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      NOVEMBER 22, 1963, 1220 HOURS

      IN ONE OF INFINITE PARALLEL UNIVERSES.

      Chikka Chikka Chikka chikka. Chikka chikka. With towering clouds of smoke pouring from its two stubby smokestacks and a low rumbling whistle, a long black locomotive glides into the railroad yard, then chuffs to a rolling stop amid a squeal of brakes. At one hundred and thirty-two feet long, its frame articulated for negotiating sharp mountain bends, the steam locomotive is half a million pounds of high tensile steel and attitude. It sits on the track exhaling clouds of steam from its steel lungs while pulsing heat waves radiate from its massive boiler. The flowing art deco speed lines flowing from the bullet-shaped nose give it the appearance of movement even when stationary. The slab-sided diesels on adjacent tracks seem to quail in the presence of the newcomer. The locomotive’s small square windows have the darkness and shine of a witch’s scrying mirror, as do the windows of the three passenger cars behind the tender. No company livery is emblazoned on the locomotive. Likewise, the three boxcars behind at the rear of the train are notable for their lack of identifiable markings.

      The train looks out of place and, somehow, out of time, raising eyebrows and questions for the hobos who thought they knew all the trains from one end of this country to the next. Metal steps fold down from the center of the three passenger cars. A door opens and a porter hands down a striking black-haired woman, who pauses to slip on cat- eye sunglasses. She’s tall and slender, in her mid-twenties, with runway model looks. Her clothing suggests a life of wealth and privilege. The black A-line knee length dress was designed for her by Coco Chanel, her black ostrich leather Guillermo pumps are even beyond Marilyn Monroe’s means. A black silk choker with a cameo of the Furies, the ancient Greek goddesses of vengeance, adorns her sculptured neck.

      With a gloved hand on the rail, she continues down the steps and then walks across the railroad yard, heedless of the strong diesel smells and dust, none of which seem to cling to her milky white flesh or designer wear. When she reaches a small dirt field, she crouches, and her eyebrows draw together in a frown. Before her lies a round patch of melted earth, its black iridescent surface tabletop smooth. Then she rises, crosses a parking lot, and strides up a low hill to a wooden picket fence.

      Two men are face up on the ground. One is dressed in a dark suit, white shirt, and dark tie. A wet sucking sound comes from a smoking hole in his chest, his thin lips festooned with a string of crimson seed pearls. The man beside him is dressed like a train engineer, but he looks more like an accountant. His arms are flung wide and one hand holds a Colt 1911A with a silencer. He is most assuredly dead. Half his skull is gone and a halo of brains, blood, and fragments of bone surround what remains of his shocked face.

      Between them is a Remington XP 100 bolt-action pistol with a telescopic sight, a fearsome weapon designed for long range shooting. It looks like a very short rifle. The man in the suit stares at the woman as his lips move without sound. She picks up the Remington pistol, then wags a finger at him. “You are quite the villain, aren’t you, Howie? What’s that you’re saying? Oh, yes, I quite agree. They are awful creatures. I expect you’ve never seen one before today. I remember the first time I did.” She works the pistol’s bolt, chambers a round. “Let’s just say I am forever grateful to my governess Miss Pettigrew for teaching the benefits of daily Kegel exercise.”

      The woman studies the Remington pistol. Designed for long range shooting, it fires a .221 Fireball high velocity cartridge. The single shot weapon has been modified by the addition of an internal magazine that holds three bullets in a CIA controlled armory.

      “It may interest you to know this fine weapon would’ve brought down the creature, if you’d seen it in time. You were at a significant disadvantage. Peculiar properties of their flesh make them almost invisible in daylight.” Seeing his eyes dart about, she adds, “Oh, never fear, Howie. It’s long gone. They never hang around after they’ve accomplished their mission.”

      The woman consults her Cartier wristwatch, then rests the pistol’s long barrel between two pickets and peers through the telescopic sight. She studies the squat brown building housing the Texas School Book Depository. In the middle window, on the seventh floor, are two men in dark suits. One holds an AR15 rifle with a telescopic sight and the other, a fat, bald man, stares into the plaza. This sixth floor’s corner window is as empty as a skull’s eye socket.

      The woman brushes a stray tendril of hair from her face. “I happened to be in town, so I thought I’d drop by,” she said. “No, that’s untrue. You do deserve to know the truth, Howie. My superiors knew you and your friend would be killed before you got to do your misdeed.” She gave him a little smile and a careless shrug. “So, they sent me to sort things out. It was quite inconvenient for me, as I was on my way to the Côte D’Azur for a much-needed vacation when I got the call. Oops, hold on a moment.”

      A long, dark blue convertible Lincoln Continental limousine, red lights flashing, rippling flags on its boxy fenders, makes an agonizingly slow turn onto Elm Street. The woman turns a knob on the telescopic sight until the crosshairs converge on the right temple of the man in the back seat.

      Her breath hovers somewhere below her collarbone. Pictures don’t do him justice. President Kennedy is gorgeous! There is the famous boyish grin, lively blue eyes squinting in the bright sunlight, the thick cap of russet hair. Beside him, a raven-haired beauty in a Schiaparelli pink suit with a matching pillbox hat. She waves a gloved hand to the crowd on the other side of the street. A wisp of sadness passes through the woman peering through the telescopic sight as she sights in on the men in the 7th floor window and waits. Over the jack hammering of her heart, she hears a fusillade of shots ring out. A puff of smoke rises from a sewer drain on the street’s curb to her right. The president’s hands fly to his throat, he lurches to his left, and his wife turns to him, in shock and disbelief.

      The woman behind the picket fence pulls the trigger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            APRIL 12TH, 1964. 1830 HOURS

          

          APRIL 12TH, 1964. 1830 HOURS

        

      

    

    
      IN ONE OF INFINITE PARALLEL UNIVERSES.

      SAIC (Special Agent In Charge) Brian Sloan heard the helicopter touch down just beyond the rose garden. The wump wump wump of its rotors settled to an insistent whir, as the machine sat poised to take off the moment the Presidential family embarked. Painted the regulation olive green, with a white upper half proclaiming its presidential status, the moment the President set foot on it, the Sikorsky VH3A Sea King became Marine One. Getting the president onboard right now was uppermost in his mind.

      Sloan, forty-two, with alert brown eyes, graying black crew cut hair, was head of the presidential detail. It was imperative the thirty-fifth president and his family get on that chopper before it was too late. The Commander in Chief insisted on remaining until the White House was completely evacuated. Sloan and a team of agents swept through the building ordering the men and women who worked there to go home at once. He almost had to carry the president’s personal secretary, Evelyn Lincoln, to her car. Not everyone had to be cajoled or threatened to leave. Many, hearing dire whispers snake through the labyrinthine halls, or who heard office radios or watching televised news reports, had slipped away to be with loved ones. Meanwhile, precious time had been lost. Depending on how you looked at it, Sloan thought, the president was either a damn fool or one hell of a guy. He’d leave the final verdict to the historians, if there were any historians left after the radioactive fallout settled.

      Sloan shoved papers into his briefcase, shrugged into a black trench coat, then left the Secret Service office, a small windowless room located next to the North entrance to the West Wing Lobby. He strode down a hallway past the empty Vice President’s office and swung around a corner. The building was eerily silent. Most days, the White House would be filled with the hum of activity, with aides to cabinet members huddled in the hallways to discuss policy, military men hustling down its corridors on some errand, the electronic clack of typewriters, maintenance and house cleaners pushing trolleys, and a general air of purposeful activity. But now, all was still, with even the situation room in the basement empty, with the military corpsmen departed thirty minutes ago.

      Sloan had gaped with disbelief when the president ordered him to personally make sure everyone was out of the building. He’d complied although the delay was making him want to tear his hair out. Now, other than the armed secret service agents posted at entranceways, the place was as deserted as a department store on Christmas morning. It was as if the building was holding its breath to see what would happen next. Sloan didn’t want to be around to find out. More important, he didn’t want the president to be around, either.

      Sloan moved briskly down the long narrow corridor to the oval office. The heels of his black wingtips rang in a quick two quarter beat off the black and white tiles. Ahead, two bruisers in dark suits and even darker glasses stood to either side of the door. Both held M16 assault rifles across their chests. More armed men were stationed at key points throughout the building. No one would get in without Sloan’s permission.

      Like Sloan, the agents at the oval office door were replacements for the men who’d been fired for gross dereliction of duty after the attempt on the president’s life. After Dallas, it was clear there had to be changes. The Secret Service’s communications equipment was outdated, and the agents were under-gunned. Air Force One had a state-of-the-art communications system that would permit the president to speak to any military base, contact a naval vessel, or place a call to anyplace that had a telephone. Secret Service agents were saddled with World War Two era walkie-talkies whose vacuum tube technology made them unreliable, plus the damn things were as big and heavy as house bricks. Good grief! We’d put men in orbit! Surely there were better radios! Sloan got new Motorola transistor walkie-talkies for his men. The new radios weighed less, were more reliable, and had greater clarity, plus a longer operational range.

      Gone too, were the anemic snub-nosed Smith & Wesson .38 revolvers and old Thompson submachine guns. Now agents packed Smith & Wesson 39 semiautomatic pistols that fired a nine-millimeter bullet that would fling a charging man off his feet. Its eight-round clip gave the agent plenty of firepower. Each agent carried four spare magazines.

      Instead of the slow cycling Thompson machine guns, agents carried the new Colt M16 assault rifle, which fired a high velocity 5.56 x 45- millimeter bullet with the range to reach a nut case in a sky rise window or knock down an assassin at close quarters. Better still, the rifle’s small size and low weight allowed it to be brought to bear quickly.

      No longer would the president be allowed to ride around in a convertible. From now on, safety trumped politics. Code named X100, the sleek Lincoln Continental afforded the president little protection from a sniper’s bullet. It lacked armor and the removable plastic bubble top wasn’t bullet proof. When the car was delivered two years earlier, one of the many features touted by Hess & Eisenhardt of Cincinnati, its builders, was the hydraulic back seat which could be raised ten inches so the president could be better seen. Sloan thought they might as well have sent a paper bulls eye along to pin to the man’s back while they were at it. Sloan had arranged for the limo to be returned to its builders to be outfitted with armored titanium panels, armored glass, and a permanent roof. No more riding around in an open topped car for the president. He could do that when he left office, if he wanted to get himself killed.

      On Sloan’s recommendation, the head of the Secret Service doubled the size of the presidential detail. Before that black Friday afternoon, double shifts were so common, agents routinely racked up eighty hours of overtime each month. Hours like that were exhausting, and when men were exhausted, they got careless. There’d been more than simple carelessness at work in Dallas.

      Sloan couldn’t get his head around the notion of a Presidential Protection Detail partying like frat boys at some dive joint on the night before a motorcade through a city, where just a few weeks earlier Ambassador Stevenson had been set upon by an angry mob and roughed up. While the agents danced the cha cha with hookers at The Cellar, municipal firemen—firemen for God’s sake!— guarded the unsuspecting President as he slumbered in his hotel suite. Worse still, some of the silly bastards hadn’t returned to the hotel until five the next morning, two hours before their shift began!

      It was obvious to Sloan, an ex-Paratrooper captain who’d fought in World War II, the motorcade route had been laid out with a view to lure the presidential limousine into a lethal crossfire from which it could not escape. Sloan did a slow boil every time he thought about how close they’d come to losing the president.

      The head of the Secret Service, James Rowley, was forced into retirement. His replacement, Abraham Bolden, a black Secret Service agent out of Chicago, was handpicked by JFK. Bolden handpicked Sloan to head the presidential detail. When Bolden reported to the Chicago field office as a new recruit, Sloan had been one of the few white agents to give a warm welcome. Sloan, a tough Arizonian who’d grown up on a ranch a few miles outside of Tucson, didn’t give a rat’s shit about a man’s skin color if he could do the job. The job was protection of the president at all costs and a willingness to take a bullet for him without a split second’s hesitation. Anything less was unacceptable. It had been obvious Bolden had what it took to be an effective agent. Sloan had liked Bolden from the get-go.

      As Sloan hurried down the corridor, he reflected on the changes that had overtaken the country since the failed coup d’état in November.

      President Kennedy had a new Vice President, his good friend senator George Smathers. Lyndon Baines Johnson was doing hard time in Leavenworth for conspiracy to commit treason and racketeering. Bobby Kennedy was director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Its former chief, J. Edgar now sat in a cell across from his pal LBJ and two cells down from John McCone, ex-director of the Central Intelligence Agency. Although Allen Dulles had been fired from the CIA’s directorship after the Bay of Pigs, he’d been involved in the conspiracy up to his bushy mustache. He, too, now had a Fort Leavenworth mailing address.

      Within an hour of taking office, an enraged Bobby Kennedy sent carloads of FBI agents and Federal Marshals spread out across the country to arrest the other conspirators. The haul was a Who’s Who of organized crime. Sam Giancana, Santo Trafficante, and Jimmy Hoffa. FBI agents had kicked in the door to Johnny Roselli’s hotel room and pulled him off a hardworking hooker, then paraded him through the lobby, naked except for handcuffs, and out to a squad car. Sloan heard the joke about the mobster’s “shortcomings” that had made the rounds of the Georgetown gossip circuit.

      Carlos Marcello waited in a twin-engine prop plane piloted by a CIA contract pilot named David Ferrie, ready take off, when three carloads of Federal Marshals raced up. The lawmen erupted from their vehicles, spray the plane’s wheels with machine gun fire, then pulled the men from the disabled plane.

      A credulous gawky loser in Dallas named Lee Harvey Oswald, bamboozled into thinking he was on a top-secret mission to save the president when he carried his battered old Italian army surplus rifle to work and given it to his “contact,” had gone nearly catatonic with shock when he realized he’d been set up to take the fall for the crime of the century. Upon his arrest, he’d fingered a small-time hoodlum named Jack Ruby, who owned a local strip club in Dallas, and a CIA man named Guy Bannister. The CIA agent rolled over and named another CIA man, William Harvey, as the operational head of the plot. Like rats in a panic on a sinking ship, Bannister and Harvey sought to make things easier for themselves and turned on Dulles, McCone, and CIA hardliners, all of whom bore a grudge against the president for withholding air support from at the Bay of Pigs. In their estimation, that doomed the invasion. They had been further enraged by the President’s recent plans to reveal to the public the U.S. Government recovered a downed UFO in 1947, and more so, by his decision to withdraw American troops from Vietnam.

      Jack Ruby, the go between for the Chicago and New Orleans crime families, traded death row for a life sentence and turned on other key players in the conspiracy. FBI agents descended on the palatial homes of named Texas oilmen and arrested them for providing financing for the failed coup. They in turn pointed to LBJ as the mastermind of the plot to assassinate the man who had blocked his path to the presidency in 1960 and who was about to expose him for his illegal activities as a senator, a move that would have ruined his life and landed him in jail. LBJ’s survival instinct was strong, his criminal contacts diverse and many, and he’d almost succeeded in changing the course of history.

      All the ranking members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff had been arrested or sacked—except for General Curtis LeMay who’d blown out his brains in Arlington cemetery—after LBJ named names. The Central Intelligence Agency had been disbanded, “Shattered into a million pieces,” as JFK once vowed after discovering the extent to which the spy agency had misled him about Operation Mongoose. Its intelligence- gathering duties were assigned to the State Department.

      That the young idealistic president survived the machinations of the powerful cabal of government and business elites arrayed against him was pure good luck. He should be a dead man. But someone—person or persons unknown—had slain the primary sniper team concealed behind a fence on a grassy knoll, overlooking Dealey Plaza, and the assassins lying in wait in the Texas School Book Depository. JFK escaped with a serious back wound that left him wheelchair bound for life like his hero Franklin Roosevelt, and a throat wound that had narrowly spared his vocal cords.

      When Sloan reached the Oval Office, he gave the two agents a slight nod and then rapped on the door. “Come in,” said a woman’s soft voice.
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      JFK sat at his desk, his wheelchair to one side and smoked a cigar. Jackie sat on a sofa opposite the desk with Caroline in her lap. John Junior played with toy soldiers in the foot well of the Resolute desk, a gift from Queen Victoria to President Rutherford Hayes. From the looks of it, the blue soldiers were winning.

      “Mr. President. We must leave now,” announced Sloan, his tone a mixture of deference and urgency. “We’ll just have time to get to Green Briar.” In the waning days of the Eisenhower administration, a sprawling top-secret bomb shelter had been constructed deep beneath the elegant hotel. In the event of an atomic war, the president, his cabinet, the justices of the Supreme Court, and Congress were to go there to ensure continuity of government. It had a fully stocked hospital with ample medical supplies, an auditorium large enough to accommodate Congress, and a radio station. Theoretically, there was enough food for thirty years, and its water came directly from a deep spring. It was so top secret, not more than a handful of people knew about the place.

      President Kennedy held up a staying hand. “We’re staying put, Brian. Tell your men to go home to their families. You best be on your way too.”

      Sloan’s flesh iced. “Mr. President. I can’t agree to this! The warheads will enter the atmosphere in fifteen minutes.”

      “It’s out of your hands, Brian. I didn’t abandon my command when that Japanese destroyer sank my PT boat, and I am not going anywhere now. Vice President Smathers and the cabinet are in the bunker. It will be left to them to rebuild the country.”

      Aghast, Sloan turned to Jackie. She looked up from Caroline and met his eyes with fierce determination. “My place is with my husband, and I don’t want my children to grow up in a country that has been wrecked by nuclear bombs.”

      Then, knowing nothing he could say would change Kennedy’s mind, Sloan sank into a chair, set his brief case down, and let his arms fall to either side.

      “What happened?” Sloan asked, shaking his head.

      Kennedy removed his cigar from his mouth and looked at it. “The Premier’s generals didn’t want peace any more than our fellows did. After the bastards assassinated him, they decided now would be a good time to settle accounts with the West, once and for all. Europe is basically a giant slag heap, and England has gone silent.”

      “The United States is a goner,” Sloan replied.

      “Not necessarily. Americans are as tenacious as they are resourceful. We’ll rise from the ashes and build anew a country based on mutual respect and understanding, regardless of skin color or social standing. Americans will rise to the challenge, Agent Sloan, because that’s what Americans do. And what will come after this sorry time will be greater than anything you and I can imagine. After today, war will forever be an unappealing option, and the military industrial complex that spawned this nuclear disaster will be a relic of a time when men deemed war more desirable than peaceful coexistence. No longer will our country be divided by black and white, rich or poor. To survive we’ll learn to pull together or perish in the difficult times that lay ahead. In the crucible of harsh necessity, the pure alloy of a lasting peace will be born. Good things can come from even the worst of tragedies. Consider the great evil of the holocaust perpetrated against the Jewish people by the Nazis. Out of that heinous crime against humanity came the nation of Israel, whose motto is Never Again. I say to you, out of this nuclear holocaust will come a bright new day, a day when the plow will be held in higher regard than the sword.”

      Sloan thought it one of the finest speeches JFK had ever given. Too bad no one would ever hear it. “I wish I could believe that Sir,” Sloan replied.

      “Are you a religious man, Mr. Sloan?” Jackie asked.

      Sloan turned his head to look at her. Jackie smiled, her dark eyes moist with unshed tears but bright with hope.

      “All good men are, Ma’am,” Sloan replied.

      “Then you have heard faith, hope, and love will always endure, and that the greatest of these is love. Faith and hope will carry humanity through this devastation, Mr. Sloan, but love will carry us through the day and lead our great nation to an even greater future. I do not believe God has done with us, Mr. Sloan. This is only a step in His master plan. Love will have the day.” A single tear fell from the corner of her eye, to brush past her serene face and smiling lips while her husband looked at her with pride.

      “You could be right about that, Ma’am.”

      

      An impossibly bright light filled the oval office windows.
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      IN ONE OF INFINITE PARALLEL UNIVERSES.

      It was hotter than Hell’s furnace. No cooling breeze whipped swirling clouds of dust along the town’s one and only street, which in the rainy season became a muddy quagmire but now, in late summer, was hard-packed and furrowed by the wheels of freight wagons and buckboards. That morning, as most mornings in Devil’s Bucket, the good clean scents of creosote and sage from the nearby desert mingled with the fetid smells of rotted garbage and horse droppings hanging in the hot dry air. Like all towns in the Arizona Territory in 1867, Devil’s Bucket didn’t have a sewer or a waste disposal system. Piles of garbage and human excrement marched along the street where they’d been dumped. A mongrel’s carcass still lay in the broiling sun, half a dozen feet from the Cantina’s ramada, three days after being shot by a drunken cowboy. Cholera and typhus outbreaks were not uncommon in Devil’s Bucket. The bell in the square white tower rising from an adobe church began its dolorous toll, dark notes to summon the faithful to Sunday mass.

      Six vaqueros from a nearby hacienda relaxed in the shade of the cantina’s ramada while one of them strummed a guitar. A bottle of sweet golden tequila passed from hand to hand although it was just twenty past seven. None of the Vaqueros dared to challenge the tall lanky gringo who strode past them, a small Mexican boy at his side. Among them were two or three pistoleros—men with quick gun hands and quicker tempers but they recognized a dangerous man when they saw one. They knew better than to challenge a pistolero blessed with superior abilities, especially this one, with his rattlesnake stare and lightning fast gun hand. Moreover, this gringo was a former Gray Rider, one of the mounted caballeros who had struck fear into Yankee hearts during the recent Gringo war. The guerillas had a reputation for ferocity and Indian-like cunning, well known throughout the Arizona Territory. None deserved this reputation more than the blonde guerrillero who now called Devil’s Bucket his home.

      Marshal Cade Harper paused to let a small group of black clad men, women, and children file by on their way to the small church. Cade withdrew a cheroot from his vest pocket, then struck a match with his thumb, and lit up. He stared at the churchgoers through a haze of smoke. The women wore black mantillas, lace shawls that covered the face and head down to the shoulders, their hands clutched worn Bibles and somber rosaries. The solemn men and children were in their Sunday finest. Apart from two or three señoritas, who whispered until silenced by a severe look from their señora de compañía, the churchgoers avoided staring openly at the lanky gringo in the brown leather vest and gray flat brimmed hat. Cade felt their furtive glances, curiosity mingled with sharp disapproval. When the last of them had passed by, he moved on.

      Cade’s boots crunched on the unpaved street as he headed for the corral at the end of the street. The split rail enclosure sat between Bixby’s Dry Goods store and a livery stable, also owned by the prosperous Fred Bixby, formerly of Chattanooga.

      “Why ain’t you in church, boy?” Cade asked, as he scanned the street. “Church is for sissies,” Miguel replied.

      Cade said nothing but a faint smile came and went on his stubbled face. The mop-headed boy was always underfoot, offering to do favors and importuning Cade for stories about gunfights. Cade turned a deaf ear to the request but after he’d discovered a bandit killed Miguel’s father three years earlier, he gave him errands to run and sometimes let him tag along to observe non-lethal arrests. Cade permitted Miguel to watch, provided he was quiet, while he shot bottles off the adobe wall that enclosed the graveyard on the low rise over Devil’s Bucket. If Cade was in a good mood, he’d ask Miguel to throw empty bottles into the air. The boy would squeal in delight when the lawman blasted them into sparkling shards in midair. In a tacit expression of gratitude, Miguel’s mother sometimes showed up at Cade’s room with a bowl of her homemade frijoles and a basket of warm corn tortillas wrapped in a towel. Last Christmas she’d sent Miguel with a pot of beef tamales and a steaming bowl of menudo soup. Cade thought the kid was all right, albeit a minor nuisance—high praise coming from the taciturn Virginian—and he didn’t mind the occasional homemade meal either.

      Earlier in the year Cade discovered Enrique Castro, the man who’d killed the boy’s father, worked as a ranch hand at Jake Willis’ Big O Ranch, three miles west of Devil’s Bucket. At first, Cade had a little trouble convincing Jake and the other ranch hands to release Enrique into his tender care. When half a dozen of them lay dead, Jake dropped his objections. Cade took Enrique into custody and brought him down to Tucson, bruised and battered, where he was tried and convicted of murder. He was hanged a month later while Miguel and his mother looked on. To Cade’s mild annoyance, neither Miguel nor his mother let him forget about it.

      Cade strode past Morton’s General Store. A bespectacled shopkeeper arranged cans in the window and paused to watch the marshal go by, his mouth agape. A couple of bosomy whores blew kisses at him from the second-floor balcony of Missy’s bordello.

      Cade touched the brim of his hat, as his eyes flickered over the balcony to make sure some peckerwood with a long gun wasn’t hidden behind the women. He cast a sideways glance at the boy walking beside him. “You better get outta here.”

      “He isn’t alone, señor.”

      “How many?”

      “Another man is with him.”

      “Is that a fact?” Cade’s hand dropped to the big Colt 1860 Army in his holster and pulled it out in one fluid motion. He thumbed the hammer back to half cock, spun the engraved cylinder and checked the brass percussion caps, then pushed the wedge on the barrel out one click, just enough to make sure the cylinder wouldn’t bind from black powder fouling. He eased the hammer down, then shoved the pistol back into its holster. Territorial lawmen often faced long odds. Being fast with a gun wasn’t enough. A lawman had to be a thinker to survive in a brutal unpredictable environment. He needed a well-honed ability to sift the loud-mouthed cowards who betrayed themselves with frightened eyes from the men with crazy eyes, who might go for their pistols the moment they saw you. The deadliest men were the true pistoleros, men with the icy stare of a remorseless killer and a fast gun hand. Lawmen who were themselves true pistoleros were a rare breed. Without exception such men made sure they always had an edge when facing gunfighters. Some would draw and fire while the other fellow was in mid-sentence. Some wore a pistol at each hip and carried two in a shoulder rig to make sure they didn’t run out of bullets or had another pistol handy in case of misfire. Some lawmen favored double-barreled scatterguns. Cade carried one Colt 1860 Army revolver, low on his left hip with the holster’s lower end tied to his thigh. He had modified the Colt himself so he could fire it by slapping the hammer with the edge of his right hand. The modified Colt wasn’t his edge though. Whenever possible Cade kept the sun at his back when going against another gunfighter. Depending on the time of day and the weather, his opponent would have a hard time seeing him. Cade would see just fine.

      Miguel’s eyes widened. “They’re muy malo hombres, señor.”

      “They always are,” Cade said. “You run along now. There’s going to be some killing.”

      “Si, Señor.” Miguel stopped but his eyes followed the lawman before he turned and ran as fast as he could between two adobe houses.

      All Cade’s senses were alert as he approached the corral wedged between the dry goods store and its livery stable. A chunky stable boy with fat cheeks leaned against the corral gate. When he saw Cade, he scrambled for the safety of the dry goods store. Fred Bixby’s kid was slow-witted, but he wasn’t stupid. A flying bullet didn’t care if you were an innocent bystander caught in the wrong place at the wrong time, a fact not lost on the doltish scion of the nascent Bixby dynasty.

      Through the window, Cade saw him pluck at his father’s gartered sleeve and gesticulate wildly. In his haste to remove himself from the probable route of crisscrossing bullets, the stable boy had left the gate unlatched and now it swung open.

      Cade stepped into the corral with the bright morning sunlight spilling down all around him, his hand already falling to the pistol. Two men emerged from the shadows of the livery stable leading their horses. They wore long tan dusters and battered slouch hats pulled low, but Cade recognized one of them. A wanted poster with his picture was in Cade’s inside vest pocket.

      “Tom Benson!” Cade yelled. “You’re wanted for the murder of a sheriff in Abilene!” Rattlesnake fast, the Colt came out of the holster and Cade fanned its hammer. The pistol bucked and roared, filling the air with a swirling cloud of acrid blue smoke.

      Still gripping a scattergun, Benson pitched backwards against his horse, which screamed and reared on its hind legs. A heartbeat later, the big Colt spat again, and the other man died, fumbling with his holster flap to get at his Spiller and Burr pistol.

      His heart pounded and his ears rang. Cade probed the shadows inside the livery stable and detected a faint movement inside. He tracked it with his pistol.

      “Come out. Make it slow and show me empty hands.”

      “It’s me, Señor. Don’t shoot.” Miguel emerged from the shadows. “I thought I told you to go home, boy.”

      “Don’t you remember? My family’s house is behind the stables.”

      “I ought to take a switch to you for disobeying me.”

      The boy grinned. “You’d never be able to catch me, Señor.”

      “I reckon not.” Cade holstered his pistol. “Find Mister Rosales and tell him I said he needs to come down here and fetch these two and get them ready for burial.”

      Miguel stared bug-eyed at the dead men. “Madre de Dios, you killed both of them. Just like that! I saw the whole thing.”

      “Never you mind. Get moving.”

      Miguel scampered off but not without a last quick glance at the dead men.

      That night Cade rode out of town. Miguel rode his donkey next to him. Cade made camp in the desert. Ever since his days as a Confederate guerilla, Cade felt more at home in the countryside than in any town, even a place as dangerous as this desert where attack by Indian or marauding bandits was a real possibility.

      A small fire lit their faces. Cade leaned against his saddle, on the ground, with his long legs crossed, smoked a cheroot and took an occasional sip from a silver hip flask. Miguel crouched to trace designs in the earth with a stick.

      “You need to get yourself some schooling, boy,” Cade said. Miguel gave a careless shrug. “I don’t need no schooling.”

      “That’s what you think?”

      “When I’m growed up, I’m gonna to be just like you.” Miguel’s dark eyes glowed with admiration.

      “When you’re grown up, you pipsqueak, there won’t be a need for men like me.”

      “The hell you say!”

      “Watch your mouth boy,” Cade said, then added in a thoughtful voice, “By the time you’re grown up, there won’t be a need for men with fast gun hands. Times will change and people will change too. Now, that’s not a bad thing. People will be wiser about settling their differences. Take the war between the States…”

      “I wish your side had won,” Miguel interjected in a show of solidarity. “It was a good thing we lost,” Cade said. “That damn war was fought for all the wrong reasons. Owning another human being is seven kinds of wrong. Our cause was unjust that’s why we lost. White, brown, red, or black, we’re all the same and want the same things out of life. No one has any business lording it over anyone else.”

      “Why’d you fight, then?” Miguel asked, his face squinched with puzzlement.

      “I had my reasons,” Cade said and fell silent. He looked up at the stars to think about all the good men who never got to go home so a few plantation owners could maintain their over-privileged lives. He hadn’t fought for them, though.

      He thrust his dark thoughts from his mind and studied an especially bright star in the West. Funny, he hadn’t seen that one before. The star brightened then began to move slowly and deliberately across the night sky.

      Cade blinked. Stars didn’t move like that. Least ways not so you’d be able to notice, like a locomotive’s headlamp heralding a train’s passage across a level flat plain. Then it stopped. Cade stiffened. Stars also didn’t stop, and they didn’t do what this one did next. A bright blue light shot down from the star, what else could he call it, to the ground not far off. A religious man might have taken this for a sign from God. An angel come down to Earth, perhaps, with glad tidings but Cade wasn’t a religious man. Not after what he’d seen during five years of hard fighting. He sat up. Miguel gazed at the phantasmagorical apparition too, for once at a loss for words. The pulsating column of light was straight as an Enfield musket’s ramrod and growing brighter by the moment.

      A short while later, Cade and Miguel cantered toward the strange light.

      When they got close to it the light abruptly ceased. Cade, with his finely honed guerilla sense had a good idea where it had touched the land. Cade and Miguel dismounted when they got to the spot. Cade cut some dry brush and made a torch and lit it with a match. A ripple of fear raced up his spine and the hairs on the back of his neck stood up straight. The sandy ground was melted into a perfect circle of black glass and looked as smooth as a fine china dinner plate. “You wait here,” Cade said.

      “I want to see too,” Miguel protested.

      “Do as I say,” Cade ordered in a tone that meant there was no other option.

      Miguel stayed with their mounts while Cade approached. Wisps of smoke rose from the melted sandy ground. “What the hell is this?” Cade murmured. He stared up into the sky. The star was moving away due west. Cade got down on one knee at the edge of the blackened earth and studied it. He hadn’t imagined anything like this was possible. Nothing about it made any rational sense. Close up the black disk looked even smoother. Cade had heard of falling stars but those left holes in the ground like the bomb craters he’d seen in the war. Cade picked up a small stone and tossed it onto the black disk. It landed with a distinctive chink like a fork dropped on a plate. Here was something that defied explanation, but Cade would’ve wagered a month’s pay it had nothing to do with falling stars or angelic visitations. He rose and returned to Miguel.

      “Come on,” he said and swung up into his saddle, “I’m taking you home.”

      On the ride back to town, he pondered what he’d seen, but by morning had put it out of his mind. An important visitor was due to arrive on the Butterfield stage that day.
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      In the summer, the heat was always present, even at night, pressing down on the town’s weathered clapboard and adobe buildings. A coyote in the desert barked at the stars and a diamondback slithered into the darkness to avoid a buckboard’s wheels as it clattered down the last stretch of road into town. The Cantina across the street from Molly’s boarding house was full of cowboys and vaqueros singing, drinking, and gambling. A fight over a saloon girl flared in the street, but Cade heard no gunfire as he sat at the table in his room and cleaned his pistol. He’d kept what he’d seen to himself, but he was sure Miguel would regale anyone who would listen with the tale of his adventure. No matter, nobody would believe a child’s story anyway. Cade wasn’t about to tell the man who sat across from him about what he had seen. He didn’t want to be hauled away to the madhouse for going off his rocker.

      “I wanted Benson brought in alive,” said the Honorable Henry T. Backus.

      When Cade had read Judge Backus’s telegram announcing he would come to Devil’s Bucket to talk to him in person, he knew it had to be important. It was a bone-jarring three-day journey from Tucson, fraught with danger of attack by Indians or highwaymen. Passengers rode three abreast on hard bench seats, shoehorned into a front row facing rearward with two back rows facing forward. The seats were so close the passengers’ knees dovetailed, which made respectable women miserable and dishonorable men happy. Bulging mail pouches were crammed under the benches, and the passengers had to keep their baggage on their laps. If the stagecoach got bogged down in mud or sand the passengers were expected to help push and pull it free. Sometimes the roads were washed out by violent storms and the stagecoach would hole up at the nearest way station, which offered few amenities beyond prairie dog stew, bad coffee, and rot gut whiskey, until the weather improved. A journey like that was bound to put any man in a foul temper so Cade wasn’t surprised Backus was on his back over killing Benson. What had impelled the judge to make such an arduous journey? Cade wondered. It had to be something far too sensitive to write or advise via telegraph.

      “Are you listening to me Harper?” Backus asked.

      “I am, Your Honor,” Cade answered. “Perhaps you should’ve sent someone else after Benson.” He shoved a bore brush down the revolver’s long barrel. “That son of a bitch got what he damn well deserved.”

      “That was for a jury to decide, not you.”

      “I was the only one there at the time.”

      “Goddamn it, Harper!” The judge banged the table so hard with his fist, the whiskey bottle almost tipped over. “Now, you listen to me, and listen good. If you can’t follow proper procedure for apprehending criminals, hand over your badge!”

      Cade looked up at the judge’s waiting hand. “Talking is what got that sheriff in Abilene killed. Men like Benson aren’t the type you can talk into a jail cell.”

      “In this instance you may be right,” Backus conceded. He regretted losing his temper, but Cade could be so exasperating. The twenty-seven- year-old was the best Marshal he had, a real natural who never gave up pursuit of a criminal, even if it meant weeks in the saddle. He had the guts to pursue a fugitive into the heart of Apache territory where few white men dared to venture and from which fewer returned. Cade’s wartime experience as one of Mosby’s raiders made him well suited for enforcement in the Arizona Territory, with its varied and often rough terrain. Outside of an Indian, no one could track down a fleeing man like a Confederate guerilla. The territory was filled with ex rebels, most still smarting over their defeat and many unwilling to accept the changing times. More than a few had turned to robbery and cattle rustling for an occupation. Cade knew how to handle such hard cases; they feared and respected him. Abraham Lincoln handpicked Henry T. Backus for the Arizona Territorial Court. Backus in turn had handpicked the quiet Virginian.

      Backus reached for the bottle on the table and poured each of them another drink of whiskey. “One or two?”

      “Three.”

      “To law and order.” Backus held the glass out to Cade.

      Putting down the revolver’s cylinder, Cade took the glass and quirked the corner of his mouth. “To law and order.” The whiskey burned a hot clean trail down Cade’s throat. He reached for the cylinder, then slid it onto the pistol’s greased base pin. The barrel followed next, mating perfectly with the end of the base pin and the bottom frame. Cade thumbed in the barrel wedge that locked everything into place.

      Judge Backus placed a small cloth pouch on the table and slid it toward Cade. “Here’s the reward for Benson.”

      Cade bounced the bag in his hand, enjoying the clink of the gold coins. “Three hundred dollars. I reckon that’ll come in right handy.”

      Judge Backus watched in silence while Cade wiped the gun a final time with a rag soaked in oil, then placed a paper cartridge in a chamber, rotated the cylinder, and used the pivoting loading lever under the long blue-black barrel to seat the bullet. When the last chamber was loaded, the lawman topped off the chambers with beeswax paste to prevent chain firing, which happened sometimes if a fellow was careless, unlucky, or both. Cade looked up after he slid a percussion cap onto the last of the six percussion nipples on the rear of the cylinder. He held the revolver close to his ear and spun the cylinder, listening to the satisfying clicks that meant a healthy action.

      “Well, that’s done,” Cade shoved the revolver into a Slim Jim holster. Backus leaned forward in his chair. “I have another job for you.”

      Cade fished a cheroot from a pocket and used the kerosene lantern to light it. “That’s what I thought. Aren’t you worried about me not bringing your desperadoes in alive?”

      Backus looked at him. “Be serious! This isn’t your typical mission, and it will require all your expertise to bring it to a successful conclusion.”

      Cade emptied his glass. He liked the Judge. Henry Backus was fair and honest. Not like the carpetbaggers who had poured into the South in the wake of its defeat, bent on revenge for the assassination of President Lincoln. Cade had thought it was a cowardly act and was glad John Wilkes Booth had been slain and the others who had participated in the heinous crime brought to justice. Shooting a man in the back of the head as he and his wife watched a play was low and dirty.

      Backus spoke as he refilled their glasses. “Harper, this is 1867, not the Dark Ages. We must learn to behave like civilized men and live by the rule of law. General Mosby said in his letter you were one of his finest officers. I believe it after knowing you. But goddamn it! I need you to bring men in alive so they can stand trial.”

      Cade’s eyes went to the window on the far side of the room. The first thing he’d done after he’d rented the room from Fat Molly, was to move the table away from the window. The first rule of a successful career as a territorial marshal was don’t get killed, which meant little things like being aware of your surroundings and knowing when to shoot first and talk later. Cade thought Judge Backus didn’t realize how much he asked of his marshals. Many territorial lawmen had moved on when they figured their luck was almost depleted. Most went to California, attracted by its mild climate, civilized towns, and cities where peacekeeping meant buffaloing drunks on Saturday night. Quite a few unlucky territorial lawmen lay in small windblown cemeteries with only rotting wooden crosses to mark their passing. Cade couldn’t see what difference it made if a criminal died at his hands or kicking his feet at the end of a rope. Dead was dead but he didn’t challenge Backus. Everyone was entitled to an opinion, and Henry Backus was the Chief Judge of the Territorial Supreme Court. He saw certain things in a different light than Cade.

      Cade downed his drink and looked at Backus. “What do you have?”

      Backus decided to believe Cade had gotten the message. “Governor McCormick received a telegram to keep an eye out for some fellows from Utah named Elijah and Billy Baxter. They ambushed an Army convoy and made off with a dozen Gatling guns and enough ammunition to start another war. There’s a Mexican with them who’s from these parts, a fellow named Ramon Ramirez.”

      Cade nodded. “I know the family. They own a large hacienda about ten miles south of here.” The tip of Cade’s cheroot glowed. “You think the Baxters are there?”

      “That’s what I want you to find out, Harper. There’s a three thousand dollar bounty on the Baxters’ heads.”

      “That’s a lot of money for gunrunners,” Cade observed.

      “Ordinarily I would agree with you.” Backus slid a hand inside his expensive black frock coat and pulled out a folded paper and handed it to Cade.

      Cade unfolded the wanted poster and studied the pictures. Elijah had a round face with a receding hairline, close-set eyes, and a small mouth. His younger brother, Billy, had the hard eyes of a stone-cold killer, set in a square face with a bushy mustache over wide mouth. Cade had often seen such men during the late war and not always on the other side. These were the kinds of men you didn’t want to run into without a loaded pistol in hand. Cade set the wanted poster on the table. “Why doesn’t the Army handle this?”

      “My understanding is Washington wants to keep a tight lid on this,” Backus replied. “Secretary of War Edwin Stanton is supervising the case. He believes the Knights of the Golden Circle are behind this crime. There are men in this territory and down in Mexico itching for another war between the states. The War Department says there are twenty-one thousand ex-Confederate soldiers in Mexico under the command of General Joe Shelby. Emperor Maximilian supplied them with arms and matériel, they say to help the Mexican army suppress Indian and peasant revolts. Washington believes the Emperor intends to retake the New Mexico and Arizona territories. If those Gatling guns fell into Shelby’s hands, his army would have enough firepower to take out every regiment in the territory. The Baxter brothers are the key to recovery of those guns. Find them, you’ll find the guns. And Cade,” Judge Backus added in a warning tone, “I want to see those men in shackles in my courtroom in Tucson, as alive and kicking as the day they were born.”

      Cade reached for the whiskey bottle. “I’ll leave tomorrow.”
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      Cade saddled up and set off the next morning. He took an old Spanish road, only slightly wider than an Indian trail. It ran south over several rises then dipped into a dry arroyo before rising into scrubland. Cade heard raucous voices up ahead. When he reached the crest of a hill, he paused a moment to slip the leather thong from his pistol’s hammer. Standing beneath a tree growing a few feet from the left side of the road were three white men passing around a bottle. An old Apache stood with his hands tied behind his back and a noose around his thin neck. One of the men said something to the others and nodded.

      All three looked at Cade as he rode slowly toward them. The old Apache stared ahead, silent.

      When he reached them, Cade quirked his mouth and touched the brim of his hat with two fingers. “How’re you gentlemen doing this fine morning?”

      “This ain’t none of your fucking business, Marshal,” said the ringleader of the early morning festivity. He stared at the badge on Cade’s thick leather vest. “Asides, killing Apaches ain’t agin the law.”

      “I don’t give a shit about some damn Indian,” Cade replied, his cheroot waggling from a corner of his mouth, “but you fellows don’t mind if I stop to take a piss, do you?”

      Ringleader made an expansive gestured with a half empty bottle. “Why, hell no, Marshall. Tell you what. If you want, we’ll hold this here old savage down on the ground so you can take a piss right on his face.” The three men laughed.

      “No, thanks. I’ve no time today for messing around with Indians.” Cade swung a long leg across the saddle, dismounted, and walked over to a patch of cactus, unbuttoned his fly and let loose with a stream of piss that struck a scorpion square on its back. As soon as the bright yellow liquid struck its carapace, the insect skittered out of the way.

      Behind Cade, the men were occupied with their little game, their malevolence fueled by liquor although it was only eight o’clock.

      “Why won’t you say sumthin,’ you dirty old sonuvabitch?” One of the men slapped the old man’s face hard. Cade buttoned up his fly and turned around.

      “Maybe someone cut out his tongue,” opined another.

      “I’ll stick him with my knife. That’ll make him squeal,” the ringleader said.

      “You sheep fuckers would squeal like bitches and run for your lives if you ever came face to face with real Apache warriors,” Cade said.

      Ringleader turned around slowly. “What the fuck did you say?”

      Cade stood with the sun blazing above his left shoulder. “Hard of hearing, you yellow bellied son of a bitch?”

      Ringleader’s hand swept for his pistol. Cade’s shot caught the man square in the chest and flung him off his feet. The others drew and fired without much effort to aim. Cade slapped the big revolver’s hammer twice more. Acrid blue smoke hung in the hot morning air, and three white men lay dead at the Apache’s feet.

      Cade holstered his pistol and went toward the Apache. The old man was attired in a loose white cotton tunic and trousers and knee-high moccasins. His deeply lined face was framed by a heavy fall of silver hair held in place by a beaded headband. His eyes were bright and intelligent. Cade slid a knife from his boot and moved behind the Apache. The old man remained motionless and silent but his eyes followed the lanky white man. Cade cut the rope binding the Apache’s arms and lifted the noose from his neck. “Are you all right, old man?”

      The Apache’s English was fairly good. “Better than them.”

      Cade’s mouth twisted up into a half smile. “That’s not saying much.”

      “But still true.” The Apache bent over and picked up a tall staff from the ground and inspected it. Three eagle feathers jutted from the top. It was a head taller than the old man who didn’t top five feet. He squinted at Cade. “Why’d you help me?”

      Cade fished two cheroots from his pocket, held one out, which the old man took, and stuck the other in his mouth. He struck a match with his thumb and lit the Apache’s cheroot, then his own. “I don’t care for bullies,” Cade answered. “Perhaps you’d have done the same thing for me.”

      The old man shrugged. “Twenty years ago, I would’ve killed all of them and you, too.” He drew deeply on his cheroot and gave Cade a sad, slow smile. “But I have learned much since then. Today, had the moccasin been on the other foot, I would’ve saved you.”

      Cade grinned. “Fair enough, old man.” He nodded toward the three horses tied to nearby shrubs. “Looks like you have three new horses and plenty of supplies to get yourself home.” He studied the old Indian through a blue haze of smoke.

      The Apache shook his head. “I don’t need anything.”

      “Suit yourself.” Cade headed back to his horse.

      The old Indian called after him. “Wait. I want to give you a gift.”

      “Not necessary,” Cade said with a dismissive gesture of his hand. “It’s necessary to me.”

      Cade stopped in his tracks and looked over his shoulder.

      The old man spread his hands. “It’s the least I can do for my benefactor.”
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      A few moments later, a hatless Cade was seated on a low boulder. The Apache shuffled around him, his staff held before him as he chanted in his mysterious language. Cade sat ramrod straight with his eyes closed as he had been told to do. The chanting ceased, and the Apache stood before Cade. He extended his staff and traced a shape in the center of Cade’s forehead with the tip of the three eagle feathers. “You can open your eyes.”

      Cade did so and saw the Apache grin. His front teeth were missing. “You now bear the ineradicable mark of a sorcerer’s apprentice—no Apache of good character will ever dare to harm you.”

      Cade picked up his flat brimmed hat from the ground and put it on. “What about Apaches of bad character?”

      The old man shrugged. “You’re on your own with them.” He pointed to the East. “My wikiup is just over there. You will be my guest for dinner.”

      Cade stood. “Wish I could but I have business to attend to.”

      “Your business can wait. Besides, you may hear something of interest.”

      It was on Cade’s lips to bid the man farewell and be on his way, but he found himself following a faint track through stands of manzanita shrubs and saltbush. How this had happened Cade was at a loss to explain. Every minute he delayed hunting for the Baxters increased the possibility of their trail going cold. Cade walked beside Zephyr, leading a string of the three now ownerless horses. The elderly Apache walked ahead, singing a song in his tongue. ‘Over there’ turned out to be several miles. They stopped at midday and ate lunch in the shade of a wide spreading sycamore, then resumed their trek through the scrubland. Cade learned during their trek that the old man’s name was Nahkahyen and he was a medicine man. “A Diablero more properly,” Nahkahyen had said with pride. “Diableros are to medicine men what eagles are to hawks. One is good but the other is better.” Cade nodded and said nothing. Medicine men and Diableros were all the same to him. Judge Backus would throw a fit if he knew Cade delayed pursuit of the Baxter gang and the stolen Gatling guns to visit with an Apache. He’d probably have my badge, Cade thought.
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      The sun was a memory, and a small spitted wild pig sizzled over a mesquite fire. Cade brought the beast down with his Winchester Yellow Boy rifle during the trek to the Apache’s home. Cade sat on the still warm ground across from Nahkahyen.

      “It’s a good thing you came along when you did,” Nahkahyen said, “In another moment there would have been much bloodshed.”

      “Is that a fact?” Cade gave the pig a one-quarter turn. Nahkahyen nodded. “I had them right where I wanted them.”

      “I could see that,” Cade replied.

      Nahkahyen stared into the campfire’s dancing flames. “I was going to fall upon them with my knife and slay them as soon as the right time presented itself,” he said almost in a whisper. “I would’ve taken their scalps for trophies.”

      Cade pulled his flask out of his vest pocket, took a pull on it, and then held it out to his host. “I hadn’t noticed a knife on you.”

      Nahkahyen looked up as if startled out of deep thought and reached for the flask with a trembling hand. “I was going to take one of theirs.”

      “As good a plan as any,” Cade agreed with a little smile. The old man held out the flask and Cade had another drink. Nahkahyen was one crazy old coot, all right, but Cade liked him, nevertheless.

      “A real Apache would have no trouble taking a knife from his foe.” Nahkahyen fell silent, watching the flames lick at the pig. Cade spat the stub of his cheroot into the fire. After some time had passed, the old Apache spoke again, “When I was a young man,” he began, “I was a powerful warrior with powerful limbs and a ferocious temperament. I led many raids against Mexicans. Not many Whites were in our lands then, but they too felt my wrath. In those days, I had a young wife with sturdy legs, wide childbearing hips, and hanging breasts overflowing with sweet milk.” He held out his quaking hands from his chest. “She gave me three fine sons, now long departed from this life.” Nahkahyen looked at Cade. “Do you have a wife and children?”

      “No,” Cade replied. “I’m not family man material.”

      Nahkahyen nodded to himself then continued with his tale, “One day, a great Diablero visited our village and asked our chief to summon his most virtuous men. He was growing old and feeble and needed an apprentice to receive his arcane knowledge. The sorcerer passed up and down the line of virtuous men and looked into their eyes but none satisfied him. I sat before my wikiup stringing a new bow when someone pointed me out to the diablero. There was much laughter at this suggestion because I was hotheaded and inclined to do as I pleased. The chief said to the diablero, “You don’t want Nahkahyen, Lord diablero. He is a troublemaker and often disregards his superiors’ orders. Why, just the other day that rank miscreant scalped three White prisoners before we could torture them. In my judgment, Nahkahyen would make a poor apprentice and cause you many headaches. I advise you to continue your search.”

      The diablero ignored the chief’s words about my poor character. He knelt and peered into my eyes for a long time until I began to squirm because I felt him peel away the layers until he could see my spirit. There is much mischief in your heart, he said to me, along with an inclination to act rashly but your heart is always in the right place. I could not disagree since I knew this to be true. He tapped me on the head with his magical staff, the very one you see at my feet. The wellspring of your bad behavior lies in here between your big jug handle ears. Can you listen to this instead? Then he tapped my chest, and I could only nod, awestruck. The sorcerer then stood and declared I was the man he sought. Father Sun had come to him in a dream and said to go forth and you will find your apprentice this day.” Our chief suggested perhaps he had misinterpreted his dream, which made the diablero angry and frightening to behold. He had chosen his apprentice and that was that. The chief said, “Fine! Take him with you and good riddance to such a miscreant. Know this Lord Diablero do not think you can send him back when he disappoints you, as he cannot fail to do. He will no longer be welcome here.”

      “With a sorrowful heart, I bid my wife and children farewell. I went with the sorcerer and the next day began my apprenticeship. He was a gentle man who laughed much and was always in a good humor, even when I made foolish mistakes or boasted. We traveled to Mexico and lived in the desert. He taught me how to use peyote to obtain visions and prophetic dreams, and jimson weed to walk in the twilight world between life and death. Under his tutelage, I conjured the spirits of the dead, learned how to entrap demons, and destroy them with powerful incantations. I was with him through the turn of many seasons until the day he sent me into the wilderness without any supplies, except a small bottle that contained a magical potion of jimson weed and crushed peyote buttons. I lived on cactus and woodpecker eggs I took from nests in saguaro cactus. On the first night of the full moon, I drank the potion. At once, I vomited, then rolled in the dirt, as my head filled with terrible visions. I turned into a wolf and ran further into the desert with my howls shredding the night. For the next three days and nights, I prowled the wilderness. Once I chased down a rabbit and ripped into it with fang and claw. My nose led me to a bitch in heat. We mated beneath the stars then I left her at sunrise to resume my solitary trek. At sunset on the third day, beneath a creosote bush, I fell into slumber as deep as death.

      The next evening, I returned to my benefactor’s wickiup. He looked into my face while I trembled from my ordeal. You have passed the hero’s quest. After he said these words, he retired for the night. I joined him in the wikiup, rolled myself up tight in blankets and skins, and was asleep at once. When I woke, the Diablero’s staff lay on the ground beside my bedroll. With the staff in my hand, I searched for my teacher but he was gone. No fresh tracks led from the wikiup. He had gone to the place where Diableros, weary of this world, go. I made an offering to Father Sun and Mother Moon and begged them to receive my mentor with kindness. Upon my return to my village years later, I was received with the respect that was my due as a Diablero. My wife had divorced me to marry a Mescalero Apache, but my children were still friendly. I live among my tribe sometimes. Other times I live other places.”

      “Except for the diablero stuff that sounds like my life,” Cade replied. “I am never in one place for long. War does things to a fellow, changes him in ways those who have never soldiered, can’t understand. Some fellows can’t sit still after years of galloping from one raid to another. Some want to go home and sit by the fire but that wasn’t for me.”

      A wind kicked up from the east, and a shower of sparks jetted up from the campfire. Nahkahyen turned his face into the wind and closed his eyes, his scrawny chest rising and falling with each deep breath, a mysterious smile on his face. He opened his eyes and fixed them on Cade, whose flask dropped from his hand. The old man’s eyes glowed like a wolf’s eyes at night. “A storm is coming with your name on its breath.”

      Cade tore his eyes away from Nahkahyen and glanced up at the cloudless sky. “Doesn’t look like a storm is coming any time soon.” Like most guerrillas he had a well-honed feel for the weather since it afforded such good cover for a raid or escape.

      “You need a Diablero’s eyes and ears to know such things,” Nahkahyen replied. “This storm will be most fierce—she’ll snatch you up into her bosom. You’ll be carried to places unimagined in your strangest dreams. It is a gift not to be scorned.”

      When Cade looked at Nahkahyen again the strange luminosity behind his eyes was no longer there. The tension that wound Cade’s muscles and sinews into ever tightening knots, until he thought his bones would snap, unraveled, and he let out a long exhalation. Perhaps I imagined the lupine glow in the old man’s eyes, Cade thought. Perhaps the weird apparition the other night affected him more than he thought. Odd, since he’d never been one to imagine things. Cade thrust his knife into the pig to see if it was done. Clear juices fell into the crackling flames with a hiss. “I’ve been in many storms and all they ever did was soak my clothes, ruin my gunpowder, and chill me to the bone. The meat’s done. Hand over your plate.”

      Nahkahyen did so. “Nevertheless, it will happen as I foretell.”

      Cade put a few slices of meat onto the dish and handed it back to the old Apache who took it and began to eat. All this talk of magic and storms meant nothing to Cade. Old men were liable to say odd things because their minds were addled. He’d once known an old coot, who thought he was still a courier during the war of 1812. He went about town in the tattered remnants of his army uniform, heedless of his stick- like limbs jutting well beyond the sleeves and cuffs, his eyes hazy with the memory of bygone days. “I am looking for two very dangerous criminals.” Cade said around a mouthful of food. He passed the wanted poster to Nahkahyen. “Have you seen those men?”

      Nahkahyen looked at it and shook his head. “I’d remember such evil faces.” He handed the poster back to Cade who put it back in his vest pocket. “I can’t help you, my friend.”

      “Well, I reckon it was worth a try,” Cade replied. This had been a waste of time. What the Hell had he been thinking coming here? he asked himself. He was still puzzled by his acquiescence to Nahkahyen’s invitation. Precious time had been squandered and he hadn’t heard anything useful—just crazy talk about magic and demons, Nahkahyen’s fantastical tale about transformation into a wolf, and nonsense about a storm coming for him, whatever the hell that meant. Cade guessed he had fallen prey to a lonely old man’s desire for company. Nothing more was said of sorcerers or gun-stealing criminals. When they finished supper, Cade put the pig in a flour sack and hung it from a high branch on a nearby tree to keep it safe from coyotes and wild pigs. While

      Nahkahyen cleaned the plates, Cade went to check on Zephyr and the other horses. It was time to turn in for the night. Nahkahyen had gone into his wikiup, but Cade slept in his bedroll, near the fire, with his revolver under his saddlebags, used for a pillow.

      Just before dawn Cade cinched Zephyr’s girth straps and swung up into the saddle. He looked at the elderly Apache. “It’s been good knowing you, Nahkahyen. Do you have any final words of wisdom for me?” Cade teased.

      Nahkahyen pursed his lips as he thought. Then he said, “Beyond a certain age, a fart is not to be trusted.”

      One corner of Cade’s mouth twisted up. “I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you for your hospitality and the gift.”

      Nahkahyen inclined his head. “You’re welcome, Cade Harper,” he replied. “Our paths will cross again. Perhaps next time, I’ll save your life.”

      “Take care, old man.” Cade nodded, pulled around Zephyr’s head, and rode away at a canter. Perhaps he’d have better luck at the Ramirez hacienda.
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      The next morning Cade trained his spyglass on the hacienda. It sat on the other side of a small muddy stream, beyond a dense thicket of sage and manzanita bushes. Zephyr nickered, swooshed her tail, and shifted a little beneath him. Devil’s Bucket lay thirty miles behind Cade. Most of the ride had been through scrubland. Not another rider had come into sight. He’d bivouacked overnight in the ruins of a Spanish outpost three miles back, close enough to get here early, but not too close to be detected.

      Cade frowned into the spyglass. “Now this is damned peculiar,” he murmured. He could see no sign of movement on the property. Ranches were always busy this time of day, as ranch hands mucked out the stables, fed and watered the horses, mended and cleaned tack, and repaired odds and ends. At sunrise the big double doors at either end of the barn would be swung open to allow a cool breeze to blow through, but these doors were closed. The spyglass slid upward to the barn’s hayloft.

      Cade strained his eye trying to pierce the shadows beyond the square opening where bales of hay were brought into the loft after they had been hoisted up on a pulley. He didn’t detect any furtive movements such as a fellow drawing back to avoid being seen or the deadly glint of sunlight on a rifle barrel. None of it made sense.

      The spyglass swept onwards. The main house was an elegant white adobe building with a red tile roof and a covered balcony on the second story. Several of the windows on the second floor were stained glass and colorful tiles framed the house’s doors and windows. A stone wellhead stood some distance in front of the main house. A thin column of smoke that rose from the hacienda’s chimney was the only indication of habitation. “No sign of Indian attack,” Cade said, “but something isn’t right.” He scratched his stubbly chin, not knowing what to make of the strange lack of activity. Even the sweeping farmland behind the hacienda was devoid of the campesinos who would ordinarily labor beneath the blazing sun with only a straw hat for shade. No fierce vaqueros patrolled the estate’s boundaries to guard against Indian attack.

      Cade collapsed the spyglass, twisted around in the saddle to put it in the saddlebag, and bent to pat Zephyr’s neck. “We’re not going to find out anything sitting here all day.” He clicked to Zephyr and she walked toward the stream with the precise steps of an especially well-trained horse. Cade eased her down a steep, slippery bank and forded the shallow, muddy water to the other side. He dismounted and walked Zephyr to a willow tree with a hollow behind it, a perfect place to conceal her while he stole up on the hacienda. Cade tied her reins to a low hanging branch with a quick release knot. Pausing to wipe the sweat from his forehead, he slipped a feedbag over the mare’s head so she wouldn’t betray their presence with a snort or whinny.

      Cade pulled the Winchester rifle from the scabbard strapped to the saddle and chambered a cartridge. He stepped around the willow’s trunk, knelt, and parted the drooping green foliage just enough to study the terrain ahead. A dense thicket of sage and manzanita bushes stood between him and the hacienda’s main house.

      All his senses were on alert as he made for the thicket bent over. He headed toward the hacienda through narrow gaps in the thick foliage. During the war Guerillas relied on stealth when approaching a Union encampment or stalking a convoy. Frontal assaults were for the regular cavalry in their fancy uniforms and plumed hats. Moving through brush without a sound was a trick used to good effect by Confederate guerilla and Indian warrior alike. Cade used it now. Anyone who happened to look at the thicket might have noticed a branch move here and there and thought it was nothing more than a rabbit or squirrel.

      When Cade reached the edge of the brush, he paused to listen. Other than the buzz of insects, there was a deathly stillness in the air. He studied the hacienda through a gap in the leafy branches. The estate was as still as a battlefield after the last shot had been fired and the wounded carted away. Keeping low, Cade emerged from his cover and approached the house at an oblique angle, the Winchester leveled.

      When he reached the ornate ironbound wooden door, he rapped on it. Nothing at first, then the door swung open on well-oiled hinges. A young Mexican woman in an embroidered white dress stared at him.

      Cade slung his rifle over his shoulder. “You hablé English?”

      “What do you want?” she asked in accented English, her voice cool. Cade pointed at his badge. “I’m Deputy Marshal Harper. Is Ramon Ramirez home? I want to talk to him.”

      An older woman appeared in the doorway. She said something in Spanish. The young woman melted into the shadows. The Patrona was attired in the elegant clothing of a prosperous landowner, a black floor length mourning gown with white lace at the sleeves and high neck. A black lace mantilla held in place by a large tortoise shell comb framed her aristocratic face and a large silver crucifix hung from her neck on a thick silver chain. “I am Doña Maria Rodriguez, Patrona of this hacienda. What do you want with my son?” she asked.

      Doña Maria’s status as a Patrona meant nothing to Cade but he’d been brought up to be courteous to women. “That’s between me and your son, ma’am.”

      Doña Maria drew herself up. “Anything to do with my son is my business. Now I ask again: What do you want with my Ramon?”

      Cade’s eyes hardened. “I’ll ask one more time, Ma’am,” he replied with irritation, “then I am coming in to look for him, with or without your permission.”

      “You wouldn’t dare!” Doña Maria bristled.

      “Oh yes, I would,” Cade assured her. “Bring him to me or tell me where he is.”

      A shot rang out and a bullet cracked by Cade’s head. “Go to Hell!” Doña Maria slammed the door shut.

      In an instant, Cade was raced for the wellhead. As he lunged behind it, a bullet dug into the ground near his feet. His heart pounded in his ears. Cade peeked over the field stone rim. A bullet shattered one of the wooden beams supporting the well’s roof. Cade felt the sharp bite of a splinter in his cheek. “Goddamn it,” he said, less from pain than anger at being outwitted by the haughty Doña Maria. He pulled out the splinter, then looked around the side of the well. Sure enough, a rifle barrel stuck out of the hayloft. While he had been occupied with Doña Maria, someone had gone to the barn where he’d have a clear shot at Cade.

      Cade felt a sharp chill when he realized how close he’d come to having his head blown off. Had the shooter been a better marksman, Cade would be laying in a pool of blood at the haughty Doña Maria’s feet. He snapped off a shot at the sniper, then ducked back behind the well. To Cade’s right, the hacienda’s ornate door remained closed. The well gave him adequate cover from the sniper but he was vulnerable to crossfire. He had to get his ass back to the thicket, and pronto.

      Cade surged to his feet, firing three shots at the hayloft in rapid succession, then hauled ass for the thicket. He dove headfirst and rolled to one side. A bullet snapped a branch near his face. Cade got on all fours and moved deeper into the brush. He parted some branches and peered at the barn. There was a vaquero in the hayloft with a rifle to his shoulder. Cade crawled further away from where he’d entered the thicket. The sniper doubtless waited for Cade to break cover and make a fool’s run for the creek.

      Cade cursed when he heard a horse gallop away. Someone rode from the other side of the barn while the sniper kept him pinned down. That could only be Ramon Ramirez, riding hell bent for leather to God knew where.

      Cade couldn’t do anything about Ramon right now, not with a sniper taking potshots at him.

      The rifle fire started again with a steady stream of bullets into the thicket, but Cade was on the move. He popped up from behind a manzanita, snapped off a shot, dropped into the brush, and shifted his position. Shoot, then move, was the guerilla maxim. Only a fool stayed in one place to give the enemy time to set up a crossfire or cut off your escape route. Cade dove deeper still into the thicket, alert for the sound of branches and twigs as men waded in after him.

      Instead Cade heard something that turned his blood to ice water. A staccato rattling close at hand pointed to the inconvenient presence of an aggressive diamondback rattlesnake. Cade tried to pinpoint the serpent’s location. One misstep and he was a dead man. He got up on his haunches. The rattling increased. The serpent was up ahead and to the right. Cade had a clear picture of the angular head rearing for a death strike and the painful death that would follow.

      Cade backed away in a clumsy duck walk. More than a few guerillas had been felled by snakebite while reconnoitering a Union position. You just learned to watch where you put your hands and feet. As Cade moved away, the rattling trailed off, then stopped which meant the serpent was no longer riled up. Just to be sure, Cade edged further away.

      A shotgun blast tore into the brush beside him. Cade hurled himself to one side and fired. Another blast shredded the bushes a few feet away. Cade crawled to his left, stopped, and listened. Someone blundered into the thicket. Cade edged a leafy branch aside and saw a pockmark faced man gripping a double-barreled scattergun. He headed toward Cade’s position with his weapon leveled, moved brush aside with the gun’s barrels. “Come out, Gringo,” he called out. “Mebbe, I’ll let you live.”

      Cade’s brain raced. Was the vaquero alone or were others around the thicket? Cade propped the Winchester upright and angled against a bush, as if it was being aimed from a prone position. He put his hat on a branch near the rifle’s brass receiver, then moved away. The man was closer, calling insults about Cade’s mother, his father, and gringos in general.

      Cade had a good idea of his route. He eased his knife from his boot and waited.

      When the vaquero saw the rifle’s barrel, he charged toward the rife, letting loose with both barrels. “Stupid Gringo!” When he was two feet away, Cade drove the knife deep into the man’s calf just above the boot. The vaquero’s howl of pain turned into a cry for help as Cade yanked him down to the ground and drove a fist into his startled face. They rolled through the brush, fists flying. Cade got him in a headlock and squeezed until he went limp. He retrieved his hat, then got the dead man’s hat and crawled in the direction of the hayloft. There was no chance to return to the willow tree with that active sniper. It was only a matter of time before other men came for him. Worse, Ramon had a good head start. Cade had to act fast.

      When he was near the end of the thicket closest to the barn, Cade put the dead man’s hat on the Winchester’s barrel. He drew the Colt 1860 Army from its holster and parted the branches. He couldn’t see anyone in the hayloft but that meant nothing. The sniper would stand back in the shadows and wait for his quarry to make a run for it. Cade was on one knee with the Winchester in his right hand. He aimed the big revolver’s long barrel at the hayloft, then raised the Winchester so only the top of the dead man’s hat peeked from the bushes. In the hayloft, a figure emerged from the shadows and leveled his rifle.

      Cade fired. The Colt lashed out with a long tongue of flame. The sniper clutched his chest and tumbled from the loft.

      Feet pounding, Cade ran hard for the willow tree, expecting gunfire from another direction. His luck held and he was soon through the drooping canopy. He shoved the Winchester into the scabbard, removed the feedbag, pulled the jerk rope free, swung up into the saddle, and whirled Zephyr around.

      Cade went after Ramon in a tightly controlled gallop. No one else shot at him as he tore through the estate.

      Ramon was a good mile ahead, headed for low hills to the East. Cade was up in the stirrups, his elbows close, and with his eyes locked on his quarry. The roan pounded across the landscape with her neck stretched out and legs flying.

      Cade watched as Ramon’s horse pulled further ahead, leaving a plume of dust like two red brown wings against the clear blue sky. The ground ahead, west to east toward the foothills, gained height the further it got from the hacienda. Cade pressed on. If he could get within rifle range, Cade thought. He‘d brought down many Yankee cavalrymen with a rifle from horseback.

      Two hours later, Ramon had vanished. Cade bowed to the inevitable and slowed his horse down into a canter. He wanted to chase the fugitive, but Zephyr was nearly winded. The roan’s explosive speed wasn’t enough to compensate for Ramon’s head start. Froth flew back from her mouth and the saddle blanket was soaked with sweat. Cade dropped the pace to a walk. “Well, we gave it our best shot, but he had a head start,” he said. “We’ll have to track him down. Shouldn’t be too difficult.”

      A wind began to blow from the Southwest and the sun vanished behind ever shifting curtains of dust. Cade rode on although he knew it was futile. There was no question of catching up with Ramon Ramirez now. Windblown sand and grit stung Cade’s eyes. He’d kill that fucking Ramon Ramirez when he caught up with him, just for making it so difficult. Judge Henry T. Backus could kiss his ass.

      Morning turned to afternoon but Cade pressed onwards. The wind continued, grit and dust transformed the common and familiar features of the landscape into surreal forms. Boulders, mesquite, Spanish dagger, and ocotillo became misshapen bogeymen, a pastiche of weirdness that would’ve unbalanced the minds of most men, but not the man who thrived in the wilderness. The wind and Zephyr’s slow clip-clop were Cade’s companions.

      The wind ceased when Cade reached the foothills. Ramon had vanished like a mirage and so had his tracks. At the mouth of a canyon, Cade dismounted to let Zephyr rest. He got out the spyglass from his saddlebag, clambered onto a large boulder to sweep the canyon. There was nothing to see except empty scrubland. Cade’s anger with Ramon was mingled with admiration of his horsemanship. Not many men could outride him. He returned to Zephyr and swung into the saddle. Cade patted Zephyr’s neck. “That fellow beat us fair and square,” he said. “That was a mighty fine piece of riding, all right. It’ll be shame to shoot such a fine horseman. I’ll wait, of course, until after he tells me where the Baxter brothers are holed up.”
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