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      This book is dedicated to William H. Bonney, the town he loved so much (Lincoln, NM), and the amazing people who live there.
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            Murder Most Foul

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        March, 1949

        

      

      It’s weird to be dead.

      Or rather, it’s a strange feeling when the world thinks you’re dead and yet, here you are, walking around, saving the world from evil...

      Well, I best not get ahead of things. Let me introduce myself. My name is William Kidwell, or it is for the time being. Back in the day, they called me by another name, but we’ll get to that.

      I arrived in New Mexico today for a job, and though it’s not the first time I’ve been here since I “died” in 1881, the memories of my life here flooded my brain, making everything I did connect to something back then. Though I’m not the same man I was, what happened to me in the 1870s affected who I’ve become.

      But who am I? Well, I could go back to the beginning and say I was born in 1859 to a poor Irish woman, that she left Ireland for New York City, then took me and my brother out West where she died when I was about fourteen. I could tell you a story about how I was a good kid when it all began...but that shit is boring, and no one, not even me, wants to rehash it. What needs remembering is the year I became a Regulator ‘cause that’s where my true life began.

      I’d just turned eighteen years old, and unfortunately, it was a death that gave me my new life.
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      The thunderous echo of approaching horsemen behind Middleton and me interrupted the leisurely quiet of the New Mexico canyon, announcing danger. We spun about to see a large posse on horseback coming at us. I knew it had to be the same men we’d been expecting to fight at the ranch until Tunstall had decided he wasn’t gonna let anyone die over the cattle in question. So we’d fled early that morning from Dolan’s men, yet if I was right, here they were.

      Even though it was hard to tell if I was right at this distance with the sun having just begun to set behind the mountains, I had a bad feeling. Because if it was Dolan’s boys led by Buck Morton, we were in trouble. I looked over at John Middleton since we were the only two at the back of the traveling party, the other three having gone over the brow of the next hill ahead of us.

      “We best not hang about for that to catch up!” I shouted. Without waiting for a reply, I slammed my heels into the sides of my gray stallion’s sides, and we picked up speed.

      Middleton’s bay mare kept pace, and we raced through the newly fallen snow, up over the hill, and past the nine horses we were moving to town. Didn’t take long to realize our three friends had split up. Tunstall looked to be asleep in the saddle up to our right while Widenmann and Brewer were off the trail to the left.

      Making a quick decision, I shouted, “Get Tunstall outta here! I’ll find the others!”

      With a nod, Middleton rode hard toward Tunstall, and I veered off the path to the left.

      Finding Brewer and Widenmann, I shouted, “We got trouble!”

      Widenmann’s head whipped around as Dolan’s posse came up and over the hill. Seeing them, he shouted, “We can’t hold this place! Let’s ride to the hill over there and make a stand!”

      Middleton shouted at Tunstall, “For God’s sake, follow me!”

      Without a second thought, I followed Brewer and Widenmann toward an area covered with tall timber and large boulders, assuming Middleton and Tunstall were right behind us. Yet, as Middleton joined us, he was alone.

      “Where’s Tunstall?” I said, panic clenching my gut.

      John Tunstall was the one they would be after. Jimmy Dolan was out for blood ever since John posted a letter in the Mesilla Valley Independent exposing Dolan and his pals as the real crooks of Lincoln County.

      Middleton spoke up. “I yelled for him to follow. He rode about in a half-circle, and I motioned him in this direction. As soon as he started toward me, I led the way. Maybe he didn’t hear me?”

      “Or maybe he didn’t want to hear you,” I clarified. “Damn it, John, you can’t talk your way out of this one!”

      “What?” Middleton asked.

      “Not you, the other John. We really need to give you a new first name,” I said before looking to Richard M. “Dick” Brewer, Tunstall’s cattle foreman. “Tunstall thinks he can surrender and fight this in court.”

      “Damn it! They’ll kill him,” Dick replied, his voice strained and his eyes filled with worry.

      “Let’s lay down some cover fire and get him outta there!” Rob Widenmann, Tunstall’s best friend, shouted.

      Dick’s eyes scanned the area, which was no more than vast, unsettled land filled with nothing but brush and trees surrounded by mountains covered in a dusting of snow. We were well hidden, but that caused another problem.

      “Billy, you’re the smallest. Can you climb?”

      I nodded, dismounted, and handed Middleton the reins. I’d have preferred to ride out there and take a shot at them myself, but I understood what Brewer was aiming for. At five-foot-seven and only a hundred and thirty-five pounds, I was the best option for giving us eyes to what was happening on the other side of the hill, especially as it was getting dark.

      Spotting a good tree, I started up. Halfway there, an eerie silence filled my ears like water, and a rifle shot echoed off the canyon walls. I came to a halt as dread slammed into my soul.

      “Oh, God,” Middleton said. “They’ve killed Tunstall.”

      I prayed he was wrong and scaled the tree as fast as I could. Once high enough, the scene before me froze the air in my lungs. John Tunstall, a man I admired, lay on the ground next to his horse, his left cheek buried in the snow.

      The group of twenty or so men had split into three sections. Most were back a few hundred yards, but four men rounded up our small herd of horses. I recognized two of them right away as Beckwith and Gallegos. That left just three men on horseback looming over John’s body. I recognized two of them straight away. It was Billy “Buck” Morton and Tom Hill. The third man looked like the dangerous outlaw I used to ride with, Jessie Evans, but I wasn’t a hundred percent sure.

      Morton’s rifle was still in firing position as Hill dismounted. With swagger, Hill pulled the revolver on Tunstall’s belt and fired a bullet into John’s head before killing his horse the same way. Laughing, he placed John’s hat on the dead horse’s head as Morton shouted orders to Beckwith about rounding up our horses.

      Eyes wide and jaw clenched, I sat there, unable to move. My innards felt cold to the core while my blood burned as hot as a smithy’s furnace. Drenched in a need for revenge, I shook with rage, gripping the tree with all my might to keep from grabbing my gun right then and there. I was on the brink of losing it when Brewer appeared below me. He wanted answers I didn’t want to give.

      Swallowing the pain, I climbed down and gave the news. Widenmann, a big man with a temper to match, went off his rocker. It took both Brewer and Middleton to stop him from riding out there and getting himself killed.

      “There’s too many,” I told him, keeping my voice down as best I could while the other two held him tight. “You know me. I’m the first to jump into the fray, Rob, but now ain’t the time. Not if we want to live to see them bastards pay.”

      We waited for the safety the dark of night provided and then rode for town. Widenmann had Brewer and Middleton divert to John Newcomb’s farm to get help bringing Tunstall’s body into town while he and I headed straight to Lincoln.

      The whole ride I tried not to think on how I’d left John’s dead body lying in the snow out there in the dark. I may not have had much in common with the twenty-four-year-old British businessman, but I respected him, and I didn’t think highly of many people.

      Since my momma died and my stepfather abandoned me and my brother, I’d not felt part of anything. On the run and alone, I’d been unable to find where I belonged until John had gotten me out of jail and given me a job. He’d believed in me and given me the family I desperately needed. For that alone, I vowed that anyone involved in his murder would die at my hand.

      We arrived in town a little after ten o’clock that night and split again. While Widenmann rode to inform Alexander McSween, Tunstall’s lawyer and friend who was also under attack by the Murphy/Dolan faction, I headed to where news would travel the fastest: Ike Stockton’s Saloon. By midnight, all of Lincoln knew about John, the news traveling like wildfire from town to Fort Stanton and beyond.

      By the time I arrived at McSween’s and entered his stable, I found the horses belonging to the rest of my gang already settled for the night. Handing my horse off to be taken care of by one of the servants, I walked toward the patio, the outdoor area between the long sides of the U-shaped home. Getting closer, I heard shouting and picked up the pace.

      With a hand on my gun, I ran toward the gate of the long west wall of the patio. Stepping through, I saw Henry Brown, and he was as mad as a March hare.

      Brown shoved Brewer with all his might, still barely able to move the large man more than a step back. “Where were y’all?” he demanded. When Dick didn’t reply, Henry pulled his gun and pointed it at the six-foot-four German man. “Tell me!”

      Without flinching, Brewer replied, “I suggest you point that thing somewhere else.”

      “Or what?” Brown challenged. “You’ll leave me to be killed like ya did John?”

      Brown had begun the journey with us that morning, but when his horse had thrown a shoe, he’d returned to the Tunstall ranch on the Rio Feliz to get it fixed. As such, he wasn’t with us when Dolan’s men arrived.

      “Henry, it wasn’t like that,” I said, alerting the group to my presence.

      “The hell it wasn’t!” he shouted at me without taking his eyes off Brewer.

      Widenmann stepped forward. “We didn’t leave him!” he yelled, his voice bouncing off the walls of the patio. Quieting down, he continued. “You really think we’d have just thrown him to the wolves to save our own hides? Damn it!”

      “Rob,” Dick started to say, but Widenmann was on a roll.

      “After Waite split off to take the wagon on the road, we all kept drivin’ the horses on the trail. Those of us up front ran into some wild turkey. John was half asleep in the saddle but encouraged Dick and me to go catch us a few, sayin’ he’d watch the horses with them two,” he said, indicating Middleton and me.

      “Us two?” I exclaimed. “We were at least five-hundred yards behind y’all, for God’s sake. With you and Brewer a few hundred yards to the left of the trail and us that far back, he was a sittin’ duck. Why didn’t he follow us, Dick?” I asked. “They shot him without a gun in his hand, and I know John, he’d have surrendered, thinkin’ he could talk to them about McSween’s debt.”

      “We both know darn well that warrant for McSween is bullshit,” Dick said.

      “Do we?” I said, keeping my voice down. “He says the bank fees and his own take up a lot of what was owed by that life insurance policy, but for all we know, he’s as crooked as a Virginia fence and owes more to Emilie Fritz than he’s sayin’.”

      Brewer stared me down, his blue eyes hot with anger. “He might not be the most honest lawyer, but he sure as hell didn’t embezzle ten thousand dollars from that woman. It’s just a ruse Murphy and Dolan came up with to remove him and Tunstall as their competition.”

      “More like just Dolan,” Widenmann interjected. “Murphy’s too sick with the cancer to do anythin’. Hell, bastard’s drunk most of the time, leavin’ Dolan free to do whatever he wants.”

      “And an army of men without a moral compass betwixt them to back him up,” Henry added.

      “Well, I wouldn’t say my compass is overly moral bound either,” I admitted. “But they killed an unarmed man who’s done nothin’ but tell the truth. We need to make them pay.”

      “I’m with Billy,” John Middleton finally said. He’d been silent, leaning against the house, smoking a cigarette. He smashed it under his foot and looked to Henry Brown. “I called out to John as we fled. He chose to not follow us, and it was too late by the time we realized it.”

      Henry settled onto an old chair outside the summer kitchen. “Then this is my fault,” he choked out. “Morton followed my tracks in the snow from the ranch back to y’all. If my horse hadn’t―”

      “Don’t start that now,” Middleton said. “No one is to blame except Dolan and his men, and if we don’t fight back, The House will take everything and leave us for dead.”

      The House was what everyone in Lincoln County called those affiliated with the primary general store/bank/post office recently renamed J.J. Dolan & Company, owned and run by Jimmy Dolan. Anyone who was a part of The House fell under the protection of him and the previous owner, Lawrence Murphy. Sheriff Brady himself, a fellow army buddy of both Murphy and Dolan, was obviously loyal to The House, as were his deputies. This alone would make getting retribution for John’s murder a sticky situation.

      With a hum of thought, Dick scratched at his goatee. “McSween isn’t one for violence, but Dolan doesn’t respond to anythin’ else. We have to find a way to compromise.”

      The idea of not using violence made my trigger finger twitch. “Is that a bluff, or do you mean it for real?”

      “I have an idea,” Dick said, causing us all to look at him. “We give it a few days. If McSween don’t do nothin’, I’ll go to Mr. Wilson.”

      “Now you sound like Tunstall,” I said. “What is the Justice of the Peace gonna do? You said it yourself, Dolan will only respond to violence, and I’m happy to give it to him.”

      Dick placed his great paw of a hand on my shoulder. “And you’ll get that chance. Just pull in your horns for a few days. Let’s see if we can make the killin’ of those bastards legal. All right?”

      I never had liked waiting. I was a get-it-done-now kinda man, but it made sense, so I agreed, sort of. I might’ve decided to do something to keep busy in the meantime.
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        March, 1949

        

      

      My momma used to say that idle hands are the devil’s playground, and I was living proof of that. That being the case, I did the dumbest thing I could possibly think of that night: I snuck away as a bunch of angry townsfolk debated the situation and headed down the street to poke my nose around the building that housed J.J. Dolan & Company.

      I secretly hoped I’d get to shoot one of those sons of bitches, but then big, loyal, honest Dick Brewer discovered me and demanded he come along. As if that wasn’t bad enough, it started to snow again. But to tell you the truth, by the time we returned, I couldn’t have cared less about either of those things. Because what I saw that night gave me pause...the kind that causes nightmares and makes every bump in the night mean something.
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        February, 1878

        

      

      Except for the activity around the saloons, it was quiet along the one mile long, lazy S of Lincoln’s main road. Staying low, we moved silently through the night, hiding behind the houses west of McSween’s.

      Looking up, the clouds blocked my view of the moon. “What time is it?”

      Brewer pulled out his pocket watch and hit it with his other hand. “If this is right, it’s just after midnight.”

      “Then we might have time for a base burner at the saloon after we see what Dolan is up to.”

      Brewer removed his hat, shook the snow off the wide brim, and placed it back on his head. “You know you’re barkin’ at a knot with all this, right?”

      “We’ll see. Come on.”

      We looped around the back of the Wortley Hotel and Diner, crossed the street, and used the shadows and darkness to work our way to the west side of the Dolan Store. The building itself was the only two-story in the town of Lincoln, and though the main structure was a large, rectangular shape, there’d been a smaller two-level room added on to the west side. Using this to our advantage, we peered around the corner of it and saw a large group of workers.

      “Looks like this is where the action is.”

      “Hell, if action is what you wanted, we can head back to Ike’s for that drink,” Dick offered.

      “You’re funny,” I said flatly, pointing to the back portion of J.J. Dolan & Company. “Look, all the lanterns are lit up. There’s ten to fifteen people goin’ in and out as if it’s the middle of the afternoon.”

      “They seem to be loadin’ in merchandise from those covered wagons. Nothin’ big about that,” Dick observed.

      “Except it’s the middle of the night. The only time John would unload at this hour was―”

      “When he didn’t want Dolan to see,” Dick said, finishing my sentence.

      I grinned. “Exactly. Come on, I want a better look.”

      We moved closer and hid behind the outhouse. Now we could see the back of the building just fine. Men were carrying large boxes into the building, and due to the size and length, it should’ve taken two men each to move them. Instead, one man would lift a box as if it were full of feathers, so I commented on this.

      Brewer brushed it off. “They’re probably empty.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “That makes no dag-gum sense. Hell, even if you’re right, those boxes are too long. Even our strongest ranch-hands would need help.”

      “I don’t know what to tell ya, Billy.”

      The full moon escaped the cloud cover for a moment as I peered around the corner, the cold wind blowing in my face, to see a squabble break out between two of the men. A box dropped, causing a ton of ammunition cartridges to roll into the snow. I pointed the heavy contents out to Brewer as heated words between the men turned into punches.

      One man was as large and bald as any I’d ever seen, and the other was short and scrawny. I started to bet Brewer some of my poker winnings on the outcome.

      “Wait, what’s going on?” Dick whispered, looking over my shoulder.

      Before I could reply, the little guy hit the other man in the chest with both hands, sending him flying a good twenty feet back. Landing, he skidded another ten, easy.

      “Criminy!” I whispered, “Did you see that?”

      “If I say no, can we leave?” Dick replied.

      The smaller of the two dropped to all fours, his back arching in a horrible and impossible way before running at the big man. He disappeared behind the covered wagons, and I assumed he’d gone into the store, the fight was over. But just then, the night air filled with a howl so strong it vibrated my eardrums. The next second, an enormous wolf bolted into view, heading straight for the bald man.

      “We need to go!” Brewer said, grabbing my arm.

      “Where’d the wolf come from?” I asked at the same time.

      “I sure as hell don’t wanna find out! Now let’s go before it picks up our scent!”

      The wolf collided with the large man, who didn’t appear frightened in the least, and they tumbled along the ground, snow and dirt flying about.

      “Yeah, we need to go,” I said, my eyes now on the back door where people were gathering. “Wait until we...” The rest of my sentence escaped me as I just stared at the door in shock.

      “Wait until what?” Dick demanded when I didn’t complete my sentence.

      I couldn’t reply. A woman I recognized from my past had exited the store, tying my tongue. She was slight in stature, with a small waist cinched in, making her skirts seem fuller and her bosom larger.

      “That can’t be...” I whispered.

      “I’m leavin’, with or without you,” Dick said.

      My mind was spinning so loud I barely heard him.

      The woman yelled at the fighting pair, who stopped immediately, faced her, and dropped their heads to stare at the ground like scolded children. She continued to bark orders, pointing to the spilled cartridges, while saying something about being finished before sunrise.

      I would’ve sat there longer if Dick hadn’t pulled my arm. Losing my balance, I reached out to save my backside from landing in the snow. My hand hit the corner of the shed with a heavy slap, drawing the attention of all outside the store to turn our way. Dick and me stopped moving and breathing until the woman began to start giving orders again.

      Once the woman began to start giving orders again, I let out a breath. “We gotta go!”

      “That’s what I’ve been sayin’!” Dick complained through his teeth.

      Luckily, the moon was hidden again, and we ran through the dark as fast as we ever had, returning to McSween’s without so much as a word between us. Entering the house, we found everyone still awake in the parlor, talking about political maneuvers. Brewer and me nonchalantly slipped into the room, and I stood there listening to arguments, even making a few of my own, until my head could take no more. Taking a seat, I dozed in and out until just before sun-up.

      Shaking the remnants of bad dreams from my head, I rose and stepped out into the patio area as the sun slipped up and over the horizon, making the unmarked snow on the mountains glisten like the surface of a lake on a windless day. I could hear nature start to wake up and talk, so I lit a cigarette and closed my eyes to listen. Blowing smoke into the cold air, I stretched my neck with a pop and a crack. I was tuckered out, but at least the snow had stopped falling.

      Not surprised to hear someone else join me to escape the discussion still going on inside, I turned to see it was Brewer. He stood next to me, looking up at the mountains without saying a word.

      Finally, I said, “We speak nothin’ of what we saw, ya hear?”

      Dick looked dragged out. Rubbing his face to wake up, he caused the blond hair of his mustache to go askew before dragging both hands through his wide, dark-blond curls that perpetually had what my momma called “bedhead.” With a heavy sigh, he said, “Who’d believe us anyway?”

      “No one,” I told him.

      Again, we stood in silence. When I finished my smoke and turned to head back in, he said, “I actually came out here to tell you that the new guy, Patrick Garner, wants to speak with us after we go see Wilson and sign affidavits that state who killed John.”

      “Okay. Why?”

      “Don’t know.” He paused, then said, “What if he asks where we were last night?”

      “We say nothing. Anyone who introduces themselves with, ‘I was never here, never mention you saw me,’ isn’t someone I trust right off the bat. Besides, we don’t know nothin’ about that Alabama boy or why he’s even here,” I pointed out.

      A voice from behind us said, “That Alabama boy is here to help you get justice for Tunstall.”

      It was Garner himself, all six-foot-three of him, looking like a Barber’s Clerk, in my opinion, already dressed in his suit at this early hour. I should’ve been embarrassed he heard us talking, but I was too tired to care.

      “And we appreciate that, Mr. Garner,” Dick said.

      I huffed and opened the door to the west wing drawing room. “I’m gonna take a nap until we go sign affidavits. I’ll catch y’all when the sun’s higher in the sky.”

      I entered the door to the west drawing room and shut the door just as I heard Garner ask Brewer where we’d been while McSween and the rest had been making plans. I was half      tempted go back out there to make sure he kept his mouth shut, but I trusted Brewer.

      Exhaustion causing my head to feel like I was breathing in and out through my ears, I shook my head to steady my blurry vision and went into the next room. It was a small bedroom appointed for visitors to catch a few hours down. I removed my cartridges and weapons and set them within arm’s reach. Still in my clothes, I lay down, shut my eyes, and prayed I wouldn’t dream of wolves.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        March, 1949

        

      

      Just remembering my exhaustion back then seemed to make my eyes burn with it now. I needed sleep if I was going to get moving early tomorrow. The sooner I figured out what happened to Fletcher, a missing Regulator, the faster I’d be out of New Mexico and the memories of this place that haunted me could recede back into the recesses of my brain.

      Opening the door to my hotel room, I quickly swept it, gun drawn, to find it empty. Placing my guns in strategic locations around the room, I undressed, laid out my things for the morning, and got a shower before dropping onto the cool sheets of the hotel bed, the smell of laundry detergent puffing up around me. I sneezed, sensitive nose and all.

      Getting the pillow the way I liked, I closed my eyes and tried not to think about that night when I’d seen that wolf for the first time. I’d worried I’d dream of them, but I hadn’t. Instead, I’d dreamt of the woman I’d seen at Dolan’s and the section of my childhood she’d been a part of. Mary had been the first teacher who’d given a damn about me. I once overheard my guardians talking about how I’d transferred my affection from my mother, who’d recently passed away, to Mary.

      Looking back, that very likely was true, for I missed my mother dearly back then. Hell, I still did. We were a lot alike, her and me. I even favor her, and not just the light brown hair, but my blue eyes, baby face, delicate hands, and slender build were all her. She had a good head for business, which I, sadly, didn’t inherit. But she’d been great with people, had a witty sense of humor, was a wonderful cook, could sing like a songbird, and loved to dance. Those traits I got.

      Chuckling to myself at the memory of her dancing with me as a boy, I allowed myself to drift off to sleep. I had a lot to do tomorrow, including introducing myself to the sheriff of Lincoln County. I didn’t have high hopes about that...not at all.
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        February, 1878

        

      

      Rob Widenmann was a U.S. Marshal, so he left Lincoln early the next day, the nineteenth, to request military assistance while we tried to move things along in town.

      “Then there’s Billy here,” Middleton said to George Washington, one of McSween’s negro servants. “You shoulda heard him! We hand the warrants to Constable Martinez, who has the gall to protest that he might easily get himself killed by servin’ ‘em, and the kid here says, ‘You better take that chance because if you don’t, I’ll kill ya myself.’”

      “Billy, you didn’t!” George said, ladling some coffee into a mug for Middleton.

      “I sure as hell did, and I’d have done it, too! The law in this city needs―”

      “John? Billy?” a steady yet careful voice said from the hall, stopping my train of thought.

      I looked over to see my good friend, Charlie Bowdre, who’d arrived earlier that day, along with Fred Waite, who’d been driving Tunstall’s wagon. Seeing the look on Charlie’s face, I automatically reached for my gun. “What’s happened?”

      “Newcomb and the others are back with John’s body.”

      No one I’d cared about, save for my mother, had died before. I didn’t know what to do. Even still, I found myself saying, “Where is he?”

      “The parlor.”

      I looked to Middleton, who only nodded, and we followed Charlie to the front of the house. I forced air in and out of my lungs as I stepped up to the table he’d been laid out on. I wanted to say so much but didn’t know how. After a moment, the only words I could get out were, “I’ll get some of them before I die. You have my word.”

      I turned and walked from the room without looking at a soul. I moved with purpose through the house until I reached the room I’d slept in. I took the door to the outside and exited to the patio with no idea what to do with the burning in my gut.

      Without a plan, I headed to the far end, opened the gate, and stepped out to stand by the river. Once I stopped moving, I released the pressure of my pain and anger by yelling up at the sky.

      I felt lost again, like when my mom’d left me. Trying to find even ground, I stood out there in the dark of early evening, listening to the silence of the world and marveling at its contrast to the noise inside my head.

      I lost track of time standing out back, watching the water. I probably would’ve stayed out there until I froze to death, but Charlie came and found me. Laying a hand on my shoulder, he said, “Garner is askin’ for ya, kid.”

      “He can piss off.”

      “He and Brewer are in the west wing drawin’ room. You should go. And by the way, it’s Dick’s birthday.”

      “What? He didn’t say nothin’...”

      “When does he ever? Just, keep in mind he’s havin’ the worst birthday of his life right now, so be nice. Okay, kid?”

      With a nod, I headed toward the house and went into the west wing’s drawing room, which was nestled between the small summer kitchen and the room where I’d slept. When I stepped in, I noted that Dick sat in an armchair in the corner to my right while Patrick Garner had positioned himself behind a desk-like table directly across from the entrance. He asked me to shut the door, then went back to writing something down. I did as he requested and leaned against it to wait.

      Setting his steel nib pen next to the ink well, Patrick stood, his height causing his thick, dark hair to almost graze the ceiling, like Brewer. But where Dick was proportionate, Garner was all leg. “Thank you for comin’. Please, have a seat.” He motioned to one of two chairs facing the desk as he walked around to stand in front of it.

      “I’ll stay on my feet, if ya don’t mind,” I told him, my thumbs hooked on my belt, my right hand not far from my gun. I wanted him to know I was relaxed but ready.

      He seemed to understand that I didn’t trust him, so with a simple nod, he rested his backside against the desk and crossed his arms over his chest. “Do you know why I called you in here?”

      I turned to Brewer. With just one look, he encouraged me to answer the question as if I knew the answer. Focusing my attention back to the man with the large mustache, I said, “I won a new pony? Hell, I don’t know. Maybe ya want me to do a jig. I do like to dance!” I did a few fancy footsteps I’d learned a week back from this beautiful little Mexican woman. Spinning at the end to give my answer some flare, I grinned at him, waiting for his response.

      “I want to give you purpose,” he said, ignoring my sarcasm. “I want to swear you in as a Regulator for New Mexico.”

      With no idea what a Regulator was, I waited for there to be a punch line, but none came. I looked to Dick, then back to Patrick, and said, “Purpose? Mister, I got me a purpose. I’m gonna kill every last son of a bitch involved with Tunstall’s murder. I think that is a pretty big purpose. Now, are you plannin’ to help me with that, or am I on my own?”

      “Billy, the Regulators are bigger than that. You need to listen,” Brewer said.

      Remembering Charlie’s words, I sighed, threw my hands in the air, and said, “All right, what is it that will give me purpose?”

      “You are a good kid at heart, and talented with a gun, there’s no doubt,” Patrick said, and I gave him a look that asked how he’d even know that, but he kept going. “However, you’re reckless, lackin’ in morals, and you speak before you think.”

      “So?” I retorted. It wasn’t my best comeback, but I wasn’t used to a man, easily pushing thirty, telling me how to behave. “You’re not my daddy, and last time I checked, I was a grown man, so I suggest―”

      “Tell me what you saw at the Dolan Store last night.”

      I slowly turned to Brewer, my narrow eyes drilling into him as if I’d just learned he’d been the one to kill my momma. Birthday or no, now I was mad. I held it in though, only saying, “I thought that trip was between us, Dick.”

      “He only told me after I explained to him what I’m about to share with you,” Garner said, defending Brewer’s actions. “What you thought you saw last night, the stuff you’re tellin’ yourself was your imagination...well, it wasn’t. There are things in this world that most know nothin’ about.”

      “Such as?” I prodded.

      “Many think of them as just Irish legends, but I’m here to tell you that the Bahvah, the Dahrungah, the Therian Throhophs, and the Lagnick Faylund are real.” When I appeared to not have an inklin’ to what he’d said, even though I still understood the old Irish language, he clarified. “You may have heard of them under their American terms: witch, vampire, shapeshifter, and lycanthrope...or werewolf, per say.”

      My chuckle started small but grew to a full-blown belly shaker when Patrick’s face remained serious. Slapping my leg, I bent over as I laughed good and hard. Soon I realized Dick wasn’t joining me, though, so I cleared my throat, stood up straight, and said, “Really now, did you call me in here to tell me you believe that the members of The House are fairytale boogiemen? Come on now, that’s absurd. I’ve known some of these men for years. There is no way they―”

      “Could blend in?” Patrick interjected, finishing my sentence. “That’s where you’re wrong.” Coming toward me, eyes intent, he added, “They are master manipulators and out to own the New Mexico Territory. But we, the Regulators, swore that they wouldn’t get a foothold in America. They need to be registered and then sent back to England and Ireland. Or killed. You don’t want demons like them here, kid.”

      The man wasn’t pulling my leg, and I could see that more laughter wasn’t the right course of action, especially with Brewer watching on all serious-like. Poor Dick. He obviously believed this man. The question was, did I play along, or should I walk out the door with a thank you and a goodbye? Unsure which was best, I waited him out. When I said nothing, he continued.

      “Tunstall was a Regulator from England, just like his father before him. I’ve known of his family for years, seein’ as my father spent time with his before we came over to this country. We settled in Alabama to chase down a lead that vampires had settled in the south. New Orleans is where they ended up, but that’s a whole other story.”

      “Look, Mr. Garner,” I started to say.

      “It’s Garrett, if you must know, Pat Garrett...and I can prove what I’m sayin’ is the truth, and I can do so usin’ your own life.”

      “Oh, do tell,” I said. “I love a good story.” Deciding to sit for this, I planted my backside into the chair behind the desk and pulled out my loose tobacco and the rolling papers.

      “Have you not wondered why your life took such a turn?” Pat asked. “You were a good kid and then...things changed. You were arrested, ran away from home, and by seventeen, you’d killed a man.”

      “That was self-defense,” I said, without looking up from rolling a cigarette.

      “Whether it was or it wasn’t, that’s not my point.”

      I waved him on. “Then, by the grace of God, get to it, Mr. Garrett.”

      “In the early fall of 1874, a woman by the name of Mary Richards came into your life.”

      I halted my tobacco activities to look up at him, for now he had my full attention. “What could you possibly know about Miss Mary?”

      “That she was a big influence in your life. Took you under her wing for a year and trained you, so to speak. Not just with writin’, but since you’re both ambidextrous, she secretly taught you how to shoot with both hands. Told you to call her by a nickname, somethin’ that sounded like Scawk...am I right?”

      My heart pounded in my chest, reverberating off my bones. I looked up into his eyes, feeling the heat behind my own as I stared him down. “How could you possibly know that? I was fifteen and livin’ in Silver City.”

      “You’re not the only ‘hero’ I’ve met who she’s tainted with her touch. In Ireland, her name would be Scáthach,” he said, pronouncing the Gaelic name SKAW-huhck. “She’s known as The Shadowy One, and though a great warrior, she is also the creator of monsters. Scáthach finds promisin’ heroes and trains ‘em. But no matter how pure they are at the start, they are forever tainted by their association with her.”

      Garrett stepped up to the desk and leaned onto it with both hands, his face lowering to be in mine. “She is evil incarnate, son, and she touched your life. The path you walk down shall forever be filled with death and likely your own at an early age. Unless...”

      He let that linger to the point where I fell into the trap. “Unless what?”

      “You take that curse and use it to fight back at the monsters she’s created. Only then can you save your life and possibly your soul.”

      That hung in the air, the quiet of the evening wrapping around us      like a winter blanket as the weight of what he was saying lay heavy on my heart.

      A woman somewhere outside called out to her children. A dog barked. A baby cried. The wind outside picked up enough speed that as it seeped through the window of the room, it whistled. It was a normal night, but everything in my world felt different.

      Did I believe Pat? I was tempted to. It would explain a lot. Especially why I thought I saw Mary in the doorway, giving orders at the Dolan Store. But it was a lot to take in. So I stood there, silent.

      Unsure of how long it had been, I realized Brewer was saying my name. Ignoring him, I turned to Pat. “Let me get this straight. What you want me to believe is that Mary, the one woman who showed me kindness after my mother passed, rules the dark realm of the Otherworld and she has tainted my life with death.”

      “Yes,” Pat said. “And the only way to break free from the hold she has on your soul is to make the death that follows you count.”

      “And how is he supposed to do that?” Dick demanded to know.

      “Simple. By makin’ sure that those monsters she created die by his hand.”

      Dick laughed without humor behind it. “Are you out of your mind? I’ve seen the size and strength of those creatures. Hell, Billy and I both have...and you want us to believe he can kill those and it’ll be ‘simple’?”

      “Yes,” Pat replied with a calm to his voice and demeanor I didn’t understand.

      “Have you looked at him?” Brewer said.

      “Thanks, Dick,” I said dryly.

      “No offense, it’s just...you’re not the biggest of men and those things are enormous.”

      “None taken, I think,” I said. “They can be killed with guns, I’m guessin’, and I’m the best shot of any of us.”

      Pat grinned. “Exactly. They can be killed with bullets made with silver. So you see, Mr. Brewer, Billy is not helpless.”

      “I didn’t say he was, it’s just...damn it all to hell, he’s just a kid!”

      “I am not,” I said. “I might be ten years younger than you, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know how to fight for my life.”

      “For your soul,” Dick corrected.

      “They are one in the same,” I said.

      Dick turned to me, his blue eyes darker than usual, and his face grave. “No, Billy. No, they’re not.”

      A chill ran up my spine in a way that unnerved even me. Taking a settling breath, I brushed it off and steadied my gaze back at them. “Then I guess I better not die,” I said, and walked out of the room.

      I heard Dick call out to me, but I was too busy pretending to ignore him to turn around. Instead, I kept on walking to wherever my legs would take me. Anywhere but there.
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      Next morning, having had time away from it all to ponder, I headed back to the McSween home and headed straight to the west kitchen for coffee.

      “About time you showed up,” Dick said to me as I walked into the kitchen. Filling his mug with coffee, he continued. “Fred’s been waitin’ on you to go over to Martinez’s place so the three of you can go serve them warrants to Brady at the Dolan Store.”

      “That’s why I’m here.” I took my hat off, set it on the table, and stepped over to the stove. Ladling some coffee into a mug, I grinned and said, “Well, that and coffee.” I blew on the hot beverage and made my way to a small table and leaned against the wall. “I’m surprised you don’t see all this as a bit pointless now.”

      Dick sat at the small table and drank some of his coffee before saying, “Why would you say that?”

      “Really? You were awfully sure we was bein’ told the truth last night. If what we were told last night is true, why would we care about bringin’ Brady or Dolan in for John’s murder? If we believe Pat’s story, this goes way beyond what we thought we knew.”

      Dick looked at the other chair and back at me. I took the hint and sat down.

      His voice low, he said, “Keep it down, okay? Not everyone can be knowin’ about the...the situation.”

      “The ‘situation’?” I said with a laugh. “You mean about the supposed werewolves takin’ over our town who are led by my childhood teacher?”

      Dick stood up and closed the door that led to the rest of the house. “When you put it like that, it does sound ridiculous.”

      “Because it is ridiculous! Who says Garner—”

      “Garrett,” Dick corrected.

      “Whatever...who says that boy from Alabama isn’t yankin’ our chain, or worse, pullin’ us into somethin’ he wants to believe is true.”

      Dick picked up his mug. “Why would he do that?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe he’s mentally ill...maybe he needs justification for this Regulator thing he’s been tryin’ to do. Hell if I know. But really, tell me now, do you seriously believe that I’m some cursed being chosen by the leader of the Underworld—”

      “Otherworld,” Dick corrected again. “Dark realm of the Otherworld.”

      I stood. “Do you hear yourself?! Jeez-oh-petes, Dick...he’s a loony. Simple as that.”

      Dick motioned for me to keep my voice down, then said, “And if he’s not?”

      “If he’s not...then like I said, don’t we have bigger problems than servin’ some warrants on Brady and Dolan?”

      Dick paused and began to pace the room, scratching at his goatee while he thought. After a moment or two, he said, “Fine. We ask for more proof. I’m sure he can provide it.”

      “Damn right.” I drank down a good portion of my coffee.

      “So until he does, we proceed with the plan we had. Deal?”

      “Deal. As long as you’re the one to tell him we need that proof. I have no interest in talkin’ further with Garner on anything.” Dick opened his mouth to correct me, and I gave him a look that shut him up. “Garrett, Garner, whatever. Hell, either one of those or both could be lies. Find out more and we’ll talk about this later tonight. Right now, I have a dirty sheriff to go arrest.”

      I downed the rest of my drink, put my hat back on, and walked out into the patio area of the U-shaped home before realizing that Fred was likely inside. By happy accident, he saw me and stepped out from the east wing of the McSween house.

      “There you are,” Fred said. “We need to get movin’. Martinez is expectin’ us anytime now.”

      “Let me get my Winchester, and we’ll head on over.”

      Fred nodded, we fetched our rifles, and made our way over to Martinez’s place.

      “I’m gonna swear ya both in as deputies so ya have authority to help me do this today,” he said, handing each of us a silver star to attach to our chests. “Just remember, no shootin’ at anyone unless they shoot at us first.”

      I gave Fred a look that said I’d be damned if I let any of them sons of bitches shoot at me first, but I kept my mouth shut, and we headed down to the Dolan Store. There was no sign of all I’d seen there night before last, but there were a bunch of military outside standing at attention.

      “What the hell?” Fred started to say.

      I recognized the man in charge as Lieutenant C.M. DeLany from Fort Stanton, and approached him. “Lieutenant, what is goin’ on here?”

      “Sheriff Brady noticed a mob of folks gatherin’ at McSween’s the past two nights, so he felt he was in danger and called on us to assist in protectin’ the office of the law here.”

      I snorted a laugh. “The law. That’s funny.”

      DeLany appeared confused, but before I could clarify, Martinez stepped up with warrants in hand. “Lieutenant.”

      “Constable,” Delany replied.

      “I have warrants here for the men who killed John Tunstall and for Sheriff Brady as well. You’ll see the paperwork is in order.”

      DeLany held eye contact with Martinez for an extra beat before taking the documents. Looking them over, he nodded. “That they are. You can proceed to serve them inside but keep it civil.”

      “Yes, sir,” Martinez said, taking the documents back. “Boys, with me.”

      Fred and I nodded at him and at DeLany before heading into the bottom level of the Dolan Store. There we found Brady waiting on us, backed by members of the posse that killed John, as well as more military from Fort Stanton.

      Without so much as a gun pulled or a word said, all the military inside pulled their rifles and pointed them at us.

      “Well, shit,” Fred said.

      “Hand over your weapons,” Brady said.

      “The hell I will,” I replied.

      Martinez stepped forward and handed Brady the warrants. “We are here to deliver these warrants for the arrest of some of your men here, as well as you yourself, Sheriff.”

      “Excuse me?” Brady said.

      “Larceny,” Martinez explained, his voice cracking a bit as he did.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” Brady began to say.

      “No sir,” I told him. “You fed the horses of these military from the hay in John’s store. That’s not your property. Nor does it belong to the state. That’s larceny...sir.”

      The static silence that followed weighed heavy on everyone, and tensions rose, soldiers resituated their guns on their shoulder, and my free hand dropped to linger near my revolver.

      “He’s not wrong,” Martinez said. “You had no right to take that hay for the military. McSween has filed a charge of larceny against you for it. With concern to those who hunted down Mr. Tunstall and murdered him, we have multiple accounts on that. We’re, at least, placing them under arrest at this time.”

      “The hell you is!” Frank Baker said from the back of the room. “We didn’t kill nobody.”

      “I was there; I beg to differ,” I said, placing my hand on my gun.

      “Everyone, stay calm,” Martinez said, feeling the anger in the room become palpable.

      Brady shoved the warrants into his pants pocket. “No one is bein’ arrested today, Constable Martinez...except you three.”

      “Excuse me?” Fred said. “We are here with legal warrants and badges. You have no valid reason to arrest us.”

      “Don’t need one. I have the gun power.”

      The rest of the men in the room pulled guns, and I pulled mine from my belt faster than they’d expected and had it cocked and ready to fire.

      “Who wants to meet their maker first?” I asked.

      “Billy, it’s twenty-somethin’ to three,” Martinez said. “Hand over your guns.”

      “Over my dead body.”

      “Do as he says,” Fred instructed me as he handed over his rifle to Brady.

      My finger rested on the trigger of my gun as I made the decision that I didn’t want to get my friend killed. I eased the hammer back, popped the cylinder out, and let the bullets fall. One by one they clattered onto the wooden floor, the sound consuming the room. Holstering my empty revolver, I handed my rifle over to Brady.  “My revolver stays with me.”

      “Fine by me. Boys, shackle ‘em,” Brady said.

      “What?” Martinez exclaimed as multiple men approached us, pinning us against the wall.

      Grabbing our hands, the men placed shackles on our wrists and turned to Brady for further instruction.

      “We’ll march ‘em down the street to the jail hold,” he said.

      Martinez was flabbergasted and furious, rambling on that he was a Constable and Brady had no right to arrest him. I quickly noted there was no mention of Fred or me in that statement and looked to my buddy with a raised eyebrow. He shook his head at me, telling me not to do anything stupid, and I decided, for some reason, to listen to his advice.

      “Why you doin’ this?” I heard someone ask Brady.

      “Because I can. Because I have the power to.”

      “It’ll also send a message to anyone in town what happens if you try to hold the law accountable,” Fred said.

      Brady grinned but only said, “Take ‘em outta here!”

      With guns at our backs, the three of us exited the Dolan Store. Lieutenant DeLany was obviously confused at the sight but said nothing, just watched us get paraded by without so much as a word.

      “This is downright embarrassin’,” I said to Fred as we marched through town in front of everyone.

      The farther we went, the more folks came out of their houses to watch us go by.

      I felt my face grow red in anger. “Mark my words, Brady will pay for this.”

      “Yes, he will,” Fred said.

      We reached the pit cárcel, a two-room hole in the ground where prisoners were held, and two men lifted the heavy trap door that covered it. Dropping a ladder into place, they told us to head on down. As Fred and Martinez went down, I noticed that the other room, only separated from ours with a low, dirt wall, held two men in it.

      When it was my turn, I stepped to the ladder and hesitated. The barrel of a gun was placed at my temple, and I turned to Brady and smiled. “This ain’t over.”

      Not waiting for a reply, I headed down the ladder into the pit and leaned against the wall, watching the men as they pulled up the ladder and dropped the door to close us in, plunging us all into darkness.

      “So...now what?” I asked.

      “Now we wait,” Fred said.

      “I hate waiting.”
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      Hours passed in the dark. I slept for a bit but woke up when someone opened the hatch. It was Brady, there to free Martinez but not Fred or me. I cursed him out good, but he still left us there. I fell asleep again. This time though, I woke up to moaning, and not the good kind.

      “You all right, Fred?”

      “It isn’t me.”

      Raising my voice, I shouted to the two other men in the room next to us. “You two all right?”

      “No. My friend is...well, you wouldn’t believe me if I told ya,” a young, yet strong voice said.

      “Oh, I don’t know. I’ve heard some crazy shit in my time, so I might,” I replied.

      “Full moon was only a few days ago,” a different voice said in the dark, one that sounded in pain, and I assumed it was the man who had been moaning a few moments ago.

      “And?” Fred prompted.

      “And the moon is barely waning and rises soon,” the strained voice explained.

      “It’s pitch black in here with no view of the outside. How the hell can you tell the moon is close to rising?” I asked.

      “I can see in here well enough,” he grunted. “And I can feel the moon.”

      “You need to hold it in, Jacob,” the other man said. “Please. Think how you’ll feel if you wake up and we’re all dead.”

      This got my attention. “Excuse me?”

      “Not sure how I’d feel,” Jacob said, his voice low and gravely. “The more it happens, the less I seem to care. It gets easier.”

      I felt my senses become heightened, and I caught the smell of wet dog. Standing up, I shouted, “Is there a way over to you from here?”

      “Only up and over,” the man not in pain told me.

      The wall was low, but I couldn’t feel the top of it. “Fred, boost me up.”

      “Why?”

      “Gonna make sure that man is all right, okay? Now give me a hand.”

      With a sigh, Fred found me in the dark, cupped his hands, and helped me get my foot situated into them.

      “One, two, three!”

      I pushed off the ground as he lifted, and my hands found the top of the wall. Pulling myself up to my waist, I swung a leg up and lay across the top of the wall.

      “What are your names?”

      “Timothy,” the one man said. “My friend here is Jacob...and he’s not in his right mind.”

      “Okay, Timothy...tell me, ya got a weapon on you?”

      “Of course not. They threw us down here just like you, without a damn thing.”

      I grinned even though I knew he couldn’t see it. “What are you two in here for?”

      “Disturbin’ the peace. Jacob here, however, is also charged with attempted murder.”

      “That’s not good,” Fred said somewhere in the darkness.

      “It wasn’t his fault,” Timothy said. “He just—”

      Jacob yelled out in agony, and I heard him begin to flail on the ground.

      “Oh God...no, please, Jacob...” Timothy said, his voice coming closer toward me.

      “Timothy? What is going on?”

      “He can’t stop himself. He can’t...it’s the moon, you see...”

      Suddenly, out of nowhere, I said, “Is he a damn werewolf?”

      Timothy gasped in surprise but didn’t reply.

      My blood heated up. I could feel where Timothy stood and directed my comment toward him. “Answer me, do we have ourselves a furry cellmate?”

      Timothy stammered, finally saying, “Yes...it’s new. He has no control. We could all die!”

      Jacob made a sound that was not human in any way, shape, or form.

      I reached out. “Take my hand, Timothy, and get over here on our side.”

      “What is going on?” Fred shouted.

      A roar filled the air, and I felt my senses become acutely aware as adrenaline surged into my system. “Now, Tim!”

      He reached for me, and with my senses on full tilt, I could see his movement in the blackness. After one failed attempt, I got a good hold on his arm and pulled up as I let my body start to fall over to Fred’s and my side of the pit cárcel.

      “Fred, help me pull him the rest of the way over.”

      “What?”

      “Now!” I shouted.

      With no idea what was going on, Fred helped me and Timothy over, both of us landing with a thud on the dirt floor just as something large and strong slammed into the wall between the two rooms.

      “What in the hell was that!?” Fred yelled at me over the wolf’s roar.

      “Umm...it’s a werewolf, Fred, and if he breaks through that wall, we’re all dead. Any ideas?” I said.

      “I gathered that much...what I mean is, why do you know about this, and when did you learn?”

      “Wait, you believe me?” I asked.

      The wolf hit the wall again and dirt flew all around us.

      Coughing, Fred said, “My people have known of the lycanthrope for centuries. My question is why do you know and why are they in Lincoln County?”

      “I’ll explain in a minute,” I said. “But first, do either of you have any matches?”

      “Better,” Timothy said, “I’ve got a converted flintlock pistol.”

      I had no idea what that meant until I saw a flash and a flame sprout up, lighting the room.

      “It’s a lighter. Traded my old mule to some German guy for it.”

      A roar shook the air, and looking up, we watched as paws came over the wall, followed by a head. Thankfully, he got stuck at his midsection.

      “Keep that light on a minute,” I said, pulling my gun. “Handle has some silver in it. Up, Fred!”

      Without questioning me this time, Fred helped me leap up. With a well-placed swing, I hit the beast in the head, causing him to shake his head, likely due to seeing stars. We sent me up one more time, and with the extra energy I felt, I hit him harder and knocked him out. Slowly, he slid backward and dropped to the floor on his side of the pit.

      Timothy closed his lighter. “Will he be okay?”

      I turned toward his voice. “Will he be okay? Seriously?”

      “He’s my friend.”

      “Right now he’s not,” I said. “And the sooner you accept that, the longer you’ll live.”

      I sat down and felt Fred sit beside me. Tim chose another part of the room, and before I knew it, he was snoring.

      “Good, he’s asleep. Tell me what’s goin’ on, Billy.”

      “Not sure I’m supposed to say...hell, I’m not even sure I believe it.”

      “You’re gonna tell me anyways,” Fred said.

      I sighed. “Yeah, I’m gonna tell you anyway.”
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      The topic of Garrett and his beliefs helped Fred and I make it through the night, thankfully only having to knock Jacob out one more time before the moon set. No longer a threat to us or himself, Jacob boasted of other “great” qualities. Namely, a hot temper brought on from the screaming headache my beatings gave him or possibly werewolf anger issues. Either way, we got lucky that next afternoon, the twenty-first, when two Brady lackeys lowered some food to us. However, that was the only time we were fed before we went through another round of dealing with Jacob.

      By the crack of dawn on the twenty-third, I was close to losing my mind. I’d just knocked Jacob out again when the door above opened, and a figure holding a torch in the darkness of early sunrise stared down at me.

      “Billy? Fred? You boys still alive down there?”

      I’d never been so happy to hear the booming voice of Rob Widenmann in my life.

      “We sure as hell are!” Fred answered.

      “Any chance you got a ladder?” I said.

      “Funny you should ask,” Rob said with a deep laugh as a ladder got lowered into our side of the pit hole.

      “God bless you,” Fred said.

      “You go first,” I told him.

      As he ascended to the land above, I looked to Timothy and quietly said, “You want to follow us? I can’t leave you my gun, and he’ll kill you if he wakes up while the moon is still up. He’ll find a way over or through that wall.”

      “What kind of friend am I if I leave him?” Timothy asked.

      I raised an eyebrow. “A breathing one.”

      Timothy looked torn, but when Jacob moaned lightly next door, he headed straight to the ladder and went up without a lick of hesitation.

      I followed him up but looked down on Jacob in the other room once I was high enough. He definitely wasn’t staying unconscious      this time around. Seeing him begin to shift, I said, “That’s my cue,” and I rushed up the ladder.

      “What about him?” Rob asked.

      “Nope!” I said, blocking his view of Jacob as I pulled the ladder up. Handing it to Fred, I slammed the trap door shut. Looking about, I saw no sign of Timothy and couldn’t blame him for getting the hell out of here. “We got anythin’ heavy to put on the door?”

      “Why?” Rob asked.

      “Oh, just don’t want to make it easy for them to toss us back in,” I lied.

      Rob pointed out a large boulder or two nearby. “We might be able to roll one of those over here.”

      “Sounds like a good idea.”

      Once we’d completed that task, the three of us hurried to the McSween home where we found a detachment of soldiers waiting. I hesitated and looked at Rob.

      Putting a hand on my shoulder, Rob said, “They’re here with me to look for the men who killed Tunstall.”

      “We already tried that. We ended up in that hole,” Fred said.

      A man rode over on his horse. I could tell by his uniform that he was a lieutenant. “Brady’s been arrested for that larceny charge and is not going to be an issue. His small band of boys is no match for my men.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant Goodwin,” Rob said. “Besides, that was a few days ago, and I doubt those military from Fort Stanton are still at the Dolan Store, but if they are, we’ll take care of that. You still sworn in as a deputy, kid?”

      “I sure am. So is Fred.”

      “Good, then let’s go see if we can find us them bastards that killed John.”

      “We need rifles and ammunition,” I told him.

      “I got you covered,” a voice behind me said.

      I turned to see Dick coming toward us with two rifles.

      He handed one to me and one to Fred. “You two are a mess.”

      “Gee, can’t see why,” I said, checking the rifle to find her loaded.

      Fred did the same. “When we’re done with this, I want a bath, food, and some sleep, in that order.”

      Dick grinned. “And you’ll get it. But we need to do this first.”

      Everyone agreed, and we were off. Most of us Tunstall/McSween men were on foot while the soldiers went in on horseback. Once we reached the Dolan Store, Rob and Lieutenant Goodwin threw a cordon around the store, a ring of soldiers letting none in or out except those of us with warrants to re-serve. However, when we entered the building, we found nothing but a few of Dolan’s men who were not on the list of those being served for John’s murder.

      Being a physically large and aggressive man, Rob moved through the store like a bull in a china shop, telling us to look for anything that could help us find the bastards that killed John.

      We tore the place apart, trying to find any bit of evidence that would lead us to Morton, Baker, Evans, or Dolan but found nothing but a letter and a book of notes. Seeing as it seemed important, we confiscated it and decided to take it to McSween.

      When we could do no more at The House, Rob led us down to the Tunstall Store, still guarded by Brady and Dolan’s men.

      “He’s gotta know they’re not there,” Fred said to me as we moved east.

      “Of course he knows,” I said. “He’s mad as all hell. And as loyal a friend as he is, he’s just as mean. They killed his best friend, and he intends to make them pay. That includes taking back possession of John’s store, and he means to do so today...now.”

      “It’s rash and imprudent for him to do this,” Fred said.
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