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			‘Good judgment comes from experience,

			 and a lotta that comes from bad judgment.’

			Will Rogers

			‘Go to Heaven for the climate, Hell for the company’.

			Mark Twain

		

	
		
			For you, Dad. I miss you.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			This was Billy’s favorite time of the day. The whistle had sounded some time ago, signaling an end to the shift in the mine and that all was well. Most of the men were in either of the two saloons blowing off some steam, as his daddy liked to say. His ma forbade him to go anywhere near those places, lest he get caught in the middle of something he was too small to extricate himself from.

			That was fine by him. The men, and sometimes even his daddy, scared him when they came out of the saloons.

			Billy had spent the better part of the day trying out a new slingshot on the field mice behind their small temporary house. The little critters might be tiny and fast, but he’d still managed to bag a couple. His pants pockets were laden with rocks and his slingshot poked out of his waistband.

			A cold breeze swept across the plain, tilting the shriveled blue-green wheatgrass. Only two weeks into fall and already they could tell that a brutal winter was on the way. Pretty soon, he’d be confined to the house or, worse, Ms. Betty’s school.

			All the more reason to have as much fun as he could now.

			He looked up at the sun, realizing he didn’t have much time until it dipped for good.

			His ma would be calling him in for supper before he knew it.

			He ran to the small crop of hills on the rear side of the mine, to the cave that, as far as he could tell, was unknown to all but him. He’d found it by accident a month ago when he was out riding on his horse, Sugar. Something had spooked her bad and she’d reared back, throwing him from the saddle. He’d gone ass over heels through a patch of cattails over six feet high. He’d braced for impact as he hit the air, sure he was going to splatter against the unforgiving sharp face of the hillside.

			Instead, the cattails cushioned his fall and deposited him into the mouth of a dark, cool cave. Fear for his life was quickly overcome by wild fascination, as can only happen in the heart and soul of a nine-year-old as wild as the creatures that roamed the prairie. The cattails had formed a perfect, impenetrable barrier to the cave’s mouth. If it weren’t for that stupid horse, he’d never have found it.

			He’d been coming back ever since, stealing candles and a few matches from his house so he could explore the cave a little deeper each time.

			When the men blasted the charges in the mine, he could hear their echoes in the cave, feel the ground shake. He wanted to be a miner like his daddy. For now, this was as close as he could come.

			One thing he’d discovered early on was that the cave was home to some of the biggest rats he’d ever seen. They chittered about in the darkness, fleeing from his meager candlelight, sometimes scampering over his bare feet. Disgusting varmints that would have sent his ma on top of the table, screaming her head off.

			Because of the chill, he’d worn boots today. Their slick, furry bodies wouldn’t have him hopping this time around. Today was payback time. He struck a match against the side of the cave’s mouth and lit one of the candles he’d ferreted into his pockets when his ma wasn’t looking. They were both down to their nubs, which is why he thought it best to grab two.

			The amber glow from the candle’s flame was swallowed up by the obsidian depths of the cave. The usual frigid breeze wafted from somewhere beyond his explorations. If they were still here come spring and summer, he might tell his parents about the cave. Seemed to him a good place to store food away from the heat and the rot that it brings. His daddy might even take him out for some candy for coming up with such a great idea.

			Billy took several confident steps into the cave. The reverberation of his footsteps caromed off the uneven walls, disappearing into its unfathomable core.

			A pile of loose rocks on the left, just fifteen feet into the cave, would make for a good place to sit and wait. The sun’s dying rays didn’t dare come this far into the cave. In here was the blackness of a starless night. He tilted the candle and poured some hot wax onto a flat rock by his feet and planted the nub in the wax.

			With his hands now free, he laid out a few of his choice rocks and fitted one into the slingshot’s pocket holder. He pulled back on the rubber, stretching it as taut as he could, feeling the small burn in his muscles.

			Reaching into his front shirt pocket, he found the crumbs of bread and cheese he’d secreted off his supper plate the night before. He scattered the morsels of food in front of him.

			Now all that was left was the waiting.

			He kept as still and quiet as the stones around him. He breathed through his mouth because he had a tendency to whistle through his nose. Even the tiniest noise was made large by the acoustics of the cave.

			It didn’t take long. He heard the rats well before he saw them. Their enhanced sense of smell drew them to his trap. Their squeaks and squeals filled the cave with the sounds of starvation.

			The first pink snout, whiskers twitching madly, stepped into the candlelight. Billy saw its round, black eyes and pulled back on the slingshot.

			Just a little closer, he thought.

			The rat was as long as his forearm, but so skinny he could see the outline of its ribs through its matted fur. This would be a mercy kill.

			Squinting his right eye down the Y sight of the slingshot, he let the rock fly. It zipped through the air fast as a hummingbird. The rat yelped and flipped onto its back. It clawed the air, wailing in pain. He watched with morbid curiosity as it struggled to turn itself over. Each time it tried, it scraped its wounded belly against the floor. The pain sent it reeling onto its back, leaving small droplets of blood in its wake.

			It flipped and flopped like this for several minutes. Its protests scared the other rats back into the depths of the cave. Billy waited until the rat stopped and became silent. Extracting the candle from its wax holder, he knelt down to take a closer look.

			The rock had pierced one side of its scrawny belly and come out the other. He could see the pink of its guts pushing their way out of the hole. It was dead all right.

			It was the biggest animal he’d ever killed for fun. The tail alone had to be six inches. He lay on the ground next to it and stretched his arm alongside its still form. Lining up the peak of its snout with the tips of his fingers, he looked up his arm and saw how the tail ended past his shoulder.

			“You’re a big son of a bitch,” he said, getting back to his feet.

			Son of a bitch, a bitch, a bitch, called back to him.

			For a moment, he felt sorry for the rat. Killing little critters was one thing. For some reason, it didn’t seem altogether right, taking the life of something this big without it being in self-defense or to put on the family table.

			Maybe I should give it a nice burial.

			That would make it right, help ease his conscience. He’d bury it within the cattails. After being in the dark so long, it would appreciate spending eternity under the sun and stars.

			He picked it up by the tail, feeling it slap against his thigh. He hoped it didn’t get any blood on his britches. His ma would kill him if she saw that.

			Something heavy crashed in the Stygian depths behind him.

			It was followed by a large thud. Then another. Billy felt it in his chest, as much as he heard it with his sunburned ears.

			A boulder of phlegm and bile lodged in his throat.

			Footsteps! Something was walking inside the cave. And it was coming toward him.

			Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump.

			His knees, locked at first, flexed and he started to run. The rat was still in his grasp. A voice called out from the dark.

			“Uh-uh-uh, Billy. It’s not nice to take away my pets.”

			The words didn’t echo because he heard them in his head.

			Stunned into immobility, Billy turned to face the man. Those ponderous footsteps continued. No man could walk that heavily.

			His chin quivered when he looked up toward the ceiling of the cave. A pair of red, menacing eyes hovered there, some nine feet in the air. He couldn’t make out a body. The eyes narrowed, and the thunderous footsteps stopped.

			Billy’s hands shook, and the rat fell to his feet. It sprang back to life, chirping angrily. An irregular line of blood stretched into the dark as its bony body scampered back to where the red eyes glared.

			He tried to scream, but nothing would come out. All he wanted to be was home, safe with his ma and daddy. Hot tears streaked down his grime-covered cheeks.

			The candle in his hand sputtered out, and the darkness took him into its cold and empty embrace.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			It’d been two years since my first and last visit to Sagamore Hill. I remember it taking a good two days for my hangover to hit the road after spending the night with the Colonel. His being the president and all now didn’t change things much in my mind. Old dog. New tricks. He was still the Colonel, or better yet, Teddy, to me.

			The train to Long Island had been hot and crammed full of sweaty men and women anxious to be home for the weekend. I hate trains. The rocking motion never fails to make me sick. I’d take a gimpy horse over a train any day.

			I used my finger to pull the collar from my neck so cooler air could run down my shirt. The Victorian house looked just as it had three years ago. It was big on the outside, but filled with so much stuff inside that it actually felt homey. Gravel crunched under my boots as I trudged up the lane. I saw a man standing on the front porch and smiled.

			“We didn’t call for no copper,” he barked.

			“And I didn’t call for no trained gorilla,” I shot back.

			Scott Goodnight, tall and thick with a bushy mustache that connected to his equally bushy sideburns, clomped down the wooden stairs to greet me. We shook hands until he pulled me in for a bear hug.

			“Been a while,” he said.

			“Hey, you’re the one who’s in Washington and Lord knows where else most times. Me, I’m always here.”

			“Watching that man is a full-time job,” he said with a sly smile, his head jerking to the house behind him. “He’s out for his afternoon ramble. Come inside and set for a spell till he gets back.”

			Scott had been Teddy Roosevelt’s bodyguard ever since he’d been named vice president under McKinley. I recalled that I had been offered the job but politely refused. I had no stomach for politics. Washington was my idea of hell on earth.

			Inside, the house was too quiet. The Roosevelt brood were a rambunctious bunch. “Teddy here alone?” I asked.

			“Wife and kids are in Westchester visiting friends. They’ll be back tomorrow. You want a glass of lemonade?”

			I followed Scott into the study and ran my hand over a pair of elk tusks that were mounted on the wall over a set of bookshelves. They were pretty damn big and smooth as polished leather. The room was filled with books and hunting trophies and an array of mismatched furniture. I thought of my East Side apartment with my one book on police procedure, bed, chair and the small table I used for eating and as a catchall. Spartan was what the one woman who’d been to my apartment called it. She’d been a pretty redhead who’d wrongly thought she could tie me down. Guess I’m just not much for collecting things…or people.

			“If by lemonade you mean whiskey, neat, then yes, I would like a glass.”

			Scott cocked his eyes at my police uniform. “Hell, I’m off duty. And even if I wasn’t, I still want that whiskey.”

			He laughed. “I’m just messin’ with you, Nat. Wanted to see how much of this regimented city life had taken hold of you. Be right back.”

			I slumped into one of the many rocking chairs in the room and heard it creak so loud I thought it would break into kindling. The more I settled in, the less it protested. Staring at the pattern of the Oriental rug on the floor, I wondered, not for the first time, why Teddy had sent an urgent message for me to come. Far as I knew, we weren’t at war with the Spaniards again. Not that I’d mind getting another crack at that nut.

			The sound of a door slamming caught my attention and I was about to ask Scott where the hell my drink was when the man himself came bustling into the study like a force of nature.

			“Nat Blackburn! You look remarkably fit. I’m so glad you came.”

			His grip was like a vise. Teddy was always good at letting folks know who the top dog was in the room. I didn’t mind it at all because he had proven to me many times that he could stand behind the things he said.

			“Far be it from me to deny a presidential request,” I said.

			Teddy was dressed in a heavy three-piece suit. He wiped his pince-nez clean with a handkerchief. He’d put on some weight since we last met, but it seemed to be all muscle and collected around his broadening chest. There wasn’t a drop of sweat on him, even though he’d been out walking in the summer sun. It was over ninety degrees, without a lick of a cool breeze, even out here on Oyster Bay.

			Scott came in with two glasses of whiskey. “Pour one for yourself and have a seat,” Teddy said to him. He was only too happy to oblige.

			Teddy sat in an overstuffed leather chair and fiddled with an ivory-handled knife that was on the side table. I took a sip of my whiskey and winced. Damn, it was good. Better than anything I could buy on a cop’s salary.

			“How have things been on the force?” Teddy asked me.

			“Never a dull moment. Just yesterday I caught a kid stealing bananas from a fruit vendor over on Twenty-Second Street. Kid stomped on my boot and got it all scuffed. He got an ear twist for that.”

			Teddy blew out a tremendous laugh. “God, I miss your sarcasm. When you get to be president, people talk to you differently. You’re no longer a flesh-and-blood man. Mind you, there does need to be a code of conduct, but it’s always refreshing to talk to my men. What a lot we were.”

			The men he referred to was the First US Volunteer Cavalry. Folks called us the Rough Riders, and even though we weren’t too keen on the moniker, it kind of stuck. Men came from all over the country, itching to fight the Spaniards. Everyone from old cowpokes like me to professional soldiers and rich dandies made up the ranks. All were exceptional when it came to riding and shooting. We’d seen the best and worst of war in a very short time. It was the quickest and hottest summer of my life in some ways.

			Colonel Roosevelt and I had shared a moment during the siege of Kettle Hill that I guess had bonded us for life. He claims I saved his life. I say I was just doing what I came to do – kill Spaniards and protect my fellow Rough Riders. He did a good job taking care of us during and after Cuba, getting folks like me settled in New York with jobs and futures. I was damn proud to call the president a friend.

			Seeing Teddy brought back the smells of gunpowder and the cordite from the smokeless powder guns the Spanish used, quite successfully when they were sniping from trees and dugouts. The phantom taste of the horrendous canned roast beef the military provided us made me scrape my tongue against the roof of my mouth to exorcize it. If it weren’t for the Colonel buying us edible food out of his own pocket, we all would have starved or died from food poisoning.

			Scott returned with his drink and we shot the shit for a time. Scott and I knew each other from a brief stint in the Apache Wars while we were out in Arizona and much younger men. He’d gained some measure of infamy with the Cibecue Indians in his time. Now, here we were, in suits sitting with the president in a study that was half trophy room, half library. You never can figure what the hell life is up to.

			“So tell me, Nat, how have you found your time in New York?” Teddy said. He paced around the room, all nervous energy, running his fingers along the leather spines of his books. “I know it’s a far cry from what you’re used to.”

			I shrugged. “Not much to say. It has its good and bad points.”

			Teddy wrinkled his brow and pointed at me. His naturally high-pitched voice had dropped a bit, thanks to the whiskey. “I look at you and do you know what I see? I see a God-honest cowboy trapped in a blue uniform. Truth be told, I never thought you’d last this long. After Cuba, I wanted to give you a chance to rest, add a little padding to your bank account, see a city that will be the brightest light in this nation. I assumed that once you’d had your fill, you’d be on the next train to New Mexico or California.”

			“I’m an old man, Teddy. Old men need a place to take root before they get laid to rest with the roots.”

			“Nonsense! You’re not much older than I am and the last thing I want is to take root.” Scott said, “You’re younger’n me, Nat. You think I should be fitted for a rocker?”

			I laughed, bringing up the point that he was currently in a rocker.

			Teddy slammed his glass on his desk a mite too hard. Good whiskey splashed onto his shoes.

			“We’re in the prime of our lives, Nat. We have wisdom to go along with our experience and courage. I’m afraid that by letting you stay here, you’re in danger of becoming an old codger. Which is why I’m sending you to Wyoming!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			“Wyoming? Now what could possibly be in Wyoming that has you all fired up?” I said.

			Now it was my turn to get up and walk about the room.

			Teddy poured two more fingers of whiskey and said, “Opportunity, that’s what’s in Wyoming. But in order to take advantage of it, we need to clear out a small problem.”

			I felt a little tingle at the base of my neck. That was the tingle that told me whatever small problem was on Teddy’s mind was a mite bigger than he was letting on. And to be honest, I was a tad intrigued. Maybe he was right. I’d spent my entire life wandering across the West, first on cattle drives with my father who was a cook on the Shawnee Trail, then doing some rustling of my own, mostly on the Chisholm Trail, running cattle from Texas to Kansas. Life had always been a battle, whether I was fighting the elements, cattle, shady men in shady saloons, Apaches, Spaniards, you name it. Got so it was in your blood, all this fighting.

			“What kind of small problem we talking about? Indians? I thought most of them were settled by now.”

			“I wish it was Indians. Better the devil you know.”

			“I’m kind of relieved at that. We fought with some good Indians back in Cuba. Don’t know if I’d have the same feelings toward them on the open range.”

			Teddy nodded. “No, the situation in Wyoming is unique and I wish I could be the one to go out there, but the country needs me here. You ever hear of a town named Hecla?”

			“Doesn’t ring any bells,” I said. I looked over at Scott who shrugged his shoulders. “Back about twenty years ago, itwas a mining outpost, west of Cheyenne, out by Laramie.

			“Prospectors found great stores of copper and other minerals. The place was bustling, ready to establish itself as the premier source for copper in the entire state. There was even talk of making it a stop on the Union Pacific line. It didn’t happen of course. Hecla didn’t stay around long enough for the honor. The copper vein petered out.”

			“Happens all the time with mining towns,” I said. I watched the last orange rays of the sun melt over the treetops outside the study window.

			“You’re right, it does. But not when miners strike gold.” That got my attention.

			“You mean to tell me the miners left even though they knew there was gold to be had?

			“That doesn’t make sense. You sure that’s not just some tall tale?”

			Teddy gripped my shoulder and offered some more whiskey. “I can assure you, gold was discovered in Hecla. For a period of time, it was all people in the area could talk about. I first heard about it during a hunting trip to the Sierra Madres about seven years ago. The locals I met spoke about a gold mine that was there for the taking…if anyone was bold enough to do so.”

			“So why did everyone pick up and leave? Were they afraid of getting rich?”

			“That’s the problem. No one knows why. Anyone who has stepped foot in Hecla has disappeared.”

			In my experience, there was one sure, logical explanation behind this whole Hecla story. I pinched the corner of my upper lip between my teeth and asked, “You sure there aren’t any Indians left out of the rez that take offense to white men pillaging their land? In my experience, when folks are run off and others disappear, there’s usually an angry and motivated tribe of reds somewhere in the mix.”

			Teddy grew serious and stared off, his mind somewhere beyond the room. It wasn’t often that I saw him pull inside himself like that. I plopped into one of the leather chairs scattered around the room. The mounted head of a brown bear, his black gums curled over sharp teeth, loomed over me.

			He said, “I sent a small squad of troops to investigate several months ago, just after my inauguration. The country needs gold, and if private companies weren’t going to bring it out, I didn’t see why we couldn’t. They reported that even the Indians wouldn’t go near Hecla. Nearby townspeople refused to talk to them. And then the squad, too, disappeared.” Now, my first instinct was that the boys in that squad chased off the Indians, dug up some gold and took off out West to retire under a new name. Loyalty was hard to come by, especially if there was big-time money involved. I was going to tell Teddy just that but something made me keep my trap shut.

			“You want me to locate your missing soldiers?” I said instead.

			Teddy stomped over to one of the bookshelves and pulled one out. He said, “That’s not your primary mission, but by all means, I would like to find out where they’ve gone. I need you to go to Hecla to find out what the blue hell is going on there and what we can do to get that gold from the mines. I don’t know many men who’ve been to the places you’ve been and come out with their scalps intact. You may not know Wyoming, but you know the land. I can’t think of anyone I’d trust more to find the truth.”

			He dropped the faded brown book onto my lap. I picked it up and turned it over. The raised gold lettering on the spine read, Konungs Skuggsjá: King’s Mirror.

			“Reading material for your train ride,” Teddy said. “I’ve already spoken to your sergeant and advised him that you would be in the service of your country for the foreseeable future. I could tell that he wasn’t too pleased but knew enough not to voice it to me. You’ll take the Union Pacific to Laramie, which is the last town east of Hecla. I’ll make sure you have horses and all the provisions you’ll need waiting for you.”

			My mind was spinning, and it wasn’t from the whiskey. In the span of several minutes I’d been drafted and thrown into a mystery that could be hazardous to my health.

			It sounded good to me.

			I knocked back the rest of my drink and nodded. “Can I take Teta with me?”

			For the first time since all this talk of Hecla started, Teddy smiled. “I had a feeling you’d say that, so I made plans for him as well. You might want to tell him tonight before he reports for duty tomorrow.”

			“When do we leave?”

			“The day after tomorrow. I figured you’d need a day to put everything in order.”

			I smiled. “More like five minutes. That’ll give me and Teta a chance to have one last night on the town.”

			Teddy motioned to Scott, who pulled a fat envelope out of his vest pocket and handed it to me.

			“Your night on the town and all expenses for the trip are on me. If you need more, there are instructions on how to reach me in Washington inside the envelope.”

			I stuffed it into my shirt, where no one could easily get at it during my ride back to the city.

			We shook hands on the deal. “Guess I’ll go find Teta now,” I said.

			“If I know him, that should be an adventure,” Scott said. I laughed in agreement. “Wire me when you get to Laramie,” Teddy said.

			As I walked out of the study, he added, “You’re welcome, by the way.”

			I tipped my hat and made my way into the night. A soft breeze came over me, heavy with the smell of jasmine.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			I was on my fourth bar along Madison when I heard someone shout, “So help me God, Noel, if you let that spic win I’ll kick your arse clear across the Hudson!”

			A crowd had formed at the back of the bar and even though I couldn’t see who was at the center of the soon-to-be melee, I knew I’d found Teta.

			The men chanted, “Three, two, one, go!”

			A violent concussion of shouts, cheers and curses practically shook the walls of the bar. The wood smelled like stale beer, vomit and varnish. Someone was playing a fiddle like the devil was on his ass and the sound of glasses slamming onto the bar top could just be heard over the din.

			Leave it to Teta to rile the Irish. I motioned to the bartender to pour me some bourbon and settled on the vacant end of the bar. I’d wait for him to finish what he started.

			Half the gin- and beer-soaked men whooped and raised their arms in victory. I watched paper money exchange hands as they parted, the winners dropping their winnings on the bar and ordering enough booze to make walking home a high adventure.

			The face of the man I presumed to be Noel came into view. He stared hard at someone to his right. It was a look that said things were about to get uglier than a dead coon’s ass.

			A fat man with wild, white hair stepped away from the bar and I could finally see Teta, his brown skin in stark contrast to the pale complexions of the several dozen men around him. His scraggly black mustache was peppered with peanut skins. Four large and empty mugs had been turned upside down in front of him. Traces of white foam slid down the glass onto the bar.

			Teta saw me and raised his chin, smiling. His lack of concern about the storm brewing beside him was like that of an innocent kid, happy that he’d won a game of marbles. He knew what was coming. I was tempted to let him go it alone. The man was small and lean but strong as an ox and, when prodded, vicious as a bobcat.

			A messy pile of bills lay between Teta and the simmering Irishman. I saw Teta’s eyes flick toward his winnings. So did the Irishman. The big man slapped a fat hand on top of the bills, sending a few onto the tacky floor.

			“You even think of touching that, you cheating spic, and I’ll fook you up so bad, your own madre won’t recognize ya.”

			Teta reached over and pinched his thumb and forefinger atop the man’s hand, slowly lifting it off the money. The Irishman was too stunned to react. It would wear off quickly.

			“My madre’s dead.”

			He swept the money off the wet bar and into his shirt pocket. Picking up a black bowler hat from the floor – the left side had been dented in – Teta tipped it to the burly Irishman and walked toward me. A few men, those who had bet and won on him, slapped his back as he passed.

			“Having fun?” I asked when he sidled up to me. “Sí,” he replied with a sly grin.

			“Don’t expect Noel and the boys to take kindly to your walking off with their money, whether you won it fair and square or not.”

			He made the sign of the cross and pointed to his heart. “I never cheat. I just drink fast.” I watched Noel gather a few of his compadres around him. They cast furtive glances our way. I knew from experience they were talking themselves into taking action. They were probably wondering where I fit into things and who would take out whom. “You do understand you’re an officer of the law,” I said.

			“So are you.”

			The Irishmen, five of them now and one bigger than the other, had formed a tight formation and were steadily making their way down the bar.

			“I take it you don’t want to make them aware of said fact,” I said.

			“Not if you don’t.”

			“This is your fight, Teta. I only came to talk. We have big plans, you and I.”

			“How big?”

			“Big enough to get us out of this city.”

			A hush settled over the bar. The man with the fiddle stopped and put his instrument in its case for safekeeping. All eyes were on the band of men dead set to make Teta regret invading their turf. Not surprisingly, he was the only one who didn’t seem to care.

			“When?” he asked.

			“Day after tomorrow.”

			“No more police?” A glimmer of hope lit up his face.

			I shook my head just as Noel tapped him on the shoulder with a finger as fat and round as the handle of a bullwhip.

			Teta turned his head, smiled wide and said, “Yes, yes, yes, I know you want to talk to the complaint department. But you’re being rude. I’m in the middle of a conversation with my friend here.”

			I got up from my seat and took one step back from Teta, my gaze trained on the men at his back.

			Noel narrowed his eyes. Thick beads of sweat ran down the tight crevice of his brow and along the sides of his nose.

			“I don’t give a fiddler’s fart what yer doin’. When I—”

			With a blur of concentrated fury, Teta lifted the barstool and hoisted it over his shoulder, mashing the guy’s face and clipping a black-bearded grizzly of a man to his left. Both went down before they could draw a breath of surprise.

			He kicked the man to the right on the top of his kneecap. I heard a pop and a crack as the bone fell to pieces. The man lay on the floor, wailing in pain and clutching the area where he used to have a fully functioning knee.

			That left two. I took a sip of my bourbon, rotgut in the truest sense and nothing like what I had been enjoying earlier at Teddy’s estate. I nearly dropped it when Teta grabbed a man with a bald head and nasty scar that bisected his face, slamming him facedown on the edge of the bar. He slid the unconscious body in my direction.

			“Hey!” I said, stepping aside and holding my drink up high like a matador with his sword.

			“Sorry,” Teta said with an upward shrug of his shoulders.

			The remaining man, much younger than the other four but with a chest that could double for an anvil, stood opening and closing his fists. His head swiveled from side to side as he took in the condition of his fallen mates.

			Teta leaned his back against the bar and said, “I’ll give you to the count of five to walk out of here on your own.” There was no menace in his voice, no trace of an accent to mark him as a foreigner. He’d gone to great pains to not sound like a drifter from the Dominican Republic. It was the voice of a man offering a choice, and in that choice, some sound advice.

			“One.”

			The kid flexed his arms, took a deep breath. “Two.”

			He wiped the sweat from his brow with his forearm. “Three.”

			I watched him shift his feet and bend his knees. It was a fighter’s stance. “Don’t do it, kid,” I offered.

			He looked my way and spit on the floor, missing my boots by an inch. I raised my glass to him.

			“Here’s to your future kids who’ll be a little…off.”

			Teta said, “Oh fuck it, five!”

			When Teta raised his fist, the kid made to block the punch with his left and counter with his right. His eyes were so fixated on Teta’s upper body that he never saw the kick knifing to his balls. A geyser of vomit whooshed out of him and he fell to his knees on legs made of watery grits. His breath hitched in his chest as he struggled for air.

			It’d been one hell of a shot.

			“Gentlemen, it’s been a pleasure,” Teta said. He walked over the kid, who had curled into a fetal position.

			I put a few extra bills on the bar. “For the cleanup.”

			The night air felt cool and welcome, compared to the stifling atmosphere in the bar.

			Teta and I walked side by side down Madison toward lower Manhattan. “You still got that piece of lead in your boot?” I asked.

			Teta laughed. “I never go to bars without it.”

			“If he’s lucky, he’ll have cross-eyed kids of his own one day.”

			“Yes, but maybe he’ll teach them to stay out of bar fights that aren’t their own.” Teta the philosopher.

			“So tell me more about this big thing. Where are we going and why?”

			We had over twenty blocks ahead of us until we got to our flats in adjoining buildings. I wouldn’t be sorry to put them behind us. It didn’t seem right, living in such close quarters with so many folks. Getting a moment’s peace was as strange and alien there as a cow running for mayor. And the smells. It was no wonder I’d lost a good deal of weight over the past couple of years. My gripes were too many to name.

			“While you were out carousing like a common wino, I was meeting with the president.”

			I told him everything Teddy had relayed to me. Teta was wary, but anxious to leave city life behind. He was born in a shack on a farm and raised more by the animals and elements than his parents. His stint in New York was against his nature. But no matter how many times I told him to skedaddle, he stayed by my side like a tick or a bedbug. Blood brothers, he called us. I was never sure if he meant it in the traditional sense or if he was referring to the prodigious amount of blood we’d shed together.

			We parted company in front of his tenement, agreeing to meet around noon the next day.

			And for the first time in a long while, I slept like a baby.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			I was up early the next day. I splashed some tepid water on my face and dumped the rest out the window. My suitcase, a battered old thing that needed four leather straps to keep it in one piece, as well as to prevent my belongings from spilling out, was under my bed where I had stowed it two years earlier.

			It felt good to put on my denims, boots, button-down shirt and leather vest. I’d been wearing a police uniform so long I’d forgotten how much I missed my old one. I looked in the mirror and winced.

			When did I get old? My father’s face stared back at me, though my lined face was a mite paler and my mustache a little thicker, with more flecks of gray. At least my hair was still thick and chestnut brown, like my mother’s had been. I ran my fingers along the stubble on my jaw and chin and decided to skip shaving.

			I gathered my cop gear and put it all in a paper bag. I pulled my bronze-colored Stetson from a nail I had driven into the wall and secured it on my head. It felt a little tight. I’d break it back in just right.

			The Polish family next door was awake as well. Mr. and Mrs. Rakoczi were shouting at one another and their kids had to scream even louder just to be heard. They were normally my alarm clock, but my eagerness to be on my way beat them to the punch. I hammered my fist on the wall for old times’ sake and they quieted down a bit.

			Teta waited outside holding a similar brown bag. A black sombrero lay against his back.

			“Where’d you find that old thing?”

			“Where I put it,” he said.

			“Where’d you put the nice Stetson I got you when we were camped in Santiago?”

			“I lost it on a bet. I like my sombrero better. It gives me luck.”

			From the way he told it, he’d been hired to capture or kill a Mexican bandit who had held a two-bit town in terror for several months. I couldn’t remember the town, but it was somewhere in the western end of Texas. Working alone, Teta strolled down Main Street, telling everyone he met to let the thief know he was there to put him in a box. He’d be waiting for him in the saloon.

			It all sounded like something out of a pulp novel, but with Teta you never know.

			Sure enough, the Mexican storms into the saloon with a gun in each hand, firing away like he had all the bullets in the world. Luckily, the saloon was relatively empty, so no one got hurt too bad. The Mexican figured the best way to handle Teta was to shoot him in the back. No need for talking. No standoff in the streets. In real life, you had to take your opportunities when they presented themselves.

			Unfortunately for him, Teta had just stepped out of the bar to hit the outhouse in the back. He was turning the corner of the saloon when the Mexican busted in.

			No dummy himself, Teta walked behind him and shot him in the back. The Mexican was dead before his knees buckled.

			As the Mexican crumpled to the floor, according to Teta, a harsh wind blew down the street and into the saloon. Somehow, it plucked the sombrero from the Mexican’s head and deposited it on Teta’s own noggin. He saw it as a sign that the Mexican’s spirit held no ill will toward his murderer. Teta worried a lot about the untethered souls he’d set free, assuming they all had designs on haunting him.

			At least with the Mexican he knew there was one soul that would let him be.

			He’d been wearing the hat ever since, until we came to New York where sombreros were not appreciated on the police force or in the streets.

			“I hope you don’t plan on wearing it today.”

			“It needs airing out.”

			We stopped at the precinct to hand in our badges and guns with little fanfare. Everyone knew that we were fish out of water and our time as New York police would be short-lived. For a while there, I thought maybe I had managed to get myself stuck in an unstickable rut.

			Teddy had helped us a good deal by getting us on the force, and had saved us by providing a way out. Teta had stuck around this long not only for me, but because there were several states that would have been none too pleased to see his ugly tan face, Kentucky, Colorado, Florida and Virginia among the batch. We were pretty sure the heat he had stirred up had cooled down enough for him to emerge from hiding within law enforcement, of all places. After that, we went to Mulberry Street to hunt up some food. The street was a mass of people and food stands and pushcarts. Voices blended into a riot of sound, almost none of it English. We got some fresh oranges from one pushcart run by a man dirtier than a sewer rat. But the orange slices were cool and sweet and hard to turn down.

			Teta grabbed a couple of potato pancakes wrapped in newspaper from an old woman dressed in black, complete with heavy scarf over her head. Lots of widows in this section of town.

			“Anything special you want to do?” I asked.

			“I think I’m going to get a trolley to the Astor Library and do some reading. I doubt there’ll be anything like it in Hecla or Laramie.”

			“You want to meet for drinks at Mulligan’s tonight?”

			“Sí. I’ll see you around six.”

			For a Dominican who had spent the better part of his life as a ranch hand and gun for hire, Teta, whose real name was Nico Delacruz, was about as book smart as any man I knew, with the exception of Teddy Roosevelt and some of the officers we’d fought with in Cuba. He liked to play the part of the dumb foreigner so people would underestimate him. That smoke screen of underestimation was what had kept him alive through more scrapes than he could recall.

			The libraries in New York were the one thing that he loved out here in the strange East. More so even, he once told me, than the wife he’d left behind in San Pedro de Macorís. He never talked about her much, just that she could be the best woman a man could want one minute, and the meanest alley cat in the whole Dominican Republic the next. He had a scar that ran down his right arm from the time she’d stabbed him with the filed edge of a coconut. Knowing Teta, I figure he’d had it coming.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Being a man who had no love of rail travel, the trip to Wyoming was guaranteed to be unpleasant for me. I had resolved myself to it and didn’t bother griping to Teta. I just had to keep reminding myself that I would happily be back in a saddle in a few days. Teddy had been generous enough to get us top accommodations, with a sleeping car big enough for four. Nursing slight hangovers from the night before, we took a couple of shots from the bottle of whiskey we brought on board and settled in for the long ride ahead.

			The train left Grand Central Station with a sudden lurch and Teta  slipped off his seat. He’d somehow managed to land on his sombrero, squashing it pretty good. He didn’t appreciate my laughter.

			“That’s a bad omen,” he said, punching it back into shape and hanging it on a hook.

			“For your cap, it sure is.”

			“I’m going to sleep. You want another shot?”

			I nodded yes and we each took another belt. Then Teta settled into the narrow bed, closed his eyes and was asleep before we emerged from the tunnel.

			The heavy rocking and monotonous clanging of a train was like a lullaby for many, my partner included. It just made my stomach queasy. The only good thing about it was the nice breeze coming in from the window. I leaned against it and breathed in the last sharp, acrid smells of the city. I couldn’t say I would miss it. There were a lot of places I’d been I wouldn’t miss. Something about the disjointed facts given to me about Hecla had me thinking I’d be adding that town to the list when all was said and done.

			We traveled south into Pennsylvania then headed west. I somehow managed to nod off for a spell. When I woke up, Teta’s head was hidden behind a big book. It was something called The War of the Worlds by a fella named H. G. Wells.

			“Picking up some battle tricks?” I asked, rubbing the crust from my eyes with my knuckles.

			“I hope not,” he said. “I don’t think we’d do well if this book came true.”

			“What’s it about?”

			“Creatures from the planet Mars landing on Earth and taking over England. Very brutal. If we had their machines in Cuba, the whole thing would have lasted three minutes, tops.”

			“You would have been out a considerable sum.” Teta had been hired by the rebels during the Spanish-American War to help smoke the Spaniards from their nests. He charged by the day. We Rough Riders adopted our little mercenary because he’d done more than his share of fighting and saved quite a few of our hides. Plus, he made Teddy laugh with his stories about traveling the country and all the scrapes he’d gotten in. “Sounds like a hell of a book,” I added. I couldn’t see why a man would want to waste his time reading about invaders from Mars, but like I said, Teta liked to read. “You steal it from the library? I might have to turn this train around and take you in to the chief.”

			“I thought about it. I started reading it in the library yesterday. But I decided it was bad luck to do something criminal on the same day I stopped being the police. So I went to a bookstore and picked up a few for the trip.” He tapped a crumpled brown bag on the floor with the heel of his boot.

			“So you got a bunch of books, and only one bottle of whiskey. I’m starting to regret my decision to have you tag along.”

			“You want one? I have The Sign of Four, a Sherlock Holmes mystery. You like him.”

			I had read one of his stories back when we were in quarantine on Long Island when we got back from Cuba. The Red Cross provided food and medicine because a lot of the men were awful sick at the time with malaria. They thought there might have been an outbreak of Yellow Fever, which is why they kept us so long. Some of the volunteers brought us books. That Sherlock Holmes story was the first what they call fiction book I’d ever read. It helped pass the time, but I never felt a desire to read another.

			“That’s okay. I actually have one of my own.”

			Teta raised his dark, bushy eyebrows in surprise. “Are you bullshitting me?”

			“The president himself gave it to me. Said I should read it before we get to Wyoming. I figured I’d start tonight. Maybe it’ll help put me to sleep.”

			I opened my leather bag and gave him the book to look at. “Konungs Skuggsjá: King’s Mirror. What kind of book is it?”

			“It’s a book about some Norse legends. I don’t know. Why don’t we stretch our legs and see if we can get something to eat?”

			“You’re the jefe.”

			It felt good to move, even if I was jostled from side to side as the train rolled along. Looking out the window, all I saw was empty space, with green grass that stretched on until the sunset. The air smelled like honey, which was more than welcome since Teta stunk like a bear cat. I’d told him to freshen up before we left because I didn’t want to have his stink as a third party in our sleeping car. But we did drink a lot the night before and there wasn’t much time to get up and make the train.

			An older couple squeezed by us as we entered the dining car. The man – short, balding with a white pencil mustache – saw us heading his way and reached out to grip his wife’s hand. Can’t say I blamed him. We were dressed in our range gear. With me well over six feet and Teta having honed the dark and dangerous look, it was easy to misconstrue our true personas.

			It must have been around seven o’clock and the dining car was just about full. Chattering and the sharp clink of utensils on plates and cups hit us like a hot blast from a coal furnace. I was grateful that my earlier headache had left me during my nap.

			I spied a small table toward the rear of the car and headed over. As soon as we sat down, a waiter came to hand us menus and asked if we wanted a drink.

			“Two bourbons,” Teta said.

			“Very good. I’ll be back in a moment with your drinks,” the waiter said and turned to leave. He was young, barely able to grow out a proper mustache with light-blond hair cut high above his ears.

			“Wait!” Teta shouted.

			The kid turned around, looked nervous. So did the pair of couples at the table next to us.

			For a moment, it seemed everyone had stopped to see what would come next, but I think that was just me being paranoid.

			“You didn’t ask my friend what he wanted to drink.”

			“I…I just assumed—” the kid stammered.

			I said, “Not a problem. You just bring me the same. We’ve been cooped up too long and got pretty thirsty. And I’ll have a glass of water too.

			“See how you make people nervous?” I said, flicking a crumb off the white linen tablecloth.

			The bourbons arrived in record time and I ordered the cold chicken plate. Teta asked for the roast beef, as rare as they could make it.

			A table of four unattended ladies was seated behind Teta. I caught the eye of one of them, a fine brunette with dark, curious eyes, apple-red lips and a long, graceful neck that looked as soft and pure as milk. The other three were blondes, one more buxom than the other. Teta had a thing for blondes. And blondes had a thing for Teta. It was that whole opposites-attract thing.

			I raised my glass in a toast to the pretty brunette, saw the burn on her cheeks. She whispered something to her companions and they leaned their heads into the center of the table and tittered.

			“I smell fresh chicas,” Teta said after he downed his first glass.

			“Your nose still works.”

			“As do your eyes.” Teta closed his own, tilted his head back and breathed deep through his nose. “Two, or is it three blondes?”

			I’d known Teta for years and I was still unnerved by his strange ability to tell what a woman looked like just by using his flat yet talented nose.

			“Three.”

			Now the brunette and the blonde next to her shifted their eyes to me, both smiling and looking away right quick.

			I put my tobacco pouch on the table and rolled a couple of cigarettes. The blonde, I noticed, looked on with barely concealed fascination. Now we had bourbon, good smokes and the attention of four ladies. The only thing that could have made it better was a good meal, and that came before I could finish my cigarette.

			The chicken was passable. I assumed Teta’s roast beef was as well, judging by the speed with which it disappeared off his plate. The waiter brought the ladies’ supper at the same time, and while I worked on rolling another couple of smokes for us, they picked away at their plates with long forks.

			“What’s your move?” Teta asked with a green broccoli sprout stuck between his front teeth.

			“It’ll present itself. No need to rush things.”

			We ordered another round of bourbon just to kill time. It was getting late and the dining car started to empty out.

			The ladies finally finished their dessert and when they got up, all four looked in our direction.

			Suddenly, the train lurched, pitching the brunette forward. I reached my arm across the aisle and gently caught her by her midsection. Her stomach, even beneath her dress, felt warm and soft, yet firm. I helped her to her feet. She smelled like wild flowers.

			“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I can be so clumsy.”

			“Wasn’t your fault. These trains can be unpredictable.”

			“Well, thank you. You’re pretty fast. It’s a good thing!”

			Her breasts had swelled from the top of her dress. They heaved up and down with the rhythm of her breath. They were very nice to look at, but I made sure not to stare.

			“If you want, I can walk you back to your car. You never know when the next bit of warped track is going to come up.”

			She narrowed her eyes, but I could see the curiosity still burned there. She said, “Where are you from?”

			“New York.”

			“I assume that’s where you’re coming from, but where did you grow up. You are most certainly not an easterner. In fact, I’d say you were an honest-to-God cowboy.” She looked down at the spurs on my boots.

			“Guilty as charged. I grew up out in New Mexico. Been here and there most of my life.”

			Teta eyed the three blondes like a starved dog slobbering over a side of beef. He had all the subtlety of a donkey’s kick.

			“I have another idea,” I said. “Would you ladies be interested in staying for a drink? It’s a mite too early to turn in and my friend and I would appreciate the company of four beautiful women.”

			The brunette and I rocked in tandem as the train came around a bend. She considered my offer without consulting with her companions.

			The corner of her mouth curled and she said, “It’d be rude to turn down a chance to drink with a cowboy, now wouldn’t it?”

			* * * 

			Her name was Rebecca. She and her girlfriends were going to Chicago to be teachers.

			They had gotten jobs at the same school.

			I wasn’t thinking much about this as I drew her dress over her head and pulled her close. Her tongue tasted sweet from the after-dinner wine. My hand wandered down her back and settled on her round and supple ass. Her hands worked at the buttons on my shirt and jeans. Before I knew it, we were both naked as newborns. I was a lot taller than her, so my hard-on pressed flat against her stomach.

			She moaned in my mouth as I cupped her breast and stroked my fingers over her nipple.

			It stiffened at my touch and I bent down to lick it. “Oh yes, Nat,” she whispered.

			She reached out and wrapped her fingers around me, stroking me long and slow. I returned the favor by pressing my fingers into the slick warmth of her pussy. Two of my fingers slid in with ease and I felt her nails dig into my shoulder.

			“I want you in me.”

			Keeping my fingers inside her, I lifted her in my other arm and laid her on the bed. She surprised me by turning onto her stomach and drawing herself up on her hands and knees.

			“Like this,” she husked.

			She spread her legs and slid her hand over her ass, her fingertip resting just above where she wanted me.

			Rebecca screamed when I entered her, rocking back and forth with an almost-feral abandon. I put my hands on her soft hips and took the lead from her. She buried her face in the pillow to hide her squeals.

			For the first time in my life, I kind of liked trains.
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