



WARM WELCOME
The enraged Cotton charged, waving his gun and snarling.
“Damn! Can’t get a clear shot! Move aside, Trench!”
Bowman raised his double-barreled derringer at Cotton as he came crashing into the room. Cotton saw it, but not fast enough to do anything about it before Bowman fired.
A single shot took Cotton square in the middle of the face, dropping him.
Shaking off his paralysis, Trench clawed for his gun. Pulling his knife out of Sid’s lifeless belly, Grimes sidestepped, and in one smooth flowing motion slung the blade in an underhanded throw at Trench. It pierced his throat, lodging in the center of his bull neck. Trench swayed, gun forgotten, massive hands fluttering helplessly around his chest. He leaned forward, choking and sputtering, blood filling his gaping mouth.
Lurching sideways, he staggered toward the side door. Shouldering into it, he knocked it off its hinges and out the doorway. He followed, trampling it underfoot. A half-dozen paces more, and Trench collapsed, falling facedown in the snow.
Inside, Cotton and Sid lay sprawled on the dirt floor.
To no one in particular, Grimes said, “Nice friendly folks you got around here!”
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BIG IRON


PROLOGUE
In 1866, on a winter’s day, the Majestic Hotel was the scene of an emergency meeting of the board of directors of the Union Pacific Railroad. One of the finest hotels in Manhattan, the monumental structure presented an image of four-square solidity and rock-ribbed respectability. Behind closed doors, however, the meeting was something less than a model of decorum, with the directors on the verge of open revolt.
The conference room was long, narrow, and high-ceilinged, like the central aisle of a church. At one end, the wall was pierced by a row of three tall, narrow windows with rounded tops. Wind and cold rain beat at the glass panes.
It was a dark day. Globed gas lamps lightened the gloom, shouldering shadows aside to the far corners of the room. Blue with cigar smoke, the air was close, thick, overheated.
Mounted on one of the long walls was a bedsheet-sized map of the United States. Drawn on it in thick red lines was the proposed route of a transcontinental railroad.
A long, narrow table occupied the center of the room. Grouped around it on three sides, fitfully contained in high-backed chairs, sat a dozen board directors. Some were physically powerful, hard-fisted; others were soft-bodied, with smooth, plump hands. All were shrewd, tough, and successful enough to have won a hard-fought place at the table.
Opposite them, at the head of the table, stood the president of the line. He and these twelve others were principals of a company that was building the westward-driving branch of the cross-country railroad.
In the event of success, each of them stood to make a fortune. If failure was the result, ruin awaited them.
A black-bearded magnate put the question of the hour: “What about Kansas?”
The others stirred, disturbed, restive. They took up the cry.
“Yes, what about Kansas?” “It’s criminal!” “Kansas!” “Damned outrage!” “Kansas, Kansas!”
Some of them were actually shaking their fists.
When the clamor lessened, the black-bearded one continued. “The Kansas Division branch is stopped dead in its tracks, and we all know why. The lawless element has got the road dead in its sights. Outlaws rob our payrolls, shoot our people, burn bridges, and tear up the track. It’s war down there! And we’re losing!”
Others assented, nodding, grumbling.
“Let me remind the board of the stakes we’re playing for here,” Blackbeard said, his tone that of a prosecutor delivering the closing argument in a capital case. “The government pays us in completion bonds for every mile of track that’s laid. Those revenues are vital for financing the transcontinental road. If the Kansas line isn’t completed—and quick!—we’ll be out of money, and the whole transcontinental venture will come crashing down for lack of operating expenses.
“And if that happens, gentlemen, we’re sunk.”
The directors nodded again. They knew the shaky financial structure on which the company rested. A weakness in any one spot could send the whole house of cards toppling.
Throughout, the president of the company had stood at his place at the head of the table Neat, smooth, and self-composed, he now spoke.
“I agree, gentlemen. The situation in Kansas is intolerable,” he said. “That’s why I’ve already taken measures to correct it. Strong measures. We’re going to fight fire with—gunfire.” He smiled thinly.
Whatever they saw in that icy smile, the directors were content to affirm their confidence in the leader and to move quickly to other matters.
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Beyond the end of the line—the railroad line—lay Black Creek, Kansas. To that country, on a day in late March 1866, came a lone rider, Dane Bowman. Mounted on a gray horse, he rode west.
Ahead lay vast, well-watered plains, above them an oncoming storm. Clouds massed, charcoal gray with lead-colored outlines, streaming, churning, dimming the late-afternoon light.
A cold wind blew up, flicking a handful of cold raindrops onto Bowman. A big, square-built man, he huddled inside the folds of a dark brown greatcoat, hunched forward on the horse, leaning into the rising wind.
Jammed squarely on top of his head was a well-worn Union cavalry hat. His coat was open and unbuttoned at the bottom, and he’d need only to sweep back the flaps to get to his gun fast. He wore the gun on his left hip, butt facing out—a cross-belly draw, a cavalry-style draw that was especially fast on horseback.
The saddle scabbard held a carbine rifle. In the saddlebags were other weapons and ammunition.
Tools of the trade.
The gunman’s trade.

The sprawling Kansas flat was divided by a dirt road running east-west, all the way to the horizon line. Beside it was a telegraph line, wires and poles receding into the distance.
This was Telegraph Road, drawing Bowman deeper into Black Creek country. From afar, it looked like tableland, but, once entered, it revealed itself to be a place of rolling grasslands and wooded ridges, honeycombed by streams and rivulets.
Good farming land but not so good for farmers, not lately.
Here and there, widely scattered along the road, stood the burned-out remnants of stone chimneys and foundations, marking the sites of abandoned homesteads, cleared planting fields now returned to the weeds, brambles, and thickets.
These were the only signs of human habitation.
For this was Kansas, bleeding Kansas. For four years, the nation had been wracked by the Civil War. But long before that, since 1854, the border states of Kansas and neighboring Missouri had been the scene of unrestricted guerrilla warfare between proslavery and antislavery forces, with the luckless civilians getting it from both sides. It was a war of mounted bands, raids, counterraids, theft, arson, shooting, the killing of unarmed men and boys.
In 1861, when the Civil War was declared, it came almost as a relief for denizens of the border states. But not for long, not with the likes of Missouri’s William Clarke Quantrill and Bill Anderson, and Kansas’s Jim Lane and Doc Jennison leading their private armies into battle with a wartime level of slaughter and plunder.
This was the soil that had spawned Dane Bowman and, for better or for worse, had made him what he was.
For him, this was a kind of homecoming.
The road crested a long, low rise, spilling into a broad shallow valley. On both sides of the path lay weedy fields and, beyond them, woods. The dried, dead weeds were bronze-colored. Trees were bare, their trunks gray-black, and their intertwined branches silver and white.
Winter was no friend to bushwhackers—less cover for ambushers to hide behind. But spring was near, Bowman noted, only a few weeks off.
“Have to get my business done fast,” he said under his breath.
The gray horse paced along steadily, moving at an easy, sure-footed gait. The rider kept a sure, light touch on the reins. Saddle leather creaked.
He rode up out of the valley, cresting the lip. Wind gusted, spattering him with big, fat raindrops. Squinting against windblown chaff, he fixed his scarf so that it covered his face below the eyes.
Not wanting to be skylined, he quickly descended the other side, pausing when he was below the summit. Reining in the gray, he paused to survey the landscape laid out below him in the day’s last light.
A wide, easy slope ambled down to a grassy plain cut by a thin, dark snake, a lesser branch of Black Creek. Entering from the northwest, the stream switchbacked across the plain before exiting at the south.
On the far side of the stream, in the middle ground on a rise, stood a blocky structure whose cubed windows were dimly glowing amber squares.
Far to the west, somewhere beyond the ridgeline, too distant to be seen, lay Black Creek town.
Bowman started downhill. The tempo of the rain quickened. Mixed with it were big, fat, wet snowflakes. Cold winds blew, turning the rain to snow. Silver-dollar-sized flakes fell with soft plopping sounds on his hat and shoulders.
Daylight was closing when Bowman reached the flat. Telegraph Road crossed the creek at one of its widest, shallowest parts. At the crossing, the stream was spanned by a wooden plank bridge whose boards echoed hollowly to the tread of the gray’s hoofbeats. Black water swirled, gurgling around the piles holding up the bridge.
On the creek’s west bank stood a stone blockhouse, a corral, and some outbuildings.
The site was a combination stagecoach station, stopping place for travelers, and trading post. Telegraph Road followed the course of the old prewar stagecoach and mail route. The coming railroad, too, was designed to follow that route.
The main building was set back about a hundred feet from the road, to which it was connected by a horseshoe-shaped drive. It was a square, flat-roofed, cabin-sized blockhouse. Spaced along the stone walls were tall, thin windows. The chimney vented a line of woolly gray smoke, blown into vertical streamers by the wind.
Behind and to one side of it was a barn, some sheds, and a corral. The corral was now empty. The barn doors were open. Inside, a lamp burned, and shadows moved. One of those shadows resolved itself into a figure, holding a lantern in one hand. He exited the barn and went to Bowman, who’d reined to a halt nearby.
At first, Bowman thought it was a boy, but as the other neared, he was revealed by the lamplight to be an adult man, jockey-sized, with a thin, pointy, middle-aged face. Looking up at Bowman, he squinted against the pelting snowflakes.
He said, “Climb down, mister. I’ll take care of your horse.”
Bowman said, “Who’re you?”
“I’m Johnny—Herk’s hand.”
“Herk?”
“Mr. Herkimer. He owns the place,” Johnny said, jerking a thumb toward the blockhouse.
Bowman shrugged. “I’ll walk the horse down to the barn. Lead on.”
Turning, Johnny started back the way he had come, holding the lantern high. His footprints were brown against the thin layer of wet snow covering the ground.
A stone’s throw away from the blockhouse, the unpainted wooden barn was a two-story structure with a peaked roof. After scuttling inside, Johnny hung the lantern on a pole peg and adjusted the flame, brightening the barn’s gloomy interior.
An open center space was flanked on both sides by stable stalls lining the walls. Five stalls were occupied by horses, two on one side of the barn, three on the other. In the open area stood an unhitched buckboard wagon, its wheels and undersides mud-spattered.
Dismounting, Bowman gentled the gray, patting its muscular neck, making murmurous sounds. Hefting his weighty saddlebags, he draped them over one shoulder. He shucked his rifle out of the saddle scabbard and held it in one hand, muzzle down.
He said, “Give him a good rubdown; then put on the feedbag.”
Johnny nodded, busying himself with unsaddling the animal. Seeing a heaped pile of feedsacks, Bowman said, “Those oats fresh?”
“They ain’t rotten, mister. See for yourself,” Johnny said, not looking up.
“I’ll take your word for it.” Bowman fished a coin out of a pocket. Johnny looked up. Bowman tossed him the coin, and he plucked it out of the air.
Bowman said, “Take good care of my horse.”
Johnny, eyes hot, unsmiling, said, “I’d ’a taken good care of him anyhow, mister.”
“I like a man who likes horses.”
“I got more use for ’em than I do for some people.”
“Me, too,” Bowman said. “If you don’t want the coin, you can toss it back.”
“I’ll keep it,” Johnny said quickly, making the coin disappear into one of his pockets. “Thanks.”
Bowman nodded, going out into the yard. On one side, a path went down the side of the rise, descending about twenty yards to the creek. It was sunken several inches and could be seen despite the snow.
Another slightly sunken path connected the barnyard to the blockhouse. Bowman followed it. About halfway to the station building, he passed a covered well. The path forked, one branch connecting to a side door in the blockhouse, the other going around to the front.
Bowman went to the front and entered through the main door.
A dim, shedlike space was broken by gnarled, smoke-blackened wooden posts holding up a low-ceilinged, flat roof. It was lit by firelight and by several lanterns hanging on nails driven into poles. The dirt floor was hard-packed, clayey. To the left, running parallel to the wall, stood a crude bar, consisting of a couple of upright hogshead wooden barrels with plank boards nailed across their tops.
To the right, toward the rear of the building, were some tables and chairs. Dominating the rear wall was a massive stone chimney and fireplace, its hearth glowing with sooty, orange-red firelight.
Two women, one young, one old, sat huddled by the fire, warming themselves Nearby were their wet coats and scarves, hung up to dry.
Across from the women, behind the bar, leaning against the wall, stood a balding, bearded, potbellied man in buckskins.
When Bowman entered, the wind blew in through the open doorway, causing the hearth fire to flutter. A beat after he closed the door behind him, the flames lost their agitation.
The other three turned to look at him. The man pushed off the wall, turning to face Bowman. Beckoning, smiling widely, he said, “Howdy, stranger! Come on in.”
Bowman crossed to the middle of the room, pausing to look around.
The man behind the bar was sixtyish, with a wispy, white, goatish beard. His buckskins were dark and grimy. His belly overhung a worn, frayed gunbelt slung low on his hips, a bolstered gun worn on his right side.
“I’m Herkimer, station manager and proprietor of this establishment,” he said. “Call me Herk, everybody does.”
“Glad to know you, Herk. The name’s Bowman.”
“Make yourself to home, Mr. Bowman. That fire’s good and hot.”
Bowman nodded. He crossed toward the fire, moving in the space between the two seated females and the tables and chairs. They turned to look at him, the older woman with disapproval, the younger with interest.
The senior of the two was severe, sour-faced, and sinewy, her graying hair worn in a tight, prim bun. She wore a heavy, long-sleeved dress and sensible, high-topped shoes. A black crocheted shawl wrapped her bony shoulders and upper body. Her white, blue-veined hands were wrapped around a tin cup filled with steaming coffee.
Her crabbed face pinched tighter when she got a good look at Bowman.
Her youthful companion looked to be around sixteen, with a heart-shaped face, sulky but pretty. Strawberry-blond hair, cut in bangs across her forehead, fell past her shoulders. Her pink-lipped mouth was full, pouting. Her face still showed traces of baby fat, but the rest of her looked all grown up. Twisting around in her chair, she pulled her dress taut against her lithe, shapely young body.
Touching his hat with thumb and forefinger, Bowman nodded toward the duo, said, “Ladies …”
The elder, scornful, said, “Hmmph!”
The other looked up at him from the tops of her eyes, her face smooth, pink, doll-like.
As he made his way to a table near the wall, Bowman shrugged the saddlebags off his shoulder, setting them down with a thump on the tabletop. They were heavy with guns and ammunition. He laid the carbine flat on its side on the table. The table and chairs were crudely fashioned from rough-hewn wood.
He shook wet snow off his hat and used the hat to beat the snow off his shoulders and upper body before taking off his greatcoat. Beneath it he wore a pale blue denim jacket over a dark flannel shirt, brown pants tucked into the tops of leather boots.
He draped the coat over the back of a chair, then sank down into another chair. He sat with his back to the wall, half turned toward the fire.
Mounted above the mantle, high in the middle of the chimney, was a buffalo skull. The air was thick with the smells of tangy woodsmoke, wet stone and earth, wet animal hides, raw whiskey fumes, coffee, and cooking smells.
On an iron spit over the hearth embers hung a bubbling pot of stew or something like it. It smelled pretty good.
Bowman’s empty stomach rumbled. He licked his lips.
The blond teen must have thought that was meant for her. Wriggling a turned-up nose, she stuck out her tongue at Bowman. High, firm breasts thrust against the front of her blue-and-white gingham dress.
The older woman tugged at her sleeve. “Don’t stare at the man, Francine. It’s not polite.”
“I’m not staring at him, Miz Abigail. He’s staring at me,” Francine said.
He was staring, Bowman realized, and quickly looked elsewhere. Miz Abigail wasn’t about to let it pass so easily.
She rose, turning to face Bowman, her posture erect, spine ramrod-straight. “I am Abigail Cuttle,” she announced.
Unsure of what to do, Bowman rose to his feet. “Pleased to meet you—”
Holding up a hand for silence, she said, “This is not by way of being a social introduction. I’m a plainspoken woman who likes to know who’s who and what’s what.”
Bowman froze, halfway between sitting and standing.
Francine heaved a heavy sigh, further outlining her breasts against the gingham. Glancing at Cuttle, she rolled her eyes.
Indicating the teenager, Abigail Cuttle said, “This is Miss Francine Leland. I’m escorting her to Black Creek, where she’s going to live with her uncle. His name is Vestry, Lucas Vestry. He’s one of Marshal Bragg’s deputies.”
She said Bragg’s name as if she were invoking a deity.
Bowman, thoughtful, said, “I’ve heard of Bragg.”
“I daresay,” the Cuttle woman said, sniffing. “You just keep that in mind and keep to yourself and don’t go bothering young women, and there won’t be any trouble.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Bowman said.
Abigail Cuttle gave him a hard look, skeptical of his ready assent. “Just so we understand each other,” she said.
Francine smiled weakly, shrugging. Distancing herself.
Abigail Cuttle sat down, pointedly turning her back on Bowman. Placing a clawlike hand on Francine’s shoulder, she physically turned the girl away from him so that she, too, now faced the hearth.
Shaking his head, Bowman circled the table, putting it between him and the women, before he crossed to the bar. Behind it stood Herkimer, genial, waiting.
Bowman said, “Who’s she, one of the local characters?”
“Heh heh,” Herkimer said, not chuckling but actually saying the words. All the lines on his moon face curved upward, giving an appearance of good fellowship. “What’ll you have?”
“Whiskey. If that won’t get me in trouble with Marshal Bragg.”
“Heh heh.” From a shelf on the wall, Herkimer took down a half-gallon brown jug. He popped the cork and poured a splash into a tin cup, setting it down on the bar.
Bowman said, “This Bragg supposed to be somebody?”
“Bad man to cross, they say,” Herkimer said, nodding.
“Well, here’s how.” Bowman drank up, tossing it back. A heartbeat later, it hit, detonating a fireball in his belly that skyrocketed through to the top of his head. He shuddered. He slapped a coin down on the bar, shaking it.
“Not bad!” he said, gasping, eyes tearing.
Herkimer said, “Another?”
“Let me catch my breath first. Whew!” Bowman wiped the tears from his eyes with the back of his hand.
After a pause, he said, “What happened to Sinclair?”
“Who? Oh, you must mean the fellow who built this place. Sinclair, sure,” Herkimer said. “He’s long gone. Dead. Shot during the war—a holdup. A Dutchman took it over until his health went back on him, and I took it over from him. This Sinclair fellow a friend of yours?”
Bowman shook his head. “Just to say hello to once or twice.”
“Never met him myself.” Herkimer placed his hands flat on the plank bartop, leaning forward. It sagged under his weight. “You from these parts, Mr. Bowman?”
“From around Paola way.”
“A native Kansan, eh?”
“Came out here with my folks when I was a boy.”
“Must have been pretty rough in those days, thanks to those Missouri raiders.”
“We made it rough right back at them,” Bowman said. “I hear it’s still pretty rough right around here, what with outlaws, bushwhackers, and what-all.”
“Some might say so.” Herkimer was elaborately noncommittal.
“What do you say?”
“Nothing. Not a thing! Can’t get into trouble that way.”
“You might have something there,” Bowman said. “Let’s have another drink.”
Herkimer refilled the tin cup. Bowman said, “Have one for yourself.”
“Thanks, don’t mind if I do.”
Another tin cup appeared on the bartop, to be filled with clear liquid from the brown clay jug. The cups were gripped, raised, clinked, and quaffed.
This time, Bowman swallowed only a mouthful. It sent shivers along his spine. Herkimer set down a drained cup, his round face red and shining. He smacked his lips.
Bowman said, “Why doesn’t Bragg clean up on the bandits?”
“He would, if they came to Black Creek,” Herkimer said.
“Not sure I get your drift.”
“He’s a town marshal. If it happens outside city limits, he and his deputies won’t lift a finger,” Herkimer said, looking owlish. “Anyway, they’ve got their hands full. Black Creek is filling up with bad ones.”
“I could use some filling up myself,” Bowman said. “What’re the chances of getting a hot meal?”
“Got a stewpot boiling on the fire.”
“Any good?”
“It’s fresh.”
“I’ll take some.”
“Coming right up,” Herkimer said.
In the rear wall, to the left of the fireplace, was a doorway covered by a tacked-up blanket. Ducking under it, Herkimer disappeared into a back room, emerging a moment later with a bowl and some utensils.
Cup in hand, Bowman returned to his table and sat down. Taking a cloth square from his pocket, he wiped dry the scattered droplets of melted snow that were beaded up on the carbine.
Among Abigail Cuttle’s possessions was an octagonal wicker sewing basket. From it she now took out a pair of long knitting needles and a ball of yarn and began knitting. The click and tap of the needles performing their intricate rounds had a kind of lulling clockwork sound.
Gusty winds rattled the windows in their casements. No matter how solidly built those stone walls seemed, there were plenty of cracks and crannies that let the cold blasts get inside.
Herkimer stood bustling at the hearth, ladling out a mess of stew into a dark wooden bowl. Steam rose from it, moistening his pink cheeks, as he brought it to Bowman. Along with the bowl, he set out a couple of biscuits.
Bowman went to work on the meal. The stew wasn’t bad; there were even a few actual scraps and strings of meat mixed in with the soupy broth of potatoes and carrots. After a minute or two spent soaking in the gravy, the biscuits softened up enough so that he could gnaw on them without breaking a tooth.
Bowman polished off two bowls and some more biscuits. The booze had set his teeth to buzzing. The food soaked up some of it. He washed it down with about a quart of strong black coffee.
Herkimer said, “Good, huh? It’s made with well water, not creek water.”
The coffee was okay, no more, but Bowman kept his opinion to himself. Instead, he said, “I noticed you had a well. What’s wrong with the creek water?”
“Nothings wrong with it; it’s perfectly safe to drink. It’s just got an off taste. Too many minerals in the water, they say. But there’s nothing wrong with it. It’s been tested by doctors, who all gave it a clean bill of health,” Herkimer said.
The side door opened, and in came Johnny, snow matting his head and shoulders. Standing in one place, he brushed off the snow with his hands, stamping it off his boots.
Herkimer said, “What’s it doing out there, Johnny? This storm going to amount to anything?”
“Nope. It’ll turn to rain before midnight.”
“Well, that’s that,” Herkimer announced to the three travelers. “If Johnny says so, that’s how it’ll be. He ain’t hardly ever wrong about the weather.”
Johnny nodded, head bobbing. “I know a storm when I see it.”
“Go get yourself some hot coffee, and warm up by the fire.”
Johnny hefted the coffee pot. He lifted the lid and looked aside. “There ain’t none.”
“Well, make some,” Herkimer said
Johnny pulled off his jacket, muttering. He brewed up a fresh pot, making it cowboy-style, with handfuls of the coffee thrown directly into the pot of boiling water.
Bowman dipped two fingers into his jacket’s inside left breast pocket and pulled out a half-smoked cigar he’d been saving all day. Burning the end with a lit match, he puffed it into glowing life.
The mechanical punctuation of the knitting needles abruptly ceased. Abigail Cuttle swung around in her chair, glaring. Her neck was a taut tangle of cords, veins, and sinews. She said, “A gentleman would first ask the ladies for permission to smoke.” She put particular emphasis on the word gentleman.
“Sorry, ma’am,” Bowman said, face wreathed with smoke. “Guess I forgot my manners—too much time on the trail.”
“Too much liquor at the bar, you mean!”
“I see there’s no getting on your good side, ma’am.”
Abigail Cuttle waved a hand in front of her face, dispelling invisible smoke clouds. She coughed, choked, her face reddening. “Tobacco is the devil’s weed. And liquor’s worse!”
Bowman rose. “I’ll smoke it outside. Otherwise Marshal Bragg might not like it.”
“I’d like to see you say that to his face,” she said.
Bowman turned, crossing to the front door. He stuck his head outside, cigar clamped between his teeth. It was snowing hard, a vortex of whirling white flakes. An inch or two of wet, glistening whiteness covered the landscape.
He stepped outside, closing the door behind him, cutting off Abigail Cuttle’s continuing protest in mid-squawk. Overhead, a rooflike overhang above the entrance provided some protection from the elements.
He stood to one side of the door, back to the wall. It was cold but not so cold that he couldn’t stand it for the short time it’d take him to finish the cigar.
Light from inside shone out through the windows flanking the door, spotlighting swirling, spiraling columns of wind-whipped snow. Gusts blew into his face, stinging it with icy needles. His eyes were slitted, and his head turned down and to one side, to avoid facing directly into it.
He puffed away, the orange disk of the cigar tip winking. This was no time for a leisurely smoke. He smoked the cigar down to a stub and flicked it away. It splashed down in the snow in a burst of embers which were quickly extinguished.
Turning toward the door, Bowman paused with his hand on the latch. Something he’d seen in the corner of his eye made him look back.
Out there, on the road east of the station, there was movement. Barely visible through streaming curtains of snow was a patch of blackness. Darker than the backdrop of night, gliding upward from the crossing along the sunken trail, the black blur continued its advance toward the station.
Nearing, it resolved itself into three separate black blurs.
Three riders.
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