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      And we, who marked the scene sublime,

      Beheld a shining band

      Press upward to the mountain top,

      As to a Promised Land;

      Their faces kindling with the light

      That played about its crest⁠—

      And two, more glorious, led the way,

      In spotless garments dressed;

      Some wearied on the way, and these

      The stronger lifted up,

      And held unto their parching lips

      Love's overflowing cup⁠—

      And thus refreshed, they buoyantly

      Pressed forward in the van,

      And leaped and danced for gladness, where

      The purpling river ran.

      

      
        
        M.H. Cobb, The Mountain In The West
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      Wesley Burrows sat at the table rubbing the raised skin on his cheek where, only a few years ago, a wayward bullet had left a pink puckered star. He looked at the cards in his hand. Three jacks and a pair of sixes looked back at him. He let a look of feigned disappointment mask his face. He sighed with a deep melancholy even though the cards were good. They were very good.

      Were they good enough to beat the dentist? Time would tell.

      The blue evening moon lifted its tired head up from the stony Arizona horizon. Cool beams slanted through the saloon’s wooden blinds, emblazoning stripes across the dentist’s dark suit.

      They were the only two left at the table now.

      Wesley “Six Scars” Burrows with his full house and a dentist. A goddamn dentist wearing a calm, smooth smile. Black suit and gossamer moonlight gave the man a panther’s sheen.

      The piano player, his bowler hat drunkenly tilted on his bald head, was playing a sad, lonely song. The meager crowd, huddled around sagging wood tables, grumbled with tired conversations. They were mostly Arizona cowboys smoothing their wrinkled cares away with whiskey and a few misty-eyed working girls and fellas. Every one of them was mumbling either to themselves or someone else. All of them either seducing potential customers or pouring the guts of their own sad confessions into their foam-rimmed mugs.

      Wesley was playing cards. . . and still laying low.

      The cards, he thought. The cards and the game calmed his mind, soothed his worries. Wesley’s mind relaxed, lulled down into memories. Memories of all the things that had brought him here. He wished now, more than anything, that he'd never fallen in with the Culliver gang. Wished he'd never held up that wagon train with all those women and children.

      He’d never forgive Cy Culliver, that black-bearded son of a bitch. Never.

      They never should have done what they did, and it was Cy that had made them do it. It was Cy’s fault that the Marshal’s posse discovered the gang’s hideout, and it was Cy’s goddamn fault that Jenny and Mark and Toby had been shot to hell in a muddy gulch.

      Cy had probably survived. That’s what he did. Time after time, Cy lived to see another day.

      Wesley had run. That’s what he did. He ran, wishing he had a chance to find Cy. If only fate would afford him the opportunity to walk right up behind Cy Culliver, put his pistol to the back of his head, and say. . .

      Wesley didn’t know what he’d say. The gun, Wesley thought, would do all the talking. He wished for that chance. Wished for it badly.

      But that was behind him, he told himself. There were only the cards, the dentist, and the chips on the table. Tonight, the here and the now, was the table game. Tomorrow, when the red dawn rose, there would be the trail.

      The long journey to Colorado.

      If he couldn’t kill Cy, he would settle for reaching Colorado where Richard his brother lived. Wesley would lean on him. Take his hospitality. When your only sibling comes riding in, looking to make a fresh start in a fresh place, well, family couldn't turn away family. If their father had taught them anything with the discipline of a razor strop, it was that in this life, the only people you can rely on were your kin.

      It was an immutable truth of the ever-changing world.

      Wesley would ride north to Mormon country in Utah, then cut east through Grand Junction. It was dangerous country, filled with Natives and cutthroats, but it was too risky to ride up the more comfortable, populous path through Santa Fe.

      A train was out of the question as well. Though that way would certainly be easier, Wesley couldn't chance his picture being posted at one of the ticket stations where rangers loved to lay in wait for the more dim-witted outlaws who’d thought shaving their beard and hair would disguise them enough. Fellas like that swung from a noose every day.

      His best chance was on horseback, off the beaten path, heading north.

      Wesley looked at the stack of chips, now diminished. Only an hour ago they had stood like indomitable pillars. A little fortune big enough to get him out of Prescott and all the way to Colorado Springs.

      “Five hundred to call?” asked Wesley, letting his voice shake a bit at the end. The tremor was a ruse. All part of the show.

      The dentist's eyes sparkled, widening at Wesley as he took a deep pull from his cigarette. Big, green, and luminous, they were eyes less fit for a man than a predator. A cougar’s eyes.

      “The same five hundred as it was two minutes ago, my young friend,” said the dentist. There was a slow, easy way about the man, the languidness of a big, bloody-muzzled cat, sunning itself after a fresh kill in the afternoon. The dentist was relaxed, glutted on the chips he effortlessly took from Wesley Burrows.

      “We're friends now, huh?” Wesley arched an eyebrow at him.

      “You've been so generous to me over the last, what? The last seven hands? Hospitality like that, I don't see how we could be anything else.” He winked at Wesley.

      Wesley smiled, charmed. “It ain't generosity, so much as it is my hatred of money. As you can see”—he gestured at the few remaining chips in front of him—“I just can't stand the stuff.”

      The dentist smiled back. “Your hatred of currency notwithstanding, it’s still five hundred to call.”

      “You're awful eager to see the game done.”

      “I have business elsewhere this evening. But don't feel rushed on my account. By all means, take your time. Consider the cost while you still remain in the game.”

      “Business? At this hour?”

      “At the current rate of this hand, I'm starting to wonder myself if I’ll make that appointment or any other this week.”

      “Well, I wouldn't want you to be late.” Wesley gave the man a hard, cruel smile and slid the short stack of chips to the center of the table. They fell over, splashing into the pot. “I'm all in. That's eight hundred to you.”

      The dentist looked away from the pot, a dash of amusement on his lips. He took a sip of whiskey from a small, sterling cup. “All in. Now, I thought you said⁠—”

      The doors of the saloon clattered against the wall. Wesley did not turn to look but kept his eyes on the dentist.

      The dentist did look away, though, his glassy stare scanning the door, his placid demeanor uninterrupted.

      “Friends of yours?” asked Wesley.

      “They don't look charitable enough.”

      “Law?”

      “Two tin stars joining our little cosmos.” The dentist's eyes went back to his cards. “Arizona rangers most likely.”

      Slowly, as if with no care in the world, Wesley leaned his elbow against the arm of the chair and cupped the starry scar on his cheek in his palm, hiding it from sight.

      The sound of boots thunked over to the bar, where a low conversation began. This one between one of the rangers and the bartender.

      “Why, Wesley,” the dentist remarked quietly. “What is this new trepidation I see? You lose chips without a care in the world but when the law arrives. . . ”

      Wesley slanted an unhappy smile at the dentist.

      “Well,” said the dentist, “I suspect one of us will be leaving soon. So, in the interest of brevity, I guess I'm just going to have to call.”

      “Knock that playing off, pianoer!” a heavy voice called from behind Wesley, confident, carrying the unmistakable authority of a lawman.

      The piano's sad tune died.

      “It’s pianist,” said the little man, turning back in his seat to level his beady eyes at the lawman. “Pianoer ain’t even a word. I’m a pianist.”

      “No one gives a shit, peckerhead,” said the lawman. He addressed the room: “Listen, I’m a warranted officer by the Arizona Territory here on official business.”

      Here it comes, Wesley thought.

      “We're looking for a man. Young fella, got a big pucker of a scar on his right cheek. Name's Wesley “Six Scars” Burrows. Wanted for horse theft, robbery, murder, and worse.”

      The dentist raised an eyebrow at Wesley. “Looks like they're your friends.” His voice was low.

      The lawman boomed again. “Anyone here seen a man like that?”

      Out of the corner of his vision, Wesley saw a table of cowboys look over at him. One of them, a sun-cracked crow of a man without any sort of brotherly affection for what, as far as that son of a bitch knew, was a wrongly accused man, pointed at the table where Wesley was playing.

      Goddamn you.

      Boots thunked their way toward Wesley.

      He felt the gravity of their presence directly behind him. A rough hand shoved him, shocking his head forward. His hat pitched onto the mess of chips at the center of the table.

      “You, gambler. Stand up. Keep those hands holding them cards while you do it.”

      The dentist gave Wesley an apologetic look, setting his own cards face-down on the table.

      Wesley sagged in woeful resignation. He should have cut his losses and run when he had the chance. But, once again, he was undone by an absolute curse of bad timing. Three hours ago, he had had all the money he needed. He could have walked away. Almost did twice. But then the dentist showed up, announced himself as a high roller, and started bleeding the kid’s chips. And now, just as Wesley was close to winning it back, the law had caught up with him.

      The prospect of winning it all would cost him everything.

      The dentist surprised Wesley—hell, surprised everyone—when he spoke up: “Gentlemen, if you don't mind, we're just finishing up here.”

      “Game's over,” the man barked. “I said stand up, boy.”

      The saloon hummed to life with the mumblings of the patrons urging Wesley to obey, the bartender going so far as to say, “Go on now, boy. This here is a law-abiding business!”

      It was with a delicate gesture that the dentist quieted the room. His eyes, almost glowing, seemed to reach out in a way that Wesley could not understand, but could feel. It was an invisible pressure, an eerie weight.

      “Officers,” the dentist said, smiling. “With all due respect, allow us the small courtesy of finishing our business.”

      A floorboard groaned under the shifting weight of one of the law men, cutting through the tense silence in the room. “This boy's got a debt with the law, mister.”

      “He that dies pays all debts,” said the dentist. He turned to look at Wesley. “That's Shakespeare, Wesley.”

      “I know,” said Wesley. “The Tempest.”

      The dentist nodded approvingly, his smile shone bright. The invisible pressure lifted momentarily. “An educated man. Well.” Then, he looked again to the officers. His eyes widened, and the weight returned, heavier than before.

      “It's a crime to impede an appointed officer of the La⁠—”

      The dentist lifted a single finger and gently pressed it against his lips. He shushed the lawman like a mother soothing a squalling child. “Now, Wesley,” he said. “You're all in, and I've called.”

      Wesley's mouth was dry. His heart hammered in his chest. He wasn't sure he wanted to win anymore. But what Wesley Burrows wanted didn’t seem to matter much at the moment; he was compelled to do what the man required. The dentist’s voice and eyes penetrated Wesley’s will.

      Wesley thumbed his trio of jacks and pair of sixes down onto the table, face-up. “F-Full house.”

      “Now,” said the dentist as he glanced at his own cards with a solemn nod. “If you would be so kind. . . ”

      Wesley reached over and flipped over the dentist's hand.

      It was a flush.

      A straight goddamn flush.

      “L-Looks like you win, mister,” said Wesley.

      “All right, game's over,” the lawman said. “Get up, kid.” There was a tremor in the lawman's voice. He reached for Wesley all the same.

      The dentist spoke, a killer's confidence in his voice, his big cat-like eyes pinned on the lawmen. “Stay right there, Wesley.”

      Wesley obeyed the dentist.

      All fed up with the dentist’s impudence, the lawman closest to Wesley went to skin his gun from his leather. “I said get up, you skinny son of a⁠—”

      What happened next seemed to happen slowly, slow as a noonday dream. The liquid of time thickened.

      A group of cowboys sitting at a table across the room scrambled from their seats, sending the card table clattering to the floor before the oncoming gunfight. A spray of poker chips, red and blue and white, filled the space between three flipping beer mugs spilling their foamy yellow innards into the open air.

      He heard the swift click-click-click of the lawman's hammer draw back, priming to fall and unleash killing thunder. Wesley squished his eyes shut and lifted his hands to cover his ears.

      “Be still,” said the dentist.

      The world obeyed.

      A trio of mugs shattered on the wooden floor. The poker chips splattered in the river of glass and beer. The sound broke Wesley's nerves, and he let out a whimpering yelp. But there was no gunfire.

      The room was silent.

      After a moment, Wesley opened one eye. The world blurred back into view. He turned to the lawman behind him. The man was completely motionless, still as a statue. Except for his eyes. The man’s irises were wide, ballooned into black pools, frantically shifting back and forth. Left and right, maddened with panic.

      The other lawman, unmoving save for his fingers twitching just an inch above his revolver, let out a low, strained groan. The veins in his weathered hand bulged from the struggle taking place between his mind and his body. The bartender, the cowboys across the room, even the working girls and boys, all of them were frozen.

      Everyone except the dentist.

      He leaned back in his chair, a look of annoyed consideration on his face. He picked up a silver dollar from the mess of chips, and when he did, the most peculiar thing began to happen. Where the man's flesh touched the metal coin, tiny drifts of smoke began to rise. It gave off an acrid smell—the sickly-sweet aroma of cooking meat.

      He sighed.

      “What to do, Wesley,” he said, displeased. “What. To. Do.”

      “Wh-what did you do to them? Why are they. . . why are they like that?”

      The man waved away the question. “How old are you, Wesley Burrows?”

      Wesley's face twisted at the question. “Huh?”

      “How old,” each word was slowly paced out, “are you?”

      “I. . . I dunno. No one ever told me.”

      The dentist clicked his tongue. “What a shame,” he said. “People say that age is just a number. They've said it as long as I can remember. It's said plainly enough in English, rudely in Greek, more eloquently in French. It’s said in other languages too, ones you've never even heard of.” The man leaned forward, moonlight slanted against his eyes. “They're wrong. Age is more than that. I know that as a truth, Wesley. You see, I am very, very old. Old enough to know just how young you are. So young and so afraid. So young you don't even realize the depth of your current peril.”

      A thought clutched Wesley's mind, the choking grip of fear. A dark epiphany that sent a rail of ice down his spine. “You’re the Devil,” he said.

      The dentist had a laugh at that, a slender, joyless sound.

      “Oh my God,” said Wesley. “You are. You're the Devil and you’ve come to take me to Hell.” He began to breathe rapidly, each inhalation a stuttering wheeze. “I don't want to be in Hell! I want to⁠—”

      “Shh, Wesley. Calm yourself. You do not need to fear the Devil. I have lived lifetime upon lifetime, and never once have I spied Satan's form or anything that might be considered his work. I don't think he even exists.”

      Wesley's lips began to tremble. “Then who—who are you?”

      The man tossed the smoldering coin back into the mess of chips. The flesh of his fingers was charred black, still smoking, but he took no notice. He tilted his head. “My name is Sigurd, Wesley. Sigurd of Antioch. When I was like you. . . ” He paused. “Well, to tell you the truth, I have never been like you, but I was once a man, such as you hope to be. A king at thirteen, I ruled a battle-hardened people with my brother kings, and we made such war together. Cutting a red line through our enemies, I was a terror such as the world had never seen. Until one day, while in a far-off city now lost to time, I met a truer king than I. A king who ruled over not just a kingdom, but over life itself. I have witnessed the rise and fall of countless empires as the most able soldier in an endless army. A force irrepressible that reaved and conquered. I loved only ever one woman—a timeless beauty. Her name was Abella. Three years ago, she was taken from me.”

      Sigurd's perfect teeth clenched, and he spoke through them with an old anger. “Three years is less than a yesterday to me, Wesley. So you must understand that my heart is still freshly wounded. The passing of time, to the timeless, offers no comfort to grief.”

      The man's eyes were everything now, glowing like emeralds set in a porcelain bust. There was a weight to them, a gravity pulling Wesley closer and closer.

      Wesley swallowed. He tried to think of some response, something he might say to get out of the shadow of the manlike creature before him.

      “Are you guilty of the crimes these men announced, Wesley? Do not lie to me. I will know if you do.”

      Though the room was silent and still, inside Wesley's mind a bell of alarm was clanging. Over and over, red and loud and furious. He could move. . . perhaps he was quick enough to go for his gun. He didn't do that, however; for some unknown reason, he was compelled to answer. “I am.”

      “You are,” Sigurd said. “When I walked into this saloon tonight, I saw you and I knew you were a guilty man. But I believe in mercy. I believe that all guilty men should have a chance at redemption. A chance to rise above their station and cling to a higher purpose. I have a choice to make, Wesley, and it can only be made after you make a choice of your own.”

      Sigurd winked.

      From out of the quiet stillness, the pianist suddenly brought the instrument back to life. He played a slow, melancholy tune.

      “I could let these innocent lawmen do their duty. Allow them to take you in and give human justice to those you wronged. And that justice would see you hang at the end of a rope. Your suffering would be their reward.”

      “I don't want to die,” said Wesley.

      “He who dies—” Sigurd said, one finger lifted into the air.

      “Pays all debts,” Wesley finished.

      “I can save you from this debt, Wesley. All mortal debts. If you will choose to come with me.”

      “I don't understand.” His voice felt so far away, a distant sound.

      “None of you do. And due to that ignorance, many of us hold a deep swell of pity for you.”

      “Who—?” He was unable to finish the whole question.

      “The people of the kingdom.” Sigurd rose. He was so tall that it seemed to Wesley as if he were unfurling out of the chair. “Be my friend, Wesley. Come with me to Abilene. There we will confront those who killed the woman I loved—the people who tried to kill me when I demanded justice of my own.”

      Wesley was drowning in the deep ocean of Sigurd's eyes.

      “I—”

      “You,” said Sigurd.

      Wesley felt only one sensation in Sigurd's embrace. “I'm afraid.”

      His eyes felt so heavy.

      Sigurd approached. “Naturally.” His pale lips brushed Wesley's ear. “The best safety lies in fear.” From behind his great form came a billowing curtain of fog swirling into reality. Sigurd’s skin grew paler, brighter than before.

      “Embrace me,” said Sigurd. “Leave these mortal woes behind, at only the small price of a life already forfeit to these. . . these cattle.”

      Wesley looked at the frantic, terrified eyes of the lawman, still frozen. He turned back to Sigurd, who stood like a creature of myth, now fully revealed in his dark glory.

      Wesley stepped into the cold comfort of Sigurd's shadow. “Are you going to hurt me?” His voice was small, almost child-like.

      “Yes,” Sigurd said, curling a pale, graceful hand over Wesley's shoulder.

      “Will I die?”

      “Only once and never again. Will you come with me, Wesley? Will you be a friend to me?”

      There was only one answer, no choice.

      Wesley spoke a word.

      Sigurd became a blur.

      Pain like nothing Wesley had ever known before swallowed the light of the saloon.

      The world dimmed.

      Wesley fell into darkness.
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        “The Nine are not like the false gods of fire and war and covenants measured across the ages. Time cannot mark them, but their imminent return shall indeed mark the time.”

      

      

      
        
        – Principe of the Society of Prometheus,

        Lucio Gandolfi, Illimitable Primacy
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      Every night in his dreams, Orrin Adolphus watched the monster kill his mother and father. The dream was always the same. An event playing over and over in sleep with the same punishing clarity as it had in waking life. He saw the bristling hide, the flashing claws, and the wide lupine smile.

      He saw the haunches and shoulders rising and falling, muscles rippling like a fierce wind on dark water. The creature circled them with a predatory gait in careful anticipation. The attack so quick, so absolute in its finality. His mother's head was torn from her shoulders with a single snarling bite. The stump of her neck sprayed blood along the yellow wallpaper, walnut floor, and Orrin’s white dress shirt, transforming the colors of home, boy, and world to red.

      Of all the many voices he heard screaming, it was the wild keening of his father that he remembered most vividly. The boom of the shotgun was clear, too. So was the flesh of the creature absorbing the gun’s volley, shivering at the impact, bloodless. The creature’s claws unfurled in a looping swipe, taking his father at the waist. The spray, like scarlet curtains caught in a whirlwind, splattered against him. Blood wetted Orrin's face, tasted hot and bitter in his mouth. It stung his eyes, half-blinding him. Blood. Blood everywhere. Bloody light and a dark, growling shadow.

      A braver boy, Orrin thought, would have picked up the shotgun.

      He wanted to do just that.

      As in life, Orrin was not brave in the dream. Terror seized him. Possessed him.

      The beast, savoring its fresh kill, turned its back on him, unafraid. It leaned over the destroyed bodies, sniffing first, then eating. Crushing bone and flesh, it tore away his mother’s arm and swallowed it in one huge mouthful. Next to her, his father’s flat eyes, flecked with blood, stared up at the ceiling, never to blink again. The bodies, shredded of their animus, laying on the Adolphus parlor carpet where the beast slowly consumed them.

      The carpet had been a gift. His father had it shipped in from New York. Orrin remembered the strong cowboys bringing it into the house and his mother’s elation at the sight of it being rolled over the freshly polished wooden floor. The carpet, all black and cream with golden tulips stitched into the fabric, hadn’t rolled out flat at first, its edges curling up. Though the carpet’s initial unveiling hadn’t been perfect, the happy sound it had produced from his mother had been. For all of his years, no matter how long he lived, Orrin would never forget that sound. Now, in the dream, that cream-colored curl of fabric reminded him of the lazy furl of skin peeled away from his father’s ribs. Orrin would never forget that either.

      Without fear of the boy, the creature ate.

      Orrin watched, motionless, as the beast lifted its head from the meal and slowly, so very slowly, turned its gaze to him. And with one cold black eye, it took the very measure of him. Blood dripped from the great muzzle. A wet gray tongue snaked out from behind shining teeth, licking the snout. Big and black, like orbs of starless night, the eye weighed him. There was a total confidence there, a complete knowledge of the child's incapability to conjure a threat.

      Gunfire peppered the air outside. At this, the beast dipped, surprised. These were the first sounds to interrupt the wails of those being massacred in the street. People were finally fighting back, shooting at the pack of beasts with their pistols and rifles and shotguns.

      The beast leaped toward Orrin, unfurling those massive paws and the razor-edged nails. There was nothing he could do. Nowhere to go. He was a coward, frozen. But the beast’s trajectory changed. It was headed not directly for him but for the window next to him.

      It plunged through the pane, shattering the glass, but its back haunches caught the wall and kicked out, thrashing wildly. A claw, long as a boot knife and sharper than honed steel, caught Orrin, slashing his shoulder. It ran a hot, red line from collarbone to forearm. With a second kick, the other leg splayed out, the barbed claw caught him in the face.

      It was in that moment, for the first time in his life, Orrin knew he was hurt. Not the hurt of childhood bump or a bruise. This was the adult kind of pain. The kind people died from.

      It was Orrin's turn to scream and bleed.

      The pain somehow woke him from his terror, and he ran, leaping over the bloody piles on the parlor floor, out the back door, out of the house. Out into the whipping storm billowing over the sky above the shadowy dunes of Yellow Hill. Orrin plunged into the onslaught of unnatural cold and cutting wind.

      His feet were swift, and they carried him for a long time. He plunged himself against the dunes, away from the screams and gunfire and howling terror. Away from the carnage and the bodies. Under a white sun, up and down the rolling hills, he scrambled, keening like a maniac. Half-crawling up their sheer faces, fingers clawing the sand. He came to a dune top, where he tumbled over his feet. The grit of the desert filled his wounds, and when he tried to wipe it away from his face, he realized that he could only see out of one eye. But still, he ran.

      After a while, all the sounds were his. The wounded groans and the wheezing, the ragged breathing that vented vapor from his lungs. Then something built up inside of him, something terrified and loud. Orrin began to scream. Screamed and screamed, ran and ran, until his throat was raw and tired, and his legs could carry him no more.

      How far had he gone?

      Stumbling to the top of what he knew would be the final hill he would ever climb, Orrin looked around and saw nothing but the cold and desolate landscape of the Texas desert. His shirt and trousers were drenched in blood. Red and wet, caked with sand. The whole world was bathed crimson, everywhere except the place he tried not to look.

      But Orrin did look. Finally.

      It was only a sideways glance, but he saw the bone. The yellow line of bone peeping out between the split drapery of flesh down his arm.

      He shut his eyes, overwhelmed. He wailed. He cried as only a child can announce a wound in hopes that a parent will hear and come to heal. But there was no one to hear his cries. There would never be anyone again.

      Never again would his mother calm him with a gentle stroke on his brow. Nor would he ever feel the soft, strong hand of his father cup his neck and pull him close, wrapping him into that safe familiar place where he could hear the steady paternal heartbeat.

      Orrin was going to die among the mesquites and skeletal remains of rolling tumbleweeds. He shivered, clutching his ruined arm in agony, and fell to his knees. He was so tired, more tired than he could ever remember being. And sleepy. He wasn’t sure why, but he wanted nothing more than to lay down to rest. But the cold was coming in with the falling night, and there was a deeper, more painful chill throbbing from where the creature had hurt him.

      He realized he would never see Annie again. That pain, not the wound running down the length of his arm, hurt him the most.

      Orrin faced the sunset, and he could hear the beasts coming up behind him. He could hear their thudding footfalls coming up the dune. They would tear him wide and bloody, stuffing their snouts in his guts.

      They would eat him.

      And he would face them, he told himself. He would, with his dying action, fall with courage enough to look upon the tremendous jaws and predatory eyes. He would face them as his father had faced them.

      Orrin clenched the fist of his left hand and closed his eyes, but he rose and turned nonetheless. He heard their panting and their impossible speed chewing up the side of the dune on their way to rip him apart.

      And as with every night in his dreams, he opened his eyes to see the wide open mouth that would swallow him whole.
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        * * *

      

      Orrin flew up out of the nightmare, his consciousness shot out of a cannon. His shirt was damp with sweat. His cheeks burned from crying.

      He slowed his breathing. Allowed reality to cradle him. He looked down at the itchy void where his right arm should have been. There was nothing but the pale stump where the bone saw had removed rotted flesh. Orrin wiped his brow and pulled his knees up to his chest. His eyes adjusted to the dusky lamplight spilling over his bed from across the room.

      There, a scarecrow of a man leaned over the desk, well-lit in golden lamplight. His long stringy hair hung over his face like moss draped over an old sagging tree limb. The man dipped his pen into an inkwell, then slid the nib against its rim. He spoke without looking up. “I have often wondered at the utility of nightmares and dreams. What purpose they must serve the human brain. If they might be harnessed for our improvement. It remains a mystery.” Professor Bass's voice was like a summer rainstorm: warm and persistent. He continued scribbling into a large leather volume. “I surmise it was the same this time as before?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “No changes?”

      Orrin rubbed his tired face. “Don't think so.”

      “My accounting shows this is the third time this week. By that, we can take some small encouragement in the measure of change. They are becoming less frequent.” Again, the golden nib of the quill went into the ink, scraped the side of the well, and then returned to the page with practiced rapidity.

      “I should have done something,” Orrin said.

      “Hmm.”

      Orrin looked out the window. The moon's bright, reaching light comforted him. “There was another shell in the gun. When the beast turned its back⁠—”

      “Will you again punish yourself with the useless hypothetical?”

      “I'm only saying that I could have done. . . done something.”

      “You did.”

      “I ran.”

      The grinding of the Professor's pen suddenly ceased. “No.” He turned to face Orrin. His bright blue-green eyes shone like polished dimes through the golden rims of his spectacles. “You survived. Survived where many did not.”

      “If—”

      “Not if,” the Professor said, shaking his head slowly, speaking with a voice that always seemed to illuminate some dark corner of the world. “You are here, in the now, able to carry on. Move forward. The ‘if’ is the interrogative tool of the heart, not the mind. Our interrogatives are the what, the why, the how. And in this way, we are the lucky ones. Lucky that we might continue the greatest of all human endeavors.”

      Orrin's lip trembled. “To question.”

      The professor's lips pressed into a grin. “To find the answers in the service of all humankind. And so, my boy. . .”

      “We persist,” said Orrin.

      The mantra was one of Professor Bass's favorites. During his time as the Professor’s assistant, Orrin had adopted this saying, among many others. It had become a favorite of Orrin’s too.

      The professor shifted his weight in his chair, the angles of his figure cutting a hard line against the light. He clasped his hands in his lap, leaned forward. “In asking these questions, we quiet the loud ignorant thoughts that only distract,” he said emphatically. “I do not know why your nightmares continue these three years gone, my boy. But, I believe, very firmly, that in embracing the questions with measurable answers, you can navigate their extreme disquiet. The only questions that go unanswered are the ones we refuse to ask.”

      The professor’s long fingers coiled around one another like battling serpents. “So, let us continue to ask the questions we can answer. Solve the problems that, at present, seem unsolvable.” He relaxed against the chair.

      Orrin searched the spaces of the Professor’s words in his mind. “What are you writing?” he asked.

      The professor smiled and gave him a wink. “An answer.”

      “What's the question?”

      “Ever the apt pupil. But this answer is for Judge Ellison and his agents, and not for tonight. We will confirm the research tomorrow, then post our letter before the mail leaves the station. Now, rest. Tomorrow is filled with many questions that need our attention.”

      “Yes, sir.” Orrin peeled off the damp sleeping shirt, daring the unnatural July chill. He pulled the blanket up over his shoulder. It did not take long for him to fall asleep.

      Before he did, he hoped to dream this time of Annie Miller.
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      It was the middle of the afternoon, but there was little light. The howling blizzard stole the sun, unfurling a blanket of white that swallowed the horizon and the sky and all in between. Annie Miller tried to sink deeper into her coat. Not to be put off, the winter chill slid its thin fingers into every slender gap of her clothes. Just ahead of the snow-powdered remuda, a passel of twenty-five chuffing horses, Annie spied the outline of Boss Quinn. Tall and unwavering in the saddle, the drive boss rode at the front of the herd. Quinn, stubborn as the unchanging weather, trudged forward. He never wavered in direction or the certainty of his navigation.

      The storm cut in from the east, relentless. Only a few days ago, they had passed through the Cap Rock. Had the winter storm come pounding then, they would have sought refuge among the narrow passages of sun-bleached caliche. Here, near Fort Stockton, there were no trees to protect them from the icy blow. No valleys to trundle into for protection. The wind was a razor, and the cold it carried bit down like a ravenous wolf. Only Boss Quinn's steadfastness and his irrepressible will shoved them onward.

      The mass of cows crunched along the frost-tipped grasses. Annie watched as, on the far side of them, Percy Walker rode over from the point position toward Boss Quinn.

      Annie swiveled in the saddle, looking back at the other ranch hands riding in the swing and flank. Most of the other riders were vague outlines. At the rear, however, she could clearly make out the wide, lumpy outline of Dutch. The big German was pounding along on his dark brown drafting horse. The wind toppled his tattered, black bowler from his head. Dutch, fast for a man his size, was quick enough to catch the hat before the storm claimed it.

      Annie shook her head at the absurdity of the situation. This kind of storm made sense for January, maybe February. But it was July.

      July in Texas.

      Things weren't supposed to be this way.

      For three years, winter had taken root in Texas, spreading out like a plague that slowly crept into the surrounding territories.

      Folks around the country had their guess as to why the cold remained. Annie was one of only four living souls who knew exactly where the winter came from. One of the few people alive who, if someone got her drunk enough, could have told them about the storm that formed over Yellow Hill. The unnatural cloud that brought the cold and the shadow, a tempest that carried in its wide, gray span something more than frozen rain and blinding snow.

      Annie reached deep into the saddlebag draped across the mare. The horse moved forward but turned its head to spy on her rider with one eye.

      “No,” said Annie. The cold made the word a ghost. “The apples are probably hard as a rock anyway. You wanna break a tooth out here, girl?”

      Vanilla shook her head and let out a chuff of dissatisfaction. The long mane trailing down the Appaloosa's neck whipped at Annie's gloved hands. Steam vented from the horse’s nose in two vaporous clouds.

      “You're so dang spoiled,” Annie teased.

      The prancing clatter of Percy Walker's brown American gelding came into earshot before Annie looked up to see them. Over his shoulder, the swirling snow stampeding toward them. The storm was getting worse.

      Percy hollered over the howling wind, a red bandanna covering his mouth fluttered about his chin. His green, almond-shaped eyes looked like lichen-covered stones shining up from the bottom of a clear riverbed.

      “Boss wants you to loose the remuda to me. Needs you to ride ahead to the fort with the German kid and tell the Lieutenant Colonel to have hands ready at the barn. If this cold dips any further, we're gonna have to run 'em the rest of the way.”

      Annie squinted hard against the edge of the wind as she looked back at Dutch. His bowler was gone. The creases of his thick forehead already turning red as if he'd taken lashes from a whip. The hat was lost, and he did not look pleased traveling without it.

      “I don't figure his horse is gonna be able to keep up with mine,” said Annie.

      Percy made a fist and jabbed a thumb behind him toward the figure of Boss Quinn. “Boss reckons you're one of the few who won't get lost on the way, but we ain't sending you alone. Dutch ain't got so much experience working the drive that we can't afford to send him with you.”

      Annie rolled her eyes. “That's bullshit and you know it. He's sending me with Dutch because I'm a girl and because Dutch is big.”

      Percy's eyes crinkled. His mouth was hidden behind the bandanna, but she could tell he was smiling. “Boss considered that too. He also said he wants you to open the bidding for the beef. Believes you to be a shrewd trader.”

      “I think⁠—”

      “Annie.” Percy's tone lost its friendliness. “You're the best person for the task. Now, we need you to kick for the fort and in a damn hurry. If you spot any force or situation hostile, turn back to us. If you have an opinion to be voiced with Boss about how you feel you're being treated, you'll get your chance after the cows are settled. When none of us are at peril of freezing to death.”

      She hated being cut off. If it weren't for the blizzard, she'd have taken the issue up with Quinn right then and there. Percy made a valid point, though, so she nodded.

      “I'll get Dutch,” she said.

      “Annie.” Percy reached over and stroked Vanilla's mane. “Be careful, huh?”

      “What do I have to be afraid of,” said Annie as she reined Vanilla out of Percy's reach. “I'll have a big strong man to take care of me.”

      “Now godda⁠—”

      Annie squeezed Vanilla with her thighs and trotted away from him.

      She brought herself alongside the sulking, hatless German. Without stopping, she popped Dutch on the shoulder as she circled him.

      “Come on,” said Annie. “You're with me.”

      “Where to?” Dutch's voice was a low sound that droned out of his nose.

      “To the place where fortunes are made and all dreams come true.”

      Dutch gave her a puzzled look as she circled him again. “San Francisco?”

      “No, my friend. To the great enterprising metropolis known as Fort Stockton!”

      “What about the flank? I don't want Boss yelling at me again for leaving the flank.”

      “Percy's got it.” She slowed Vanilla a bit. “Now, come on. Time is a factor!” She was ready to give Vanilla a squeeze, to open her up and let the veteran Appaloosa thunder past Boss Quinn.

      “Hold on, now,” Dutch furrowed his brow.

      Annie huffed, pulling back. “Dutch⁠—”

      “They told me, they said, 'Dutch, don't you leave this flank like you did near Odessa,' and I didn't forget it.”

      Annie rolled her eyes and let out a deep sigh. She pulled Vanilla to a walk. “It's Percy and Boss that told me, Dutch! The flank will be fine with Percy watching it. Now come⁠—”

      “Percy's with the horses. How's he gonna watch both at the same time?”

      “Dadburnit, Dutch. Can you please just come on with me? Now, please!”

      Dutch slowly took in the scene, his big blue eyes scanning the white expanse all around them, the herd, and Mr. Percy with the remuda. He leaned a squinting eye at Annie, mockingly curious. “Where we goin' again?”

      “Are you serious?”

      Dutch's mouth curled into a big, horse-toothed grin.

      He was teasing her.

      Dutch gave his big horse a kick and playfully slapped Annie on the shoulder. She was sure he didn't mean for it to hurt as much as it did, but the German's hands were thick with muscle and hard as mule bone.

      They trotted together side-by-side. Their ponies cut through the powder.

      “I got your goat,” he said, his smile unwavering.

      “You know,” said Annie, “it'd be a shame if some tragedy befell you on our way to the fort.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “All I'm saying, Dutchy”—he hated when she called him that—“it's dangerous country. Perilous even. Accidents happen all the time.”

      Dutch looked over at her, his cold, reddened face mashed to a squint. “Whatever happened to make you so dang mean?”

      “Lots of things,” she said. “And meeting you was the worst of it.”

      They laughed despite the cold and shared a wave back at Boss Quinn as they pushed into the blanket of white, heading southwest toward the fort.
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