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  Introduction




  I am pleased to present to you Volume Seven of our annual speculative fiction anthology, Bardic Tales and Sage Advice. When I first founded Bards and Sages in 2002, I held a small writing contest to benefit the International Women's Writing Guild. I had been a member of the Guild for many years, and thought the contest would be a nice opportunity to give something back to the organization. At the time, I had no intention of making the contest an annual event. It just seemed like a fun way to launch my new publishing venture.




  In response to the tsunami caused by the massive 2004 earthquake in the Indian Ocean, we held a new contest to benefit the Red Cross's relief efforts. Like many people, we wanted to do something constructive to help the relief efforts. We were happily overwhelmed with wonderful submissions, and the end result was out first Bardic Tales anthology.




  Since then, we have ran the contest annual in support of various charity projects. Each installment of the anthology features winners from the annual contest, as well as winners of our annual Readers' Choice Awards and select works from some of our selected authors. With each installment, our goal remains to present to readers a varied collection of speculative fiction from emerging voices in the genre.




  Julie Ann Dawson




  Editor




  




  Old Man's Cave




  by Jamie Lackey




  ––––––––




  Benton stumbled through the rainy twilight woods, cursing under his breath. He hadn't seen a trail blaze in almost an hour. Water dripped from his sopping hair, his soaked cotton clothes clung to his skin and chafed, and his fingers were going numb.




  Sarah, his fiancé, had dragged him out to Hocking Hills to hike, then vanished with all of their gear while he'd been peeing against a tree. He'd searched for her for hours, wandering in circles and shouting her name. He had no idea what had happened to her.




  He imagined her lying broken at the bottom of a cliff somewhere and shuddered. He hoped she was okay.




  He refused to wonder if she'd abandoned him on purpose.




  He needed to find shelter, or he was going to freeze to death.




  His legs were heavy and his whole body ached, but he forced himself to keep moving. Thin branches, invisible in the gray light, whipped his face and arms.




  He shivered, and he walked.




  The twilight faded to almost complete darkness. The world around him existed in textured shades of black. He leaned against a tree and thought about giving up, about pulling cold leaves over himself like a blanket and drifting to sleep.




  Exhaustion tugged at his eyelids.




  The rain stopped, and the slender sickle moon emerged behind bare limbs. It didn't cast much light, but it was enough to see his feet again. The temperature kept dropping. His breath formed thin clouds in front of his face. He tucked his numb hands into his clammy armpits and walked.




  He heard a faint sound over his own footsteps and the rustle of wet leaves. A rhythmic thunking.




  He picked his way toward the sound. A light flickered ahead. Was that a fire? He walked faster.




  He didn't notice the silence until a man with an axe stepped in front of him.




  The stranger was big. He wore thick overalls and a colorless flannel shirt. His long gray beard and wild hair caught the moonlight, and his face was an unreadable shadow.




  He held the axe in short-fingered, callused hands.




  "Please," Benton said. His voice shook behind his chattering teeth. "Please, help me."




  The stranger put a hand on Benton's shoulder. His touch wasn't warm, but it made the cold seem far away. Unimportant. He steered Benton toward a small fire nestled at the edge of a steep cliff.




  The flames were the color of starlight, and they didn't dance in the cold breeze.




  Benton knelt next to the fire. It gave off the same not-warm comfort as the stranger's touch.




  The cold became a dull blanket, and his chattering teeth stilled. The stranger dumped an armload of logs onto the fire, and the white flames jumped.




  Benton remembered a ghost story, about a wronged husband haunting some caves in these woods. He'd never believed in ghosts before, but who else would be out tonight? Who else would split wood to fuel a ghost fire?




  If he left, he might be able to find a cave—survive the night.




  If he ran now, maybe he could make it.




  He shifted forward, gathered his tattered strength.




  A familiar laugh cut through the silence.




  Sarah's laugh. Hope bubbled up in Benton's chest, but the stranger's hand fell on Benton's shoulder and pinned him in place.




  Sarah crested the hill, hand in hand with another shadow. "I imagine he's curled up to die by now," she said.




  Benton's hope died at the scorn in her voice.




  "You don't think he'll survive the night?" Another familiar voice. His brother, Dylan.




  Cold rage seeped through Benton's belly.




  "No. We'll find the body in the morning, and report his death as an accident. No one will suspect a thing."




  "And we'll cash in the life insurance and move to the Caribbean."




  "That's the plan," Sarah said. "Let's go check the caves and make sure he didn't manage to wander into one."




  Benton couldn't believe how normal their voices sounded, discussing betrayal and murder. What would happen if they found him?




  If he did manage to escape, would anyone believe that his brother and his fiancé had conspired to murder him? Would they try again?




  Or was it too late already? He was sitting with a ghost at a ghost fire. Maybe he should just let them go. Let them have the money and the beach and their guilt.




  "Are you sure we're doing the right thing?" Dylan asked.




  "Don't go soft on me now. That was Benton's problem—he was too soft. He never got angry, and he was way too trusting. He never once suspected about us. You don't want to end up like him, do you?"




  "No. Of course not. You're right."




  Benton's rage spiked hot. He had gotten angry. He had suspected. But he'd buried his rage, and chosen to trust.




  The stranger's heavy hand lifted from Benton's shoulder. He held out the axe, worn handle first.




  Benton would show them soft.




  The axe handle was warm between his fingers.




  They didn't see him coming, didn't hear him crashing through trees and kicking aside dead, wet leaves.




  He took off his brother's head with a single swing, and hot blood splashed into his face.




  Sarah screamed and tried to run, but Benton buried the axe in her chest as she turned. Her blood was black in the moonlight, and her eyes were dull and dead before she hit the ground.




  Her blood cooled on his skin. He knelt and slid her eyelids closed.




  The stranger helped him toss their bodies over the cliff.




  Then they sat together and stared into the flickering, moon-white flames until the sun rose.




  The Gunslinger with No Hands




  by Thaxson Patterson II




  ––––––––




  Light rain fell like bullets upon the 1872 Missouri Pacific Railroad. The locomotive with its black chassis, gunmetal colored boiler, and red cab, was inert as a corpse. It was surrounded by farmland, log cabins, and a column of telegraph lines shaped like crosses. They dotted the landscape like tombstones in Lincoln County, sixty miles from St. Louis as steel metal wheels lied still upon iron rails. The train’s belly was a flat wagon filled with wet timber, connected to three red coaches filled with startled and scared passengers. Graceful cabins with interior lights, luxurious seats, Victorian lace, were muddled and soiled by mud, blood, and wet bladders.




  The conductor of the Pacific stared helplessly into a pair of black eyes, the hollow ends of a sawed off shotgun barrel pointed two inches from his face. He like the rest of the commuters was on his knees at the mercy of five bandana covered bandits who’d killed the soldiers on board in a hail of gunfire just before nightfall. They had lied in wait like rattlesnakes in the brush, for the train to pass a small bluff, where they positioned a stolen cattle herd across the tracks. As the conductor slowed the locomotive they unleased their fangs, a venom of .44 caliber bullets annihilating the last cabin filled with U.S. soldiers heading to Fort Davidson.




  The bandits climbed onboard and finished off the wounded soldiers before greeting the travelers.




  “Boy, I reckon you’d done went and pissed yerself.” The leader of the train robbers Dalton chuckled looking at a well-dressed business man with a slowly spreading puddle beneath his expensive shoes. Dalton was a man that believed in only four things. One, most problems were solved if you just kill a man. Two, if you want to survive get rid of yer heart. Three, stay alive at any cost. And last, you couldn’t count on no one but yerself.




  The Conductor with his white haired head shook nervously. “What do you young fellas wants with us?!”




  “What do it look like old man?” Dalton laughed. “You supposed to be really smart bein’ the conductor? This here is a professional robbery! We ask all of you fine and respectable folks to make a kindly donation to us, the Dalton Gang.” He said to the laughter of his crew and whimpering of the passengers.




  “Now if it’s not too much trouble, place all yer worldly possessions into the sacks of my compatriots. No fussin’ and no lip, y’all understand! We’ll be out of y’all expensive company shortly.” Dalton proudly announced as his men performed the heist. He towered over six feet and carried his gritty grizzled appearance with confidence dressed as a classic outlaw in black. He loved to see a plan he put together come to fruition. It had never been easier to highjack this city folk then it was now. The war had only been over seven years and middle towns, roads, and rail lines, were still waiting to be rebuilt. The Reconstruction was Lincoln’s and Johnson’s big government plan.




  It was all nothing but a big failure, Dalton snorted. The South was riddled with poverty and the negroes were still slaves even if they didn’t know it. The west was constantly expanding and new settlers were moving into hostile territories trying to seize a piece of land and follow the American dream. Dalton wasn’t going to starve in the cold winters of Missouri, no sir. The people coming west were easy pickings in his eyes, especially rich northerners and foreigners. He’d fought the North along with the rest of his kin. Lost his home, his family, and any patience he might have had for men more affluent than him, the kind of men that sent others to die for their own political positioning and wealth.




  Dalton would never let himself be a grunt again just following orders, he’d do the ordering. He’d put together a gang of layabouts and murderous rogues and set out to grasp the new American dream, stepping over one body at a time.




  Jones McRoy was short with a muddy complexion, easily excited, and a wanted backstabber, suddenly alerted Dalton to a new problem. “We got ourselves a wise one here.”




  “What’s the problem, he givin’ you sass?” Dalton questioned.




  “No. I just can’t give up this watch, this belonged to my father. It’s all I got left of him.” Squeaked a fur trading foreigner with a French accent.




  Dalton disagreed. “Naw it ain’t,”




  The foreigner on his knees pleaded. “I ain’t lyin’ this is all I got left from him before he died in the war.”




  “Neither am I, you still got somethin’ left from yer pappy up here.” Dalton said tapping his noggin with the tip of his Colt revolver.




  “What I got? I don’t understand yer meaning?” The foreigner asked confused.




  Dalton snapped. “Memories, you about to lose if you don’t stop all this foolishness and hand over the watch!” He slapped the man back and forth across his face while his crew laughed and whooped.




  “Please, please, I just come from France, my father was a Canadian trader!”




  “I don’t care what yer pappy did before he was put in the ground, yer goin’ to be right there with him if you don’t give me that watch!” Dalton said angrily punching him in the gut and as he sprawled to the floor he began to stomp the man.




  The conductor tried to stand. “Let him be, you’ve already made yer point!” he exclaimed as a woman started to bawl and another man began to pray.




  “Oh Lord in heaven, Jesus be thy name, watch over us and deliver us from evil...” the man started before Mason Bransford, a deserter, rustler, slender, and malnourished fool, slapped him backhanded.




  Dalton was infuriated. “What did you say to me you whizzed old codger?”




  “I said stop it! He’s had enough!” The Conductor repeated. “What can you buy anyway with a pocket watch? Take the money and go as far as you can, you know a posse will be comin’ for all of you once they find out what you did here! Best just turn yerself in right now and spare ‘em the trouble, you done already killed and robbed us blind, don’t add to it by beatin’ some man to death for an old watch!”




  “Look at the pretty mouth on you. You just have it all figured don’t you, Mr. Conductor?” Jested fat and greedy cattle stealer Joseph Bullock.




  The Conductor sighed and shook his head. “You planned this out well, the herd was a nice touch but you fellas know it will catch up to you one day, real soon. You should all think about what yer doin’.”




  “You actually think you better than us don’t you, old timer.” Said wild eyed Grant Murphy, a cutthroat, bushy rascal, as he stashed his bag full of valuables.




  Jones sneered. “We doin’ this so we don’t starve to death while you got the good life right here!”




  “I work eleven months of the year, I don’t get to see my wife and child in Oklahoma. But I ain’t like y’all, complainin’ or stealin’ other people’s money, I work for my family, not disgrace ‘em.” The Conductor said with conviction.




  “Eleven months out of the year? Then they shouldn’t miss you that much.” Dalton said pointing his revolver at the old man and gut shot him.




  Grant gasped. “Dalton...”




  “What?” he shrugged then leaned down to the Conductor struggling to hold his guts in and stay alive, “I would ask for yer name but I just don’t care to know it. My name is Dalton, Dalton Douglas, and when you meet yer maker, tell him I hate him. Makin’ me live my life here in Missouri instead of New York or Boston. If I’d of lived in places like that you wouldn’t of died like this on the mud covered floor of the Pacific Railroad speakin’ out of turn because I’d be a much better man than the bitter sumbitch that killed you like a broken down dog. Mason, go and get the horses.” Dalton told him as he walked back to the daddy pleading foreign fool on the floor and stomped on the hands of the commuter, breaking them. He pulled the watch out from the man’s twisted fingers between his screams of pain and put it in his satchel.




  Dalton theatrically bowed. “Welcome to America, I hope you enjoy yer stay. Alright boys, let’s get out of here!” He fired his gun into the ceiling as the passengers squealed with fright. Laughing, Jones, Grant, and Bullock ran out of the coaches pushing aside steers that had begun to gather around the stationary locomotive. Dalton shot a few head of cattle in his path before Mason came a riding with their mares.




  They put their feet in their saddles and mounted their steeds as several scared eyes peeked from the bottoms of windows in the cabins. Their collective eyes widened in fear as they saw Dalton pull out a stick of dynamite in one hand and a lit cigar in the other.




  “We’d like to stay with you fine folks a little longer but we’ve got pressin’ engagements elsewhere. When they ask who did this and they will, tell ‘em it was the Dalton Gang!” he advised. “Now you best clear on up out of there!” He hurled the dynamite into the cabin. Under normal circumstances the passengers would have helped the Conductor and the French foreigner to their feet and leaped to safety.




  Under normal circumstances.




  The commuters of the Missouri Pacific Railroad dived out of windows, women in their dresses, men in top hats and expensive suits, all plunged into the Lincoln County mud, dirt, and cow dung. The foreigner, his ribs and hands broken from his savage beating crawled over to the Conductor still bleeding out on the cabin floor as the stick of dynamite tumbled off an interior lamp and landed hissing and spitting sparks in a passenger seat. The foreigner tried to stand with the gut shot conductor when suddenly the fizzling sound stopped.




  The dynamite exploded blowing the carriage and the two souls away.




  Another stick of dynamite was hurled into the lumber wagon. The Pacific locomotive died when the lumber flatbed exploded, blowing wooden chunks through its chassis and boiler, into its steel framed veins like a clogged artery of an arresting heart. The bandits walked their horses to the still shaking and cowering passengers, jeering them with slurs as they hooted like barn owls before being quieted by their leader.




  Dalton grinned and tipped his hat. “Listen up, it’s goin to be dark soon. If you want to reach y’all destination of St. Louis, it’s about sixty miles that way. If you start runnin’ now, you might reach St. Louis, tomorrow night. Oh and one more thing, watch out for Cherokee, they like scalpin’ white men and makin’ white women their slaves.”




  Jones added. “Shawnee, like to burn you at wooden pyres.”




  “Osage, like to bury you...alive” Mason recalled.




  Bullock croaked lastly. “And the Kickapoo are cannibals I hear.” They all laughed and rode toward the sunset shining through the still raining muddled clouds, as if the sky itself was crying for the recently departed.




  Dusk fell across the landscape, painting the land in golden hues as they rode like the fires of hell were on their heels. Alone with their adrenalin, harsh breath, and thoughts, only the occasional prairie dog standing on their hind legs, kept them company. The dogs watched the passing bandits like silent sentries, their mounds the only signs of civilization for several miles. As sundown arrived coyotes and owls appeared from the night, their eyes glowing like coals in the darkness hovering above the riders and slinking around just on the edge of their sight.




  They kept riding until a blood Moon appeared in the sky, forcing them to halt.




  Mason whistled. “Sweet Jesus! Would you look at that!?”




  “Goldurned...we’ve been cursed.” Jones looked like he wanted to weep.




  “Cursed?” Dalton asked.




  Jones nodded. “Yeah, that’s a sign from above, a blood moon after we spilt blood.”




  Bullock inquired. “Whatcha talkin’ about Jones?”




  Grant agreed. “Jones is right...this ain’t good Dalton...this ain’t good at all!”




  “What are you simpletons worried about? It’s just a red moon!” Dalton sneered.




  Jones revealed. “My momma always said nothin’ ever good happens when the moon is full of blood.”




  “Yer momma was dumb!” Mason pointed out.




  Jones nearly spun off his saddle. “What did you say about my momma?!”




  “Enough you fools!” Dalton shouted. “We have to keep riding, all the way to St. Charles! We can sell some of the goods we heisted then push on to Kansas.”




  Jones cautioned. “We can’t ride at night when a blood moon is lookin’ down on us Dalton!”




  “You want a posse breathin’ down our necks!” Dalton reminded. “We’ll be hanged for shootin’ and robbin’ that coach! Do you want to ride under the light of a foul moon or be a foul body hangin’ from a noose?”




  “But those folks couldn’t have reached the marshal in St. Louis yet, we left him high and dry in the middle of nowhere!” Mason protested.




  Dalton rolled his eyes. “When that train didn’t arrive I have no doubt they sent out a telegram to the Army to find out if they were hung up somewhere. It had soldiers on it remember.”




  Jones realized. “Oh lordy, the whole army is goin’ to be out lookin’ for us.”




  “That’s why we need to reach St. Charles, head on to Kansas then slip on up into Colorado and lose ‘em in the Rocky Mountains!” Dalton repeated.




  Jones cried. “But we can’t ride under a red moon, the horses are scared!”




  “They sense yer fear probably...” Dalton grumbled back noticing how the horses had begun to neigh and stumble around as if sensing something out there, on the wind, in the prairie, maybe right beside them. He shivered internally refusing to let the men see his concern.




  “Dalton, there has to be a place to lay low, just for the night. Then at the crack of day we set out nonstop for St. Charles!” Bullock surprisingly suggested.
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