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Episode One








One






The church had recently been painted a brilliant
white, and it now stood out against the rich blue sky with an austere pride.


Mike Tower walked his horse past the main doors to
a humble entrance at the back of the building.


He looped the reins over the one-horse hitching
post and knocked on the door. The door had been freshly painted, and Tower felt
a slight tackiness on his knuckles.


The door opened and an older man with a craggy face
peered at him.


“Come in,” he said.


Tower followed him into a modest room, no more than ten
feet wide by ten feet long.


A large table dominated the space. The old man took
a seat at the head of the table and gestured for Tower to join him.


“Please, sit,” he said.


Tower caught the faint scent of coffee and sawdust.
He sat opposite the man, noting the fatigue on his face and the way his
shoulders hunched.


Father Angus Johnstone, head of the church for the western
territories, pointed at the map spread out on the table.


He reached forward and tapped his finger on a small
dot on the map, which Tower understood to be Kansas City.


“We are here,” he said.


He then ran his finger along a route west.


“This is the direction I would like you to take.”


Tower took out a small piece of paper and a pencil
and jotted down the main cities along the route.


“This is not a traditional circuit rider’s route,”
Johnstone said. “You are technically being sent to San Francisco, per your
request. But as you may or may not know, we do not send circuit riders to a
single destination. It is your job to spread the word everywhere you go.”


“Yes, I understand. Thank you for accommodating my request,”
Tower said.


“However, the church would like you to do what you
can along this route,” Johnstone said. “There are a lot of people in need.”


The names of some of the cities were familiar to
Tower; others were not.


“You will meet your armed guard here,” Johnstone
said, tapping a spot on the map a few miles west of their current location.


“Pardon me?” Tower said.


“Your armed guard,” Johnstone said, his voice soft
but firm. “The church lost two circuit riders in the last six months. From now
on, every traveling preacher must have a guard. No exceptions.”


Tower thought before he spoke.


He didn’t need a guard, even though he would be
without a weapon. But in order to convince Father Johnstone, Tower would have
to partially explain what kind of man he’d been before becoming a circuit
rider.


And that was not an option.


Tower had buried his own personal history. And
buried it deep.


“That really isn’t necessary . . .,” Tower began,
planning to suggest that the church could put the guard’s salary to use for
some other purpose.


“No exceptions,” Johnstone repeated.


Mike Tower nodded his head in agreement, sensing that
this was a fight he would not win.


He had made a choice to be guided by a code far
different than the one he’d followed most of his life.


And now he would have to live with it.









Two



It was close to nightfall by the time Mike Tower
reached the small town where Father Johnstone had arranged for him to pick up
his traveling guard.


Tower shook his head at the thought. He’d never
needed anyone to look out for his welfare and he’d done just fine over the
years. In fact, he’d made it through some rough scrapes that would have killed
most men.


Now, he was anxious to rendezvous with his guard
and get moving. They had a lot of ground to cover.


As Tower slowly trotted down the town’s one street,
he idly wondered if his guard was one of the town’s part-time deputies who had
been hired by the church.


The shops had closed for the night. The only lights
came from the saloons and the lone hotel. Somewhere nearby a dog’s bark was followed
by a raucous laugh from the saloon.


Tower spotted the sheriff’s office and jail, pulled
up out front, tied his horse to the post, and went inside.


A man had his feet up on the desk with a newspaper in
his hand. His potbelly poked out from beneath the publication and hung over his
belt.


Tower glanced around the office. It was neat and
tidy, with a rack of Winchesters behind the sheriff’s desk.


Finally, the lawman peeked over the top of the paper
at Tower.


“People do the damndest things these days, don’t
they?!” he said, then noticed the white collar around Tower’s neck.


“Oh,” he said, swinging his feet down to the
ground. “Sorry ’bout the cussing,” he said.


“That’s quite all right,” Tower said.


“I was just readin’ about a cowboy who spotted a
scorpion on his boot, so he shot it off ,” the man said. “Along with three of
his toes!”


Tower nodded.


“So how can I help you?” the sheriff said, folding
up the paper and setting in on his desk.


“I’m supposed to be meeting someone here, probably
a deputy.” Tower glanced around the office and saw no other desks.


“Doubt it,” the sheriff said. “Only got one deputy
and he’s part-time.”


Tower looked at the slip of paper in his hand. “You
don’t have someone working for you named B. Hitchcock?” he said.


The sheriff failed to stifle a laugh. “You have got
to be kiddin’ me,” he said. “Bird Hitchcock? Is that who you’re here for?”


Tower hadn’t seen a first name on the note, just B.
Hitchcock. But why did that name seem familiar?


“I believe so,” he said. “Is he here?”


The sheriff unsuccessfully disguised another laugh.
He pushed a piece of paper toward Tower. “Sure is, Mr. Tower. Just sign for the
release, put down a five-dollar deposit, and B. Hitchcock is all yours.”


Tower paid the deposit and signed the release,
realizing his security guard wasn’t going to be an officer of the law and that
Father Johnstone had either forgotten to mention this, or had omitted the
information on purpose.


The sheriff walked back to the jail cells. Tower
heard the clank of iron, and then the sheriff reappeared with a figure wearing
boots with spurs, denims, and a buckskin shirt. The face staring back at Tower
looked tired, disheveled, and severely hungover. The sheriff handed over a gun belt
with matching pistols.


“You’re free to go, B. Hitchcock,” he said, laughing.
“Your fine’s been paid.”


B. Hitchcock slung the gun belt around her hips and
tied each gun down, then glanced up at Tower.


“Who the hell are you?” she said.


And then Tower realized why he knew the name.


B. Hitchcock.


Bird Hitchcock.


Oh no,
Tower thought.









Three



Mike Tower felt his horse tense and shy away from
the trail. It was nearly dark, and a light wind carried the occasional scent of
wildflowers across the trail from the west.


Tower had not spoken much with his new guard over
the past two days on the trail, and he liked it that way. There was no way he
was going to go to San Francisco with Bird Hitchcock. At the first major city,
he would telegraph his superior and ask for a replacement.


Until then, he would just do his best.


Now, the horse snorted again, and Tower felt the
animal tremble with fear.


“Easy,” he said as he gently pulled the reins until
the big bay stopped.


Tower patted the horse along its neck, swung off
the saddle, and landed on his feet.


Though it was well beyond dusk, the trail was well lit
due to the emerging presence of a bright moon, and Tower caught a faint whiff of
honeysuckle.


From behind him, Bird Hitchcock and her Appaloosa
passed Tower on the trail. He heard her take a drink from the whiskey bottle
she always carried, and then the whisper of leather as she slipped it back into
her saddlebag.


When she slid from the saddle to her feet, a gun
was in her hand. A few small pebbles shifted under her boots.


Tower walked forward. Bird was off to his right.


“Probably just a Sioux looking to lift the scalp of
a heathen such as yourself,” Bird said to Tower.


“Or a brave looking for a docile squaw such as
yourself,” Tower replied.


There was an uneven rise in the trail, and as they reached
the top of the incline, he immediately saw the dark shape stretched across the path.


Tower went forward to the body, which he could
clearly tell was a woman.


A dark pattern of dried blood covered the dirt
around the body. Behind him, he heard Bird holster her gun.


“Shit,” she said.


Tower gently rolled the woman onto her back.


She was young. Even through the spatter of blood, and
the bruises and swelling on her face, Tower could see she was probably in her
teens. The girl’s nose was crooked, most likely broken, and lacerations across
her forehead were still seeping blood.


Tower put his ear to her mouth and detected the
slightest sound of breath.


“She’s still alive,” he said.


He scooped the girl into his arms. He was shocked
at how little she weighed.


Bird beat him back to his horse, which she held
still so he could climb into the saddle still holding the girl.


Tower knew that the town of Green Spring was just a
mile or so away. He adjusted the girl so her back and neck were better
supported.


Bird passed him on the trail without a word.


She would lead the way.


Tower held the reins steady, and moved forward,
following Bird’s Appaloosa.


The girl’s lips were next to Tower’s ear. He could
feel her blood on his skin.


He heard something else, more than just her ragged,
shallow breaths.


A soft voice.


The girl was saying something.


Tower leaned in closer so her lips were brushing up
against his ear.


It was a word.


Somewhat more clear.


The girl’s voice was barely a whisper.


She repeated the word.


This time, Tower thought he understood.


It sounded like a name.


Ike.









Four



Bird raced ahead, getting to the town well ahead of
Tower and the girl, giving her time to track down the local doctor and the
location of his practice.


She led them to a blue house with a white porch and
matching white picket fence. As they got down from their horses, a young man
stepped out onto the porch. He wore a crisp white shirt, open at the collar,
and a pair of gold-rimmed glasses.


“Are you Anderson?” Bird said.


“Dear Jesus,” he said, his eyes wide at the
condition of the young girl in Tower’s arms.


The doctor held the door to the house open and led
Tower inside. He helped place the girl on a long wooden table covered with a
sheet.


“Do you know who she is?” Tower asked.


 “Her name is Nancy. Nancy Hockings. Her family
lives just around the corner.”


Tower studied the layout of the room. The main area
was clearly the doctor’s examining room. There were several shelves with
bottles of medicine, a small table with a variety of surgical knives, and a
large enamel washbasin. Bird stood off to the side, watching the two men, then
Tower saw her slip quietly out of the house.


“I’ve got no formal training, but I’ve patched up a
few people in my life,” Tower said to Anderson. “Let me know what I can do.”


The young doctor placed a jar of alcohol on the
table, as well as shears and some needles.


“Help me cut off this dress,” he said. Tower
observed that the doctor’s voice was high but steady, as were his hands as he cut
away the sleeves of the girl’s blood-soaked dress, and then the bodice.


Tower carefully helped lift the sheared pieces from
the girl’s body, stopping when dried blood threatened to pull the skin away.


Anderson carefully snipped the cloth so as to avoid
restarting the bleeding.


“Where did you find her?” Anderson said. There was
anger in his voice.


“About a mile from town, on the main trail.”


Anderson cut the last main part of the dress, and
Tower lifted it from the girl’s body.


“Holy goddamned hell!” the doctor shouted and
jumped back, knocking the jar of alcohol onto the floor, where it shattered.


Tower felt his heart sink inside his chest as the
dark shadow of violence swept across him.


Because the bloodied and battered girl before him
hadn’t just been beaten.


She had been marked.









Five



The saloons were in the same location as every
other cowshit town Bird had ever been in: sandwiched in between the general
store and the run-down hotel.


By her quick estimation, there were at least four
of them, but only one had loud piano music and drunken, off-key singing filling
the night air.


Voices. Music. They were a relief to Bird’s ears.


She found the sound of a full saloon oddly soothing,
or maybe it was just the knowledge that a bottle of whiskey was in her very
near future.


The image of the girl was still fresh in her mind.
But the doctor and Tower had it handled. It wasn’t a three-person job, and Bird
knew she was better at hurting people than healing them.


She banged through the door of McGarry’s Saloon,
walked to the bar, and ordered a whiskey.


The bartender was a tall bald man with a bright
green vest. His shirtsleeves were rolled up, revealing pale, nearly hairless
forearms.


The man looked twice at Bird.


They always did.


It wasn’t necessarily just because she was a woman.
It was also because of the way she was dressed. Boots, denims, buckskin shirt,
Stetson, and two guns, tied down.


They also stared because of her looks.


While she waited for her whiskey, Bird glanced up
at the mirror behind the bar. Her mother had always been a bright, fragile
woman, which had earned her the nickname Bird from her husband. When their
daughter was born and looked like an exact replica of her mother, the nickname
became a real name.


Bird had indeed inherited her mother’s looks: fine
bones, a sharp nose, and a delicate mouth. As well as her brightness. Bird had
light hair, pale skin, and translucent blue eyes.


“Here you go, ma’am,” the bartender said,
interrupting her recollection. Still, Bird caught the sarcasm in his use of the
word ma’am. The only way it could have been more obvious was if he’d called her
m’lady.


“Leave the bottle,” she replied.


She took two stiff shots in quick succession, then
paused after she filled the third.


It felt good to be at a bar again. Traveling with
Mike Tower was like riding herd on a forlorn steer. Christ, the man was the
most boring human being Bird had ever met. She’d figured he might be like most
preachers she’d encountered in her time out West: loud and fiery in the pulpit,
then drunk and lecherous outside the church’s walls.


But she’d discovered Tower was neither. He tended to
speak quietly but with conviction. And after a fair amount of time together on
the trail already, he hadn’t made any advances on her. Most men who’d heard of
her, or her reputation, mistakenly assumed she was always up for a good time. Most
of the time, she wasn’t.


She scooped up the bottle and her glass, and turned
to face the room.


There were roughly ten tables, about half of them
occupied. A piano sat at the back of the room, with one of the whores idly
hitting a key or two.


Of the five occupied tables, one had the most
action, with a group of five men playing poker.


The other four tables mostly consisted of
onlookers, and one table was taken by a solitary drinker, a man with an
expensive-looking suit and slicked-back hair.


Bird walked over to the empty table farthest from
the action, the one in front of the piano. There were no other doors in the
place, so there was no chance of anyone getting behind her.


Bird Hitchcock did not like people behind her.


The man with the slicked-back hair pushed himself away
from the table and made his way to Bird’s table. He was medium height, a little
thick around the middle, but she didn’t peg him as a gambler. He carried no
gun, and Bird saw no telltale sign of a small sleeve pistol of the type cardsharps
had begun to sport.


“Hate to see a lady drinking alone,” he said. He
stuck out his hand. “Name is Carl Van Osdol. Everyone calls me Van.”


His hand remained outstretched as Bird sipped from
her drink, using her left hand. She studied his face, saw that he was handsome,
but she could read weakness in his jawline.


“I’m a woman, not a lady. Which means I don’t mind
drinking alone,” she said. “In fact, I prefer it.”


A smirk briefly appeared on Van Osdol’s face.


“In that case, may I ask for the opportunity to sit
at your table and have a drink with you?”


“You buying?” Bird said.


“Of course.”


She gave the chair across from her a nudge with her
boot. Van Osdol pulled the chair out, sat down, and motioned for the bartender,
who brought a new bottle and took the one on the table away.


“Better whiskey, courtesy of yours truly,” Van
Osdol said.


She tossed off the rest of her drink, poured a
fresh one, and took a sip of whiskey from the new bottle.


“It might be an improvement,” she said.  “But I’ll
need a few more drinks before I can give you my final opinion,”


Bird watched Van Osdol pour himself a drink and
hold up his glass.


“To the legendary Bird Hitchcock,” he said with a
wink.


A couple of the men from the nearby table glanced up
at the sound of the name.


“I’ll drink to her,” Bird said. “Heard she’s a
beauty.”


Van Osdol chuckled.


“I quite agree,” he said. “Beneath the trail dust
and the smoke of a few saloons, you are very, very beautiful.”


Bird set her drink down. “I know you said your name,
but who are you, really?” She gestured toward the bottle. “Free booze always
comes with a price.”


“You sound a bit cynical,” he said.


“I believe the adjective you’re looking for is
perceptive.”


Van Osdol smiled. He had lovely white teeth, and she
was sure the women in town found him quite handsome. To her, Van Osdol carried
the same expression as the hundreds of rattlesnakes she’d used as target
practice over the years, blowing off their heads from fifty feet.


“I’m an attorney,” he said. “Or should I say, the
one and only attorney of Green Spring.”


“No competition, huh?” Bird said.


“I prefer to think of it as a very open market,” he
said.


Bird downed her drink and poured herself another. The
liquor cut through the dust in her throat like nobody’s business. She loved it.


“Tell me, Van,” she said. “You happen to know if
there are two men in town? One goes by the name of Toby Raines. The other one’s
name is Ike.”


Van Osdol looked at her with wry amusement on his
face.


“So I bought you the drink, but I’m doing you the
favor?” he said.


“Take your bottle and go to hell, then.”


Van Osdol raised an eyebrow and a hand,
simultaneously.


“I meant no offense,” he said. “I have not heard of
the first man.”


“Go on,” she said.


“And believe me, I know just about everyone, even
strangers. I spotted you immediately, didn’t I?”


“What about Ike?”


“That one is easy,” the attorney said. “While there
may be more than one Ike in Green Spring, there is only one I know about, and
to be perfectly blunt, the only one that actually matters.”


“You attorneys use a lot of words, yet none of them
resemble an actual answer.”


“You are most likely inquiring about Ike Daniels,”
Van Osdol said. “His father owns the Rockin’ D, the largest ranch in the
territory.”


“I assume he’s one of your clients, then, seeing as
how you’re the only barrister in town.”


“Oh no, his attorneys are all from Chicago. They
come out by train every month or so. I am quite insignificant in the eyes of
Mr. Garrett Daniels.”


He smiled. “The only person in town in the employ
of Daniels is our very own Sheriff Dundee.”


Bird wasn’t surprised, but local gossip held no
interest for her.


“Where can I find this ranch?” she said.


“Pretty much ride due west out of town and you’ll
be on the ranch for hundreds of miles.”


The bartender appeared with two cigars.


“Compliments of the house,” he said.


Van Osdol selected one and Bird took the other. The
attorney put his into his mouth, Bird put hers in her shirt pocket.


“For later,” she said.


Van Osdol nodded and fired up his cigar. He got it
going, blew out a long plume of smoke, and spoke. “Now that I’ve helped you,
I’m wondering if you’ll help me.”


Bird poured herself another drink before he could
take the bottle away after she responded negatively to whatever he might be
proposing.


“You can always ask,” Bird said. “Of course, if you
ask me something that makes me angry, or ask it in a manner that angers me,
there will most likely be consequences.”


Van Osdol dipped his head in understanding.


“There is only one way to ask this question,” he
said.


The thick cigar smoke hung in the air between them
as the prostitute at the piano hit one final note before getting up and joining
the table with the poker game.


“For fifty dollars, would you be willing to kill
someone for me?”


Bird studied the attorney’s face. He wasn’t drunk. And
he wasn’t joking. She sipped her whiskey and waited.


“His name is Corey Flom,” Van Osdol said. “He
killed a five-year-old girl.”


“What about the law?” she said. “Have they already
looked into it? Found the man innocent, so now you want your justice, vigilante
style?”


“They never looked into it because they can’t find
the body,” he said.


She thought for a moment.


“What was this girl to you?”


Van Osdol shook his head. “Not open for
discussion.”


Bird watched as one of the poker players slammed
down his cards and gleefully raked in a pile of chips.


“Tell you what,” Bird said. “The price is a hundred
dollars, with fifty due now. I’ll look into it, and if I don’t like it, I’ll
return the fifty to you, minus five dollars for my research fee.”


“And if you like what you see?” he asked.


“Then you’ll owe me the other fifty for a job well
done.”


Van Osdol studied her for a minute, then counted
out fifty dollars and sketched out a map, showing where he believed Flom was
hiding out.


“He won’t be alone,” Van Osdol promised when he
finished his sketch.


She grabbed the money and the map, along with the
bottle, and walked to the bar. The bartender came over to her.


Bird held up the bottle. “This was a gift from my
friend over there, but I also paid for the other bottle you cleared from my
table. I’d like that now.”


The bartender hesitated. “I thought it was more of
an exchange,” he said. “One bottle for the other.”


Bird laughed. “A whiskey exchange! Never heard of
one of those. However, an exchange is a good idea. How about you and I start a
lead exchange. You want mine first?”


The man’s bald head turned pink as he brought out
the bottle of whiskey and pushed it toward Bird, who plucked it from the bar.


“A whiskey exchange — I believe I will have to
remember that,” she said.


Bird tipped her hat and walked out of the saloon.









Six



Mike Tower was praying.


Behind him, the doctor cleared his throat.


“I couldn’t save her,” he said. “She lost too much
blood.”


Tower hung his head. He couldn’t get the image that
had been carved into the girl’s chest out of his mind. Evil incarnate. The
stillness he had encountered while praying was gone. In its place was a quiet
rage that he knew all too well.


He made the sign of the cross, then got to his
feet. “You tried your best,” Tower said. Anderson’s face was pale and his hands
shook as he tried to clean his glasses. Spots of blood stained the sleeves of
his shirt.


There was a knock at the door, and then it opened
and Bird stepped inside.


Tower could smell the whiskey from across the room.


“Show her,” he said to the doctor.


Anderson walked over to his operating table, where
the girl’s body had been placed. Her lifeless eyes stared at the ceiling.


The doctor pulled back the sheet from the girl’s
chest.


Bird didn’t move.


Tower watched as she took in the elaborate carving
on the girl’s chest.


“At first, I thought it was a brand,” the doctor
said. “But looking at it more closely, I don’t think it is.”


“No, I don’t think so, either,” Bird said. “I think
it’s a message.”


Tower joined them.


“What do you think it is?” the doctor asked Tower.
“I don’t have any idea. I’ve never seen anything like this.”


“I know what it is,” Tower said.


He paused, studying it again.


“It’s called a pentagram.”


“What is it?” the doctor said.


 “It’s a symbol that’s been used for hundreds of
years by various groups for various reasons,” Tower explained. “Some good, some
bad.”


“It looks like a religious sign,” the doctor said.


Tower nodded. “That too.  When a single point is at the
top, like a star, it typically stands for good.  When it’s drawn with two
points up and the single point down, so it looks like an upside-down star, it’s
associated with evil.”


There was silence as the three of them stared at
the symbol etched into the girl’s flesh.


Finally, Tower spoke.


“You mentioned her family lives nearby?” he said to
the doctor.


Anderson nodded. “Not far from here.”


Tower let out a long breath.


“I should tell them first, before we go to the
sheriff,” the doctor said.


“I’ll go with you,” Tower said. He looked at Bird. She
shook her head.


“We need to find a hotel, as we’re looking to spend
the night,” she said. “I’ll get a room and stow our gear.”


The doctor went to the sink and began washing up.


Tower again looked at the girl, then glanced up at
Bird.


“We need to find out who did this,” he said.


“Oh, I’m going to find him,” Bird said, and left,
slamming the door behind her.









Seven



The Hockings house was a small clapboard structure with
one window in front and a large stone chimney on the opposite side. The porch
had been painted at one point, but most of the paint was peeled away, exposing the
original pine boards.


Tower could smell dinner cooking inside.


He and Anderson arrived to find the sheriff already
waiting for them.


 “Sheriff Dundee, this is Mike Tower, a circuit
rider,” Anderson said. “He brought her in.”


Tower shook hands with the sheriff, a tall, lanky
man who moved slowly and seemed distracted.


“So you’re the one who found her?” the sheriff
said. His voice was matter-of-fact.


Tower nodded. “A couple hours ago on the main
trail, about a mile from town.”


Dundee looked as if he was about to ask another
question but was interrupted by the sound of someone inside the house.


The front door opened. A woman stepped out onto the
porch.


Tower was immediately struck by the woman’s beauty.
Raven hair, blue eyes, and a confident demeanor.


“Ma’am,” Tower said, tipping his hat.


Anderson nodded.


“Evenin’ Gretchen,” Sheriff Dundee said. There was
a long pause before he said, “’Fraid we’ve got some bad news.”


“Is it Nancy?” she said, and sagged back against
the door frame, a hand to her chest.


“I did everything I could to save her, but she had
lost too much blood,” Anderson said. “I’m afraid she passed.”


The woman’s eyes widened and her mouth struggled to
form a word. Then she fell forward. Tower got there just in time to catch
her. He laid her down and Anderson joined him.


Footsteps sounded inside and a young girl about
eight years old came out on the porch. She had on a faded white dress, with a
purple ribbon in her hair. Tower couldn’t help but recognize how much she looked
like her sister Nancy.


“What’s wrong Mama?” she said. Tower could hear the
panic in her voice.


“She just needs a little air,” Anderson said to the
girl. “Everything’s fine.”


Dundee, who showed no interest in the woman who had
just collapsed, Tower noticed, now peered through the front window of the
house. He glanced at the girl.


“Honey, do you know where your father is?” he said.


The girl looked down at her mother, then up at the
men.


“He left. About an hour ago.”












Eight



Just outside the hotel, a rooster crowed. Bird opened
her eyes, felt the butt of the gun in her hand. Sometimes she slept with it
under her pillow. Other times she set it under the sheets next to her and found
herself in the morning holding on to it. Probably like Tower does with a
crucifix, she thought.


On the mornings when she awoke with the gun in her
hand, she always had a sense of foreboding. This time was no different.


But she was close, she knew that. As tragic
as the murder of Nancy Hockings was, it helped Bird. It brought her one step
closer to her mission of revenge.


She got out of bed and felt no ill effects from the
whiskey. Or if she did, she was so used to the condition that it was no longer
worth noticing.


Bird splashed water onto her face. Its slight
chill felt fresh and soothing.


She looked in the mirror, and was not surprised to
see the dark circles under the eyes, the pale skin, the hard lines of her lips.
She supposed the way she looked was a fairly accurate reflection of the way she
lived.


She got dressed, strapped on both guns, and went
down to the hotel restaurant, where there was a pot of coffee and some biscuits.


Bird filled a cup with the strong, black brew and
drank the whole thing down, then did the same with another cup.


The livery was just down the street, and Bird was on
the Appaloosa heading out of town within minutes.


It didn’t take long to find the Daniels ranch. A
few miles west of town she came over a slight rise to see a lush valley
anchored by a big house and several corrals, already the scene of intense
activity.


The corral seemed the most likely spot for the
foreman, so Bird pointed her horse there. Two cowboys perched on the edge of
a lodgepole fence, watching a wiry black man ride a bucking tan horse. The man
stuck to the animal’s back with a seemingly effortless tenacity.


One of the cowboys leaned back and looked at her.


“Help you?” he asked.


“I’m looking for Ike Daniels or Toby Raines,” she
said.


The cowboy snickered a little before saying, “Doubt
Ike’s done sleepin’ it off yet, ma’am. But if you’re brave, and you look like
you are, you can head up to the kitchen at the back of the house. Don’t know
anyone by the name of Toby Raines, though.”


Bird touched the brim of her hat and headed to the
main house.


It was a huge place. The front porch wrapped around
the whole thing, and there were various sections jutting out farther than the
others and several big windows. Much of the woodwork, to Bird’s eye, had
clearly been done by a craftsman. She was curious about the location of the
windows, though. A man who was good with a rifle could fire directly into them
from some distance. Obviously, Mr. Daniels had little fear for his own safety.


She could smell the kitchen before she got to it — the
scent of frying bacon was strong.


“Hello the house,” Bird said.


A door opened near the back corner of the house.


A Mexican woman in a white apron with grease stains
on it looked at her.


“Ike Daniels,” Bird said. “He around?”


The woman glanced over her shoulder as a chair leg
scraped against a wooden floor.


A man appeared behind the Mexican woman.


He was tall, with broad shoulders and a jaw that
seemed too big for the rest of his face. Long yellow hair fanned out behind
his neck.


“Who are you?” he questioned with no attempt to
hide his belligerence.


“Name’s Bird Hitchcock.”


He scoffed. “Bullshit,” he said.


She shrugged her shoulders. “Know a girl named
Nancy Hockings?”


“What the hell is this?” he demanded.


“Ike?” a deep male voice boomed from inside. “What
is it?”


The first man, who Bird now figured was Ike
Daniels, didn’t answer, just glared at Bird, sizing her up.


Another man appeared. He was taller than Ike, but
had the same oversize jaw. Instead of long blond hair, though, his was gray
and cut short. Bird guessed he was around sixty years old. He had on denims and
a red flannel shirt that looked brand-new.


“Name’s Garrett Daniels,” the old man said. “What’s
yours?”


“Bird Hitchcock.”


Daniels raised an eyebrow, then glanced at the two
guns she wore.


“Get off that horse and sit down,” he said. “We’ll
discuss this over a cup of coffee, like civilized folks.”


He turned his back on Bird. She walked the Appaloosa
to a hitching rail, tied her up, and walked inside the big kitchen.


There was one long table, with several place
settings, two of which looked like they had just been abandoned. On a platter
next to the table was a loaf of bread, butter, and some dirty dishes.


Bird walked away from the door, and sat sideways on
the bench, so her left gun was free. After years of practice, she was just as
good with her left as her right, so it didn’t matter. What did matter was
having her back to the wall and at least one gun free.


“I could’ve handled this, Pa,” Ike Daniels said.


“Handled what?” he said, looking at Bird, not Ike.


“Just curious if Ike here knows anything about a
Nancy Hockings,” Bird said. “Or Toby Raines.”


“Now, why in the world would you want to know what’s
going on in that son of mine’s head?” Garrett Daniels said. He looked at the
Mexican woman and lifted his chin toward Bird. The woman placed a cup of coffee
in front of her.


“Thank you,” Bird said to the woman.


She took a sip, then drained half of the cup.


“Nancy Hockings was murdered last night and before
she died she might have mentioned Ike by name,” Bird said directly to Garrett
Daniels, ignoring Ike in the same way his father had.


“I . . .” Ike began to say.


“Will not say a word,” the old man growled. He sat
back and looked at her. Bird already figured Ike knew the girl, judging by his
initial reaction. An eagerness to speak is either outrage, or an urgent desire
to lie.


“Bird Hitchcock, huh?” the elder Daniels said. “I
thought you were dead, a drunk, or just dead drunk.”


Ike Daniels burst out laughing.


“Not drunk and pretty sure I’m not dead.” Bird guzzled
the rest of her coffee. It was strong. Better than the stuff at the hotel.


“Heard you were in jail, too,” old man Daniels said.
“Then some kind of half-assed sharpshooting act. Killed someone in the show, I
heard. ’Cuz you were drunk.”


“You sure hear a lot out here in your little corner
of the world, sir,” Bird said. “Too bad what you hear are mostly falsehoods.”


She fixed her gaze on Ike Daniels.


“How about Toby Raines? Ever ride with him?” she
said.


“He’s not going to answer your questions,
understand?” Garrett Daniels said. “I believe my quota for hospitality has been
filled. Now finish your coffee. This conversation is over.”


Bird got to her feet.


“Did Toby Raines kill her himself, or did you help?”
she said, directly to Ike Daniels.


Garrett Daniels shot to his feet. “Get out of my
house you saddle tramp!” he barked.


Bird smiled.


“Thanks for the coffee.”









Nine



Tower sat in the sheriff’s office. He looked around.
There was an empty gun rack in one corner on which Tower noticed a thick layer
of dust.


No Wanted posters. Just a few cheap dime novels
whose pages were falling out of their bindings.


“So, I’m glad we could take a minute and have a
chat,” Sheriff Dundee said. He had left a message at the hotel for Tower, who
had received it along with his breakfast.


Dundee smiled at Tower’s lack of a response,
revealing teeth that were crooked and a deep yellow.


Tower waited.


“Ordinarily, I might be suspicious of a man who
brings in a dying girl,” the sheriff said. “Might even think the man had
something to do with it.”


Tower kept his face blank.


“But seein’ as how you’re a preacher and all, and
you weren’t alone, right? Well, I think you’re probably not under suspicion,”
he said.


“That’s why you wanted me to come by? To tell me
I’m not under suspicion?” Tower knew there was more.


“More or less,” the sheriff confirmed.


“If I’m not under suspicion, then who is?” Tower
said. He pictured the sheriff sitting here on hot days, his feet up on the
desk, reading one of those dime novels, waiting for one of the men from the
Daniels ranch to show up with his paycheck.


“That’s a good question,” Dundee said, clearly taken
aback by the query. Tower almost smiled at how easily he put the sheriff
off-balance.


“That investigation is ongoing.” Dundee’s words rang
with a hollow officiousness.


“How many suspects do you have?”


Dundee threw up his hands. “We just found her, for
godsakes!”


A horse and cart trotted by the open door of the sheriff’s
office. Tower saw an older woman with a young boy driving the team. Probably in
town for supplies. Though young, the boy was in firm command of the horses.


Dundee seemed to gather himself.


“The reason I told you you’re not under suspicion
is to let you know you don’t have to stay around,” the sheriff said. “You are
free to leave whenever you wish.” He attempted a smile that made Tower’s skin
crawl.


“I already knew that,” Tower said.


“And your friend can go too. The woman.”


Tower smiled.


“Actually, I came to hold a few services since you
don’t have a regular church here,” he said. “So I’m not quite ready to leave
just yet.”


Dundee kept his face passive, but Tower could tell
the man didn’t like the answer.


“And the woman? She staying too?”


Tower shrugged his shoulders. “You don’t tell Bird
Hitchcock what to do, or try to predict what she’ll do. Men have died attempting
to do just that.”


The sheriff ground his jaws together. This wasn’t
how the conversation was supposed to go.


“And then after your church activities are done,
you’ll mosey along?” the sheriff said.


Tower stood.


“Never heard of a preacher being run out of town
before, sheriff. At least not for no good reason.”


Dundee held up his hands. “Now hold on, no one’s
runnin’ you out of town. Simply letting you know you are not a suspect and are
free to leave whenever you wish.” He paused. “Same goes for your woman.”


Tower shook his head.


He could see why Daniels had chosen Dundee to be his
puppet sheriff.


The man did not have a firm grasp on reality.


Tower tipped his hat to the sheriff and walked out.


His woman.


Tower laughed.


Bird Hitchcock, his woman.









Ten



According to the map Van Osdol had drawn for her,
Bird figured the Flom hideout was only another hour northeast of the town.


She set the Appaloosa on course and saw the storm
clouds to the west. They were moving this way, great thunderhead formations
with swatches of purple and sickly streaks of yellow, but she had time to get
to where she needed to be before it hit. Bird hauled the whiskey bottle out of
her saddlebag and took a long pull.


“First of the day,” she said to the empty air
around her.


As the whiskey burned, its warmth always a comfort,
Bird thought about what she’d learned from the Daniels men.


One, they were as arrogant as all get-out, which
she figured was a natural by-product of owning an entire town and half of the
territory.


And she figured the old man’s heart was as tough
and leathery as the asses of the cows he raised. You didn’t acquire the kind of
enterprise Daniels had without some steel in your spine.


But she didn’t think Toby Raines was hiding out at
the Daniels ranch. It wouldn’t be his style, and even if he had been there, the
other cowboys would have known. Raines had a presence about him that demanded
attention.


Nothing the old man said bothered her, though. Calling
her a drunk and a saddle tramp. She’d heard it all before and had given up
caring a long time ago. Still, it would’ve been pleasurable to pull out her .45
and splatter his brains into the frying pan’s bacon grease. Listen to them
sizzle.


Bird lifted the bottle of whiskey she’d paid for
last night at the saloon and took another swig.


The taste of dark smoke and smoldering fire charred
her throat, but it was a good hurt. One she embraced with all of her being.


She goosed the Appaloosa and eventually crested a
hill that, according to Van Osdol’s map, overlooked Flom’s current abode.


The map, and Van Osdol, were right.


A small cabin sat half-absorbed by thick brush,
with a thin wisp of smoke curling out of its chimney. Two horses were in a
makeshift corral to the right of the cabin, and a thin stream ran behind and
through the thick brush at the rear of the place.


Bird heard the crack of a whip and an anguished
cry. The Appaloosa’s ears perked up, and she felt the horse twitch.


With a gentle tug, Bird backed the horse up, then
eased around the ridge, coming up on the house from the left side.


She saw two men standing, looking at a third man on
his knees, with his arms tied behind his back. His shirt was off.


One of the two men standing had a whip in his hand.
The other had a bottle. They were laughing, hooting and hollering as the man on
his knees tipped over onto the ground. The man with the whip gave him another
crack along the back.


Bird nudged the Appaloosa forward.


She was only thirty feet from the men when they
first noticed her.


The one with the bottle nudged the one with the
whip, who had brought his arm back to unload another wallop on the kneeling
man.


“Where are your goddamn manners?” the man with the bottle yelled at her. “Supposed to always hello the camp!”


Up close, the whip marks were visible on the
kneeling man’s back. Some of the welts were bleeding, and it looked like the
man had been beaten as well. His face was puffy, one eye was black, and his lips
were cracked and bloody.


“Hate to break it to you, but this doesn’t exactly
look like a convention on proper manners,” Bird said. She swung down from her
horse and walked toward the kneeling man.


“What’s your name?” she said.


“Name’s Hockings,” the man said. “These shits
killed my daughter.”


“That’s bullshit,” the one with the whip said. “He
tried to rob us and we caught him. He’s a thief.”


“How old was your daughter?” Bird said.


“Barely eighteen,” the man spat out. “When she
didn’t come home last night, I found a description of this place in her journal.
Along with some stories about the disgusting things she used to do out here
with Ike Daniels and his buddies.”


The kneeling man was whimpering now.


The other two men laughed. “Cryin’ like a baby,”
the one with the bottle said. His teeth were stained black and his hair was
plastered tightly to his head.


“Looks like this bitch wants to have a little fun
with us,” the one with the whip said, gesturing toward Bird. “That’s good,
because all this whippin’ is makin’ me downright randy as a billy goat.”


Bird turned to face the men. “One of you named
Flom?” she said.


The one with the whip snapped his head up to look
at her. “I’m Flom. But what the hell is it any of your business . . .”


Bird shot him dead center of the forehead. She had
drawn her gun with a smooth, effortless action that seemed unhurried, but was
done in an instant.


One moment she was standing empty-handed, the next, she was firing.


“Shit,” the second one said. He looked at his dead
companion, then back at Bird. “I don’t want a fight.”


Bird waited, the gun still in her hand. A feather
of smoke rose from the muzzle.


“Let’s have a drink and calm down,” the second man
said. His voice carried a cheeriness that almost made Bird laugh. He tossed the
bottle to Bird and went for his gun.


With the bottle in the air, Bird fired right-handed,
pumping two bullets into the man’s gun hand. She caught the bottle out of the
air with her left.


The man shouted, cursed, dropped the gun that
hadn’t even cleared leather, and held his mangled right hand with his left.


Bird holstered her pistol and pulled the cork out
of the bottle. She wiped the mouth of the bottle clean, glanced inside the
bottle, poured a little whiskey onto the ground, and took a drink.


The man on the ground groaned.


Bird looked at him.


“Buy you a drink?” she said.









Eleven



Mike Tower knocked on the front door of the Hockings’
home. He waited and glanced across the street at the livery, where he saw a
horse being groomed inside the main stable, and a boy running to fetch more water
with a wooden bucket.


The door to the house opened and Gretchen Hockings
looked out at Tower. He noted the bags under her eyes, the hair carelessly
hanging over her forehead, and the stooped shoulders of a woman who was clearly
on the brink of giving up.


“Mrs. Hocking, I just stopped by to let you know
that if you need someone to talk to, I’m here for you,” he said.


She looked at Tower, then stepped back.


“Why don’t you come in, Mr. Tower,” she offered,
her voice a tired monotone.


He stepped into the small house. It smelled vaguely
of boiled potatoes.


“I’m here alone and I could use someone to talk to,
I guess,” she said. “Would you like some coffee?”


“Please,” Tower said. She poured him a cup and sat
at the small wooden table in the center of the room. An empty vase stood on the
tabletop between them.


Tower pulled a Bible from his pocket and set it on
the table.


“This must be a very difficult time for you,” he
said.


A tear escaped from the woman’s eye and rolled down
her cheek. Her hand twitched as if she meant to wipe it away but changed her
mind, knowing there would just be more to take its place.


“Nancy didn’t deserve this,” she said. “She’d had a
rough time and we thought it was all over. We should have protected her, from
herself, too.”


Tower studied the tabletop, traced the contour of
the wood’s grain.


“Why did Nancy need protecting?” he finally said,
unable to stop the question from coming out.


Gretchen Hockings sighed. “It doesn’t matter
anymore,” she said. “She used to be in love with Ike Daniels. Even when he was
beating her. She still loved him, despite his countless broken promises to stop
beating her. So she finally left him, told him it was over. And now look.”


“Have you told the sheriff?” Tower said, even
though he already knew the answer.


The woman laughed.


“No need to. He already knows,” she said, her voice
filled with a bitter fatigue. “And he won’t do anything, otherwise his paycheck
from Garrett Daniels will stop coming.”


Tower nodded.


“So Nancy had moved on from Ike Daniels?” Tower
said.


The woman grimaced. “She convinced us she had moved
on, even met someone new and was as happy as could be.”


“Did you know the new man?” Tower said. He wondered
if there really had been someone new, or if Nancy had decided to give Ike
Daniels one more try.


Hockings shook her head. “Never did find out who it
was. Doesn’t matter now. It’s all emptiness now, that’s how I feel. Like the
world is empty.”


“Would you like to pray?” Tower asked, placing his
hand on the Bible. “Nancy’s in a better place now, with God.”


The woman got to her feet.


“No, I don’t feel like praying right now, thank you
very much, Preacher.” Her voice shook. “Not sure He is listening.”


Tower started to speak, but she cut him off.


“You know what, Mr. Tower? I guess I’d like to be alone
for the time being. I don’t mean to be rude, but I think it’s time for you to
go.” Her face was set with grim determination.


He got to his feet.


“Thank you for the coffee. Mrs. Hockings, please let
me know if there’s anything I can do,” he said.


But she had already turned her back on him.









Twelve



The minute she peeked into the cabin, a chill
shot through Bird’s body.


Without a thought, both guns were in her hands.


The place stank of filthy men, rotting food, and
smoke.


Her eyes quickly adjusted to the dim light and she ducked
in through the doorway.


The cabin was empty. She holstered her left gun,
but kept the other in her right.


A long narrow table, poorly built and sagging,
dominated the room. On it was a picked-over rabbit carcass, along with several
empty whiskey bottles. Three bedrolls took up one side of the cabin, a rusty,
sagging potbellied stove the other.


None of the furnishings held any interest for Bird,
though.


What caught her eye were the walls.


More accurately, what was on the walls.


Drawings.


Sketches.


Ripped-out pages from a book tacked on to the wall.


Most of the imagery seemed to be of the Devil in
all of his various incarnations. Some of them were animal in form, others more
human, albeit with horns.


There were also crude sexual drawings.


And pentagrams.


Lots and lots of upside-down pentagrams.


“You bastard!” a voice shouted behind her, and then
Bird heard the sound of wood smacking flesh.


She walked back outside and saw Hockings, holding a
long piece of firewood, standing over the man Bird had shot. A fresh blood
smear streaked the length of the wood.


“Let me ask you a question,” she said to the man on
the ground, now sporting a huge gash along his forehead.


“What’s your name?” Bird asked.


“Paulson.”


“Well, Paulson, you’ve got a choice. I can let Mr.
Hockings here beat you to death, or you can tell me exactly what happened
between you, Flom, Ike Daniels, and Toby Raines.”


Paulson shook his head. “I’m dead either way. Raines
will kill me.”


“That’s right, so you’ve got nothing to gain by
keeping secrets from us. Just spill your guts, or we’ll spill them for you.”


Paulson blinked, and Bird worried he might pass out.
The man wiped away the blood seeping into his eyes. His chin sank to his
chest.


“Ike and Nancy liked to come out here and get drunk
and do it, you know?” he said.


Bird heard Hockings gasp behind her.


“Sometimes, she’d let us join in.”


“Bullshit!” Hockings said and lunged at Paulson. Bird
held the man back.


“Then one night, this Raines shows up out of the
blue. Things got really weird then. He had these crazy potions that made you
see weird things, and he said he was in contact with the Devil.”


Paulson licked his lips. “Nancy fell in love with
him, which pissed Ike off. Then Raines said rather than fighting over her, they
should just kill her. So that’s what they did.”


“Any idea where Raines went?” she said.


“No, he just disappeared after we . . . after they
killed the girl.”


Bird stepped back and turned to Hockings.


“He’s all yours.”









Thirteen



Prescott’s General Store was at the end of Green
Spring’s Main Street. By Mike Tower’s estimation it was a humble enterprise as
far as most general stores went.


He had gone in to talk to the owner about setting
up a Mass for the town. A vigil of sorts for the slain Nancy Hockings. But
while he waited in line behind two women ahead of him talking at great length
about fabric, a voice rose from the street.


“The preacher in there?” someone shouted.


Tower left his place in line and stepped outside.


Ike Daniels stood in the street, with two other men
who hung far back.


“Need to talk to you for a minute,” Daniels said.


Tower looked at the men behind Daniels, then finally
let his gaze rest on Ike.


“And who are you?”


“Ike Daniels,” he said with a laugh. “Not sure I
ever had to tell anyone my name before!”


Tower ignored the joke. He studied Daniels, saw the
arrogance in his stance, the cocksure confidence in his eyes. He also saw the
man’s inner doubt. Tower had spent years perfecting his ability to judge other
men. He was pretty sure he knew what Ike Daniels was made of.


“Why don’t we take a walk,” Daniels said, his voice
a little less certain. Tower could see his silence was bothering Daniels.


Tower stepped down into the street and met Daniels
face to face.


“Not much in the mood for a walk, to be honest,”
Tower said. “What is it you need?”


Daniels laughed. “Not very accommodatin’ for a
preacher, got to say,” he said.


Tower didn’t laugh. Or smile. He read the lack of
character in the face of Ike Daniels. Tower had met many, many men like this
one. Weak, except when it comes to people who are even weaker.


“Fine, we’ll talk right here,” Daniels said, as if
the decision was solely his. “So, I know you’re busy spreadin’ the Word of God and
all that good stuff, but I prayed to the Lord and asked him when you might be
leavin’ town.”


The men behind Daniels were close enough to hear,
and they snickered.


“And you know what? The Good Lord actually spoke to
me! He said you’d be dragging your sorry hide and that drunken whore of yours
out of town tonight!” Daniels said, a big smile on his face. “Yes, sir. Straight
from the Lord’s lips. What’s that make me, some kinda angel? Or a prophet? Ooh,
I like that. The book of Ike Daniels, man of the cloth!”


Daniels was playing to his little crowd, and Tower
was running out of patience.


“Did He tell you to beat Nancy Hockings, too?”
Tower said.


He watched the smiles fall from the faces of Daniels’
men. Ike himself seemed to take a step back.


“What was that, Preacher? Not sure I heard you
right,” Daniels said, the bravado now gone from his voice.


Tower stepped closer to Daniels so they were inches
apart.


“I think you heard me just fine,” Tower said. He
felt the old anger rise inside him and he tried to tamp it down, but the heat
was radiating through his body.


“I asked you, Did God tell you to smack around Nancy
Hockings? Or was that something you just felt entitled to do?”


Daniels glanced down at Tower’s hips.


“You’re lucky you ain’t carryin’ a gun, otherwise
you’d be meeting your precious Maker right about now,” Daniels said. His face
was flushed with the knowledge he was being humiliated in front of his men.


“You’re lucky you’re carrying yours right now,”
Tower said. “Otherwise I’d give you a taste of what you’ve given Nancy, and who
knows how many other young women?”


Daniels’s face went rigid.


“Yeah, I figured that would scare you,” Tower said.
“I’m a man. Fighting girls is more your style.”


Daniels fumbled at the buckle of his gun belt,
unhooked it, and let it fall to the ground.


He swung from the hip. It was meant to be a surprise
punch, but Tower saw it coming.


He caught the punch under his left arm and threw
his own right, not from the hip. Instead, it was a short, brutal punch that
Tower added leverage to by redirecting the force of Daniels’ own strike.


Tower’s fist connected with the chin of Ike Daniels,
and Tower saw the man’s eyes roll back into his head and he went limp.


Tower let him sink to his knees, then, with Daniels’s
arm still trapped, he corkscrewed his body and felt Daniels’s arm break.


The snap was audible and the pain briefly brought
Ike Daniels around, long enough for him to moan.


His men surged forward to help their boss, and Mike
Tower turned his back on them.


And then he walked away.









Fourteen



A dust devil welcomed Bird Hitchcock back into the
small town of Green Spring. The miniature cyclone seemed to come out to greet
her, Clyde Hockings, and the two horses, each carrying a dead man.


A few people came out of the saloons and stores to
watch the procession as it made its way to the sheriff’s office.


Hockings, by prior agreement with Bird, left the
group and headed home.


Dundee wasn’t at the sheriff’s office, so she tied
the two horses with the dead men to the nearest rail and headed to the saloon
for a drink.


There were more people in the place this time, Bird
noted, as she walked to the bar.


“Give me some of that good stuff . . . the whiskey
Van Osdol drinks,” she said to the bartender.


She took out some of the money the lawyer had paid
her in advance and set it on the bar.


When the bottle came, she drank three straight
shots in a row, each filled to the brim. The scalding welcome of the booze
filled her stomach and she felt an eerie calm seep through her body.


She was reaching for the bottle again when a hand
tried to cover hers. Instantly the muzzle of her gun was firmly planted beneath
the chin of the man who had suddenly appeared behind her.


“Easy now,” Van Osdol said.


Bird holstered her gun. “Does your brain realize
how close it came to becoming a part of the chandelier?” she said.


The attorney laughed.


“Pretty close, I believe,” he said.


He filled Bird’s glass, signaled the bartender to
bring another, and then filled his own. He raised his glass in a toast.


“To the end of Corey Flom,” he said. “Your little
parade couldn’t be missed.”


She raised her glass. “And to the prompt payment of
my remaining fifty dollars,” Bird added.


They each tossed back their drink.


“A job well done,” Van Osdol said, handing Bird the
second fifty dollars.


Bird nodded and tucked the money into her pocket. “How
about a bonus for his buddy? Do you know if he helped kill that little girl? You
know, the five-year-old you said Flom murdered?”


Van Osdol shook his head.


“No, I’m positive that was Corey Flom all by
himself.”


Attorneys are the best liars, Bird knew. And Van
Osdol was lying through his perfect teeth. The cabin had been a setup, she knew
that. Raines had wanted Bird out there, and hoped that Flom and Paulson would
kill her.


“Hey,” Bird said. “They find her body yet? That
little girl’s? Five years old, you said?”


A look of grief came across the attorney’s face. “No
such luck. And I get the feeling the authorities aren’t looking all that hard,”
he said. His voice filled with sadness and disgust. “She was the child of a
whore, and the whore is gone. No one cares.”


“Except you,” Bird said.


Van Osdol shrugged his shoulders. “Only me.”


Bird glanced around the saloon. Everyone seemed
intent on what they were doing; drinking, playing cards, or negotiating with a prostitute.


She stepped away from the bar, made a cross-hand draw,
and smashed the gun into the side of Van Osdol’s temple.


He sank to the floor.


Bird hopped over Van Osdol’s body so she faced the
room and the bartender, who had moved to the end of the bar.


She slapped Van Osdol until his eyes opened.


Bird put the muzzle of the gun against the man’s
temple and cocked the hammer.


It was the only sound in the entire saloon.


“Listen you filthy sonofabitch, I know there was no
girl,” Bird said, her voice calm and measured. “There is no body, and there is
no whore that left town. Toby Raines paid you to hire me to go out to Flom’s
place, foolishly hoping those two jackasses would take care of me. I want to
know where he is, and I want to know now.”


Van Osdol made some dry clicking sounds in his
mouth before he was finally able to speak.


“He . . . he didn’t, he didn’t tell me where he was
going,” he gasped. “But he may have mentioned to someone else that he was possibly
heading toward Lincoln. Nebraska.”


Blood ran down the side of the attorney’s face, and
the eye nearest the point of impact with Bird’s gun began to cloud with pink
fluid.


She slid the muzzle of the gun to the lawyer’s
injured eye. She pushed it underneath the eyelid he tried to clench together,
then ground it firmly against his bare eyeball.


Van Osdol squirmed.


“Always a pleasure doing business with an officer
of the courts,” Bird said. She stood and hauled Van Osdol to his feet.


“Please,” he said.


Bird pistol-whipped him again.


He dropped to the floor, out cold.


Bird snatched the bottle of whiskey from the bar,
tipped her hat to the bartender, and left.












Fifteen



Mike Tower sat at one of the tables in the hotel’s
lobby. It was quiet, the only sound the faint clatter of dinnerware as the
kitchen staff prepared for the evening.


Tower’s pen scratched furiously along the sheet of
paper as he composed the sermon he planned to deliver that evening to the folks
who would come to his service.


Like most of his thoughts, the focus of his writing
was on redemption. On forgiving. And on healing.


But it would also be on with taking
responsibility for past actions.


“Preacher,” a deep voice said from behind him.


Tower turned to see an older man with broad
shoulders and a jaw that could only mean he was the father of Ike Daniels.


“My name’s Garrett Daniels,” the old man said. “Seems
you hurt my boy pretty bad. Broke his arm and his jaw. Never heard of a
preacher who could hit like that.”


The old man touched the lower part of his face. “And
breaking a Daniels’s jaw ain’t exactly an easy thing to do.”


Tower watched the desk clerk slink out the hotel’s
back door.


From behind the old man, Ike Daniels and two more men
fanned out.


“He went at me first,” Tower said. “You do
understand that?”


Daniels raised an eyebrow, glanced at Ike, who
shook his head.


“That’s bullshit, Pa,” he said.


The elder Daniels had a rifle in his right hand;
the thumb of his left was hooked in his gun belt. He stood with a confident
ease, exuding a presence that Tower hadn’t seen in the man’s son.


“That don’t matter to me. You sure as hell can’t threaten my
family, son,” he said. “Not going to apologize for the language, either.” Suddenly,
the old man’s face brightened. “However, you can come back to the ranch, and
we’ll hold a little service out there. And then we’ll all forgive and forget.”


 “I appreciate the invitation, Mr. Daniels,” Tower
said. He knew a visit to the Daniels ranch would be a one-way trip. “But I’m
holding a service in town tonight.”


Tower turned back to his paper and began writing.


The lobby was silent; even the rattling of dishes
had stopped.


And then Daniels worked the lever of his rifle,
cocking it.  The sound was almost as loud as if he’d fired the gun.


“You’re going to get out of that chair, walk
outside with us, get on a horse we brought just for you, and come back with us
to the Rockin’ D,” the old man said. His voice had lost the pleasant banter and
now had the consistency of gravel. “I ain’t asking you. I’m telling you. Pray
all you want, but that’s what’s gonna happen.”


Tower put the pen down. He studied the men surrounding
Garrett Daniels and let his gaze linger on Ike.


“You're a dead man, Preacher,” Ike said.


Tower smiled. “A lot tougher around your daddy.”


Tower stood, walked past the men, and stepped out
onto the hotel’s boardwalk. The Daniels horses were all tied to the right of
the hotel. Tower counted one extra horse, knowing that it was for him.


He heard boots sounding on the wood planks behind
him.


And then he saw Bird.


She was coming from the saloon with a bottle in her
hand, walking directly toward the hotel.


“Perfect timing,” Tower heard the old man say. “Spread
out.”


Out of the corner of his eye, Tower saw Ike and the
other Daniels men take positions on either side of the old man.


“So, you are a drunk,” Daniels shouted at
Bird.


Tower knew Bird had already seen them, that she had
just wanted to get closer. He was still getting to know her, but he could read
body language. He had done a lot of that in his past, before he hung up his
own guns in favor of the Bible.


Bird looked up and acted as if she hadn’t seen the
men standing there, waiting for her.


She smiled, but Tower saw through it. Still, she
was a beautiful woman, and he marveled at her ability to use it to her
advantage. He could practically feel the men around him relax.


She put the bottle down next to her feet. She
pointed at it.


“Don’t go anywhere,” she said.


One of Daniels’s hired hands laughed.


“Mind telling me what you’re doing with Preacher
Tower there, sir?” Bird said. “Maybe going to confession?”


“Oh, we’re going to confession, all right,” Daniels
said. He clapped his hand on Tower’s shoulder. “But he’ll be the one admitting
his wrongdoing.”


“Afraid I can’t let that happen,” Bird said. “It is
my job to get this man to San Francisco. Unharmed. Sort of a religious mission.”


“I’m afraid you’ll just have to live with being a
failure,” Daniels countered. “Seems like you’re used to it already.”


Bird smiled again. “You seem upset, Mr. Daniels. Are
you bothered that this here preacher slapped around your son in the same way
your son slaps around young girls?”


“You bitch!” Ike Daniels shouted.


“Bird,” Tower said.


“Hell, he couldn’t even do that by himself,” she
continued. “He needed help. That’s probably why you brought extra men for this
job, because you can’t count on that useless, pathetic son of yours.”


Garrett and Ike Daniels roared in anger and went
for their guns.


Tower watched Bird and saw her hands blur with a
speed that shocked even him. Flames erupted from her guns as she fired so fast
the gunshots merged into one continuous sound, like rolling thunder.


Tower shouldered his way into Garrett Daniels,
knocked the old man off balance, and wrenched the rifle from his hands.


He shot a quick look at the street as a bullet
kicked up dirt near Bird’s feet and another one shattered the whiskey bottle.


Tower brought the rifle to his shoulder and glanced
down the line.


All of the men were down, including Ike Daniels,
who was now missing half of his head.


The only sign of movement was from Garrett Daniels,
who had struggled back to his feet after Tower knocked him down. Blood seeped
through the old man’s shirt and vest.


Daniels swayed as he tried to draw the pistol from
its holster. He got to his feet and faced Bird.


“Put that gun down, you drunken bitch,” Daniels gasped.
A long string of blood dangled from his lips.


Bird stood still, both guns now trained on Daniels.


The old man’s hand shook as he tried to clear
leather with his pistol.


“She’ll kill you,” Tower said to Daniels. “Drop
your gun. Do it now. You don’t have to die.”


The old man took a quick breath and tried to cock
his gun.


Bird promptly shot him in the head.


The old man staggered, then fell face-first into the
street.


Bird looked at Tower, then down at the broken
bottle and the big wet patch where the whiskey had spilled.


“Now that was totally unnecessary,” she said. “Who
would shoot such innocent whiskey?”









Sixteen



Bird awoke in the morning, a gun in her hand, two
bottles of whiskey on the table next to her, one empty, one full.


The second had been courtesy of a happy townsperson
who appeared extraordinarily joyful that the town’s de facto ruler was dead.


She cracked open the new bottle of whiskey, poured
two fingers’ worth into a glass, and drank it down. Then she crossed the room
and dipped a toe into the bathtub, which had been filled for her free of charge
by the hotel’s manager. The water was still warm.


Bird sighed. She felt dirty, but not from killing
the Daniels men.


It was the name.


Toby Raines.


The man who had set her on the course for what she
had now become.


She lifted her head and looked into the mirror. She
saw the same woman who’d grown used to the killing lifestyle, now with a few
more corpses to her credit.


Bird stepped back and took off her nightclothes.


She glanced at the door, made sure it was locked,
then stood naked before the mirror.


Bird Hitchcock then did something most people
thought she was totally incapable of doing.


She cried.


And as the tears streamed down her face, they ran
along her beautifully defined chin, down her strong neck, toward her chest.


Where they stopped.


Because they ran into the raised ridges of
something that had been carved into her chest years before by a man named Toby
Raines.


A pentagram.









Episode Two








Seventeen



The
fire was a small one, placed near the base of a scrub oak whose branches served
to break up what little smoke the tiny burning twigs created.


Bird
Hitchcock and Mike Tower were in a narrow hollow, protected from gusty winds
and hidden from the view of any riders. They were on opposite sides of the
fire, their saddles and saddle blankets serving as their beds for the night.


The
horses were staked not far from the fire, munching on a thick swath of buffalo
grass.


Bird
leaned back against her saddle. She loosened her shoulders and felt the gentle
ache of a long day’s ride catch up with her.


They
had ridden two days with only one dry camp to break up the monotony. Now,
confident there were no Indians nearby, she and Mike Tower had agreed that a
humble fire, only big enough to heat up some coffee and fry a bit of bacon,
would not put them in any danger. 


“Time
for a drink,” Bird said. She slid the bottle from her saddlebag and eyed the
amount of whiskey that remained. Rationing alcohol had never been her strong
suit, but there was nothing Bird hated more than being completely without
whiskey, so she kept the desire to binge in check.


“It’s
not holy water. It’s better,” she said and held out the bottle toward Mike
Tower.


He
was stretched out next to the fire, his head on his bedroll, his legs crossed
at the ankles. He was a big man with long legs, narrow hips, and broad
shoulders.


Too
bad, Bird thought. All
that man, going to waste.


“No,
thank you,” he said.


She
shook her head and drank from the bottle. It smoked through her mouth, the
liquor cutting a swath of fire through a day’s worth of trail dust.


Bird
felt the muscles in her body relax as the alcohol worked its way through her
system.


She
knew they were only a half day’s ride from their next stop, Prosperity, Kansas.


“Well,
Preacher, you surely are a bundle of fun,” she pointed out to Tower.


“Thank
you kindly,” he said without looking at her. His hat was slid forward over his
face.


Bird
took another drink from the whiskey bottle. This is going nowhere, she
thought.


Somewhere
beyond the hills to the east, she heard a coyote howl. The night air was still;
the heat of the day had departed, leaving crisp coolness in its place.


It
was a new experience for Bird. A man seemingly not interested in her. Well, he
was a preacher, after all. But Bird had known some religious men who hadn’t let
their proselytizing get in the way of their fornicating.


“Don’t
mean to insult you, but I think there’s something unnatural about your line of
work,” she said. “A man has urges.”


“A
desire to help people? That’s unnatural?” Tower said.


Bird
took a drink of her whiskey. She was building a nice warm fire in her belly.


“For
most men I’ve known, the answer is yes.”


“What
about being a gunfighter? Does that seem natural to you?” Tower said.


“Absolutely,”
Bird said. “The most natural thing in the world.”


“How’s
that?” 


Bird
almost answered. She thought about her youth, being shuttled to different
homes, different families. The home on the edge of the frontier where she’d
hunted and become the provider of meat for the household while her foster
parents drank themselves into oblivion. And then her encounter with Toby Raines
that changed everything. 


“So
what’s the plan in Prosperity?” she said. She raised the whiskey bottle and
took three long gulps. Bird wanted the fire in her belly to consume her, to
reach her head with its soothing ability to shut off thought and memory.


“See
who needs help, I guess,” Tower said. “Remind them to treat others the way they
would want to be treated.”


“And
does it work?” Bird said. 


“Sometimes,”
Tower answered. He slid the brim of his hat back so he could glance at Bird. “I
can help them see a better way, but it’s up to them. Most folks have good
inside them, but they don’t want to admit it. It’s buried deep.”


He
peeked out from beneath his hat. She saw his face was blank, but she easily
detected the trace of curiosity mixed with amusement in the tone of his voice.


“Sounds
like a wagon full of shit to me,” she said.









Eighteen



They
hit the city of Prosperity just past noon. Tower hesitated to think of it as a
city, but it was more than a town. 


He
was hungry and a little tired. One thing you could say about Bird Hitchcock, as
slight as she was, she could snore up a storm. Especially when she hit the
bottle like she did last night. Tower knew why. They were close enough to town
that she could restock her supply. But it wasn’t just the snoring. Sometimes
Bird had nightmares, and as much as Tower wanted to know, he never asked her
about them.


None
of his business. And if she ever did decide to talk to him, which seemed highly
unlikely, that would be her decision. 


A
small herd of cattle had just been driven down the main street into the
stockyards at the edge of town, and Tower could smell the animals, rough and
ragged from their long trek up from Texas.


“Meet
you at the hotel later,” Bird said, and Tower watched her ride directly to the
first saloon on the street.


He
nodded, then slowed his horse to a walk, scanning the storefronts ahead for the
general store. They were running short on some basic supplies: salt, flour, and
bacon.


In
addition to a place to stock up on things they needed for the trail, the
general store was the lifeblood of a city this size, and Tower wanted to meet
with its owner to see about setting up a service.


Tower
passed by the usual establishments: barber, blacksmith shop, dentist. There was
even a billiards club.


Finally,
Tower spotted a storefront with a sign reading Larkin’s Dry Goods.


There
was a calico dress in the front window. For a moment, he pictured Bird wearing
it and laughed out loud. The absurdity of it! The day Bird Hitchcock wore a
dress was the same day the world would end.


Tower
tied his horse to the hitching post and went inside the store.


“Howdy,”
the clerk said. He was a pink-faced man with a crisp white shirt and bright-red
suspenders.


“Hello,”
Tower answered.


“Help
you?” the clerk said.


“Name’s
Tower. I’m here to pick up a few goods and see about setting up a service.”


“Good
to meet you, Mr. Tower. Name’s Burt Larkin. I own the place, and we’d love to
have a meetin’ here,” he said. “We’re building a church, even have a pile of
lumber, but don’t have a regular preacher just yet.”


“I’d
be obliged if you’d help me get the word out,” Tower said.


The
door opened behind Tower, and he glanced back. A woman with a shawl and a small
black purse over her wrist entered. Tower nodded to her.


“Be
happy to, Mr. Tower,” Larkin said.


Tower
turned from the woman and glanced at the shelves.


“Appreciate
it,” he said. “I’ll be gathering my supplies — ”


The
first blow caused Tower to duck, thinking a can of beans had fallen from a
shelf.


He
turned, and the woman who’d entered the store was in front of him, her face filled
with rage.


“Bastard!”
she shouted. She raked the side of Tower’s face with her nails, and he stepped
back.


“Stop!”
Larkin shouted.


The
woman’s face was a mask of fury, and she swung at Tower with both hands, great
slaps that windmilled at Tower, who had backed against the shelves and offered
no resistance.


Larkin
got between them.


“Stop
it! He’s a preacher!”


Tower
watched as the woman’s hand entered the shopkeeper’s apron and emerged with a
small derringer. The barrel swung his way, and he ducked as the shot thundered
in the small room.


Tower
smelled gunpowder as Larkin and the woman struggled over the derringer.


And
then he heard the click of a gun being cocked.


Instead
of a shot, he heard a voice.


One
he recognized.


“I’ve
never killed a lady,” Bird Hitchcock said. Tower looked up and saw Bird
standing behind the crazed woman with her .45 planted against his assailant’s
temple.


“I’d
hate to start now.”









Nineteen



They
were in Mike Tower’s hotel room. He sat on the bed, and Bird tossed him a hand
towel soaked in whiskey. 


“Wipe
this on those cuts,” she said. “Damn waste of good whiskey, though.”


She
sat in a wing chair covered with flowery upholstery. The hotel was fancier than
she would have liked, and more expensive than Tower cared for, but it was the
only one with rooms available.


Bird
poured whiskey into a glass that was sitting on the table next to a washbasin. She
curled her fingers around the glass and looked at Tower.


“What
in the good goddamned hell was that all about?” she said, then drank from the
glass.


Tower
stood, walked to the mirror hanging above the washbasin, and wiped at the
scratches on his face. Bird thought he looked uncomfortable with the question
and found it interesting that he was avoiding the answer.


“I
don’t know,” he finally said.


“Well,
do you know the woman?” she said.


“I
don’t believe so.”


“Then
you need to practice making a better first impression on people,” Bird said.
“What did you do, skip ahead of her in line at the store?”


Tower
hung the whiskey-soaked towel on a peg next to the table with the
washbasin. Before he could answer Bird’s question, there was a knock on the
door.


“Maybe
she’s back to finish the job,” Bird said. She polished off the rest of the
whiskey in her glass, set it back on the table, and went to the door. She put
her right hand on the butt of her gun and opened the door with her left.


“Afternoon,
ma’am,” a man said. He was older, with white hair and a neatly trimmed white
beard. Bright-blue eyes glanced at Bird, then found Tower. 


Bird
noticed the gold star pinned to the man’s brown leather vest.


“Afternoon,
Sheriff,” Bird said. She looked over the man’s shoulder and saw no one else. She
opened the door wider and gestured for the man to come in. “Want a drink?” she
said.


“Howdy,”
the man said to both Bird and Tower. “I don’t believe I’ll take you up on that
drink, ma’am. My name’s Wayne. Wayne Ectors. I’m the sheriff of Prosperity.”


“And
you’re doin’ a damn fine job,” Bird said, refilling her glass. “Except for the
crazy woman at the general store. Hope you’ve got her under lock and key by
now.”


“Bird,”
Tower said. “She was just mistaken about who I am.”


“Yeah,
about that incident — it’s the reason for my visit here,” Ectors said. “Seems what
happened has got some of the menfolk in town a bit riled up.”


“As
I understand it,” Bird said, “she attacked him, not the other way around. Why
aren’t the men upset with her?”


Ectors
took off his hat and nervously fiddled with it.


“Well,
she claims the preacher here raped her,” Ectors said. His blue eyes studied
Tower for a reaction.


“That
is the most ridiculous goddamn thing I’ve ever heard,” Bird said. “We just got
into town an hour ago. How could he possibly have done this to her? Doesn’t
that seem a bit ridiculous?”


The
sheriff put his hat back on, as if he needed something to do. “Well, Ms. Arliss
claims it didn’t happen today. More like a couple of years ago.”


Tower
stood, walked to the window, and looked out over the town’s main street.


“She’s
not telling the truth, Sheriff,” Tower said. “I’ve never seen her before in my
life.”


“Where
did she say this happened?” Bird interjected.


“Down
in Texas.”


Tower
shook his head. “Impossible.”


“So
are you here to arrest Mr. Tower, or are you just being sociable?” Bird said. 


The
sheriff shook his head. “No, no. Not at all. Just wanted to let you know that
some of the men in town are a bit upset over this news. They don’t think the
woman has any reason to make up this whole story, so they’re not sure what to
do. They wanted me to come and arrest you, but I can’t do that without any more
evidence.”


Bird
swirled the whiskey in her glass. She had a fairly good idea what the answer
would be, but she decided to ask the question anyway.


“So
you want us to leave town?”


Ectors
was clearly uncomfortable with what he was going to say next. Bird almost
enjoyed watching him struggle with it.


“No,
truth is, I’d like you to stay in town until I can get some more information
from Ms. Arliss, seein’ as how she’s pretty upset.”


Bird
nodded. “We won’t leave town, Sheriff.”


“And
I wanted to warn you about the men.”


Bird
smiled.


“Don’t
worry about us, Mr. Ectors. I find most men can be handled quite easily.”









Twenty



Alone
in his room, Mike Tower took off his boots, hung his shirt over the back of the
chair, and put a Bible on the bed.


He
stacked the two pillows against the headboard and stretched out on the bed, his
right hand on top of the book. It was his prized possession, dog-eared and with
a binding that wasn’t going to last more than another year or two. It had seen
him through some dark times, and it looked like it would have to help him get
through yet another.


Soon,
his eyes were closed as the weariness of the ride, the shock of the woman’s
attack, and the fear that hadn’t stopped blossoming in his stomach combined to
overtake him.


He
drifted into a half sleep, and images stuttered through his tired mind.


The
smoke of a battlefield. Gunshots. Dead men and the suffering that came after.


Tower’s
hand twitched at the memories: the feel of a gun in his hand; the drugs from
the army surgeons who’d patched him up coursing through his veins; the hard,
desperate faces of men who had tried to kill him.


Outside
his hotel window, someone cracked a whip and a horse snorted, followed by the
wooden creaking of a wagon as it sprang to life.


Tower
opened his eyes.


The
emptiness of the hotel room soothed him. He thought of his own congregation
that was waiting for him in San Francisco, once he completed this circuit ride.


He
thought of the absence of his guns, how they had once been so familiar and
comforting to him.


The
world before him was one he now met without fear and without a desire to shoot
first. He had been a hard man before he’d discovered a spiritual side to him
that he never would have believed existed. Once he discovered a different way
to live, he had embraced it and never looked back.


Still,
the attack in the general store troubled him. The woman’s face had been
consumed with hatred. Try as he might, he could not place her anywhere in his
past. 


Correct
that, he thought. 


He
couldn’t place her anywhere definitely in his past. Had her face seemed
familiar? Something tugged at the corner of his memory but then let go, and,
try as he might, he couldn’t get it back.


Like
many men who’d fought in the War between the States, great patches of time were
lost. Whether it was psychological scars from battle or chaos that had consumed
so many men like him afterward, he didn’t know.


Especially
for Mike Tower, considering what he had done during that war. There had been a
time after the war, too, before his spiritual awakening, in which some very
dark things had occurred. Things he’d buried as deeply as he could.


Still,
the past is never really over. Echoes reverberate for years, even generations
afterward. He knew that.


He
picked up the Bible and placed it on his chest. 


The
line from the book of Isaiah came to his mind: “Let the wicked forsake his
way…”


Mike
Tower knew he had not done the horrible thing the Arliss woman was accusing him
of doing.


Yet
the thought that crossed like a dark shadow across his soul provided him no
comfort.


He
had done other terrible things.









Twenty-One



Located
directly across the street from the hotel, the Day’s End Saloon made itself an
easy choice for Bird Hitchcock.


She
left Mike Tower to his own devices, crossed the street, and entered the bar. The
reaction was one she was used to: heads raised to see the new man entering the
bar, then a double take when they realized she was a woman, followed by
silence.


It
all happened as expected.


The
last part of the entrance routine, however, was when the bar’s patrons glanced
down and saw her two guns, each fastened securely to a thigh with a rawhide
strip. They were serious guns, in a serious rig.


Rarely
did any comments about a woman coming into a saloon for a drink reach her ears.
They clearly knew she wasn’t a prostitute, and no one was about to ask. 


Bird
went to the end of the bar, where the bartender was polishing glasses. He was a
stout man with a neatly pressed shirt and a huge handlebar mustache.


He
glanced up at her.


“Beer
and a whiskey,” she said. “Leave the bottle.”


She
watched him pour the whiskey into a shot glass and set the bottle on the bar. Then
he pulled a mug out from beneath the beer tap, filled it, and placed it in
front of her. Bird plunked down a few coins.


“To
your health,” she said to no one in particular, then raised the whiskey and
downed it. 


Drinking
in town was so much better than on the open trail. Mainly because the fear of
running out of whiskey was gone. She’d had to carefully ration her liquor,
riding with Mike Tower, but now, judging by the rows of whiskey bottles and the
big mug of beer in front of her, it appeared there was enough in stock to
satisfy her thirst. For today.


She
poured another shot of whiskey from the bottle and glanced around the room.


It
was a long, narrow space, with the bar on one side and a row of tables and
chairs on the other. The walls were empty, save for one advertising poster
purporting the benefits of Dr. William Foggerty’s World-Famous Stomach Bitters.


Half
of the tables were occupied with small groups of men, and the last table was
directly to Bird’s right. There was no one behind her, which was the way she
liked it.


Two
men stood, glanced back at her, and left the bar.


It
was a reaction she was used to. Some ignorant individuals refused to drink in a
saloon with a woman if the woman in question wasn’t there to sell her sexual
services.


Bird
drank half of her beer, and the cold liquid tasted wonderful. She was hungry,
but the beer would fill her up until she was ready to eat. Or perhaps her
entire dinner would be in liquid form.


She
was in the process of filling her third shot when three men walked into the bar
and headed directly for her. Bird shifted slightly to her right so, if she had
to draw her gun, the bar wouldn’t be in the way. The shot of whiskey was in her
left hand; her right hung casually by her side.


“You
the woman who rode in with the preacher?” the first man said. 


The
muted conversations taking place at the various tables now stopped as nearly
all heads turned toward the end of the bar.


Bird
held his gaze and downed her shot of whiskey without taking her eyes from him. He
was tall with a thin, cruel mouth. He had a pistol stuck in his waistband and a
double-barrel shotgun in his left hand. 


“Never
interrupt a lady when she’s drinking,” Bird said. She refilled her shot glass
with whiskey. “Any sonofabitch knows that.”


“I’ll
keep that in mind,” the man said. “But right now I don’t see a lady, just a
drunken saddle tramp who rides with an outlaw disguised as a preacher.”


The
bartender glided to the end of the bar.


“Matthew,
I don’t want any trouble here,” he said to the man.


“About
time you paid attention to one of your customers getting harassed,” Bird said
to the bartender. “I believe you should pour me another beer on the house.” She
nudged the empty beer mug toward him.


“Don’t
ignore me,” the man who the bartender had referred to as Matthew said. “I got a
message for your scum of a partner.”


The
bartender set a fresh beer in front of Bird.


“He’s
going to hang for what he did,” the man said. “The men of Prosperity won’t
stand for some stranger molesting their women. And if you’re not careful,
you’ll be hanging right next to him.”


Bird
smiled at him. “I suggest you let me enjoy my complimentary beverage here,” she
said, raising the mug in a mock toast with her left hand. “Or I’ll shove that shotgun
so far up your ass your balls will get caught in the trigger guard.”


She
drank from her beer and let her right hand rest on the butt of her pistol.


“Matthew,”
the bartender said. “This isn’t the time or the place.” He looked from Matthew
to Bird, licking his top lip, where a bead of sweat had broken out.


The
man called Matthew looked down at her tied-down gun and then back up at her.


“Who
the hell are you?” he said.


“I
am a woman who loves her whiskey, and right now, you are interfering with a highly
romantic interlude.”


The
man turned on his heel and stormed out of the saloon.


She
shrugged her shoulders and drank the rest of her beer. It was her favorite
kind.


Free.









Twenty-Two



Tower
got directions to the town’s doctor from the desk clerk. He stepped out of the
hotel’s front door onto the boardwalk and felt the afternoon’s sun on his face.
He absentmindedly touched the scratches on his cheek and neck.


He
turned left and walked along the boardwalk until he reached the end of the
street; then he crossed over and walked behind a leather goods store.


The
doctor’s office was a single-story house with a weathered front porch and a
rocking chair sitting empty next to the front door.


Tower
walked up the steps and knocked on the door.


It
opened to reveal a woman with dark hair shot through with gray, wearing a light-blue
dress and a world-weary expression.


“Yes?”
she said.


“Good
day, ma’am,” Mike Tower said. “The clerk over at the hotel said you had a
severely injured man here.”


The
woman appraised him, then shook her head.


“He
passed away an hour ago,” she said. “He’s with God and the undertaker now.” She
smoothed down the front of her apron. “I’m afraid I’ve never seen anything like
what was done to poor Mr. Smitty. I thought I’d seen it all.”


Tower
considered asking for more details but decided against it.


“I’ll
go see if the undertaker needs help with the final proceedings. Thank you.”


She
nodded and shut the door.


Tower
walked back the way he’d come, past the hotel, to the other end of town. The undertaker’s
shed was next to the livery, and since the door was open, Tower stepped inside.
A bald man with enormous forearms and hands was stacking wood. He glanced up.


“Help
you?” he said.


“My
name is Mike Tower, and I understand a man passed away earlier today. I was
checking to see if you need any help with the proceedings.”


The
man shook his head. “No, all taken care of. You might want to send a prayer up
to God for the young man, though. Those Indians tortured the hell out of him
before bashing his head in. Animals.”


The
bald man looked Tower up and down, his gaze hardening. “Speaking of which, I heard
about you,” he said.


Tower
nodded. “Figured you might have.”


He
walked out of the undertaker’s shed and into the street, where a small group of
men had gathered. They were heavily armed. One of them, a tall man with a
shotgun and an angry, pinched face, spoke for the others.


“There’s
the rapist right there,” he said.


Before
anyone else could speak, Sheriff Ectors stepped forward through the group.


“Afraid
you’re under arrest, Preacher,” he said. “For the rape of Susan Arliss.”









Twenty-Three



Bird
leaned against the doorframe and gazed upon Mike Tower, confined in his cell. It
was a tiny jail with just the one cell, and on the other side of the door was
the office of Sheriff Ectors.


“I
can’t leave you alone for one minute, can I?” she said, shaking her head. “I
bet when you pictured this situation, you had me on the other side of the
bars.”


Tower
looked at her. She could see he was calm, even slightly amused by her words.


 “Usually
once a year I try to do a good deed,” Bird said. “Getting you out of here ought
to do it.”


Tower
stood and came to the front of the cell.


“Yes,
I don’t think this is what Father Johnstone had in mind when he sent me out. Preachers
are supposed to save people, not the other way around.”


“Look
on the bright side,” Bird said. “This isn’t too bad of a jail. I’ve been in a
lot worse.”


Tower
nodded.


“I
didn’t rape Susan Arliss,” he said.


Bird
rolled her eyes. “Jesus Christ, I know that. You think I don’t know how to read
a man? If you were a rapist, you’d have a bullet hole in your head and be
buried back along the trail somewhere.”


“That’s
comforting,” Tower said.


“You’re
not evil,” Bird said. “Boring as hell, yes. But evil? No.”


Tower
put his hands around the bars of his cell. “Now what?” he said, as much to
himself as to Bird.


Before
Bird could answer, the sheriff spoke from the outer office.


“Visitin’
time is over, folks,” he said.


“I’ll
poke around, see what I can find out,” Bird said to Tower. “Try not to cause
any more trouble while I’m gone.”


She
left him there, then walked into the main room, where the sheriff stood leaning
against the edge of his desk. His arms were folded across his chest.


“Don’t
know I’ve ever seen anything quite like this,” he said. “A preacher accused of
rape, and the crime happened some time ago.”


“So
what are you going to do about it?” Bird responded. “I assume you’re getting
plenty of pressure from the menfolk around town.”


“I
put a request into the territorial marshal of Texas, where the original crime
happened — ”


“Supposedly
happened,” Bird interjected.


“I’m
waiting to hear back from them.”


“So
what can you tell me about this Susan Arliss?” Bird said.


The
sheriff shrugged his shoulders. “Not much to tell. She and her husband bought a
place out near Rifle Creek a couple months back, and she’s only been into town
a few times.” He cocked his head at Bird. “Why are you asking?”


“Just
like to know more about the woman who says the innocent man sitting in your
jail did something horrible to her way back when. Ordinarily, I would tend to
believe her. But I don’t think Mike Tower has it in him to do such a thing.”


“I
don’t need you out there stirring up trouble,” Sheriff Ectors said. “There’s
already plenty of that going on right now.”


Bird
smiled at him. “Wouldn’t want a little thing called the truth to get in the way
of that now, would we?”









Twenty-Four



Happiness
was a bottle in the saddlebag, Bird thought. A full bottle.


She
stopped on the first rise outside of town, pulled out the bottle, popped the
cork, and took a long drink. 


Rifle
Creek was northwest of town, a few miles over slightly hilly terrain. Bird set
the Appaloosa at a slow trot and headed in that direction.


Her
thoughts turned to Mike Tower.


For
the most part, she was openly skeptical of all men, for good reason. Most of
the men she’d known in her life had tried to hurt her in one way or another.


But
there was something different about Mike Tower. Because, in reality, she had no
reason to believe him. Maybe he really did rape that woman. However, Bird had
survived as long as she had by being able to read other people, mostly men. And
there was something about Mike Tower, his foolish notions of religion aside,
that spoke to Bird’s intuition.


She
believed him.


The
curve of water presented itself over the next rise. Bird stopped and let her
horse drink. The current was swift even though the creek was merely a few yards
wide. 


When
the Appaloosa lifted her head and waited, Bird nudged the horse forward. They
climbed several ridges; the grass was dry but thick. Swaths of purple clover occasionally
interrupted the broad expanses of green and light brown.


According
to Larkin, the dry goods store owner, Susan Arliss and her husband lived on a
spread less than a mile from the creek’s first big bend. Bird passed the bend
and within minutes had spotted a flash of white set back from the creek on a
raised shelf of land.


Bird
slowed the Appaloosa to a walk and approached the camp. She had been expecting
a house, perhaps a sod house or at least a hastily built home of fresh lumber;
after all, she’d heard that the couple had only arrived a few months earlier.


However,
there was no house. No corral. What Bird found was a ring of rocks to
make a campfire, and a tent structure that was falling down, with a few stray
patches of canvas cloth fluttering in the wind.


There
was no sign of any people.


What
a terrible spot for a camp,
Bird thought. The wind ripped along the creek, and its inertia carried it directly
to the camp, where there were no trees to serve as a windbreak. The slope
behind the shelf of land also most likely poured rainwater down toward the
creek. 


There
was no recent sign of tracks.


Bird
pulled the whiskey bottle out and took another drink, leaning on the saddle’s
pommel as she considered her options.


She
slipped the bottle back into its saddlebag and walked the Appaloosa toward the
creek. 


Something
seemed odd. 


There
was no way two people who were setting up a ranch would live in this tent in
this place for this long.


The
wind gusted and the horse shifted as Bird decided to walk along the creek,
headed north. Perhaps there were more buildings ahead, or this was just an
outpost and not the actual homestead of the Arliss clan.


The
Appaloosa snorted and sidestepped quickly away from the creek. Bird had her gun
in her hand as she surveyed the grassy prairie surrounding them.


Nothing.


So
what had spooked the big horse?


Bird
slid from the saddle and approached the creek. Maybe there was a coyote patrolling
the area, although there hadn’t been many animal tracks near the campfire.


She
got to the creek, where the surface of the water reflected rays from the late
afternoon sun.


There
was a flash of white in the water. As Bird peered closer into the creek, she
saw a face looking back at her.


For
a brief moment, she wondered if it was her own reflection, but then came
recognition.


Susan
Arliss.









Twenty-Five



Mike
Tower was able to smell his new cell mate before he could see him.


Sheriff
Ectors’s voice growled from the next room, “One step at a time, partner. Straight
ahead.”


A
man with dirt on his face and straw in his hair stumbled through the doorway
into the cell area. His pants were covered with dirt, as was the front of his
shirt.


He
reeked of whiskey and cow shit.


“Sorry
about this, Preacher, but I’ve got a cowboy too full of whiskey to behave. He
needs to get some sleep before he’s ready to face society again.”


Tower
didn’t say anything as Ectors opened the cell door and prodded the cowboy onto
the other cot in the cell. The man collapsed flat on his back and immediately
started snoring.


“I
brought over some supper for you,” Ectors said to Tower. He went back out into
the front office, then reappeared with a plate full of beans and one biscuit. “If
you breathe real deep, you might be able to get a little bit drunk off of the
whiskey fumes from your new neighbor,” Ectors said.


Tower
had no appetite whatsoever, but he ate the food on the plate with a mechanical
efficiency. He had learned the lesson in war well: eat when you can, sleep when
you can, because you never know when either will be in short supply.


He
set the empty plate outside the cell door and lay back on his cot. His fellow
cell mate had stopped snoring, and Ectors had left the office.


There
was silence except for the occasional shout from the street or the sound of a
horse braying.


Tower
wondered what Bird was doing. 


Of
all the places he could have imagined, the jail in the town of Prosperity,
Kansas, was the last place he would have expected ending up.


He
wondered if there was a way to contact Father Johnstone back in Saint Louis. What
would he say? I’ve been arrested, send help?


No,
that wouldn’t do.


He
wasn’t about to drag the church into this situation. Tower knew he hadn’t raped
the woman, but there was a chance he knew her.


But
where?


When?


He
closed his eyes and scrolled through the memories, as hazy as they were, trying
to picture the face of Susan Arliss. He imagined her with shorter hair and
longer hair. Heavier and thinner.


The
food in his stomach must have made him sleepy, because soon he felt himself
drift off.


He
dreamed he was back in Missouri somewhere. In his dream, he had been arrested. And
they must have tied his hands, because he couldn’t move them. They weren’t just
arresting him, Tower realized in the dream.


He
was being executed.


Because
they had put something around his neck. It must have been a noose, because it
was getting tighter and tighter and he couldn’t move his hands.


And
then, suddenly, Tower was awake.


His
eyes snapped open to see his cell mate on top of him, straddling him, with his
knees pinning his hands to the cot and his hands around Tower’s throat, choking
him.


Tower
bucked, but the man held on.


Tower
lunged forward, head butting the man. He heard the crunch of cartilage and
figured he’d broken the man’s nose. But the man still held on.


Light
exploded across Tower’s vision, and he knew he was perilously close to passing
out.


He
twisted beneath the man’s weight and managed to free his left hand.


He
corkscrewed his upper body as best he could and clubbed his left fist against
the man’s temple.


His
assailant’s grip on Tower’s throat loosened, and he felt a rush of air as he
inhaled.


The
oxygen boosted him, and he bucked one more time, this time knocking the man off
of him and onto the floor.


Tower
pushed off from his cot and threw himself at the man. He crashed into him as
the man struggled to get to his feet. Tower swung from the hip and smashed a
fist into the man’s mouth. Teeth sprayed onto the stone floor.


The
man weaved in front of Tower and threw a wide, looping left. Tower easily
stepped inside it and gave the man a shot to the body that doubled the man
over, then an uppercut that snapped the man’s head back. When he straightened,
Tower threw a short left hook that connected solidly with the man’s jaw.


Tower
heard bone grind and saw the man’s eyes roll back into his head.


He
fell backward, his head smacking the edge of the steel cot frame with a
sickening snap.


The
man landed on the stone floor, his eyes wide and unmoving.


Tower
drew his breath, still ragged from the shock of the attack and the experience
of nearly being choked to death.


As
he stood, looking down on the man, who was a total stranger to him, only one
question came to Tower’s mind.


What
is happening?









Twenty-Six



The
situation was instantly clear to Bird. The very woman who had accused the man
she was riding with of a heinous crime was now dead, and she, Bird, had
discovered the body.


People
might not believe that Bird found her this way. Instead, they might jump to the
conclusion that she’d killed her in order to solve the problem.


The
best plan of action for Bird was to get the hell out of this place.


Because
if the same group of men who wanted to get their hands on Mike Tower showed up,
they would have some very definite ideas on what to do with Bird.


“Well,
shit,” she said.


Bird
looked down at the woman in the creek.


Susan
Arliss had been a beautiful woman, but someone’s bad intentions had clearly not
been swayed by the woman’s looks.


Bird
looked back at the Appaloosa. It had moved away from the creek and was now tucking
into a thick stand of grass. She scanned the horizon and saw no one
approaching.


She
had time.


Bird
stepped into the creek, wrapped her hands around the woman’s arm, and pulled
the body from the creek. The water was ice-cold, and Bird nearly lost her grip
on the woman. She managed to get Susan Arliss’s upper body from the creek, but
someone had tied large river rocks to the woman’s feet and lower back to pin
her underwater.


But
Bird didn’t need to see the woman’s feet.


Bird
pulled the bowie knife from the sheath on her belt, reached down, and cut the
front of the woman’s dress open. She looked at the woman’s smooth white skin
and the top of her breasts.


There
was no pentagram.


Bird
rolled the woman onto her side and used the knife to cut away the back of the
woman’s dress. The woman’s back was smooth and without any marks.


Bird
had no idea if Toby Raines was in the area, but she had been close to finding
him in Green Spring. And if he was continuing west knowing that Bird was behind
him and hot on his trail, it was more than possible he would have come this
way.


If
he had killed Susan Arliss, he hadn’t left his mark.


And
Bird knew firsthand how important it was for him to do so. How much sick enjoyment
he got from it.


Bird
pushed the woman back into the creek rather than leave her out for the coyotes.
Her body would be safer in the water. It was an unpleasant thing to do, but
Bird couldn’t afford to tell Sheriff Ectors what she’d found. Bird would have
to wait until she had better information and a better idea of how to free Mike
Tower.


She
walked over to the Appaloosa and swung up into the saddle, then turned the
horse back toward Prosperity.


She
didn’t know what had gone on between this woman and Mike Tower.


And
now, only Mike Tower would ever know.









Twenty-Seven



The
man was dead.


Tower
had not heard him breathe, so he had checked his pulse and found none.


He
made the sign of the cross.


Tower
sat on his cot and prayed. He prayed for the man’s soul, and for his own, and
he asked God to forgive him for what he’d done.


Moments
later, Tower heard the door to the sheriff’s office open and the sound of boots
on the floor. He heard Ectors sit down in his wooden chair behind his desk.


“Sheriff,
you might want to come in here,” Tower said.


He
heard the older man get to his feet, and, moments later, the sheriff appeared
in the doorway to the cell. He glanced down at the man on the floor.


“What
the hell?” he said.


“He’s
dead,” Tower said.


Ectors
drew his gun and pointed it at Tower.


“Stay
right there,” he said.


Tower
looked around him. Where exactly was he going to go?


The
sheriff drew a pair of cuffs from his belt and passed them through the bars to
Tower.


“Put
one on your wrist and the other on that ring in back.”


Tower
glanced behind him. There was a black iron ring bolted into the wall. He went
to the back of the cell and locked one cuff on his wrist and the other on the
ring. The cuffs snapped into place.


Ectors
slipped his pistol back into his holster, unlocked the cell door, and knelt by
the dead man.


“What
happened?” he said, his voice disgusted.


“He
attacked me, tried to choke me,” Tower explained. “One minute, he was on his
cot and I was on mine. The next thing I knew, he was on top of me, trying to
choke the life out of me. I punched him, and when he fell, he cracked his head
on the edge of the cot and snapped his neck. He was probably dead before he hit
the floor.”


Ectors
stood.


“This
is bad,” he said.


“Who
is he?” Tower asked.


“Don’t
know. Never seen him around town before. Probably a cowboy from one of the
herds bein’ held outside town.”


“What
are you going to do?” 


“Don’t
know,” Ectors said.


He
sighed and looked at Tower.


“For
a preacher, you sure cause a lot of trouble,” he finally said.









Twenty-Eight



Dusk
arrived with Bird as she walked her Appaloosa down Prosperity’s main street.


A
few folks were out on the sidewalk, finishing their affairs for the day,
picking up the last order of yarn from the dry goods store, leaving the saloon,
or just arriving at the saloon for the evening’s festivities.


A
few drops of rain tapped on the brim of Bird’s Stetson. She nudged her horse
forward toward the jail.


Bird
noticed a figure standing in front of the sheriff’s office.


It
was Ectors.


“Visiting
hours are over,” he said. 


She
stopped the Appaloosa. The rain had begun to pick up, and the early evening sky
was growing darker by the minute.


“When
do they open up again?” she said.


Ectors
shook his head. “Not sure they’re going to, unless you’re his attorney. That
boy seems to make a lot of trouble, doesn’t he?”


Bird
sensed something different in Ectors’s voice.


“What
happened?” she said.


“’Fraid
I’m not at liberty to discuss the situation right now, ma’am. Feel free to
check back in the morning, when I’ve had a little time to think on it.”


Bird
recognized a standoff when she saw one.


She
nodded. She had a brief thought that the law most likely required her to report
a crime. She knew about the dead woman in the creek, but there was something
about the way the sheriff was looking at her that erased any desire to share
the information with him.


“I
never did get your name,” the sheriff said.


Bird
sighed because she knew what would happen.


“Bird,”
she said.


Ectors
raised his eyebrows at her.


“Bird
Hitchcock?” he said.


“Yes,
indeed.”


“Well,
I’ll be damned. I thought you were dead,” Ectors said.


“I
think quite a few folks would prefer that to be true, but so far I’ve managed
to disappoint them.”


“Huh,
Bird Hitchcock and a preacher? How’d that come about?”


“The
church doesn’t send out circuit riders without protection, especially seeing as
how they don’t carry guns. So that man you have in there is my responsibility.”


“Well,
I can tell you, that man doesn’t need protecting. If anything, looks like
people need protection from him.”


Bird
tried one more time. “Still not going to tell me what’s going on?” she said.


“Give
me the night to think on it,” Ectors said.


She
tugged on the Appaloosa’s reins.


“I’ll
be in the saloon if you change your mind.”










Twenty-Nine



The
Day’s End was packed, but crowds always had a way of parting for Bird
Hitchcock, even when the assembled mass didn’t know who she was.


Maybe
it was the way she didn’t pause when she entered, but walked purposefully to
the bar and ordered a whiskey.


She
held up a finger after the bartender poured her first shot, which she tossed
down, then nodded for him to hit the refill.


“Just
leave the bottle,” she said, having savored the whiskey as the fumes warmed
her. She put her money on the bar and said to the bartender, “What’s the
occasion here?”


“Big
doings tomorrow,” he said. “The last of the herds will be in, and we have a
little Prosperity celebration. Have some singers and dancers from back east who
put on a big show for the cowboys.”


“And
take most of their money in the process, I’m sure,” she said.


“Hey,
they’re grown men — they know what they’re doing,” he said.


“I’ve
known plenty of grown men who have no idea what they’re doing,” she said.


The
bartender chuckled. “I suppose you’re right, ma’am.”


He
threw a small towel over his shoulder and walked to the other end of the bar. Bird
turned and looked out at the crowded saloon. A lot of cowboys, fresh from their
baths and shaves, fire in their eyes from long days and months on the trail,
ready to make it all worth it, have their fun before they headed back to their
homes in Texas or Louisiana or wherever they were from.


She
felt the eyes of some of the men on her and knew she was always an odd
attraction in a saloon. A woman, but not that kind of woman.


A
lot of the men didn’t care for having a nonworking woman in the saloon; others
seemed to enjoy the sight. Most just ignored her.


She
preferred the ones who ignored her.


When
the young cowboy with a shock of bright-red hair approached her, she instantly
knew he was not in the group that would ignore her.


“Hey,
did you ride in with that preacher?” he said. “The one locked up over in the
jail?”


Bird
shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know anything about a preacher in jail. Who would
come up with such a strange idea?”


The
cowpuncher looked confused for a moment.


“Oh,”
he said. “I was hoping to find out if it’s true.”


“If
what’s true?” Bird said.


“That
he raped a woman and then killed some drunk cowboy who’d been thrown into the cell
with him.”









Thirty



Ectors
had seen to the removal of the dead man. Now, he pulled up a wooden stool
outside Mike Tower’s cell, placed his hands on his knees, and leveled his
gaze at him.


“I
think it’s time for you to tell me just what is going on,” he said.


Tower
shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t explain something I don’t understand.”


“So
within one twenty-four-hour period one woman accuses you of rape and a man
tries to kill you. You don’t find that a bit odd?”


Tower
took a deep breath. “I find it a lot more than odd. Shocking. Frightening. But
most of all, confusing. I’ve never seen that woman before in my life, and I
have no idea who that man was who attacked me.”


“Why
do I think you’re not on the level, son?” Ectors said.


“I
don’t know why you don’t believe me. I’m telling the truth.”


Ectors
sighed. “It’s not that I think you’re lying — I just don’t think you’re being
completely honest. Like there’s more to the story. I can tell you one thing,
you don’t look like a preacher.”


“What’s
that supposed to mean?”


“I’m
just sayin’,” the sheriff said, spreading his hands wide. “Most preachers I’ve
met are either real old men or men who make a living through their talking. You
ain’t old, and you don’t talk much. I think you are, or were, a man who was
used to letting his actions speak for him. And you surely proved that
recently.”


Tower
stood.


“You
know and I know that not a single person on this earth can get through very
long without making some enemies,” Tower said. “I’m sure I’ve made my fair
share. But I can tell you I never laid a finger on that woman, and I don’t
believe I’ve ever met that man who just attacked me. Yes, I fought back, but I
didn’t mean to kill him.”


He
could tell the sheriff more, a lot more, about his past, but he figured that
wouldn’t help matters. Besides, practically every man in the West had been in
the War between the States and probably done some things they weren’t very
proud of. But this was neither the time nor the place to start talking about
what he’d done. Besides, he didn’t think all of this had anything to do with
his past. It was about something else, but what, he wasn’t sure.


Sheriff
Ectors got to his feet and picked up the stool with one hand.


“Well,
Preacher, I don’t know what to make of you. I believe that you believe
you’re telling the truth. What the truth actually is or may be, well, hopefully
we’ll find out. In the meantime, it’s my job to keep you safe in here, and
that’s what I intend to do.”


He
walked out, shut the door to the cell area, and threw the bolt.


The
sound echoed through Mike Tower’s cell.









Thirty-One



“I’m
sorry,” Bird said. “I must not have heard you correctly. Who killed their cell mate?”


The
young cowboy smiled at Bird. “A damn preacher, can you believe it?” He started
laughing. “Some of the boys are talking about stringing the bastard up. What
the hell? He rapes a woman and kills a guy with his bare hands? And he claims
to be a preacher?”


Bird
poured herself another shot of whiskey. She raised the bottle to the cowboy. He
nodded and held out his glass. She poured him one, set the bottle down, and
sipped from her glass.


“You
never know about people, do you?” she said.


“Hell
no. You never know about a town, neither,” he said. “Prosperity was supposed to
be a quiet down, now we got a mad preacher killing people!”


“Don’t
forget about Smitty,” the bartender said. Bird turned to the man, who was
wiping down the bar with enthusiasm.


“Who’s
Smitty?” Bird said.


“Nicest
young man you’d ever want to meet. Left work at the bank one night, no one ever
saw him again until they found him a half mile from town. Someone sliced him
up, looked like the work of the Kiowa, and then smashed his face in. You could
barely recognize him, from what I hear. But until this week, Prosperity’s been
a mighty quiet town. In fact, people joked we should have named it Serenity, it
was so quiet. Glad we didn’t. We’d look like fools.”


The
young cowboy threw down the rest of his drink and looked back at a group of
other cowboys leaving the saloon.


“Thank
you for the drink, ma’am.” He hesitated. “Ma’am, may I ask you a question?”


Bird
raised an eyebrow at him.


“Well,
you don’t look like a…workin’ lady, if you know what I mean.”


“You
sure know how to flatter a lady,” Bird said.


The
cowboy suddenly looked flustered. “No, I meant it as a compliment.”


“I
know,” Bird said. “What’s on your mind?”


“Well,
if you ain’t a workin’ lady, then who are you and why are you drinking in a
saloon?”


Before
she could answer, the saloon doors swung open and two men walked in with a
swagger and a collection of tied-down guns that immediately put Bird on edge.


“Listen,
you’re a good-looking youngster,” Bird said. “And ordinarily I might consider
taking you back to my hotel room and turning you into a man. I’m sure it
wouldn’t take but a minute or two.” Bird winked at him. “But not tonight. Take
your free shot of whiskey and vamoose.”


The
cowboy took Bird’s advice, and she leaned back against the bar, watching the
two men who’d entered as they commandeered a table at the back of the room. One
of them looked terribly familiar to Bird, but she couldn’t place him. A bottle
of whiskey arrived at the newcomers’ table and the men drank quickly, with
little talk or wasted motion.


Bird
noted the way they sat at their table, one gun always free of obstruction so
they could draw and shoot from a sitting position.


It’s
how she always sat.


So
a couple of hard cases in town. She knew they weren’t cowboys. Or gamblers. And
from the dust on their clothes, they’d ridden a long way.


Bird
downed another shot of whiskey. She let her eyes roam over the others in the
saloon. Every single man in the place seemed natural to her, except those two.


Well,
she wasn’t going to learn anything more here tonight, she thought. She threw
another coin on the bar, showed the bottle she’d be taking with her, and left
the saloon.


She
went back to the hotel, thinking about Mike Tower in jail.


And
how to go about getting him out.


Fast.









Thirty-Two



It
was a long night. Not the longest in Mike Tower’s life, but it ranked up there
with the best of them. There was no quiet. Just shouts. Music. Pistol shots. Drunk
cowboys stumbling down the street.


It
never ended.


He
closed his eyes from time to time, willing himself to get some rest, knowing
that he would have to be ready to face whatever the next day might bring. He
didn’t know what that would be: a lynch mob, an attorney, a pardon, or a bullet
to the head by someone consumed with a maladjusted sense of justice.


His
eyes briefly closed in the early morning, just as the sun was coming up.


It
was a typical sleep pattern for him — brief and usually consisting of one of
two nightmares.


This
time, it was the one from the war.


It
was the same dream, like always.


He
was behind enemy lines, posing as a Confederate soldier, spying on them for the
Union. He had infiltrated a Virginia regiment and managed to sneak across and
leave a message for his Union counterpart.


In
the dream, he had left a slip of paper detailing how the Confederate soldiers
planned to approach the battle, the number of wounded, how much artillery was
still operational, and how much ammunition and fighting spirit still existed.


It
wasn’t until he was riding back, across a narrow river into a thick stand of
woods where the regiment was hiding, that he began to fear something had gone
wrong.


As
he walked his horse back into the camp, he noticed the sentries were missing. The
bedrolls were empty. The officers’ tents were open, revealing empty chairs and
tables, no one sleeping in their bunks.


He
rode into the middle of the camp.


And
then the soldiers began to appear.


From
out of the woods, they emerged like ghosts. Men with soot-blackened faces,
bandages seeping blood, eye patches covering empty sockets.


They
walked slowly toward him.


They
knew.


The
rope came from behind him, caught him around the neck, and he was pulled from
his horse.


They
began to beat him until one officer approached, his long sword shining in the
moonlight.


They
held him down and the officer lined the edge of his blade along Tower’s neck Then
he raised his hand and the blade whistled through the steamy night air — 


A
cannon boomed.


The
officer froze.


A
cannon boomed again and the scene evaporated. Tower opened his eyes; the sight
of the jail cell’s ceiling brought him back to reality.


A
hammer began beating at the jail’s front door.


This
wasn’t a dream.


They
were coming for him.


To
kill him.









Thirty-Three



She
knew.


Her
eyes snapped open at the sound of the cannon fire, and she reached out, grabbed
the whiskey bottle from the table next to the bed, pulled the cork, and took a
long drink.


She
knew.


One
day, maybe she would stop drinking the whiskey. Firewater, as the Indians
called it. But there was something about it for her. Yes, it calmed the demons,
the rage she felt for the man who had done things to her no man should ever do
to a young woman, a girl really.


But
the whiskey worked.


Even
when her head was clouded and she could barely walk, nights when she fell face-first
into a pillow or a bedroll or sometimes even the floor.


She
knew, and the reason she knew came down to one simple thing: the tent out by
the river.


There
was no ranch. No farm. No sod house where Susan Arliss and her husband were
making a go of it.


That
was a lie.


And
if she wasn’t really a farmer, then who was she? And why had she lied about what
she was doing in Prosperity? Larkin, the store owner, had said he hadn’t met
the husband, just Susan Arliss.


After
that trip to Rifle Creek, it started to fall into place.


Bird
got to her feet, splashed water on her face, rinsed her mouth out, then took
another drink of whiskey. 


She
strapped on both guns, thumbed more shells into the loops on her belt that were
missing cartridges, and grabbed her Winchester rifle, which was leaning against
the wall by the door.


Bird
hurried downstairs, wishing she had time to down a cup of coffee with a little
extra something tossed in for good measure, but there wasn’t time.


The
big celebration was about to begin, along with another event the town of
Prosperity hadn’t planned on.


She
walked down to the jail, where a group of men had clustered near the front
door. She could see Sheriff Ectors standing in the doorway, talking to the
group.


When
he saw her, his face immediately became rigid. He held up his hands.


“Bird,
we don’t want any trouble,” he said.


The
group of men turned as one. Bird immediately picked out the leader, the tall,
thin man with the cruel mouth. He had on a bright-red shirt and a black leather
vest. His face was sweaty, and Bird recognized the signs of a long night of
drinking. She’d seen that same sick and exhausted look in the mirror many, many
times.


“Bird
Hitchcock?” the leader said. “Shit, I don’t believe it.”


Without
breaking stride, Bird walked right up to him, drew her pistol, and whipped the
barrel into the side of his head, a brutal crush of metal applied directly to
the man’s temple.


He
folded to the ground like a sack of flour that had fallen off the back of a
wagon.


“I
haven’t had my coffee yet, fellas. That means I am especially unpleasant. Right
now, the quicker I shoot every one of you stupid sonofabitches, the sooner I
can get in there and have Ectors’s coffee. You decide.”


Two
men reached down and picked up the red-shirted leader as the rest of the men
scattered.


Ectors
looked at Bird.


“One
coffee, coming up,” he said.









Thirty-Four



“You
really expect me to believe someone is planning on robbing the Bank of
Prosperity?” Ectors said. “You need to explain it to me all over again, because
I’m having trouble understanding why you think that.”


They
were standing outside Tower’s cell. Bird thought he looked like cow shit.


“I
went out to question Susan Arliss,” Bird said. She’d had a quick shot of
coffee, along with some of Ectors’s cheap whiskey, but it hadn’t done the
trick. She was short on patience.


“Everyone
said she was new in town and that she and her husband, who no one had ever met,
were starting a farm out near Rifle Creek. Well, I went out there, and there
was no farm. No ranch. No sign of even any attempt at a farm or ranch. What I
did find, however, was Susan Arliss. She’d been killed.”


“What?”
Ectors shouted. He started pacing. “This is horrible!”


“Shut
the hell up, Sheriff. I thought lawmen were supposed to stay calm.”


She
looked at Tower, who hadn’t said a word and was just waiting for her to
continue.


She
pointed to Tower. “Look at Tower, Ectors. That’s how you should act.”


Ectors
slowed his pacing.


“But
it wasn’t just that she’d been killed,” Bird continued. “They’d put her body in
the creek. Now, why did they do that? I asked myself that question. Only one
reason to do that: to delay people finding the body. So why? Why did it matter
when she was found?”


Ectors
and Tower looked at her.


“Then
I find out that a man named Smitty, who worked at the bank, had just been found
dead after being tortured. This, all just before Prosperity’s biggest town
event — payday for the cowboys as the last of the herds gets shipped off. And I
bet that bank is full of the cattle buyers’ cash, just waiting to be paid out.”


“I
see where you’re going with this, but you have to have more,” Tower said.


Bird
nodded.


“Two
men were at the saloon last night. Real hard cases, gunfighters. I didn’t
recognize him at first, but one of them is a man named Luke Dryer.”


She
saw Tower involuntarily flinch at the name.


“He
used to be a gun for hire, but then he started robbing trains and banks,” Bird
said. “He was one of the men.” She looked at Tower. “You know him?”


Tower
sighed. “I do. I knew him during the war,” he said.


A
shot sounded outside from the street. Ectors flinched; neither Bird nor Tower
did.


“Now,
I can’t explain why the woman attacked our preacher or why some cowboy tried to
come in and finish the job, but I can tell you that Susan Arliss was here
working, probably with Dryer’s gang,” Bird said. “Here’s how I figure it: They
set up camp outside of town, far away enough that people won’t stumble across
them, and they sent her into town for supplies. She probably told them about
her run-in with Tower and they killed her. After all, she’d been their cover
and now did nothing but draw attention to them.”


Ectors
looked at Bird, then at Tower, then back to Bird. Suddenly, it looked like he’d
made a decision. He went to the rack of Winchesters and pulled one down.


“Now,
I heard there’s a big, fancy show from back east with singers and dancers to
end this Prosperity celebration,” Bird said to the sheriff. “What time does
that start?”


Ectors
glanced at the clock.


“They’re
doing it right now,” he said.


“Where
are your deputies?”


“I
gave them the morning off. They’re probably at the show, too,” he said.


Bird
pointed at Tower. “Let him out and give him a gun. I think he knows how to use
one.”


“No,”
Ectors said. “He killed a man last night.”


“Well,
those men are going to rob, maybe even kill, some of your innocent townspeople
if you don’t stop them. Right now, it’s just you. I’ll help you, but only if
you let him help, too,” she said.


Ectors
rammed cartridges into the rifle’s magazine, then threw the keys to Bird. She
unlocked the cell, and Tower walked out.


He
went to the gun rack and selected a Winchester. He grabbed a handful of cartridges.


“Let’s
go,” he said.









Thirty-Five



To
Mike Tower, it was always interesting to note the difference between a gunshot
fired in celebration and a gunshot meant to inflict great damage on a human
being. Common sense said that you shouldn’t be able to tell the difference, but
Tower felt that he always instinctively could.


They
were within spitting distance of the Bank of Prosperity when the first such
gunshot rang out. The celebration was going on two blocks down the main street,
on a hastily built stage where a band was playing, and no one paid much
attention to the gunfire.


Ectors,
Bird, and Tower fanned out across from the bank’s front entrance.


They
didn’t have to wait long.


The
first man out carried nothing but a shotgun. Tower guessed he would be
gathering the horses for a quick getaway.


The
man stumbled to a stop when he saw the three of them, Bird with her two guns
tied down, Ectors and Tower each with a Winchester.


The
look of confused panic on the man’s face was almost comical, but Tower wasn’t
laughing.


Before
the man could make his decision, two more men sauntered out of the bank, each
with white cloth bags in his hands.


When
they saw the situation, they dropped the bags.


Tower
looked at the man in the middle. He recognized him. It was Luke Dryer. Dryer
looked back at Tower. 


“She
was right. That bitch was right — it really is you,” he said. His face became
red with rage. “You sonofabitch.” He went for his gun.


Tower
brought his rifle to bear, but he couldn’t fire.


Instead,
a volley of gunfire sounded to his left, and he knew Bird had unleashed. Dryer
and the man who’d come out for the horses were down.


Ectors
stumbled back, and Tower took aim against the last robber standing, adjusting
the sight of the rifle to the man’s knee. He fired and the man’s leg blew
apart.


He
fell to the ground.


Tower
saw Bird walk toward the men, both pistols in her hands, smoke curling from
their barrels.


Tower
hurried to Ectors, who was holding his right arm. Blood was seeping out through
his fingers.


Tower
helped him to his feet.


Faces
emerged from the bank as Bird took the last man’s gun from him and checked the
other two.


“Those
two are dead,” Bird said, pointing at Dryer and the first man out of the bank. 


She
kicked the third man, who was holding his leg where Tower had shot him.


“Unfortunately,
this one will live.”


Ectors
walked forward and looked up at the bank tellers now out on the boardwalk,
picking up the bags of money.


“Is
anyone in there hurt?” he asked.


A
man with bright-green suspenders shook his head. “Just scared,” he said.


Bird
glanced up at the man.


“Hey,
there weren’t any dancers, but you still saw a damned good show.”









Thirty-Six



They
left Prosperity behind them.


Ectors
had called off the territorial marshal once he’d confirmed that Susan Arliss
was part of Luke Dryer’s gang, as was the man who had attacked Tower in his
cell.


“So
you’re telling me you were a spy during the war and there was a bounty on your
head?”


“I’m
afraid so,” Tower said. “One that quite a few men who fought for the
Confederacy would still like to collect. Men like Luke Dryer. Seems they have a
special hatred, and long memories, for soldiers like me.”


Bird
let out a low whistle.


“Got
any other surprises for me, Mr. Tower?” she said.


He
nudged his horse forward and spoke over his shoulder.


“I
just might.”










Episode Three









Thirty-Seven



The
horse stood in a meadow, surrounded by lush grass and wildflowers, eating
without regard to the bloody body strapped to its back.


Bird
Hitchcock and Mike Tower sat atop the crest of a hill, looking down into the wide
valley nestled below.


“Could
be a trap,” Bird said. She’d heard of people lured into thinking someone needed
help only to find themselves surrounded by Indians on the warpath. Their last
mistake.


“Could
be,” Tower said.


They
waited and watched the horse. It occasionally flicked its tail at pesky flies
drawn to its passenger.


The
horse wandered slowly, eating as it went, only occasionally glancing up at the
two riders gazing down upon it from their vantage point on the hill.


“I’ll
circle around, see if we’ve got any watchers,” Bird said. She nudged her
Appaloosa to the south, gave a wide berth to the grazing horse, and scouted the
only areas not visible from her earlier perspective, including a grove of
cottonwood trees.


She
saw no one and nothing. She signaled to Tower, then walked her horse down the
slope.


Across
the meadow, she saw Tower move down from the hill.


As
Bird drew closer, the nervous horse pivoted and raised its head. With nostrils
flared, the horse switched its tail, and Bird could tell the beast was deciding
whether to stand its ground or take off in a panicky run.


She
brought the Appaloosa to a stop and studied the animal. Bird saw blood streaked
all over the horse’s side and neck; it even looked like some had splashed back
onto the horse’s haunches. 


Bird
could see that the person strapped to the horse’s back was a man and that he’d
been stripped of most of his clothes. Great ragged gashes had been ripped into
the man’s back. Chunks of flesh caked with dried blood lay in long furrows along
his arms and shoulders.


Bird
also recognized something different about the person. The face was a bloody
mess, puffed and distorted with cuts and bruises. But oddly enough, the head
was completely shaved, save for a patch of hair pulled back and fashioned into
a long braid.


Chinese, she thought.


Bird
watched as Tower cautiously approached the horse, slid off his own mount, and
talked softly as he walked up and gently grabbed the animal’s reins.


Bird
glanced behind them and scanned the horizon line. Even if it wasn’t an ambush,
whoever had done this couldn’t be too far away, judging by the freshness of the
blood. 


Bird
climbed down from her horse and stood next to Tower. They both studied the dead
man on the horse’s back.


The
man’s throat had been slit from ear to ear.


“That
blood is fresh,” Bird said. “He hasn’t been dead long.”


She
noted how the man’s legs had been tied to the stirrups and the hands tied to
the saddle’s pommel so he couldn’t fall off.


“A
couple of hours at the most,” Tower said.


“And
whoever killed him, they sure were thorough,” she said. “Looks like he was
whipped, beaten, and stabbed.”


Tower
looked down the meadow, toward the direction they had been heading ever since
they crossed the Colorado line an hour or so ago.


“Think
he came from Twin Buttes?” Tower said, naming the town toward which they’d been
heading.


Bird
nodded. “Most likely. We’re only a couple of hours away.” She weighed their
options. “It won’t do to try to bring him along, though. Best we bury him here.”


Tower
nodded. Bird held the horse while Tower cut the man’s bindings free. He slid
from the horse and toppled to the ground.


They
looked closely at the man’s body. It had been a gruesome death. 


“I
highly doubt this was done by one person,” he said. 


“I’d
say this Chinaman was unpopular with a whole group of folks,” Bird said. “The
kind with whips, clubs, and knives.”


They
buried him there, in the meadow, and Tower said the appropriate prayers while
Bird sat on her horse and toasted the dead man. Tower fashioned a rough cross
and pounded it into the ground.


“Hope
you’re in a nice Chinese heaven,” Bird said, hoisting a bottle of whiskey and
drinking deeply.


She
thought about it. “Do the Chinese believe in heaven?” she asked Tower.


He
shrugged his shoulders. “Virtually every culture believes in some sort of
afterlife. They might not call it heaven, though.”


“If
I did believe in heaven, I’d picture it as a saloon with a never-ending supply
of free whiskey,” Bird said. “But I don’t.”


Tower
didn’t respond. Instead, he tied the reins of the Chinaman’s horse to the
pommel of his own saddle, and they set off for Twin Buttes.









Thirty-Eight



The
town was on fire.


Twin
Buttes, Colorado, sat in a breathtaking location, built into the crevice
between the two towering, majestic peaks for which the community had been named.


But
now a shadow of smoke hung over the town, with an acrid stench filling the
air. Shouts and gunshots echoed, overlaid with the sounds of screams and glass
breaking.


Mike
Tower and Bird Hitchcock entered the town from the south, leading the third
horse behind them.


“I’m
guessing our victim back in the meadow was involved in whatever we’re going to
find up ahead,” Bird said.


“Sounds
like he might not be the only one,” Tower said.


They
had tracked the horse carrying the dead man back to Twin Buttes, a relatively
simple process as the man had bled out for most of the journey.


They
passed the various storefronts along the street, with faces peeking out and
doors slamming shut, as if the town were under siege.


A
crowd had gathered at the end of the street, and as Bird and Tower drew closer,
she was able to see over the heads of the mob and get a glimpse of what they
were all looking at.


A
makeshift gallows had been constructed, and two Chinese men hung from their
necks. No hoods had been placed over their heads, so Bird was able to see quite
clearly they were dead. The dead men’s necks were stretched and grossly
distorted, the bodies twisting in the wind.


A
second group of men stood nearby holding half-broken pieces of lumber like
clubs, watching as another Chinese man was beaten in the middle of the
street.


Tower
kicked his horse forward and rode quickly to the aid of the man.


“Stop!”
he called out.


Bird
watched as Tower got between the crowd of men and the defenseless man on the
ground, whose face was covered with blood.


A
beefy man with a pistol sporting a long barrel raised the gun toward Tower.


“Mister,
I suggest you mind your own goddamn business,” the man said. “I don’t care if
you’re a preacher or not, these Chinamen deserve what they’re getting.”


“That’s
why we have a court of law,” Tower said. He stood over the beaten man, pushing
the attackers away.


The
beefy man pulled the hammer of his revolver back. Tower didn’t move.


Instead,
Bird rode forward and put herself between Tower and the man.


“If
you die trying to kill a preacher, you’ll be going straight to hell.” She let
go of her horse’s reins and rested her hand on the butt of her gun. “How soon
do you want to get there?” 









Thirty-Nine



Tower
looked at the people surrounding him. After he had chased away the attackers,
Tower and Bird had spotted a friendly face waving them toward an open doorway. They
had dragged the man inside, and now he was being tended to by an elderly
Chinese woman.


The
room was dimly lit, and Tower was initially overwhelmed by the strange scents. It
was the odor of many people living close together, but also of exotic scents
and something both sweet smelling and darkly pungent.


Tower
had heard of opium dens and that they were favored by the Chinese. In fact,
opium was known as hop, and in nearly every western town with a Chinese
population Tower had been to, the section where they lived was known as
Hop Alley.


But
the structure he was in appeared to be more for daily living, with perhaps as
many as three families sharing the building.


Tower
looked at Bird.


“Are
they still out there?” he said.


Bird
opened the door a crack and peeked outside.


“There
are still a few milling about, but I think they’ve had their fun,” she said.


Tower
turned to the terrified people in the room. Some of them sat on cots lined up
against the wall, but most stood. A pot was boiling on a woodstove.


“Does
anyone here speak English?” Tower said.


The
group put their heads together and spoke to each other in their peculiar,
singsongy language.


Finally,
one young man stepped forward.


“I
speak, sir,” he said, his voice halting.


“What
happened?”


He
bowed his head. 


“They
say justice,” he said.


“Justice?
For who?”


The
young man seemed unable to answer.


Tower
pointed back outside, toward the temporary gallows. 


“Those
men, why were they hung?”


“White
men say they guilty.”


“Guilty
of what?”


The
young man shuffled his feet. He looked over at an older man, who nodded his head.


“They
say the Chinese kill a white woman.”









Forty



Once
she felt confident there would be no attack on the Chinese and Tower, Bird went
looking for the sheriff.


She
found the sheriff’s office, but the door was locked, and after taking a look
through the front window, she saw that the place was empty.


She
walked past the gallows, where the dead men were still hanging, and spotted an
old man sitting on a chair outside the general store. 


She
approached him and said, “Where might I find the sheriff?”


The
old man looked at Bird with a raised eyebrow, taking in her guns. 


“The
cemetery. He died about a month ago. Keeled over right here on the street. Not
from a bullet but too much bacon and eggs!” The old man guffawed at his own
joke.


“So
who’s in charge?” Bird said.


“We
all kind of voted Chuck Adamson to be head of the town until we get it figured
out,” the old man said. He leaned over and spit out a long stream of tobacco
juice. “Chuck is head of the fire department, but we don’t have any fire
equipment just yet, so he’s got time on his hands. They’re all over at the
saloon right now,” he said.


“The
saloon?” Bird said. “That’s perfect.”


The
saloon was easy to spot—it was packed with people drinking beer and celebrating
the quenching of their bloodlust. Bird had seen mobs before; she understood how
they worked. In a few days, when the dust had settled, a few might look back
and feel differently about how they had behaved. But right now, they were
literally drunk with power and self-righteousness.


Bird
made her way to the bar and ordered herself a whiskey.


“Chuck
Adamson around?” she asked the bartender.


The
bartender pointed over to a table around which sat at least ten men. The man at
the head of the table was bald, with narrow shoulders and a weak chin.


Bird
had a hard time imagining him in charge of a penny, let alone an entire town.


She
approached the table and conversation stopped. Every man turned to face her.


“You
Adamson?” she said to the weak-chinned man.


“Yes,
ma’am,” he said. “And who might you be?”


“Bird
Hitchcock.”


A
little murmur went through the rest of the saloon.


“Well,
welcome to Twin Buttes, Miss Hitchcock. What can I do for you?” Adamson said.


“Stringing
up these Chinamen, is this something you folks do every week? Or was this a
special occasion?”


A
few people scoffed, and Bird felt the tension in the room kick up a notch.


Adamson
looked around, and when he realized no one else was going to answer on his
behalf, he said, “No, ma’am, this is what you would call an isolated incident.”


“Them
damned heathens got what they deserved for what they done to that poor girl!”
one of the men exclaimed.


Adamson
nodded. “It did get a little out of hand, but we got everything under control.”


“What
exactly did they do?” Bird said. She set her empty glass on the table and
refilled it from the whiskey bottle sitting in the middle of the table.


“They
killed a sweet little angel of a girl named Sadie Bell,” a man to Bird’s right
said. “Somehow they got her down into Hop Alley and had their way with her.”


“Bastards!”
another man shouted out.


Adamson
shook his head.


“No,
they didn’t just kill her,” he said. “They carved her up.”
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The
Sagebrush Boardinghouse was on the outskirts of town, in the shadow of one of
the buttes.


It
was a three-story structure, unusual in a town that small, with a wide front
porch upon which several rocking chairs were spread out along its length.


The
boardinghouse was run by a woman named Sally Perkins, and, according to de
facto sheriff Chuck Adamson, Perkins was the woman who had rented a room to the
now-deceased Sadie Bell. Bird had gotten the information, then tracked down
Tower and suggested they find out more about Sadie Bell.


Perkins
met them at the front door. A man wearing bib overalls sat on the rocking chair
nearest the door. He had a pipe in his mouth, and smoke curled up and hung
there, trapped against the beadboard ceiling.


“Ma’am,
my name is Mike Tower, and this is Bird Hitchcock. We’d like to ask you a
couple of questions about Sadie Bell,” Tower said.


The
woman looked from Tower to Bird and back again before she said, “Yes, please
come in.” 


They
entered a foyer with a wide staircase featuring a thick mahogany banister. The
stairs wound around the corner at the top, where Bird saw another foyer or
landing with a large window with leaded glass.


To
the right of the foyer was a formal dining room.


To
the left, a great room with a huge fireplace, a long couch with magenta
upholstery, and several deep leather chairs in a semicircle around the
fireplace.


There
was a grand piano and several oil paintings.


To
Bird’s eye, it was one of the finest boardinghouses she’d ever seen. And she’d
seen more than her share of them.


“Would
you like a cup of coffee while we talk?” Mrs. Perkins said.


“Yes,
please,” Tower said.


“Yes,
and if you could rustle up a shot of rye to thicken mine up, that would be
wonderful,” Bird said.


A
brief look of disapproval crossed the woman’s face, but she recovered. “Of
course,” she said.


Tower
looked at Bird and shook his head.


She
shrugged her shoulders.


The
woman returned, gave them their coffee, and motioned for them to sit on the
couch. She took one of the deep leather chairs.


“So
how can I help you?” she said.


“What
can you tell us about Sadie Bell?” Tower asked.


The
woman shook her head. “So sad.” She brought out a small handkerchief and wiped
at the corner of her eye.


Bird
watched the woman, trying to gauge if the emotion was real. It seemed genuine.


“Sadie
was a naive, innocent, and wonderful girl. She originally came to Twin Buttes
to be a teacher, but the little school was already staffed, so she worked as a
nanny for Mr. and Mrs. Whitcomb. Do you know of the Whitcombs?”


“No,
ma’am,” Tower said.


“Well,
William Whitcomb is the whole reason Twin Buttes exists,” Mrs. Perkins said,
with no small amount of pride. The woman was practically beaming at the mention
of William Whitcomb. “He discovered silver here, years ago, and built this
whole operation. He owns three-quarters of everything here, and the rest pay
rent to him.”


“Does
he own this place?” Bird asked.


“He
owns a small part of it. I own the majority. We’re partners.”


Tower
wondered how much Mrs. Perkins had to pay her “partner” to remain the only
boardinghouse in Twin Buttes.


“So
do you have any idea of how Sadie Bell ended up in Hop Alley?” Tower said.


Perkins
shook her head. “Knowing Sadie, she was probably trying to help someone. And
look at where it got her. Those heathens are good for nothing but doing laundry
and smoking opium.”


Tower
offered no comment.


“Anything
else you can tell us, Mrs. Perkins?” Bird said. She drank down the rest of her
coffee. She could barely taste the rye. Mrs. Perkins had a very light hand when
it came to fortifying coffee, apparently.


“No,
I’m afraid not. But they already found the Chinamen who did this, am I
correct?”


“I
believe they found the men they think are responsible,” Tower said evenly.


“You
don’t sound convinced,” Perkins said. 


“I
just want to make sure no one else gets hurt.” 


They
got to their feet, and Perkins opened the door for them.


“I
hope you can help,” she said. “Twin Buttes is a fine, fine town.”
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The
weak coffee and even weaker rye, along with Mrs. Perkins’s strange affection
for William Whitcomb, all combined to leave a bad taste in Bird’s mouth.


They
left the boardinghouse and were walking back into town when a man stepped out
of the barbershop and directly into their path.


Bird
recognized the pipe. It was the same man who’d been sitting on the porch at the
boardinghouse.


“Get
your questions answered?” he growled at Bird and Tower. He shot a furtive
glance up and down the street.


“We
had a nice talk with Mrs. Perkins,” Tower said diplomatically.


“Why
the hell are you asking?” Bird said. “And why’d you wait for us to leave and
ambush us here instead of asking back at the boardinghouse?”


“I
like my privacy,” he said, looking around.


“The
privacy of an open street?” Bird said, the sarcasm obvious.


“Let’s
just say Mrs. Perkins wouldn’t tell you, but something was wrong with Sadie
before all of this happened,” the man said. “She spent a lot of time crying in
her room. Her appearance was strange. Sadie was always neat as a button, but
lately she hadn’t dressed well, and her hair was messy. Something was wrong
with the girl.”


“Any
idea what that might have been?” Tower said.


Instead
of answering, the man tipped his hat.


“Have
a nice day, folks,” he said, then turned and headed back up the street.


Bird
watched the man walk away, then turned to Tower.


“I
need to see the girl’s body,” she said.


Tower
glanced back down the street. “I suppose you’re right,” he said. 


“I’m
always right,” Bird said. “Sooner you figure that out, the easier your life
will be.” 


Bird
brushed past him, crossed the street, and walked down the boardwalk toward the
undertaker’s shop, which was just past the blacksmith.


She
heard Tower behind her, following.


Bird
didn’t bother knocking, just opened the door and went inside.


A
young man was planing a pair of long boards. He had on a thick wool shirt, the
sleeves rolled up. Sawdust covered his forearms, and some was even stuck in his
eyebrows.


He
stopped the planer and straightened at the sight of Bird.


“Ma’am?”
he said.


“I
want to see Sadie Bell,” she said.


The
young man took out a handkerchief and wiped the sweat and most of the sawdust
from his face.


“Afraid
I can’t do that, ma’am, unless you’re family…?” he said. He looked toward
Tower, who had stepped in behind Bird.


“I’ve
been asked to bless the body,” Tower said, not exactly a lie.


The
young man was uncertain. “Well, I’m not sure I’m supposed to allow that. You
see, my father—”


“Your
father isn’t here. We are,” Bird said. She tried to keep the edge out of her
voice but was failing. “And I need to see her body.”


“Please,”
Tower said. “It won’t take a minute or two.”


The
young man set the planer down, went to the back of the room, opened a door, and
gestured for them to follow.


Sadie
Bell was laid out on a long wooden bench, with a white sheet over her body.


“I
would prefer it if you didn’t tell anyone I let you back here,” he said.


“I
need to see her chest,” Bird said.


“You
don’t want to do that, ma’am,” the young man said, his face going visibly pale
with the words. “It’s not pretty.”


“I
can handle it,” Bird said. “Do you want to take off the sheet, or do you want
me to?”


The
young man didn’t answer; instead, he went to the table and pulled the sheet
away from the body.


Bird
took the briefest of glances at the young woman’s face. 


Pretty, she thought.


And
then she looked at the girl’s chest.


At
the pentagram carved into her flesh.









Forty-Three



“It’s
some kind of Chinese symbol,” the young man said. “At least, that’s what most
of the men around here were saying.”


Tower
and Bird stared at the jagged design ripped into the woman’s body, and then
Tower pulled the sheet back over the body.


“No,
it’s not,” he said. “That’s got nothing to do with the Chinese.”


Bird
abruptly turned on her heel and walked out of the undertaker’s. She felt the
heat of her anger singe her cheeks. She ground her teeth until her jaw hurt.


She
headed straight for the nearest saloon, got a bottle of whiskey from the
bartender, and took a seat at the table farthest in back, with her back against
the wall.


Tower
entered the saloon moments later and walked to her table. He looked at her, an
odd expression on his face, then went back to the bar, ordered a beer, came
back, pulled out a chair, and sat down across from her. He sipped from his beer.


Bird
threw down two shots of whiskey in quick succession and caught Tower looking at
her.


“I
get the idea you know more than you’re telling me,” he said.


She
looked up at him, the way his face was so open. Almost like he cared
about her. For a brief moment, she had the urge to talk about things she had
never talked about with another human being. But that door closed quickly, with
a resounding thud.


“I
don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. “Some sick bastard is slicing
up women.” She took another shot of whiskey. Felt the warm buzz start to
sprinkle its way across her forehead.


“The
same one who killed Nancy Hockings back in Green Springs,” Tower said. “He’s
heading west, too.” He sipped from his beer and got a little foam on his upper
lip, which he wiped away with his thumb.


Bird
nodded. “He is. And we’re going to catch up with him sooner than later. I
promise you that.”


Tower
must have heard something in her voice. Because he looked hard into her eyes.


“What?”
she said.


“If
you know something, you should tell me, especially if it will help us catch
this man.”


She
slammed her whiskey glass down. She absolutely hated it when men tried to force
her to do anything. But most of all, she hated it when they tried to get her to
talk.


“Goddamn
it!” she said, her voice loud and ragged. “I told you I don’t know anything
else.” Her tone cut through the dense air of the saloon, and several heads
turned toward their table.


Tower
held up his hands.


“All
right, I believe you,” he said.


To
Bird, it sounded like he wasn’t telling the truth.
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The
Whitcomb estate encompassed its own plateau and series of ravines. A spring-fed
creek wound its way through the property and gurgled its welcome to guests within
a stone’s throw of the main building.


The
Whitcomb house was a structure of oversize proportions. Native timbers and logs
provided the framework, supporting a wraparound porch, four oversize gables,
and a roof made of Spanish tile.


Tower
had come alone, as Bird wanted to stay back in town.


He
left his horse at the hitching post and watering trough along the side of the
house. He climbed the steps to the porch and knocked on the massive rough-hewn
oak front door.


A
butler answered, complete with a black suit and white gloves. He was old; Tower
estimated him to be at least eighty years old, which in itself was an impressive
achievement out on the frontier.


“How
may I help you?” the butler said.


“If
they’re available, I would like a word with Mr. and Mrs. Whitcomb,” Tower said.


The
butler gave Tower a quick, but thorough, appraising glance from head to toe.


“May
I ask who’s calling?” he said.


“My
name is Mike Tower.”


The
butler opened the door and gestured toward a small handmade wooden bench with a
well-worn dark leather seat cushion.


“Please
make yourself comfortable while I inquire of the Whitcombs,” the butler said. Tower
took a seat and waited.


He
watched the butler disappear down a long hallway. Tower looked around the main
floor of the house from his vantage point on the bench. It was a spacious
entrance, designed to impress and intimidate, no doubt, with several hallways
leading off in different directions.


In
one room, Tower could just make out an impressive fireplace and an unusual
lighting fixture made with colored glass.


“It’s
Italian,” a voice boomed from down the hallway.


Tower’s
gaze fell upon a short, stocky man with huge, long arms. The physique reminded
Tower of photographs he’d once seen of lowland gorillas in Africa.


The
man lifted one of his thick arms and pointed at the light.


“The
glass is Italian,” he said. “From Murano. It’s a little island off the coast of
Italy. All they do is make glass. The best in the world.” The man stuck out an
enormous hand. “Name’s William Whitcomb,” he said.


“Mike
Tower.”


They
shook, and the man gestured for Tower to follow him.


“Let’s
talk in the library. Bertram is serving cognac.”


Tower
followed Whitcomb to a two-story library complete with a ladder system for
reaching the top shelves.


Tower
sat in a leather armchair, Whitcomb in a straight-backed chair that featured
horns at the top.


Bertram
the butler brought a decanter of cognac, which Tower declined. Whitcomb
accepted a healthy serving deposited into a heavy leaded-glass snifter.


“So
what can I do for you, Mr. Tower?” Whitcomb said. He sipped from the glass of
cognac and smacked his thick lips together.


“I’d
like to ask you a few questions about Sadie Bell,” Tower said.


Whitcomb
shook his head. “Horrible, horrible tragedy. The children absolutely adored
her, and I did, too. We all did. Just an angel of a girl. Is the riot over? I
heard Hop Alley was being burned to the ground.” Tower noted that Whitcomb made
the observation with next to no emotion. He ignored the question.


“Do
you have any idea why anyone would want to kill her?” Tower asked.


“Who
can explain those Chinamen?” Whitcomb asked. “They sit around, gamble, and
smoke opium, never tire of the cheapest prostitutes money can buy, and pray to
some strange god.” Whitcomb took in Tower’s attire. “You of all people should
know the dangers of worshipping a false god.”


 “Don’t
you find it strange that Sadie Bell was in Hop Alley?” Tower said. “From what I
understand, she would have had very little reason to go there.”


 “Maybe
she was taking some laundry there. Or possibly the Chinamen lured her there,
then captured her and took her against her will. Who knows?” Whitcomb took a
deep drink of his cognac. “Why do you want to know?”


“Well,
I know there are still some lingering hostilities against the Chinese
community,” Tower began.


“And
there should be.”


“But
the fact is, if the Chinese didn’t kill Sadie Bell, and we don’t know because
there hasn’t been a trial, then Sadie Bell wasn’t the only innocent person
murdered,” Tower said.


 “Don’t
you think it’s a bit late for that sentiment, Mr. Tower?” Whitcomb asked. “And
a bit late for this ‘investigation’ you seem to be undertaking?”


“I
believe there are still some unanswered questions.”


“Such
as?”


“A
friend mentioned that Sadie was not herself lately. Acting strangely, a
disheveled appearance, as if something was deeply bothering her.”


“I
saw no such behavior.”


“Did
your wife?” Tower asked.


Whitcomb’s
face turned a shade of crimson. “You’ll be wise to leave Annette out of this. This
has been quite an ordeal for her. She was very close with Sadie.”


“Is
she available to speak with me?” Tower said.


“Absolutely
not,” Whitcomb responded. “She is resting.”


Tower
heard the whisper of something in the hall. Had it been the soft scrape of a
shoe? Was someone listening just outside the door?


He
decided that with a man like Whitcomb, the direct approach might be the best.


“There
is also the issue of the mutilations done to her body,” Tower said. “They do
not appear to have anything to do with the Chinese.”


Whitcomb
quickly drank the rest of his liquor. His face had now gone from crimson to bright
red.


“I
don’t want to speak of atrocities in this house. This is a family home, Mr.
Tower. These types of conversations are better held in a court of law or a
sheriff’s office. Not here.”


“I
meant no disrespect.”


Whitcomb
set his empty glass on a table next to his chair and stood.


“Now,
I’ll have Bertram show you out. I have much work to do.”


Tower
stood and allowed himself to be escorted from the Whitcomb house.


The
heavy oak door slammed shut behind him, a resounding punctuation to his visit.
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The
whorehouse was called the Emerald Club, and the green carpet combined with the
green paint left no doubt as to the origin of the name.


Bird
walked inside and inhaled the cloying scent of perfume. She assumed men walking
in associated the smell with all sorts of pleasant activities, but it made
Bird’s skin crawl.


There
were several ladies seated on ostentatious but well-worn chairs and couches. Both
the furniture and the women looked tired. The heavily painted faces, thick with
rouge, all looked at her with bemused skepticism.


“You
looking for some lady love?” one of the women asked. She had yellow teeth and a
scar just below her hairline.


“Kind
of you to ask,” Bird responded. “But I haven’t looked for any kind of love in a
long time. No, I’m looking for Big Kate.”


The
woman with the scar got up, walked into the back, and promptly returned with a
woman who was at least a foot taller than Bird and outweighed her by a hundred
pounds, if not more.


The
woman had an almost regal face, an enormous head, an anvil-like chin, and a
towering mass of bright-blond hair.


Bird
knew a wig when she saw one.


She
had come to the Emerald Club because the men at the saloon had spoken of Big
Kate and how she had hidden some of the Chinese women during the riot. Bird
figured if anyone might provide some objective information, Big Kate would be
the one. 


“I’ll
be damned if it isn’t Bird Hitchcock,” the woman said, her voice a rich
baritone.


Bird
looked closely at the woman, hiding the surprise from her face. Being
recognized happened occasionally, but she wasn’t expecting it here.


“Do
I know you?” Bird said.


The
woman’s bright-green eyes twinkled at Bird. Maybe the Emerald Club hadn’t
gotten its name from the interior decoration, after all.


“We’ve
met, but I’m sure you don’t remember,” Big Kate said. Her voice had the deep
resonance of an opera singer Bird had once seen in Kansas City. “You were
drunker than a degenerate passed out in a whiskey distillery, and you nearly
shot the balls off of my boss!”


Bird
shook her head.


“You’re
right,” she said. “I don’t believe I recall that. But it does sound like
something I might do from time to time.”


“What
can I do you for, Bird Hitchcock? Need some female company?”


Why
did they keep asking her that? What did she look like? A woman-lover?


“I
understand you’re a woman of high moral fiber,” Bird said. “And that you cared
for some Chinese women during the riot.”


“That’s
right. I don’t like to see innocent women and children hurt. I’m not about to
let that happen right under my nose. If those Chinamen did what people say,
that’s one thing, but I sure as hell doubt the women and children did.”


“What
can you tell me about Sadie Bell?” Bird said.


Big
Kate took a quick glance around the room. All of the women were listening.


“Why
don’t we go to my office and chat?”


The
big woman led Bird to a tiny enclosed porch that had been converted to an
office and shut the door behind them. Big Kate took a seat in a rolling wooden
chair that was stationed behind a heavy desk.


“Why
the secrecy?” Bird said.


“Let’s
just say there isn’t a lot of discussion going on about poor Sadie, and there
should be.”


“How
come no one’s talking?”


Big
Kate looked out the room’s two small windows.


“Good
question. Something doesn’t seem right about it, is all. But whenever something
like this involves the powers-that-be, people tend to get pretty tight-lipped.”


Bird
knew she was talking about the Whitcombs.


“So
what do you think happened?” Bird said. 


Big
Kate shrugged her big shoulders. “I’ve been wanting to talk to Dawn about it,
but she hasn’t been in for the past few days.”


“Dawn?”


“Dawn
Ratcliffe,” Big Kate said. She adjusted the wig on her head, using a small
mirror propped on her desk. “She lives out east of town with her brother on a
small spread. She was friends with Sadie, sort of on the sly, seeing as how Dawn
worked here and the proper ladies don’t necessarily like to mingle with the
likes of us.”


“So
why hasn’t Dawn been in?”


“Don’t
know.”


“What
else do you know about Sadie?”


Big
Kate looked directly at Bird. “I’ve seen my share of troubled young ladies. I
know the ones that are slightly off and the ones that are deeply tormented. Sadie
was of the slightly variety but headed toward deeply at a pretty fast rate.”


“Any
idea why?”


“No,
ma’am.”


Outside
a door slammed, and somewhere a dog barked in response.


 “Seen
Toby Raines lately?” Bird said as casually as she could.


“Toby
Raines? God, no, not that one. Haven’t seen him, don’t want to. He’s like the
dark legend no one talks about. The bogeyman. Why?”


Bird
stood.


“Just
wondering. Thanks for your time. And sorry about trying to shoot the balls off
of your boss.”


“Don’t
worry about it,” Big Kate said. “I ended up cutting them off myself a few weeks
later. Finished the job you’d started.”


Bird
wasn’t sure if the woman was joking or not.


Decided
she wasn’t.
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Bird
rode the Appaloosa hard, not sure why she was racing out to Dawn Ratcliffe’s
spread, but her intuition told her time was of the essence if she wanted to
find Toby Raines. Find him, that is, and kill him.


She
felt that old Perkins woman at the boardinghouse hadn’t been completely honest
or forthcoming. Claiming that she hadn’t known anything, really, about the
girl’s death. Just that Sadie Bell was a sweet, innocent girl. Well, it sounded
like everyone knew that.


But
the old man with the pipe, now, he had told them something they could use.


And
Bird knew he couldn’t be the only one who knew more than what they were saying.


Someone
somewhere knew how Toby Raines was involved in all of this.


The
little ranch presented itself around a bend in the trail. It was set back in a
thick stand of blue pine, and the only sign of life was a thin plume of smoke
from the chimney. 


 Bird
rode ahead into the small clearing in front of the main house. It was in a sad
state. Several boards had simply fallen off the building’s side and remained
there. The narrow porch was swaybacked, with gaps big enough for a grown man to
fall through. 


There
had once been a small working corral to the right of the house, but its
lodgepole fencing was in complete disarray. Entire sections were missing. That
corral couldn’t hold a blind mule, Bird thought.


“Hello
the house,” she called out.


Inside,
she heard someone laugh and then the sound of glass breaking.


Bird
climbed off her horse and approached the front door. She knocked.


“Who
the hell is it?” a man’s voice shouted out. To Bird’s experienced ear, he
sounded drunk.


“I’m
looking for Dawn Ratcliffe. Is she here?”


“Hell
yes, she’s here—she sure as damn lives here! Let me see who the hell’s askin’! Come
on in!”


Bird
pushed open the front door, her right hand loose and brushing up against the
butt of her gun.


She
took a quick peek inside and saw a man seated at a table with a bottle of
whiskey in front of him. A woman lay on a cot at the side of the room, looking
at Bird with a blank expression completely devoid of interest.


Bird
stepped inside, letting her eyes adjust to the darker interior.


“Damn,
look at this!” the man said. His voice was slurred and thick.


“Dawn?”
Bird said to the woman on the cot. The woman sat up, her hair a mess, and
yawned.


“What
do you want?” she said. And then, “Who are you?”


“I’m
a friend of Sadie Bell’s,” Bird lied.


“Shit!”
the man said. He got up and grabbed a second glass, set it on the table, and poured
some whiskey into it for Bird. “Let’s drink to Sadie!” he said.


Bird
recoiled at the smell of the man. He probably hadn’t bathed in ages, and the
combination of whiskey and filth was overpowering.


“Dawn,
do you have any idea what really happened to her?” Bird said. She eyed the
whiskey, then downed it. It was rotgut and the glass was probably dirty, but
she didn’t mind. Anything to help mask the smell of the place.


The
woman got up from the cot, came to the table, and sat down. Her skin was
sweaty, and a smattering of angry red pimples was splashed across her forehead.


“Those
Chinamen killed her. What else is there to know?”


“Damn
yellow-skinned animals!” The man looked like the young woman, but with a glint
in his eyes that reminded Bird of a rodent.


“Peter,
you don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” Dawn said. “You’ll have to
forgive my brother, ma’am. He lets the whiskey do most of his talkin’.”


“You
mind stepping outside with me so we can have a talk?” Bird said. “It smells
like shit in here.” 


“Well,
lardy-dardy to you, too!” Peter said. He waved a hand at them like he was
shooing flies away. Bird wondered if the stink was even too bad for the flies.


She
led Dawn away from the house, and, since there was nowhere to go, they stood by
Bird’s Appaloosa. Dawn patted the horse’s flank.


“I
love horses,” she said. “They’re so gentle.”


“I
heard tell that Sadie was a gentle young woman, too. That true?”


Dawn
smiled. “She sure was. Sweet as honey.” The girl’s smile faded a bit, and Bird
knew she’d stopped herself from adding something.


“Had
she stayed sweet right up until the end?” Bird said. “I heard things might have
changed for her a little bit. You know anything about that?”


“Working
for Mr. Whitcomb is not an easy job,” Dawn said. She ducked her head a little
bit, as if she expected to be struck for saying such a thing.


“Why
is that?” Bird said.


“Well,
he owns everything,” Dawn said as if she were talking to a young child. “He
does what he does, and if you don’t like it, you might as well leave town.”


Bird
caught something in her voice.


“Did
you work for him?”


The
girl nearly flinched.


“I
can’t—”


“Dawn.
Those Chinamen didn’t kill Sadie. I know that, and you know that. So let’s be
honest with each other. What was going on between Sadie and Mr. Whitcomb?”


A
little tear slipped down Dawn’s face.


“OK,”
Bird tried. “What happened between you and Mr. Whitcomb?”


“He
did some things to me,” she said. “And when I refused to go back, he said it
was fine but I couldn’t tell anyone. So he pays us a little bit every month to
let some of his horses graze on our property. It used to be enough, but then my
brother started drinking the money away.”


“Which
is why you’re working now for Big Kate.”


Dawn
nodded. “Hell, those men don’t do nothin’ to me that Mr. Whitcomb ain’t done.”


“So
he was doing the same thing to Sadie.”


Dawn
let out a long breath that rattled her thin, narrow shoulders. “I think so. Sadie
was real private. But I could tell something was wrong.”


There
was a disconnect for Bird.


“So
was she planning on getting away from Whitcomb? Quitting her job? Where was she
going to go?” 


“Sadie
was real smart,” Dawn said. “A lot smarter than me. And a whole lot braver. She
said she had something that would get justice for both of us. She was going to
meet someone who could help us. She stopped here on her way, and that was the
last time I saw her.”


“Who
was she going to meet?” Bird said.


“A
territorial marshal.”


Dawn
looked up toward the mountains.


“Did
this marshal have a name?” Bird said.


Inside
the house, they heard a chair tip over and more glass breaking.


Dawn
turned to her.


“I’ve
got to go,” she said.


“Please.
Dawn. Do it for Sadie. Did she say if this marshal had a name?”


Dawn
nodded and then said the name softly.


“Toby
Raines.”
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The
scent of burning wood still lingered, but the smoke had cleared. Tower paused
at the entrance to Hop Alley. It looked like things had returned to some sense
of normalcy.


The
joss shops and gambling dens appeared to be occupied, while the laundry businesses
were busy with people scurrying to and fro.


Tower
continued on, past Hop Alley, and went to the hotel he and Bird had checked
into. As he walked, he thought about his conversation with Whitcomb.


It
had not gone well.


There
was something about the way Whitcomb had become so defensive when he talked
about his wife that gave Tower the feeling that Whitcomb’s sudden and intense reaction
outweighed the moment. It was an overreaction.


Why?


Tower
entered the hotel, went to the front desk, and asked if there were any messages
for him.


There
weren’t.


He
walked to the staircase and began to climb the steps, pausing to step aside as
a Chinese person carrying a large basket of bedsheets passed him by. Tower
climbed the rest of the stairs, went to his room, unlocked the door, and went
inside.


He
was looking forward to a little bit of time for reflection. He would have loved
to set up a service for Twin Buttes, but he was torn. The Chinese were the
people in most need of help and guidance, but they weren’t Christian.


Tower
would have to see about organizing a prayer session with the non-Chinese
population of Twin Buttes and preach a sermon of forgiveness and acceptance of
others.


He
set his Bible on the table next to his bed and took off his boots, jacket, and
shirt.


There
was a washbasin and a pitcher near the door, so he filled the basin with water,
then washed his face. He used a small towel embroidered with red flowers to
wipe his face.


He
looked in the mirror at his reflection, saw a man still young but with a face
that showed a lot of years in the saddle, a lot of years fighting demons, both
internal and external.


Tower
went back to the bed and was about to sit down when he noticed a small slip of
paper peeking out from beneath one of the pillows.


He
lifted it out and opened it.


It
was thick paper, and the words were written with a fine hand.


To
Whom It May Concern,


My
name is Sadie Bell and I am writing this letter and entrusting it to my
faithful friend, Lop Shee, should any harm come to me. I am leaving tonight for
a meeting with the territorial marshal as I plan to file a rape charge against
Mr. William Whitcomb. He sexually attacked me after my first week as his
housekeeper and threatened to kill me if I told anyone. Mrs. Whitcomb did not
know what was happening, but she is also in fear of her life. She arranged a
meeting for me with the marshal. Hopefully, no one will ever have to read this
letter.


Yours,


Sadie Bell


Tower
put the letter inside his Bible. He felt anger overtake him. Whitcomb had been
hiding something after all. And Tower instinctively knew that the territorial marshal
had been a setup. Someone had discovered Sadie Bell’s plan. And that she had
entrusted Lop Shee. Tower guessed that Sadie Bell had unwittingly signed the
Chinese man’s death warrant, too.


Because
if his hunch was correct, Lop Shee was one of the Chinamen who had been hung.
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“You
stupid bitches don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”


Bird
looked up.


Peter
Ratcliffe stood, swaying, on the porch. The bottle of rotgut was in his hand.


“Go
away, Peter,” Dawn said. She looked at Bird with a hopeless expression on her
face. And a tinge of embarrassment.


“Fuck
you, Dawn,” he said.


Bird
stepped away from Dawn and faced Peter.


“Why
don’t you come down here and enlighten us?” she said.


Peter
stumbled down the steps toward Bird and stood in front of her.


“You
think I’m afraid of you, Miss Tough Lady? You and your two guns?”


A
fine mist of spittle flew from Peter’s mouth. 


“No,
I don’t think you’re afraid of me,” Bird said. “If you were sober, you might
be. But you’re too drunk to be scared. So show us how smart you are, Peter. What
do you know that we don’t?”


Peter
giggled, then belched. Bird could smell the cloud of rotgut in the air between
them.


“She
wasn’t goin’ to see no marshal, the stupid bitch,” he said. “There weren’t no
marshal.”


“What?”
Dawn said from behind Bird. Her voice was unnaturally high. Bird recognized
near hysteria when she heard it.


“What
are you talking about, Peter? Sadie was my friend. Why didn’t you say
something? What did you do to her?”


Bird
now felt like a peace officer standing between the two siblings.


“I
didn’t touch a hair on her precious damn head,” Peter said. “So don’t worry, my
sister the whore.”


Bird
swung, a right cross, and she twisted her wrist inward at the last moment to
put a little extra torque into the punch. It was how she compensated for having
to protect her hands. A gunfighter with swollen and injured hands was a dead
gunfighter. So she took a little off the punch. Still, it landed solidly on
Peter’s jaw, and he listed forward, then fell face-first onto the ground.


Bird
rolled him over onto his back.


She
picked up the bottle of rotgut, poured a little on Peter’s face, then wiped off
the mouth of the bottle and took a drink.


The
stuff was poison.


But
it was free.


Peter
Ratcliffe struggled to his feet and stood there, weaving in front of Bird. She
drew her gun and put the muzzle against his sweaty forehead.


“If
I ever hear you refer to your sister that way again, I’ll cut off your dick and
shove it so far up your ass you’ll be pissing into your own belly.”


Peter
Ratcliffe turned pale, and Bird thought he might be about to vomit.


“Now,
what do you know about Sadie?” she said.


“Fuck
you,” Peter mumbled, blood dripping out of the side of his mouth.


Bird
thumbed the hammer back on her pistol, and the sound of it cocking echoed in
the quiet air.


She
heard Dawn gasp behind her.


“You
have two choices,” Bird said. “Tell me what you know. Or I will make your
sister sole owner of this property, and probably the happiest woman in Twin
Buttes, by putting a bullet through that pea brain of yours.”


“I
don’t know anything. I’m just guessing about what happened to Sadie,” Peter
said. He licked his lips, and his tongue looked dry and swollen.


“Well,
tell us your best guess of what happened then,” Bird said.


“Whitcomb’s
got some gunfighters out in a mining camp near the Silvertip. Heard one of ’em supposedly
liked to pretend to be a territorial marshal and sometimes rob people.” Peter
glanced down at the whiskey bottle like a dog begging for a treat after it had
done a trick.


Bird
drank from the bottle instead and gestured for Peter to continue.


“They
mostly were there to keep the workers in line, but occasionally they’d get
bored and rough up some people or have fun with a young lady who wasn’t all that
willing. I heard all about ’em. That’s the marshal Sadie probably thought
she was going to see.”


Bird
drank the last of the rotgut in one long pull from the bottle. She threw it
into the air and fired four times in rapid succession, shattering the bottle and
each of the biggest pieces.


“Thanks
for the drink,” she said.


She
turned to Dawn.


“Get
rid of this piece of shit and have a go at this ranch. You don’t need to be
selling your wares down at Big Kate’s. And if he gives you any trouble, let me
know. I’d love to come back and finish the job.”


She
swung up onto her horse and headed for the camp near the Silvertip.
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Tower
rode back to the Whitcombs’ big house on the hill. Dark storm clouds were
gathering north of town, a veil of blackness setting a backdrop behind the
buttes.


Bertram
the butler opened the heavy front door and gave no greeting to Tower.


“Might
I have a word with Mrs. Whitcomb?” Tower said.


The
butler’s smile was thin and without warmth. 


“I’m
afraid they’ve retired to the country for the day,” he said. “I believe a
picnic lunch was packed, and they’ve gone. I am more than happy to let them
know you were here upon their return.”


Tower
weighed his options.


“Thank
you,” he finally said.


The
butler shut the door with more than a little emphasis.


Tower
climbed onto his horse and rode back toward town, then circled around so he
came up far behind the Whitcomb house. He began a series of semicircles, riding
to cut sign, as the trackers called it. He expanded his search, casting wider and
wider circles.


A
picnic for the Whitcombs would mean enough food and drink for four people,
Tower assumed. They would definitely not go via horseback. A wagon to hold all
of the food and refreshments would certainly have been required.


Tower
was nearly a quarter mile from the house when he at last picked up fresh tracks
of a horse and buckboard.


Tower
followed the tracks as they headed north toward the buttes, then veered on a
dim game trail toward the west.


The
buckboard clearly needed to skirt any terrain too challenging, and Tower saw
that the trail mostly meandered over rolling valleys and meadows, the landscape
becoming more lush the farther it went from the plateau upon which the town of
Twin Buttes sat.


As
he rode, Tower thought about Sadie Bell. A girl caught between a powerful man,
a lack of authority in the town—hell, they didn’t even have a sheriff—and
probably a range of emotions and fears. Panic being chief among them.


Though
he’d never met her, Tower could only imagine the sense of powerlessness and
fear she must have been experiencing. Going after the men upon whom most of the
town depended on economically would have been a lonely and terrifying
situation.


Ahead
on the horizon a gap appeared, and Tower sensed a body of water in the distance.
He crested the hill and gazed down upon a mountain lake nestled between a
saddle of hills with thick stands of cottonwoods and scrub brush surrounding
the shoreline.


The
buckboard sat at the edge of the water, the horse still in its yoke, munching
from a feed bag full of oats.


A
single person sat on a blanket facing the lake.


Tower
edged his horse closer.


The
person, a woman, turned to look at him. She had curly chestnut-brown hair piled
high on her head. Her face was pale, with fine features and a startling pair of
green eyes.


She
wore a white dress, her feet were bare, and a lace shawl was around her shoulders.


“Mrs.
Whitcomb?” Tower said.


She
raised the wineglass in her hand.


“Guilty
as charged,” she said and gave a little giggle. Tower wondered how much of the
wine she had had to drink.


“And
who might you be? Ants are usually the first visitors to interrupt a picnic.”


“My
name is Mike Tower.”


“Ah.
You’re the circuit rider who questioned my husband recently, correct?” she
said.


Tower
looped the reins of his horse over the back of the buckboard, dismounted, and
approached the woman.


“I
am,” he said.


“Please
sit, Mr. Tower. I’ve got a nice bottle of wine.”


Tower
remained standing.


“I
must thank you for stopping by yesterday,” Mrs. Whitcomb said. “I was listening
to your conversation, you know.”


Tower
shook his head. “No, I knew someone might be eavesdropping, but I didn’t know
who.”


“It
was all lies,” she said. Tower heard the fragility in her voice. A slight
tremolo effect.


“William
has a taste for young women,” she said. “The younger the better. Or, as I’m
sure he thought of them, the younger, the fresher.”


She
drank the rest of her wine and refilled her glass.


“There
have been many, many of the young things. Sadie was merely last in a long line.”


“Last?”
Tower said.


She
gestured with her glass toward the lake.


Tower
turned, and it took him a minute to spot the dark mass floating facedown in the
cobalt-blue water.


When
he turned back, Annette Whitcomb had a double-barreled derringer pointed at his
chest.


“You
see,” she said, “Mr. Raines was simply supposed to pay off Sadie Bell, in the same
manner in which we’ve paid off the rest of William’s playthings.”


She
drank her wine.


“But
it seems Mr. Raines had a little side hobby I knew nothing about. Something he
failed to mention when I hired him.”


Tower
put the rest of it together.


“And
you hired him because the sheriff of Twin Buttes had a heart attack and died. And
he would have been the one with whom you usually worked out the financial
arrangements with the other young women?”


Annette
Whitcomb nodded.


“Yes.
When one breaks from an old pattern, there are always unforeseen consequences. Mr.
Raines butchering Sadie was one of those unfortunate surprises. A very nasty
one, in my opinion.”


“How
did you find him?” Tower said. “This Toby Raines.”


Annette
Whitcomb adjusted her shawl without taking her gun from Tower.


“He
was a new man, joined William’s crew of labor ‘enforcers’ a few weeks ago. He
seemed very capable. Apparently, a bit too capable.”


The
woman set her wineglass down and looked directly at Tower.


“Please
make sure I am buried nowhere near my husband,” she said. “And pray that God
forgives me.”


She
put the derringer at the base of her chin, pointed up, and fired both barrels.









Fifty



The
camp sat less than a mile from the Silvertip mine. It was easy to find, as the
miners working in the mine had no problem pointing out where the “enforcers”
spent the majority of their time. A few of the miners warned Bird about going
up there.


She
paid them no attention.


The
enforcers lived in a bunkhouse with an attached corral and stable.


There
was only one way to do this.


Bird
rode directly up to the bunkhouse, left the Appaloosa outside, and opened the
bunkhouse door.


It
was dark and smelled like men who spent a lifetime around cattle.


Three
men sat at a single table playing poker.


They
looked at her like she was a ghost.


Bird
kept her hands loose, her palms hovering over each gun.


None
of the faces was the one she sought. If it had been, Bird would have been
shooting, not talking.


“Where’s
Toby Raines?” she said.


“Go
to hell,” one of the men said. “Or come in, have a drink, and let us take turns
with you.”


The
other two men laughed.


“Trust
me, the three of you combined wouldn’t be man enough for the job,” Bird said.


The
man who had done the talking stood up. The other two pushed their chairs away
from the table.


“You’ve
got a mouth on you,” the standing one said. “I’d love to see you put it to good
use.”


He
reached toward his pants, either to unbuckle or to make a grab for the gun
stuck in his waistband. Either way, it didn’t matter to Bird. She drew her gun
and shot him first in the crotch and then once in the center of his forehead.


Neither
man at the table had gone for their guns. But they looked at each other, came
to an agreement, and tried to draw.


Bird
fired quickly, her thumbs working the hammers of her pistols with a ruthless
efficiency.


One
of the men got off a shot, but it tore up wood splinters at Bird’s feet.


She
felt the blow before she heard the shot.


It
felt like a hammer hitting her on the side.


She
spun and dropped to a knee.


A
lasso swung from a man on a horse and tightened around her chest.


Her
eyes locked onto the man’s face.


The
narrow, razorlike line of a jaw.


The
twin black eyebrows, thin and pointed inward like daggers.


Toby
Raines.


The
shock of seeing him in person, after all these years, hit her like a second
blow.


She
tried to aim her guns, but her arms were pinned to her sides and she shot low,
the bullets kicking up dust on either side of Toby Raines’s horse.


And
then she was lifted from her feet.


The
rope burrowed into her chest and she crashed onto her back, knocking the wind
from her lungs.  She couldn’t breathe.


And
then Toby Raines whipped his horse and it shot forward, dragging Bird behind
it.
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Mike
Tower heard the shots as he approached the Silvertip, and he laid the quirt to
his horse’s rear and kept right on going past the mine.


He
barreled around the corner and saw a man dragging something behind a horse.


Within
a sickening instant, he knew it was Bird.


The
man was too far away to get there in time, so he drew his Winchester from its
scabbard, slid from his horse, and took careful aim at the man dragging Bird behind
his horse.


He
fired and missed, but the man turned toward him.


Tower
fired again. This time, he saw the man flinch, and Tower knew he had at least winged
him. The man loosened his rope and kicked his horse hard for the hills.


Tower
continued firing, but the man was low, and none of the shots found its target.


Tower
leaped back onto his horse and rode at full gallop to the bloody figure
sprawled on the ground.


He
covered the distance fast, and by the time he got there the man had disappeared
over the hill.


Tower
slid from the horse and rushed to Bird.


She
was covered with blood, and her shirt as well as most of her pants and one boot
had been torn from her body.


But
she was alive.


Tower
rolled her onto her back.


Her
eyes opened, and she smiled at Tower.


“Took
you long enough,” she said.


“I’m
sorry,” he said.


Tower
looked down and saw that she had no major wounds, no gunshots pouring blood. 


But
then he saw the scars of the crude pentagram that had been carved into her
chest.


And
Tower cursed at the God it had taken so long for him to believe in.









Episode Four
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The
green of Colorado slowly gave way to the tans and browns of Nevada.


Bird
and Tower rode down from the mountains, through the high meadows crossed with
game trails, to the flat, brown plains on the edge of the desert.


They
planned to skirt the outer rim of the Red Crescent Basin, eventually finding
their way to Platteville, Nevada. From what they had been told, there was a
small outpost there with not much more than a general store and a lonely train
depot. But there would hopefully be enough for a quick resupply.


Bird
hefted her canteen. It was at least three-quarters full, about the same level
as the whiskey in her bottle in the saddlebag. She eyed the sun, near its peak
for the day.


“It’s
going to be hotter than hell today, Mr. Tower,” she said. “I apologize for
mentioning your competitor’s headquarters.”


Tower
continued riding next to her, without responding. She thought the comment
deserved some kind of response.


“Something
on your mind?” she said. “Usually you’re so damn talkative I can’t stand it.”


Tower
glanced at her. “Just wondering when you’ll share with me what’s on your mind,”
he said. “You know, my job is to help people, including those I’m riding with.”


Bird
said nothing.


She
knew what he wanted to talk about, that he had seen the scars on her chest, the
pattern drawn directly into her flesh.


Bird
figured Tower would want her to talk all about it, then somehow forgive. Well
preacher or not, he could go straight to hell with that kind of thinking. What
happened was between her and Toby Raines, and there would be no forgiving, no
mercy. He hadn’t shown any back then, had he?


She
had an urge for whiskey, but she decided against it, as it wouldn’t be a good
idea in this kind of heat. Tonight, she thought, when it cooled down, she would
hit that bottle pretty hard.


“Bird,”
Tower said.


He
really wasn’t going to leave her alone about this, was he? The man had very
little to say, unless it was to question her. Well, maybe she should just shoot
him. Hell, no one would find his body out here.


“Bird.”


She
kept her voice even. “Listen. For the last time, I’m not talking about it — ”


“No,
that’s not what I mean,” he said. He pointed ahead and to the west.


“Looks
like we’ve got some folks thinking about joining us.”


Bird
spotted the Indians along the far horizon, maybe twenty horses. It was tough to
tell from this distance, but Bird knew this was Paiute country, with a few
Shoshone thrown in, too. There were even Apache from Arizona, running from the army
for fighting back against broken treaties and broken promises.


She
was definitely no expert, but she had gotten drunk with quite a few Indians
over the years; they liked whiskey as much as she did. Her guess was that the
newcomers were definitely Paiute.


And
if there were braves from different tribes riding together, that would most
likely mean only one thing.


A
war party.









Fifty-Three



Tower’s
saddle leather creaked as he turned to Bird. He had given the war party a long
look, as well as the trail behind them.


“We’ve
got a few choices,” Tower said. “None of them very good.”


“Let’s
hear them,” Bird answered.


“We
can turn around and go back the way we came, but we stayed just ahead of some
bad weather, and going back over the mountains isn’t my idea of a good plan.”


“Agreed.”


“Or
we can stand our ground, try to talk to them,” he said. “But we don’t really
have much to trade with.”


“Don’t
even think about offering my whiskey,” she said.


“Or
we can take our chances out there,” Tower said, ignoring her.


He
gestured toward the bleak country to their west.


Bird
studied the Indians again. They were a little closer, and now there was no
doubt about it; she recognized at least half a dozen Paiute.


“A
Paiute war party doesn’t do a lot of talking,” she said. “And that’s exactly
what we’ve got up there.”


“From
what I hear, they’ve been raiding settlements all over the place. Seems they’re
tired of talking,” Tower said. He hefted his canteen. “Half-full,” he said.


“About
the same with mine,” Bird said. She pointed west, toward the black desert that
showed no signs of life.


“What
do you think about that?”


Tower
sighed.


“I
know it’s mostly a lava field, broken rock and desert for miles on end. It’s
probably a quicker way through, but a lot of people have died out there with
the same thought.”


“Here’s
how I see it, Mr. Tower,” Bird said. “If we try to talk to them and they aren’t
in the mood for talking, we’re dead. But if we take off and head out there,”
she said, pointing out toward the black lava desert, “there’s a chance they
won’t bother with us. Too much work to chase us out there when there are easier
pickings elsewhere.”


She
patted the neck of her Appaloosa. “So I vote to take our chances out there. Hell,
if they don’t follow us, we can always turn around and come back.”


Tower
glanced back behind them, then up again at the Indians, who were slowly but
steadily coming toward them.


“I
believe I agree with you,” he said.


“You
agree with me?” Bird said. “It’s a miracle. Write it down — maybe they’ll write
about it in the next Bible. When are they coming out with a new one, anyway?”


Tower
didn’t answer. Instead, he turned his horse and headed down from the ledge that
sloped into the edge of the lava desert.
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Bird
had ridden through places like this before. Years back, in southern Idaho, she
had been drunk, gotten caught in a storm, and wandered around for a full day in
a lava field that stretched as far as the eye could see.


Luckily,
she’d come across an outlaw on the run from a posse who knew the way out.


The
dangers in a lava desert were plenty. When volcanoes had spewed out the rivers
of lava hundreds of thousands of years ago, they had done so haphazardly.


There
were pockets of lava rock as thin as paper, others hundreds of feet thick. There
were literally bubbles of rock, nearly perfectly formed, that could break and
reveal a chasm hundreds of feet deep.


There
was also the occasional oasis — sometimes as small as ten feet across — where
grass grew and a tiny stream of springwater gurgled.


Outlaws
loved the fields for two reasons. One, it was very hard to track a horse, or a
man for that matter, across bare rock. There were virtually no tracks, at best
a slight disturbance in lava dust, that might reveal the presence of a human
being.


Second,
in places where the rock had been broken, the edges were as sharp and jagged as
knives. They could cut a horse’s legs to ribbons in no time. Same thing for a
man forced to walk; a pair of leather boots could be shredded in hours.


Bird
let Tower take the lead, and she followed along behind.


He
had not asked any more questions of her. As they rode, the hours turning into
more hours, the sun sinking and the cool chill of night enveloping them, she
was thankful for his silence.


As
long shadows began to surround them, it became too dangerous for them to
proceed. A wrong turn on the lava field, and a horse and its rider could fall
twenty feet to their mutual deaths.


No,
Bird knew there was no reason to risk going any farther in the dark.


They
spotted an overhanging crop of rock, with a narrow vein of grass in a gap in
the lava. They let the horses graze and threw down their bedrolls beneath the
rock.


“Are
you sure you don’t want a drink?” Bird asked.


Tower
shook his head and leaned back against his saddle.


“Here’s
to our health,” she said and took a long drink from the bottle.


She
was tired but not sleepy. The scrapes and scratches on her body from being
dragged by Toby Raines no longer stung. It was only the memory of being under
his control once again that continued to burn.


“So
what did you do after the war?” she asked.


Tower
sighed.


He
hates to talk about himself, she
thought. Well, that makes two of us.


“My
commanding officer in the army invited me to work for him in Saint Louis after
the war.”


Bird
took another drink of whiskey. She had to be careful; it was easy to get
dehydrated with only half a canteen of water.


“And
what kind of business did he have?”


“A
private detective agency.”


“You
were a Pinkerton?”


“No,
they’re in Chicago. But same idea.”


“So
how did you switch from a detective to — ”


“Good
night, Bird,” Tower interrupted with a little more force, enough to surprise
her.


Bird
took one more drink of her whiskey and closed her eyes. Images of Toby Raines
dragging her behind his horse taunted her. She awoke in what seemed like
minutes, but the early sun had already crested the far horizon.


She
sat up and found it hard to believe it was morning already. Bird took a small
sip of water from her canteen and got to her feet.


Mike
Tower was awake, standing, looking back toward the direction from which they’d
come.


Bird
sensed something in the way he was looking at the horizon behind them.


“What’s
wrong?” she said.


“The
Paiute. They’re following us.”


Bird
spotted them, and hid her surprise at how close they were.


“Looks
like they didn’t stop to sleep.”
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They
had no choice but to move on. Their shelter for the night offered no protection
in a gun battle; in fact, the rock overhang was a perfect place to feed
bullets and let the ricochets do the work. Bird knew of some soldiers who had
massacred a group of Indians who had made the unfortunate decision to make a
rock cave the site of their last stand.


It
hadn’t worked out well for them; the crisscrossing bullets had cut them to
shreds.


This
time, Bird took the lead, and she pushed it as fast as she could, at times her
heart racing, as she took chances on lava that looked questionable.


Only
once did rock crack beneath her horse’s hooves, but it had only been a single stone
and not a thin sheaf of rock camouflaging a deep, deadly ravine.


For
most of the morning, Bird kept the pace as quick and steady as she could. Despite
that, she could sense the Paiute warriors behind them. At times, she felt her
shoulders tensing, and she realized that she was unconsciously worrying about a
bullet or arrow piercing her back.


The
sun was nearly directly overhead when Bird saw that a steeply pitched slab of
lava rock made going straight an impossible path, so she pointed her horse
south and worked her way through a rough patch of jagged rock. The wall of rock
was almost an optical illusion; only a slight disturbance in the rocky sand told
Bird that an animal had used this path, probably a little-known game trail.


The
path between the two rock walls was narrow, and there was just enough room for
the Appaloosa. She was worried that it might not lead to a way out, and she had
no idea how they would turn around.


“Where
do you think this leads?” Tower said from behind her.


“I
won’t even pretend to know,” Bird said. “I can tell you, the Paiute would love
to catch us here. It would be awfully easy for them to cut us down.”


Just
when the first tinges of claustrophobia began to prick at Bird’s mind, the
trail widened out, the rock walls fell away, and Bird stumbled into one of the
largest oases she had ever seen.


And
they weren’t the first people to discover it, because, suddenly, she and Mike
Tower were no longer alone.


A
group of a half-dozen armed men stood with their rifles pointing directly at
Bird.


Tower
stopped his horse next to her.


Bird
looked at the men.


“Got
any whiskey?” she said.
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The
standoff was over as quickly as it started.


Bird
and Tower held up their hands, and most of the men lowered their rifles.


“Did
we all take a wrong turn somewhere?” Bird said to the apparent leader, a burly
older man with a full beard and a barrel chest.


They
swung down from their horses and approached the men.


The
man thrust out his hand and Tower shook it. He tipped his hat to Bird.


“Name’s
Wilson,” he said. “Tyler Wilson. And, no, we most certainly did not take a
wrong turn. I was about to ask you the same thing!”


The
men weren’t there alone. Once they realized Bird and Tower meant them no harm,
women and children emerged from behind a series of vertical thrusts of lava
that had formed yet another hidden wall.


“Sir,
we aren’t going to lie to you,” Tower said, after they had introduced
themselves. “We’ve got a Paiute war party hot on our heels.”


Wilson
nodded. “Oh, we know all about them, Preacher. We were right on course for Platteville
until a small group of folks came upon us — they were riding hell-for-leather. Told
us there’d been a damn massacre at Platteville. Paiute killed most of the town.
They were heading for the mountains, but with these young ones, we had to take
cover out here.”


Bird
glanced at the group. There were a half-dozen men, four or five women, and a
little less than a dozen children. There were horses and two small wagons.


“How’d
you get those wagons in here?” Bird said.


Wilson
pointed out another man, a cadaverously thin man with a thick black beard. “Hopkins
knows these lava fields like the back of his hand, don’t ask me why,” Wilson
said. “Maybe from some previous occupation of his that he has now turned his
back on.”


Hopkins
gave Bird a shy smile and shrugged his waferlike shoulders.


“Wasn’t
but a few minutes after we’d been warned that these damned renegade Indians on
the warpath started chasing us,” Wilson said. “They nearly caught up to us
before we could even make it in here!” He spat out a stream of tobacco juice. “We
had no choice but to head for this godforsaken place.”


“Sounds
like our story,” Tower said. “In fact, we might have gotten in between you and
your Indians. I’m afraid we may have led them right to you.”


Wilson
eyed Bird’s two tied-down guns. “Well, the more guns we have, the better. You
shoot, too, Preacher?”


Tower
nodded. “If I have to, I will.”


“He
won’t hit anything, though,” Bird said. “I’ve seen him shoot.”


The
man smiled around his tobacco. “That’s okay — it doesn’t look like you miss
much, ma’am.”


“I
reckon I don’t,” she said.


Wilson
turned to the people behind him. “Grace, come on out here, say hi to Bird Hitchcock
and Mr. Mike Tower.”


A
woman even shorter and stouter than Wilson appeared with three young children
behind her.


“Pleased
to meet you folks,” she said.


Tower
tipped his hat and Bird nodded. She always felt a twinge around children,
remembering the other foster children she had sometimes cared for, but usually
her method of providing had been with a hunting rifle, supplying meat for the
table.


“How
far behind you are they?” Wilson asked.


“Not
far enough,” Tower said. “And if she and I can’t outrun them, there’s no way all
of us can. I think it’s time to start thinking about a perimeter defense.”


Wilson
nodded.


“I
agree, we are a slow-moving bunch here,” he said. “But we have rifles and a
fair amount of ammunition.”


Bird
looked the men over. Farmers, for the most part, not gun hands, that was
obvious. Maybe Hopkins had done some shooting, but the rest of them didn’t look
the part.


Bird
rested her hands on her guns. It always came down to the same thing for
surviving.


While
Mike Tower had turned to God for a savior, Bird had always placed her faith in
the same things.


Herself.


And
her guns.
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Tower
did not like the situation. He recognized the people around him for what they
were: Settlers. Greenhorns. Not fighters.


He
had been able to correctly identify the Paiutes for a good reason: he had known
one, a scout, who had helped him track down a man many years ago. Tower knew
firsthand how tough and violent the Paiute warriors could be.


It
was true that the braves he had seen were part of a war party, but he also knew
that times had changed. Indians were not as agreeable to talking, to making at
least an attempt at peaceful resolutions. Now they were much quicker to take up
arms. They had grown completely distrustful of anything a white man had to say,
and Tower knew it was for good reason.


Still,
he glanced at the children now getting ready to hide should fighting break out.


Their
chances weren’t good.


He
hadn’t wanted to take the risk of initiating a discussion with the Paiute back
when it had been just him and Bird.


But
now it was different.


They
couldn’t outrun anyone, and Tower had serious doubts about how well they could
defend themselves against a war party, no matter how good Bird was with a gun. And
she was good, the best he’d ever seen.


Tower
spotted her pouring herself a whiskey near one of the wagons belonging to
Wilson.


“I’m
going to go talk to them,” he said.


“Who?”


“The
Paiute.”


Bird
shook her head.


“My
job is to protect you, so I’m not sure I should let you go out and have a
powwow with a Paiute war party,” she said. “For some reason, that just seems
like a very bad idea.”


“They
won’t kill me. I’ll go unarmed.”


“Hate
to break it to you, Preacher, but they don’t believe in your god. Which means
they won’t think anything special of you. Hell, they might even enjoy killing
you more.”


“It’s
a chance I have to take,” Tower said. “I don’t see us outfighting that war
party. Not with this bunch.”


Bird
took a long drink of whiskey, then went over to her Appaloosa, slid the bottle
into a saddlebag, and stepped into the saddle.


“Think
I’ll go with you for this discussion,” she said. “You know how much I enjoy a
good conversation.”


Tower
climbed up on his horse, and they started out of the oasis.











Fifty-Eight



A
white handkerchief tied to a stick served as Tower’s symbol for a peace talk.


He
and Bird rode straight out of the oasis, through the narrow ledge of trail
between the lava rock walls, and emerged back into the wide desert.


Within
minutes, they had raised the attention of a Paiute scout, and soon the near
horizon was lined with the war party.


Tower
rode forward, unarmed, with Bird at his side. He glanced over at her, saw her
body relaxed and at ease, as always. She looked at him, her eyes showing
nothing.


When
they were fifty yards from the Indians, Tower brought his horse to a stop, rose
up in the stirrups, and waved the white flag. A small group of Paiutes crowded
together, then four of them rode forward.


As
they got closer, Tower could make out the leader of the group, an older man
with a row of eagle feathers attached to the shoulder of his leather shirt.


The
Paiute stopped a few feet from Tower.


“We
wish to speak in peace,” Tower said.


A
younger brave to the right of the chief spoke in faltering English.


“Who
do you call yourself?”


“My
name is Tower, and this is Bird. We have women and children who mean you no
harm,” Tower said, gesturing back toward the oasis. He knew that the Paiute
already knew about the others, but he wanted to show that he was being honest. “We
are friends of the Paiute and only wish to travel through your land, harming no
one.”


The
brave translated Tower’s message to the leader. The older man spoke, and the
young Paiute translated.


“Chief
Wumaga say that all white men say they are friend to Paiute. They do not speak
the truth.”


The
chief spoke again to the brave.


“Why
do you wish to speak?”


“Because
you are following us,” Tower said. “And we don’t wish to fight. We would rather
talk.”


“How
you think we following you?” the brave answered, after translating for the
older man.


“If
you’re not following us, then why are you riding this way?” Tower said. “You do
not live out here in the lava fields.”


“We
go where we want to go. You white man. You think you say where Paiute can go. And
only go there.”


Tower
shook his head, held his hands out wide.


“We
do not wish to tell you where to go or not to go. We only want to go in peace.”


The
young brave spoke to the older man, and a brief conversation occurred between
the entire group, with two braves gesturing vehemently at Tower and then at
Bird.


At
last, the young brave spoke to Tower.


“No,
we are following someone, but it is not you. We will not make war with you.”


Tower
could sense the tension in the group slowly subside.


And
then Bird spoke.


“Are
the people you are following white men or Indians?” she asked. Tower glanced at
Bird, wondering why she was asking this now. But then, just as quickly, he
understood.


“They
are white men. Three. They are not far ahead of us.”


Tower
hesitated, but Bird did not.


“Why
are you following them?” she said.


“They
are from the place you call Platteville. We looked for them there, but they
would not fight. Instead, they ran. They are what you call cowards.”


“Why
do the Paiute chase them?” Bird said.


“They
steal young Paiute women.” He held up three fingers. “Two
they take with them.”


“What
about the other one?” Bird said.


“They
kill her. But first, they take knife and cut her here, like this.”


The
brave used his finger to trace a pattern on his chest.


A
pentagram.









Fifty-Nine



The
Wilson group was more than happy to move on as quickly as possible. In less
than an hour, they had their wagon loaded, horses mounted, and were about to
take leave of the oasis.


“I
want to thank you kindly, Mr. Tower and Ms. Hitchcock,” Wilson said to them. “Not
sure what would have happened if you hadn’t stepped in and negotiated our
release.”


Tower
shook his head. “Don’t thank us. The Paiutes are after someone else.”


“Unlucky
for them, whoever they are,” Wilson said.


“I
wanted to ask you a question, Mr. Wilson,” Bird said.


Wilson
looked back at his group, already in a single-file line, ready to get out with
their permission to do so from the Paiute intact.


“Shoot,”
Wilson said.


“You
told us that when you were riding into Platteville, someone was riding out,
away from the town, hard. You said they warned you to turn around.”


“That’s
right,” Wilson said, spitting a stream of tobacco juice onto the ground. He
looked at Bird with a raised eyebrow. “Why?”


“Who
were they? The people that warned you. What did they look like?” she said.


“I
couldn’t really say too clearly,” Wilson said. “They didn’t stop. They just
rode by, hollering.”


“Do
you at least know how many of them there were?”


Wilson
tipped his hat back on his head and glanced at the sky, as if he were about to
embark on a complicated arithmetic problem.


“I’d
say there were about five or six of them altogether. Maybe three men and two
women. The women were riding on the men’s horses. Looked like they barely made
it out of that town alive.”


“Were
they white men or Indians?” Tower said.


“The
men were white, but I think the women were Indians. Which now strikes me as
kind of odd.”


A
brief silence followed, until Wilson’s face seemed to light up.


“Dear
God, is that why the Paiute attacked Platteville? Did some white men make off
with a couple of squaws?”


“Something
like that,” Tower said.


Wilson
shook his head. “Knew something really bad had happened. I wouldn’t be
surprised if the army sends some soldiers out this way to put down the
uprising.”


“And
they probably won’t trouble themselves with the actual guilty parties,” Bird
said.


“No,
I expect not,” Wilson said. “It don’t pay to be an Indian these days.”


Bird
pulled a whiskey bottle from her saddlebag and took a long drink. She offered a
drink to Wilson, who took a long pull from the bottle, thanked Bird, and then
circled back, rounded up his people, and led them out of the oasis.


Bird
and Tower followed.


As
the group ventured out onto the lava field, the Paiute war party watched from a
distance.


Bird
stopped her horse.


Tower
glanced at her.


“I
don’t suppose you’d want to go back with them?” he said, lifting his chin
toward the wagon party heading back toward Platteville. “Let the law handle
things.”


“Hell
no,” she answered.


Tower
glanced over at the Paiute war party.


“Didn’t
think so,” Tower said. “A preacher joining a Paiute war party, probably not
what the church had in mind for me.”


Bird
swung the Appaloosa away from Wilson’s group and dug her heels into the horse’s
side.


“Life
is chock-full of goddamned surprises,” she said.









Sixty



The
Paiute had moved off as well. Bird and Tower approached them as they descended
into a deeper ravine, of even more dangerous and fragile-looking lava rock.


As
they followed, the young brave who had done the translating approached them
with one of the older Paiute men, but not the chief.


They
stopped in front of Bird and Tower.


“Now
it is you who are following,” the young brave said.


“We
are looking for the same men,” Bird said. “The men who took your young women
also did bad things to other women. We want to help you find them.”


“How
do you know they are the same men?” the brave said.


Bird
shifted in her saddle. “Well, we’ve been following a very bad white man who has
done the same thing to other women that he did to yours.  And we know he was
heading west.”


The
young brave looked at the older Paiute next to him, then spoke to Bird.


“Stay.
We talk to Wumaga.”


“We
can help,” Bird said. “I’m pretty good with these.” She patted her pistols and
the rifle in its scabbard. Then she pointed a thumb at Tower. “He can’t do a
whole lot but make coffee.”


Bird
smiled at Tower.


“We’ll
wait here,” Tower said.


The
Paiute rode off.


“You’re
just jealous my coffee is so much better than yours,” Tower said.


“I
just want you to believe that so you keep making it,” Bird replied.


After
a short discussion, the young Paiute rode back alone.


“My
name is Yenata,” he said. “You ride with us. But cause no problems.”


“Yes,
we will cause no problems. I will make sure the preacher here is on his best
behavior,” Bird said, nodding toward Tower.


Yenata
turned and rode back toward the group.


Tower
and Bird put their horses at a trot.


“You
have no problem inviting yourself to a party, do you?” Tower pointed out.


Bird
pulled the whiskey bottle from her saddlebag.


“When
are you going to understand?” she said. She took a satisfying drink of whiskey.
“I am the party, Mr. Tower.”









Sixty-One



The
lead tracker for the Paiutes was an older man who wore a U.S. Army jacket and a
black railroad worker’s cap. He rode several hundred yards ahead of the main
group.


Tower
rode behind him, fascinated by the man’s ability to spot the slightest
unnatural scrape on a piece of lava rock, the kind that would most likely have
come from a horse’s hoof. The man had an uncanny stillness about him, an
ability to focus on many things at once and seemingly always, unerringly, find
the next track.


He
glanced over and saw Bird riding next to the Paiute leader. They were passing
the whiskey bottle back and forth between them.


By
the late afternoon, they had covered several miles by Tower’s guess, going much
faster than Bird and Tower had traveled on their own.


The
Paiute tracker seemed to have a knack for finding the quickest way through the
lava fields while simultaneously checking for sign.


Tower
thought about his own history of tracking men. After the war, he had gotten
very good at it. Almost too good.


He
thought back to his last case in Saint Louis. He’d been assigned the job of
tracking down a con man named Theo McCray, who had bilked a half-dozen
investors out of a lot of money. The investment group had hired the detective
agency to find McCray and bring back their money.


The
case had been assigned to Tower.


It
had taken him the better part of two months, but he’d found McCray, and about
half of the money, holed up in a dive hotel on the outskirts of Saint Louis.


McCray
hadn’t gone quietly. A gunfight had taken place, and McCray was shot — 


Tower
stopped himself.


That
was all in the past. He felt the cold chills the memory of that night always
gave him. His mind went black, and he shut it down. Turned it off. Focused on
the here and now.


During
his reverie, the Paiute tracker pulled up short.


He
was looking at the latest track. It was the edge of a man’s boot, clearly
ground into a thick bank of lava dust.


The
Paiute tracker said something unintelligible to Tower, then swung his horse
around and rode back to the chief. Eventually, Tower rode back and waited near
the meeting of the Paiute leaders.


Bird
rode over to Tower, and he could smell the whiskey from five feet away.


“What
the hell did you do now?” she said.


Tower
watched the Paiutes discussing what the tracker had found, and then Yenata, the
translator, approached Bird and Tower.


 “We
are stopping here for tonight,” he said. “We will catch up with them tomorrow.”









Sixty-Two



A
small fire was built at the center of the Indians’ small camp. Bird and Tower
set up their bedrolls near Yenata, which turned out to be quite a ways from the
heat of the fire. It’s going to be a cold night, Bird thought.


Flames
from the small fire reflected in the whiskey bottle Bird brought to her lips. The
liquor’s warmth cascaded through her body.


“Aren’t
you done with that yet?” Tower asked. “I thought between you and the chief that
thing would be empty by now.”


Bird
glanced over at him. “This isn’t mine. We polished mine off hours ago. This is
from the chief’s personal stock.”


“I
see,” Tower said.


“Whiskey
is the universal language of friendship, Mr. Tower. It’s probably why you don’t
have any friends,” Bird offered.


“Could
be,” Tower said. “What do you think the odds are that Toby Raines is one of the
men who abducted these Indians’ girls?” he asked her.


“I
don’t know, Mr. Tower. What I do know is that whenever you find horrible things
being done to women, you usually find Toby Raines.”


There
was a pause as the fire popped.


At
the same time, a wizened Paiute Indian approached them and sat down across from
Tower.


He
wore an array of animal skins around his neck, and he had a pipe in his hand,
which he puffed on.


He
said something to them and passed the pipe. Tower took it from him, inhaled
deeply, then passed it to Bird. She did the same, then handed it back to the
Indian.


The
old man got to his feet and began to chant in a low, cracked voice. His feet
shuffled, scratching the lava rock with a muted, muffled sound.


He
puffed on the pipe, and soon a small cloud of smoke hovered around him. The
chanting increased in speed and rhythm, then began to slow back down. The other
Paiute in the war party had formed a circle around them, and, as the old man
slowed his dance down, then stopped, they looked for him to speak.


Tower
spotted Yenata and waved him over, and the old man began to speak.


“He
says the spirits have talked to him about you two,” the young Paiute said.


“I
wonder if any of them are people I killed,” Bird said. She chuckled, took
another drink from the whiskey bottle, and looked at Tower, but he was focused
on the old man.


“What
did the spirits say about us?” Tower said.


The
old man spoke at length, then pointed at Bird.


The
translator spoke to Tower. “They said nothing about you. But her.” He pointed
at Bird.


“They
say evil surrounds her. And that she is already dead.”


Bird
looked up.


“Now,
that’s a hell of a thing to say to a lady.”









Sixty-Three



The
tracker had been wrong.


They
didn’t catch up with the men in the morning. It wasn’t until the early
afternoon that the tracker came back and the Paiute spread out along the crest
of a narrow canyon.


A
wind had kicked up from the northwest, and bits of lava dust stung Bird’s face.


The
black rock ran in ridges around a circular opening in which sat a narrow swath
of scrub brush and a silty creek bed devoid of water. From her vantage point,
Bird could see that someone had dug a trench in the deepest part of the run,
and the result was a darker shade of sand. There was water beneath that gravel,
and someone had found it.


There
was an eerie silence as they waited. A snake slithered by, and Bird resisted
the urge to use it as target practice.


As
two of the Paiute began to circle farther to the west around the lip of the
lava ravine, Bird saw movement below. Next to her, Tower rose from a crouch and
stared intently at the action below.


A
man had emerged from beneath the overhanging ledge of rock. He was a white man,
and he held a young Indian woman in front of him, his forearm around her
throat, a gun pointed at her head.


“I
need a horse!” the man yelled out. “Get me a horse and she lives. I’ll let her
go!”


Bird
got to her feet.


“Bird,”
Tower said.


“I
don’t know if the Paiute care if she lives one way or the other,” she said.


He
glanced down at the man. Yenata came running over to them.


“Where’s
the other girl?” Tower yelled down to the man.


“She’s
dead!”


“What
about your partner? There’s more than one of you!” Tower yelled back. Bird had
turned and was running toward the narrow trail down into the ravine. She had
grabbed an Indian pony.


“He’s
dead, too. There were three of us. The bastard shot Kurt and both our horses
and took off!”


By
now Bird had made it down to the floor of the ravine. She glanced back up at
the ledge, saw Tower watching her and the Paiutes lined up in a semicircle
around the lava floor below.


She
walked toward the man.


Off
to her right, she saw a cluster of rock slabs. At its base was a body, facedown
on the gravel. It looked to her like another young Indian woman.


She
saw no signs of any other men, and there didn’t appear to be any horses.


Bird
walked closer to the man.


“You
said you wanted a horse and you’d let the girl go. Well, here’s your horse,”
she said.


The
man looked wild-eyed at Bird. Up close, she could see his lips. They were
white, parched, and cracked. The girl looked even worse. Her face was slack,
her eyes staring off into the distance. Bird could tell that if it wasn’t for
the man’s arm around her throat, she probably wouldn’t be able to stand.


“I
know what the hell I said!” the man shouted. His eyes flicked toward Bird, then
at the trail out of the ravine behind her, then up at the Paiutes lining the
ledge.


Bird
knew what he was thinking.


Unless
there was another way out, he would have to ride right past a Paiute war party.
No way he would survive that. Which meant he couldn’t let the girl go.


Bird
knew what she would have to do, but it was a bad plan. She needed him alive. Her
only hope was that they were planning an ambush. As if to answer her question,
the man’s eyes flicked over to the slabs of rock, and Bird knew.


She
drew casually and fired once, aiming for the man’s right eye, on the far side
away from the Indian girl’s head.


Her
shot found its mark, and the back of the man’s head exploded in a spray of
blood and brain matter.


He
fell backward, and, without the support he had been providing, the Paiute woman
collapsed to the ground.


Bird
heard a war whoop, and then the Indians were storming down the trail behind
her.


A
figure raced from the protection of the lava slabs and tried to run toward the
other end of the ravine.


The
first Paiute down the trail easily caught up to him and, with a short, brutal
swing, bashed the man on the top of his head with a war club.


The
man fell flat on his face.


Bird
ran toward them. “Don’t kill him!” she shouted.


The
Paiute slid from his horse with a knife in his hand.


Bird
had her gun in her hand. As she drew near, she felt a slight stabbing in the
middle of her back.


She
stopped running and glanced over her shoulder. Yenata was on his pony, his
lance held tightly against Bird’s back.


“Do
not worry. We will not kill him. Not yet.”









Sixty-Four



The
ravine was a terrible place to defend against an ambush, so the always-strategic
Paiute warriors took the man and the two young women back to the oasis where
Bird and Tower had originally stumbled upon the settlers.


The
Paiute female who was still alive was placed in the care of the medicine man. Tower
and Bird went to him to see what kind of help they could offer.


The
Paiute doctor had the girl placed on a blanket and was forcing her to drink a
mixture that was dark green in color; it smelled to Bird like sulfur.


The
young woman’s eyes were closed, and there were cuts and scrapes all over her
face. Her nose was swollen, probably broken, and there were deep bruises around
both of her eyes.


The
medicine man was chanting in a low, soft voice.


Tower
went to reach for the girl’s wrist to check her pulse, but the Paiute doctor
shot his hand out and caught Tower by the wrist, then gently pushed his hand
away.


Bird
pulled Tower to the body of the other Paiute girl. She had been placed next to
a small fissure in the rock, and the Paiute warriors had gathered a large
collection of stones to cover her corpse with.


Among
the group of warriors, Bird spotted Yenata. She beckoned him over and said to
him, “Can I look?” Bird then pointed at her own chest.


“It
is not good to touch the dead,” Yenata said. Bird had seen the braves carrying
the body with a makeshift travois. “A Paiute will not do it. Then you be
purified. Take long time.”


“I
haven’t been pure in a long time,” Bird said. She reached for the blanket
covering the girl’s body. Yenata backed away.


“This
might not be a good idea,” Tower said, glancing at the Paiute braves.


But
Bird was determined. She lifted the blanket and pulled away the heavy shirt
covering the girl’s body. There was no pentagram among the scrapes and bruises.
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The
Paiute had found a narrow vertical slab of rock that rose like a column from
the earth.


The
surviving white man had been tied to the rock, the ropes circling his chest,
pinning his arms, and binding his feet. His hat was gone from his head, and his
shirt had been removed.


He
had been given a small amount of water to bring him back to consciousness.


Now
he looked with panic at Bird and Tower.


“You
have to do something!” he yelled.


There
was a large bruise on the side of his face and a swollen knot just below his
hairline. His eyes were wide and unfocused.


“We’re
doing something,” Bird said. “We’re watching.”


Tower
said quietly to her, “They’re going to torture him. I don’t think I can let
that happen.”


Bird
looked at him.


“What
exactly do you plan to do about it? Get us killed so he won’t be tortured? Because
they’ll just kill us, then torture him anyway.”


Tower
glanced over at the Paiute men. Half were with the medicine man; half were by a
small fire, sharpening their knives.


Tower
approached the group surrounding the medicine man and focused his gaze on
Yenata.


“Tell
them that if you’ll let me,” Tower said, “I can bring this white man back to
Platteville to stand trial for what he’s done.”


The
young Paiute translated, but was cut off when Wumaga rattled off a burst of
words.


“You
will not take the prisoner,” Yenata translated. “It is not against the white
man’s law for a white man to kill a Paiute woman. He would not be punished.”


Tower
held out his hands. “I can only make a promise of my words. But as a servant of
my god, I can’t stand by and let a man be tortured and murdered. No matter how
much he deserves it.”


“No.”


Tower
looked at Bird, whose expression told him he was close to putting them in
danger. Some of the braves who had been near the fire were now standing
directly behind both of them.


“I
think I agree with the Paiutes, Preacher,” Bird said. “I just want to get some
information out of him before they put those knives to use.”


Tower
turned back to Yenata.


There
was a soft shuffling of leather moccasins on the dusty lava rock and then a bright
explosion of pain rocked Tower’s vision.


As
he fell to the ground, he caught a glimpse of Bird doing the same.
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The
screaming awoke Bird.


She
lifted her head; the dawn’s early sun stabbed into her eyes, shifting the pain
that already enveloped most of her head and focusing it, making it a single
searing flash of white-hot agony.


Bird
closed her eyes, but a fresh set of screams brought her around again.


This
time, the pain diminished enough for her to take in the scene before her.


The
white man tied to the column of rock was now bathed in his own blood. There
were hundreds of small cuts all over his body. His pants had been removed, as
had his boots. The cuts were in neat lines across every inch of his body.


Bird
guessed the man had stopped bleeding and was moments from death.


He
opened his mouth, and Bird saw that his tongue had been cut out as well.


She
looked away and at her own situation. She was on the ground, her hands tied
behind her back. Her back was against something firm but not hard. It wasn’t
rock; she could tell that. She twisted her head to get a glimpse behind her and
saw the top of Tower’s shoulder. Bird guessed that he too was bound, and they
had been placed back-to-back.


She
pushed back against him.


“Tower,
wake up,” she said.


“I’m
awake.”


“Good.
You got us into this situation, now get us out.”


Bird
felt him test the bindings on their wrists.


“That
won’t work,” he said.


She
let out a long breath as the man screamed one more time. To Bird, it sounded
like it might be the last.


“I’ve
got to get a look at that girl’s chest,” Bird said. “Wumaga said there was a
pentagram on the woman killed back in Platteville, but I didn’t see one on the girl
who died.”


“Let’s
stand up,” Tower said. “Push against me and slowly walk your way up to your
feet.”


It
took them several tries before they were standing.


“Now
what?” Bird said.


The
Paiutes were all gathered around the white man, watching him die. They were
having an animated conversation, briefly interrupted by laughter.


“Try
to twist your way toward me,” Tower said.


Bird
struggled to turn, but the bindings were tight.


“I
don’t think — ”


Before
she could finish her sentence, a shot rang out. Bird looked toward the torture
session, figuring the Indians had grown tired of the game and simply put the
poor bastard out of his misery.


But
she was surprised to see an Indian flat on his back, blood pooling behind his
head.


The
other Indians scattered as a lone bugle sounded, its warning bouncing around
the vast array of lava rock.


The
army had arrived.
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They
tried to move to take cover, but their feet became tangled and they crashed to
the ground. Or, as Bird noted with no small amount of satisfaction, Tower
landed on the lava. Bird landed on Tower. She heard his breath go out of him
with a whoosh.


Gunshots
were echoing all around them. One bullet hit close to Bird, and her face was
stung with shards of stone.


She
heard the Paiutes yelling, soldiers cursing, and the rattle of hooves across
the surface of the lava desert.


It
was over in a matter of minutes.


Bird
tried to look from side to side, to get a survey of the battlefield, but all
she could see was the first Paiute who had died from the initial shot and her
horse, wandering a hundred yards away, its bridle swinging with each shift of
its weight.


“Any
guesses as to who might have won?” Bird said.


“I
doubt anyone did. The Paiute scattered because, from what I could see, there
were a lot more soldiers. The Indians know this place better than the army. They’ll
get away, live to fight another day.”


“How
about us?” Bird said. “We going to live another day?”


The
sound of a boot on gravel sounded near Bird’s ear.


“We’ll
have to see about that,” a voice said.


She
tried to look up, but because of the way she was bound, she could only see to
the tops of the man’s boots.


Black
leather boots, befitting a man in the U.S. Army.


“Soldier,
help these people to their feet.”


Another
set of boots came into Bird’s line of vision and then she was hoisted, with no
small amount of gentleness, to her feet.


Tower
was right.


The
battle hadn’t been much of one. Two dead Indians and one soldier, who was being
tended to by a fellow soldier.


And
the man, now dead to Bird’s way of seeing, still tied to the rock. A pair of
vultures circled above.


She
also noted that the other young Paiute girl was gone, along with any chance of
Bird finding out what may or may not have been done to her.


“I
would love to hear how you happened to be out here with a Paiute war party
while they tortured that man to death over there,” the first soldier said.


The
man had gone to stand in front of Tower, so Bird couldn’t get a look at him. But
his tone of voice had the moral superiority she always seemed to hear from army
officers.


“And
do you mean to tell me you’re a preacher?” the officer said.


“I
am,” Tower answered.


“Why
don’t you untie us and let us explain everything,” Bird said over her shoulder.


“I’ll
be happy to,” the officer said. “Only so I can separate you. See, the bad news
is I’m going to be tying you right back up again.”


“And
why is that?” Tower said.


“Because
you’re both under arrest.”
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They
arrived at Fort Stewart and were immediately taken to the commander’s office. It
was a short, squat building with a heavy wooden door.


Bird
and Tower were placed on a wooden bench that ran along the far wall of the
commander’s office.


Once they were
seated, a group of men entered the small space. A man of medium height with
thinning brown hair took a seat behind the room’s only other piece of
furniture: a wide mahogany desk.


“It’s
from Pennsylvania,” the officer said. “I paid quite a bit of money to bring
that along with me. But culture, and the fine objects it often produces,
deserve a home even out here in this very definition of nothingness.”


His
voice is high and squeaky, Bird
thought. Like a rodent.


“My
name is Captain Hays, and I am the commander of this region. Young Officer
Stewart here tells me you were being held against your will by the Paiute war
party who committed the atrocities in Platteville. Yet you were not harmed. Do
you care to tell us why?”


“I
charmed them with my feminine wiles,” Bird said. “And my whiskey. Lots of
whiskey. Speaking of, do you have a drop to spare? Good liquor is a sign of
culture, isn’t it?”


Hays
glanced at her, then Tower. He nodded to a junior officer, who fetched a bottle
and filled three glasses, then undid Bird’s and Tower’s restraints.


With
her hands free, Bird drank Tower’s whiskey, set the glass down, and picked up
her own.


“Now,
what was your question?” she said.


Before
the commander could speak, Tower straightened in his seat.


“Sir,
I am simply a preacher riding the circuit, and Ms. Hitchcock here is providing
security as we make our way, eventually, to San Francisco.”


“Hitchcock?
Bird Hitchcock?”


Bird
raised her glass. “Nice to be recognized.”


“We
had nothing to do with the torture of that man. What you might like to know is
that he most likely was one of the men responsible for the abduction and rape
of at least two young Paiute women. I’m sure you or the law in Platteville are
investigating.”


Hays
smiled. “Mr. Tower, I am the law in Platteville and everywhere else for
hundreds of square miles. Yes, the incident in Platteville is still under
investigation.”


Bird
thought about mentioning Tower’s experience as a detective but kept it to herself.
Especially as she was going to point out that she suspected Hays could use the
help.


“I
request that you release us,” Tower said. “So that I can help the people of
Platteville. I believe my services would be better utilized there than here. In
the stockade.”


Bird
took advantage of the lull in the conversation to help herself to another glass of the
commander’s whiskey.


Hays
looked at Tower, then Bird. He drummed his fingers on the mahogany of his fine
East Coast desk.


Then
he glanced at the other officers in the room.


“Release
them. I don’t have time for this,” he said. “Besides, if I keep them here any
longer, my whiskey supply will be severely drained.”
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If
the town of Platteville, Nevada, had been much to look at before the battle
with the Paiute, Bird would have been surprised. Because the way it looked now,
as she and Tower rode into town from Fort Stewart, there wasn’t much left.


A
small cluster of buildings ran along a single sodden street. Half of the
structures showed signs of fire damage; the other half looked like they were
about to collapse.


Bird
followed Tower to what was left of Platteville’s general store. It was clearly one
of the buildings that had been set on fire, with black scorch marks over most
of the facade, a cracked front window, and a missing front door.


They
tied their horses to the hitching post and went inside.


The
debris wasn’t limited to the outside. The store was a mess. Shelves were
knocked down, merchandise was strewn about, and empty bullet casings still
littered the floor.


“Just
haven’t had time to get her cleaned up proper,” a voice said behind them.


Bird
turned and saw an older man wearing a striped vest and an enormous pocket
watch, its chain hooked to one of the buttons of the vest.


“Looks
like you were right in the middle of it,” Tower said to the man.


“I
was!” He walked over to the store’s counter and leaned forward, resting his
forearms on the wooden rail. “It happened right here, you know. Name’s Thompson,
by the way. I own this place. And I’m the mayor, though not much of that matters
now, I suppose.”


“What
happened right here?” Tower said.


“Those
worthless jackasses saw those Indian girls buying candy and just slung ’em over
their shoulders and rode out of town. ’Cept the one who circled back behind the
hotel and took the one girl up to his room. Found her later.”


The
man shook his head.


“Them
Indians butchered an entire family. The Robsons, live just up the street. The
husband, wife, and all four children. Cut ’em down like dogs. They killed
pretty near everyone they come across. Didn’t matter to them.”


Bird
wanted to point out the Indians hadn’t started the debacle, but there was no
point in arguing about it.


“Do
you think you could introduce me to the folks that are still left in town?”
Tower said. He held up his Bible. “I’d like to offer what help I can, even
though I know there isn’t much comfort to be found in a terrible tragedy like
this.”


Thompson
looked around the skeleton of what his store had been.


“I’d
be happy to get you out and about the town, Preacher. Maybe you can help the
healing begin. Maybe we can put Platteville back together. Better than it was.”
The man sighed.


“Besides,
I just can’t bring myself to tackle the job of cleaning this place up. Don’t
know if there’s a point to doin’ it.”


Bird
stepped aside as the two men left the store.


She
went out, climbed onto the Appaloosa, and headed for the hotel.
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Bird
climbed up onto what was left of the hotel’s porch and had to watch her step. The
hotel had been burned as well, although it looked like most of the fire had
been limited to the front of the building and wasn’t able to make its way
inside.


Bullet
holes and broken arrow shafts littered the floor. Inside, every piece of
furniture was smashed, burned, or turned upside down.


A
man sat alone on the floor of the hotel’s main room, a bottle of whiskey by his
side. He was middle-aged, with dark pants, a white shirt full of stains, and
suspenders that were hanging by his side.


“Hate
to see a man drinking alone,” Bird said.


“Then
go ahead and join me,” the man said, his voice thick with alcohol. “Good luck
finding a glass, though,” he said and waved a hand around the room.


Bird
glanced beneath a table that was sheltering a stack of china from the dining
room, she assumed, and spotted a lone coffee cup. She looked inside, then wiped
it clean with her shirt.


She
went back to the man, and he held the bottle up for her. She filled the cup,
tossed it back, then refilled it.


“Thank
you kindly for the drink,” she said. “This hotel your place?”


“It
was,” the man said. “This is my farewell drink to a dream that just died. I’m
heading back to Chicago. I gave the West a try, but it didn’t work out.”


Bird
sipped from the whiskey in her coffee cup. If it had been a regular glass, she
would have downed the whole thing already.


“So
rumor is one of the Paiute girls was killed here.”


The
man’s shoulders began to shake, and at first Bird thought the man was laughing.
But then he wiped his eyes and she understood that he was crying.


“Damndest
thing I’ve ever seen,” he said. “I have half a mind to go up there and set that
hellish nightmare on fire, burn the rest of it down. But I can’t set foot in
there. Did once — won’t ever go again.”


“Set
foot where?” Bird said.


The
man sighed, a wet noisy sound that came out mostly through his nose.


“The
room where that sick bastard — ”


The
man couldn’t finish the thought. He threw his glass against the far wall, got
to his feet, and drank straight from the bottle. He emptied it, then threw it
against the wall, too. It shattered, and some of the glass pieces rained down
on the broken china that littered the floor. It sounded to Bird like strange, discordant
music.


“I’ve
got to get the hell out of here,” he said. “Out of this damn hotel and out of
this goddamn town.”


He
stormed past Bird, thunked off the porch, and staggered down the street.


Bird
finished her whiskey and went to the stairs.


How
many rooms can there be? she
thought.


At
the top of the stairs there was a landing, with torn and shredded mattresses,
some night tables smashed to pieces, and a washbasin stomped into hundreds of
tiny shards.


One
by one, Bird opened the door to each room, or at least the rooms that had
doors, and looked inside. It wasn’t until she got to the last room at the end
of the hall that she knew what she would find inside.


The
door had been ripped from its hinges and hung askew, as if it were trying to
block the person entering from seeing the entire interior at once.


Bird
pushed the door to the side, and its edge tore a gouge in the wallpaper as she
stepped through the doorway.


For
a moment, she lost her breath.


The
walls were smeared with blood, splattered in places, fashioned into crude
pentagrams on several sections of wall.


A
great pool of dried blood sat in the middle of the room. The bed that had most
likely been the central piece of furniture was half in the window, half out,
the mattress wedged in place by thick shards of glass.


Bird
took in the sight of the room, transported back in time to other places, other
scenes like this one. There had been too many. One was too many, but there had
certainly been more than one. Many, many more than one.


She
carefully stepped toward the corner of the room, a sense of unease creeping
over her as she stood in the middle of such wanton destruction.


Bird
turned and looked back toward the room’s entrance. There was a message, written
in blood, on the inside of the door that still hung askew.


The
words were tilted, so Bird had to angle her head to read them.


At
the top of the door, a finger most likely dipped in the blood of the young
Paiute girl had scrawled one name.


Bird.


She
felt her insides go cold and a current of electricity vibrate up her arms, and
she instinctively put her hand on her gun.


Bird
stood frozen, the chaos of the room falling away from her as she let her eyes
travel down to the words below her name, their crude shapes punctuated with
long tendrils of dried blood.


See
you in San Francisco.


— T.R.
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The
barren rock of Nevada slowly gave way to the rugged beauty of eastern
California. Tower had never been in this part of the country and was staggered
by its vastness, by the soaring hills, the wide valleys, and the sweeping power
of its rivers.


He
was saddle weary from being on the trail for the last three days, but he felt
good, satisfied with the work he had done in Platteville. The innocent victims
of the conflict there had needed a calming presence, one that could restore
their faith in what the future could bring, and he had filled that role.


Now
he was looking forward to the next stop on his circuit ride, which was a small
town just beyond the edge of the Sierra Nevadas, called Bing City. Tower liked
the sound of the name.


Ahead
of him, Bird rode like she always did — casual but alert, looking like she was
on a brief jaunt into town. But Tower wasn’t fooled. He knew she was always
watching, always on guard. It was one of the traits that had helped her
survive, but that also made her difficult to understand. At times, he took
comfort in her vigilance, but he also wondered if the price for that wariness
was too high. Especially for her.


The
amount of whiskey she consumed never seemed to affect her, a fact that both surprised
Tower and caused him chagrin.


He
had not lived a sheltered life; he had seen more than his fair share of
hard-drinking men who had grown overly fond of the bottle. But he had never
seen a person, man or woman, who drank as often and in such large quantities as
Bird Hitchcock. Which made her skill with a gun all the more impressive. A part
of him wondered, though, if she kept drinking at this pace, would it one day
slow down her reflexes? And would that happen at an inopportune time, say, in
the middle of a gunfight on some dusty main street?


Tower
shuddered at the thought.


He
wondered how he could get through to her. Lead her to some sort of resolution
within herself that would put her on a path to forgiveness not just for the
people who had done injurious things to her, but forgiveness for the most important
person she needed to feel compassion for: herself.


The
trail dipped down into an arroyo, then rose again quickly, leading them to the
edge of a meadow anchored by one of the largest fallen trees Tower had ever
seen. It had been uprooted, creating a wall of root and dirt against a bank of earth
and rock.


It
was the perfect place to settle into for the night; the large upheaval of dirt
would create a natural wall against which they could bank their fire and rest
in the reflected heat.


Tower
put a loose hobble on his horse, letting him graze on some thick grass at the
edge of the meadow. He found a small stream just down from the rock ledge and
washed his face.


He
noticed that Bird didn’t seem herself, looking off to the far horizon. She built
a small fire, then drank quietly from a bottle as the flames slowly took hold
and the nearly smokeless heat took a slight chill from the air.


Tower
unfurled his bedroll and stretched out between the fire and the root wall. He
read from his Bible, set the book on his chest, and was almost instantly
asleep. He dreamed of a time just before he joined the army, when he told his
mother that he was leaving home to take a stand against the rebels of the South.
She hadn’t said much, her face gray and tired. Tower remembered the chill of
that evening. His father’s whereabouts were unknown, and that lack of knowledge
weighed down the family like a slab of rock unceasingly exerting its constant,
blind pressure.


In
the dream, he was back in his bed, trying not to let the fear of the unknown
get to him. Often as a boy he would grind his teeth in his sleep, and the
action would create an exquisite headache centered in the middle of his
forehead.


The
pain would only stop when he woke up, as he did now. The pain was very real
because the muzzle of Bird’s gun was pressing hard into the middle of his
forehead.


She
was straddling him, and he could smell the whiskey coming off her in waves.


Bird
pulled back the hammer of her gun and Tower felt the vibration of it clicking
into place. On either side of the gun barrel, Tower could see the heavy lead
bullets, each resting in its own chamber.


“Even
though I know you’re a man of few words” — Bird took a long drink from the
whiskey bottle, keeping the pistol pressed firmly against his forehead — “I do
believe now is a very good time for you to do some talking, Mr. Tower,” she
said.
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“This
is no way to have a conversation,” Tower said.


Bird
was surprised. She’d thought the sneak attack, the ambush, might rattle him
into some kind of admission, but he was clearly calm and under control.


She
had no intention of backing off, however.


“Let’s
start with how Toby Raines knew that I was going to San Francisco,” she said.


“What
are you talking about?” Tower said. Bird studied Tower’s face; his eyes were
clear and unblinking. It didn’t look like he was lying.


“He
left me a message in the room where he killed the Indian girl,” Bird said. She
pictured the room again and wished that her gun were pressed against the head
of Toby Raines instead of Mike Tower.


Bird
felt Tower shift slightly beneath her, and he tilted his head.


“Stop
looking at me like that and answer the damn question,” Bird said.


“I
have no idea how he knew about San Francisco,” Tower finally said.


“That’s
no answer.”


“It’s
the only one I’ve got.”


Bird
studied Tower’s face. She saw no shadows, no twitches, no signs of a liar
trying to sell her a wagon full of cow chips.


“Well,”
Bird said, “the problem is that I didn’t tell anyone where I was going. Not a
damn soul. So he couldn’t have found out from me or from anyone I’ve come into
contact with. So that leaves you and your people.”


“Can
you please put your gun away?” Tower said.


“No.”


Tower
sighed. “Look at this objectively,” he said. “We’ve made no secret of where our
final destination is. Maybe someone from one of the towns rode ahead of us and
shared our travel plans.”


“Or
maybe someone from your church tipped Toby Raines off,” Bird pointed out.


Tower
raised an eyebrow at her. “Does Toby Raines spend a lot of time with
churchgoing folks?” he asked.


Bird
thought about that, then eased the hammer of her gun back. She took another
drink from the whiskey bottle and contemplated Tower beneath her.


“You’re
kind of warm and comfortable,” she said.


“Thank
you.”


Bird
holstered her pistol, went back to her bedroll, pulled out a new, full whiskey
bottle, and took a drink. She picked up a couple small twigs and placed them
onto the ghost of a fire they’d started earlier. She watched the twigs catch,
then pop into flame. Thin tendrils of smoke wafted upward.


“Look,”
Tower said. He was now sitting up, rubbing the spot on his forehead where
Bird’s gun had dug a round burrow. “Are you ever going to tell me what happened?
How this horrible thing that was done to you came about?”


He
grabbed his coffee cup, leaned forward to the fire, and poured the small amount
left in the pot into his cup.


Bird
drank again, straight from the bottle.


“Maybe
one day,” Bird said. “But today isn’t the day.”


“Is
there ever going to be a good day to talk about it?” Tower said. “Now seems
like the perfect time. We’re both wide awake.”


Bird
stretched out on her bedroll and rested her head against her saddle.


“I’m
listening,” Tower said.


Bird
answered by softly snoring.
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Bird
had always felt more at home away from towns and cities. She’d learned to take
comfort in the hills, mountain ranges, and vast stretches of land where there
were little to no signs of human habitation.


As
a young girl, with often a temporary home that proved to be even more temporary
than first imagined, she had spent vast amounts of time in the woods, hunting
game with her old rifle that she had learned how to take apart and put back
together time and time again.


So
when a nagging feeling of tension began to make itself apparent between her
shoulder blades, and when she felt that little tingle of nervousness running
along the back of her neck, Bird took notice.


They
had climbed steadily into the mountains, and the landscape seemed to open up bigger
and wider with each turn in the trail. The blue sky seemed to grow larger, the
air thinner and crisper, the mountain streams wider and running with more force
each time the trail rose.


When
the trail rose and they emerged onto a narrow shelf of land, both she and Tower
stopped abruptly.


The
view took her breath away.


Before
her, the trail simply ended at one of the most spectacular waterfalls she had
ever seen. To her right, Bird saw the trail reemerge higher up, skirting the
rock formation that had been carved by thousands of years of river water.


The
waterfall itself shot out from between two towering stone cliffs, a cloud of
mist and light hanging over the area like its own permanent cloud.


Next
to her, Tower let out a long, low whistle as he watched the water pour from the
mouth of the raised cliff opening.


“Beautiful,”
Tower said. “Absolutely stunning.”


“Thank
you, I’m often told that,” Bird said.


She
glanced at Tower, and the corner of his mouth tugged as he tried to hide a
smile.


She
lifted her eyes and scanned the top of the ridge beyond the waterfall, letting
her eyes analyze the land in sections, searching for any signs of what was
causing that tingle of uncertainty.


Bird
shrugged off the feeling. Maybe it was simply the vastness of this country that
was leaving her with an unsettled feeling.


She
savored the beauty of the water, the power of the water, as it crashed down and
cut through rock. She decided a drink was in order; such an unforgettable image
was the perfect setting to savor some whiskey.


Bird
turned to open the flap of her saddlebag, and as she did, she felt a rush of
air zip past her face and heard the crack of rifles.


Next
to her, Tower tumbled from his horse and fell to the ground.


Bird
ignored the instinct to straighten up and instead continued her move down
toward her saddlebag. She stayed low in the saddle and immediately recognized
that the shooters had to be over on the other side of the river.


She
had now slid halfway off her horse, hiding her body from the riflemen. Bird
reached down and snagged Tower by the back of his collar, kicked the Appaloosa
in the ribs, and dragged Tower behind a ledge of rock a dozen yards from the
clearing.


All
the while she cursed herself.


She’d
felt the presence of someone else and had ignored the warning signs.


She
had walked right into the trap.


Bird
knew the shooters had figured she and Tower would stop at the clearing and look
at the damn waterfall like a couple schoolkids on recess.


She
turned Tower onto his back and took in the sight of so much blood pouring out
of his midsection.


Goddamn, she thought.


God
damn it to hell.
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Too
much blood.


No
getting around it. Tower was losing a huge amount of blood, and way too fast.


“Damn
it,” Bird muttered.


Bullets
ricocheted off the rocks. Bird knew the bullet had been intended for her, and
that it had only been her abrupt twist in the saddle reaching for her whiskey
that had caused the shot to miss and hit Tower instead.


She
now grabbed the bottle of whiskey from her saddlebag, along with an extra
kerchief. She poured some whiskey onto the kerchief and used it to wipe away
the blood that covered the side of Tower’s head and face. Bird found a shallow groove
about two inches long on the side of Tower’s head, just above his ear. It wasn’t
the only bullet that had hit him, but it was probably the one that had knocked
him unconscious.


Bird
opened Tower’s shirt where the blood seemed to be bubbling through the
material. She saw the second bullet wound. It had hit him between the ribs and
hip, going in the right side of his belly and coming out the back. Bird lifted
Tower slightly and saw even more blood in the back. She lifted the shirt and
saw that when the bullet had exited Tower’s body, it had taken with it a large
chunk of flesh and muscle. The hole in the back was triple the size of the
entry wound. The one good thing, Bird thought, was that the wound was far enough
away from his insides that she was confident his internal organs hadn’t been
hit.


“Your
Lord was watching over you, I guess,” Bird said as she doused both bullet holes
with whiskey, then took a quick drink herself. “Although he left me untouched,
which must mean he likes me more.”


A
bullet pinged off the rock just above her head, and shards of stone scattered
onto her shoulders.


“Sons
of bitches,” Bird said. She tore the kerchief in half, stuffed one piece into
the bullet hole in the front of Tower’s belly, and jammed the rest into the hole
in the back. Still unconscious, Tower moaned.


“Sorry,
but it’s got to be done,” Bird said.


There
wasn’t really enough material to properly fill the opening in Tower’s back, but
she did her best.


Bird
looked at the side of Tower’s head. The bleeding was slowing, and she needed to
wrap it.


More
bullets ricocheted around her.


She
reached inside Tower’s overcoat, tore out a strip of black lining, and tied it
around his head. Bird took another drink of whiskey, slid her rifle from its scabbard,
fed shells into the magazine, and leaned against the big boulder.


There
was no doubt in her mind what had happened. But she pushed the thought away. There
would be plenty of time to speculate later. She had to survive first.


Bird
glanced over at Tower. He was out cold. The blood had stopped for the most
part, or maybe he’d run out. She gritted her teeth.


It
was not going to end this way.


She
pivoted on her heel, ducked to the right of the rock, and brought the rifle to
her shoulder in one smooth motion. Through the cloud of mist thrown off by the
waterfall, Bird spotted a man running closer to the edge of the ridge, crouched
low. Bird measured his speed, put the sight of the rifle on his chest, and
fired.


The
round stopped him and stood him up straight, which allowed Bird to put a second
bullet into him, this one in the head. The man’s black cowboy hat flipped off
his head and spun in the air before landing a few feet from the dead body of
its owner.


Bird
ducked back behind the rock as bullets crashed all around her, smashing off
chunks of rock, digging up clods of earth. She knew what they would do next. The
sons of bitches would try to circle around, pin her down from all sides.


Bird
glanced down the sloping hill that led toward the river. Not a good way out.


She
watched the ridge opposite the clearing. They would certainly send at least one
man up on that ridge to flank them and probably another man down below,
crossing to the opposite side.


One
thing was clear: they couldn’t stay here. In a matter of minutes they would be
pinned down and cut to shreds. Bird had only killed one of the men, and there
seemed to be plenty more.


Bird
scuttled back to Tower. His eyes were open.


“Can
you hear me?” she said.


He
blinked rapidly. His mouth formed a word, but no sound came out.


“I’ll
take that as a yes,” Bird said.


She
hated to do it, but she had no choice. She lifted Tower to his feet, felt him
wobble unsteadily, then pushed him toward the dim trail that led to the
waterfall, where Bird had spotted a slight overhang. From there, they would be
afforded some protection from one side as well as the advantage of slightly
higher ground. It wasn’t much, but at least they could make an attempt to defend
themselves.


She
unhooked the saddlebag, slung it over her shoulder, and guided Tower up.
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See
you in San Francisco.


The
words burned in Bird’s memory. They had shocked and enraged her, but worst of
all, they had fooled her.


Toby
Raines was not going to San Francisco. He had planted that thought in Bird’s
head with his message written in blood, then laid out an ambush.


Bastard.


“Tower,”
she said and looked at the preacher, now leaned back against the cool, damp
rock next to the waterfall. She had propped him against a vertical slab of
stone cut back into the rock wall. It was the only place mostly protected from
a firing line.


Bird
crawled down to the ledge of the rock, took off her hat, and held it under the
water, then she scurried back to Tower. She scooped water into her palm and
wiped Tower’s face clean. She held her hat with the cold water to his mouth and
tried to get him to drink.


“Drink
up,” she said.


Bird
pushed her saddlebag farther under the ledge and squatted on her heels, rifle
in hand. From here, she was protected partially by the front lip of the rock
ledge. She scanned the steep cliff walls. By now, her ambushers would be nearly
in place, ready to launch another attack.


She
wanted to spot them first and get another one.


Bird
let her eyes slowly scan the surrounding inclines, using her peripheral vision
to detect any movement. It was easier to see something move than to see
something hidden and still.


The
water rushing by less than three feet away made it difficult for her to hear
anything.


“Come
on, God,” she said. “The least you could do is help out Mr. Tower. He’s one of
yours, after all.”


A
brief flash of red to the left of the river caught her eye, and she turned,
bringing her rifle to her shoulder. She sighted and fired in one natural
motion, not consciously aiming, simply reacting to what she instinctively knew
to be the red of a man’s shirt.


Something
told her the shot was true, but there was no time to verify. Guns on all sides
fired at once. Bullets whizzed past Bird’s head, crashed into the stone walls
of the overhang, and thundered through the valley.


And
then she heard something over the din of the water that made her freeze. The
snort of a horse above them.


Bird
whirled, dropped to one knee, and fired directly above the overhang at the man
on the horse, who had a rifle pointed down at them.


How
the hell did he get up there? she
thought.


Bird’s
shot went high, and instead of hitting the man in the chest, the bullet took
off the top of his head. He toppled from the horse and fell out of Bird’s view.


More
bullets shattered rock near Bird’s head, and the shards from one pelted her in
the face. She felt a sharp pain in her right eye and knew that pieces of rock had
gotten inside her eyelid. She tried not to blink, not wanting to scratch the
eyeball and cause any more damage.


The
pain was intense.


She
kept her other eye open, felt blood on the right side of her face, below her
eye, and knew she was in trouble.


Bird
raced back to Tower, who was still unconscious.


She
knew their options were limited.


They
couldn’t go up, and they couldn’t go down.


They
were going to die here.


Unless.


No.
She would not do it.


But
the thought that entered her mind stayed there, and she realized it was the
only way.


Bird
slapped Tower across the face, and his eyes opened.


“Get
up, Mr. Tower,” she said. Bird slung her saddlebag over one shoulder and put
Tower’s arm around the other. She held on to her rifle and thumbed the leather
loops over both pistols so they would stay intact.


Bird,
still with only one eye open, charged across the narrow ledge, pulling Tower
along with her.


And
then they jumped.
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The
ground fell away, and Bird was terrified she had made a bad mistake. Her last
mistake.


The
air rushed up at her, and she felt herself falling with a speed that took her
breath away.


For
only the briefest of moments, she realized she had no idea how deep the water
would be.


And
then she hit the water with such force that her entire body rattled.


The
cold water hit her in the chest like a hammer. She lost all sense of time and
panicked as she had no idea which way was up. She lost her grip on her rifle
and Tower at the same time. Her feet crashed into the bottom of the river, and
then she instinctively pushed off up toward the surface.


She
needed air and needed it fast. The shock of hitting the water had knocked the
oxygen from her lungs.


Bird
broke the surface of the water, and the roaring of the waterfall was so loud
she couldn’t think.


And
then the current caught her, and she felt herself pulled with an enormous power
unlike anything she’d ever felt before.


Her
shoulder crashed into something, and she saw Tower next to her. His eyes were
open, but he looked dazed. She grabbed his shoulder.


“Kick!”
she screamed at him. Bird was struggling to keep herself afloat, and she knew
she couldn’t do it for both herself and Tower. She needed him to swim. Or
better yet, she needed something that could help them both.


The
river rushed with a torrent around a corner, and Bird felt a moment of relief
as she figured she was blocked from rifle fire.


And
then she saw what she needed.


A
tree trunk at least ten feet long, floating in the water parallel to them.


Bird
kicked toward the log and pulled Tower with her. She was gasping for breath but
thankful she was not swimming directly against the current but rather taking an
angle with it.


Just
when she thought she was never going to make it, her hand grabbed a short,
stubby branch jutting from the trunk, and she managed to steer the other end of
the log to Tower. He wrapped his arms around it, and Bird did the same.


She
risked a glance back toward the waterfall and the ledge from which they’d just
jumped. But it was already hidden behind the bend in the river.


Bird
looked at Tower. He was on the wrong end of the log, which crashed into each
surge of the river and dumped a bucket of cold water directly on his face.


“Hold
on!” she yelled to him, but she saw his hands loosen their grip on the log.


He
retightened his grasp, but Bird saw blood pouring from his nose. His eyes
looked glazed. She knew he wouldn’t be able to hold on too much longer.


The
river wound its way through several more twists and turns. Bird tried to steer
their way closer to the bank, figuring they still hadn’t gone far enough from
Toby Raines and his men, but she wasn’t sure how much longer Tower could hold
on.


She
heard a deep roaring sound and thought the noise was being distorted by water
in her ears, but they came around one more bend and she realized what it was.


A
churning stretch of violent white-water rapids.


Oh
no, she thought.
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Bird
quickly understood two things. The only way she and Tower would survive the
rapids was if they could somehow manage to hold on to the fallen tree they were
both clinging to. And the second thing she realized was that there was no way
in hell they would both be able to hold on. Maybe she could. But there was no
way Tower could do it. He was already slipping.


The
only chance they had was if she could figure out a way to somehow lash
themselves to it.


“Tower!”
Her voice was lost in the din of the approaching white water.


He
didn’t respond to her call.


“Damn
it!”


Bird
used the last of her waning strength to hoist herself higher onto the tree. She
reached down, unknotted the strip of rawhide holding her holster in place, and
pulled it free. She swung her leg onto the log and jammed her foot into the
crotch of a V-shaped branch.


She
looped the rawhide over Tower’s arm and ran it underneath the same jutting
branch, then tied a square knot as fast as she could.


Bird
doubted it would hold, but that was the best she could do.


Suddenly,
the back end of the log rose up as the nose dipped down into the first of the
falls. Bird felt herself being tossed upside down. She crashed into the side of
the tree and landed on her back, her arm now twisted over her head. She felt a
searing pain shoot down her spine and something give way in her shoulder.


The
wood swung sideways, turning broadside into the churning water. Bird sank down
beneath the log and fought panic as she struggled to get back to the surface of
the water.


Just
when she thought she was going to have to breathe in, the log shifted and she popped
to the surface.


She
sucked in air greedily and looked for Tower. She saw his arm still lashed to
the branch, but she couldn’t see his head or face.


The
din of the water suddenly stopped, and Bird called out, “Tower!”


Over
the top edge of the log, his face appeared. He was bleeding from a new gash
across his forehead.


But
he was alive.


“You
look like hell!” Bird said.


She
had a momentary surge of hope and then her ears were filled with a roar.


She
turned and saw a second set of rapids.


The
river seemed to fall away beneath her, and they were once again airborne.


Bird
twisted and saw blackness ahead.


But
it wasn’t water.


It
was a series of huge rocks strung across the middle of the river.


They
hurtled toward the boulders with a deadly certainty, pushed by the log now
behind them.


Just
before they crashed into the rocks, Bird closed her eyes. She felt a stunning
blow to her head that radiated numbness throughout her body. There was a brief
flash of bright light.


And
then darkness.
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“Ah,
the flower greets the dawn.”


Her
skull was split in half. That was the only thing that could cause so much pain,
Bird thought. Her eyes slowly opened, and the pain running down the middle of
her skull only grew worse. She shut them, waited a beat, then opened them
again.


A
man stood looking down at her. He was dressed in dark-gray pants and a white
shirt with a neat bow tie. His sleeves were rolled up, and Bird noticed paint
splotches on his hands.


“Who
are you?” Bird choked out. Her mouth was dry and her voice sounded far-off,
like an echo.


“My
name is Jonathan Morris Bunker.” He spoke with a slight lilt, and his words
were clipped with a strange precision.


She
tried to rotate her head to the right, and the pain seemed to sluice from her
skull down through her neck to her spine.


She
gasped.


“Mr.
Tower?” she said.


Bird
heard movement to her left, and she managed to get a glimpse of the preacher on
the ground next to her.


“I
have tea for both of you, if you are able to drink,” the man said.


“Got
anything stronger?” Bird said.


She
dreaded trying to do it, but she forced herself to sit up. Her head spun, and
she felt nausea in the pit of her stomach.


“I
have that, too, miss,” the man said.


Bird
watched the man pull out a large green bottle from a leather case sitting at
his feet. He poured some into a metal cup and gave it to Bird.


She
sniffed it. It wasn’t whiskey, but it would have to do.


“What
the hell is this?” she said.


“It’s
absinthe. Quite popular in Paris these days.” The man poured a small amount
into a tiny glass made of green crystal. “To refugees from the river,” he said.


Bird
drank it down. She looked at her hips. Both guns were still in their holsters. Her
rifle was nowhere to be seen. Her saddlebags were next to the small campfire.


They
must have traveled quite a ways from the waterfall, because the steep mountains
were gone and they were on a much flatter part of the plain. Bird wondered how
long they’d been in the water.


She
felt a pleasant warmth in her chest from the drink. She held out her cup. “I
could use a refill, if the bartender allows it.”


The
man dutifully poured more of the clear alcohol into her cup.


Bird
turned and went to Tower.


She
knelt down beside him, the movement making her dizzy for a moment.


He
was looking at her. His skin was pale. He smiled.


“Do
I look as bad as you?” he said.


She
nodded. “Probably worse.”


Bird
looked down at his side and saw a new bandage on the bullet wound.


She
looked back at the strange man, who had turned to an easel where a stretched
canvas sat. He was painting, but he must have sensed her gaze because he glanced
over at her.


“My
friend Gustave Courbet was once stabbed in the buttocks by a vicious
prostitute. I learned how to bandage wounds from a drunken nurse who talked me
through the procedure. That, and I studied medicine for six months, but I had a
fainting problem no one at the school could cure.”


“You
learned well,” Bird said, studying the bandage. “Thank you.”


“My
pleasure, mademoiselle. I only fainted twice during the procedure.”


Suddenly,
Bird was famished. She walked to her saddlebags and found they were empty.


A
large fifty-caliber Sharps rifle sat next to the man’s belongings.


“I
hate to impose more than we already have, seeing as you probably saved our
lives, but do you have anything to eat, Mr. Three Names?” she said. “My friend
over there is looking pretty shaky.”


“Yes,
I have fresh biscuits left over from this morning, with some honey. Please help
yourself.”


Bird
saw a plate with the biscuits next to a pot on the fire. She brought two
biscuits to Tower, then ate one herself.


They
were delicious.


“I
could get used to this,” Bird said. She glanced over at the painter.


“I
might have to marry you,” she said.
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“The
risk of infection is quite high,” the man said.


It
was now evening, and the sun had gone down an hour earlier, leaving a cool
breeze that was threatening to turn into a chilling wind.


Bird
sat next to the fire, which was now bigger than she would have liked. It would
make finding them an easy job for Toby Raines and his men, if they were
anywhere in the vicinity.


Jonathan
Morris Bunker — Bird had forced him to repeat his name several times so she
would get it right — was looking over at Tower, who now lay wrapped in a
blanket, his face pale and slick with sweat.


“I
believe you are accurate in that diagnosis,” she said.


Bird
glanced down at her coffee cup, again filled with the strange drink called
absinthe.


“How
did you end up finding us, Mr. Bunker?” Bird said.


“Please
call me John,” he said. “I had walked down to the river to clean my brushes,
and myself for that matter, and there the two of you were. At first I thought
you were dead, but then you pulled out your pistol and pointed it at me.”


Bird
shook her head. She had no recollection of that.


“I
used the mule over there,” he said, pointing toward the meadow, where Bird had
spotted the animal earlier in the day, “and managed to get the two of you up
here.”


“Well,
I greatly appreciate your efforts, John,” Bird said. “We would probably both be
dead if you hadn’t helped us.”


“Think
nothing of it,” he said. “I’ve been pulled many times from the gutters of
Europe by friends as well as complete strangers. It was the least I could do.”


Bird
looked at him. He had a small round face, with big, soft brown eyes and a thin
mustache. His hands were delicate, with long, pale fingers.


He
sighed. “Ah, Europe.”


Bird
refilled her glass.


“What
is this shit again?” she said.


“Absinthe,”
Bunker said. “Also known as the Green Fairy.”


“The
what?”


“It’s
made with wormwood and some other herbs, including fennel and anise. Poets and
painters love it because it allows access into recesses of the creative brain,
unlocking powers one never knew one had.”


Bird
watched Bunker look off into the distance. She raised an eyebrow at him. “You
are a bit of a bag of hot air,” she said. “But I like your style.”


She
drank more of the absinthe. “Miss my whiskey, though.”


“You
like whiskey?” he said.


“More
than life itself.”


“Well,
why didn’t you say so?”


Bunker
got up, went to his case, and pulled out a small, square bottle filled with a
dark-brown liquid.


She
looked down at the drink in her hand. “Did you say this stuff makes me
hallucinate?” she said.


“It’s
been known to create strange visions in some people,” Bunker said.


“Well,
I hope that’s not the case right now,” Bird said. “Is that really whiskey?”


“Yes,
a very high quality I brought over from Scotland.”


Bird
looked up at the stars.


“Thank
you, God.”









Eighty



Tower
was cold. Which was strange, because it was summer in Saint Louis. He stood on
the street corner, the comforting bulge of the gun in its holster on his hip.


His
teeth were chattering.


He
had to stay quiet. It was the end of the case, the one that had consumed most
of his life for the past six months.


It
had all come down to this moment. It would all end tonight on this street
corner, where the man who had been embezzling money from his client was due to
arrive. The client who had hired the private detective agency would not be
here.


Only
Mike Tower.


It
was a last-minute request for a meeting that had set Mike Tower on edge. Either
the embezzler, a shifty banker named Ted McCarthy, had finally taken the bait
or he had figured out that Tower had been working undercover all along.


In
which case, it wouldn’t be McCarthy who showed up, but probably a thug whose
job it would be to make Mike Tower go away. Permanently.


It
had begun to rain, a warm summer sprinkle that put a shine on the street and
made the distant sounds from the train yard seem a little farther away.


The
soft scrape of a shoe on cobblestone caught Tower’s ear, and he turned.


He
had his answer.


McCarthy
was nowhere to be found.


Instead,
he’d sent not one man, but two.


One
already had his gun out. The second was in the process of bringing something
out from inside his vest.


Tower
drew instinctively, calmly. The first man fired a shot that chipped the
cobblestone a foot in front of Tower. Tower’s shot puffed the man’s shirt
directly over his heart, and he took another step forward on a leg that
collapsed beneath him.


The
second man’s hand now held a knuckle-duster — a short-barreled gun with at
least five bullets in it. But the man realized he had to get much closer to
Tower, so he began to run straight at him.


It
was an easy thing to do, and Tower did it. He swung his pistol over and fired
again, this time drilling a bullet into the center of the second man’s
forehead.


Before
the man could fall, Tower heard a soft rustle of fabric behind him.


Again,
instinct took over, and he turned and fired.


Now
it was hot.


Tower
felt fire.


The
glow of a face.


No, he thought.


No!
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The
fire popped in the middle of the night, and Bird opened her eyes. Over the years,
she had trained herself to isolate and identify each sound in her environment
before she fell asleep, no matter how many empty whiskey bottles were on the
night table next to her.


So
she very well knew that the pop of the fire wasn’t what woke her.


It
was the mumbling.


She
sat up and looked over near the fire.


Tower
was sitting by the fire, the blanket around him, his face pouring with sweat. His
hair was wet and matted down. He was staring at Bunker’s easel, upon which sat
a painting. It didn’t look done; it appeared to be more of a sketch with some
small amounts of color added.


But
it was the image that caught Bird’s attention.


The
painting was of a young woman.


Bird
almost didn’t recognize herself.


But
the painting was of a younger Bird Hitchcock.


Tower
was staring at it.


“She’s
coming for me,” he said.


Bird
got to her feet and went to Tower. Bunker stirred in his little makeshift cot,
but Bird couldn’t tell if he was awake or not.


Tower’s
voice rose. “No! Don’t run toward me like that!”


Now
the volume had increased, and Bird saw Bunker twitch in his blankets, then grab
a small pair of wire spectacles and put them on.


“What
in the dickens?” he said.


“Relax,”
Bird said to Tower. She tried to put a hand on his shoulder, but as soon as she
touched him and felt how hot his skin was, he flinched.


“No!”
he shouted.


Bird
stepped back from Tower.


Bunker
got to his feet as well. “He’s delirious with fever.”


“Yes,
I figured that out,” Bird said.


Suddenly,
Tower jerked once. Twice. A third time.


And
then he went still. He looked at the painting of Bird. There was more moisture
on his face, and Bird wondered if he was crying.


Tower
turned to look at her.


“I
killed her,” he said. “I shot her and she died.”


He
fell forward and landed on his face in the dirt.
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“Holy
Jesus!” Bird said as she tore the bandage from Tower’s side. She had managed to
get Tower back onto his bedroll, but clearly the infection had spread.


Now
she looked down at the gunshot wound in Tower’s side. It had swollen shut and
tightened into a straining cone of red skin tinged with yellow streaks. Long
pink lines radiated out from the entry point.


“My
assessment? That is quite a bad infection,” Bunker said.


“Looks
like it’s about to explode,” Bird said.


“It
is, unfortunately. And if it explodes inward, and goes into his bloodstream, he
could very well die. I read that in a textbook before I dropped out.”


Bird
nodded.


“We
have to lance it,” she said. Bird pulled out her knife, knelt by the fire, and
held the blade over the flames.


“Bring
me that whiskey,” she said.


Bunker
brought her the bottle. “I’ve got one clean handkerchief left,” he said. “We’ll
use that to seal the hole.”


“Get
him ready,” she said.


Bunker
went behind Tower and pressed him firmly back onto the bedroll. He tried to
force the wooden handle of a paintbrush between his teeth. It wouldn’t work. Tower’s
teeth were chattering.


“I
hope he doesn’t crack a tooth,” Bunker said.


“Hold
him steady,” Bird said. “What a waste of whiskey,” she said, taking a long
drink. She splashed some onto the top of the infected wound, then aimed the
red-hot end of the knife at the center of the bulging infection.


She
let out a long breath and then drove the knife in.


Tower
lunged up as a stream of blood mixed with yellow pus sprayed out from the wound.


Bunker
fainted and fell backward.


Bird
immediately withdrew the knife and poured whiskey directly into the gaping
hole.


Tower
screamed and tried to get up, but Bird put a hand on his chest and pushed him
back, and he collapsed onto his bedroll.


Bird
plugged the wound with the clean handkerchief, then tied a long strip of shirt
around Tower’s waist, holding the new, clean bandage in place.


“Christ,
I hope that works and doesn’t kill him,” Bird said. She held up the whiskey
bottle. There was still quite a bit left.


Bunker
sat up, looking confused.


Bird
showed him the whiskey bottle. “I’m like a good doctor — use just enough to get
the job done while being careful not to overmedicate.”


She
took a long drink of the whiskey. It was probably the best she had ever had.


Bunker
went back to his blankets and lay down.


Bird
glanced up at the painting.


“What
in the hell are you doing with that?” she said.


“The
subject chooses the artist, not the other way around,” he said, his voice
especially soft. He was a fragile man, Mr. Jonathan Morris Bunker.


Bird
guzzled from the whiskey bottle.


Hell,
she needed to recover, too.


She
had just stabbed a man, after all.
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A
full day later, dawn broke, and it took Tower’s fever with it. Bird sat with a
cup of coffee in her hand, fortified with the last of the whiskey. She already
knew she would have to go back to the absinthe before the day’s end. She wasn’t
happy about it, but desperate times called for desperate measures.


Bird
studied Tower’s face. Maybe it was the shocking lack of color in his skin, or
the way his face seemed even tighter, but he looked like a different man. Or
maybe it was just that he’d lost weight from fighting off the infection and it
made him seem especially different, vulnerable even.


Oh,
who was she trying to fool? She knew why he looked different to her. He had
finally unburdened his secret, even if he had done so unwittingly. Now she knew
why, most likely, Tower had found religion. He’d killed an innocent girl,
unless the fever had indeed caused him to imagine such a thing.


But
somehow Bird had a very strong feeling that what he had described in his
feverish state was very close to what had actually happened.


Bird
stood, walked past the tepid fire that was just barely still smoldering, and
followed a dim path through long grass to a clearing, where Jonathan Morris
Bunker stood before one of his canvases, working with an intensity that
surprised Bird.


She
stood off to the side, watched the way he held the slim wooden palette with his
left hand, the tiny dabs of color arrayed on its surface, and the way he mixed
them together, working quickly and effortlessly.


“You
can come closer if you’d like,” he said without turning around.


Bird
walked up next to him.


“It’s
pretty,” she said, meaning it. He had splashed across canvas an image of the
large meadow with the light-grayish mountains in the background.


“Thank
you,” he said.


“And
just like you told me,” Bird said. “It isn’t supposed to look exactly like what
you’re seeing. It’s just supposed to give you the overall impression.”


Bunker
bobbed his head vigorously. “Exactly! Precisely that!”


Bird
watched the way he blended colors, shading the foreground, forcing the eye to
go this way or that.


“What
made you decide you wanted to be a painter?” she asked.


Bunker
didn’t turn to look at her as he answered.


“I
didn’t make the decision. It was made for me. Probably like you and your guns,
right? You never consciously decided you wanted to be a gunfighter, am I
correct?”


“Nope,
never had a choice,” she said.


“It
was the same with me and making pictures,” Bunker said. “It was a calling.”


He
lifted the painting off the easel and slid it into a case that was lined with
wooden slats; each set of slats created a separate compartment. Within the case,
Bird saw at least six more frames stretched with canvas. Bunker selected the
next one in order and put it on the easel.


“The
light changes by the hour,” he explained. “This meadow will look completely
different every hour by the hour. So I’ve got a painting for each corresponding
light pattern. Displayed together, the paintings will create an effect that
will make the viewer feel as if they are watching the light change before their
eyes.”


Bunker
turned back to the painting, and Bird looked at it. It did seem totally
different from the other—


The
canvas was suddenly splashed with bright red and Bird saw tufts of hair on the
back of Bunker’s head float away, and then she was diving to the ground as the
report of the rifle filled the air.
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When
Bird had been hunting meat for her adopted family’s children, she always had a
rule: never let emotions get in the way of her steadiness on the trigger. Not even
when she pictured the young children back at the squalid little cabin depending
on her to bring in food, she never let feelings get in the way of her ability
to make an accurate shot.


So
when she ran back to the camp after leaving Bunker dead, half of his head blown
off and splattered onto the canvas, she felt no emotion.


What
she did feel was a dead thing, a cold slab of certainty that she would set
things right.


Bird
rounded the trail into camp, heard the sound of approaching horses, and drew
both guns.


Tower
was no longer near the fire. She spotted him off near a stand of scrub brush, a
trail in the dirt from where he had crawled detailing his path.


He
was on his side, not moving.


Bird
saw three men emerge from the trees less than twenty yards from the clearing. One
of them she recognized from the ambush back at the waterfall.


They
looked lean and haggard, desperate even. Just the kind of violent, worthless
men Toby Raines loved to surround himself with.


The
men did not hesitate. They charged directly at Bird, and she fired both guns, working
the hammer and trigger unconsciously.


Two
of the men were knocked off their horses.


The
third raised his rifle at Bird, but she fired both guns again. One bullet
ripped out his throat, and he veered violently on the horse as the second shot
hit him in the belly. The man’s horse pivoted wildly, and its passenger went
the other way, landing in a heap on the ground.


Two
more men thundered up a low incline from the south end of the clearing. Bird
holstered her left gun and fanned four straight shots, knowing that her gun was
empty with the last shot. One bullet hit the first man in his teeth, and she
saw his jaw explode as he crumpled.


The
last man tried to turn his horse once he saw his comrades splayed out on the
ground. Bird drew her left gun and fired from the hip, shooting him through the
back. He fell off his horse. He tried to get up, but Bird raised her pistol,
took careful aim, and put another bullet into his head.


Silence
returned to the area, only interrupted by the sound of horses running in the
opposite direction of the gunfire.


Bird
went to Tower and found him on his back, staring up at the sky.


“I’m
sorry,” he said.


“For
what?”


“For
not...helping you,” he said.


Bird
looked around at all of the dead men. Saw a vulture circling high overhead.


“Help?”
she said. “It’s one thing I’ve never really ever needed.”
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Bird
made a swift decision.


She
propped Tower up against a rock, put a loaded pistol in his hand, and snatched
up Bunker’s big, heavy .50 Sharps rifle.


She
grabbed one of the horses, thinking of her Appaloosa, and charged down the
incline toward where the last two men had emerged.


Bird
knew Toby Raines loved to have other people do his dirty work. Unless the
victims were young women totally under his control; then he would decide to
take matters into his own hands.


She
knew he was watching, and she intended to end this thing and end it now.


Bird
thundered down the slope, following the trail of the men she had just killed.


The
horse she was on was a big bay, and it galloped with a solid confidence Bird
admired. The ground flew beneath her, and she crossed the meadow, ran through a
copse of trees, and crested another hill, this one overlooking the river.


Now
she saw that the river was swollen, and there was no place to cross.


In
the distance, she saw a single rider going in the opposite direction.


Toby
Raines.


She
was sure of it.


Bird
knew she couldn’t cross the river, and by the time she did find a place to
ford, it would probably be several miles up- or downstream and she would never cover
the distance quickly enough. Plus, she had to go back and get Tower, who, now
that the fever had broken, was in better shape, but he couldn’t withstand a
punishing ride chasing Toby Raines.


No,
she would have to take a shot.


Literally.


Bird
got down from the big bay and lifted the rifle. She had never personally fired
one of the giant cannons before, but she’d known some buffalo hunters who 
swore by them.


Bird
knew that they fired only one round. A true single-shot rifle. And one round
was all she had.


She
sank to one knee and raised the rifle to her shoulder. She pulled back the big
hammer and lined the fading image of Toby Raines between the sights.


Bird
let out a soft, gentle breath. She could hear nothing but the sound of the
wind, and the colors of the light all seemed to fade to the side. Bird felt she
could actually see the fabric of Toby Raines’s shirt.


She
laid the sight on the middle of Toby Raines’s back, then raised it slightly to
account for the horse’s gallop.


The
thought entered Bird’s mind of Bunker saying that you don’t choose moments like
this; they choose you.


Her
finger had been tightening on the trigger by its own volition. The sight was on
the middle of Raines’s back when the rifle thundered, and Bird felt the wallop
of the enormous recoil. It spun her slightly, but she kept her head straight.


And
saw Toby Raines blown off of his horse.
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They
buried Jonathan Morris Bunker in the meadow that had been his last subject.


Bird actually buried him, what with Tower still being as weak as a sickly
kitten.


However,
she let Tower read from the Bible, and together they built the fire where they
placed Bunker’s last painting, the one that still carried his blood on its
canvas.


The
rest of the paintings they left in the special case and tied it to the mule,
which had refused to run off during all of the gunfire.


Bird
had gone back to the easel, which had been knocked down during the attack on
the camp.


The
painting that had sparked Tower’s reaction was still attached to the wooden holder.


Bird
studied the picture. It looked so much like a younger version of herself it was
hard to believe. Jonathan Morris Bunker had saved their lives, and now that
talent was gone.


She
unhooked the painting from its bindings and carried it to the fire. Is this
what he would have wanted? Bird thought. She glanced back at the meadow,
where Tower was tying the mule to her horse.


Bird
held the painting over the flames.


And
then, at the last moment, she tucked it back under her arm.


She
walked to the makeshift corral they had created and where they had tied the
best of the horses from Toby Raines’s gang. She slipped the painting into her
saddlebag, next to the bottle of absinthe. Tower rejoined her and they left the
camp, trotting slowly down to the river, then turning south, looking for a
place to cross.


It
had taken most of Bird’s energy to keep herself from abandoning Tower and
racing off to look down upon the corpse of Toby Raines.


But
she had no idea how long it would take them to find a place to cross, and
leaving Tower, as weak as he was, just didn’t make sense. After all, she was
still there to protect him. Leaving him barely alive in the middle of a bunch
of dead men hadn’t seemed like a great idea.


Now
Bird rode ahead, with the mule behind her. And behind the mule, Tower rode. She
knew they couldn’t cover territory very quickly, but she went as fast as she
thought Tower could handle.


It
was the afternoon, and dark clouds were rolling over the tops of the mountains
in the distance. The level of the river was down. Bird could see where the
water had reached, and it was now at least a foot lower. When they had ridden
it after their jump from the cliff, it must have been near flood levels.


Bird
wondered about Toby Raines. What she would find when they came upon his dead
body. Had the coyotes found him? Vermin discovering vermin, Bird
thought. How appropriate.


By
her estimation, it took them nearly two and half miles to find a shallow part
of the river, one that would let them cross. There had been some other possible
spots, but with a mule carrying supplies and a man who had nearly died from an
infected gunshot wound, Bird had wanted to take no chances.


She
led the way, the water mostly sandbar and gravel until they hit a small dip in the riverbed
where the water was deep enough to nearly reach her stirrups.


Bird
climbed out of the river and watched Tower cross with no problems.


She
turned back toward the north, knowing that the body would be easy to find.


Bird
could already see the vultures circling.









Eighty-Seven



Every
minute that passed seemed to make Tower more tired yet also seemed to
strengthen him. Each bump in the trail, every time the horse moved suddenly,
something hurt in his body.


But
he was glad to be alive.


Tower
vaguely remembered the painter, but he had been delirious most of the time. He
had a feeling that he had talked during his fever, not because he remembered
saying anything but by the way Bird looked at him.


She
seemed to be regarding him with less skepticism, or maybe she was just trying
to give him time to heal before she had fun at his expense.


He
followed her now as they veered away from the river, toward a lone vulture
circling in the air.


Tower
thought back to when his circuit ride had begun, back to what seemed like so long
ago. He never could have imagined everything that had transpired, but God
worked in mysterious ways, he knew. Every test that came up, every challenge
thrown at him was something that had the potential to make him a better man.


Tower
moved his horse up next to Bird, and they both stopped when they were within
fifty feet of the body.


“Looks
like you didn’t miss,” Tower said.


“I
never do.”


Tower
decided to let Bird go forward alone. She had explained already what she had
done and her hope that the dead man lying on the ground was Toby Raines.


Tower
felt she had earned the right to find out if she was correct in private.


His
horse shifted beneath him, and Tower watched as Bird approached the body. She
walked slowly, then stopped.


The
man was on his stomach, his arms outstretched.


Bird
used a boot to turn him over.


Her
body stiffened.


She
turned to Tower.
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It
isn’t him.


Bird
didn’t hear herself say the words, but she knew she had said them. She could
tell by the way Tower’s face changed as he looked at her.


It
wasn’t Toby Raines.


Bird
felt hatred, anger, and disappointment blossom inside her chest. When she had
fired the big Sharps rifle from the other side of the river, she had felt so
sure it was Toby Raines she was killing. But it hadn’t been. It had been
another one of his cronies.


Well,
she was glad she had killed the man. She just wished it had been a different
man.


“Justice
will come eventually,” Tower said to her. “We just have to be patient.”


Patient.
Bird shook her head. She had been patient, all right.


“I
suppose you are right, Mr. Tower,” she said. But she didn’t feel it. She had
been waiting years to snuff the life out of the man who had ruined hers. Bird
was done being patient.


And
then she had a thought. A very good thought.


She
was glad it wasn’t Toby Raines.


Yes,
she was happy.


Bird
climbed onto her horse, brought the mule into line, and started west.


Killing
Toby Raines from a distance was no good. No, it was no good at all. When the
opportunity presented itself, she wanted to do it up close and personal.


She
wanted to put her bare hands around Toby Raines’s neck and squeeze until she
choked the evil sonofabitch to death.


“Do
you want to talk about it?” Tower said to her. “You look like you’re trying to
come to grips with how you’re feeling.”


Bird
pulled the bottle of absinthe from her saddlebag. She took a long drink and
raised the bottle.


“This
one is for you, Jonathan Morris Bunker,” she said, then drank again.


“What
is that?” Tower said.


“It’s
a drink my friend from Paris introduced me to.”


“What
is it called?”


Bird
thought back, tried to remember the name Bunker had used. Then it popped into
her memory.


“The
Green Fairy,” she said. For a brief moment, she smiled at the name. Somehow,
she suddenly felt good about keeping his painting of her. Maybe someday, if she
lived long enough to settle into one place, she’d hang it in her parlor.


Bird
drank again, and the sun peeked out from behind the wall of gray clouds,
sending a shaft of light through the dense green bottle.


Bird
thought of Bunker, about his endless fascination with the quality of light. How
it changed things. Made them totally different entities.


She
put the bottle back into the saddlebag.


It
was an interesting theory.


One
that she didn’t necessarily believe but that she would be happy to reconsider
in another hour or so.


Once
the light had changed.










Episode Six
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It wasn’t until they were a day from San Francisco that Mike Tower’s color returned. Having been shot, and having undergone an emergency disinfection at the pointy end of Bird’s knife, he was the worse for wear.


“You never did thank me for saving your life,” Bird said.


“Thanks,” Tower said. “But did you have to leave such a big scar?”


She had to concede the point. Sure, the scar had begun with a bullet, but Bird’s emergency incision to lance the infection had done its own damage.


“Ah, it gives you some character, of which you’re in sore need,” Bird said.


“It’s an interesting approach to self-improvement.”


“Look on the bright side,” Bird pointed out. “You can brag about it to your preacher buddies when you’re sitting around drinking all of the church’s wine.”


She glanced over at him, thought she saw the start of a smile. He was a tough nut to crack; she had to give him that.


As they rode on, Bird thought about what would happen in San Francisco. They were nearing the end of Tower’s circuit ride, and her employment as his bodyguard would soon be over. She drank from the bottle of cheap rye she had bought from some down-on-their-luck gold miners a day ago. It tasted like paint thinner.


There was also a tinge of moisture in the air, and Bird knew they were getting closer to the coast. The harshness of the desert was a distant memory, as lush valleys and thick stands of forest greeted them at every turn of the trail.


Bird had been to San Francisco once before, several years ago. But the trip had been in the middle of a monthlong drinking binge, and she remembered little of her time there, other than a lot of trick shooting in alleys to raise money for her bar expenses.


“You been to San Fran before?” she asked Tower.


He shook his head. “No.”


“It’s a lot of fun,” she said. “Oh, I forgot. You’re not allowed to have fun.”


Tower didn’t respond.


“I just don’t understand it,” Bird said. “If your precious Lord is so set against having fun, why did he make me so goddamned entertaining?”


“You’d have to ask him,” Tower said. “I can arrange for you two to talk.”


Bird slugged down some more of the cheap-as-hell rye. “Thank you for the invitation, Mr. Tower, but I believe I said everything to him I needed to say a long time ago.”


She savored the burn of the liquor, even as the taste made her grimace. “Now, if he could tell me exactly where to find Toby Raines, then I would be very interested in what he has to say.”


She knew it always came down to that. Get her revenge on Toby Raines and then figure out the rest of her life. The problem was, she’d been doing that for as long as she could remember.


They made a dry camp that night and got up early, forgoing any coffee, and rode into the southern end of the city by late morning. As they rode toward the heart of the city, Bird was taken aback.


It was so much bigger than she had remembered.


Great collections of buildings and homes, people by the thousands. The railroad hadn’t been completed when she had last been there, and Bird figured that it had dumped a whole lot of people there, especially the workers who had ended up in the city with their final wages.


Everywhere they turned, new buildings were being constructed; horses, carriages, men in suits smoking cigars, and ladies in dresses carrying umbrellas hurried to and fro looking like serious business was at hand.


Bird’s trained eye also caught sight of plenty of idlers lurking here and there, at the mouths of alleys, standing in the doorways of saloons, ready for any opportunity they could take advantage of.


When at least they reached the heart of the city, and looked down on it from the top of a steep hill, Bird turned to Tower.


“Lead the way, Mr. Tower,” Bird said. “Time to get my prayers answered…with cash.”









Ninety



The church was located on a quiet street just a few blocks from Union Square. Mike Tower was glad the din of the bustling neighborhood had dimmed near the church. Back here, the noise was softened, and Tower, as always, felt welcomed and comforted by the quiet reserve of the church.


It was an impressive structure. Tower was mildly surprised by the church’s size. Although it was not as large as some of the churches back east, it was a beautiful stone building, with massive oak doors and a towering spire that rose high above the surrounding buildings.


They rode around to the back of the church, where they found the rectory.


Tower tied his horse to the hitching post, and Bird did the same. He walked up and knocked on the door.


After a pause, it opened to reveal a short, thick priest with curly gray hair and a pair of the bluest eyes Tower had ever seen.


“Yes?” the man said, his voice a deep baritone. Tower could imagine how the man would use that voice to lend power to his sermons. It was a voice that commanded attention.


“My name is Mike Tower,” he said. “I believe you are expecting me.”


 “Ah, yes, Mr. Tower,” the man said. “I have been eagerly anticipating your arrival. I’m Father Silas.”


They shook hands, and Tower gestured toward Bird.


“And this is Bird Hitchcock,” Tower said.


“Howdy,” Bird said.


“Please, please, come in,” the priest said.


The rectory consisted of a main room, where a table and four chairs occupied the central space. To the right, Tower saw a doorway and a small kitchen. To the left was a short hallway that Tower figured led to a bedroom.


Silas motioned them toward the table. A crystal decanter filled with red wine sat at the center of the table, along with a tray that held an apple and a wedge of cheese.


Silas sat on the opposite side of the table; Bird and Tower each took a chair across from him.


“Care for a glass of wine?” Silas asked.


“No, thank you,” Tower replied.


“Yes, please,” Bird answered.


Tower glanced at Bird, but she was looking around the rectory, like a visitor to a strange country.


Silas filled Bird’s glass, then pushed the food toward Tower. Tower took a wedge of apple and bit into it. It was juicy and fresh.


Silas produced a leather notebook and set it on the table.


“So tell me about your journey,” he said.


Tower walked him through the highlights of the trip, leaving out most of the violence and focusing instead on his efforts to provide religious comfort to people.


“Circuit rides are never easy,” Silas said. “Like most things in life, you learn as much about yourself as you do about others.”


Silas took a wedge of cheese and popped it into his mouth. His blue eyes focused on Tower.


“You came through it intact,” he said. “Not everyone does.”


“I couldn’t have done it without her,” Tower said, gesturing toward Bird. “She saved my life more than once.”


“He’s such a sweet-talker,” Bird said. “Is it allowed for a priest to be so flirtatious?” She held out her empty glass to Silas, who refilled it.


“Apparently her sense of humor survived the trip, as well,” Tower said to him.


“I see,” Silas said, clearing his throat. He reached into his leather satchel and pulled out an envelope. He handed it to Bird.


“This is for a job apparently well done,” he said.


Bird glanced inside.


“Thank you,” she said. “Your Mr. Tower is a full-time job,” she said. “If I’d known how difficult it was going to be, I would have asked for more money.”


She drank her wine in one long gulp and got to her feet.


“I’ll be in the saloon if you want me to buy you a farewell drink,” she said to Tower. Bird tipped her hat to Silas, who nodded back.


Bird left, closing the rectory door behind her.


Silas put away the satchel and looked at Tower. He drummed his fingers on the table.


Tower was exhausted. He wanted nothing more than to be given a room, a hot bath, and a bed. But he was curious what plans the church, and Silas, had for him.


“I know you’re probably wondering where your next position within the church will be,” Silas said.


“I am.”


The older man took a sip of wine from his glass. He looked up at Tower.


“Before we can get to that, however, I’m afraid I have a very serious issue I must speak with you about,” he said.


Tower tried not to look surprised.


Silas drank the rest of his wine and set the glass aside.


“Something very, very bad has happened.”
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Bird walked her horse along the street; she felt a thrumming in her veins. It was the size and the scope of the city. It invigorated her, excited her, made her want to take this oversize community by the tail and give it a few good shakes.


She walked over to Union Square, watched the ladies with their big hats walk arm in arm with men wearing stiff black suits and top hats.


The occasional youngster would run by with a stack of newspapers.


Bird spotted a place that looked like it might have what she wanted. It was called Peterson’s Spirits Emporium and Gambling House. Not exactly her kind of place, but maybe they had exactly what she was looking for.


Namely, alcohol.


And lots of it.


Bird tied her horse outside and walked up to the saloon’s plate glass window, then looked inside. Yes, it had what she needed. A long bar, half full with men, and two bartenders. She definitely liked the idea of two bartenders. She could drink twice as fast.


The rest of the space was filled with tables for both drinking and gambling. Various tables had card dealers, but most were filled with men drinking and smoking cigars.


She walked in, and the smell of cigars and whiskey embraced her like an old lover. A thick veil of smoke hung a foot below the silver ceiling. In the corner she hadn’t been able to see from outside, a finely dressed man in a bright-blue vest pounded away on a piano, creating a raucous rhythm. It was a kind of music Bird had never heard before. She decided she liked it.


She made her way to the bar and pulled out the money Father Silas had paid her. It was quite a bit. The church’s donation baskets must be quite full these days, she thought.


Bird ordered the best whiskey they had, a full bottle, and set about demolishing it.


“You look familiar,” the bartender said. He was a young man, with huge shoulders and a devil-may-care smile.


Bird looked at him. He wanted something. They all wanted something.


“You Bird Hitchcock?” he said.


She shook her head.


“No. And a woman of my good standing would be insulted by you making that accusation.”


The bartender raised an eyebrow at her.


“Well, I apologize, ma’am,” he said. “I would have been happy to buy Bird Hitchcock this fine bottle of whiskey, but if you’re not her…” he said.


Bird stuck out her hand.


“Pleased to meet you.”


The bartender refunded Bird’s cash for the bottle.


Free whiskey, Bird thought. The best kind.


“Heard you were in town,” the bartender said. “My name is James Boer. We met back in Abilene a couple years ago.”


“Sure, I remember you, James,” Bird lied.


“I’ve been mixing drinks here for the last few years. Even wrote a book about them.”


“Congratulations,” Bird said. She downed another shot of the whiskey and poured herself another. This was good stuff. Smooth as liquid smoke, rich with the flavor of oak barrels and amber magic.


Boer pushed a thin book across the bar to her. “You should read it sometime, lots of creative ideas about how to make drinks.”


“I have the perfect recipe for a whiskey drink,” Bird said. “Only one ingredient. A glass.” She raised her shot glass to the bartender and tossed it down. “They complement each other perfectly.”


Boer moved down the bar, and poured various liquids into a glass with two ice cubes, and brought it back to Bird. “Try this,” he said. “It’s one of my creations.”


Bird looked at it. It was clear, but it had bubbles in it. She drank the whole thing down. It was a little sweet, but the flavors were interesting.


“Interesting,” she said.


“It’s called a gin fizz.”


He was beaming at her.


“Well, Mr. Gin Fizz, I bet you’re pretty well known around this town with these fancy drinks and a book to boot.”


He nodded. “If I may be so immodest to agree with you…”


“So you probably know a lot of people, too. Am I correct?”


“That would be accurate,” Boer said. He took the empty glass from Bird and poured more whiskey into her shot glass.


“Well, have you ever heard of a man named Toby Raines?” she said.


Boer shook his head.


“Can’t say I have. But San Fran is a big town,” he said. “Should I know him? What does he do for a living?”


“He kills young women,” Bird said.


She looked at the bottle of whiskey. It was nearly gone and it must have been the good stuff, because she was feeling it through all of her body.


“No, can’t say I’ve heard of that man’s name,” Boer said. “But I believe you might want to check with the police station. There’s one just around the corner on First Street.”


“Why would I do that?” she said.


“Because I heard they had an unusual murder just last night. Some young girl. All sliced up with a knife.”
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“We have a very dire situation within our community,” Silas said. “And when I say community, I don’t mean our city. I mean our church.”


“What kind of situation?”


Silas got to his feet, crossed the room, and picked up a Bible. He came back to the table and set it down. He tapped the leather cover with his thick fingers.


 “There has been some discussion about you,” Silas said. “Some news of your exploits in getting here has been bandied about via the telegraph.”


“I don’t like how that sounds,” Tower said.


“Actually, I believe it may be a blessing in disguise. Some of the things we have heard about you may prove to be useful, if they are, in fact, true.”


“What is it?” Tower said, his voice sounding more tense than he would have liked.


Silas met his gaze directly. “It’s the kind of situation that requires the need of a trained investigator.”


“I see—,” Tower started to say.


“Yes, I know you used to be an investigator with a detective agency.”


Tower nodded. “The telegraph again.”


“That’s not important. What is important is that you look into what happened to a man named Bradley Kirner. Mr. Kirner worked for me in various roles. Mr. Kirner was an accountant. One of his duties was to help manage the finances of the church.”


Tower waited.


“He has disappeared.”


Silas let out a long sigh.


“Along with nearly all of the church’s money.”
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Bird found the police station, called First Station, with an attached jail that she overheard someone refer to as the calaboose.


The bartender had told Bird that the San Francisco Police Department had big fancy headquarters at City Hall, farther into the city, but that the girl had been murdered not far from First Station. Bird figured that if the law acted here like it did everywhere else, the people working on the case would be at the closest station.


First Station was a short, squat stone building with a heavy front door and a square plaque made of stamped metal that read “SFPD First.”


Bird opened the door and stepped inside.


A heavy wooden desk sat immediately opposite the entrance, manned by a stoop-shouldered officer wearing a gray uniform and sporting a heavy mustache.


“Afternoon,” Bird said.


The man looked up and nodded, appraising Bird’s guns with a cool glance.


“I would like to talk with the officer investigating the murder of a young girl,” Bird said. “I might have some information relevant to the case.”


The man sat back.


“And who are you?”


“Priscilla Lavender,” she said. Maybe she was a bit paranoid, but she saw no need to announce to the police that she, Bird Hitchcock, was in town. Who knew, maybe there was someone, somewhere, wanting to arrest her for something she’d done the last time she’d been to San Francisco.


Stranger things had happened.


“What kind of information do you have, ma’am?” the officer said. His fingers went to his mustache, and he stroked the end of it.


“Possibly relevant information,” Bird said. “Are you investigating the case?”


The man ignored her question, hesitated as he seemed to make a decision, then pushed away from the desk and went to the hallway off to the left.


“Burgoines!” he shouted out.


There was the sound of a chair scraping and people talking, and then a bowling ball of a man appeared in the doorway.


“This woman claims to have information for you. Relevant information, is how she described it,” the deskman said.


Burgoines looked at Bird with the same cool detachment, especially when his eyes touched on her guns.


“Why don’t you come back here, ma’am,” Burgoines said.


He stepped aside as Bird walked past.


Burgoines shut the door behind them.


At the end of the hall, Bird spotted another long table, with a uniformed man sitting at its head. A few other officers milled about, and a row of prisoners sat along one wall.


Burgoines brushed past Bird and turned in to one of the offices.


Bird followed him inside.


Burgoines sat behind a small desk and folded his arms across his chest.


“So who are you?” he said.


The hell with it, Bird thought. “Name’s Bird,” she said.


His brows knitted. “Two guns tied low. Bird. Would you happen to be Bird Hitchcock?”


She nodded. “Guilty as charged, Officer.” She wondered if he was going to come around the desk and try to arrest her.


“One thing about life,” he said. “You never know what’s coming.”


Wishing to change the subject back to what was important, Bird said, “So I heard a young girl was murdered here recently.”


Like a good poker player, Burgoine betrayed no change in expression, Bird noticed. He waited for her to go on.


“And that someone had cut her up pretty badly with a knife.”


“If we do have a murder case on our hands with that kind of detail, it hasn’t been released to the public. So I can’t respond to your statement one way or another.”


Bird waited.


“However, I am a detective, if you haven’t already figured that out. So if such a case existed, I would be in charge of it.”


“A detective, huh?” Bird said.


“You claimed to have relevant information. What exactly do you know, Ms. Hitchcock?” Burgoines said. “I figure a woman with your reputation wouldn’t exactly waltz into a police station for enjoyment.”


“You are right, Detective. I do have information,” Bird said. “Your murder victim? I know she’s not the first, and I highly doubt she’ll be the last.”
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Silas had given Tower the last known address for Bradley Kirner, and now he made his way there.


The afternoon sun was strong on Tower’s back, but the air was cold, which Tower found refreshing. Everywhere he went, it seemed like the streets were crowded and room was at a premium. It was as if the city itself were as surprised as everyone else at how quickly it was growing.


Tower eventually found the address, and he discovered that Kirner had lived in a room above a tobacco shop on Ripley Street. It was a busy commercial neighborhood with several grocery stores and a pharmacy.


After climbing the stairs and knocking on Kirner’s door, a knock that received no answer, Tower went back down to the street and walked into the tobacco shop.


Behind the counter was a short man in a striped shirt, suspenders, and striped pants. He had a large belly and a ruddy face.


“Do you know who rents out the room upstairs?” Tower asked the man.


“That unpleasant job is squarely in my domain,” the man said. He stuck out a thick hand. “Name’s Rocco Giovanni.”


“Mike Tower,” Tower said and shook the tobacconist’s hand.


“Can’t say it’s been a success, my idea to rent out that room,” Giovanni said. “Rent is past due again, and I haven’t seen my tenant in a week.”


“That’s what I’m here to talk with you about,” Tower said, thinking that it couldn’t be a good sign that a man in charge of the church’s finances was having trouble paying his rent. “I work for the church, where your tenant, Mr. Kirner, is employed. He seems to have disappeared.” Tower decided not to mention the missing money.


Giovanni shook his head. “I was afraid of something like that. Although it does surprise me. The young man seemed like an upstanding citizen. That is, until he began skipping his rent payments.”


“When did that start to happen?” Tower asked.


“Recently,” Giovanni said. “I haven’t paid enough attention, I must confess. It drives my wife crazy!”


Tower pressed ahead. “Would you be willing to let me into the room? The church has asked me to try to locate Mr. Kirner and make sure he’s all right.”


Giovanni folded his arms across his chest. “Ordinarily I would say no — after all, it is a breach of privacy. But since he is late with the rent anyway, I might as well say yes. And it’s for the church, so I don’t think it can be the wrong thing to do.”


Giovanni opened a drawer beneath the cash register, pulled out a key, and handed it to Tower. “Just bring me the key back when you’re done.”


Tower thanked the man and once again climbed the steps to Kirner’s room.


He unlocked the door and stepped inside.


Whatever he was expecting, perhaps a neat orderly room that would belong to an accountant, was not what he saw.


What he saw, instead, took his breath away.


The walls were covered with pentagrams.









Ninety-Five



“His name is Toby Raines,” Bird told Burgoines. She could read his face and knew that he was trying to figure out whether or not he should believe her.


“And how do you know it was him?” Burgoines said. Bird caught the undercurrent in the man’s voice. She knew he was suspicious of her already. Well, the hell with him, Bird thought. She was here to get information, not to give it.


“He left a message after he killed a girl in Nevada,” she said. “Even signed his name and said he was going to San Francisco.”


Burgoines wrote something down on a sheet of paper, then leaned back in his chair and looked at Bird.


“Now, why would a man do that?” he said.


Bird shrugged her shoulders. “I have no idea. Men do a lot of dumb things. It’s a quality of their gender.”


 “You’re probably right about that,” he said. “Well, what I can do is send word to the other stations to be on the lookout for a man with that name. We might hear something.”


“Do you have any other leads? Any other information?”


Burgoines smiled at her. “No. And even if I did, I’m not sure I would share it with you at this point. Let me think about it, though. If something comes up, maybe I’ll look you up. Are you staying here in town for a while?”


“Most likely,” Bird said.


“Where are you staying?”


“Haven’t picked a hotel yet. Can you recommend one?”


“If money is no object, the Palace Hotel is brand-new, the best hotel in San Francisco. And it’s just down the street. It would be convenient if I needed to contact you.”


Bird got to her feet.


“So that’s where you’ll be staying?” Burgoines said. He still had a pencil in his hand and wrote something down on the paper.


“I believe I will,” Bird said.


She turned to leave.


“Stop by when you get a chance, Detective,” she said. “I’ll buy you a drink.”









Ninety-Six



Tower shut the door behind him. The room was empty save for a bed, a night table, and a single wooden chair. He pulled the chair into the middle of the room and sat down.


He let his eyes roam over all of the drawings of pentagrams. Collectively, they gave the impression of sheer and unadulterated insanity.


Tower’s mind initially refused to accept what he was seeing. How could they be here? How could this be happening, now, with a man who served as an accountant for the church? The pentagram was the symbol that he had seen carved into Bird’s chest.


Tower remembered the time he had been awakened with Bird on top of him, her gun to his head. Accusing him, or someone within the church, of collaborating with Toby Raines.


Now he wondered if she had been right all along.


Tower stood, walked to the night table, and opened the drawer. It was empty. He knelt down and looked under the bed. There was nothing there.


There had to be something here, something that would point him in the right direction. He had a feeling that if he could find Bradley Kirner, he would find all the answers he was looking for.


As well as the answers Bird was looking for.


A door to the right opened to reveal a small closet with a single row of shirts hanging from a wooden pole. Tower checked each of the shirt pockets. Nothing.


He went back to the middle of the room.


Something was nagging at the back of his mind. He was missing something. When he had been an investigator for the detective agency, he had learned to depend on hunches. But what? What was he missing?


And then it hit him.


A Bible.


A young man who volunteered for the church and was in some capacity an employee of the church would have a Bible in his room. Tower looked around the room again.


He went to the bed and lifted the single pillow.


Underneath it lay a Bible.


Tower picked up the book and looked inside the front cover. There was no name or address there.


A bookmark was placed near the back. Tower looked at the page. It was the book of Romans, and a line in the passage entitled “Sin and Death” was underlined: “We know that the law is spiritual, whereas I am weak flesh sold into the slavery of sin.”


Tower turned more pages but saw nothing else marked. He looked at the inside back cover of the Bible. Nothing.


He was about to put it back down on the bed when he went back to the page with the bookmark. He pulled the bookmark out. It was a thin strip of paper, blank on the front. He turned it over.


There was a single line of text.


New Divinities Revival.


Tower slipped the bookmark into his pocket, took down one of the pentagrams from the wall, folded that, and put it into his pocket as well.


He left the room, shutting the door behind him, and walked back into the tobacconist’s shop.


He waited for a customer to finish his transaction with Mr. Giovanni, then approached him.


He handed him the key.


“Do you happen to know of a place around here called New Divinities?” Tower asked.


Giovanni shook his head. “No, I’m afraid I don’t.”


From behind them, someone spoke.


“Did you say ‘New Divinities’?”


Tower turned. It was the customer who had just made a purchase.


“Yes,” Tower said. “Do you know of it?”


“Sure, it was a church group. Just a few blocks from here.”


“Was?” Tower said.


“Yes,” the customer said. “Two days ago it burned to the ground.”









Ninety-Seven



Bird had never seen anything like the Palace Hotel. It was seven stories tall, with a huge, open lobby covered with thick carpets and packed with regal furniture. Men sat in plush chairs, reading the paper.


Each floor formed a U shape around the lobby and featured a white railing. From above, natural light flooded the entire space.


Bird went to the front desk, paid for a room for two days, and was directed to an elevator, or a “rising room,” as the front desk attendant called it. She rode it to the fifth floor and found her room.


Inside, the room was the best she’d ever had. Her own bathroom, plus a balcony looking out over Market Street. The front desk had told her there was a button you could push and ask for anything you wanted. She thought she would give it a try.


She pressed the button and set her gear on the room’s bed. Within a minute or so, someone knocked on her door.


Bird held a gun in her hand as she opened the door.


A man in a crisp white suit stood before her.


“You rang, madame?” he said.


“What are the two finest brands of whiskey you have here?” she said.


He told her.


“Great. Send up one of each, please.”


Bird had barely begun to put away what little gear she had when the man returned. He gave her the bottles and told her the total would be added to her room charge. She tipped him and shut and locked the door.


She got a whiskey glass, heavy leaded crystal that held about four full shots of whiskey, and filled it up.


Bird sat down in a chair and put her boots up on a finely upholstered ottoman.


The whiskey went down so smooth she almost cried at its luxury.


She was home.


In addition to it being the most luxurious hotel room she’d ever been in, it was also the quietest. She couldn’t hear a thing. So strange after the trail, where there was always some sound. Wind. Birds. Animals.


Bird found the bottom of her whiskey glass and refilled it.


Her body was warming with the liquor and she took off her boots, her shirt, and her hat. She even shrugged off her gun belt and set it on the bed.


She went into the bathroom and poured herself a hot bath, then went back to the chair, sat down, and drank more of the fine liquor.


Bird thought of Tower then. Wondered what he was doing, pictured him holed up somewhere in the church, praying for forgiveness for all of the things that had happened on the circuit ride. Things that God had nothing to do with but that people who believed in such things loved to act like were all part of some master plan.


What a pile of cow chips.


She sank back into the chair, noticed her glass was empty again, refilled it, and registered that the first bottle was already empty.


How did that happen so fast? she thought.


Mike Tower. What an interesting man, she thought. She figured no other preacher in the world had his background. A Civil War spy. A private investigator. And then a preacher. Carrying a Bible instead of a gun.


Never in my lifetime, Bird thought. They would have to pry her guns from her cold dead hands before she went anywhere without them.


The pistols were her twin saviors.


And the six bullets they each carried?


Her twelve apostles.


Bird smiled and opened the second bottle.


She carried it into the bathroom, took off the rest of her clothes, and sank into the hot water. She cleaned herself, even doused her blonde hair and scrubbed her face, then drank directly from the bottle.


She sat up straight and ran her finger along the raised edge of the pentagram that Toby Raines had carved into her flesh so many years ago.


She closed her eyes. Images of Mike Tower, of Toby Raines on his horse, dragging her, of the dead men left in her trail, flashed across her mind.


She slept, and when she woke, the water was cool.


Bird took a long drink from the bottle.


She was drunk, she knew. But she felt rested.


And she felt a burn in her belly not from the whiskey, but from the knowledge that Toby Raines was probably here in San Francisco.


She got out of the tub, put on clean clothes, and strapped on her guns.


As grand as her room was, she was not going to spend much time in it.


It was time to find Toby Raines.









Ninety-Eight



Though there were no flames or residual smoke, only the stench of charred wood remained.


All that remained of New Divinities was a few resolute interior walls, now black with creosote. Piles of burned wood fragments were mounded in several places on the building’s lot.


Tower stood before the ruined space.


It sat on the street between an empty lot and a schoolhouse.


Next to the burned-out shell, someone had scraped together a large pile of the debris. Tower spotted something white underneath the mess, and he walked over and nudged a burned board over with his foot.


Several sheets of paper, singed at the edges, were stuck together and still soggy from whoever had tried to put out the fire.


He picked up one of the sheets.


The top of the paper read, Religious retreat.


The date was scheduled for the day of the fire.


And at the bottom was the name of a church.


With an address.


It took Tower nearly an hour to find the church, thanks to a variety of people who offered him directions. It was a very small and humble structure, just one room really, with a few benches.


Tower walked toward the altar and saw a man placing a goblet into a wooden tabernacle.


“Excuse me,” Tower said.


The man turned, and Tower introduced himself, told him about the sheet of paper he’d found at the burned-out wreckage of New Divinities.


“Impossible,” the man said. He had told Tower his name was Hallebeke. “I personally told that young Kirner fellow to cease any mention of my congregation with that group.”


“Why did you tell him that?”


The priest shrugged on his white robe and put a simple wooden cross hanging from a strand of leather around his neck.


“Because I had gotten several complaints from a young woman who had chosen to go on one of those retreats.”


Tower knew he was close.


“And what happened?”


“She wouldn’t say exactly, but I could tell it had been a bad experience. It is my hunch that she was given some sort of drug, perhaps an opiate. Because she had trouble remembering exactly what happened.”


“Did you go to the police?”


The priest shook his head. “I wished to, but the family involved asked that I not.”


“So what did you do?”


“I forbade the young man to ever try to recruit any of my parishioners for his religious retreats. I allowed him to continue to attend service here, but after our very frank discussion, he never did.”


Tower got to his feet.


“Thank you very much for your time, Father,” Tower said.


“I only wish I could have been more of a help. Did you talk to the young man’s supervisor?”


Tower, already at the door, stopped and turned back to the priest.


“The young man’s supervisor?”


“Yes, one time the young man came with his supervisor, an older man affiliated with the church. It was my impression that he was the organizer of the retreats and that the young man was more of a recruiter.”


“Did the supervisor have a name?”


The priest thought for a moment, then answered.


“Silas.”









Ninety-Nine



Bird went to the hotel’s bar, ordered a rye, and asked the bartender if he had copies of the last few days’ worth of newspapers.


The whiskey arrived first, the newspapers second.


Bird scanned the papers until she found the news story she wanted.


The dead girl’s name.


Karen Britt.


And the surviving members of her family, who lived on Abbott Street.


Bird tossed down her drink, paid for it, and walked out of the hotel.


She had gotten the general direction of Abbott Street from the bartender, and now she headed that way.


The whiskey was thoroughly in her system and she felt a pleasant buzz throughout her body.


And something else.


A little nagging sensation that managed to poke through her alcoholic haze with an irritating persistence.


Bird stopped in front of a store that sold candy. The display was a dizzying array of color, with more candy in more shapes and sizes than Bird had ever seen. She quickly turned from the window and glanced behind her. There were a lot of people out and about. A family. Several businessmen. And a woman was walking on the opposite side of the street.


Was there something familiar about her?


Bird turned back and pretended to look at the candy, but instead she watched the woman behind her in the reflection of the shop’s window. The woman had stopped directly across from Bird. She spent some time lighting a cigarette.


Bird turned and walked on ahead.


A tavern was on the corner of the next street.


She ducked inside, went to the bar, and ordered a beer.


Moments later, the woman entered as well and took a seat at a table on the opposite side of the room.


Bird drained her beer and motioned to the bartender for a refill. Once her glass was full again, she went over, pulled a chair out across from the woman, and sat down.


“That seat is reserved for someone,” the woman said, with a furtive glance toward the door.


Bird laughed.


“Yes, it’s reserved for a woman who would be happy to shoot you right now and dump your body in the harbor. Which is why I sat down. This is my chair.”


The woman drank from her beer, and Bird noticed that her hand wasn’t exactly steady.


“Who are you?” Bird said.


The woman looked away from Bird, tried to ignore her.


Bird drew her pistol and set it on the table between them.


“Let’s try that again.”


The woman glanced down at the gun, at the muzzle pointed toward her.


She sighed and seemed to come to a decision.


“My name is Rebecca.”


She hesitated.


“Britt. Rebecca Britt.”


Bird looked at her.


“Karen was my cousin.”









One Hundred



“Can we talk somewhere else?” Rebecca Britt looked around the saloon. Bird could tell the woman was tired. Her eyes were bloodshot, her skin pale, and she had the harried, unfocused look of someone who had gone a long time without a decent night’s sleep.


Bird went to the bar, ordered a shot of whiskey, drank it, and paid for her beer as well. She went back to the table and gestured for the young woman to follow her.


They walked out together into the cool afternoon air.


“I work about a half mile this way, if you want to walk me back,” the girl said. “I told them I was going to lunch and that I had a doctor’s appointment. I’m already late getting back.”


“I don’t mind a walk,” Bird said. “Especially if you tell me why you were following me.”


They waited at the corner for a horse-drawn streetcar to pass.


“Did you hear about the cable cars?” the young woman asked Bird.


“No.”


“They use a cable under the street. So horses don’t have to pull the things up the hill. It’s going to change the way people move around the city.”


Bird nodded. Interesting, but she could not care less.


“So you were going to tell me why you were following me,” she said. “And what it has to do with your cousin’s murder.”


“I was waiting to talk to Detective Burgoines when I saw you. I figured he would tell me again there was nothing new with the case, so instead I thought I would follow you.”


“So what do you know about Karen’s murder?” Bird said.


“I know that if I had gone with her, I would probably be dead, too.”


“Gone where?”


“It’s a long story,” Rebecca said. “But I think I might know where Karen went that night. I was going to pass it along to the detective, but I left it at the office. That was another reason I decided to follow you instead.”


They turned the corner and went to a building whose exterior was painted green. There were no windows, but one door. The door was painted white. There was no sign out front.


Rebecca used a key to open the door, and she walked through first.


Bird followed her, curious to see what kind of business operated in a building — 


The faint sound of a boot on a wooden floor caught Bird’s ear, and then pain exploded from the back of her head. It raced forward, covering her face like a mask.


Her neck went numb, and the numbness spread down the rest of her body as she sank to the ground.


The last thing that went through her mind was that it didn’t hurt to fall on the floor.


It didn’t hurt at all.









One Hundred One



Tower found Silas at the church, in a room just off the altar. He had a paper and pen, probably composing a new sermon.


“Tell me about New Divinities,” Tower said as he walked into the room. Even though he had tried to sound neutral, he recognized that his voice had sounded sharp. Not friendly.


Silas straightened up.


“What are you talking about?”


“New Divinities. Revivals. Supposedly some kind of religious retreat or something that you and Bradley Kirner shopped around to at least one church I know of, and probably a lot of others.”


Silas put the pen down on his paper and looked up at Tower. His eyes were blue, with a hint of fiery reproach in them. “I am telling you the truth, Mr. Tower. I never approached anyone, or any church, about a religious retreat with Bradley Kirner. I have no idea what you are talking about.” The deep baritone voice sounded true to Tower’s ear.


And he had looked directly into the heat of Silas’s eyes.


Tower suspected he was telling the truth. He thought about everything that had happened. About Bird. The carving on her chest. About the pentagrams in Bradley Kirner’s room.


It just didn’t make sense.


When he had been an investigator, Mike Tower had come to believe that cracking a case always came down to making connections. Connecting previously unrelated motivations, events, or relationships.


So he started with what he knew and he went backward. He went back to the beginning.


Because the pentagrams in Bradley Kirner’s room were more than just a shocking sight.


They tied in to Bird’s history with the church.


And with him.


And then Tower felt the connection slam him with a force that let him know he was right.


What if Bird had been hired as his bodyguard for a reason?


What if it had been a part of someone’s plan all along?


Of course!


It meant that the incidents along the trail and here in San Francisco weren’t an accident or a coincidence.


It was all part of someone’s plan.


Which meant that whoever had planned it was here. Now.


And had plans for Bird.









One Hundred Two



Even before she opened her eyes, Bird knew she was in handcuffs.


Her face was pressed against a cold stone floor.


Her arms were pinned behind her back; she could feel the metal cutting into her wrists.


She opened her eyes.


At first, she had the strange idea she was in a church. Because there was an altar. Candles. And a few church benches.


But if it was a church, why was it underground?


Bird rolled onto her back.


It was a stone ceiling.


She wasn’t in a church.


She was in a dungeon.


And she had a vague idea of what the altar was for.


Because above the altar, on the stone ceiling, something was crudely painted with thick black lines.


A pentagram.


Bird closed her eyes.


Stupid, she thought. She should have known the girl was too good to be true. Bird had imagined some kind of connection because she’d wanted it to be true. She had refused to recognize the warning signs because she’d let her thirst for revenge override her common sense.


And now she was going to pay for it.


Bird tested the strength of the handcuffs.


Nothing doing there. And since she’d been unconscious when they’d been put on, she hadn’t been able to try to manipulate how tightly they were fastened.


Bird pushed herself up to a sitting position and looked around the room. It was a big space, only occupied by the altar, candles, and benches.


And her.


A metal pipe with a metal ring had been driven into the stone wall, and Bird saw the chain that ran from her restraints to the ring. She stood and tried to pull the ring from the wall.


That wouldn’t work.


Bird stood there, refusing to believe there wasn’t some way to get out of this situation.


She ground her teeth together.


It wasn’t just that Toby Raines had gotten her.


No, it was that he had her exactly where he wanted her.


Bird looked up as the girl who had called herself Rebecca Britt walked into the room, carrying a match and glass of wine. She struck the match and lit a few more candles on the altar.


“You’re not Karen’s cousin, are you?” Bird said. Her tongue felt thick. Her voice echoed around the room, making her sound like a ghost.


Bird’s head ached, from both the blow to the back of her skull and the effects of all that liquor she had drunk. Even the good stuff could make you feel like you’d been run over by a train.


“I’ve got nothing to say to you,” the girl said.


Bird laughed.


“No, I don’t suppose you do,” she said. “I think I have it figured out. Someone saw me talking to the police officer about Karen. Maybe you have a spy at the station? Anyway, you found out and followed me with the plan to lure me to that building.”


The girl set the glass of wine on the altar next to the candles. She gave the presentation an appraising glance, then smiled at Bird.


“It’s rude to drink and not offer one to your guest,” Bird said.


The girl smiled and turned toward the door.


“I absolutely can’t wait to celebrate the new year,” the girl said. “We’ve got some big plans. All of them having to do with you.”


She walked to the door.


“The life of the party, that’s me,” Bird called out to her.


The door closed with a thunk.


“Shit,” Bird said.









One Hundred Three



Tower was back in Silas’s office.


“What did you receive from Saint Louis about me?” he said to Silas.


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, I want to see everything you received about me, about the circuit ride, about Bird Hitchcock. It’s very important.”


Silas went to a wooden file cabinet and pulled out an envelope.


“All right, yes, I have kept everything in one place, just in case. This is what was sent to me from Father Johnstone in Saint Louis, the man who initially assigned you.”


Tower opened the envelope, took out the documents, and set them on the table. He began to skim them, looking for something that he knew had to be there. It had to be there.


He flipped through his original application to the church, other forms noting his entry into the organization. There was a list of circuit riders with their routes and dates, as well as a copy of Bird’s contract.


That’s where Tower stopped.


He looked through the rest of the envelope, but there was nothing. He went back to the stack of documents, the one preceding Bird’s contract.


There.


A single sheet of paper that had been clipped to the back of the circuit riders’ schedules.


It was a short note written to Father Johnstone by a Superintendent Powell.


It read:


As far as Mr. Tower’s security is concerned, I would recommend the highly capable Bird Hitchcock, who I have on good authority is currently located in the jail of the first town along Mr. Tower’s route. It is my belief that she would be more than willing to take on this job as I believe her finances are in dire straits.


Tower looked up at Silas.


“Do you know who this Superintendent Powell is?”


“Sure, I do. He’s a traveling superintendent for the church.”


“Is he a priest?” Tower said.


“I believe he is, or was, but his duties with the church now are strictly financial.”


It was starting to fall together for Tower now. How it had happened. And why Bird seemed to despise religion.


Tower looked up and saw a curious expression on Silas’s face.


“What is it?” Tower said.


Silas seemed confused.


“It just seems so odd, you asking about Superintendent Powell after claiming I organized the New Divinities retreats.”


“Why is that so odd?”


“Because Powell is in charge of the retreats. He’s probably the man you’re looking for.”









One Hundred Four



Tower quickly entered his room at the rectory.


His bedroll was stashed beneath his bed. He lifted it up and unrolled it on his bed.


His pistol was there, still in its holster. For years, he had lived with it, practiced with it, shot it every day. And then he’d put it away.


At the time, he had figured he was putting it away forever.


But now it was time to bring it back out.


Because he had no proof. He couldn’t go to the police and make some vague accusations about a man named Superintendent Powell whose real name was Toby Raines. And that this strange man Tower had never really met was most likely preying on young woman under the pretense of religious retreats.


Tower felt a tearing in his soul. He couldn’t help but think of Bird. Had she gone on one of those retreats years back? When Toby Raines was still perfecting his scheme? Had she been one of his first victims? Is that what had turned her into an alcoholic cynic?


It angered him, churned a cold fury in his belly.


He knew now Bird was in a great deal of danger.


He put the gun belt around his waist, thumbed shells into the bullet loops, and loaded the gun. It felt good to be back on, he wasn’t going to lie to himself. No, he wasn’t going to lie to himself anymore. Ever.


He put the loaded gun back into the hostler, then left the room and hurried down to the street.


Although the mysterious Superintendent Powell had no permanent address, Silas had heard that he was staying at a small church just off of Market Square. A guest of the church.


Tower walked quickly toward the destination, fighting through the crush of people on the street who were also making their way to the square for the New Year’s Eve celebration.


Tower could only hope that he wouldn’t be late.









One Hundred Five



Bird had settled her back against the stone wall, watching the candles flicker in the center of the room.


The door opened.


It was Toby Raines.


Bird recognized the lean face, the thin, cruel mouth, the crazy eyes.


He was dressed in a black robe, but Bird knew he would have two guns tied down beneath it.


“It’s good to be with you again, Bird,” he said.


“Go to hell,” she answered.


Toby Raines laughed.


“Oh, I’m sure I will. But you will precede me. After all, ladies first.”


Bird glanced behind him at the altar.


“What is all this shit?” she said.


He smiled at her.


“This is all a comedy, Bird.”


“Yes, it’s hilarious,” she said.


“I wear this black robe, have this little room, just so young girls can join me here and become indoctrinated into the world of black magic.”


He laughed out loud.


“It was all a joke to you, always,” Bird said.


“Ah, so you do remember,” Raines said. “Yes, I use the lure of a religious retreat, then find the ones with the dark streak that only I can see. There’s always one in every group. They’re the ones that get told about this place.”


Bird didn’t respond.


“You had the darkest streak of them all,” he said. “But I was just getting started with you back then. Now I get to finish the job properly.”


“Shouldn’t a condemned woman get at least a drink?” Bird said.


Raines went to the altar, grabbed a glass of wine, and brought it back, but he stopped far enough from Bird so she couldn’t reach him.


“The retreats are a great pipeline. You see, if I can get pretty young things like Rebecca to come here on their own free will, it makes things easier.”


He gestured toward the wall. “Back up.”


She moved farther back and he set the glass down, then moved back out of range.


Bird went and picked up the glass. She drained it all at once.


Bird looked up at Toby Raines. She had never wanted to kill anyone so badly in her life.


“You know what’s an even bigger joke?” he said. “How would you feel if I told you that I hired you to go on Mike Tower’s circuit ride?”


Raines burst out laughing, nearly doubling over with amusement.


The hate was blossoming inside Bird, blossoming into something even colder and harder.


“You know why?” he said. “Because I had to leave Saint Louis and come to San Francisco. A few families complained about missing girls, so when I heard the church was sending a circuit rider along the same route, I managed to get you hired. Again, do you want to know why?”


Bird stared off into the distance.


“Because I was worried I would be bored! I needed someone to play with on the trip out here. And I remember from way back when, you were always so much fun to play with.”


Bird lunged at him, but the chains snapped her back and she felt something in her shoulder give.


Raines moved in closer to her.


“Bird, your year is going to end with a bang!” She didn’t see the blow coming in time, and it crashed into her jaw. Fireworks exploded, and then she saw black.









One Hundred Six



Bird was cold.


She opened her eyes and saw the pentagram directly above her.


She was on the altar.


Her arms and legs were spread wide.


She was naked.


Toby Raines’s face loomed over her.


A knife appeared in front of her eyes.


From above them, she could hear explosions and knew it was midnight, the new year. People were celebrating outside.


“I’ve waited a long time to finish this job, Bird,” Toby Raines said.


To her left, Bird saw the girl. She had her eyes closed and was swaying to music that only she could hear.


The knife tip went into the center of Bird’s chest. She felt the sharp stab of pain and knew that Toby Raines had placed the tip of the knife in the exact center of the pentagram that he had carved there.


“I was really sloppy back then,” he said. “Look at this thing. I would be embarrassed if anyone knew I had carved such a shameful image. Really low level of craftsmanship, I must say. My God, imagine how you must feel having to carry it around with you everywhere!”


He laughed again. She saw him drink from the big bottle of wine. Was he drunk? His dark eyes glittered. His face, lean and sharp, reminded her of a starving coyote she had seen once, sick with infection in the middle of winter. She had killed that coyote.


She wished she had her gun.


Raines put the knife into the flame of the candle. The girl’s eyes opened, and she smiled at Toby Raines.


“What a way to start the new year,” he said. He raised the knife above her — 


And then the door slammed open.


Bird turned her head and could see, at an angle, Mike Tower.


“No!” Bird yelled, trying to warn him that he didn’t stand a chance against Toby Raines.


From the corner of her eye, Bird saw Raines throw the black robe from his body to reveal two guns. His hands were flashing toward the pistols with speed and confidence.


Bird’s eyes were still on Mike Tower, and she saw him draw in one smooth motion. And then he was firing, fanning the gun with no wasted motion. A gunshot boomed from next to her ear, but Bird could make out Toby Raines, doubled over, his gun pointed at the ground.


She watched as Tower swung the gun, and for a moment Bird thought he was going to shoot her. She heard the bullets whistle past her head, the sound of lead smacking flesh.


There was no return fire.


Tower walked to Toby Raines. Bird heard him kick the gun across the floor. Tower went to where the girl must have been.


“Thank God,” he said.


Then he was next to Bird.


She looked up at him.


“She had a gun,” Tower said. “She tried to shoot me.”


Bird nodded.


“Never thought I’d say this to a preacher, but nice shooting,” she said.


Tower picked up the black robe and covered Bird with it. He found the keys in Toby Raines’s pocket and unlocked her restraints.


She looked down at Toby Raines.  Tower’s bullets had ripped apart his chest and blown away half of his head.  All of these years, she thought.  And here he was, finally. Dead.


Bird had a sudden urge to find a knife and carve a pentagram into his chest, but the urge passed as quickly as it had come.


She felt nothing at all until Tower’s arm went around her shoulders.


“Let’s go get drunk,” Tower said.









One Hundred Seven



Silas met them the next day in the lobby of the Palace Hotel. Tower had decided to spring for one night at the expensive place, and he and Bird had gotten drunk together.


A waiter brought a pot of coffee to the table, and Silas nodded to him.


Bird sat down, looking fresh and energetic. Tower felt like he’d been run over by a stagecoach. But he was alive. And happy. He caught Bird looking at him.


She winked at him.


“I have good news and bad news,” Silas said.


“Let’s start with the bad,” Tower said. He poured himself a cup of coffee and drank deeply. He was going to need a lot of it this morning. “That way, we can end on some good.”


“Okay,” Silas said, letting out a long sigh. “The church has determined that because of the men you killed, as justified as it was, the attention it has brought makes them feel like it would be inappropriate to give you a congregation at this point.”


Tower nodded. He’d had a feeling this was coming. And honestly, he wasn’t sure how he felt about things, anyway. He felt good about putting a stop to Toby Raines’s madness. And the girl would survive.


“The good news?” Bird said. She pulled out a flask and splashed some amber liquid into her coffee. She held it up toward Tower, with a questioning eyebrow. Tower shook his head.


The gesture made Bird laugh. Tower realized it was a rare sight, and he was struck by what a beautiful woman Bird Hitchcock was.


“The good news is that they were very impressed with your investigative skills,” Silas said to Tower. “And your skill at protection,” he said to Bird. “You two make a very formidable team.”


“I appreciate that,” Tower said.


“So much so that I have something to offer you,” Silas continued. “You see, the church is often approached by individuals who have volatile situations in which they do not wish to include the police. In some cases, we try to help them.”


He laid down a thick envelope on the table between the three of them.


“What the hell is that?” Bird said.


“This,” Silas said, tapping the front of the envelope, “is your next case.”


THE END
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