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  Chapter One

  Two things happened the day John Henry Cole rode into Cheyenne with Frank Straw draped across the back of a stolen roan horse: it rained so hard it crushed men’s hats, and Billy Cook, the only other detective besides him working for Ike Kelly’s Detective Agency, was shot and killed while taking a bubble bath with a married woman. Ike was waiting for him in front of Shorty’s Diner, a false-fronted restaurant squeezed between the White Elephant Saloon and Jacob’s Hardware Store. It was a clapboard, unpainted establishment with a plate-glass window and red-and-white-checked curtains. The food at Shorty’s was bad, the coffee worse, but Ike Kelly routinely took his meals there. Shorty Blaine was a busted-down cowboy who couldn’t cook an egg with the directions written on it, but he had once pulled Ike’s carcass out of the Canadian River while on a trail drive and had kept him from drowning. The truth was, Ike couldn’t swim any better than Shorty could cook, but Ike figured the least he owed Shorty was his patronage. Ike was a man who believed in loyalty and friendship.

  Cole reined in. Water spilled off him and Frank like they were ducks. Ike looked at Frank and said: “I see you got your man.”

  “What is left of him, anyway,” Cole said, feeling the water sluice down the back of his neck. He stepped in under the overhang of the diner. His boots sloshed and the slicker he was wearing seemed alive with yellow light.

  “I was hoping you could have brought him in alive,” Ike said. Ike Kelly was as tough a man as Cole had ever met. He had killed his share of blood-letters in twenty years of pursuing the law but possessed the disposition of a Quaker when it came to violence.

  “Well, I was hoping I could’ve, too,” Cole said.

  “You had to plug him?”

  “No, sir. He plugged himself,” Cole said. He swept his hat off and slapped it against his leg, trying to knock out as much of the weather as he could. He noticed some faces peering out of the diner window at what he had brought back to their town.

  Ike’s shaggy brows wormed together and he sucked something out of a tooth, no doubt a piece of Shorty’s whang-leather bacon, and laid his disappointed gaze on Cole. His eyes were the color of sea water, a warm wet green that the light seemed to float in. “He plugged himself?” Ike shifted his attention to Frank, who was draped like a rug over the blaze-faced roan. It seemed somehow proper that Frank was still on the same roan he had stolen from Ira Priest before he left town. The roan had Ira’s initials welted on its shoulder. Its hide was dark and slick from the rain. “Why’s he wearing that dress?” Ike wondered. “I thought when I first seen you, you’d killed a woman and brought her back here for me to see.”

  “Well, that is what he was wearing when I caught up with him,” Cole told Ike. He could understand his curiosity about Frank’s unusual appearance.

  “You want to tell me about it?” Ike’s mouth was still working at whatever had stuck in his tooth. He was a clean-shaven man except for long sandy mustaches. His cheeks and neck had the red rawness of a man who had spent his life facing into the sun and wind. Tiny spokes creased outward from the corners of his eyes. Such a look was common in men who had spent a lifetime squinting into the ceaseless sun and the great distances, scouting for danger. Certain things—like a Cheyenne war party, or a tornado, or a fire sweeping across the prairie—were things a man hoped he wouldn’t see but all too often did.

  “I caught up with him in Julesburg,” Cole said, watching the rain water drip from his slicker and collect into puddles around his boots. “He was staying with a woman named Big Tooth Ginny. You know Frank couldn’t go ten feet without finding himself a consort. The first place I looked was in the sporting houses. It didn’t take long to learn that Frank was in town. Not many men are as handsome as Frank was. I guess it was the one time that being so handsome did not have its reward.”

  Ike stood staring at what remained of the notorious “Gentleman Bandit”—a sobriquet given Frank by the dime novelist, Ned Buntline. Frank didn’t look like much of a gentleman, or a bandit, dressed in a gingham dress with a sprinkle of lace tatted across the bodice and around the cuffs. Ike noticed the round, puckered spot just in front of Frank’s right ear, crusted with the color of rust.

  The rain percolated in the muddy street and slanted off the edges of the overhangs and danced atop the tin roofs. It sounded like shucked corn hitting the bottom of a wash basin. “I guess one way or the other, Frank was bound for a bad end,” Cole said. “After all, I wasn’t the only one looking for him. I heard that there was a Pinkerton man from Denver on his trail, also one or two bounty hunters. I heard that King Fisher and Kip Caine were on his trail, too.”

  Cole saw Ike’s eyes narrow at the mention of the Pinkerton man. Ike had once worked for that agency; now they were competition. He wiped a finger across his sandy mustaches and said: “I am not surprised about Caine or Fisher. They would’ve made good detectives if it wasn’t they enjoyed the violent aspects of the work so much.” Both men had reputations as man-killers of the first order.

  “Anyway, I found Big Tooth Ginny plying her trade with a broken-nosed miner in a crib on Stillborn Alley. You know how Frank appreciated a woman that could and would work to support him. Women just fell all over themselves to please Frank. Big Tooth was no exception. The miner wasn’t happy about my unexpected appearance, and neither was Big Tooth. The miner was still wearing all his clothes because of how cold it gets up there in that high country. But it didn’t keep him from his business with Big Tooth.”

  Ike Kelly pulled his makings out of his shirt pocket with the weariness of a man who had done it a thousand times before and rolled a cigarette, and then offered the makings over to Cole. “So Big Tooth Ginny gave up Frank just like that?” he said through a cloud of blue smoke.

  “Not exactly,” Cole said.

  Ike squinted at him.

  Cole was about to go on when three hard shots shattered the peace. He saw Ike stiffen with the instinct of a man who had heard the sound of gunfire plenty of times in his past.

  “It sounds like they came from the Inter-Ocean,” Ike said, turning in that direction. Cole hurried alongside him as doors popped open in spite of the hard weather, and the idle and curious fell in behind them.

  Cole saw City Marshal Leo Foxx come out of the Blue Star Saloon across the street, where he spent the bulk of his time dealing faro. He wore a plug hat, a brocade vest over a freshly boiled shirt without the paper collar, and a fancy little Policeman’s Model Colt stuck inside his waistband. Foxx acted reluctant to cross to the other side of the street. He was no doubt contemplating whether to muddy his shoes and the cuffs of his checked trousers. Leo Foxx was a fastidious man like most of his breed—gamblers hired on as the local law. They wouldn’t ride out on a posse until they made sure their hair was combed and neatly parted and smelled of rosewater.

  “What is it? What’s happening over there?” Foxx bellowed.

  “Shots!” someone hooted.

  Then one of his cronies came up and handed Foxx an umbrella. He popped it open, then crossed the street, carrying it high over his head, tiptoeing like a debutante going to a quadrille. Cole heard Ike grumble under his breath at the appearance of the lawman. They had kept up a running dislike for each other ever since Ike established his detective agency in Leo Foxx’s town.

  “Don’t need more law around here,” Foxx had openly complained as he watched the words Ike Kelly’s Detective Agency being painted in gold leaf on the small plate-glass window of Ike’s office the day Ike went into business. Ike had ignored Foxx’s derision, just as he would any man he lacked respect for.

  “Fancy name for an old broken-down drover . . . detective,” the lawman had derided Ike in the presence of several cronies.

  Then with the casual air of a man who had seen too much and done too much, Ike Kelly had said: “I knew you when Harry Longbaugh put a pistol in your ear in a Denver whorehouse and told you to fight or run and you wilted like a rose in winter. Don’t trouble me with your nonsense, Foxx . . . you ain’t up to a real fight.”

  There had been bad air between them ever since. Now Foxx tried crowding in the same front door of the Inter-Ocean along with the rest. He smelled like bay rum and sweat. Frank Finn, the desk man, was cowering at the foot of the stairs.

  “Mick Bledso . . . went upstairs . . . with a gun in each hand . . . and I guess he has shot Billy Cook and . . . maybe Missus Bledso as well,” Finn stammered. A woman was screaming. Several men had come from the bar and stood holding their drinks and long cigars. One man had a napkin tucked down inside his shirt and a drumstick in his right hand.

  Ike’s jaw knotted and he took the stairs two at a time with Cole on his heels and Leo Foxx somewhere in the rear. A gauze of blue smoke hung in the hallway outside an open door.

  Foxx shouted—“This is my jurisdiction!”—but Ike ignored him and stepped into the room with Cole alongside.

  Billy Cook was resting in a copper tub of warm water that was turning pale crimson from the ribbons of blood leaking from three dark holes in his chest. His head lay slumped forward, his chin resting on his chest. A cigar floated in the water. A whiskey bottle lay next to the tub, its contents staining the carpet. Mick Bledso was a wealthy cattleman who owned practically everything a mile out in any direction of Cheyenne. He was considered important, a man to be reckoned with. Now he sat on a red velvet settee, insignificant, a smoking pistol in each hand. The smell of nitrate and sulphur filled the room.

  Bledso was a man of bulk; he had a head the size of a bull, and close-set eyes. The pistols seemed small in his large hands. He didn’t look half so important sitting there like that. Bledso’s wife, whose first name was Anita, was too hysterical even to cover herself. She was naked but some of her beauty seemed faded, standing there, hysterical and exposed. She was a tall, slender woman with milk-white skin and bunches of autumn red hair that hung loosely and unpinned down past her soft white shoulders. She had high cheek bones and a long curved neck and dimples. She had pretty eyes as well, even though they were smudged by her tears. It was common knowledge that Mick Bledso had met Anita at a local bagnio called Madam Lou’s, and had taken to her like a horse to oats. Anita had what few of her sisters of the working class had—stunning good looks and the keen ability to make any man feel special. She also had a plan to marry the first rich man that came her way. That had been Mick Bledso, a successful man, it seemed, with everything but women. The wedding had been written up in the Wyoming Weekly Leader and was the biggest event to take place in the territory that year. Cole hadn’t gone, but he’d heard later that Mick had ordered in several hundred pounds of fresh oysters and fifty cases of champagne, among other delicacies. It was said that if Mick hadn’t been so eager to get started on his honeymoon, the party might still be going on.

  Ike pulled a spread off the bed and wrapped it around Mrs. Bledso and set her in a chair by the doorway with her back toward the tub full of bloody water and Billy. “What happened here?” Ike asked her. His voice was a gentleman’s drawl of smooth calmness but one that commanded attention. She dabbed at her eyes, her perfectly curved lips quivering as she tried to regain herself.

  Leo Foxx busied himself by wiping the mud off his shoes with one of the hotel’s towels.

  “We was just . . .” Then she looked over toward her husband and broke into sobs. Mick Bledso looked as stunned as if he had been kicked by a horse. A spot just below his left eye twitched. “Me and Billy . . .” she began again. “We was just . . .”

  “I reckon it’s plain what you and Billy were doing,” Ike said, without the slightest hint of accusation; it would have served no purpose. Ike turned again to look at Billy’s corpse and Cole could tell he was disappointed in equal measures at Billy’s poor judgment and the fact he was dead. “Well, Foxx, I guess this is your business now,” Ike said. “All that can be done has been done.” Then he looked at Mick Bledso, whose nearly crossed eyes were looking at something that none of the others could see. “I am sorry that Billy was involved in this, Bledso. But I’ve never known a good reason to shoot an unarmed man. The least you should have done was let him get to his gun.”

  Bledso bobbed his head.

  “Of course, Billy would’ve killed you in a fair fight . . . he was one hell of a gun artist. I guess you didn’t know what to do, huh?”

  When Mick Bledso didn’t answer him, Ike concluded by telling Mick he ought to keep his wife at home or put her on the next stage to Denver, whichever was easier.

  Cole followed Ike out of the room and down the carpeted stairway. As they reached the bottom of the stairs, Cole saw a row of porcelain cuspidors lined along the ornate oak bar. Behind the bar there was a long mirror etched with frosted cherubs. The waiters all wore white shirts and the bartenders cravats.

  “This is some bon ton place,” Cole said.

  “I reckon if Billy could tell us,” said Ike, “he’d have wanted to end it in a place like this. He always was a man who liked to live beyond his means. Now he has died beyond them as well.”

  They walked back down the street to Ike’s office. The rain had slackened to drizzle and the wind had shifted east to west and carried with it a sharp chill. Cole was still wet from his ride and was eager to get into some dry clothing. By the time they reached the front of the diner again, a group of callow youths stood in a circle around Frank Straw and the stolen roan. Their eyes were big, and some of them were laughing. Ike paid one of them—a tall, lanky boy with splayed teeth—50¢ to take Frank over to Klingbill’s Funeral Parlor and the horse over to the livery. The two men watched as they marched off in a parade, Frank draped over the back of the roan, his skirts blowing in the wind.

  They stepped into Ike’s office, a small, spare space containing a scarred desk; a swivel chair that, every time Ike sat in it, screeched like cats being kicked; a rack of shotguns and rifles on the wall; the mounted head of a mule deer Ike had shot on an expedition he had helped guide for Bill Cody and the Grand Duke of Prussia; a wash basin on a commode, and a blue china water pitcher with two glasses. The only other item in the room was a Shaker chair hanging on a peg. Cole took it down and sat on it. Ike sat in his swivel chair.

  “Need to oil this thing someday,” Ike said. He said it every time he sat in it.


  Chapter Two

  A letter lay spread out upon Ike’s desk. He motioned to it.

  “What is it?” Cole asked.

  “The rest of the bad news,” he said. “I got it just before the shooting at the Inter-Ocean. It’s from a woman I once knew. Go ahead, read it.”

  “Looks personal,” Cole said, before reaching for it.

  “No, it’s just more trouble,” Ike said.

  Cole looked at the name on the return address on the envelope before reading the letter. It was from a woman named Lydia Winslow, although at the bottom of the letter she’d signed it Liddy.

  Dear Ike,

  I can’t explain to you how wonderful it was to hear of you residing in Cheyenne. And to receive the news at such a fortuitous time! Dodge seems so long ago.

  I hope this letter finds you well & in good spirits. Now for the tragic news I bear you in this letter.

  You see, this past summer, I, and a few young women who work for me, arrived in Deadwood. A business venture, but not entirely what you may think. I won’t go into details so much at this time. But if you decide to accept my invitation, offer really, to come to my aid, then I will tell you everything.

  I will take the chance that we meant something special to each other once. Enough so that you will hear me out, read this to its conclusion before making up your mind as to whether you are willing to risk your life for me. I won’t blame you if you refuse.

  I won’t belabor this longer. Three of my young women have been murdered since our arrival. At first, it was believed the deaths of two of the girls was accidental. But when the third girl (her name was Flora) was found last week—it was unmistakably murder. Without a great deal of proof at my disposal, I am now of the belief that the other two girls were also murdered and made to look like accidents.

  I know that it must seem insensitive of me to come to you with my problems after all this time of separation. But when I found you again, I had to take the chance you would hear me out.

  However, I’ve taken the precaution to advertise for someone of experience in this line with the territorial newspapers on the chance that you might not be able to help me.

  I hope this letter finds you well and I hope that I hear from you, even if you choose not to come. I understand. Take care, dear Ike. You will always have a place in my heart.

  Yrs. affectionately,

  Liddy Winslow

  No. 24 Front St.

  Deadwood, D.T.

  Cole placed the letter back on Ike’s desk.

  “Who is she, Ike?”

  “The only woman I ever loved, other than Hester,” he said. Cole saw in his stare the pain a man can have in remembering a woman he’s loved and lost. He saw it because he’d had the same pain come and go ever since Zee Cole.

  “She was young, Irish, beautiful,” Ike said as though he’d been asked to describe her. The pain melted into wistfulness. “It was in Dodge City, the last herd I took up there,” he continued. Cole listened as Ike let the words flow out, carrying his thoughts, his memories of her. He looked up, his blue-gray eyes watery, hurt. “You know I lost Hester in ’Sixty-Eight, then three years later I lost Wayne . . . you remember Wayne, don’t you?”

  Cole did. Wayne had been a handsome boy, good-natured, russet hair like his mother, sea-green eyes like hers. He had been killed in Wichita, Kansas on a hot summer afternoon by a deputy city marshal who had said the boy was drunk and firing his pistol off in a dangerous fashion. A coroner’s inquest was held and the shooting was termed justifiable. The deputy had quit and left town right after and just before Ike had arrived.

  Ike picked up the tintype that was sitting on the corner of his desk and stared at it for a time; the pewter frame shone dully in the low light. Cole of course had seen the picture before; it’d been taken in a Denver photographer’s gallery: Wayne sitting against a painted background, wearing a pair of Angora chaps and a wide-brim hat, a cigar in one hand, a Colt Peacemaker in the other—photographer’s props. A sly grin on the boy’s face revealed just how innocent he had been. He had been a sweet and gentle boy who the prairie came to claim long before it had a right to him.

  “Anyway, I went a little crazy after that,” Ike said. “After Wayne’s killing, I turned to whiskey, and I went looking for the lawman that killed him, only I couldn’t find the man. So I found other men instead and took it out on them. Didn’t matter who. I just needed to take it out on somebody.”

  Cole knew that, but he didn’t say anything, just listened.

  “I took one last herd up to Dodge, that’s when I met Liddy. She was working out of one of the houses, you know the ones I’m talking about. I had my pay and my saddle and a bottle, and it was all I figured I needed. Then I met her.” He set the tintype back down carefully from where he’d taken it. His eyes still held onto it long after his fingers set it free. “She was different, Liddy was. For one thing, she was smarter than most. She had dreams and ambition. Dreams was something I’d long forgotten about. But she had something else, too. She had a special way about her, a tenderness I couldn’t touch with my anger. And that broke me down.” He finally looked away from Wayne’s image and down to his own hands. “You know what it’s like, a woman that can do that to you? That can be all the things you need, that can see into places so dark in your soul you’re afraid to look at them yourself?”

  There had been one for Cole, too, his late wife, Zee. “Yeah,” he said. “I know what it’s like to be with a woman like that.”

  “Then you know why I fell so damn’ in love with her?”

  Cole nodded, pulled the makings from his shirt, rolled a shuck, and smoked it there in the dimness of his office, the quiet sucking at their bones for a little while.

  “I asked her to marry me,” Ike said, his lips curving slightly. “You know what she said?”

  “No.”

  “She said she wouldn’t marry a cowboy if a cowboy was the last living man on earth. I asked her why not, and she laughed till she cried. She said she loved me. She said I was the first man to come along that took her heart, but she wouldn’t marry me. I asked her why not, and she said . . . ‘Don’t ask me that if you don’t already know.’ Well, I already did know. I mean, hell, what’d I have to show for my life? What’d any cowboy have to show?” He was staring at something in the room only he could see. “The truth was, John Henry, she had brains and ambition and wasn’t about to settle for anything less in life than what she wanted, and I couldn’t hold that against her. How can you fault a person for knowing what they want? She changed me. Changed me in ways I didn’t expect. And by the time we parted, I had lost my hate and taste for getting drunk and mean. I did it because I couldn’t touch a person like her with all my force and will, and I knew then and there that there was no point for me trying to go on like I had been. It was time to get up and get moving. Do something worth a damn in my life. It’s when I decided to become something, make something of myself, just like she wanted to do for herself. I couldn’t fight that. Hell, I admired her.”

  Then he reached in a drawer and took out a bottle, wiped the dust off with his hand, and handed it to John Henry Cole.

  He took it and looked at Ike Kelly.

  “I quit drinking for the wrong reasons,” Ike said. “This one’s for her.”

  They each took a pull, and then he corked it and placed it back in the drawer.

  “You still love her?” Cole asked.

  He looked at Cole for a long, full moment, thinking about what he’d just said. Then he smiled and answered: “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t, but I can’t say I love her in the same way. Too many years have passed.”

  “Are you going to go and help her with her problem?”

  “I want to, but the thing is, I’ve got several commitments I need to attend to right here. I’ve given my word to men, and my word is my bond. I’ve agreed to handle certain matters for them. I can’t just drop everything and go to Deadwood, not just yet.”

  Cole could feel it coming. “You want me to go?”

  His look said it all.

  Cole thought about the last part of her letter, the part that talked about how she would advertise in the papers. Then Cole thought about the type of men an advertisement like that would attract. He looked at the postmark on the envelope. “This was mailed nearly a month ago,” he said.

  Ike nodded gravely. “I know.”

  “I was thinking about men like Fisher and Kip Caine,” Cole said.

  “Just to name a few,” Ike responded. “If Liddy has advertised in the territories, that’s the sort of men that will show up. That’s another reason why I’d like you to get up there as soon as you can.”

  “I was thinking mostly of Fisher,” Cole said. “He swore he’d kill me the next time we clashed.”

  “Then I guess, if you run into him, you better shoot him first,” Ike said.

  “I was hoping I’d left that sort of business behind me in Del Río,” Cole said.

  Ike smiled politely and said: “You don’t ever leave it behind you, John Henry. Not entirely.”

  Cole knew he was right, of course. A man does what he needs to do, and along the way he makes enemies. King Fisher was one Cole had made in Caldwell, Kansas several years back when Fisher was the law and Cole was a cowboy. It was their first run-in. Then, a year later in Tascosa, Cole was the law and Fisher was the cowboy, and that time Cole had returned the favor by busting him over the skull with a self-cocker for being drunk and disorderly. Fisher hadn’t said it to Cole directly, but word spread around later that the next time they met, Fisher would finish him. The last Cole had heard, King Fisher was doing stock detective work up in the Montana Territory, shooting rustlers in the back with a long-range rifle. It was the sort of work that fit him, shooting men in the back.

  “Maybe if you could just go and buy me some time,” Ike suggested. “Until I can break free here and come up myself.”

  Cole knew Ike Kelly wasn’t a man to ask favors lightly. “I suppose you want me leaving on the next stage out?” he said, half as a joke.

  He smiled. “The ticket will be waiting for you.”

  His handshake was enough to let Cole know Ike appreciated the decision. But something also told Cole they might not see each other again.


  Chapter Three

  “The Cheyenne and Black Hills stage leaves in the morning. I’d like you to be on it,” Ike Kelly said as Cole turned to leave.

  Cole thought that the thought of two-hundred and forty-six miles riding in a Concord had all the appeal of being bludgeoned with a Walker Colt, but he knew Ike wouldn’t have asked if he’d seen any way around it. “I’ll send a wire when I get there,” he said.

  “Keep a low profile, John Henry. Anyone that would murder women is a man lacking charity. I can’t afford to lose another detective. I’m down to my last one.” It was a weak effort at humor, dark as it was. “I’ll have to leave for Laramie and tell Patterson we brought Frank back,” Ike added glumly. “I don’t think it’s exactly what he was hoping for, buying a dead man.”

  Phil Patterson had hired the agency to find Frank Straw and return him to Laramie—it had to do with Phil’s daughter, Mary, who Frank’d left with an unwanted gift. Mary wasn’t the best-looking woman in the territory, or the youngest. Phil had figured the least Frank was going to do was to marry Mary and make an honest woman of her and be a father to the child she was carrying. The way Cole had got the story was that after Mary gave Frank the bad news about her condition, he stole Ira Priest’s roan Quarter Horse to make his escape. He also robbed the First Bank & Trust but only got $75 dollars for his effort. But robbing a bank was enough to have a Reward poster for him throughout the territories. That reward was what attracted men like King Fisher and Kip Caine.

  As Cole opened the door to step outside, Ike said: “You’ll have to tell me the rest of that story about Frank when you get back.”

  It had stopped raining. The miners, gamblers, prospectors, and teamsters that earlier had been driven indoors by the weather were now drifting back outside again and the town was beginning to get its rhythm back—the rhythm like a defective heartbeat. Cole made his way to the room he kept at Sun Lee’s. Sun ran a laundry and let out a back room. Cole thought it more private than the boarding houses, and quieter than the hotels. He walked his gelding over to the livery on the way and had him put up. He saw Ira Priest examining the blaze-faced roan that Frank Straw had stolen from him—the one on which Cole had brought Frank back from Julesburg. Ira was a barrel-chested man with a thick head of carrot-red hair and freckled hands.

  “Thanks for returning my horse,” Ira said. “I’m glad you killed that son-of-a-bitch. He deserved shooting for stealing my horse.” Then he added: “I heard he was wearing a dress?”

  Cole didn’t bother explaining that he hadn’t killed Frank, or the reason for the dress. He was too weary and his bones felt like they still had rain water in them. The barn had the sweet smell of hay and horse and held a warmth that made his weariness even deeper.

  Sun Lee was eating watery soup with a spoon when Cole came in. His dark, beaded eyes glistened within the folds of his narrow lids. His long, sallow fingers held the spoon in the way a child would. He was wearing a red silk jacket and cotton pants. He was a man of indeterminate age. The only clue to him was the iron strands that streaked their way through his hair and wispy chin whiskers. Cole calculated him to be several years older than Ike Kelly. That would have put him somewhere in his sixties, but he might as easily have been a hundred.

  “Ah, Mistah John Henly . . . you back, eh? You catchee your man?”

  “Yeah,” Cole answered, not wanting to go into it. To explain how it was that Frank Straw was wearing a dress to a man with Sun Lee’s orderly mind was more than Cole had in him at the moment.

  “Your loom leady, like alays,” he said, a smile like that of an emaciated jack-o’-lantern creasing his face. “You wanne some lice soup?”

  “No thanks, Sun. I had something more substantial in mind . . . something that started out with horns and hoofs.”

  Sun Lee’s laughter was a series of short, hard cackles like the laughter of a man who didn’t understand something but was happy to laugh anyway. “Ah, Mistah John Henly, you a funny fellow!” The soup sputtered from his lips. It would be hard not to like a man like Sun. He was kind, decent, and hard-working—and he laughed at just about anything Cole said. Cole counted him among his friends.

  Leaving Sun to his soup, he went to his room at the back of the laundry. It was small, but clean and well maintained by the old Chinese, and it had a window that looked out on the back alley—not much of a view, but a window nonetheless. He heard the tinkle bell ring out front over the door, heard Sun talking to someone about their laundry, heard the bell ring again, and the door close, then he heard Sun sit back down, heard the rattle of his spoon against the bowl.

  He propped his Winchester rifle in the corner, dropped his saddlebags on a chair, and made sure not to lay his hat on the bed. A woman in Ardmore had once told him it brought bad luck, laying a hat on the bed, although he didn’t think himself superstitious. Then he removed his Remington self-cocking revolver that he wore in a cross-over holster and the Colt Thunderer he used as a backup, feeling ten pounds lighter. It was a lot of hardware to carry, the Winchester and the two pistols, but not when you needed them. The next order of business was a hot bath and dry clothes.

  The barbershop and bathhouse were just two doors down. He took a set of dry clothes along with him and asked Sun if he’d dry out his boots by the stove.

  “Oh, yes, Mistah John Henly . . . certainly. Ha, ha, ha.”

  Ed Harris was a man who could talk milk out of a bull, but he knew how to cut hair and his baths were hot, and, if you got there early enough, the water was still fairly clean. A dollar would get you both a bath and a haircut. Cole preferred to do his own shaving. Ed plied his trade while his man, an old curved-back fellow known as Wayback Cotton—who claimed (every time he was sober or drunk enough to tell it) that he had fought the Blackfeet up in the great Stony Mountains and trapped enough beaver to make all the hats east of the Mississippi River—rasped in a breath that would cause a mule to faint: “I’m fond of fruit wine, you know.”

  Ed warned him not to disturb the clientele. Cole gave Wayback four bits and thanked him for hauling the water.

  “You ought not pay that old man a tip,” Ed warned. “It’s like feeding a stray cat . . . he’ll keep coming back for more.”

  “Maybe he really did fight the Blackfeet,” Cole said.

  “The only Indians Wayback ever fought were wearing doeskin dresses . . . speaking of which, I seen you brought Frank Straw in. What was he doing in a dress and dead as last week’s fish?”

  “It’s a long story. Remind me to tell it to you sometime. Right now, I’d just like a little privacy and to soak the ache out.”

  Ed was still fighting the temptation to persist when a gambler came in seeking a haircut and shave. It was someone Cole hadn’t seen before, but then, that wasn’t unusual with the way Cheyenne was filling up with new faces. It was on the road to the gold fields up in the Black Hills and about everything with two legs, a deck of cards, a gold pan, and dreams of growing rich was pouring through.

  Cole sank into the water to his chin, then closed his eyes against the steam and let it drag all the weariness out through his pores. It felt like a thousand tiny pinpricks against his skin, but for him it was one of the best feelings in the world. He tried not to think about the long ride to Deadwood. He tried not to think about someone who would kill young women, no matter what the reason, and wondered if maybe the killings had something to do with their profession. Though Liddy Winslow hadn’t said exactly what her business was in the letter, Cole had a good idea what it was judging from what Ike had said of her past. He thought of all the names working girls were called by the men who used them: brides of the multitudes, soiled doves, Cyprians, and whores. He thought of another name he’d heard them called, too—fallen angels. Nobody should have to fall that far, he thought, not even angels.

  Maybe it was the hot bath water soaking into his tired muscles, but memory took him back to the day he’d received Ike’s letter asking him to come to Cheyenne and work for the agency. He had been in Del Río at the time, wearing a badge for the past nine months for a man named Jess Benson, who headed up Del Río’s Peace Commission, such as it was. Actually, the Del Río Peace Commission was just Jess and another man named Junebug Brown. The town was scarce on politicians. A week after they hired Cole as city marshal, Junebug Brown got drunk and fell from a wagon and died of a broken neck, leaving the commission a little smaller.

  Cole had drifted to Del Río to escape the winters farther north; December and January in the Texas Panhandle can ruin a man on winters. For a time, being the law in Del Río was a nice change of pace from what’d he’d been doing—drifting. The weather was warm, the tequila good, and the señoritas plentiful. One in particular held his attention. She was a working girl, tall and beautiful, with long black hair and deep brown eyes. Her name was Juanita Delgado, and she was all a man could imagine himself wanting or needing. As it turned out, he wasn’t the only man who wanted or needed her, nor had he been the only man she had eyes for. That was when the beginning of the end came, the day she introduced him to Francisco Guzman, a border bandit who plied his trade up and down both sides of the Río Grande, but never in Cole’s town. Either he had been too blind, or too trusting of Juanita when she said Francisco was a cousin she hadn’t seen in a long time. They had spent lots of nights, the three of them, laughing and drinking and going to the local dances.

  Cole remembered asking Francisco one night why he’d never pulled a crime in Del Río. He had said the reason was because of the old man, Jess Benson—the one that had hired Cole. Francisco had said he respected Jess and he would never do anything to dishonor him, such as committing a crime while the old man was head of the town’s peace commission. He had said Jess used to come to the village when he was a boy and give him and the other children candy, and that Jess and Francisco’s mother had once spoken of marriage after Francisco’s father had been murdered by the rurales in a gunfight.

  “Well, that’s good to hear,” he remembered having told Francisco. “I thought at first it was because you might be afraid of me.” It had been a joke between them at the time, but Cole remembered the slightest twisting of his lips as Francisco had replied: “No, my frien’, I am not afraid of you.” The exchange had been lost in a blare of music, as Francisco had swept Juanita to her feet and onto the cobblestones of the square where the bailes, the local dances, were held.

  “He ees oonly my cousin, Juan Enrique,” he remembered her saying. “We’ve not seen each odder in a verry long time.” He had lifted his glass and saluted them as they had spun to the music. He had been in love with her. What did it matter if she had missed her cousin? But a week later, Francisco would lie dead on the cobblestones of that same square, and Cole would be nursing a bullet wound to his right leg from Francisco’s gun. It was one of those things that happened when you were least expecting it, the sudden violence.

  Francisco and Juanita were already dancing when he had arrived late from making his rounds. They had been drinking mescal, laughing, lost in each other’s gaze. Cole guessed that’s when he had realized that Juanita and Francisco were more than just cousins. How exactly it had flared up between them was still hazy. First there had been a little joking about this closeness of cousins, then a few more words that weren’t jokes. Then Francisco had done something he shouldn’t have done—he had spoken the truth about him and Juanita. Cole had had just enough tequila in him so that it had hurt, Francisco’s truth. Francisco had pushed him. He had called Francisco a name. Francisco had reached for his pistola. Cole had reached for his. It had been over in an instant. Juanita had cursed Cole, had cried as she knelt over Francisco, her tears falling onto his face. Some of Francisco’s relatives had come across the Río and had taken charge of his body and carried him home to his village in the back of a wagon. It was then that Cole began to hear the rumor that some of Francisco’s people were vowing to avenge his death. That was the same week he had received Ike’s letter asking him to come to Cheyenne and work as a detective for him. The timing had seemed right. He couldn’t find any reason to stay in Del Río.

  He remembered limping down to Jess Benson’s saddle shop the same morning he’d gotten the letter and read it several times. He wanted to inform Jess personally that he was going to resign his position. Jess hadn’t acted surprised. “It’s just as well,” he had said. “Trouble finds you like thirsty men find liquor.”

  Cole had thanked him anyway for having hired him and for his kindness.

  “Where will you go, señor?” he had asked.

  “Cheyenne,” Cole had told him.

  “How is the weather up that way?”

  “I hear the winters are cold,” Cole had said.

  Jess had nodded his head as if that were all he needed to know about Cheyenne. A part of Cole had hoped he would try and talk him out of leaving, that he would make a promise that he and the others who lived in the dusty little town would stand behind him if Francisco’s relatives did come and try to avenge his death. Something like: No, Señor Cole, you don’t have to leave because of those grieving people of Francisco’s. We will protect you. We will fight for you.” But the only thing Jess had said when Cole had handed him his badge had been: “I have a brother-in-law who needs a job. I guess now I can give him yours.”

  So Cole had packed everything he owned into his saddlebags, threw his $40 saddle on his $20 horse, and said adiós to Del Río. But before he had cleared the town’s limits, he had stopped by to see Juanita one last time. She was back working at The Conquistador Club when Cole had ridden up. It must have been a slow day because she wasn’t with a customer at the time.

  “I’m leaving Del Río,” Cole had said.

  “Do you expect me to cry, beeg you to stay?” she had asked sullenly.

  “Why didn’t you tell me the truth about you and Francisco to begin with?” Cole had asked. “It might’ve saved us all some grief.”

  “Because a woman has her beauty onnly soo long,” she had said.

  “What the hell does that have to do with anything?” he had asked.

  “I wanted you both, because you both found me desirable, and I know someday I won’t bee beautiful any loonger and no man weell want me when that day coomes. Ees there soometing wrrong in wanting what you want?”

  Cole had thought that a good question. Three weeks later he had arrived in Cheyenne.

  Now, he was sitting in a tub with the water growing cold and the whiskey bottle he had showing empty. It was time to go nab a few hours’ rest before heading to Deadwood. He figured Deadwood couldn’t be any worse than a lot of other places he’d been.


  Chapter Four

  Morning came with the shuddering force of someone opening a trap door and dropping Cole through it. He had slept the sleep of the dead, and, when Sun Lee shook him awake, he had fully forgotten where he was. His hands instinctively searched for something with which to defend himself. The war had done that to him. The war had done a lot of things to a man.

  The war could make a man so tired he would gladly fall asleep in a trench of rain water, caring not whether he drowned, for sleep became everything. It wasn’t just the exhaustion of the limbs that made a man so tired; it was the exhaustion of the mind as well. And when a man did fall asleep, it wasn’t really like sleep at all as much as it was a great falling into hell. That kind of sleep, that temporary death, carried with it the shock of reawakening, of being jolted back into the temporal world. And often, such an awakening was to the thunder of cannon and a thousand butternuts coming out of fog-enshrouded woods, their voices raised in a single yell that crawled down your spine and clawed at your groin. And you knew they were coming to kill everything in their way, including young Union boys in blue tunics who had taken to sleeping in rain-water graves.

  “Mistah John Henly, you gotte get up now. You telley me to wake you up. It is Sun.”

  His hands stopped searching and he swallowed against the thumping of his heart. The old Chinese grinned hugely at him, then left and returned with a tin cup of coffee that was hot enough to boil shirts in. He smelled like incense and his silk jacket whispered against itself when he handed him the coffee. “You leave this morning, Mistah John Henly?”

  “Deadwood,” he said.

  “Why so?” Sun was curious as a two-headed cat.

  “Business,” he said.

  “Ah,” Sun said, as though that explained everything. Then he grinned again and said: “You don’t look so good, Mistah John Henly.”

  He got dressed, walked down to the livery, and got his saddle, and then walked over to the stage office. The air was fresh and clean, the sky crisp and blue. Far to the east he could see the fringe of the cloud blanket that had passed over the day before. He could smell autumn coming down from the aspens high up in the Medicine Bow Mountains.

  A round-trip ticket was waiting for him, just as Ike Kelly had promised. The office contained two benches, a regulator clock with a brass pendulum, a calendar with a rendering of a young woman holding a can of Arbuckle’s coffee, and a single spittoon that needed emptying. A small cast-iron stove with nickel plating and some of the isinglass busted out heated the room against the morning chill. The place was so dry you could smell the dust.

  Cole looked over his fellow passengers. A gambler stood by the window. He was wearing a claw-hammer coat and carried a leather kit under his arm that probably contained the tools of his trade. The weight of a small pistol bulked the inside breast pocket of his coat. Sitting on a bench was a frail young man in buckskins whose fine-boned features were drawn tightly as though he carried with him troubles or was expecting some. He wore a tan Boss-of-The-Plains Stetson that looked too much hat for him. Across from him, sitting on the other bench, was a woman and what was obviously her daughter, judging by the way they each had the same corn-silk hair and china blue eyes. He guessed the woman to be in her late twenties, the girl six or seven. The woman wore a small black velvet bonnet trimmed in scarlet, and so did the little girl. They both wore cloaks over their tie-back dresses. It was hard to imagine why a woman and her daughter would be going to the Black Hills, unless she had a husband there—or was in search of one. A dark-skinned man of solid, square build squatted on his heels in the corner. He looked to be part Mexican, with some other blood thrown into the mix. He carried a blanket roll and wore a wide-brimmed sombrero of dirty gray that shaded a good part of his features. He watched Cole from under that hat and Cole had the feeling that he was having some hard thoughts about his presence. He wore a corduroy jacket over a threadbare cotton shirt and faded Levi’s. His boots were scuffed and run-down at the corners of the heels. He seemed not to breathe.

  Cole walked back outside, set down his Dunn Brothers saddle, and rested the Winchester rifle in the crook of his arm while waiting for the stage to come. He had taken the liberty to wear a linen duster as protection against the boil of dust the Concord would raise if the weather stayed dry. He was traveling light out of necessity. He carried only one extra shirt in his saddlebags along with spare ammunition, a Barlow knife, and clean socks. The duster would cut down on his need to change and still allow him a presentable appearance. He checked the time on his Ingersol: it was 6:50. He saw the driver, a man named Jake Goodlove, and his guard, a fellow named Gyp Taslow, leave the diner where they no doubt had eaten their breakfast. He watched as they shuffled across the street and down to the livery. Gyp Taslow carried a twin-barrel shotgun—the tool of his trade.

  In twenty minutes, they brought the Concord up pulled by a four-horse team, all bay horses except the right lead, a thick-chested dun. In a half hour more, they were rolling out of Cheyenne on their way to the Black Hills and already were being bounced senseless. The road was a line of ruts and rocks. Cole had picked a seat next to the door. The woman with the blue-eyed child sat next to him, her daughter alongside her. Directly across from him sat the gambler, his eyes full of disinterest. Next to him sat the slender young man wearing buckskins. To his right sat the Mexican. Cole had gotten a closer look when he’d climbed aboard the stage. He had light gray eyes but the cheek bones of an Apache. He had been right about his mixed blood.

  The sun chased them that day, and three times they stopped to change horses and twice to eat—except for the Mexican, who stayed to himself, whether too poor to afford the price of a meal or too disinclined, Cole couldn’t be certain. He did notice that he wore a thin silver bracelet around his wrist and always kept his blanket roll close by. Cole figured the blanket held a short-barreled gun, maybe a carbine. Something small bulged in one pocket of his jacket—most likely a pistol nearly the same size as the one the gambler carried. Cole opined he was trouble waiting to happen.

  At the last stop of the day, the stationmaster, a big German named Gauss, came out to greet them. A large-boned, apple-cheeked woman accompanied him. Cole took her to be his wife. She said her name was Helga, and then she showed them where to place their things inside the log hut that doubled as a hotel. Afterward, she showed them where they’d take their supper—at a long table outside fashioned out of lodgepole pine. There were the benches on either side of it. The shadows from the trees crossed the yard. Cole noticed while they ate that the German kept staring over at the kid in buckskins while the wife talked nonstop about the privations of living so far away from civilization.

  “Der savages are on da loose, ya know,” she said. “Dey could come any time and kill us all in our beds!”

  Cole saw the way that took effect on the woman with the little girl, saw the way the little girl’s eyes filled with firelight and fear.

  “Helga! Shut yer damn’ talk vid tellin’ of der Indians, eh!” Gauss ordered, his mouth full of half-chewed food that flew from his lips when he spoke.

  Then, as though unaffected by her husband’s angry chastisement, Helga fell to talking about the dresses the woman and girl were wearing and about how she only had but a few flour dresses to wear herself, being so far out on the frontier and away from any of the towns. The whole while the German kept his stare on the kid.

  The rain came hard that night again, a storm out of nowhere. The white flashes of lightning danced through the sleeping quarters, a long room divided by blankets strung over rope to provide the women with a modicum of privacy. The crash of thunder exploded overhead like cannon shot. Cole could hear the little girl crying because of the storm and knew her fear from a long time ago—the same fear he had heard when the thunder of real cannon and the rain of shrapnel had torn through the trees at Cold Harbor and other killing places. Fear comes to each in different ways. Cole wanted to draw back the blanket and tell the little girl that it was all right, that the storm wasn’t going to harm her. Then he heard her mother say: “It’s OK, Tessie, it’s just rain. It won’t hurt nothing. I won’t let it.” The little girl stopped sobbing and Cole wondered what fate awaited her in life, what other fearful things she might come to know.

  Cole stepped outside and stood under the only overhang of the log structure and watched the silver wire of lightning dance through the sky. Like a photographer’s flash against the landscape, the brilliance of the storm caused the rain to look like falling dimes. He made himself a shuck and smoked it, felt the dampness crawl against his skin, and remembered a surgeon’s tent where he had lain face down on a table while pieces of Confederate lead were dug out of his back. A rain like the one that was falling now had snapped against the tent’s canvas and spilled under the edges, turning the ground into a soup of mud and blood that slathered the surgeon’s boots. He remembered thinking that it was his baptism into this world, or maybe the next.

  He finished the shuck and ground it out under his heel. That was when he saw the stationmaster climb out of the stage, buckling his belt. His features were frozen under a sudden flash of lightning, making his big frame ghostly. Cole watched him head back toward the front of the hotel as he leaned into the shadows. Then the kid climbed out of the stage. He looked frail and thin, and he walked as if he was somehow wounded—his movements jerky, erratic in the popping light of the storm. Then the long darkness swallowed him, and, when the lightning flashed again, he was gone. It was something Cole wished he had not seen. He waited for a time until he thought everyone was settled back inside again, then returned to his bunk and grabbed what sleep was left to him. He tried hard not to think about the kid and the stationmaster.

  The next morning, he saw the Mexican squatting by the water tank when he came out. The sky had cleared to a flawless blue and the hint of a warm wind blew out of the south, taking with it the heavy, sweet smell of the corrals. The Mexican looked at him without moving his head, his eyes shifting with Cole’s movements. Cole washed his hands and face at a pump, ran fingers through his hair, and replaced his hat.

  He saw the gambler stepping out of the privy; the woman and little girl went in next. The kid stood by the corrals, one foot hitched on the lower rail, watching the horses as though he did not want to show his face to the rest of the travelers. The smell of fried bacon came from the main room of the station; its scent crawled down into Cole’s belly. He went to the kitchen and took a plate and filled it, then went back out and sat down at the long table. The kid stayed at the corral while the rest ate breakfast. Cole saw the German looking in the direction of the corrals several times. The German had close-cropped thick hair and a large forehead that rested atop a nose that was thick and flattened against his ruddy features. He had the sort of face you didn’t enjoy looking at. His heavily muscled forearms rested atop the table as he ate. Cole saw fresh scratches on them. He thought of what he’d seen the night before. Then he looked at the German’s wife. The secrets we keep, he thought.
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