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      A poem by the author’s wife

      
        
        
        There were long years where death ran rampant,

        Folks feared each other and wild weather;

        The world was very old indeed

        When we were young together

      

        

      
        The learned announced oblivion

        And the healers castrated our youth;

        The world was very old indeed,

        But you and I loved truth.

      

        

      
        Seek not, in these pages, platitudes

        for our ages, nor ego, nor lies,

        Seek not safety, nor cheap answers,

        nor mist castles in the sky;

      

        

      
        But come if you battle real monsters

        If you have failed, and fallen, and wept

        Here find hope, find bright badges, and

        Stars shining through nights unslept.

      

        

      
        Be warned that you will find in this book rage and fire,

        And there is a chance that you will glimpse your heart’s desire.
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      The road cut the desert in half. The desert hardly noticed the cut, split, cracked, and calloused as its skin was by long ages of unrepentant sun and wind. The road, for its part, cut straight and narrow through the desert’s rocky red flesh, making a scar of soft white sand.

      A man on horseback rode alone on the straight and narrow road. Now, there was nothing about the man’s appearance, other than his red skin, and his black hair, and his name if you had happened to know it, to betray his nature as an Indian. He dressed like a white man, and he did so without the gaudy embellishments which so often accompany aboriginal attempts at camouflage — feathers in caps, colored stockings, and anachronisms of that kind. No, the Indian looked, from a distance, like any drab ordinary man going from one place to another.

      A handful of buzzards rose into the air from a depression in the desert’s skin. ‘Where the corpse is, the vultures gather,’ the Indian said to himself. The buzzards wheeled over the depression, little black points of night in the bright blue sky. The Indian pulled his horse to a stop and watched them.

      ‘If it is dead, why fly from it?’ he wondered aloud. He turned from the wheeling buzzards and looked to his right, as if consulting with a companion, but there was no one there. He was alone. ‘If it is eaten, why not leave?’ he asked the empty air. Then, for a long time, he stared at the place. He looked intently, like a soldier being given commands, listening to every word because his life depended on his ability to execute his orders. Finally, the commands received, he nodded and guided his horse off the straight and narrow road, and toward the buzzards.

      He stopped his horse at the edge of the depression and looked down into it. A donkey stood at the bottom, mightily burdened by gear — a huge chest on one side and a spiky bundle of axes, shovels, and picks on the other. On the ground beside the donkey lay a man. The Indian did not see the man at first because he was lying in the darkness of the donkey’s shadow. A rope connected the beast of burden to his collapsed master. The shadows of the buzzards rippled over them.

      The man had once been fat, but the desert and hardship had drained him, leaving his small skeleton to drown in an ocean of flesh. He looked like a wrung out waterskin, one that had been pecked at by buzzards.

      The Indian crouched beside the man. He was filthy. Streaks of dry red desert dirt crisscrossed his white shirt. He looked like he’d been wrestling someone with bloody hands. And he stank.

      The Indian put his hand on the man’s chest and felt the life still pounding in him. He went to his horse and returned with a canteen. He wetted his fingers and sprinkled the water on the man’s forehead. The man turned away. The Indian gently returned the man’s head and put his canteen to the cracked lips.

      The water hit the man’s tongue like lightning. He sat bolt upright, piggy eyes flaming, and glared at his hands. The palms and the backs were red from the desert dust. He spat the precious water into them. Then he rubbed them together furiously. ‘Blood,’ he muttered. ‘Gotta warsh this blood...’ He wiped his wet hands on his shirt, laying muddy red streaks over the dry ones. Then he wiped his hands on his pants, buffing them fast and hard on the dusty denim. He forced the cloth of his shirt down between his fingers to dry the secret crevices. Then he inspected his hands, holding them close to his bloodshot eyes and turning them so he could see both the palms and the backs. They were clean now. Very clean.

      Then the man sensed that he was not alone. He turned slowly and saw the Indian. They looked at one another for a few heartbeats. Then the man’s eyes rolled back in his head and he collapsed, face first, into the ground and lay there, unmoving.

      The man’s collapse revealed a wound, red and crusty and high up, on his shoulder. He’d been shot in the back and some time ago by the look of it.

      The Indian lifted the unconscious man onto his horse, mounted behind him, and rode out of the depression, leading the burdened donkey along behind. Soon they were on the straight and narrow road, and the buzzards departed.
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      Snarf’s parents died before they had a chance to leave any impression on his memory. So Snarf’s uncle took him in. Snarf called him Unk. Unk was a short, wiry fellow whose gambling habit caused him to miss his calling as a horse jockey, the profession for which God had designed his rail-like body. Unk never married, again because of his gambling, and treated Snarf rather less well than Snarf would have preferred to be treated, again, because of his gambling.

      It was Unk who gave Snarf his name, perhaps as retribution for being called Unk, perhaps because, when his orphaned nephew arrived on his doorstep some 12 years ago, no Christian name was included. No matter. Snarf’s name fit him well because Snarf snarfed; he’d pull air in through his nose and thrust his forearm across his nostrils at the same time. These combined actions made a snarfing sound. It was a sort of nervous tick he had. Remember, he was an orphan. And he was a boy, and all boys are a little bit icky, so we must not judge him too harshly.

      Unk and Snarf owned and operated The Six-Gun Saloon. It was the only saloon in Amity, and they gloried in their monopoly. The Six, as Unk and Snarf affectionately called her, got her name from an ancient Allen revolver mounted behind the bar. The revolver had belonged to Unk’s father and Snarf’s grandfather, who, come to think of it, was the same person. Unk had called him Pap, and so the pistol was called Pap’s Pistol.

      Pap’s Pistol had three defining characteristics. First, it was massive. It was massive because it was old. The Egyptians don’t make pyramids like they used to, the Romans don’t make empires like they used to, and so the Americans don’t make guns like they used to. It is a fact of nature that things, even people, shrink as they age. Second, Pap’s Pistol was mysteriously black, black like the hulls of the beetles that hide under tombstones on moonless nights. And third, it was loaded. Snarf spent many an afternoon watching the lead-gray slugs pupating in the big round barrels and wondering what the gun would feel like as it bucked in his hand and sent one of those burning slugs into the heart of some notorious outlaw. He often wondered how he’d spend the reward. Sometimes he wondered what it would be like to be kissed by the lady he’d rescued.

      If Snarf’s daydreams sound unrealistic or even violent to your ears, that is because you do not live in an age of fire like he did. You are, probably, a product of Modernity — a wretched, cold, antiseptic thing obsessed with the baleful lights produced by electrified silicon. Snarf, you must understand, lived in an age of fire: when a boy could go outside, put his back to his family’s cabin — a cabin he’d help make — and see an alien world. Wolves howled at night. Indians hunted scalps with tomahawks. Outlaws marauded. Every waking moment you tingled with the knowledge that you were living in the valley of the shadow of death. There were no seatbelts. It was exciting. It was exciting because you knew you were alive.

      Snarf emerged from his dark bedroom into the weird world of the pitch-dark saloon. The candle he carried made him look like one of those deep sea fishes with the light dangling from its forehead. The chairs, turned upside down on the tables because Unk had made him mop before going to bed, cast their pointy shadows on the sparkling floor. He went up the stairs. At the top of the stairs, there was a balcony that overlooked the saloon. On the balcony, there was a door. Snarf knocked on it.

      Someone on the other side grunted.

      ‘General’ll be here soon,’ Snarf said.

      Another grunt.

      Snarf went back downstairs and wound his way through the tables toward the saloon doors. His candle glittered in the glass of the lanterns that rested in the center of each table. He stopped. He looked back up at the closed door on the dim balcony above. Unk was probably going to sleep through the shipment; he usually did. Snarf snarfed. Then he put his candle on a table and carefully, oh so carefully, lifted one of the overturned chairs and set it upright on the floor. Now he could get at the lantern. Unk didn’t let him use the lanterns because they were for the customers, but Unk was asleep.

      Snarf carried his shining lantern through The Six and went out the batwing doors onto the porch. Sure enough, there was General’s cart lumbering down the street toward him. General looked a bit like a decrepit Santa Claus. This early in the morning, his white beard was mussed and his eyes were gooey with sleep. He wore a suit of yellowed long underwear, desperately in need of darning, and a filthy night cap a yard long with a little ball at the end that once had been white and puffy like a hare’s tail but looked now like the stem of a half-blown dandelion. The massive pile of goods in the back of his cart swayed as he stopped.

      ‘Where’s that crippled turtle you call an uncle?’ General asked.

      ‘Asleep.’

      General did not approve of Unk because, when he paid his invoices, he paid them late. Snarf and General carried in the supplies together. It was quite a load: kegs of beer, crates of liquor, barrels of salted pork, a side of smoked beef, and on and on it went, all because today was ‘FREE’ Lunch Day at The Six.

      A year ago, Unk had returned from an unsuccessful gambling jag in Ithaca, breathing words of prophecy of the fortune they would make if only they gave out free lunch one day a week. Snarf, who was the cook, was dubious. Unk, ever the gambler, painted ‘FREE’ LUNCH on a shingle and hung it out to dry that very day.

      The fiasco began innocently enough. Hungry men popped in wanting to know what the catch was. They squinted when Unk said there wasn’t one. They sat, looking round for the other shoe that they were sure was about to drop. And, my, how they marveled — their expressions gave St. Thomas a run for his money! — when a free lunch, prepared by Snarf himself, was placed before them.

      Word spread through Amity in a flash, and the locusts descended. Snarf and Unk ran out of everything inside 15 minutes. But Unk tried again the very next week and this time there was a catch. Unk amended his sign with a parenthetical, which had the added benefit of justifying the previously unnecessary quotation marks around ‘FREE.’ The amended sign read:

      
        
        ‘FREE’ LUNCH

        (must buy drink)

      

      

      But this was no catch at all. It was, in fact, just what the hearts of the good men of Amity yearned to do. They took to the catch like fish in water and ‘FREE’ Lunch Day became a weekly institution, far outstripping the Sabbath in popularity and observance and serving as a financial windfall for Snarf and Unk. At least it would have, had it not been for Unk’s gambling habit.

      Finally General’s cart was empty, The Six’s larder was full, and the desert sky was white with dawn. General handed Snarf the invoice. Snarf snarfed at the total.

      ‘I thought not,’ General said, shaking his head. ‘You tell Eugene to bring his winnings by later today or there’ll be hell to pay.’ Then he climbed into his cart, groaning on account of his age and his gout. He took up the reins but stopped because Snarf was standing by, waiting for something.

      ‘What?’ General asked.

      Snarf’s eyes flicked to a rolled up paper on the cart’s seat.

      ‘Oh, yeah,’ General handed the paper to Snarf. ‘I don’t know what it is you see in them things.’

      ‘The customers like em.’

      General snorted, ‘Customers got nothin to do with it.’

      Before Snarf could protest, General flicked the reins. Once he was gone, Snarf eagerly unrolled the paper. It was a Wanted poster. The man pictured on it was named Flint. Snarf was a little disappointed because the picture was a drawing, not a photograph. He preferred the photographs because they were the real live faces of the outlaws. A drawing was just someone’s best guess. But the bandana that covered the outlaw’s face and the nasty scar under his left eye saved this drawing from unexciting ambiguity. The details added an air of menace and mystery to Flint, who was wanted dead or alive for $1,000, for robbery and the murder of an officer of the law.

      Typically the backs of bars in Snarf’s era were decorated by bottles of liquor backed by a mirror, to make the collection look more extensive than it really was. The Six had both the liquor and the mirror, in addition to Pap’s Pistol, but The Six’s mirror was entirely obscured by Wanted posters. They covered the mirror like autumn leaves. Some were so ancient that they’d yellowed, and their corners had curled. Others were as fresh and as brown as butcher’s paper. Snarf put a dab of honey from a pot he kept under the bar on the back of Flint’s poster. Honey worked just as well as glue, and it was handier. Then he climbed onto a barstool he’d retrieved and went hunting for a good spot to paste Flint. But there wasn’t an empty space available. He had some posters on the wall of his bedroom, but that space was reserved for the ones he’d heard or suspected had been caught. Flint was too fresh for that, so Snarf did his best: he covered the face of some unreliable looking lady worth only $100 for the crime of ‘walking the street on the Lord’s Day.’ Snarf had no idea what that meant or why it was a crime, so covering her was no great loss.

      Snarf inspected his mosaic of villainy. If he caught them all, which is what he wanted to do more than anything in the world, he’d probably be a millionaire. There were murderers and cutthroats and arsonists and larcenists and confidence men and notorious women and gangs and loners and every sort of scum Satan had invented.

      The palms of Snarf’s hands began to itch. Pap’s Pistol was within reach. Unk’s door was still closed, and all was quiet. He shouldn’t. He really shouldn’t. He should just climb off the stool. But the lantern’s light caught on the smooth shiny metal inside of the pistol’s ring trigger, making it glitter like a gold wedding band. Snarf reached for it.

      ‘What’re you doin?’ Unk asked.

      Snarf clambered down, leaving Pap’s Pistol in its place. ‘I was just- we got a new poster. I was puttin it up.’

      ‘We,’ Unk muttered, amused by the harmless lie. Then he glared, ‘Where’s your candle?’

      Snarf quickly relit his candle in the illicit lantern then blew the lantern out.

      Unk looked haughtily down at his recalcitrant nephew, hoping to instill a sense in Snarf of the gravity of his crime. That done, he turned to go back to bed.

      Feeling suddenly impetuous, Snarf held up the unpaid invoice. ‘General says you better bring him your winnings.’ He regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth.

      Unk stiffened. Like all gamblers, he believed himself a winner. Any insinuation to the contrary was an offense not to be brooked. ‘Mop the floor,’ he ordered.

      ‘I mopped it last night.’

      ‘And then you and General made tracks in it with your little dirty feet, so you will mop it again.’ Unk slammed his door.

      Snarf looked up at Flint’s Wanted poster. Only the outlaw’s eyes were visible in the shadows cast by the dancing candle flame. Snarf made a gun with his fingers and shot Flint dead.
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      The vast horde of men crammed shoulder to shoulder at the bar, knee to knee around the poker tables, and eye to eye over the billiards expected their food fast and their drinks instantly. Snarf worked like a dervish.

      Many of the men declared Snarf made a better steak than their wives. They didn’t tell their wives that, obviously, just each other. And indeed, Snarf did make a great steak, but then he made great everything because he had an uncanny knack for the one vital element in cooking: heat. Mastery of herbs and spices and the balance of fat and acid eluded him, but he had a knack for heat, for fire, in spades, as Unk would say. He knew when his stove was hot enough and when it had gotten too cool, and he knew just how much wood to add to bring it up to where it needed to be. When a steak went on, he started no timer and consulted no clock but flipped it at precisely the right time and took it off at precisely the right time, every time. Snarf might not have known much by today’s standards, but he knew fire, because he was a product of his age.

      Each plate got a steak, a scoop of potatoes, a scoop of beans, and a thick slice of cornbread. There was too much salt in the beans and potatoes — that was Unk’s trick, to encourage drinking. Between serving the plates and flipping the steaks, Snarf made the lucrative drinks. Thankfully the simple men ordered simple drinks, but Snarf could make anything. He’d been tending bar since he was six. He’d been delivering drinks since he could walk.

      With a tray on his shoulder, he threaded his way through the tables. He peeked at Unk’s cards as he passed: black aces and black eights, the Dead Man’s Hand. Now, despite its name, the Dead Man’s Hand is actually a good hand, and, knowing this, Unk had bet heavily on it. Unfortunately, it was not good enough. Unk slapped his cards down, and another man raked in his chips. Unk was bust. Consequently, so was Snarf.

      Snarf handed the plates and drinks to their purchasers. He stuffed the money, which was hardly enough to make a dent in General’s invoice, into his apron. But Unk grabbed his arm as he passed and plunged his hand into the pocketed money.

      ‘At least let me get it to the register,’ Snarf protested.

      ‘Gotta strike while the iron’s hot,’ Unk said, slapping the money down and reaching for more cards.

      Cashless and annoyed, Snarf went back behind the bar and made a single plate, but this one was different: hold the beans and double the cornbread. He grabbed the honeypot from its secret place under the bar and carried the food to a man sitting alone at the far end of the bar where he could look out on the entire saloon. All the man’s outfit, from his hat to his boots, was black, except for the silver on his pistol, spurs, and the badge which stood out on his broad chest like the North Star. His name was DC and he was the sheriff of Amity, and he was Snarf’s hero.

      Snarf slammed down his food.

      ‘Hey, easy. I don’t like my potatoes mashed.’

      ‘Someday,’ Snarf declared, ‘one of them outlaws is gonna walk in here.’

      ‘Walk in here? Yeah, and what’ll you do?’ DC asked as he poured a copious quantity of honey over his cornbread.

      ‘I’ll yank Pap’s Pistol down and blast him.’

      ‘Blast him? Yer awful young. You think you got the guts for killin?’

      ‘Sure I do. He’ll be worth ten thousand dollars, at least. I’ll be able to get outta here. Then Unk can make his own free lunch and mop his own floor for all I care.’

      ‘Where you gonna go?’

      ‘I’m gonna go after the rest of em and not quit till I get em all or I’m a millionaire. I’ll be a bounty hunter, like you were. The best ever.’

      DC shook his head as he chewed his honeyed cornbread. ‘You don’t wanna be a bounty hunter.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘It’s cold at night.’

      ‘I don’t care about that. I’d be tough. ‘He’s one tough barve,’ that’s what they’d say about me.’

      ‘Who’s gonna say that?’

      ‘All of em!’ Snarf stabbed his finger at the Wanted posters.

      ‘All of em! I thought you killed em?’

      Snarf glared at the sheriff, who cracked a smile, ‘I’m sorry. I’m bein contrary.’

      Snarf snatched the sheriff’s second piece of cornbread — for revenge.

      ‘Tough barve?’ DC protested. ‘Yer a mean barve.’

      Snarf took a teasing bite of the cornbread, but the sheriff was no longer amused. His eyes had slid past Snarf. They were on the door. ‘Don’t look now, deputy, but this might be your chance.’

      Purl stood in the doorway of The Six.

      Purl was Amity’s Goliath, and he was a purebred Philistine if ever there was one. Legends innumerable of his strength and cruelty blanketed the country. Most notable among them was the tale of the time he’d thumped an elk on the top of its head with his bare fist, on the hard bony place between the antlers, and kilt it dead. Or so the story went. The elk had been within arm’s reach, the story went, because it had sneaked up on him while he was sleeping to investigate his person for eatables. Purl ate the elk itself raw in a single sitting, the story went.

      A hush fell over The Six. All eyes were on Purl.

      Purl lifted his little round hat — it wasn’t little, really, but they don’t make hats in his size — and mopped his acre of brow. He replaced his hat and made his way toward the bar. Every head swiveled to follow the giant.

      Snarf considered leaping up and snatching Pap’s Pistol. It was close enough...

      DC, without taking his eyes off Purl, shook his head. His hand had moved stealthily to hover over his pistol. The wooden handle was varnished black. It shone like obsidian and was as cool as the hand hovering over it.

      Snarf’s hands were hot and sweaty. He wanted to wipe them on his apron, but he was too scared to move.

      Purl towered over Kit, a farmer sitting at the bar, and glared down at him. Kit evacuated his stool — his barstool, you understand. Then Purl put one massive boot on the stool and hoisted himself up. The top of his hat flattened against the ceiling.

      More than a few heads turned sideways at the sight of such a big man on such a small stool.

      Then Purl began rifling his pockets.

      All eyes went to DC. They saw his hand near his gun, and they saw there wasn’t a drop of sweat on him or a bit of tension in his body. He was as loose and as ready as a whip.

      Purl produced a piece of paper. It had been folded many times, in a childlike way, to keep its message secret. His big fingers worked the folds apart. He had trouble with the final fold, so he licked his thumb and found the reinforcing moisture helped his cause. Then, to the disbelief of many, and the great enhancement of his legend, Purl began to read.

      ‘I have seen the light,’ his voice was as big as he was, though his reading had a hitch in its giddy-up. ‘Last Sundee, I were born-again. I were warshed by the blood of Jesus Christ. And cleaned of all my sin.’ He caught his theological error and corrected it: ‘Sins.’

      A smile played at the corner of DC’s lips. He took his hand off his gun, put his elbow on the bar, and put his cheek on his fist. This was gonna be good.

      ‘Since that time, wicked spirits have not touched my tongue ner I have lain with my woman-’

      ‘She survived the maiden voyage?’ one wit whispered to his friend, who coughed into his beer.

      Purl went on undeterred, ‘-with who I-’ but he got tangled. He brought the paper right up to his face, almost touching his nose, ‘with whom I had been living in gray vase’ (he meant grievous) ‘sin. I have re-pen-ted. And so should yew.’ Purl cleared his throat and glanced at his pupils who, he was surprised to see, were attending to him studiously. ‘Yew can repent by voting in support of the National Prohibition Party and it’s candy-date, James-’

      The Six erupted. A whole steer’s worth of steak flew at Purl from every direction. Kit avenged and covered himself in everlasting glory by kicking the stool out from under Purl. The giant’s fall smote the floor, rattling the teeth of those nearby, who fell on him with blows.

      DC broke through the press, hauled Purl up, and, with assistance from Unk and encouragement from all, threw Purl out.

      Purl rolled to a stop at the black-booted feet of the entire Ladies League, a small flock of pious women who stood arrayed like wolves outside The Six.

      ‘How dare you!’ Easter, the head of the pack, bellowed. She advanced on them all, with one arm raised like the Statue of Liberty. ‘How dare you assault and waylay this man! This pillar of our community!’ The pillar of the community lay on the ground being daubed with hankies. ‘You!’ She stabbed her black-gloved finger at Unk, ‘You, sir, and your foul establishment are a menace. A smudge,’ she rubbed her finger over her cheek to illustrate what a smudge he was, ‘on the face of our righteous community.’ Something caught her eye. ‘Sheriff!’ she shrieked, pointing again at Unk, ‘Arrest him. Arrest him for corrupting a child.’

      All eyes went now to Snarf, who was standing next to Unk.

      ‘No child — so innocent and pure! — should be made to distribute wicked spirits!’

      ‘I like wicked spirits!’ Snarf shot back. The men roared their approval, patted him on the back, mussed his hair, and punched his shoulders.

      Poor Easter’s heart nearly gave out. Sputtering, she turned to her flock, who had gotten the pillar of the community back on his feet. ‘Do not look back, ladies; remember Lot’s wife.’ She spread her arms like a mother hen, bidding the ladies turn and retreat. They obeyed, with eyes downcast and averted.

      Purl, however, looked back. A week of abstinence is a hard thing for any man to bear, and Purl, with his prodigious appetites, feared he lacked the strength to carry on.

      ‘No, Purl. You have been bought with great price. Remember: you are a New Creation.’

      Purl stopped, which meant the ladies had to stop too. They tugged and pulled at him, whispering, ‘Come, Purl,’ and ‘You can do it, Purl, dear,’ and other such encouragements.

      Purl lifted his giant arm and pointed, not at the men on the porch of The Six, but at something in the road beside them. ‘An Indian,’ he announced.
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      DC drew in the time it took the next fastest man to get his hand on his pistol. The sheriff held his gun at his hip, aimed up at the Indian, ready to blow him off his horse. As the others drew, DC observed that the Indian had no gun of his own — no weapon even, just a small knife sheathed at his side. But the white man, lying across the Indian’s horse like a hunting trophy, told tale enough.

      ‘State your business,’ DC demanded.

      ‘We found this man in the desert. He needs care.’

      ‘“We,”’ DC asked as the men looked at one another nervously.

      Snarf wished he had Pap’s Pistol, so he could point it at the heathen savage like everyone else.

      ‘The Son of the Great Father and myself.’

      ‘Son of the Great-’ DC waved away the rest of his own question. ‘Nevermind. Get down.’

      The Indian dismounted and stood before the sheriff just as calmly as if he’d been invited to share a drink.

      DC reached out slowly, so the Indian would have time to look down all the barrels pointed his way and contemplate the consequences of any sudden movements, and took the knife from the sheath at the Indian’s belt.

      The Indian didn’t seem to care.

      DC gave the knife to Snarf. He held it reverently. The deer’s antler that formed the handle made the knife feel alive in a way that his kitchen knives never had. Snarf would’ve bet Unk anything that this knife had tasted blood. Heck, it had probably taken a scalp or two!

      DC stepped up to the Indian and searched him for hidden weapons.

      Snarf brandished his knife at the Indian, in case he should try anything with DC so close. His movement gained the Indian’s attention and he looked at him. Face-to-face for the first time, Snarf realized that the knife he was threatening the Indian with had, just seconds before, belonged to the Indian himself, and he’d allowed it to be taken without a fight. Shame washed over Snarf. He lowered the knife.

      ‘What’s your name?’ DC asked as he searched the Indian.

      ‘Redskin.’

      ‘That some kinda joke?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Where’s your gun?’

      ‘I do not have one.’

      ‘Don’t have one. Stupid for anyone to travel without a weapon.’

      ‘I am not alone.’

      ‘Yeah, you mentioned that. What’s the matter with him?’ DC prodded the unconscious white man.

      ‘He needs water and food and a doctor. He has been shot in the back.’

      ‘Did you shoot him?’ Kit demanded, brandishing his gun like Snarf had the knife.

      ‘I do not have a gun.’

      Kit blushed, lowered his pistol, and muttered some feeble excuse for forgetting the obvious.

      DC wasn’t buying the Indian’s goodie-goodie act. ‘Where’s your partner?’

      ‘Partner?’

      ‘The son of the great padre or whoever.’

      The Indian pointed to his right. DC and the others saw only empty air, so they followed the direction of the finger out into the desert.

      When you see Indians, be careful. When you do not see them, be twice as careful, was a proverb they all knew by heart.

      DC took a deep breath. ‘All right,’ he said, taking the Indian by the arm. ‘You're comin with me. You,’ he looked at the men of The Six, ‘ride out and search for this chief’s son or whoever. I’ll join you after I lock him up.’ DC started to lead Redskin away, but Redskin didn’t move.

      ‘What are you going to do for him?’ he asked about the unconscious white man.

      ‘He can stay here,’ Snarf volunteered. ‘At The Six, I mean.’

      ‘No,’ Unk protested. ‘We don’t take boarders.’

      ‘C’mon, Unk-’

      ‘I said no. We don’t have the room and-’

      ‘He can stay in my room.’

      ‘That’s-’

      ‘He can stay in my room for as long as he needs to,’ Snarf announced, looking to DC for support.

      ‘I own the saloon!’ Unk cried. ‘I own your room! I decide who stays in it, not you!’

      DC pointed at two men. ‘Carry him into Snarf’s room.’ The men moved to obey.

      ‘Sheriff, I must protest-’

      ‘Then protest, but he’s stayin here. I don’t have anywhere else to put him.’

      Unk caved.

      ‘You tell me the minute he wakes up,’ DC ordered Snarf. ‘You hear me?’

      ‘Yes, sheriff,’ Snarf beamed, and he ran after the two men who were lugging the unconscious man inside. He scampered around them, ran between the billiard tables, and opened the door to his bedroom. They dumped the man on his unmade bed. It creaked under the load.

      One of the men waved his hand and made a face, ‘He stinks.’

      ‘Don’t forget his stuff,’ Snarf reminded them.

      ‘I ain’t no porter. Sheriff said to bring him in here, and that’s what I done.’

      ‘You gotta take orders from the deputy!’

      The men just laughed as they walked away.

      ‘You are not a deputy,’ Unk glowered from the doorway.

      ‘I almost am.’

      Unk towered over Snarf. ‘I am permitting this... thing to stay here because the sheriff insisted, but I hold you personally responsible for any pecuniary damages I incur. Do I make myself clear.’

      Snarf glared at Unk and snarfed defiantly. ‘I gotta bring in his stuff.’

      The donkey stood outside, nearly capsized beneath the tremendous weight of all the gear. There were burlap sacks of beans and onions, all manner of foodstuffs, clusters of picks and shovels tied together like grapes and, on the other side, serving as a sort of ballast, there was the chest. The great big monstrous chest. Snarf could have been buried in it if he were dead and had room to rattle about in the afterlife.

      He worked at the knot that tied it all together, but it was too tight from all the weight straining against it. Then he remembered the Indian’s knife. He drew it out of his apron pouch and cut the rope. All the gear crashed to the ground, and the donkey sighed — actually sighed — with relief.

      Snarf hauled in the burlap sacks first. Then returned for the digging tools. He had to drag the chest. Halfway there he stopped, afraid he was gonna bust a gut, and noticed that the corners of the chest had etched four little trails in The Six’s wooden floor. He hoped Unk wouldn’t notice.

      He shoved the chest into the corner beside the bed. For a moment, he stood there panting and wondering what was inside. The chest’s lock was prodigious, so the secrets it held must be enormous. Then he got a whiff of the man’s stench and decided it wasn’t worth the risk. He settled for grabbing as many of the Wanted posters that he’d pasted to his bedroom wall as he could reach.

      With a handful of posters, Snarf left his — now the man’s — bedroom and wished almost immediately that he had not. Unk was on his hands and knees, inspecting the newly etched trails in his saloon’s precious floor. He rose and came at Snarf with fury in his eyes. ‘You’re going to clean this place up. And then you’re going to clean it again and again and again until you’ve made up for your carelessness. And then you’re going to repair those scratches. And then you’re going to clean it all again! Do I make myself clear?’

      The Six was trashed from the episode with Purl — food everywhere, tables and chairs overturned, and pools of liquor all over the floor.

      Snarf nodded like a condemned man.

      ‘Good.’ Unk turned to leave, then saw the wad of posters in Snarf’s hand. He snatched them away before marching upstairs to his bedroom.

      ‘Those aren’t even the best ones!’ Snarf shot.

      Unk slammed his door.

      Snarf picked up the mop.
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      When Snarf finally finished cleaning, the tips of his fingers hurt from scrubbing, and his back ached from sweeping. Not a soul had come into The Six nor passed by the big windows that looked out on Main Street in all the time he’d been toiling. No, Amity was battened down tight, her citizens living in fear and trembling of the Indian, or Indians, whichever it was, prowling about the place.

      Snarf leaned lazily on the bar and teased a bead of water across its smooth surface, and wondered if he’d survive if life continued to pass by at its present rate. Then the door to his former bedroom burst open. The man, who’d been unconscious just hours ago, stood swaying in the doorway like a tree in a gale.

      ‘Whisky!’ he bellowed.

      Snarf, startled and surprised, stared at him.

      The man stabbed a finger at him, ‘You!’ he bellowed, marching toward the bar. ‘Whisky! Now!’ When he said ‘now,’ he pointed his finger down at the bar in front of him. ‘Are ya deef?! Whisky!’

      Snarf snatched a bottle and poured a shot. It was down the man’s throat in a flash.

      ‘Another.’

      Snarf poured.

      Up went the man’s clean hand with the glass, and down went the whisky. ‘Another.’

      Snarf poured.

      The man drank.

      Unk scurried down the stairs.

      ‘Another.’

      Snarf poured a fourth shot, and the man drank it just as fast as he had the first. When he put the glass down, Snarf filled it, but Unk interrupted the pattern by offering his hand. ‘Eugene Brides.’

      ‘Billy,’ the man said, and they shook. ‘I’m a miner by trade. You do much custom?’

      ‘Pardon?’ Unk asked.

      ‘I asked if you do much custom out here.’

      ‘Not as much as I’d like.’

      ‘Yeah, well, sorrows come in battalions. Any womens for hire?’

      Unk was offended. ‘Absolutely not.’

      ‘Good. Hirable womens draws crowds.’ Billy downed the fifth shot of whisky, which had waited patiently for him. As he set it down, a thought occurred to him.

      ‘Hey!’ he exclaimed. ‘Where in creation am I?’

      ‘Amity,’ Snarf said.

      ‘Amity?! Never heard of it.’ Billy held out his glass, which Snarf began to fill.

      ‘It’s just south of Ith-’

      ‘Nope!’ Billy cried. ‘Don’t tell me where it is. Don’t relate it to nothin. As the Good Book says, if I’m lost, I cain’t hardly be found.’ He drank his sixth shot, put the exhausted glass upside down on the bar so Snarf couldn’t fill it again, and rummaged in his pockets.

      ‘D’you need a doctor?’ Snarf asked with unfortunate timing.

      ‘Doctor? Do I look like I need a doctor?’ Billy glared.

      ‘Redskin, the Indian, said you’d been shot in the back.’

      ‘Indian?’ he asked, still searching his pockets while he glared at Snarf. ‘Somebody steal your rudder, boy?’

      Evidently the alcohol had sanitized the man’s memory, and Snarf didn’t like being called crazy, so he shut his mouth.

      Billy turned to Unk, ‘Yer boy nuts? You got madness in the family?’

      ‘He’s not my son.’

      ‘Chariots of fire!’ Billy swore as he gave his pockets a thrashing. ‘Ah,’ he said, finally finding what he was after. He thumped a gold nugget the size of a chicken’s egg onto the bar. ‘I’m a simple man. I want just five things: bacon, eggs, whisky, soap, and water.’ He ticked them off on his fingers as he listed them. ‘You keep em coming and you won’t even know I’m here. Tell me when that runs out,’ he meant the nugget, which Unk and Snarf had not ceased to stare at since its miraculous appearance, ‘and I’ll git you more. Hey...’ he growled, his eyes darkening as they took in all the Wanted posters. ‘You got some kinda head-hunter on the premises?’

      ‘Oh, no,’ Unk answered, afraid his new golden goose was about to fly the coop. ‘Those are Snarf’s. He collects them.’

      ‘You collect em?!’

      ‘For fun,’ Snarf explained, his voice cracking. He snarfed.

      Billy looked at Unk for an explanation.

      ‘He thinks, one day, one of them might come in here. He’ll shoot him and get rich. It’s silly.’

      But Billy didn’t think it was silly. ‘You watch fer all them fellers?’

      Snarf nodded, not trusting his voice with speech.

      ‘You got all them faces in yer brainpan?’

      Snarf nodded again.

      Billy lunged across the bar and seized Snarf by the collar. Snarf went stiff as a corpse, hoping that if he didn’t fight back, Billy would release him. But Billy didn’t. Instead, he hauled Snarf down the bar toward his bedroom.

      Unk scrambled out of their way.

      Snarf’s frozen feet dragged across the polished floor. Billy threw him into his room, then turned to Unk, ‘We’ll only be a minute.’ He slammed the door shut.

      Snarf trembled in the corner by the chest.

      ‘Si’ down,’ Billy ordered.

      Snarf sat on the chest.

      ‘On the bed, ya idjit.’

      Snarf quickly relocated to the bed.

      Billy took an old, weathered rosary from around his neck. The rosary had a key on it that was quite a bit larger than its companion, a weathered crucifix. Billy unlocked his big chest with the key. As he fished inside, he explained, ‘I require yer assistance, boy.’

      ‘Me?’

      ‘Shut-up an listen. I need you to keep a weather eye open for one Matthew Craney.’ Billy took a paper from the chest and thrust it into Snarf’s hands. It was a photograph of two lines of men in military uniforms standing outside a fort. There was an American flag. The sign on the fort read Fort Bowie. Billy pointed a jagged fingernail at the face of the commander, who had his hand on a cannon. ‘He on one of yer famous posters?’

      Snarf shook his head.

      ‘Didn’t think so. You got his visage in yer mind’s eye?’

      Snarf nodded.

      ‘Keep it there,’ Billy snatched the photograph from him, ‘and come runnin’ to me if he shows his ugly mug. Come-prend-ay?’

      Snarf nodded again.

      ‘Now git,’ Billy said. Snarf went for the door-

      ‘Wait!’ Billy cried. He tossed Snarf a bit of gold the size of a pea. ‘That’s to keep yer memory up to snuff. Matthew Craney’s his name. You see him, you come to me.’

      Snarf nodded and escaped. Billy shut the door behind him with a bang.

      Snarf stood there with his back to the door and the little gold nugget clutched tight in his fist.

      ‘You all right?’ Unk asked.

      Snarf couldn’t believe it. The Army, the Army of these United States, was hunting the man now occupying his bedroom! That meant... that meant Billy was an outlaw! Didn’t it? And Billy’d paid him, so now he was an outlaw too! Snarf snarfed.

      ‘Snarf?’

      ‘I gotta... I gotta go tell DC,’ he said, walking on rubber legs toward the door.

      ‘Tell him what?’ Unk asked.

      Snarf didn’t answer. He broke into a run, hitting The Six’s doors at a dead sprint. They clapped behind him.

      ‘Snarf?!’ Unk called after him, but Snarf was long gone.
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      Snarf soared down Amity’s empty street, buoyed as he was by the news he carried. He crashed into the door of the little building marked ‘Sheriff,’ and it burst open.

      Redskin sat up on his cot in the jail cell.

      Panting in the doorway, Snarf looked around. DC often complained that the jail was really a jail inside a jail, and Snarf was inclined to agree with him. The tiny building imprisoned a kitchenette, table, and desk. DC’s bed was in an alcove tight enough to make a submariner sweat. A wall of iron bars cut the little space in half, so the prisoner had just about as much room as the sheriff.

      ‘Where’s DC?’ Snarf asked.

      ‘He is out with the others,’ Redskin said, ‘searching for my companion.’

      ‘He say when he’s gonna be back?’

      ‘He did not.’

      Snarf looked at the desk. Papers and pencils littered its surface. He could write a note, but he feared his letters weren’t up to snuff.

      ‘Is there a message you’d like me to give him when he returns?’

      The Indian’s clairvoyance broke through the last of Snarf’s defenses. ‘Tell him Billy’s wanted by the military! Some commander named Matthew Craney’s after him and wants him real bad!’

      Redskin absorbed the news slowly. ‘Billy is the man I found in the desert?’

      Snarf nodded.

      ‘And Matthew Craney is after him?’

      Snarf nodded again.

      Redskin looked to his right, as if there was someone there with him in the cell. Snarf craned his neck, but Redskin was definitely alone. The Indian turned back to Snarf. ‘Is Matthew Craney coming here?’

      ‘I dunno. Billy’s sure scared he’ll come. Just give DC the message.’ Snarf turned for the door.

      ‘Wait,’ Redskin said. He was holding a bit of leather out between the bars. It was the sheath for the knife now rattling around in Snarf’s apron pouch, the knife that had belonged to Redskin until DC took it from him.

      Snarf approached the bars cautiously. The Indian didn’t move a muscle. Slowly, Snarf reached out. The leather sheath was cool and soft. He slid the knife into it. ‘Thanks,’ he said.

      ‘Be careful,’ the Indian replied. ‘Death is very near.’

      Snarf held up his sheathed knife. ‘I’m ready.’

      ‘You are a Fleshwalker. You are not ready.’

      Snarf had no idea what a Fleshwalker was, and he didn’t really care. ‘Just give DC the message.’

      ‘We will,’ Redskin said.

      The ‘we’ brought Snarf up short again. There really wasn’t anyone else in the cell. Was there?

      

      On the porch, Snarf looked back at the closed door to the jail. That Indian sure wasn’t like any Indian he’d ever heard of. No weapons — it was like meeting a man without skin. Still, he had the sense that the Indian didn’t need weapons. He felt dangerous and peaceful at the same time. Snarf had never met anyone like him.

      He moved his apron aside, loosened his belt, and slipped the sheath onto it. The knife felt good on his hip. He stuffed his hands into his pockets and hopped off the porch in that way reserved only for boys without a care in the world. When he landed, he felt something bounce in the apron pouch. It was the gold nugget Billy had given him. Snarf adjusted his course away from The Six and toward a building on the other side of the street. ‘General’s General Store’ its sign proclaimed in green letters.

      

      ‘Where’d you git it?’ General asked skeptically, peering at Snarf’s bit of gold, which he held between his ancient finger and thumb.

      ‘I earned it,’ Snarf said.

      General’s bushy eyebrows went up, ‘Quite the tip.’

      ‘How much?’

      ‘Eh, it’s a little pea of a thing. And it’s lonely too,’ seeing the nugget as a reflection of his own status as a widower of some 30 years, General sounded genuinely grieved. He recovered himself, ‘Now if you’d told me you struck it rich, I’d give you more. On credit.’

      ‘How much?’

      ‘Mmm...’ any assessment of value pained General.

      Snarf interrupted, ‘General, have you ever heard of Matthew Craney?’

      ‘Name seems vaguely familiar. Why?’

      ‘He’s in the army. I thought-’

      ‘I was not and am not a General!’ General exclaimed. ‘Sufferin Christianity! What I wouldn’t give to go back and stuff my daddy’s throat at my christenin!’

      ‘Then,’ Snarf asked sheepishly, ‘why does everyone call you General?’

      ‘Cause it’s my name! Dad-blast it all! Isn’t that why everyone calls you Snarf? A dollar and a quarter,’ he announced, his assessment of the gold complete and a bit below fair market value on account of his aggravation.

      It was more than enough, though. Snarf pointed at a gunbelt and holster hanging on the wall behind General. ‘I want it in black.’

      ‘Don’t come in black. Newd, if you’ll pardon the expression, is all.’

      ‘Can you order a black one?’ Snarf asked hopefully.

      ‘Fer another dollar.’

      Snarf didn’t have another dollar.

      ‘Out here, shippin’ and handlin’s pretty dear, sonny.’

      He also didn’t have time to wait. Craney could come at any moment, and he needed to be ready. Snarf saw the solution, ‘I’ll take the belt and that shoe polish.’

      ‘Hey, yer a clever one!’ General said as he set the things on the counter. No sooner had they touched down than Snarf snatched them up and bolted for the door. ‘Wait! Don’tcha wanna receipt?’

      ‘No,’ Snarf called over his shoulder.

      ‘Be sure you let the polish set!’ General shouted after him, ‘And tell Eugene he owes me!’ but the tinkling of the bell above the door obscured General’s final order.
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      How easily excitement blinds us to oncoming danger! In Snarf’s case, the poor boy walked right into it. Head down, fastening on his new gunbelt as he walked into The Six, he failed to notice Unk lurking behind the bar.

      ‘Where’d you go in such a hurry?’

      Snarf’s head snapped up. His position was entirely compromised; while crossing the street from General’s, he’d put the tin of shoe polish in his mouth so his hands would be free to put on his new gunbelt. He blinked stupidly. Then released the gunbelt. It sagged around his knees. He took the tin of shoe polish out of his mouth. ‘I tried to find DC,’ he said.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Cause I had somethin to tell him.’

      ‘Which was?’

      Snarf glanced at Billy, who was passed out at the bar with his arms wrapped around a mountain of poker chips. Atop the mountain, like a cherry on a sundae, glittered the gold nugget. Their biggest windfall in ages, and Unk had already gambled it away.

      ‘He’s out cold,’ Unk reassured him.

      ‘He’s wanted by the army.’

      ‘How do you know?’

      ‘He told me. Showed me a photograph and everything. Some commander named Matthew Craney’s lookin for him.’

      ‘And you didn’t tell me?’

      ‘I just did.’

      ‘Is there a reward?’

      Snarf shrugged, ‘He paid me to keep watch for Craney and let him know if he shows up.’

      ‘And so you purchased an oversized gunbelt and a tin of shoe polish?’ Unk shook his head.

      ‘Better than losing it all in a game of blackjack.’

      Unk’s eyes flashed. ‘Come get me when supper’s ready, deputy.’ He went upstairs into his bedroom, leaving Snarf alone with the unconscious Billy.

      Snarf stepped out of the sagging gunbelt and carried it to the bar. He pried open the shoe polish, found a rag, and set to work. Eventually he made supper by reheating a couple leftover “Free” Lunches and carried one up to Unk. Billy slept through everything.

      Dusk came. Snarf looked out the window for DC and the hunting party, but there was no sign of them, so he went back to his belt and the polish. Sometime after nightfall, the job was done. The gunbelt was black as sin. He put it on.

      It was a man-sized belt, that’s why he’d had such trouble with it earlier, so he had to tie it in front. If you’ve ever done this, you know that belts don’t tie very well. An uncomfortable ball of leather hung just below his belly button. And the holster felt wrong, too. It was so light, it flapped when he walked, sort of like a broken wing.

      Snarf looked up at Pap’s Pistol. Getting it down was usually no problem — he’d done it before — but this time, Billy was in the way.

      He snarfed.

      He climbed up onto the bar, carefully put one foot on either side of Billy, and leaned... He hooked Pap’s Pistol by its ring trigger with just one finger. He slipped the huge gun into his holster and pushed himself upright again. He carefully stepped over Billy and climbed down off the bar.

      Now the holster felt great, thick and heavy on his thigh. The resistance of it when he walked made him feel strong.

      Ten paces from Billy, he stopped, feet shoulder width apart, hand poised over Pap’s Pistol, muscles tense... ‘Hey,’ he said, making his voice extra low and gravelly. ‘There’s only two ways outta my town: on yer feet or inna box.’

      Billy didn’t move.

      Snarf drew, but the pistol got hung up on the holster. He wiggled it free eventually and pointed it at Billy’s back.

      Well, he thought, he’d have time to learn how to draw. In the meantime, he needed to keep tabs on his first wanted man. He leaned against the billiard table and inspected Pap’s Pistol. It wasn’t a revolver, that had always been obvious; it was a saw-handled pepperbox pistol, heavy as a brick and a sight more deadly.

      See, revolvers have only a single barrel, fed by a revolving chamber, but pepperbox pistols have multiple barrels, anywhere from 6, like Pap’s, to a crazy 24. The barrels, however many there are, are welded together in a mass, making the gun unusually front-heavy. They rotate as the gun’s fired, like a Gatling gun. Looking down the barrel of a pepperbox was like looking into a beehive, an experience not many wanted to repeat.

      ‘Snarf?’ DC said, standing in the door with his hands resting on the tops of the batwing doors, his hips cocked, and his eyes clear and assessing. ‘Everything ok?’

      ‘I was- he- you gotta arrest him, right now! And send a message to the Army that I got him! Do you think the reward’s gonna be a big one?’

      DC smirked at the boy’s enthusiasm, ‘A big reward, huh?’ and lit a cigarette.

      The sheriff’s apathy burst Snarf’s bubble. ‘Didn’t Redskin give you my message?’

      DC nodded and blew out the smoke. ‘He did.’

      ‘And you’re not gonna arrest him?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Cause Matthew Craney ain’t in the Army.’

      ‘He’s commander of Fort Bowie,’ Snarf insisted, ‘Billy showed me a photograph.’

      ‘Ain’t. I said he ain’t in the Army.’

      ‘What d’you mean?’

      ‘Matthew Craney was commander of Fort Bowie, back when you were about half the size you are now. Washington told him to take out an Indian chief, Strong Bull, who was burnin and rapin folks all over the territory. Craney got his scent, tracked him, cornered him and his warriors in a cave. He tried to smoke him out,’ DC took a drag of his cigarette.

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘Smoke filled the cave. There was a lotta screamin and hollerin, but not a single Indian came out. Later, Craney sent his men in. All they found were a bunch of dead women and children- Indians, but still.’

      Snarf shivered.

      ‘It got in the papers. Washington wasn’t happy. Someone busted Craney down. Way down.’

      ‘So he quit the Army?’

      ‘Quit the army? He deserted. Took a few soldiers with him. They turned outlaw and have done pretty well. Turns out a little discipline goes a long way in that profession.’

      ‘What about Strong Bull?’

      ‘Vanished. So, you might say, in the end, Washington got what it was after. Same can’t be said for Craney.’

      It took Snarf a moment to absorb — he’d taken an innocent man into custody. Not an auspicious way to begin his career as a deputy. He holstered Pap’s Pistol. ‘What are we gonna do?’ he asked.

      ‘We need to know how he comes into it,’ DC nodded toward Billy. ‘What d’you know about him?’

      ‘His name’s Billy. That’s all.’

      ‘That’s all. He had a lot of stuff on that donkey. You get a look at any of it?’

      ‘Just a bunch of picks and shovels and stuff. Some onions and beans. I think he’s a miner.’

      ‘What about the crate? That chest? You get a look in it?’

      Snarf shook his head, ‘But he got the photograph out of it. It’s locked with a big key that he wears round his neck.’

      ‘He wearin it now?’

      ‘I dunno. I guess so.’

      ‘Well, go have a look.’

      Snarf blinked. Was DC really suggesting he look for the key? The key Billy wore around his neck?

      DC patted his revolver. ‘Don’t worry, deputy, I’ll cover you.’

      Snarf swallowed the lump in his throat. ‘He- he’s a angry drunk. He’s crazy.’

      DC made a face. ‘Crazy? How bad can he be?’

      ‘Bad enough, I bet.’

      DC slid down the bar and examined Billy up close. He picked up the empty whisky bottle and sloshed the dregs around. He tsked to himself. ‘Any man who gets drunk on whisky’s doin it wrong,’ he said. Then he drew his pistol and used its barrel to lift the matted hair that covered Billy’s neck. Sure enough, there were the rosary beads. DC slipped them off Billy’s neck. ‘Alright,’ DC said, holstering his gun, ‘you cover me. I’m gonna see what I can see.’ He headed for Billy’s room.

      Snarf tried to draw Pap’s Pistol, but it got hung up again. He tugged and pulled frantically on it, but it wouldn’t come out of the holster! DC had his hand on the doorknob when Billy sat up.

      ‘You gotta warrant?’ Billy asked.

      Calmly, with his hand still on the knob, DC turned. Billy sat at the bar with his gun drawn, and Snarf stood behind him, still trying to get Pap’s Pistol out of its holster.

      DC saw that he was defeated, so he smiled at Billy, ‘Sure don’t.’ He took his hand off the  knob and leaned casually against the wall, tucking his thumbs into his gunbelt.

      Billy plucked his gold nugget off the top of the poker chip pile and swaggered up to DC. ‘You get pokey again,’ his pistol tickled DC’s ribs, ‘and I’ll fill you up. Come-prend-ay?’

      DC put his hands up in mock surrender, ‘I wouldn’t mess with a tough old barve like you.’

      Billy sneered, went into his room, and shut the door. DC grinned at Snarf, who was crushed by his failure. ‘Don’t worry about it, deputy. Guns and holsters have to get to know one another a while before they slide in and out easy. Next time, you’ll come through,’ he patted Snarf’s shoulder as he walked out of the saloon.

      Snarf watched the sheriff’s black silhouette ripple across the big windows as he walked home to the jail. Snarf tried again, and this time, Pap’s Pistol came out easy, its six barrels leveled at the sheriff’s shadow. Frustrated and ashamed by the weapon’s treachery, Snarf shoved it back into the holster.
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      The sound of sloshing water woke Snarf. He knew right away that it was coming from his (now Billy’s) room, but he lay still, hoping it would stop.

      It didn’t. And Billy started mumbling drunkenly.

      Snarf sat up on the billiard table. Since he’d given away his room, the billiard table was the only place he could think to sleep. Did he cut himself? he wondered. A faint glow of candlelight oozed from beneath Billy’s door.

      ‘Here’s a spot!’ Billy hissed, sloshing the water in his basin. ‘Who’da thought men’d so much blood in em?!’

      Snarf crept to Billy’s door, head cocked and straining to hear what was happening. It sounded like Billy was washing his hands.

      ‘Hands’ll never be clean again,’ Billy mumbled. Now Snarf was close enough to hear the soap squelching between the man’s fingers. He was washing his hands. What for?

      Snarf had blown it with DC earlier. He wasn’t going to blow it now, not with such a ripe chance. He put a hand on Pap’s Pistol to keep it from making a sound, lay down on the floor, and peered through the gap under the door. He could see very little; only the bed, with its dismembered sheets hanging onto the floor, and Billy’s bare white feet, laced with ghostly green veins.

      Billy made a noisy, wet, nasally sound, not unlike one of Snarf’s snarfs. ‘The smell of blood still,’ he muttered. Then he plunged his hands back into the basin, splashing soapy water onto his broken yellow toe nails. He sobbed, ‘Ain’t there enough rain in sweet heaven to warsh em clean?’

      Then the sloshing stopped.

      ‘No,’ Billy moaned. ‘No there ain’t, cause I still got it. I still got all that I done the murder for.’

      Murder! The word shot through Snarf like lightning.

      ‘But, if I were to get shod of it...’

      Billy’s toes turned and pointed right at Snarf!

      His heart pounded against the floor. He couldn’t move! He wanted to. Every part of him wanted to jump up, run straight through one of the big windows, and sprint through town, screaming for DC — but he couldn’t! He could barely breathe.

      Billy’s toes, putrid and rank, stopped just inside the door, inches from Snarf’s face. His heart hammered the floor. Surely Billy’s bare feet could feel it pounding!

      Billy opened the door and looked down at Snarf, who was laying prostrate, like a pilgrim before the Pope. Snarf peeped up at him.

      ‘Boy,’ Billy said, ‘I’m not long fer this world, an I got things I need to get clear of fore I go.’ He turned, walked heavily, like a sick man, to the bed, and sat.

      Snarf didn’t understand, but he found he could move again, and Billy hadn’t murdered him. So, quite relieved, he got his rubbery legs under himself.

      Billy took the rosary from around his neck and looked at the crucifix for a long time. ‘There’s a divinity that shapes our ends,’ he muttered, ‘rough-hew em as we will.’ He tore his eyes away from the rosary and looked at Snarf. His eyes were as empty as a moonless night.

      ‘Craney trusted me,’ Billy confessed, his voice husky from all the whisky he’d poured down his throat. His fingers felt the contours of the cross and the tiny crucified Christ frozen on it, but his eyes were sightless, lost in memory. ‘He trusted me so much, he- he put me in charge of the loot. The gold. There was so much gold... Craney knew if he gave it out all at once, every man’d leave, set himself up as king somewheres, and live high and mighty. Craney couldn’t have that. So he tells me to hide the gold and we’ll dole it out slow and steady. A kinda dividend. Me and some others that he trusted, we found a hidden place. Some Indian place right there on the mountain. That’s where we hid it. We hid it real good. But seeing that much gold all together like that, it- it’s powerful hard on a man. It took me.’

      ‘What took you?’ Snarf asked.

      ‘The gold. Gold can grab a man sure as the devil. Fills him up with a sort of hordin emptiness that he’d do- well, he’d do anything to fill, but the only thing the emptiness wants is gold. But there ain’t enough. Not in El Dorado. Not in all the world. Some calls it the Ecstasy of Gold. Me, I calls it lust. And death.’

      The little hilltops of Billy’s hunched spine rose and fell as he breathed. There was a hole in the back of Billy’s shirt. The flesh there was red and puckered, furious at the lead rotting under it.

      ‘Who shot you?’ Snarf asked.

      ‘There were six of em stackin it high, making a wall out of it — a wall of gold, if you can imagine such a thing — and there I were watchin it rise. My hand went to me gun and I thought, “Six men, six shots; and I’m the only one who knows where it’s hid; mighty providential.”’ Billy turned to Snarf, ‘And it were providential. Mostly.’

      Billy looked down at the crucifix, and he seemed to see it for what it was for the first time. He hissed through his teeth, like a man does when he’s being burned, and let it fall. The key made a heavy singing thump on the wooden floor before the string of beads strangled it to silence. The crucifix lay on top, upside down.

      Billy flexed his hands. The palms were milk white, the cleanest hands Snarf’d ever seen. ‘I made a kind of a map,’ Billy said. ‘It’s in me chest.’ His earnest eyes begged Snarf, ‘Will you- will you take it from me, take it off me shoulders as it were. I don’t think I’ll make it-’ he started to glance up toward heaven but thought better of it, ‘I don’t think I’ll make it with such a load on me back.’

      ‘Sure,’ Snarf said.

      Billy put his arm around Snarf and squeezed him. The stench was unbearable. ‘You’ll need me key.’ He pointed at the key lying under the crucifix at their feet.

      Snarf bent to pick it up, but Billy seized his arm and shook him hard. ‘Don’t you let him have it! Don’t you let Craney lay a finger on it!’ Rage contorted the miner’s face, his eyes burned with black fire, and his foul breath hissed between his yellow teeth.

      ‘I won’t,’ Snarf whispered, terrified. ‘I promise I won’t let Craney have your gold.’

      Billy’s hand fell limply from Snarf’s arm and lay on the bed like a dead thing. ‘Ain’t mine no more. It’s yourn.’ Billy lifted up his eyes again, this time without faltering, ‘D’you see this, oh Gawd? Ain’t mine no more.’ His drunken eyes searched the ceiling for some sign that he’d been heard. But none came. ‘Come, come, come, come, what’s done can’t be undone.’ Billy lay down, putting his back to Snarf, the rosary, the chest, and, it seemed, to the whole world.

      Snarf picked the rosary up; Billy did not intervene this time. The crucifix was light, wood probably. The key was iron, hard and heavy. Snarf went to the chest. The key went in easy. It turned a little rough, though, grinding on the dust of all Billy’s travels. He lifted the heavy lid. There was no gold in the chest that he could see, just an old duster jacket. He took it out. Still no gold. And no sign of a map either. Just the photo. Craney didn’t look so mean. Also, there were some weathered folios, plays by Shakespeare. Snarf set them aside. Still no sign of a map — wait. There was a cylindrical leather case tucked in the back corner of the chest.

      The case had a seam running around it with a snap on one side and a hinge on the other, and it had a loop of string, a sort of shoulder strap, dangling from it. Snarf popped the snap and the case opened like a clamshell. A piece of leather was rolled up inside. He took it out.

      It was a drawing of a snarling coyote. It had been burned into the leather, stroke by stroke, with a hot nail or something. It was a hard, cruel drawing, made all the harder and all the crueler by the crude instrument that’d carved it. Slather covered the coyote’s teeth, and his eyes flamed in the candlelight, as if they remembered the heat of the nail that had drawn them and hated that it had lacked the power to give them sight. The coyote also seemed to have a wound in its forehead. There were lines there which gave the impression of gushing blood. The blood ran down between the coyote’s eyes. The stream separated around the muzzle then re-coagulated under the jaw and poured all the way down to the bottom of the piece of leather, like a waterfall.

      ‘Find the coyote,’ Billy said, ‘and you’ll find the gold.’

      The coyote? Snarf wondered, but before he could ask, Billy was snoring. Snarf rolled the drawing up, stuffed it back into the case, and put the strap over his shoulder. Then he threw everything back into the chest and locked it.

      He turned for the door but stopped. He looked at the rosary in his hand. He had no need for it, but maybe Billy did. Snarf put it on the chest. Then he left quickly, eager to get to DC as fast as his feet could carry him.
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      But there was a beautiful lady behind the bar. She was trying to read the labels on the moonlit liquor bottles. The moonlight embossed her silhouette with silver, and Snarf’s heart jumped. If Unk had been awake, he’d have had a coronary. Snarf had never seen the woman before in his life, but her name was Jewel and every inch of her was worthy of the name.

      ‘I wonder,’ she said, turning to him, ‘if I might have some gin?’

      ‘Sure,’ Snarf answered, relieved his voice hadn’t cracked. He fetched the appropriate bottle while she made her way back around to the customer’s side of the bar. She walked with a cane, a simple black thing with an ivory grip that clicked on the floor as she walked, but she did not need it. Snarf was certain that if she’d had a book on her head like he’d seen pictures of ladies doing, it wouldn’t have wobbled an inch. A cat could have slept through a thunderstorm on that book.

      Snarf poured the gin. Jewel rested her hands on the bar. She wore gloves — the kind of gloves made out of netting — and the peach flesh of her hands showed through the netting. Snarf stared at the little bits of flesh like a fool.

      And completely forgot he was pouring a glass of gin. ‘Ah!’ he cried, but it was too late. Gin poured over the sides of the glass. Sheepishly, he wiped the bar and slid the too-full glass to her.

      ‘Thank you,’ she said. The sparkle in her eyes told him that she meant it. She raised the glass to her red lips, so steady was her hand that she didn’t spill a drop. She took such a dainty sip that, when she put the glass down, Snarf couldn’t tell if she’d even been able to taste it.

      ‘That’s fine,’ she said. ‘Now, I am looking for my brother, and I have it on good authority that he’s staying here. William is his name. He is in difficulties and requires my assistance.’

      ‘There’s no William here. Just me and my Unk,’ Snarf said.

      ‘Your... Unk?’

      ‘Uncle, ma’am, beg pardon. He owns this saloon.’

      Jewel smiled. Snarf gripped the bar to keep from fainting. ‘Just you and your Uncle?’ she asked. ‘How quaint. But, I do wonder, who were you speaking with a moment ago?’

      ‘In there?!’ Snarf pointed to Billy’s room. Jewel nodded and the moonlight caught in her doe eyes. ‘Oh!’ Snarf exclaimed, and he laughed like an idiot for no reason he could think of. ‘That’s just Billy. Don’t mind him.’

      ‘Billy, you say? Did you know that Billy is often a nickname for William?’

      Snarf shook his head, feeling for the first time a tendril of fear slithering up his spine. There had been something cold in the sparkle of Jewel’s eyes as she asked the question.

      Her smile widened, ‘Well, now you do.’ She turned to the empty bar — Snarf caught a whiff of her perfume and thought he had died and gone to heaven. ‘Flint,’ Jewel announced to the darkness, ‘would you please let William — Billy — know we are here?’

      A man, unseen in the dark recesses of The Six, struck a match, illuminating his hideous face. A red scar began under his left eye and traced its way down his cheek. The scar exploded across his mouth. And his only tooth, a long yellow canine, glinted through a great tear in his lip.

      The tendril of fear that had slithered up Snarf’s spine a moment ago coiled itself between his shoulder blades. This was Flint- The Flint worth $1,000 for robbery and murder! Snarf cursed himself inwardly for ever wanting to know what his face looked like.

      As Flint lit the lantern on the table, Snarf’s tendril of fear wrapped itself around his throat because Flint wasn’t alone. There were five other men rising to their feet. Each of them wore what was left of a military uniform. They were deserters — Craney’s men!

      Flint pulled a red bandana from his pocket and tied it over his nose and mouth. Then he led the men to Billy’s door and opened it, spilling candlelight into the saloon. ‘Wake up, Bill,’ he said.

      Snarf could not see Billy, but he heard a sort of strangled shout, the kind a person makes when waking from a nightmare. Then the bed creaked violently. Flint’s pistol came out if its holster in a flash. It boomed. Something big and heavy fell to the floor. Then, all was silent.

      Jewel smiled a smile at Snarf that seemed to say, Isn’t this nice?

      But it wasn’t nice. It wasn’t nice at all. Snarf wished he were still asleep on the billiard table. Or, better, had been caught up in whatever tragedy it was that had made an orphan of him.

      Flint went into Billy’s room. Snarf heard the key in the chest, then he heard the lid go up, and the things come out. All the fear he’d felt that night paled in comparison to the lead weight of dread settling in his guts then. These were Craney’s people all right. And they were here for the map. The map he had strung over his shoulder!

      Unk’s bedroom door burst open. He looked like an avenging angel in his white nightshirt — an avenging angel with a shotgun. He leveled both barrels at Jewel.

      She looked coolly up at him. Unk, red faced and sweaty at the thought of killing, saw he was aiming at a woman. Ashamed, he lowered his weapon. ‘I thought I heard a shot,’ he said.

      ‘You did,’ Jewel replied. And somehow there was a derringer in her hand. Where it came from or how it got there, Snarf never knew to the end of his days, but it was there. And it was digging into his ribs. ‘And, unless you want to hear another, I suggest you put your gun down.’

      ‘If you hurt one hair on my boy’s head, I’ll-’

      ‘Please,’ Jewel insisted, ‘lower your scattergun.’

      Snarf and Unk locked eyes. Yes, they’d had a mountain of disagreements and they’d inconvenienced one another terribly over the years, but hearing his uncle say ‘my boy’ when it really mattered and watching him lower his shotgun to save his life, Snarf saw — really saw — the man for the first time. And he saw that Unk had given him everything.

      Flint’s pistol boomed again. Unk vanished in a bloody red mist. His shotgun fell and broke itself on the table beneath the second floor landing.

      ‘Thank you, Flint,’ Jewel said once everything was quiet again.

      Flint nodded and announced, ‘It’s not there.’

      Jewel sighed and turned to Snarf, who was staring up at the empty doorway to Unk’s room, but he wasn’t really looking at the doorway. He wasn’t looking at anything in the world. He was looking inside himself. Something was happening there, deep down. A feeling had started when Flint had shot Unk. It was a feeling he’d never felt before. His insides felt like water just before it boils and makes the kettle scream. Sort of all bouncy and on the edge of something. He didn’t know what.

      ‘I am sorry you had to see that,’ Jewel said. ‘And I understand if you want us to leave, but we cannot leave without the map.’

      Finally they’d come to it.

      ‘Billy gave it to you, didn’t he,’ she said. ‘Just before we came in.’

      Snarf took the case containing the map off his shoulder and gave it to Jewel. There was nothing else he could do. She opened it. Flint came over with the lantern and they stared at the drawing of the coyote. All the sparkle went out of Jewel’s eyes. ‘This is not a map,’ she said coldly. ‘What is it?’
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