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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning sun had yet to break through the Pescadero Beach fog. It would take at least another two hours to burn off. The man on a big roan horse above the twenty-foot escarpment liked these kinds of brisk, damp mornings. They suited his disposition. When in Pescadero, he rode one and a half miles from the town to the coast every day. Once he arrived at the beach, he decided whether to ride up or down the coast. This morning, he pressed his left knee against the roan and gently tugged the reins to take the northern trail. No particular reason. Somewhere deep inside his mind, where moods germinate, a nascent one guided north. The horse agreed.

      The trail meandered above the escarpment. Below were sandy coves, rocky cliffs, and tide pools. Sea lions and harbor seals have come ashore to claim the best sunning spots. Males battled for the right to mate with females. Sea gulls squawked, harbor seals barked, waves crashed. None of the beach scenes interested the man on the horse. Fog dropped and squatted on the beach, anyway. He couldn’t see more than thirty feet ahead of the roan. The horse had been on the trail many times, and knew the man wouldn’t let it stop to graze on the fescue or the ice plants along the trail. The man would keep the roan moving until he reined it around for the return trip.

      When standing upright, the man was six-feet, three inches tall, and tipped the scales at around two hundred pounds, give or take a beer or two. Straight black hair under his Stetson reached his shoulders. A few gray strands peppered the black ones these days. The man had a lean, weathered face, and a two-week-old beard ran along his jawline. He wore his mustache Mexican style, drooping on the ends. Pale gray eyes peered out from under sharp eyebrow ridges. Crow’s feet radiating from the ghostly orbs are not laugh lines. The denim shirt and pants have seen better days. So has his leather belt and holster. The Colt .44 Peacemaker it carried got plenty of use. The straight razor in his rear pocket was used for shaving, mostly. But it was the weapon he carried in a leather pouch in the small of his back that chilled men’s spines. Called a sai, it is a steel fork-like weapon with three needle-sharp tines. The center tine is longer than the other two. Originally used as an Asian farming tool, the sai became a defensive weapon for use against the sword. Usually paired as two, he carried only one. Other men died, watching their blood drip from its tines. Those who crossed the man never fared well. They did not convalesce. They decomposed.

      The name stenciled on the man’s saddle skirt used to read MAJOR NEVILLE STRYKER. Weather and usage have worn off some of the letters. Many people say what remains is more fitting, EVIL STRYKER.

      Stryker is a wanted man. Wanted for one of the many murders he committed. That is not to say the victims didn’t deserve killing. They did. Well, almost all of them. Their death sentences were not decided in court.

      Neville Stryker got an early start being unsociable, after he watched both his parents bludgeoned to death when he was seven-years old. Union thugs from the Embarcadero sought to instruct his mother, who was Asian Mexican, and his father, a Scandinavian, a lesson on work relations. His father fought back. The fight turned deadly. For years, two older sons of the union men took delight in beating the shit out of young Neville. But his uncle, a martial arts master in Tai Kung Fu, took him in, and young Neville learned to defend himself. He became proficient with the sai. Then, on separate rainy nights within the span of one month, when Neville was fourteen, he got the boys on the ground and drove the center tine through the back of their throats. His uncle sent him to school in the east after that, which probably saved his life.

      When Stryker rode the beach, he often saw ships off the coast sailing north to San Francisco, or south to Santa Cruz, Cayucos, or Los Angeles. Not this morning. Today, he just kept his eyes a few feet ahead on the trail and allowed the roan to plod along at its own pace. Man and horse occupied with their own thoughts.

      They came to a deep, wide gully, created by the rain runoff from up in the mountains. Farther up the slope, the gully was only a couple of feet wide and a few inches deep. Over the years, it grew deeper and wider on its way to the sea. The roan hesitated at the edge of the pebbled bank, and Stryker goaded his heels in its flanks. The roan took jolting steps down the gulch. Stryker leaned back in the saddle to help the horse maintain its balance on the steep path. The trail dropped to the beach and died in the sand. The freshwater stream cut through the sand to the ocean. Sixty feet across the beach, the trail resumed up the other side. This morning, Stryker could not see the opposite bank. The fog prevented that. Off to his left and hidden in the mist, waves thundered ashore. Stryker reined in the roan and led it up the gulch to where a puddle of fresh water had pooled. He dismounted, sat on a large round stone, and watched his horse drink.
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        * * *

      

      While in the East and at the age of fifteen, Neville got caught up in the Civil War. He survived four years of the brutal fighting, and when it ended, General Nelson Miles recommended him to West Point. Upon graduation, he was assigned to General George Crook, and later General Miles’s. He fought under both of their commands during the Indian Wars.

      After several years in the Indian Campaigns, Stryker attained the rank of Major. During a break from the fighting, he attended a military ball in New York State. There he met Leigh Enderson, a blue-eyed, blond-haired beauty from a prominent, wealthy family. They married within a month. Stryker left the army and took a job with J.P. Morgan as an investment adviser for munitions companies. Three years later, during a firepower demonstration, an artillery shell landed out of the designated impact zone, killing Leigh and her family. An unscrupulous business competitor had switched the firing coordinates sent to the howitzer, which caused the adjusting round to land where Stryker’s wife and family were picnicking, in what was supposed to be a safe area. Stryker found the man in his hotel room and ran a saber through his liver. It was that killing that got Stryker’s face on a wanted poster.

      Bauer, the man he killed, was only partly responsible for Leigh’s death. Stryker should have rechecked the firing coordinates. He didn’t. His wife lost her life because he didn’t do his job. That’s how Stryker saw it. Now, he wore the guilt like a wet, wool overcoat he can’t shed. Nightmares about his dead wife perpetuated the guilt. He often dreamed of Leigh lying on the ground, bloody, blackened with gunpowder, and dying. It was how he found her the day she died, and the last thing she said was his name– flowing on blood from her mouth. Stryker hated the dreams. But he told himself, in them at least, he got to see her again.

      Stryker grabbed the reins, pulled the roan away from the pooled water, and walked it back to the beach. The waves rumbled in, but he could now see them stretch up the sand before expending. Sandpipers raced across the wet sand searching for small invertebrates. He drew the reins over the horse’s head and climbed back in the saddle.

      He settled in his seat, and as he swung the horse around, he spied a woman and a dog emerge from the fog, walking on the beach. She saw Stryker and stopped. The dog, a border collie, lowered its head and growled.

      “It’s all right, Tessie,” the woman said, leaning down and tussling her dog’s ears. She straightened and began walking toward Stryker. The dog stayed close to her legs.

      Stryker waited, resting his forearms on the saddle horn.

      She halted a few feet in front of the roan, and asked, “You’re Stryker, aren’t you?”

      She appeared in her late twenties to early thirties. Brown hair hung underneath a navy-blue boater hat. Her round cheeks glowed rosy in the brisk morning. Stryker judged by what he could tell under the ankle-length dress, light blue with tiny white flowers, that she carried a few extra pounds. She flashed a bright, friendly smile.

      “That’s right.” Stryker was mildly surprised she knew his name.

      “They told me you ride out here every day. Said I might run into you.”

      Stryker held her gaze and said nothing.

      “I’ve been staying at San Gregorio for the past week.” She threw an arm back over her shoulder and pointed a thumb. Still not getting anything from the man on the horse, she continued, “I came down yesterday. They said it was the best beach to view sea mammals.”

      Stryker sat up, reined the roan from her, and dug his heels in its flanks.

      “No, wait!”

      “That’s not the real reason I came out here!” the woman yelled after Stryker. “I came here to see you!” She fell to her knees, sobbing. “Please stop!” she screamed.

      Ignoring the woman, Stryker guided the roan toward the inclined trail where it continued north along the beach escarpment. Another time, he let a woman’s tears sway him. She stole from him, among other things, and then he killed her.

      Halfway up the steep path, he glanced back and couldn’t see the woman in the fog. He topped the escarpment, rode two hundred paces, and heard the woman running behind him. “Shit,” Stryker cursed.

      “They said you were a minister, Mister Stryker,” she huffed, grabbing his leg. “You don’t look like one. But I need your help.” She had both arms wrapped around the leg.

      “Lady, I’m not…”

      “Said you knew how to handle deaths.” She held tightly, buried her face in the denim, and sobbed, “You come out here and meditate, preparing for sermons, they said.”

      Assholes fucking with the woman. Stryker finally figured it out. He was not amused. He started to shove her off him, but then she wailed, “My husband, I killed him.”

      “Let go of my leg.”

      She released her grip and looked up at the mixed breed, her face dirty with trail dust from running after the roan, and now the dirt streaked by tears. Her mouth gaped, dripping spittle. “I didn’t mean to.”

      The woman stepped in front of the roan and grabbed its bridle. She looked up at Stryker. “Why do you wear a gun?”

      Getting no response, she lay her head against the roan’s jaw and stroked its neck. “I can’t handle this alone.”

      She wiped her nose on her sleeve. “My husband was cleaning his gun at the kitchen table after dinner. It was a handgun.” She glanced up at Stryker. “I guess he’d used it for something. I don’t know, he was a policeman.”

      The woman paused. Got nothing from Stryker. “He takes the bullets out when he cleans the revolver. So, he’s careful, that way. I guess he must have put the bullets back in when…” She threw back her head and took a deep breath. “Oh God…”

      Then, she collected herself and went on. “I stupidly bumped into the table as I was picking up the dishes. The gun fell, hit the floor, and went off. Shot him in the head. He died in my arms.”

      Stryker dug his heels in the roan, urging it to a gallop. After fifty yards, he let the horse walk. He’d gone another twenty yards, and he heard the woman running behind him again.

      She had almost caught up when he heard her pained scream. He twisted around to see her on the ground. Damn. She sat there, holding her leg near the ankle.

      “I think I broke my ankle,” she said when she saw him looking at her. “Can you look at it?”

      “Shit, woman.” Stryker swung off the roan and walked back.

      “It really hurts. I’m sorry.”

      Stryker knelt beside her and pulled the dress up to her knee. He ran his hand down her calf to the ankle. It was already swelling.

      “Ouch!”

      “It’s swollen. Shoe’s gotta come off.” It was a lace-up shoe with one-inch heels. “Not good shoes to be wearing out here.”

      “I know.”

      Stryker unlaced her shoe and slipped it off. “I’m going to feel around some.”

      “All right. Not too hard.”

      He held her heel and prodded around the puffy tissue with his other hand. Then he gently worked her foot. The woman didn’t yell. But she did groan through a closed mouth.

      Stryker sat back on his heels. “I don’t think it’s broken. It is badly sprained. So, what you going to do?”

      “Don’t know. I can’t walk,” the woman said, petting her dog.

      “I know that. About your husband.”

      “Oh God, yes.” She paused and then said, “I need forgiveness.”

      “I can’t forgive you.”

      “I know that. I want you to ask for me.”

      “Said it was an accident.”

      “For what I’m going to do.”

      “Going to do.”

      “I’m gonna use my husband’s gun on myself. I need forgiveness for that.”

      “You know how to use it.” Stryker had a habit of asking interrogatives in a statement.

      “I think so.”

      “Shoot yourself in the head.”

      “I guess so.”

      “Temple or in the mouth.”

      “Why are you asking this?”

      “If you’re gonna do it, gotta do it right.”

      “In the temple,” the woman said. She sounded as if she might be getting a little irritated.

      “All right. But don’t jerk the trigger. Pull it back slowly. I knew a man who jerked the trigger, and the bullet traveled inside the front of his skull and out the other side. Didn’t kill him. It blinded him, and he was left with half a brain.”

      “Okay, my mouth!”

      “Make sure you angle the barrel up toward your brain. Otherwise, bullet might go out back of your neck. Could hit the spinal nerve, paralyze you from the neck down.”

      “Are you really a preacher? You sure don’t talk like one!” She tried to pull her foot away from Stryker’s grip, but he held firm.

      “Put it off a day when you get home. Do that every day going forward. When and if you decide to live…live.”

      She scrutinized Stryker’s face, trying to figure out what he meant. Finally, she understood and nodded. She picked up her shoe.

      He helped her to her feet and then to the uphill side of the trail.

      She waited there while Stryker brought up the roan. He climbed back in the saddle and leaned over, extending an arm. She took it, and he pulled her up behind him. Holding her shoe in one hand, she wrapped her arms around his waist. He goaded the roan’s flanks. The dog followed.

      “You’re not a preacher, are you?”

      “No.”

      They got within two hundred yards of town before Stryker broke the silence and said, “What we talked about is confidential.”

      “Okay.”

      When they rode into Pescadero, Stryker stopped by a stagecoach, and the woman slid from the roan. Two men saw her trying to walk and rushed to help. The heavier of the two sported a mischievous grin. “Did the preacher help you?” he asked.

      The force of the woman’s punch caught him by surprise. Not a slap, but a punch, and a hard one. It landed square in the middle of his face and knocked him back a step. His nose started bleeding.

      “What did ya do that for? The second man asked her. He must not have been aware of the joke his buddy pulled on the woman.

      She turned away without answering.

      “Joel? What she hit you for?”

      Joel walked off, cupping his nose in his hands.

      “Let me help you, ma’am.” The second man wrapped an arm around the woman’s waist, and he walked her to the stagecoach. He also helped her get in by giving her rear end a hearty push.

      Stryker watched the woman board the stagecoach. He turned the roan and rode to the livery stable at the end of town, dismounted, and paid the stable hand to groom and feed it. The boarding house where he rented a room sat two hundred paces north of the town limits.

      Stryker never saw the woman again. Never knew her name. She did not use the gun on herself. Three years after the meeting with Stryker, she remarried and had four children.

      The mixed breed was not normally so helpful. But the widow, having a hand in her husband’s death and burdened with the guilt, struck a chord in him.

      It’s hard to turn the page when your spouse is not in the rest of the book.
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      Elena, a mixed breed like Stryker, owned the boarding house. A woman in her mid-fifties, she was part Mexican, part European. Elena took over running the boarding house after her husband died several years before. She had a steak and egg breakfast waiting for Stryker when he walked through the door, since somehow, she always knew when he would show up for breakfast.

      “Morning, Mister Stryker,” Elena greeted him with a hint of apprehension. A newspaper, the San Francisco Examiner, lay folded next to Stryker’s plate. All too often, as far as Elena was concerned, the paper brought news that called for Stryker to leave town. She didn’t like his absences. They often lasted a month or more. Although Stryker paid rent six months in advance, Elena preferred her tenant not be away, especially when he was gone for extended periods and often returned in bad shape.

      Notices in the Personal section of the newspaper were what Stryker read first. It was where he read the messages. Messages that meant Senator George Hearst had a job for him. The jobs, politically delicate missions, were often dangerous. The tasks required a man with Stryker’s unusual skills and unique means of persuasion.

      Some time ago, Hearst needed help to collect on a poker debt. He won the San Francisco Examiner in a card game, and the losing player refused to honor the bet. The senator planned to give the newspaper to his son, William Randolph Hearst. Hearst hoped his son would use it to make something of himself. However, publicly forcing collection on a poker debt is not something a United States Senator would want splashed around in the news. A female employee suggested he ask for Stryker’s help. Hearst did. The paper’s ownership was transferred, Hearst paid him one-hundred thousand dollars, and Stryker put the money in the bank.

      The reluctant gambler did not survive the transaction.

      The employee who recommended Stryker was an engineer named Morgan Bickford, an attractive widow in her early thirties. She met Stryker in a town called Egalitaria, formerly named Bickford, after her and her husband, Nathanial. They built the town around their ranch and mine. Marxist politicos took over the town and re-named it Egalitaria, so named because all the citizenry’s private property was redistributed. The thuggish gang murdered Nathanial and stole the couple’s property. It was to be re- allocated equally to everybody. Of course, the gang members were more equal than the rest of citizens.

      Stryker stumbled into town looking for his stolen horse. Morgan persuaded him to help retrieve her property when she promised him 40 percent of the sales proceeds from the ranch and mine. But first, he had to get them back.

      He was able to retrieve both for her, but thought she had been killed in the process, and left town without getting paid. He found out later that she survived the gunshot and now worked for Hearst. They met again in San Francisco.

      The damn jinx.

      After Leigh’s death, when Stryker took up with another woman, she died. Happened time after time. He was not prone to the mystical, but the women kept dying. So, now he lived in Pescadero and only sampled Morgan’s charms in San Francisco on occasion. He won’t chance the jinx with her.

      Morgan possessed values, principles, and a personal philosophy that Stryker had never experienced before. She declared a man has the right to keep what he earns and do with it as he chooses. She said neither the government nor anyone has the right to take from one person and give to another, especially to buy votes.

      Not only did Stryker want Morgan alive. He wanted to keep her ideas alive, too.

      It was Morgan who usually put notices in the San Francisco Examiner’s Personal sections. Notices like the one he just read. To N.S. Your help is needed. M.B.

      Stryker knew by the look on Elana’s face that she had already seen the notice.

      “It will be a good day to ride over the mountain.” Elena never fancied herself in a romantic relationship with Stryker. She had been attractive in her day, and not what one would call ugly today. The years had been kinder to her face than to her body. The twenty-five pounds added over the last two decades rounded her angles, making her a little meaty. Still, she harbored a secret affection for the man, somewhere between motherly and imaginative. “I’ll pack you a lunch.”

      “After breakfast.”

      Elena’s countenance fell when Stryker confirmed his leaving. “I’ll fix it while you eat then.” She placed the plate of rib-eye steak and over-easy eggs in front of Stryker. The eggs were basted with grease from the steak that had been tenderized with a meat hammer and baking soda. Although Stryker never asked for it, Elena knew that was how he liked his breakfast. She prepared the steak and eggs like that after he had been staying at the boarding house for a week, and he’d left a dollar under the plate.

      “Will you be gone long?” Elena asked as she cut two slices of bread from a wheat loaf. She didn’t expect a reply. None came.

      Stryker never told her where he went after he left Pescadero. She never asked about his trips. She did know that when he returned, he sometimes needed healing from injuries.

      The ride across the Santa Cruz Mountains was a long day’s ride. He used to head due east over the mountains to Saratoga, where he often spent a night at the Congress Springs Hotel. He caught a train to San Francisco from there. Then the stagecoach road from San Gregorio to Woodside was improved four months ago. Tourists from San Francisco used it to go to the beach. He took that route on his last trip over the mountains. The road was shorter and not as steep as the route to Saratoga.

      Stryker finished breakfast. He was on his second cup of the strong coffee as he watched Elena prepare his provisions. She put a ham sandwich, two pieces of hardtack, a pouch of beans, two sourdough biscuits, salt pork, an apple, and other dried fruit into an empty bean sack. She tied a rawhide string around the top and placed it on the table. Stryker drained the last of the coffee and got to his feet.

      He put on his denim jacket, grabbed the food sack, and turned to walk out. Elena stepped in front, threw her arms around him, and whispered in his ear, “Come back safe.”

      The woman surprised him. She had never hugged him like that before. He did not return the embrace, and Elena drew back. Stryker nodded, stepped around her, and walked from the kitchen.

      He left the boarding house with no salutation and carried the bean sack over his shoulder to the livery stable. The roan had been properly groomed, cleaned, and sponged down by the stable boy, and was munching on oats scattered about the floor when Stryker entered its stall. It did not greet him with a friendly nicker.

      By the time Stryker re-saddled the roan, it was mid-morning and a late start for the long trip across the mountains. The first leg of the trip was a mile and a half to the coast road, and then five miles north over rolling hills to San Gregorio.

      Stryker rode past four couples standing by their buggies and viewing the Pescadero marshland. Great Egrets, Great Blue Herons, Harriers, and many species of ducks were birds that fed and nested in the marsh. One of the men must have been an ornithologist, or at least fancied himself one, Stryker heard him spouting off biological bird names to the other three bird watchers. Tourists who came to California beaches from San Francisco and eastern cities were becoming more common these days. Many were spillover sightseers from Half Moon Bay, farther up the coast.

      Stryker didn’t linger with the bird watchers to learn about the different bird species. Although for some odd reason, he knew that group of crows is called a murder of crows.

      When he reached the coastline road, he guided the roan north, eschewing the trail closer to the ocean he’d ridden earlier that morning. The prior time over the Santa Cruz Mountains by way of San Gregorio, he had not spent the night in town. He might today. The hills along the coast seemed longer and higher. They weren’t, of course.

      On the last job Hearst had for him, the Bickford woman was not in San Francisco when Stryker arrived in the city. Maybe the old man wanted Stryker to start on the job right away. Could he have arranged for Morgan to be conveniently out of town? Then, Stryker dispelled the thought. Hearst would not have done that. Not to him, anyway. Hearst and Morgan were the only two people Stryker trusted.

      Ocean Shore Railroad attempted to build tracks south from San Francisco to Santa Cruz prior to 1885. The tracks were laid as far south as Half Moon Bay, but the company ran into financial difficulties and eventually abandoned the effort. Dante Dianda, “the artichoke king,” and other Italian farmers grew artichokes in the fertile soil around Half Moon Bay and had to haul them over the hills to San Mateo, where they were loaded on trains.

      The route from San Gregorio to Woodside was twenty miles of winding road, with an elevation change of two-thousand feet, another reason to hold off riding over the mountains until the following morning. The roan probably wouldn’t mind the delay.

      The Pescadero to San Gregorio Road was not as scenic as the beach trail, and at times it moved away from the ocean to go around the hills, which were rich green in color, with sea grass and icicle plants covering the ground. Occasionally, Stryker rested the roan after climbing a hill and looked out at the sea. Steamer ships made regular trips up and down the west coast, and he counted three of them during his ride. They looked like toy boats in the distant blue water. Stryker passed a stagecoach and buggy, both traveling south to Pescadero. The drivers waved greetings, and he nodded a return. McCormick Inn, down in Pescadero, a white clapboard, two-story building, provided comfortable lodging for tourists. It was the best place to stay in Pescadero, although it did not have Elena’s cooking.

      Stryker didn’t push the roan going over the hills, stopping twice to let it drink water from creeks that flowed to the ocean. It was noon by the time he turned east onto San Gregorio Road.

      He did not relish encountering the widow again. It would be uncomfortable for both. The modicum of good in the mixed breed got depleted earlier in the day, and it would be hard to guess when, or if, it might be replenished. Fortunately, the woman had already left on a stagecoach.

      He spotted the San Gregorio House at the corner of Old Stage Road and San Gregorio Road and reined in the roan at the two-story hotel. After wrapping the reins around the hitching rail and pulling off the saddlebags, Stryker entered. The interior was made with decorative redwood, some of which was painted white or a pastel color. Artwork depicting ocean scenes and redwood trees hung about the lobby and in guest rooms. Thick Persian rugs covered the redwood-planked floors in the lobby. The hotel had electricity supplied by the power station on the property. Water for cooking, sinks, and small bathtubs was supplied from the nearby water tower. There were no indoor toilets during the time Stryker stayed there, but it was a short and enclosed trip to the outhouse attached to the hotel. Other amenities were available for the well-heeled guests.

      The Gregorio House was also a popular place for wealthy fishermen, hunters, and prominent guests from California and Europe. In addition to the twenty-eight-room hotel, a saloon, dance hall, livery stable, cookhouse, water tower, laundry house, powerhouse, and barn occupied the surrounding grounds. The hotel was set a little over a mile up San Gregorio Road from the beach.

      “Welcome, sir,” the young, twenty-something hotel clerk behind the highly polished redwood counter greeted Stryker. “Need a room?” The clerk wore no uniform, just a starched white shirt and black corduroy slacks, along with a shirt with black piping on the collar and sleeves. He wore a name badge over his left pocket, which read “Stephen.”

      “One night,” Stryker replied. He still debated the stop in San Gregorio and wasting the remainder of the day. However, twenty miles over the mountain, in addition to the ten he’d already ridden that day, would be tough on the roan, and the last several would be in the dark.

      “Single?”

      “Yes.”

      “Two dollars, and you’re in luck. The weekend crowd left earlier in the day.”

      Stryker dug out two gold coins and slapped them on the counter.

      “Your key, sir. Room twenty-four, second floor,” Stephen said, handing the brass key to Stryker. “You can get meals in the saloon or delivered to your room if you like.”

      Stryker threw his saddlebag over his shoulder and climbed the staircase to the second floor. A long Persian rug, three feet wide, ran the length of the floor, covering half of the six-foot-wide hallway. Stryker located room twenty-four at the end of the hall. He was pleasantly surprised to find a large-sized bed, Persian rug covering the floor, desk and chair, stuffed chair in the corner, sink, and a washtub in a separated room. Not the Palace Hotel in San Francisco, but not bad. He dropped the saddlebags on the bed and left to go downstairs and attend to the roan.

      “Say, mister,” the desk clerk called out to Stryker as he was headed toward the door. “There’s two barns out back. The one closest to San Gregorio Road is for horses. Go past the dance hall and the granary on the right. You’ll see it. The other barn on the left back there is for carriages.”

      The horse barn was a hundred paces behind the hotel. It was a gable-roof barn with an A-shaped metal roof. Stryker led the roan across a grassy field and around to the large sliding barn door. A lane with grass between the wheel ruts ran perpendicular to the road, and it led to the carriage barn. Guests were unloaded in front of the hotel, so they did not need to walk from the carriage barn in foul weather.

      Stryker slid the door open to bring the roan inside. Daylight flooded in, adding to light provided by the two strings of electric lights in the breezeway. The powerhouse generator also provided electricity to the barns. Stryker closed the door behind him. Six stalls ran down the right side of the barn, and two flights of stairs, one in front and one in back, climbed to a hay loft. On his left were four more stalls and a tack room. If a barn can smell clean, this one did.

      “Be wit’ in a minute,” the stable hand called out from a stall. Stryker unbuckled the saddle’s cinch strap and billet strap and started to pull off the saddle.

      “Sir, I’ll get that,” the stable hand shouted,

      The groom set the muck bucket on the floor and leaned the shovel against a post. He hurried up the breezeway to Stryker and the roan.

      A stout man, midforties, muscular arms, full beard over a craggy face, the groom said, “I’ll take care of your horse.” He led the roan into the nearest empty stall, took off the saddle, and hung it on the wall-mounted stall rack. Stryker stood by and watched the stable hand finish taking off the skirt, bridle, and reins.

      “You leaving ’im here all night?”

      “Be back before daybreak. Brush him down, water and feed, and check the shoes. How much?”

      “One dollar. And if you don’t mind, pay ahead. I don’t come in ‘til after breakfast.” The groom came out of the stall for the money. “If he needs new shoes, I’ll take ’im over to the carriage barn. That’s where the shop is.”

      Stryker gave the man a dollar and walked out. He wasn’t hungry, but a cold beer sounded good. Halfway to the saloon, he changed his mind and strode back to the lobby to look for a newspaper to read while he drank.

      Passing by the shed and water tower, he heard two young people, a male and a female, quarreling. Stryker didn’t stop to listen. He wasn’t a snooper. He did slow his pace and lighten his step, not wanting his heavy footfalls to interrupt the tense exchange. He could be a considerate man on rare occasions. Of course, then, he couldn’t help but overhear part of the conversation.

      “He’ll wanna kill me when he finds out,” said the girl. She sounded scared.

      “He won’t see you again. Just be there on time,” the boy told her.

      Stryker kept walking to the hotel.

      Inside the lobby, Stryker strolled across the thick rug to the front desk, finding Stephen still there. “Got a newspaper?”

      “Yes sir,” Stephen replied with enthusiasm. “San Francisco Examiner, one day old. Well, goin’ on two, I guess,” he added apologetically. “On the rack over there.” The young clerk pointed at a wooden wall rack hanging in an antechamber. The small room had comfortable stuffed chairs for guests to lounge, read, or chat with friends.

      “I want hot water in the tub when I get back from dinner tonight,” Stryker said, and then he crossed the lobby and pulled a copy of the Examiner from the rack. It was two days old, and judging by the wrinkled pages, had been read multiple times. He folded it under his arm and headed to the saloon.

      The hotel staff called it a saloon. It was more like a conference center with a restaurant and bar. Almost as large as one of the barns, it had three conference rooms along one side of the interior, and a spacious restaurant and bar taking up the rest of the floor space. A kitchen and storeroom sat at the building’s end, nearest the hotel, and another privy was located outside, but nearby.

      Stryker entered the foyer through the saloon’s double doors, and into the restaurant. The bar was on his right, a long redwood counter with the door to the kitchen at one end. Conference rooms lined the opposite wall. Overhead was a vaulted ceiling with heavy wooden beams. White tablecloths covered the tables. Different sized tables accommodated two to ten guests.

      The saloon was more crowded than Stryker expected. He figured since the weekend tourists had left Gregorio, the restaurant guests would have been sparse. It was two-thirds full, and thick tobacco smoke hung heavily. He saw only three women. They sat together at a table. The remaining guests were males. They appeared to be sportsmen–hunters and fishermen. They looked the type, anyway. Stryker sat at a two-person table in a corner, and away from the boisterous sportsmen chomping on cigars or the smaller cheroots. Fishermen there to fly fish rainbow trout in San Gregorio Creek smoked pipes. Fly fishermen are more cerebral than bait throwers.

      A male waiter wearing a hunter green apron and red plaid shirt approached Stryker’s table.

      “Would you like a drink before ordering?”

      “Beer cold.”

      It took the middle-aged waiter with “Clarence” on his name badge a moment before he realized Stryker had asked a question. “Uh, yes. The beer is cold.”

      “Bring me one.” Stryker spread the newspaper open on the table. The waiter walked away, shaking his head.

      The Examiner was a more recent edition than the copy in Pescadero. Stryker immediately opened the paper to the personals section. Morgan’s notice was listed again. Same wording. He turned to the front page and began reading. An article about a wedding made the front page. Dignitaries, wealthy invitees, and prominent politicians made the scene. It reminded him of his wedding to Leigh. Leigh’s family had connections. A couple of minutes into the paper, the waiter brought him a frosty mug of beer.

      “Ya here for the huntin’ or the fishin’?” the fiftyish-looking man asked, slurring the question, as he seated himself at Stryker’s table.

      Stryker looked up from his reading, annoyed at the interruption. “Neither.”

      The glass of rye whiskey the man held was clearly not his first. By his appearance and actions, red watery eyes, slurred words, and the way he fell into the chair, Stryker figured he’d made good progress draining the full bottle. The portly fellow could have been close to five feet seven inches, but he just looked shorter because of his wide girth.

      Stryker was deciding whether to punch him or move to another table, when the fellow followed up with, “My wife will be coming in here, and she’ll wanna fuck. If she sees me talkin’ to you, maybe she won’t bother me.”

      Even a man like the mixed breed has a curious bone somewhere in him. He didn’t punch the man, tell him to leave, or change tables. The drunk might have followed him anyway. Now that Stryker knew of the man’s dire situation, he let him talk.

      “We got married two years ago,” the drunkard slobbered. “I was fifty, and she was twenty-eight at the time. Eloise had never been with a man before.” He swilled another mouthful of whiskey and wiped his mouth.

      Stryker folded the newspaper and sipped his beer. What the hell, a good story can be told, as well as read.

      “At first, I was in heaven. I hadn’t been married before either. Had business with a bordello a couple of times. That was about it.” The man rotated the whiskey glass a couple of times on the table and took another drink. “Say, what’s your name, mister?”

      “Stryker.” Stryker sat back, ready for more details.

      “Boy, did we go at it. My name’s Oliver, by the way.” Oliver burped. “After the honeymoon, it was every night. And hell, Stryker, little did I know, Eloise was jus’ warmin’ up! Then, about a month of doing that, we started doing it two or three mornings during the week, ’fore gitin’ outta bed. A’fore long we wuz doing ever mornin’ and ever’ night. Shit, that woman wants it all the time! An’ if I don’t give it to her, she gets ornery, slaps on me.” Oliver sat closer to the table. “Now, Stryker, I ain’t never laid a hand on a female in anger, but I’m shore tempted with that woman.” Oliver gulped more rye. “She ain’t a bad wife, Stryker, she cooks good, keeps a clean house, but I don’t know how long I can keep it up.”

      Stryker struggled to overlook the pun. He drank instead.

      “Oh, hellfire, there she is.” Oliver started to rise, thought better of it, and sat back down.

      Stryker picked out the woman without difficulty. She came in the front door, searching the room. She wasn’t all that bad looking, Stryker thought. Had a couple of extra pounds, but not enough to detract from her overall appearance. Old Oliver had done all right for himself. If she were twenty-eight when they married, she might have been getting anxious about becoming a spinster. At least five feet nine, she was taller than her husband. She had angular facial features, which always appealed to Stryker, and wore her brunette hair shoulder length and parted it on one side, held behind her ear with a plain hairpin. She didn’t look the type– a woman with an insatiable sexual appetite. But Stryker knew the hottest women were not showy, so it was no surprise that Eloise craved sex often. She was making up for lost time. For Stryker, another day, another place… another life, he might have willingly scratched her itch. Not now, though. Oliver was on his own.

      Eloise spied Oliver, and she marched across the floor to his and Stryker’s table. “I knew I’d find you in here.”

      “Hello s-sugar pie.”

      “C’mon home, Oliver.”

      “So long, Stryker,” Oliver said as he got up from the table and dutifully followed Eloise out of the saloon.

      Stryker watched them leave. He had known a few women like Eloise. Sometimes Stryker would help them out. They seemed in need. Then, he found out later, a few were married. He felt kind of guilty cuckolding the husbands. Now after seeing Oliver and Eloise, maybe not so much.

      “Care for something to eat?” Clarance asked. He wove through the tables delivering food and drink and came over to Stryker’s table with an empty tray.

      “No.”

      “Will you be going to the dance hall tonight, sir?” Clarance asked.

      “Why you ask?” Stryker growled.

      “None of my business, mister. Those three women at that table over there, want to know.” Clarance nodded in the women’s direction. They were watching Stryker and the waiter, but when Stryker looked their way, they quickly turned around.
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