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  To mamas who let their daughters grow up


  playing “cowboys”




  (and reading science fiction)




  

    Especially mine:


  




  

    Carol (Erwin) Dennison Ward


    December 13, 1921 – March 17, 2010


  




  

    I miss you, Mom.




    —March 17, 2011—


  




  







  “He wants a fight? Well, now he’s got one.”




  

    —“Gunpowder and Lead” by




    Miranda Lambert


  




  

    “All the lonely people—where do they all come from?”




    

      —“Eleanor Rigby” by




      Lennon and McCartney


    


  




  

    “The universe is made of stories, not atoms.”




    

      —Muriel Rukeyser
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  Spring had come and gone in the desert lands of New Mexico Territory, with all the subtlety of an iron fist in a green velvet glove. For a few

  weeks rain fell, usually fretful, with frequent rainbows, and the land that had been bleached of color put on a cloak of verdant grass—in a good year, even a show of wild-flowers. It was a

  thing of beauty for weary human eyes to behold.




  But already the mantle of green was withering, laying bare the scarred, spectral face of the desert, its true face, amoral and pitiless.




  There were some who found peace—or at least possibility—in the desert’s truth: A man who had never seen any other place, or a man who never wanted to see someplace else again.

  Even a man who saw the chance to get rich, in a land where the treasures of the earth often lay right on the surface, marking the spot where veins of rich ore—silver, copper, and especially

  gold—lay waiting to be sucked dry like bone marrow.




  A smart man on the road to a nearby destination—with a good horse and just enough food in his saddlebags, a canteen or two filled with water—might be glad it wasn’t

  raining.




  But the man on whom the sun shed light as it rose over the distant rim of a mesa didn’t even have a pair of boots. From the heights of the sky, he was no more than a speck in an emptiness

  as vast as the sky itself, lying like a dead man in the middle of a dusty trail. His dust-colored pants were torn out at the knee, his tanned skin and short tawny hair caked with sweat and dirt.

  The large red stain on his torn Henley marked the place where something had left a deep wound, still fresh, in his side.




  The man who might have been dead twitched and moaned softly, as the full-bore heat of a new day struck him. The unforgiving light of the sun shone in through his closed eyelids and reddened his

  skin like an open oven. Discomfort prodded him toward consciousness; he shifted again, growing more restless.




  Abruptly the man sat up with a terrified gasp, like he’d been wakened out of a nightmare. He sat sucking in air as if he had been running all night, staring at the land around him with the

  empty eyes of someone who had no idea what he was doing there.




  The buzzards that had been circling on the thermals overhead, watching him with more than casual interest, canted their wings and flew off, disappointed.




  The man, dazzled by the light, never noticed, seeing the land around him in double vision. He kept blinking, until finally he knew—within a range of several thousand square

  miles—where he was. In the desert. Lost in the desert.




  He stared at his bare feet, protruding like strange plants from the bottoms of his pants legs. Where the hell were his boots? And then he grimaced, abruptly aware of a sharp, deep pain in

  his right side. He covered it with his hands, leaning over.




  That only made it worse. He sat up straight, taking his hands away. They were red and sticky.




  . . . the hell? He looked down at his shirt, seeing the deep red stain; watched it blooming brighter as fresh blood oozed from its center. A wound . . . bullet wound? He pulled up

  his shirt, looked at the blood-caked gouge in his side. He made a face and pulled his shirt down over it again.




  Nothing vital hit. He exhaled in relief. Wasn’t even bleeding bad, considering how bad it felt. Wiping his hands in the sandy dirt, he took another long

  breath—consciously, cautiously, this time. Lucky, he thought, not wondering how he was so sure of that.




  He looked at his hands again, as something out of place nudged him further into the reality that was now.




  Around his left wrist he was wearing a wide, thick piece of metal. A manacle—? Too big to be a handcuff, it looked more like an iron . . . but it wasn’t heavy enough.




  He studied it, already sure that he’d never seen a shackle like this before. It was made from chunks of different-colored scraps of metal, somehow forged into a single band with a kind of

  precision that ought to be impossible.




  Who the hell would make a thing like this? Even if it wasn’t a shackle, it looked too much like one for his taste. And more to the point, what was it doing on him? Had it

  been put there by whoever had wounded him?




  He’d been wounded, he was lost in the desert without a hat, or even boots. His feet were stone-bruised and cut like he’d come a long way; his right arm was scraped raw and the right

  leg of his pants had a hole in it big enough so that he could see the ugly bruise on his knee.




  He must look the way he felt . . . and he felt like shit. But he couldn’t have been lost out here that long, or he’d be dead.




  He looked at the metal bracelet again, and a sudden reaction made his gut knot up—an emotion that went beyond confusion, beyond fear . . . closer to blind hatred than anything else he

  knew. He picked up a rock and hit the metal band with all his strength, hitting it again and again. Panic rose in him as the blows made no impression on it at all.




  The metal was light, it should be soft—but it wasn’t. Hitting it only made his hands, his arms, everything hurt more; the rock he’d been beating the thing with

  hadn’t left a dent—not so much as a scratch—on its surface.




  Cursing under his breath; he threw the rock away. He sat back, putting his hands over his knees, holding himself up and together. His throat was so parched he could barely swallow; his lips were

  cracked and his belly was tight with hunger. The weakness he felt was more than just blood loss—and yet, looking down at his arms, bare where he’d pushed up his sleeves, he could see

  that they weren’t badly sunburned.




  Why was he here? How had he gotten here? Where the hell was here? He couldn’t seem to remember any of it. Closing his eyes against the glare, seeing nothing but

  darkness when he tried to look inside himself. He focused on shutting down his emotions, slowing his breathing, getting control of himself. He needed to be under control; always ready, watching

  and waiting for the perfect moment or the wrong move. . . .




  At last he opened his eyes again, strikingly blue eyes that glinted like cut sapphire. He began to run his hands over his half-ruined clothes, searching his pants pockets for money,

  anything—




  Nothing at all. At least he was on a track to somewhere . . . a long, unnaturally wide strip of packed dirt, running from one edge of nowhere to the other, hardly better than the bare

  ground between patches of rabbit bush and mesquite beside him.




  In the far distance he could see the blue-gray, broken-toothed profile of a mountain range; in the nearer distance he saw the mesa over which the sun had just risen. On the other side of the

  trail there was a weather-etched cliff of reddish sandstone maybe thirty feet high. At least there were no Apaches on top of it. They’d be glad to make his day shorter, but a lot more

  painful.




  He looked down again, this time searching every inch of the ground around him for anything at all that might have landed here with him. A spot of light caught his eye . . . something metal,

  half-buried in the dirt. Carefully, he picked it up, brushing the dust from it: A tintype, a portrait of a young woman. The picture was bent, battered around the edges, but not so much that he

  couldn’t see her face clearly. She looked sweet and loving, with her dark hair mostly gathered up in back but partly free, long enough that it spilled down over her shoulders in deep, shining

  waves.




  She was a total stranger. Why the hell was he carrying around a stranger’s picture?




  And yet. . . . He looked at her face again, the sweetness of her smile, her eyes that seemed to be gazing only at him with . . . love? For a moment his heart seemed to stop, along with his

  breath. He stared at the picture like a mountain lion looking down at a doe, ready to spring . . . and finding himself unexpectedly lost in the depths of her eyes.




  Unnerved, he stuck the picture into his pants pocket. He wished he had someplace better to keep it . . . a hat. Damn it, where was his hat? This day figured to be long and hot, and it had

  only begun.




  He stopped looking, stopped moving as he heard the sound of hoofbeats on the trail. Riders—in no hurry, but coming his way.




  His hand went to his hip, before he could form a coherent thought about why; searching . . . His hand made a fist as it came up empty, and he realized his final loss: his gun. It was the

  only thing he could think of that was worth as much to him as his own life.




  He looked at his hand and couldn’t think of anything else to do with it . . . anything at all. Resigned, he sat staring at his bare feet, waiting for whatever happened next.




  He didn’t have to wait long. He didn’t bother to look back as he heard the riders come over the hill: Three of them, he figured, from the sound.




  He finally raised his head as the riders entered his line of sight, taking their measure as they circled around him and stopped their horses: three bearded men—tough, hard-looking men,

  dressed in typical dark, drab layers, with a black dog following them. Their clothes had a patina of dust on them, as if they’d been riding for a while. There was something about them, almost

  an echo, that told him they were family: a father and two sons, maybe. The grizzled older man had on a top hat; it made him look like an undertaker.




  As the strangers closed in on him, the man saw a long, black-haired scalp hanging from the old man’s saddle like a trophy. Another scalp hung from the saddle of one of the sons. By then

  the man sitting on the ground didn’t need that much detail to know these three did more killing than burying.




  The three riders stared down at him. At last the old man said, “We’re riding toward Absolution. You know how far west we are?”




  The man stared back at them, his eyes as empty as his mind was. Absolution? Was that a place you could find on a map? Or did the three of them figure if they rode far enough west, all

  their sins would be forgotten?




  The three riders shifted impatiently in their saddles, waiting for an answer he couldn’t give them.




  “Maybe he’s a dummy,” one of the sons said.




  The father got down from his horse. He was a walking weapons rack—holstered pistol, skinning knife on his belt, and a Winchester carbine slung at his back.




  The man sitting in the dusty trail pushed himself to his feet uneasily as the father stopped in front of him and said, “Some reason you don’t wanna answer my question,

  friend?”




  The man didn’t answer that one either, not sure if he even had enough spit left to let him speak. It didn’t occur to him to ask for water, since it hadn’t occurred to them to

  offer him any. He was too aware of the way the sons were positioning their horses around behind him, cutting him off almost casually as they edged in to get a better look at him.




  “Look there,” one of them said, “he’s carrying iron on his wrist . . . and he’s been shot.”




  The father glanced at the man’s wrist, at the strange metal bracelet. His expression didn’t seem to see anything strange about it. The man was completely surrounded now.




  “Could be he broke out of the hoosegow,” the other son said. “Might well be bounty money. . . .”




  Bounty hunters. If the three of them hadn’t been before, they were now. The old man pulled his carbine over his shoulder and cocked it, aiming it at the man as he took another step

  toward him.




  “Not your lucky day, stranger,” the father said, glancing down at the man’s bootless feet, then up at his face again.




  The man’s expression had gone completely blank, like his mind. He stood motionless, his hands down at his sides.




  “Turn around real slow,” the father said, “and start walking.” The man didn’t move, and the father took a few more steps, closing the space between them.




  The man heard the black dog begin to growl, as if it sensed danger. He stayed where he was, not moving, with not even a flicker of doubt showing on his face. The carbine was now within inches of

  his chest.




  “I said, start walkin’—” The rifle’s barrel struck the man’s chest.




  Suddenly the man reacted like a striking snake. He grabbed the carbine’s barrel; it fired as his left hand jerked it free from of the old man’s grip. The shot went wild and the

  father fell back, but not before the man’s right hand had snatched his knife from its belt sheath.




  The man kept moving, swinging around with the knife, and drove it into the thigh of the closest son, clear to the hilt. The son fell off his horse with a howl of pain; the man slammed the

  carbine butt against the side of his head, breaking his neck.




  The man flipped the carbine as he caught movement out of the corner of his eye; he swung back to see the father struggling upright, raising his drawn pistol. The man cocked the carbine again

  with barely time to aim, and fired. The bullet hit the father in the chest, and he went down like he wouldn’t be getting up again.




  The second son was already aiming his revolver. The man leaped, tackling him and dragging him out of the saddle. When the second son hit the ground, he still had the gun; before he could fire

  it, the man slammed his wrist down on a rock, and the pistol skittered out of reach. The son’s hands went for the man’s throat then; the man smashed the heel of his own hand into the

  son’s nose, and felt things break and give way. He hit him in the face again and again . . . until at last his blind fury began to clear, and he realized he was hitting a man who was no

  longer trying to kill him . . . he was hitting a dead man.




  He fell back from the body, dazed, gasping for breath. Slowly he forced himself to get to his knees, and then to his feet.




  The man stood in the trail, alone again, the only human being left alive. The silence around him was almost deafening; all he heard was his own heart still beating. His eyes moved from body to

  body, then back to his bruised, aching hands. He stared at them. They were covered with blood again, but this time most of it was the blood of strangers.




  He wiped his hands on his bloody shirt, staring at the carnage around him, even more stupefied by the fact that he was the one responsible for it.




  Only a stone-cold killer could have done what he’d just done. But he wasn’t . . . couldn’t be a killer . . . didn’t feel like a killer. . . . He was only a . .

  . he was . . .




  Jesus God, what was he? He couldn’t remember. He couldn’t remember anything at all about himself. He couldn’t even remember his own name—




  He pressed his hands against his head, trying to keep whatever was left of his mind from vanishing before he could get a grip on it.




  The black dog trotted over and sat down in front of him, as if it had recognized its new master. Frowning in disgust, the man turned away. His eyes went to the canteen hanging from the nearest

  horse’s saddle. He reached out and took it from the saddle horn, uncorking it. He was still alive. If he wanted to stay that way, he needed water, now.




  At least there was nobody left to kill; he was glad to let his instincts do whatever they wanted. His hands shook as he raised the canteen to his mouth. He drank, forcing himself to do it

  slowly, until he’d quenched his thirst. The dog lapped at the spillage that dripped off his chin.




  The man went through the horse’s saddlebags next, finding some beef jerky and hardtack, the only things there that interested him. He ate as he moved from horse to horse, collecting

  canteens and any other food he could find.




  As his head cleared some, with his body feeling a little stronger, he faced the bodies of the three dead men again. He crouched down and went through their pockets, taking any money they had.

  They wouldn’t be needing that anymore, wherever they were now. He stood up again, considering. He needed boots, he needed a hat . . . and some clothes that didn’t have blood all

  over them.




  The only dead man whose shirt didn’t look worse than his did was the one with the broken neck. Their sizes matched well enough. He stripped the jacket, vest, and shirt off the body, threw

  away his own ruined Henley. He moved carefully as he put on his new clothes; the wound on his side had opened up again during of the fight.




  As he buttoned the light-colored linen shirt, he saw fresh blood already soaking through the cloth. He tucked the shirt into his pants and put on the dark vest, hoping that would be enough to

  hide it. He almost tossed the coat aside, because the day was already too hot. But then he remembered he was in the desert. If he lived through the rest of today, by tonight he’d be getting

  damn cold.




  The last man he’d killed was wearing leather stovepipe chaps that looked almost new. He took them and buckled them on to cover his torn pants. He sized the sole of the stranger’s

  boot up against his foot; it was a decent match. He pushed his sore feet into the man’s socks and boots, beginning to feel like at least he might pass for respectable now.




  Hat, he thought. If he died of sunstroke now, it would serve him right. He picked up the hat he liked best and tried it on. It fit just right. He settled the brim low over his

  eyes, shielding them from the light and other people’s curiosity.




  He wondered exactly what other people he had in mind . . . suddenly he remembered the tintype he had found. Retrieving it from his pocket, he took off the hat and carefully wedged the picture

  into its crown. He resettled the hat on his head, satisfied.




  But there was still one thing he needed: a gun.




  He moved from body to body again, checking out the men’s pistols. They all had decent-looking revolvers. Good. . . . He spun the cylinder of each one, rejected the first two because

  the movement wasn’t smooth enough.




  The third one was better: an army-surplus Smith and Wesson Schofield .45. Its cylinder moved like its owner had cared about his own life. Better luck in the next one, the man thought. The

  gun’s grip felt easy, well-balanced in his hand.




  He took the gun belt that came with it and buckled it on. Whoever he was, the pistol made him feel complete in a way he couldn’t define.




  Then he gazed out across the bleak, glaringly bright plain, feeling more like himself again. He realized that the thought was as completely out of context as he was, standing here in the middle

  of nowhere . . . and just as meaningless.




  He checked over the three horses that stood grazing alongside the trail, waiting for riders who no longer had any use for them. They were all in good condition; he chose the only one without a

  scalp hanging from its saddle. He fastened the coat onto the back of the saddle, where a bedroll was already tied in place. He slapped the other two horses on the rumps and sent them galloping off

  down the road, trusting their intelligence to take them someplace better than this.




  Still following his own instincts, he mounted the third horse and turned it in the direction the three men had been traveling. Absolution. He figured it had to be a town, and in that

  case, not impossibly far away. He touched the horse with his spurs. It set off at an easy lope, a pace his body didn’t find unbearable.




  As he started to ride away, the dog got up and followed him. He reined in, looking back at it. Some kind of herding dog, he guessed. Its fur was long and shaggy, mostly black, with a white ruff

  around its neck that made it look like it’d been born with a collar on.




  Maybe it had, because whatever kind of dog it was, it didn’t seem to have the sense to go off on its own, now that it was free. It looked back at him, panting with its tongue out, in that

  way dogs had that made them seem to be smiling.




  He stared at it with the eyes of a cougar, passing judgment. Then he turned away again and rode on, not looking back.




  The dog followed as he crested the next hill and rode into the valley beyond.
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  Absolution was just a place, not a state of mind. The man only had to ride for half a day to reach it.




  Beyond the rise of one more hill, he saw the town waiting for him in the wide valley below. He saw cottonwood and willow trees, and some brighter greens that looked like they might be

  permanent—signs that the silver band of river running through the valley bottom was a reliable water source.




  He was surprised by the number of buildings he could see lined up along Absolution’s main street; a couple of cross streets branched off it like veins of ore. Veins of gold: A gold

  strike was the only thing he knew that could pull enough people together to build a town this size, in the middle of a godforsaken wasteland.




  He slowed his horse to a walk well before he reached the town limits, giving himself more time to take in details about what he was riding into.




  Absolution wasn’t the town it had appeared to be from a distance. Even though it was well into afternoon now, the dusty main street was almost deserted. The buildings along it had been put

  up to last, but the paint on most of them was faded and peeling, blistered by the desert sun. More than one looked abandoned: Whoever had built this town in the first place had given up and left it

  awhile ago.




  Another boom town gone bust, because the gold its founders thought would last forever had run out long before their expectations. It wasn’t a ghost town yet, but the people who still lived

  here were only staying because they had no place better to go.




  As far as he could tell, none of that had anything to do with him—except that an empty street in broad daylight made a stranger riding into town a lot more conspicuous.




  Something, maybe long habit, told him he didn’t want to be noticed, at least not until he’d remembered who he was. He pressed a hand to his wounded side, and then he turned the horse

  off the main track, circling around behind the row of buildings; looking for one that seemed to be occupied, preferably with an open back door.




  To his surprise, he found what he was looking for without having to search for long. He dismounted behind a building with a fairly fresh coat of white paint on its clapboards; the back door was

  wide open to let in whatever breeze happened by.




  He spotted a rain barrel under a downspout near the back steps—lidded against the heat, and still half full. His horse required a lot more water than he did; anybody who forgot that might

  as well blow his own brains out, because he’d be dead soon enough anyway, along with his horse. The man let the horse drink, and then looped a rein over the railing of the steps to make sure

  it stayed there.




  Definitely not expecting visitors, he thought as he climbed the steps and went in through the open door. It was only then that he noticed the damn dog had followed him all the way to

  town, as it appeared in the doorway behind him, gazing up at him with wide brown eyes and that mindless smile.




  The realization struck him that the dog was just doing the same thing he’d been trying to do: survive, when its whole life had been pulled out from under it. By him. Resigned, he

  pointed at the floor. “Stay,” he said. The dog sat down in the doorway and stayed there, satisfied.




  The man took a longer look around, not able to tell what kind of place this was, but seeing what looked like a small kitchen ahead of him . . . and a bottle of whiskey sitting on a table beside

  the sink. The thought of that appealed to him, and he moved ahead cautiously.




  “Hello—?” he called out, not too loudly, not wanting to be caught by surprise if somebody was in the next room, but not wanting to bring them running, either.




  There was no answer, no sound of footsteps. Relaxing, he reached the table and the half-full bottle of whiskey sitting on it. He uncorked it and drank several long swallows, enjoying the

  burn.




  The “water of life”—that was what “whiskey” meant, according to Dolan. Right now he believed it. It didn’t even bother him that he had no idea

  who Dolan was.




  He set the bottle down with a satisfied sigh, and moved to the sink. Working the pump handle, he got the water flowing until he’d filled the bowl he found there. He plunged his hands into

  the cool water; it felt good on his bruised, abraded knuckles.




  But he needed to clean himself up. He took off his hat and splashed the water on his face, rubbing off sweat and dust, before he did the same to his hands and arms. Leaning forward, he dumped

  the rest of the water over his head to rinse off his hair. He used the dry dishrag he found on the table to finish up the job.




  Just doing that much left him feeling shaky and in more pain from his wound than he’d been when he arrived. He began to unbutton his vest. His wound still needed tending; even lifting a

  liquor bottle made the now-constant pain in his side worse. He pulled up his shirt and poured whiskey into the deep, bloody gash, clenching his teeth. The burn it set off in his wound felt

  familiar, but a hell of a lot less pleasant that the one in his throat and belly.




  He took another long swig of whisky, set the bottle down on the table, reached for the cork . . . and froze in mid-motion, as he heard a rifle cocked behind him.




  “Palms to heaven, friend,” a voice said.




  Slowly the man raised his hands.




  PREACHER MEACHAM APPROACHED the stranger he’d found in his kitchen, drinking his whiskey, with considerable wariness. Few

  people came to call these days, and of those who did, none used the back door—or drank his whiskey without an invitation.




  “Easy, now . . .” the man said, as Meacham pressed the muzzle of the rifle against the man’s neck.




  As Meacham removed the pistol from the stranger’s holster, he felt more than saw the man’s muscles grow taut and twitch. He realized that the man had let him take the

  pistol.




  He took a deep breath, thanking God, as he stepped back again. “Turn around,” he said.




  The stranger turned around. Meacham saw the man sizing him up, the same way he was taking the man’s measure; saw the intensely blue eyes catch on his graying hair and beard, his

  unremarkable clothing. Without his official preacher’s hat and coat, he supposed he looked like any other townsman. The man looked up at him again.




  His stare gave the blue eyes pause. He might be getting on in years, but those years had taught him a lot of lessons. Meacham was a man who’d seen a lot in his life, and done a lot, before

  he’d found God, or God had found him. The lessons he’d learned still showed in his eyes, proving that he hadn’t forgotten any of them.




  Looking the stranger over, he saw a man in his mid-thirties, a hard man whose gaze was as impenetrable as diamond. But most men who lived for long out here came to look like that. The clothes

  the man had on were mostly dark, and as unremarkable as his own, in these parts. It was only the telltale way he moved, or chose not to, that made Meacham suspect he was anything but ordinary.




  But the man had surrendered his gun without a fight, and Meacham was sure he’d had a choice about that. He looked at the sizable blood stain on the man’s light-colored shirt, which

  was untucked from his pants and dripping good whiskey on the floor.




  “Been shot,” the man said, as if it was all he could think to say.




  Meacham forgave the stranger any whiskey he’d used for medicinal purposes. He wondered if the stranger had come here wanting more than a drink. From the look of him, he needed more than a

  drink. But the man didn’t say anything else, just stood looking at Meacham like he’d decided at least that standing still hadn’t been a mistake.




  Out of the corner of his eye, Meacham saw a black dog, one he’d never seen before, sitting patiently just beyond the doorway. Most of the dog’s body was still in sunlight, but it

  made no attempt to come further in out of the heat. Something about the way the dog sat reminded him of how the stranger now stood. His own tension eased just a little, but his curiosity only got

  stronger.




  “Only two kinds of men get shot,” Meacham observed, “criminals and victims.” He carefully set the man’s pistol down, well out of reach. “Well,” he

  asked, when the man still said nothing, “which one are you?”




  The man hesitated a moment before answering, as if he had to think about it. “. . . I don’t know,” he muttered finally.




  Meacham heard truth in the man’s voice. And for just a moment, as he’d said the words, the stranger’s face had looked completely empty, lost . . . terrified. The man blinked,

  and the moment of vulnerability vanished. But Meacham had seen enough. Lord have mercy, he thought. A truly lost soul. “Got a name, brother?”




  The man looked down. “Don’t know that either.”




  Sympathy almost forced its way onto Meacham’s face. But he’d lived too long to be scooped in that easily. “What do you know?”




  The stranger looked up again, after a pause. “English,” he said, deadpan.




  Meacham raised his eyebrows, this time letting a faint smile show. But he still kept the rifle up, ensuring that the man kept his hands in the air. “Where’d you ride in from?”

  he asked.




  The stranger glanced away. “. . . west.”




  “That’s a big place,” Meacham said mildly, “‘. . . west.’”




  The man ignored that, and Meacham nodded at the doorway he’d come through, indicating that the stranger should go through it, first.




  Obediently the man stepped forward, pushed his way through the swinging door with his hands still up.




  Meacham followed close behind, still carrying the rifle. “Take a seat.”




  The man looked around the large, high-ceilinged room, back at Meacham, with something like confusion. “This your place?” he asked.




  The room was mostly shuttered, cooler but darker than the kitchen, and Meacham remembered that it wasn’t necessarily a familiar sight to most men’s eyes. “Six days a week it

  is,” he said, and this time he did smile. “On the seventh, it belongs to the Lord.”




  Comprehension dawned in the stranger’s eyes, as he looked out over the rows of pews, back at the pulpit, and the large, plain cross hanging on the wall behind it. He sat down in a pew at

  the front; as he did, another stab of pain made his mouth thin. But his gaze followed Meacham, as the preacher moved toward a table at one side of the room, where the afternoon sun shone in through

  one of the few unshuttered windows.




  The man’s restless eyes went back to exploring the room with the frank curiosity of someone who couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen the inside of a church.




  In this case, Meacham realized, that could be literally true. He let down his guard another notch. “My name’s Meacham,” he said, by way of introduction. Quietly he laid the

  rifle on the table beside him. He noticed that the man picked up even that slight sound.




  The stranger, glancing at Meacham, lowered his hands. His face stayed calm, his eyes showing only faint relief. He didn’t move from his seat. Meacham turned his back as he went to the

  cupboard where he kept his assortment of medical supplies, and a spare bottle of whiskey. He brought the box and the whiskey back to the table.




  “Woke up in the desert,” the man said, volunteering information for the first time. “Like I dropped out of the sky.”




  Meacham looked up from sorting through the supplies. “Well now,” he said, “I certainly recall one such story happening before . . . fella by the name of Lucifer.”




  The stranger blinked, as if he recognized that name, knew the story it belonged to. But there was nothing more to his reaction, as if hearing any name but his own seemed useless to him, and that

  one wasn’t it.




  “Come into the light,” Meacham said, an invitation as much as an order. He wet his hands with the whiskey, and wiped them on a clean cloth. The man stood up, a little stiffly;

  something close to genuine relief showed in his eyes as he came toward the table, seeing Meacham’s preparations.




  Meacham took out a threaded needle and gestured for the man to sit on the table in the light. The stranger obeyed him, lying back and pulling up his shirt as if he knew what to expect.




  Meacham gave the man a drink of whiskey from the bottle on the table, then took one himself. Sewing up a damaged human body wasn’t like darning socks; it was one thing he never found to be

  a soothing activity. He lit a match and ran the needle through the flame to sterilize it, before he looked at the wound. His forehead furrowed, and he took another swig from the bottle. The man put

  up his hand, reaching for the whiskey again, but Meacham had already set it down. “Try’n hold still. . . .”




  He ran the hot needle through the stranger’s skin, starting to stitch the sides of the wound together. The man’s upraised hand knotted into a fist; his jaw clenched over a sound of

  pain. But then he held his body perfectly still and didn’t make another sound as Meacham went on stitching him up.




  It was a relief to work on a man with some self-control, Meacham thought. He was too used to patching up drunken victims of bar brawls, who generally wailed and thrashed like overgrown

  three-year-olds.




  “. . . mining town?” the stranger asked finally, his voice held under tight control, like his body. Talking to take his mind off the pain, now, Meacham thought, all the more

  convinced that some part of this man’s brain knew things that maybe no one would want to remember.




  “Yeah, that was the notion. Ore played out, like water sinking into sand . . . ,” Meacham said, shaking his head. “No gold, no town. Most everyone moved on to the new diggings

  in the Mimbres Range.” He stopped stitching, staring at the wound, as he realized he’d never really seen a bullet wound—any kind of wound—that looked like this before.

  “Odd wound,” he said. “Looks . . . cauterized.” That had to be the only reason the man hadn’t passed out from blood loss somewhere on the trail. “This

  isn’t a gun shot.” He was certain of that now. “Where’d you get it?”




  The stranger glared up at him, tight-lipped.




  “Right: you don’t remember.” Meacham grimaced apologetically, and went on stitching. “Well, I can’t absolve you of your sins if you don’t recall

  ‘em,” he said, doing his best to keep on distracting the man as well. “That bein’ said—” he met the stranger’s eyes with a smile in his own, like sunlight

  reflecting in water, “whether you end up in Heaven or Hell, it’s not God’s plan . . . it’s your own.”




  He looked down again and took two more stitches before he pulled the thread taut. He cut the thread with his teeth. “You just gotta remember what it is.” He finished his sermon and

  glanced up at the man again. “Finger?”




  The man obliged, putting his finger on the knot to hold it, while Meacham tied it off.




  Meacham stood back, admiring his work. “Not too bad for a country preacher—”




  A window exploded beside the church’s front door; both men jumped. The sounds of gunfire and whooping and hollering came uninvited through the broken panes, destroying the peaceful refuge

  the church had been a moment before.




  Meacham left the stranger sitting on the table like a startled cat, along with his medical supplies, as he ran to the front door and peered out. “Damnfool Dolarhyde kid, drunk again . .

  .” Meacham went out the front door without a backward glance.




  The stranger got down off the table and stood listening to the commotion outside as he tucked in his shirt and re-buttoned his vest. Then he went through the door to the kitchen to fetch his

  hat—and his gun.
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  The late afternoon sun silhouetted Absolution’s main street against a backdrop of red-gold, light filtered through dusty air. Long

  blue-violet shadows lay in graceful strokes across the ground, a promise that the days relentless heat would finally ease as the hours crept toward dusk.




  But for once Meacham failed to appreciate God’s artistry. His attention was already fixed on the riders heating things up a few doors away, in front of the Gold Leaf Saloon. He headed

  toward the trouble, hoping the Lord would grant him the tact, if not the saintly forbearance, to help keep any human beings from ending up like his window had.




  He spotted Percy Dolarhyde, the Colonel’s cocky hot-headed drunkard of a son, easily enough—always the center of attention, even though he was on foot, and the cowhands that worked

  for his father were sitting on their horses as they shouted and egged him on. They drank for free, and they drank a lot, when they were with Percy.




  The only man there who wasn’t drunk, or even smiling, was Nat Colorado, Woodrow Dolarhyde’s half-Apache foreman. He was still a young man, but he was tough as saddle leather, and

  Meacham had never seen him smile. He’d been the Colonel’s trusted right-hand man for as long as Meacham could remember, more like an older son than a stray Apache half-breed.




  Everyone who knew the Colonel knew he hated Apaches with a vengeance, and as far as Meacham knew, Dolarhyde’s trust was not something he’d ever given to any other man. Bearing the

  weight of that alone would be enough to make any man lose his smile.




  But worse yet it meant Colorado was expected to play nursemaid to Percy whenever he went into town. So far he’d kept Percy from actually killing anybody, and anybody else from killing

  Percy. But that was all he was allowed to do.




  Nat sat in a chair on the boardwalk, his feet up on the hitching rail while he watched Percy’s antics. But a man would have to be blind not to realize there was nothing relaxed about him,

  or the way he held the rifle that rested in the crook of his arm. Even with the senior Dolarhyde’s reputation, and Nat’s own, there was no guarantee Percy’s luck would last

  forever. . . .




  Nat paid no mind to Meacham as he passed; all of his attention was fixed on Percy, his mouth set in its usual expressionless line. Meacham glanced back as he entered the crowd of cowhands and

  townsfolk, and caught a glimpse into Nat’s eyes. He was startled when he didn’t find resentment, disgust, or simply nothing at all there; the depths of Nat’s eyes were dark wells

  of sorrow as he watched Percy.




  The preacher looked away again, shaking his head. Two lost souls in one day . . . Either he was getting closer to God’s own wisdom, or he’d been spending too much time in the

  sun.




  Percy was amusing himself and the crowd this time by shooting holes in the saloon’s elaborately painted sign. Percy was tall and brown-haired, a handsome boy—living proof that

  appearance was only skin-deep.




  Meacham wondered whether Percy would be any different if he was sober. He’d never seen the boy completely sober. If Nat Colorado had it hard being trusted by Percy’s father, Meacham

  figured that Percy probably had it harder, being the Colonel’s only child.




  Meacham tried to find a shred of compassion for the boy somewhere in his soul, and couldn’t. Just because Percy was miserable didn’t give him the right to act like a miserable

  bastard, taking it out on everyone he saw, any more than it gave anyone else that right. Either Percy would have to change until he was unrecognizable, or Meacham would . . . and that would be a

  miracle in itself.




  He looked back as Charles Sorenson, the saloon’s owner, came out through the bat-wing doors, wearing spectacles and an apron, shouting, “Hey, hey, Percy, what’re you

  doin’?”




  A lot of people besides Meacham called Percy a bastard, and it wasn’t due to an accident of birth. But unless they were as drunk as he was, they never did it to his face. No sane person

  ever called his father “the Colonel” within earshot either, because anyone who did wouldn’t live to brag about it.




  Everybody called Sorenson “Doc”—and he really was a doctor, who’d earned an M.D. at a medical school back east. He’d taught Meacham a lot about treating wounds,

  despite—or maybe because of—the fact that most of the men who needed tending had gotten that way in his saloon.




  Out here, Doc was just a saloon keeper, and his name was a joke. He’d been born a fish out of water, here in the Territories where he’d grown up.




  “. . . little target practice, Doc!” Percy shouted, slurring. “Don’t worry, ain’t gonna wrinkle your dress!” Doc winced as Percy fired another bullet into the

  sign.




  Percy laughed at the look on Doc’s face as he tried and failed to hide how upset, and how scared of Percy, he was. Meacham felt his mouth pull down; he was filled with compassion for Doc,

  and an ungodly urge to bash Percy’s head against the nearest hard object.




  Doc’s wife, Maria, came out of the saloon in his wake. It was mainly her cooking that still drew in customers from the town’s small population, so that at least the Gold Leaf

  hadn’t completely turned into an extension of Dolarhyde’s petty empire, and Percy didn’t drink them into bankruptcy. Maria’s eyes were alive with both anger and

  concern—mostly concern for her husband’s safety—as she tried to get him back inside, out of harm’s way.




  “Stop!” Doc was shouting, “There’s roomers upstairs!”




  She caught him by the arm, forcing calm onto her own face as she tried to calm down her husband, but having to raise her voice just to make herself heard over him, “—it’s

  okay. There’s no one upstairs—”




  “—Maria, please, go back inside—” Doc tried to shake her off.




  She clung to him,“—Mira, he’s drunk, just let him be—”




  “—bad enough, he drinks for free, now he’s gotta shoot up the place?” Doc shouted.




  Percy spun around, looking up at Doc where he stood at the top of the saloon steps. Drunk or sober, Percy had his father’s uncanny knack for hearing anybody who happened to badmouth him.

  “What was that, Doc? What’d ya say? Come over here and let’s settle up what we owe.” He beckoned Doc into the street, gesturing with his pistol.




  Reluctantly, Doc started down the steps to where Percy was waiting. Maria held onto her best placating smile, even as she lost her grip on her husband’s arm. “He didn’t say

  anything! Por favor, patrón,” she called to Percy. “What else can I get you and your men?”




  But Percy had his eyes set on Doc, like a cat with a mouse hooked on its claw, and he wasn’t about to let go. He shook his head, “No, no—I wanna hear what you said. You

  ungrateful for our business? Wasn’t for my daddy’s cattle, there’d be no coin goin’ through this town! No meat on your tables, your doors’d be closed!”




  “Don’t mean no disrespect to your father, Percy,” Doc said, realizing he’d crossed a dangerous line. But trying to backtrack, he only succeeded in stepping on the other foot of Percy’s flimsy pride.




  Percy swung at Doc’s face, knocking off his spectacles; they landed in the dirt of the street. Doc’s face reddened with fresh humiliation and anger as he stooped down to pick them

  up, before Percy had a chance to step on them.




  Percy laughed and fired his gun. The bullet kicked up dust right beside Doc, who jerked back, startled, and sat down in the street. Doc never used or even carried a weapon, which was fine for a

  big-city doctor . . . but not for a saloon keeper. Even Percy knew Doc was as gun-shy as a nervous horse.




  “You see his face?” Percy crowed. “He thought I was gonna blow his head off!”




  Meacham stepped out of the crowd of onlookers and crouched down to help Doc find his glasses. Doc’s body was trembling, not from fear but rage, as he got to his feet again and went back up

  the saloon steps to Maria’s side. Gently, she led him inside through the batwing doors.




  Meacham took a deep breath. “All right now, son,” he said, amazed at the mildness of his own voice, “these people are scared enough of the damn Apaches without you

  shootin’ your gun off.”




  Percy had planned to ignore the words; but then he turned back to Meacham with a wicked grin. “Know what, Preacher? You just gave me an idea. . . .” He looked around at his drunken

  crew, and at the townspeople who’d come out to gawk or frown at his one-man show.




  “I know it ain’t Sunday,” Percy hollered out, “but what say we take up a collection for the poor man—” He took his hat off, flipped it over, holding it out

  like a collection plate. But his other hand still held his pistol, and he pointed it at the gathered townsfolk. “Who’s got money? Greenbacks or silver, we won’t pay no

  mind!”




  At gunpoint, the suddenly helpless crowd was all too vulnerable. Folks began to toss their change into the hat as Percy circled around them, reciting like a Gospel sharp on Sunday, “Much

  obliged . . . much obliged. . . . Mighty Christian of ya . . . I’m sorry Doc’s bad luck has to be taken out on you good people. . . .”




  He stopped suddenly, eyeing the one person who made no move to give him anything. “Hey!” he shouted. “You, too.”




  Meacham suddenly realized that Percy was talking to the stranger he’d left in the church. The man had followed him, obviously, but Meacham had no idea how long he’d been standing

  there, casually leaning against a corner post of the covered walkway, just watching Percy like everyone else. Or maybe not just like everyone else.




  The man stayed where he was—no surprise to Meacham—even when Percy moved toward him and pointed the gun at his face. The man never flinched, still surrounded by the unnerving calm

  that he’d worn like a second skin when Meacham caught him in the kitchen. “Watch where you point that thing,” the man said to Percy. “Before you get hurt.”




  Nat Colorado’s eyes were on the man now, too. And this time, Meacham noticed, his expression was dead serious. Nat got to his feet, holding his rifle, watching the stranger like he might

  watch a rattlesnake suddenly coiled up in Percy’s path. But then something changed subtly in his expression; he stared at the man with a deepening frown, doubt slowly turning into what looked

  like recognition.




  Whatever it was he saw in the man’s face, he didn’t act on it, and any clues at all were lost on Percy.




  Thoroughly riled now, Percy leaned in close to the stranger’s ear and said, in a mock-whisper loud enough for everyone to hear, “I wanna give you the benefit of the doubt,

  ’cause maybe you don’t know who I am—”




  The man did move, then. His knee hit Percy in the balls, faster than anyone else could react.




  Percy’s eyes bulged and he doubled over, gasping, in too much pain even to scream.




  The man turned away, moving through the crowd like water, and went on down the street. He walked past the small knot of deputies who stood outside the sheriff’s office and jail, where they

  had been observing Percy’s antics along with everybody else, just as ineffectually.




  The sheriff was out of town—but even if he’d been here, it wouldn’t have made much difference. Even the lawmen didn’t make a move in Absolution without the

  Colonel’s permission—at least not against his son.




  Under the circumstances, they didn’t say a word to the stranger, either.




  But Percy had finally found his voice, and enough self-control to raise his pistol. “Hey! You!” he shouted, his voice ragged. “Turn around!”




  The man kept on walking, ignoring him. Meacham had never seen Percy this angry, and to his amazement, Percy’s temper was still getting hotter. “Hey!” Percy screamed.

  “I’m warning you!” He fired a warning shot, aiming to the stranger’s left.




  One of the deputies cried out, clutching his shoulder, and slumped to the walkway’s deck.




  Meacham pushed through the crowd, hurrying toward the wounded man, his attention now solely on helping someone who really needed it.




  “Whoa!” Percy said, in slurred surprise. “Where the hell’d he come from?” As he started toward the deputies, the townsfolk took the opportunity to get away from

  him, heading off in all directions.




  WITH TIMING THAT might have been planned by God Himself, or maybe the Devil, Sheriff John Taggart and his chief deputy, Charlie Lyle, rode back into

  town through the scattering crowd of what appeared to be Absolution’s entire population.




  Taggart’s seasoned eyes went directly to the center of the commotion: Percy Dolarhyde, as usual—drunk as a skunk and just about as pleasant to have around. Taggart exchanged glances

  with Lyle, who rolled his eyes and muttered a curse under his breath.




  They’d been out all afternoon because somebody had found a couple of riderless horses wandering loose along the river. They’d seen the horses, established that they belonged to Wes

  Claibourne and one of his sons, either Luke or Mose. It had been impossible to follow their back trail for long, so he and Lyle had called it a day. Taggart had heard a lot of things about the

  Claibournes—about how they worked both sides of the law.




  The scalps hanging from the Claibournes’ saddles had only made it easier for the two of them to turn their backs on the whole matter: The scalps had been women’s. If someone had

  beaten the Claibournes at their own game and left them for buzzard bait, he figured New Mexico Territory was probably better off for it.




  But seeing Percy Dolarhyde in town and in trouble meant that their long, wasted day had just gotten a little longer. They rode on toward the sheriff’s office.




  “Damnation!” Lyle said suddenly. Taggart saw his other deputies huddled in a bunch, and one of them, Duffy, down on the walkway, bleeding. Preacher Meacham was already beside

  him—treating an injury, Taggart hoped, and not giving him last rites. The two men dismounted together, Taggart keeping hold of his shotgun.




  “Grandpa! You’re back!”




  Taggart glanced up, hiding his concern as his twelve-year-old grandson, Emmett, came running to greet him. Taggart put an arm around the boy’s shoulders, giving him a brief hug and the

  reins of the two horses, as Lyle went ahead to find out what had happened to Duffy. Whatever it was, he didn’t want the boy witnessing too much, or thinking too much about it. “You go

  see to the horses, all right?” he said.




  Emmett looked pleased to be given a man’s job, or what passed for one, to a boy. As he led the horses away, Taggart turned back to the real man’s work, which too often involved

  bloodshed and possible death. “What happened here?”




  Lyle’s face said it was bad news; he nodded at Percy, who’d actually followed them as far as the entrance to the office. “He shot Duffy,” Lyle said, keeping his voice

  low. “Just winged him,” he added, as Taggart’s face froze.




  Taggart’s expression turned grim clear to his eyes.




  “It—it was a warning shot!” Percy was yelling. “It wasn’t my fault! He came outta nowhere!” Percy pointed with his gun past Taggart and Lyle, at a stranger

  standing in the street. “He dry-gulched me! Tryin’ to make me look like a fool!”
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