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      Hello and thank you for being here! Should you enjoy the words on these pages (and I hope you do!), I encourage you to join my Book Club and visit me at:

      
        
        www.tammysalyer.com
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      I occasionally send newsletters to my Book Club with new releases, special offers, and other bits of news. As a special thanks to new members, please enjoy a handful of novellas and short stories from my many and sundry universes FOR FREE.
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      Author’s Note:

      Quick note on the historical accuracy of this story. It ain’t; it’s pure fantasy fiction, the very best kind. Though I mostly stuck to the times and attempted to be generally true to the technology, fashion, and events of the 1800s, you may come across words, phrases, and other minor anachronisms here and there. These are intentional (or maybe just there because of my ignorance; who’s to say?). My hope is that the story is engaging enough that you’ll forgive these little peccadillos and merely be swept away by the overall fun of it all.

      Be well!

      – Tammy
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      I don’t know what first made me conclude that the western frontier was about as good for me as kissing a rattlesnake, but I narrowed it down to two possibilities.

      Number one: it might have been the grisly sight of a dead man hanging from a battered oak outside Atchison, Kansas. My train had made a brief stop there on my trip to Abilene, and I’d looked out the passenger car window and seen the corpse dangling like old laundry blown into the tree by the wind. It jolted me, yes, but only for a second. I’ve seen my share of corpses after all, but the swollen, blackened tongue protruding from the man’s mouth, the tautness of the rope digging into his neck, and the carrion crows filling the branches were unusual even to me.

      Which led to number two. Not wishing to linger on the gruesome sight, I’d gone to the baggage car to collect a novel from my steamer trunk—and found the trunk gone.

      In the West for under a day, and already I’d faced undignified death and brazen theft. What more evidence did I need to prove I might not belong out here in this featureless land that barely even pretended to be civilized, as shown by the publicly executed dead man who’d been left to rot on his branch for all to see?

      I had immediately assumed the loss of my trunk was theft. I may be jaded, but I’m also a realist. I’d watched it being loaded in Boston, so I knew it had been there, but it was definitely not there now. Frantically, I’d explained to the porter my situation, and he’d graciously spared me all of thirty seconds of sympathy, assured me there’d be a search, and asked where to send the trunk if—if—it was found. I had not yet figured out where in Abilene I’d be staying, as my trip had been planned hastily amid much distraction and grief, and had to settle on wiring my location to the railroad once I knew where I would be.

      When I asked the porter what could possibly have become of my luggage, he offered vagaries; maybe it had been stolen, maybe it had been accidentally mistaken for someone else’s and they would soon return it. In any case, he’d said, there was nothing he could do to make it manifest. It had taken every ounce of willpower within me to refrain from asking him if he could be any more useless. That wouldn’t have found my trunk, nor would it have made the rest of the journey to Abilene any less frustrating.

      I could have turned around right then and reversed my course to Boston. I’d never believed in signs and forbidding portents, but if I had, I could hardly have needed anything clearer to encourage my retreat. The length of my stay out West had yet to be determined, so I’d brought enough to fulfill my needs for at least a month. How long could it take, I’d wondered, naively, to find the man I was seeking? And just as naively, I decided to continue on, luggage or no luggage.

      This development had occurred yesterday. Then, this morning, as if the universe had plans I was not following and needed to be punished for ignoring, my frustrations had doubled. While stopped in Topeka, the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway informed its passengers going on to Abilene that the train tracks had been damaged. The remainder of the trip would have to be undertaken by stagecoach.

      Now, seated in the dusty coach that bounced so hard and unforgivingly over ruts and bumps along this so-called road to Abilene that I wished human anatomy had no such thing as a vestigial coccyx and my backside were merely a balloon of fat and tissue, I knew it plainly. I was more out of my element in this smelly, hot, unnervingly quiet landscape than I had been the first day I’d set foot in medical school and everyone there, man to the last, had stared at me as if I were the cadaver they would later be dissecting during lab.

      By train, we’d have been in Abilene in under three hours. By stagecoach, it would take nine. Plenty of time to think, and to be honest, indulge in a bit of self-pity.

      As the time passed, I realized why precisely I’d become so unsettled upon seeing yesterday’s hanged man. It wasn’t the dead man himself that had done it. It was the oak he’d been dangling from, his shirt already shredded by crows and vultures seeking the best of the juicy morsels hidden behind its folds. Dead people were a part of my profession. Though I’d never lost a patient, I worked in a hospital where people died, and died often. I’d long since learned to accept death as an unavoidable conclusion to, or perhaps a consequence of, all life.

      Why had the old oak ruffled me so? It was thicker around than three barrels, its dead canopy spreading out like the wings of an eagle over a parched-looking plot of soil. Every inch of the old tree was gray, as lifeless as the flesh withering on the dead man’s bones. However, except for being utterly dead, the tree was a duplicate of the great oak that grew outside the house I was raised in in the little community of Worcester, outside Boston.

      The tree back home, originally healthy and vibrant with every bough leafy and ripe with acorns, had been split violently down the middle by lightning two weeks ago during a fierce rainstorm. One half had keeled to the side in an avalanche of thick limbs—crushing my Uncle Patrick beneath them. I’d come home just as Thomas and several neighbors were chopping through the tree to reach his still-living form, Aunt Ada keening nearby so loudly I’d known who was beneath the tree before I saw him. I have no idea why he’d been outside in such a storm, but the image of the dead man’s tree outside Atchison, set among the empty fields of Kansas, had resembled nothing so much as a macabre afterlife replication of the last time I’d seen my uncle and the destroyed oak. Fancifully, I imagined the Atchison tree to have been mocking me with his death.

      Gloomy as I looked out over miles of plains—was it corn that grew here? wheat? I knew as much about farming and ranching as I did about the Native peoples I’d been warned would kidnap me or scalp me—I sighed. I missed home. I didn’t belong out here.

      But I was not the type to give up, and home wasn’t home anymore, not without my uncle. Despite having nothing but the clothes on my back, now seven days dirty, Uncle Patrick’s battered carpetbag and his journal, and the money I’d hidden in a secret pocket that hung from a girdle beneath my chemise, I wouldn’t be leaving this lonely prairie where the wind sounded like the moans of the pitiful dead without first finding and speaking with the man I’d come here for. The man whose name Uncle Patrick had whispered in my ear from bloody lips, “Go to Abilene, find Toxicore Darkheart, Lula. He’s the only one who can protect you now.”

      Then he’d given a strangled cough and gone quiet.

      Surreal, wasn’t it? Losing my uncle and learning I was in some undescribed danger, all in seconds. I’d draped the bedsheet over his face, taken a step back from the dining room table we’d laid him on after extricating him from the fallen tree and bringing him inside, wiped the blood from my hands on my torn skirt, and, for the first time in my adult life, I’d cried. I had saved dozens in surgery, was the top of my class and top surgeon at the hospital, but I couldn’t save Uncle Patrick.

      I’m not a frail woman. No woman who’d put up with what I had to attain my medical degree could be. I am pragmatic and rational, and it should have been easy to discount my uncle’s words as the ravings of a dying man. Who could I have needed protection from? How unlikely was it a lightning-struck tree would be a murder weapon? But after I’d read his journal in the days following through eyes hazy with tears, I’d come to believe him.

      My lingering gloom was pierced by the man across from me clearing his throat, and I welcomed it. Slowly, as if from a dream, my eyes wandered back to the inside of the stagecoach and found him smiling at me.

      “You seem a trifle distracted, miss. First time on the frontier?”

      “It is.”

      His smile took on a twist I didn’t immediately identify, and his eyes—or rather eye, as he wore a patch over his left—traveled from my head to my feet, then back up to somewhere on my torso. With a jolt, I realized I was being appraised like meat, which was confirmed a moment later when he said, “You might make a few pennies a night once you get to Abilene, but I’d be willin’ to pay as much as a silver dollar if you’d like to jumble our giblets right here on this coach afore we get there.”

      He was a well-proportioned man of above-average height, and he followed this obscenity up with an even more obscene wink from his one eye. I’d thought he was a gentleman when we’d boarded the coach, thanks to both the assistance up the high step he’d given me and his decent, if slightly worn, wool suit. His Irish drawl had reminded me of Uncle Patrick’s, setting me at ease. But when what he’d just said sank in, I realized how mistaken I’d been.

      For the slightest moment before I could react, I sulkily added this exchange to my quickly growing tally of reasons to loathe the West, then did as I always did when men revealed themselves to be truly primordial in their “evolution.” Darwin couldn’t have been right about everything, after all.

      “Sir, or should I say cyclopean toad, how dare you speak to me that way. I am no soiled dove. Though I suppose, given your beastly appearance, the only companionship you can attain is the bought kind, but I have more pity for the women who deign to⁠—”

      He stared at me with his singular eye widened in surprise as I went on, then raised a hand. “My apologies, madam!” he nearly yelled, raising his voice like a shield in his defense. “I meant no offense, I swear it on the… Holy Virgin!”

      He wore no cross, I quickly noted, and I’d never have taken him for a Catholic in the first place. His pause before invoking Mother Mary proved he wasn’t sure whether he was either. But he had sworn, and apologized, and I was too exhausted after all that had happened since my uncle’s death to let the fire of my anger burn for long. One final drubbing should do it. I let the full force of my stare, honed to withering flame, hold him for a long moment before saying, “Apology accepted. But you’d do well to treat women with more respect.” I huffed, then dismissed him completely and returned to contemplating the prairie.

      Through the corner of my eye, I watched him relax, a little too much. His back slid down and his knees widened far enough that he’d have bumped one of my own if I hadn’t crossed it over my other leg, studiously ignoring him. Still, I could see an easy smile spread over his wide mouth, and he rested his elbow on the seat back. More mischief was coming, I could smell it, and my jaw clenched.

      “Can’t blame me fer me mistake, though, can you? That dress looks like you slept in it all year, yer hair would make a comb run away in fear fer its life, and you have no luggage but that raggedy bag. Woman like you going to Abilene pretty much only ever means one t’ing. You got nowhere else to go, and no money to go there with. But you aren’t dumb, I can already see that. In fact, there’s somet’ing about you… I just assumed you heard that redheads make the highest⁠—”

      “That is quite enough,” I seethed. “I’m a doctor, I’ll have you know, and a lady with a fiancé in Boston. Perhaps you’ve heard of the Sargent family?” I chided myself for using Thomas’s family as my bona fides, but at this point, I’d do what it took to get this loathsome man to shut up. “I was robbed, sir. And here I use the word ‘sir’ as a synonym for ‘reprehensible little shi⁠—’”

      “Ah-ah-ah.” His hand came up again, and I experienced a sudden odd misapprehension that I was somehow staring at two men, neither one in complete focus but both somehow occupying the same space. One was the man I’d been speaking with—brown-haired, about thirty, his singular eye a striking green. The other, somewhat less, well, manlike. He appeared smaller, somehow, and oddly warped, like pictures in children’s books of leprechauns or other fairy tale sprites. His eye twinkled like a peridot.

      “If you are a lady o’ manners like you say,” he went on, “you might pick words what prove it. Otherwise, yer not goin’ to change my first impression of you. Can you blame me? Out here in the West, we have a sayin’: if it looks like a duck and quacks like a duck⁠—”

      “I know the saying. It’s not as regional as your own so-called manners seem to be. Now if you would, do shut up and let us reach Abilene in peace.”

      That seemed to settle it, and we fell into silence. Mine fuming, his once more insouciant. Anytime I looked in his direction, his one eye would roll toward me, and his lips would turn up in a not-quite-impertinent grin. I managed to find a way to disregard him and resumed my constant shifting from one bottom cheek to the other, ruing my aching tailbone. Whatever phantom doubling of vision I’d experienced I put decisively from my mind. Instead, I focused on how I would find this associate of my uncle’s, and what I’d need to say to persuade him to help me find his killer and get justice. Toxicore Darkheart, such an odd name…
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      Upon reaching the stagecoach terminus some interminable number of hours later, my rude companion drew upon whatever weak gentlemanly traits he had and offered me a hand from the coach.

      “You said you were a sawbones?”

      “A surgeon,” I replied shortly.

      “If you decide to go into your line of work here, I’m dead certain you’ll have no trouble findin’ more customers than you might need. You’ll be up to yer elbows in blood noon to night, if you care to be,” he assured me. Then with a final arrogant sniff, he disappeared into the crowd.

      I stood on a boardwalk a moment to get my bearings. The din of the place bore down on me but fell immediately to the background of my perceptions. My brain had no room for it after the more extreme of the place’s traits hit me.

      Specifically, the stench. I’d smelled the putrefaction of days’ old corpses. I’d smelled formaldehyde jars containing unknown, vaguely humanoid specimens that were older than my grandmother (if I’d known who she was). I’d smelled the contents of stomachs, intestines, and rectums of cadavers whose last meals hadn’t been expected to be. And I’d smelled the lavatory after Aunt Ada suffered a bout of the flu and believed wholeheartedly that the one sure cure was a diet of raw beets and corn whiskey distilled in sorghum barrels. But I’d never smelled a thousand, maybe ten thousand, cows all pinched together in pens that shouldn’t have held more than a quarter of that.

      Abilene in June was where, by the looks of it, all the cattle in the world came to be bought, bartered, butchered, or sold. And aside from the odious reek those meaty, muscular, farting bovines created, a pall that seemed to swallow air and spit out funk that crept into every nook, cranny, and pore of my body and clothing, there were also the people minding them.

      The busy, bustling town swarmed with cowboys, ranchers, and sundry city dwellers who must have come to oversee the buying and selling of their cattle interests. And they all seemed to have sunk into a pitfall of uncleanliness so acute that even insects shunned them, as if the overwhelming stench of the place had poisoned the very concept of hygiene. After asking the stagecoach driver where I might locate a reputable inn, I began my trek toward his recommendation, an establishment called the Parisian. In that short walk, I didn’t pass by a single person who wouldn’t have instantly been ushered to jail for vagrancy in Boston and deloused on sight. But I seemed to be the only one to notice the odors of my fellow humans. The one gloomy irony was that my days of travel and subsequent dishevelment and lack of a recent bath made me fit in all the better. Few spared me a single glance as I paced down the town’s main street and did my best to avoid the frequent piles of dung and unrecognizable clumps of offal.

      I passed several clothing shops and a millinery and took note of their locations. I had no change of clothes now that my trunk had gone missing and would need to purchase some. Briefly looking at the mediocre but serviceable women’s hats in the millinery only added to my sour mood. Money wasn’t an issue. I had enough on me to last two weeks at least, and I’d wire Aunt Ada to send me more the instant I could. My profession allowed me to save diligently, and though Uncle Patrick’s modest estate fell to Aunt Ada, he’d been generous to me over the years. My largesse would last quite some time, but I sighed and tore my eyes from the hats. I needed to be practical during this excursion. One hat for now would suffice, as the velvet toque I now wore was the least worn of my accoutrements at the moment.

      Evening was settling when I happened upon the Parisian, and I was deeply relieved to see that it was truly an upscale establishment. So upscale in fact, that optimism sugared my sour mood for the first time in days. They might have their own telegraph, which would make it unnecessary to leave again to find one and assure my aunt and Thomas I’d arrived. I was sullen, weary, and dirty and needed at least a few hours to put myself back together before I faced the next step of this investigation. Uncle Patrick would have understood, being the man who’d imbued me with such well-developed senses of order and sanitation.

      As I stepped through the double doors of the Parisian and toward the counter, mercifully leaving behind the hectic, bawling sounds of the people and cows on the street, the counter attendant, a portly older man, sniffed just enough at my appearance to warn me I’d need to use all my charm.

      He seemed to have to deign to address me. “May I help you, miss? If you’re looking for the Wild Rose⁠—”

      So, no pretenses at respectfulness, then. I would need more than charm to chip the ice from his demeanor. Before he could finish directing me to what I was sure was a brothel, I dropped two golden eagles on the well-lacquered mahogany countertop and looked him straight in the eye.

      “I’ve just come off the stagecoach from Boston and will need a room for at least three nights, no make it a week. I’ll need a bath, a private one, with hot water, and I’ll need a seamstress sometime before dinner to help me with the fitting of a few new outfits. As you can see, I’ve been hit by misfortune and my luggage stolen.” Here’s where I started to lie just a touch, as I was simply too road-weary to be bothered with having to use the force of my personality to get my way. This was a town where a lady traveling unaccompanied was like as not a “working” woman, and this was clearly a business that would not have its reputation tainted by being known to allow such a one inside its doors. “My husband, Thomas Sargent, of the Boston Sargents, will be joining me within the week, as he’s been pulled away on urgent business. Therefore, I’ll need a room, or suite”—to show that I, too, could be snooty, as would befit a woman of more means than kindness—“if you have them in this… town.”

      His liver-colored lips pursed as he eyed the specie between us. It seemed to be speaking to him more directly than I had, as I’d intended. I waited patiently and removed one glove, carefully hiding where the seam had torn inside the thumb, and used it to fan myself while turning halfway around to gaze through the foyer as if considering going elsewhere. The building occupied the corner at two cross streets, free-standing and brick, unlike the more ubiquitous wooden structures. From the front window, I saw a branch of Wells Fargo and a restaurant with curtains and a menu board outside in printed, rather than written, script, showing this section of town catered to the wealthier classes. And though I had money, I did not feel at all at home here.

      “Of course, madam,” the attendant finally said. “The Comstock Suite on the second floor is available. It’s ten dollars a week, payable in advance.”

      “That will be fine. Does it include a bath?”

      “It has its own, yes. And breakfast and supper at La Belle across the street are likewise included.”

      I felt nearly faint with relief but hid it behind a well-practiced steeliness. “That will do.” I swept up the excess gold coin, then hesitated. This was my chance to acquire an ally, and I needed one. “For your trouble, sir,” I said, and slid the coin toward him again.

      It disappeared beneath his palm like magic, and with his other hand, he pulled a ledger from beneath the counter, followed by an inkwell and pen. “Please just enter your name, and I’ll have our boy escort you up, Mrs. Sargent. I’m Mr. Baxter, and anything you need while you’re here, you come straight to me.”

      Hearing myself called by what would become my married name gave me a start internally. To Baxter, I gave my warmest smile, as if he’d never implied I was a prostitute, and counted the seconds until I could shut him and the rest of the last two weeks behind me.

      When the bellboy was gone, I pressed my back against the oak door to my room and closed my eyes with profound relief. Seven days had passed since I had left Aunt Ada and Thomas notes that I was on my way West to meet a colleague regarding my future work prospects. A lie, but a necessary one. In essence, I’d snuck off in the middle of the night, not even telling them exactly where I was going. I’d known they would be aghast. Aunt Ada would have tried to stop me, and Thomas of course would have tried to accompany me if stopping me failed. I’d simply been too raw with my uncle’s death, both in heart and in spirit, to face them and argue it out. It wasn’t seemly to travel alone, but I was compelled by what I’d read in Patrick’s journal. I wasn’t going to be dissuaded, and neither of them would have understood the compulsion that drove me. I hardly did myself.

      Thomas meant well, and he was exceedingly handsome, yet also warm and even charitable, despite his family’s wealth, which so often bred stinginess in direct proportion. In fact, we’d been introduced at a charity event by Aunt Ada, ever the social climber, when I was twenty-three. Orphans, the charity had been for, and I still question whether her motives for pressuring me to go had been out of compassion for my own orphaned status—my parents had left me with Patrick and Ada when I was still an infant, never to be seen or heard from again—or as a sort of rubbing of my nose in that fact. Needless to say, I found Aunt Ada to be like a lemon. She was bright and gay on the outside, but peel back her exterior and she was sour enough to curdle even the sweetest and most accomodating personality.

      My uncle and aunt are not blood relatives, but they’d taken me as an infant when my parents had asked due to a long friendship between Patrick and my father, cemented in the Old Country many years before I was born. Patrick Stowe had brought his wealth from Ireland to Boston in the early forties, one of few Irishmen who’d escaped English oppression, but he refused to mingle with the other upper-class Bostonian families. My uncle had never been forward with me about where his money came from, and his Boston candy shop was hardly of the kind of the other well-to-do families of bankers, lawyers, and speculators. This likely made it easier for them to accept his stiff rejection, but it was not the life Aunt Ada wanted for herself. She had seemed to make it her sacred mission to mend that rift through me, to wit, ensuring I married into the elite. And though I, now at twenty-seven, was three years older than Thomas, and a professional rather than a member of the leisurely class like the other wives of the Bostonian rich, he’d claimed to have fallen head over heels for me upon our first encounter.

      I, on the other hand, had not fallen for him, had not even missed a step. Out of a sense of duty to Aunt Ada, and perhaps an unexamined fear I would end up a spinster if I didn’t, I kept these feelings of, at best, lackadaisical fondness for Thomas to myself. Thomas and I courted for a year before he asked for my hand, and I’d persuaded myself to marry him on one condition: that I finish medical school first and establish myself in my profession. Against both his family’s and my aunt’s objections, he’d agreed. I was lucky to find a husband-to-be who was so accomodating, yet I felt more hesitant about the whole arrangement than I could express.

      I’d just set my hat on the dresser and risked taking in my appearance in the mirror—as ghastly as I’d expected—when a knock and a call from the bellboy told me hot water had arrived.

      When I opened the door, the desk attendant and a well-dressed woman stood in the hallway together with the boy.

      “Mrs. Sargent,” Baxter began, “this is Mrs. Hawkins. Her husband owns Abilene’s best dress shop, and she’ll help you with your clothing. I’ve asked her to bring a few items from her store that might do until you’re able to replace your own luggage.”

      The bellboy scurried in with two buckets of steaming water, giving me a view of the suitcase beside the most welcome seamstress.

      “I’m very pleased to make your acquaintance, Mrs. Hawkins,” I said. “Please come in.”

      She gave me a brief curtsy before stepping inside, Baxter following with the case. I thanked him profusely and sincerely. Soon, I’d be clean and regarmented in clothes that didn’t look like they’d been dragged to Abilene by a horse. Perhaps it was a sign that things would get easier from this point forward.
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      Or perhaps I was a fool.

      Three hours later, night had settled on Abilene, but nightlife seemed to have taken that as a sign to adjust its volume. No longer a din, it had changed to a false quiet punctuated by shouts, both angry and jubilant, screaming laughter, and by nine thirty at least three different bursts of gunfire.

      Baxter had informed me they had no telegraph at the Parisian and the telegraph office was closed until tomorrow. Nonetheless, I was determined to make efficient use of my time and begin my search. Baxter was not familiar with the name of the man I sought, Toxicore Darkheart, which had made my heart sink, but mentioned that the town’s largest saloon, The Silver Saddle, would surely contain someone who had, which revived my hope. He offered to send the hotel’s cleaning man with me as an escort, but I declined. Having another stranger hovering nearby would have made it more awkward to explain myself to Mr. Darkheart once I found him. If I was brave enough to travel halfway across the country by myself, I could certainly manage a saloon of cowboys and settlers for an hour or so.

      Newly adorned in a simpler dress, bustle-free and plain in a muted green calico (Mrs. Hawkins insisted I choose it to match my eyes), but at least clean and new, I tied on my coin purse and propped my hat atop my head. Before leaving the Comstock Suite, I decided to grab my uncle’s carpetbag. Mr. Baxter had shown himself to be helpful, for a price, but that didn’t make him trustworthy. And after having already lost my only other piece of luggage in a place I’d thought completely safe, I rejected leaving the bag behind. It contained nothing valuable to anyone else, but being Uncle Patrick’s made it valuable to me.

      It was a simple, short walk along the wooden-plank path to The Silver Saddle. I could have found it if I’d been blind thanks to the raucousness of its clientele and pianoforte, which from the street sounded as if it were being played by a drunken monkey. As I pushed through the open doors, a man was hurled out with such force I had to throw myself against a wall to avoid being squashed beneath him.

      Inside, oil smoke crusted the air with a greasy tinge. Gaslamps had not yet made their way to Abilene, it seemed. I’d learned this in my room earlier but had hoped it was just that one building. The darkness of the street over here had confirmed the town’s more primitive persuasion, and I had to resign myself to knowing the odor of oil smoke would be absorbed by my garments and hat, following me like the escort I’d refused until I could return to Boston.

      The first thing I learned once my eyes adjusted was that I was far from the only unaccompanied “lady” in the place. The wandering, sometimes surprised, eyes of many men lingering on me as I made my way to the wide bar quickly had me reconsidering my independence. I’d been in Abilene under six hours and already had been mistaken twice for a prostitute. I wasn’t used to such humiliation and didn’t want to become so. For that reason, my pace toward the bar was far from sluggish.

      “Excuse me. Excuse me!” I called to the barkeep, a brown-aproned, bearish man with rolled-up sleeves and more hair on his arms than on the wolf-hide rug in Thomas’s sitting room. I’d watched him watch me approach, but he took his time answering my solicitation.

      Finally, he stepped over, leaned toward me on his thick hairy arms, and said, “Ladies know better than to come in here, miss. And we ain’t looking for any more working gals. Least not tonight. You’d better be off before you get on Madame Bitsy’s bad side.” He nodded toward someone over my right shoulder and then walked away without giving me a chance to so much as introduce myself. It would have taken me some time to manage it, anyway, as the horrifying sight of his dentition, a blackened and rotted picket fence behind his whiskers, had rendered me momentarily mute.

      Feeling the weight of a hostile stare, I glanced behind me. And that’s when I saw him, the beastly man who’d shared my coach. He sat at a circular table with a handful of other men, piles of cards and cash covering the tabletop. A painted lady sat on one of his knees and another rubbed his shoulders. He grinned, the same half-lewd, mocking one he’d regarded me with for most of our shared journey, and winked at me when I spotted him. But the hostility was not coming from him.

      My vision was filled a moment later by a woman with bosoms so large, and so much of them bursting from her corset, that they would have made the Himalayas quake in reverence. I blushed deeply at the sight but had no idea why I was blushing, as I myself was not the one exploding from my clothing. If this was Madame Bitsy, her name did her a disservice.

      “I’m going to tell you this once, and then I’m going to stuff your twat with cotton and seal it shut with tallow—we’re staffed for now, Miss Priss, and competition ain’t welcome. You want to work, you go to the Wild Rose down the street. Now git.”

      I admit, I nearly scurried out of there at twice the speed I’d scurried in. I hadn’t been as intimidated as I was at that moment since the first time I’d removed a spoiled appendix from a living person. But my gall rebounded sharply, and I said, “There’s been a misunderstanding, madam. I’m not here in a, um, professional capacity at all. I’m seeking a friend of my uncle’s. His name is T⁠—”

      “What’s it matter to me?” she spat as if I’d offended her, but then I understood the question plainer.

      “I believe by matter you mean worth, and it’s worth a… dollar.”

      By the suspicious narrowing of her eyes, I knew I’d offered too much, but I couldn’t very well reduce my price now. Furtively, I withdrew the amount from my coin purse and handed it to her. “His name is—” I started again, but was silenced by my surprise as she bit the coin. Truly, mistrust in this place ran deeper than I’d expected.

      Fortunately, she found the coin authentic and said, “What is it?”

      “Toxicore D⁠—”

      But I didn’t get a chance to finish. A man was shoved into Madam Bitsy from behind, and she into me, and I suddenly found myself face-first in her breasts, studying them with a close focus that could only have been amplified any further if aided by a microscope.

      Mercifully, the second after her forward and my backward momentum were arrested by the bar, knocking my lungs empty, Madam Bitsy grabbed a bottle, extricated herself from me, and swung around, brandishing the bottle and hollering, “Who’s the asshole that did that?”

      I drew air back into my chest, regaining my composure (distantly realizing that I could still smell the surprisingly pleasant odor of whatever she’d adorned her décolletage with), and realized that the three seconds that had passed since one man had shoved another into her had turned the entire patronage of the saloon into a teeming mass of chaos.

      Women yelled, men screamed, chairs flew, and glasses shattered. Frozen in fear and no small wonder against the bar, I was pelted with splinters and chips of broken drinkware, along with whatever contents they’d held. I didn’t know if it had been a disagreement or an accident that had started the bar fight. And it clearly didn’t matter, as by the looks of it, the discord would only be settled by thrown fists and spilled blood. I had not come to this barbaric backwater to be killed in a fight, and I frantically sought my escape.

      A bottle whizzed toward me, and I ducked in time to hear it explode above me on the bar’s edge. Glass and some vile rotgut rained down. So much for my bath and clean clothes. Clutching the carpetbag to my chest, I pushed toward the far wall, hunched over to make myself as small a target as I could. Bodies of men covered in sweat, dirt, and cow hair slammed into me, tossing me to and fro like a cork on a stormy sea, but a hundred years later, I somehow reached my destination. Slamming my back into the wall for protection, bag still held to my chest like a shield, I scanned my options.

      I would never reach the front door unscathed, and worse, though firearms were supposed to be checked in at the sheriff’s building, I’d heard quite a bit of gunfire from my hotel and was not naive enough to believe no one in this room had flouted that law. This second or the next, there would be a bloodbath in The Silver Saddle. Getting out now was a matter of life and death.

      As a man in front of me stopped a chair flying my direction with his ribcage, his inadvertent chivalry sparing me from that fate, I turned to my right and at last saw my chance. There was an exit, just at the end of the bar beside the pianoforte, which had no drunken monkey seated at it but did have a rail-thin man crouched beside it.

      I lunged for the door, and to my utter disbelief, I was able to pass through unscathed.

      I barely realized there was a short wooden set of stairs, three high, on the other side before stepping out. I could easily have broken an ankle but managed to plummet to the alley surefootedly. Yet my gratitude for having chosen to wear my low-heeled walking boots, thus saving myself from an injury, immediately gave way to disgust. Whatever I’d stepped in was soft and squishy.

      Staggering aside, I put my back once more to the saloon wall. The noise inside had not abated in the least, but out here it was at least muffled. I needed a moment to catch my breath. This entire experience had me more jangled than ever in my life.

      Light, smoke, and the occasional glass spilled from the open saloon door beside me. The alley was filled with bins of garbage and gave off such a reek as to make me cover my nose with one arm. My eyes adjusted to the dark, and I looked to my left, searching for a secure path back to the Parisian. It was time to rethink my strategy from the safety of my own room.

      The feel of something sliding across my lower leg nearly elicited a shriek from me. I jumped aside and looked down, but the culprit was merely a cat. It scooted backward a few paces, startled by my sudden movement, then stood still. In the darkness, its color was unidentifiable, but its eyes reflected a ghostly green from the saloon’s light coming from the door behind me.

      “Oh dear, little one, I’m sorry I scared you,” I crooned. I loved all animals, from the horses I’d learned to ride the moment I could walk, to the terriers and bulldogs my friends all coddled. But cats were easily my favorite animal, and I donated a healthy sum each year to the stray cat society in Boston. My heart never failed to wrench at the sight of the poor creatures, skin and bones and filthy, sharing the alleys and streets of home with rats and vagrants. Aunt Ada had several of her own, and an affection for them was possibly the one commonality we’d ever shared.

      I knelt and reached out, waggling my fingers. “It’s all right, I won’t hurt you. I promise.”

      The brave feline took a halting step forward. In moments, it sniffed my fingers, then butted its head into my palm for a pet. He was a big beast of a cat, almost the size of a bobcat, and enough light from the open doorway struck him to show that he was black as midnight.

      “Good, sweet little thing. You’re quite affectionate. A wonder, given your… challenging surroundings.”

      Feeling calmer, and admittedly already considering how I might sneak the gentle thing into my room at the Parisian, I stood. “If you follow me, I promise, I’ll give you a good home, and you won’t have to seek your food and fortune in this dreary⁠—”

      The cat shied back a moment before a voice said, “You ain’t got to ask me twice to follow you home, little lady.”

      I inhaled sharply and spun around. Two men stood at the foot of the saloon steps. Their faces were an unshaven mix of dirt and blood, and one seemed to have lost his hat. The greasy hair still plastered to his head gave me a perfect idea of its shape, however.

      I was in trouble, my instincts tolled like fire bells. Nothing I could think to say was going to affect these circumstances one bit, and I knew it. I stared at them, and they stared back. The hatless man’s eyes dropped to my waist and then my hand still carrying my bag. He elbowed the other.

      “That might make up for what we lost at the table, Curtis.”

      A gunshot went off inside the bar, and a scream followed. The change in circumstances galvanized the men, and the one called Curtis stepped toward me. “Pass over the coin purse and the bag and then you can be on your way,” he snarled.

      And something in me snarled back.

      “It’s not the bag you want, is it, gentlemen?” I said flatly. “Rather what it carries. Allow me to show you.”

      Uncle Patrick’s carpetbag contained herbs and simples, folk remedies that seemed harmless, and other ingredients that he’d carefully labeled in small packets and vials that caused my medical sensibilities to shy in horror at the thought of them being administered to patients. It also held one other possession, an heirloom from his bygone days in the Old Country.

      I unbuckled the bag and withdrew the blackthorn club that measured the length of my arm, the grip smoothed by years of being handled, with a rock-hard rounded knot at the end. It had always reminded me of a humerus, which made me giggle as a child. Bending down, I set the bag in a patch of dirt, then straightened with the club clenched in one fist.

      “Anything of mine you want, I promise you will first pay a price for, and not one you’re expecting,” I assured them.

      My voice sounded even and unafraid to me. My emotions had all grown distant, and a coolness crept through my flesh. I felt removed from the scenario, an observer rather than a participant. This was the same sensation I experienced at the operating table when my hands and whatever instrument they held were illuminated by pinpoint operating room light, and only they and the body they toiled within existed, while the me who was responsible for them watched, deciding my actions—and the patient’s fate—from hundreds of miles away. From the moon.

      The hatless man laughed. “Cheeky, gal. You better put away that knittin’ needle before you get hurt.”

      Without warning, he lunged past Curtis straight at me.

      He could have been running as fast as a panther and it wouldn’t have mattered. As a girl, I’d learned how to use this club. Uncle Patrick had wanted me to be strong and know how to protect myself in a world he always claimed was more violent than I could guess. With calculated timing, I swung it in a backhand, and the hard-knobbed end smashed into Hatless’s jaw with a crack. His head jerked to the side, spraying blood and probably some teeth against the saloon. The rest of him hit the saloon wall next, and his body slithered down into the offal covering the alley, unconscious.

      Curtis’s eyes widened. I tapped the knob against my other palm. “Your turn, sir.”

      Wiser and more cautious than his boneless friend, Curtis pulled a lengthy knife from a sheath on his belt and held it up so the light from the saloon glinted off the blade. “You uppity types need to be put in your place.”

      He spat, then came at me low, slow, and cautious. In the back of my mind, I appreciated that he was treating me as an adversary, rather than a mere woman, but then laughed at myself for the silly pat on the back. I’d outpaced every man who’d condescended and dismissed me in my life, turning some into friends and even more into enemies. But they’d learned their lessons, one by one, and now it was this ruffian’s turn.

      We circled, slowly closing the gap between us. I knew his game plan; he’d aim for my arms or waist, not wanting to mar a pretty face. So predictable.

      When he swiped, however, it caught me by surprise. I had expected him to feint a time or two to scare me first and test my resolve. But his swing was heavy, all his working-man’s power behind it, straight toward the biceps of my weapon arm.

      He was faster than I’d expected and might have wounded me badly if not for a new friend. The alley cat took that moment to speed between the man’s feet, tripping him and giving me the needed split second to heel backward out of his reach. As he reeled, I swung inward, connecting imperfectly with his temporal lobe. The strike stunned him, sending him to his knees, but not for more than a second. He lunged up at me with the knife angled for my gut. He was as done with this game now as I was.

      I sidestepped in time and spun around in a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree turn, the shillelagh poised for another blow. This time my swing missed completely, but I’d put more distance between us.

      He was breathing hard now, and so was I. Worse, he stood between my carpetbag and myself. He caught my eye fall to it and chanced a glance back. His hat, miraculously still atop his head, was cocked at a funny angle and revealed the blood pouring from his temple. My satisfaction at the small victory would mean nothing if he took my uncle’s bag. He must have perceived this, as he grinned like a snake.

      “You’re not worth the trouble,” he said and straightened as if to make his exit.

      “What about your friend?” I asked, slightly panicked now.

      Curtis glanced down at Hatless’s still form. “He ain’t either.” He backed up a step and slowly lowered himself to grab the carpetbag’s handles.

      With no strategy left but words, I berated him, “You worthless, cowardly… bastard!”

      His eyes didn’t so much as widen at such unbecoming behavior from a lady. Of course not. This wasn’t a town that catered to the well-bred, and it was next to impossible he’d never heard worse from a woman’s mouth. Especially if he’d ever spoken with Madam Bitsy.

      Just as I began to consider an ill-advised rush at him, shillelagh swinging, another silhouette filled the doorway, and a familiar voice called, “Lady Doctor, are you out here?”

      Though backlit, I recognized the lanky form of the man from the coach. Gads, just what I needed right now. Or maybe it was…

      Curtis, now gripping my bag, turned at the unexpected interruption. I leaped, nimble as my alley cat ally, and clubbed him in the other temple with the full force of my rage. He crumbled. I plucked my bag from his hands but didn’t bother stepping away. He was out cold, and might even suffer permanent cognitive damage. I searched inside myself for some pity, I really did, possibly even some guilt. I didn’t find any.

      I did, however, feel my first moment of true doubt. “Lula Maeve Cullen,” I said to myself, “you may finally have stepped into a situation that is well over your head.” A draft against my upper arm caught my attention. “Oh dammit, my sleeve is torn. Will I not get through a day in this place without needing a seamstress or change of clothes?” The self-pity I heard in my voice shamed me, but it only lasted a moment before the man from the coach brought me back to the here and now.

      “I’ve never seen that surgical technique before. That what they’re teaching lady doctors from back East these days?”

      “Friends of yours?” I said, still fuming at his earlier behavior.

      “You know, when I told you you’d have plenty of business out here, I didn’t mean you’d have to make yer own customers.” He stepped into the alleyway, just a couple of feet from me. Still on edge, I raised the shillelagh menacingly. His one eye moved toward it, then fixed on it. “Well now, is that… let me see that club.”

      “If you think I’m handing over my weapon, sir, you’re mistaken. And don’t call me ‘lady doctor.’ It’s just doctor.”

      There was a kind of shimmer before my eyes, a haziness in the air. Had the fight made me woozy? That wasn’t like me. The next moment, the sensation passed and my eyes cleared to see the man standing where I’d last seen him, but now holding my shillelagh in his hand!

      “How… You give that back now!” I demanded and reached for it.

      He easily swept it out of my reach but seemed to be ignoring me. He looked the club over, turning it around in his hands, his one eye filled with clear surprise. “Well get me lost in a forest and call me a fairy. This club belongs to Patrick Stowe, it does! How did you…” He looked at me keenly. “Wait now, yer that girl, his ward, aren’t you? Bran Cullen’s child.”

      I was stunned, my breath frozen. He knew my uncle? He knew my father? That could only mean this was the man I’d come to find. I pulled myself together. “What is your name, sir?”

      “Tex Darling, at your service.” He bowed as if I were royalty and he a knight, then straightened and gave me that mischievous smile once again. “But in Tír na nÓg, I’m known as Toxicore Darkheart.”
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