the others take turns teasing him in kind.

      Paul Clay’s face darkens with fury.

      “I ain’t a piece of meat,” Abilene cuts in, the shaking in her hands the only thing betraying her fear. “You can take my money, but yer gonna leave me be, y’hear? Or else I⁠—”

      He darts quicker than a rattler, seizing her arm before snapping the butt of his gun over her head. Her vision flashes red when she hits the ground, but she still manages to thrash and buck him away, teeth bared to bite and nails out to scratch as she tries to get at her gun. Even manages to pry it loose from her waistband before the other men converge on them. They kick her prone body before ripping her gun away.

      In the shuffle, the bag of guts has fallen completely open. Through gathering tears and gasps for air, she gives the closest man an admirable shove that sends him tumbling into the pile.

      “Ugh! What in Sam Hill—?” he cries, trying and failing to shuffle upright in the slick meaty globs.

      The other men stop grappling with her to laugh at him, but Paul Clay won’t be deterred. He catches her by the neck and starts to squeeze. She claws at his arms, pleas building and dying on her tongue.

      “Ugly little bitch,” he sneers. “Teach you to⁠—”

      Screams cut him off. Raw, rasping, many-throated shouts of terror and pain. Paul Clay’s grip loosens, but he’s on top of her now, knees on either side of her stomach with his full weight keeping her down. With effort, she cranes her neck toward the other men, her own ill fortune dissolving to nothing at the impossible, gruesome, horrifying sight.

      The man who fell in the guts is now buried beneath them. A seething, charnel pool that splashes over his bearded face, pieces crawling into his open mouth to slide down his throat. The pile seems to grow, intestines unfurling like wildflower petals to strangle him.

      The other men move slow, stupid with fear.

      “What witchcraft is this?” one shouts, pointing his gun.

      “Don’t shoot!” says another. “You’ll hit him.”

      They drop to the ground to tear at the living guts as an entranced Abilene watches from where Paul Clay’s got her pinned.

      “Hell’s goin’ on over there?” he snarls.

      An earthquake. A pounding, rhythmic tremor under her back. A trickle of blood trails down her temple, heartbeats quickening to new levels of horror when she sees what’s making the very world tremble.

      Sunny gives a honking bray and backs to the far corner of his pen. The man suffocating in the intestinal pile gurgles once before going still, his buddies too preoccupied pulling up their guns toward the approaching…thing thundering toward them. Their horses—hitched to some posts by the dirt path—squeal in a deafening pitch, bucking and kicking to get loose.

      Slowly, Paul Clay rises. Abilene wastes no time shuffling away from him. Ducking into the pen, gunshots and cries ringing in her ears, she allows herself a look at the creature. Such things can’t be possible, but she knows, in the darkest crevasses of her soul, exactly what it is. The preserved guts from the magical valley, each and every one of them desirously held, caressed, and loved by her before finding their home there.

      In the dull lantern light, the monster’s infinite globular jewels gleam as they tumble and splat their way to the men who attacked her. Bullets strike, tearing pieces of it apart only to have them replaced by others. On the tarp, the guts slide off the dead man’s purple corpse and writhe toward the giant beast. Toward home.

      The men try to run. Try to scream. But in an instant, a tidal wave of offal crashes over them, tangling them inside. Cries become strangled wet moans. She hears their bones snap like kindling. Fresh blood oozes between the slithering viscera now hot on Paul Clay’s heels.

      He fires his gun til the blasts turn to clicks. The meat monster towers over him, his cronies’ broken bodies abandoned behind it.

      “No,” he slurs, reaching for the sky. “No, please, I⁠—”

      The beast takes its time, dragging itself onto Paul Clay’s ankles, individual chunks rolling up his legs, then his torso, trapping him in its pulsing crush til he can’t get enough wind to keep begging. The guts leave his face exposed, like it wants Abilene to witness every second of Paul Clay’s gruesome demise. His gaping jaw, trembling chapped lips, darting tongue, blue-tinged cheeks and veiny eyes bulging from their sockets.

      And when the low-down bastard breathes his last, Abilene can’t help the satisfied smile that near splits her face in half. When the monster comes rolling through the wooden fence for her, she’s ready. Arms extended, unwilling to look away. The picture of surrender. She ain’t afraid to die. Not like this.

      Still, she can’t help the single fearful mewl as the guts drag her inside their countless folds and climb the length of her body, burrowing under her clothes, sliding across her cheeks and parted mouth. The world blurs, Sunny’s braying and the nickering horses muffled by the swarming press that holds her.

      She registers in a faint, far-off way that they’re moving, edging in a cascading river toward the gulch. The guts leave her enough room to breathe, a sensation like a slow hand stroking her back as if to tell her she’s safe.

      “I ain’t scared,” she assures the beast as she tumbles with it over the shallow cliff’s edge and into its valley.

      And she means it. She’s never been held this way. Protected this way. Loved this way.

      Nestled at the bottom of the ravine, wrapped in its silken cocoon, a trailing intestine skims her flickering pulse point. A question.

      “Do it,” she whispers, closing her eyes. The intestine coils rapturously around her throat, tightening as it goes. The guts deepen their smothering embrace, fitting around her better than any man ever could.

      We got you, sweet Abilene. You ain’t alone.

      “God almighty,” she croaks through her thinning windpipe.

      That we are, the monster—her beautiful, boundless flesh god—purrs as it tenderly drags her soul into its charnel heaven.

      Above the gulch, a lone buzzard circles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BAD WATER

          

          DESIREE HORTON

        

      

    

    
      “What does that mean? Bad water?” Virginia asked.

      “It means,” Cecil said, pulling his hat off his head, releasing a cascade of dust in the fading light of the evening sun, “It’ll make you sick. It’s not clean.”

      “So, what? We’ll need to cook it for a while longer? Put a piece of silver in it?”

      Cecil gestured to the Native man walking away from them, his face a mask of concern. “Ol’ chief over there is telling it otherwise.”

      Virginia, exhausted, was quickly losing patience with her brother-in-law’s hesitancy to relay anything he considered bad news. It had taken him half a day to tell her of her husband’s death. His own brother, for God’s sake. They had been on the emigrant trail for two months now, and it seemed the end would never be in sight. She would spend the rest of her short, miserable life on an endless dusty trail of unwashed people, animal shit, and her constantly hat-wringing brother-in-law.

      “Cecil, can you please speak plainly? I’d sooner know the position we’re in and come up with a plan of action now, rather than next week when it becomes a problem,” she said, her fingers massaging her eyes.

      “Well, ma’am, he said there’s bad water up ahead. But it’s worse than bad water, it’s… I don’t know, evil water? I’m not sure I understood everything he said.”

      Virginia was surprised by how long Cecil had survived in this country on his own. Deep down, she doubted his claims entirely. He had written to his brother of this great land out west and had traveled east to meet them in Missouri. His letters had been full to bursting with exaltations of Willamette Valley, which still seemed as far away now as it had that day her husband decided they should join his brother in making their fortune out west. A fool’s errand, clearly, but there was nothing to be done about it now. This was not a trip Virginia could make on her own, so she was stuck with Cecil, at least until they reached her destination. She could cry for Aaron later, and she would, but now she needed to focus on survival.

      “So let me see if I understand,” Virginia said. “We can take this shortcut with the ‘bad water’ and shave three weeks off our trip, potentially getting to Willamette Valley before the snow comes, or we can continue with the wagon train and probably lose the rest of our oxen in the journey. Did he tell you which river to avoid? Is it something we can go around? I thought you knew this trail. Did you have trouble with the water before?”

      He reacted to her words like stones being pelted at him, wincing and flinching. Her eyes bored holes into him as she waited for a response. He gripped the edges of his hat and looked down at the ground.

      “It’s not exactly like that,” he said weakly.

      “What…do you mean,” she said, her voice pure ice.

      “I haven’t taken this one myself, per se, but there’s a very reliable guide who can meet us on the other side of the Snake River. Plus, the Woolbrights are taking the shortcut too, so we wouldn’t be all on our own. They’ve left already but if we leave soon we should catch up with them by nightfall.”

      Virginia fought to remain calm with this new information. She wasn’t surprised, but she was furious. She would give her right arm to be rid of Cecil right now, but it seemed like she would have to settle for a dangerous stretch of trail, bad water, and ending their tumultuous and brief relationship three weeks early. She wanted to scream, but instead, she took a deep breath, smoothed the front of her dress, and nodded.

      “Okay, shortcut it is. I’ll see if I can barter with one of the other families for some extra vinegar or something.”

      Cecil looked at her blankly.

      “For the water. Vinegar for the water, Cecil.”

      His face lit up with understanding. “Oh, yes! Brilliant idea, Virginia. I told Aaron he picked a smart one.”

      That made Virginia’s chest ache, and she turned away from Cecil, digging through the wagon for items to trade. When she turned back, he was thankfully gone, over speaking with the other family taking the shortcut, and Virginia could wipe the dust, definitely not tears, from her eyes. What was a little bad water if it meant being free of that imbecile three glorious weeks sooner?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The beeves groaned and huffed as they pulled forlornly toward the lake ahead of them. The skies had turned a brilliant red, backlighting the dark, dead trees around them like shadows around a fire. She pitied the animals, who were desperately thirsty and bone thin. She couldn’t bear to hear their moans, though she wasn’t fond of the creatures.
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