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By Kaye Lynne Booth

––––––––
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THIS IS THE FOURTH year that WordCrafter Press has run a short fiction contest. In previous years, the theme has had paranormal tones because I love ghost stories, but it has generated only a scarce number of entry submissions, resulting in anthologies that were quite small. So, for the 2022 contest, I widened the spectrum, including not only paranormal, but fantasy, science fiction, and horror in the genres that fit the “Visions” theme. 

While submissions for the contest were still open, I found myself on the editorial team for the Gilded Glass anthology with Western State Colorado University and WordFire Press. The sheer volume of submissions we received for that anthology amazed me, but we could only include a handful. I thought it was a shame, because that meant there were a lot of excellent stories that would have to be passed up. 

But then, I had an epiphany. Once the selections for Gilded Glass had been made and announced, I gathered my own list of stories out of the ones that didn’t make it; the ones I felt were worthy of publication, and I sent out invitations to those authors to be a part of the Visions anthology. There were enough stories on that list that I was able to put together two other small, by invitation only anthologies in 2022, in addition to those included here.

I did receive more submissions by widening the theme and genre requirements, and I am pleased with this resulting volume, which is a combination of contest submissions and stories by invitation, including the winning story, “The Bite”, by Roberta Eaton Cheadle. 

No two people have the same visions, so you’ll find some very interesting, entertaining, and often perplexing visions within these pages. I do hope that you will enjoy them.
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W.T. Paterson

––––––––
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IT WASN’T DARK BECAUSE it didn’t happen at night. It wasn’t cold either; I remember the sunny day when Ralph Cutter went missing.  

We searched for him, everyone did. The whole town went crazy because the last anyone knew, Ralph left football practice, but he never made it home. The police had no leads, the search parties found no trace, and there were no reports of strangers in the area.

Our town is called Apache Black. It got its name from an old standoff with settlers and Native Americans, but people don’t feel comfortable calling it that anymore. Over the years, it shortened and twisted to Chappie, but mail and postcards still read Apache Black. Chappie is in Washington State where it barely snows, but it rains a lot, and a sea of thin fog lingers against the roots of trees.

When Ralph didn’t show up after months of searching, after the candle-lit vigils and memorial services, after the bring him home news broadcasts, someone made the decision to declare him legally dead, even though he hadn’t been gone for seven years, which is the law. Somehow, the state allowed it.

At the funeral, everyone cried, especially Susan Partridge. She was dating Ralph when he disappeared and at the ceremony, she cried extra hard. Harder than Ralph’s mother even. People touched her shoulder and handed over tissues saying that it would be okay. I wore my sensory deprivation gloves in case I needed to shake anyone’s hand or touch anyone’s shoulder. I didn’t cry, but I still felt sad.

After the service, I asked Susan why she had cried like that.

“Because he’s gone...” she said, sniffling.

“You were crying like you loved him. Did you love him?” I asked.

“What?” she asked.

“Did you love him?” I asked again because I didn’t think it was fair for someone to cry that much and get attention if she didn’t actually love him. Ralph’s mother loved him, and no one handed her a tissue. She had to wipe her nose on her husband’s sleeve.

“You’re a jerk, Heinrich, a sick jerk.” Susan walked away to her group of girlfriends. She whispered, and they all shot me bully eyes.  

I passed by Mr. Tuttle, the old man who only ever sits on his porch and stares into the wet forest of evergreens in Chappie. His long white hair had been combed, which I thought was nice of him, but my parents were waiting in the car and so I didn’t have time to ask him if he thought Susan was in love with Ralph Cutter.

Everyone in Chappie got questioned about Ralph. They asked me if I knew Ralph, if he was ever mean to me, if he might have any enemies.

“It’s high school,” I told them. “Everyone is mean, and everyone has enemies.”

Then they asked me if I knew how to make a pipe bomb. My parents in the back of the cement room shuffled in their seats. I told the police no, even though I did because I had the internet, but I didn’t tell them that last part. They were more concerned about following protocol for people like me who were on the spectrum. They tried to shake my hand when I left, but I didn’t wear my gloves and so I pulled away and shrieked. Touching skin makes the edges of my vision collapse into dangerous fractals. My dad apologized, which made me feel bad because it felt like I wasn’t being helpful, and I did want to help.

I thought a lot about Susan. I wondered if the police had asked if she had ever had sex with Ralph. The police can ask whatever they want, and people have to answer, if they don’t want to look guilty. Susan is very pretty and has full breasts that boys in class stare at instead of the clock, and Ralph played football, and football players brag about the pretty girls who do things to their peckers. It seemed like a question they should ask.

Ralph was popular in life, but he became a celebrity after they declared him dead. People had his remembrance picture up in their shops. Murals and benches got dedicated in his honor. It helped Chappie move on. Eventually Ralph’s parents went out to dinner again. Susan graduated and enrolled in community college because even though she was pretty, being pretty didn’t get her into a university, which is what my mother said after a glass of red wine. I dug up holes in my backyard to see if the dead animals I’d found in the woods had become skeletons yet.

Then, two years to the day after Ralph Cutter went missing, he showed up walking on the road from the football field to his home. He didn’t look a day older than the day he had vanished, but he was missing three fingers. Two were gone from his right hand, and one from his left.

When the cops took him to the precinct and asked him if he knew what day it was, what year, who the president was, Ralph noticed his hands and freaked. I was sitting there being questioned about the disappearance of neighborhood cats. They accused me because I’m different from the other people in Chappie, which made my dad real upset. Things that are different scare people, but it wasn’t me who hurt those cats and my dad knew it. He didn’t know that the same thing that took Ralph had taken those cats, but no one had a name for it. The same way I see new colors when I tug my pecker was how this thing existed, and since I couldn’t describe a color without using colors, I stayed quiet and listened to them question Ralph in the open, while my dad asked to speak to the captain.

I overheard the doctor tell a detective that, “the boy hasn’t aged at all, not one bit.  Not his hair, not his skin cells, not his blood, nothing. As far as he knows, he was never gone.”

“And the fingers?” the detective asked.

“No signs of scar tissue, bone damage, or trauma. To put it plainly, I’m baffled.”  

Most of Ralph’s friends went away to college and his parents had already dealt with the grief of losing a child. His room had been converted into an art studio and all his football gear got donated to charity. One time I saw some middle school kids daring each other to put on Ralph’s old helmet at Krieger’s Park. They teased that the person wearing the helmet would disappear too if it was on for long enough.

I was in the backyard lighting matches when Ralph walked by later that week. People driving by pretended not to see him.

“Hey,” I hollered, “want to help me bury this?”

Ralph looked up and saw me waving. I pointed to a dead bird on the grass that was missing a lot of feathers.

“Sure,” Ralph said, and came over. His eyes held a vague familiarity toward me. While everyone else was at college and getting laid with their peckers, lifting weights, and drinking booze, I had my same haircut, same jeans, and same face. My Dad said I was a late bloomer and that I’d grow when I was ready. He was also not-so-secretly dating three women in Apache Black, none of which were my mother.

My mother loved my dad and pretended not to notice that he always came home late, smelling like other women. It was why I never heard them having sex, because Dad got it all out with the others.

“How did that bird die?” Ralph asked without looking up. He didn’t look sad or upset, just curious.

“I didn’t kill it,” I told him. “Another bird did.” I pointed with a stick to the cuts around the dead bird’s face.

“You sure it wasn’t a cat?” he asked, and I laughed real hard. The thought of a cat with wings was very funny.

“I watched the fight,” I said, wiping the tears out of my eyes from cracking up. I pointed to the gnarled tree where the victorious bird perched on a branch. Ralph grit his jaw. His fists balled and opened, and I could see the missing fingers. It didn’t make me uncomfortable to look, but I thought it might make him uncomfortable, so I stopped.

“My name is Ralph,” he said, squatting down.

“I know,” I said, and he looked like my response hurt him. “I’m Heinrich.”

“That’s a mouthful. How about just Rick?”

“It’s Heinrich. I’m not like this town who thinks that by changing a name it makes everything better,” I said.

“You sure? Rick is just the last half of your...”

“You will call me Heinrich and I will call you Ralph and that is our friendship.”

Ralph picked up the trowel near my feet and stabbed it into the soft ground. A car drove by, and he glanced over his shoulder.

“You sure we have to bury this?” he asked. His eyes were full of something dark and pained. I knew what he felt because I had felt it my whole life.

“We can light it on fire,” I said pulling a matchbook out of my jeans pocket.

I saw that it was John Windsor driving his ’89 Ford Pickup. The radio was tuned to 9300 AM because the windows were all the way down. It meant that John Windsor was happy because only happy people put their windows all the way down when the air is cool and damp.

The next moment, the flaming corpse of a bird hit his windshield and lodged itself between the wiper blades. John Windsor slammed on the brakes, swerved off the road and poured the remainder of the beer he had tucked near his knees onto the flames. I thought that it was lucky he had it and that it smothered the flames instead of feeding them.  

“There’s some end of the world stuff goin’ down in this town, I swear,” he mumbled. When he saw me and Ralph Cutter cracking up from my yard, his face went red. “Hey, you that dead kid? And you’re that freak!”  

I froze because something rose up behind him in the forest. The thing that took Ralph. It expanded and took form like how one candle in a dark room shows a small part of the room, but a hundred candles show almost everything. It was like that but in reverse, dark candles shutting the world off. Ralph saw it too because he made gulping noises in his throat and his knees shook. It looked like a shadow, but it wasn’t a shadow, like night had fallen in a very specific part of the forest, like I could see constellations through the trees. It was like time had folded in on itself.

It tucked itself into John Windsor’s cab and he drove off flipping us the bird, which made me crack up again because of irony.

“Did you see it too?” Ralph asked, and I told him yes.

“What was it like being gone?” I asked.

“I didn’t know anything was different,” he said. “I was just walking home, and then a cop car rolled up. It was like time had folded in on itself or something.”

He scratched his jaw with the three fingers of his right hand and then paused to look at the spaces for the missing digits.

“Let’s go get an ice cream treat,” I said. “They come on sticks. We can enjoy the bar without our hands getting cold.” I was proud of myself for being thoughtful about Ralph Cutter’s hand, but I wasn’t sure if they would be more, or less cold without all the fingers.

“I’d like that,” he said, and shoved his hands into the front pocket on his football sweatshirt. When I walked by him, I noticed that the sweatshirt still smelled like Susan Partridge. I wondered if he wore it to feel like they were still boyfriend and girlfriend and having sex with each other. It made me wonder if people who have sex are giving away parts of themselves, emotional and physical parts, to their sex partner so that when they aren’t having sex, both people feel a little less complete until they go at it again or find someone new.

We walked along the damp asphalt roads through the mountainside to the corner mart. We passed by Mr. Tuttle’s crooked house. He sat on the chipped white porch in a rocking chair wearing blue overalls and a dirty white thermal shirt. His long white hair was back to a tangled mess, but his slender face was clean.

“They wanted to condemn my house again,” he said. “As if that were the problem in this town.”

“Cool,” Ralph said, and tried to keep walking. The sun got lost behind pushing ominous gray clouds that threatened rain.

“You’re that dead boy,” Mr. Tuttle said. He pointed to a bus stop across the street with Ralph’s memorial bench and commemorative plaque.

“Ralph is my friend, and that’s not very nice,” I said to Mr. Tuttle. I balled my fists and held them at my side.

“Heinrich, it’s cool,” Ralph said, and put his hand on my shoulder. I felt the three fingers through the top of my windbreaker and even though it wasn’t skin on skin, I gritted my teeth as the world collapsed into burning geometry and the trees opened into swirling coded patterns of molecules that all agreed that a tree was the best use of their purpose. I saw deep into the forest, into the mountains, and into the soul of the world.

“Ain’t no one believed me that it would rise again, but alas, it did,” Mr. Tuttle said.

“You’ve seen it?” Ralph asked, taking his hand off of my shoulder. I bent my knees and tucked my head toward the ground like I was kissing my ass goodbye, which is what my mom says to get me to crack up when I panic with anxiety.

“I’ve never seen a Xi’Val, but I’ve experienced a Xi’Val,” said Tuttle,  pulling his foot out of a dirty boot. He only had half of a foot like someone took a pizza slicer and rolled it over the top.

Tuttle looked back into the forest and sat back in his chair.

“He is just a crazy old man,” I whispered to Ralph, but Ralph shook his head no. We kept walking.

“He’s right. That thing, the Xi’Val, I’m a part of it now. It’s like when I eat and my stomach strips the nutrients to fuel my body. Then, it disregards the rest. I’m a nutrient.”

It sounded like it made sense, but it also sounded like Ralph was making it up as he went along.  

A cop car whizzed by with the lights on, but no sirens. I covered my ears real hard and squatted down on the side of the road. One time a fire truck passed me, and I squatted down for so long that it was nighttime before I was brave enough to uncover my ears and walk home. People thought that I had gone missing too, but I wasn’t missing because things are always somewhere.

I looked up and saw Ralph looking at me like he was scared that I might be sick. I held out my tongue to show him that I wasn’t sick and then made my eyes go cross-eyed and then back to normal.

“Something is happening,” he said, and I realized that he didn’t look scared because of me. He pointed at the store down the road, and there were a lot of cop cars gathering with flashing blue lights. We walked toward them, and I saw the owner of the shop talking to police loud enough for us to hear.

“Susan Partridge...” she said, and then put her hand over her mouth like she didn’t want the rest of the sentence to escape. A police officer saw Ralph and got in his face.

“What do you remember?!” the officer asked, and the loudness of his voice made a high-pitched ringing go off inside of my head like pinching air out of a balloon.  

“Walking home, that’s it!” Ralph said. I didn’t like my new friend getting yelled at because he didn’t do anything wrong.

“Don’t talk to him that way,” I said, and balled my fists.

“Heinrich, it’s cool,” Ralph said, and put his hand behind my neck. I’d seen him do it to his teammates after practices, but the edges of my sight exploded into fractals and lights. I saw time collapse on itself and when I looked into the woods, I saw Susan Partridge as she existed in both past, present and future. It was like her essence was made of dominoes, but the dominoes were still in the shape of Susan, and they led into the woods. I knew that if I followed her form, then I could find her.

“I know where Susan Partridge is!” I said, and Ralph took his hand off of my neck. The officer asked me if I was serious. He asked if I knew anything and if so, how did I know? I pointed to the woods even though I could no longer see Susan’s essence and told them that they could follow me, but they had to be quiet otherwise I wouldn’t be able to concentrate.

“This is a missing person,” the officer said. His face got red, and I knew from the sound of his voice that he was ready to become a bully. “I’ll speak to you however I damn well please if it brings home that little girl!”

“She’s not little because she’s had sex and she goes to a community college and...” 

The officer grabbed me by the shoulder and scrunched up my windbreaker into his fist. He slammed me backwards into a car and the ringing inside of my head went off like a mosquito buzzing into the microphone at a stadium concert.

“Mr. Partridge has been very good to the police over the years, and so we’re going to make sure his baby girl is brought home safely,” the officer said, but it was too late because something inside of my head snapped like my brain was drywall and the ringing was a drill, and the drill went too far, and the screw fell behind the rest of the drywall. I started shouting and clawing and cursing.

A lot happened after that, but I don’t remember. When everything calmed down, I found myself sitting in a holding cell inside the police station with a weighted blanket draped over my shoulders and my left eye almost swollen shut. Mom and Dad were there because I could hear them screaming at the captain about the right way to handle someone, and the wrong way, and how they did it the wrong way.

“We’re going to sue your ass,” Dad said. “Big time.”

“And which one of your men used the ‘R’ word to describe my baby?” my mom said. The ‘R’ word was the only word we were never ever allowed to use.

“I understand,” the captain said. His voice sounded calm, even though I wasn’t in the same room. “My guys are under a lot of stress, and that particular officer didn’t know about Heinrich’s... condition.”

“You could have killed him. It’s a miracle he’s not in shock,” my dad said. He pulled open the door and walked to my holding cell. “Heinrich, it’s Dad. Do you want to go home now?” Mom came in behind him and they looked like a team again. It made me feel good to see them as a team again, but I was afraid to leave the cell and walk past police officers because they might try to apologize by being loud and insincere.  

“Does that man hate me?” I asked, feeling the purple swelling under my eye.

“I don’t know,” Mom said. “And I don’t feel like asking.”

A quiet guard unlocked my door. I pushed the weighted blanket to the floor. Dad pulled my white sensory gloves out of his pocket. I slid them on, and even though I’m in high school, I held hands with both Mom and Dad as we walked out of the station.

That night, I couldn’t stop thinking about Susan Partridge and how scared she probably was. I didn’t know where Ralph was either. I got scared about how maybe he didn’t want to be friends anymore. Even though we’d just become friends that day, a friend is a friend no matter how long how long or short it has been.

I got out of bed to send him a message from our family computer in the living room and let him know that I was okay, and that I still wanted to be friends, and that if I scared him, then I was sorry. It was quiet in the house, so I made sure to be extra quiet. I noticed that Dad wasn’t sleeping in the spare room. He was in the bedroom with Mom and the door was closed. It made me realize that sometimes bad things can drive people apart, but even worse things can bring them back together.  

Then, I knew what I had to do. Rescuing Susan Partridge wasn’t just about bringing her home. I had to bring her back so that Ralph could be whole again because a bad thing had happened, but the even worse thing was that they weren’t together. And when they got together and they were in love again, they could have sex and give parts of themselves back.

When I typed the email to Ralph, I realized that I didn’t have his email address or his phone number, so I closed the laptop and thought about how happy he would be when Susan came home.

I grabbed my coat and started walking toward the convenient store, toward the first Susan domino. I passed by Mr. Tuttle’s house. A yellow porch light shone on against the chipped wood. I saw the stairs splintered and broken. The beams that connected the porch to the ceiling had been hacked up and trashed. White hair, stained brown with blood, laid near the steps.

“Mr. Tuttle?” I called, making sure it was still a whisper. He groaned, which was good because he was still alive. “I know how to get back Susan from the Xi’Val!”

“What’s the point?” Tuttle groaned. “This god-awful town thinks I had something to do with it.”

“When I bring her home, they’ll know it wasn’t you,” I said.

“They’ll think it was you who took her,” he said, and then asked me for a glass of water. I didn’t have a glass on me, and I didn’t want to go into a stranger’s home, so I told him that maybe I would some other time.

“Also, I don’t think you were food when you were taken,” I said.

“Me neither. I think the Xi’Val doesn’t exist like we exist. I think it crosses dimensions and realities. There’s probably another me out there somewhere growing out of a slice of my foot.”

“I think when it takes people, it’s mating so that it can take a part of them, and they can leave with a part of it, and then everyone becomes connected to the Xi’Val, like we’re its children.”

“We are both the mates and the children?” he asked. I told him yes, thinking about how the people who came back were missing things like fingers or ribs or hands, but those things weren’t actually missing. They were just replaced with pieces of Xi’Val and that we couldn’t see them because we existed differently than the creature did.

“Why am I the only one who sees this so clearly?” I asked.

“Because you’ve got a brain better than the rest of us,” Tuttle said. I left him on his porch because the night was cool but not cold, and I could tell he preferred being outside. I walked to the convenient store.

I stood at the entrance but looked into the woods. I closed my eyes and imagined the rows of Susan I had seen earlier that day. My brain played back the image with perfect clarity. I followed them, walking past the roadside, over a small hill, through some thin underbrush, and into the woods.

The farther I trekked, the sharper the dominoes became. I wasn’t wearing my sensory gloves and could see my breath in front of my face. Then, I couldn’t see the curve of the moon through the tips of the trees. My heart started to panic, so I closed my eyes and let my knees hit the cool mud. I imagined time folding in on itself. I heard Susan up ahead on the trail. The coded trees and agreeable molecules of the pine needles vibrated so loud that I thought they were singing. The universe vibrated and communicated through song.

“Susan,” I said, and the dominoes disappeared. Her physical body stood against a large pressing void, waving her further into the forest. She cocked her head and looked at me on my knees. She vibrated too. Her limbs and fingers and toes and strands of hair and eyelashes and knees all sang the song of Susan. The Xi’Val took those vibrations and swapping out notes. The song of Xi’Val seeped into her. The song of Susan seeped into Xi’Val. It became something new and the same all at once.

I held out my hand.

Susan took my hand and the edges of my teeth vibrated like the edges of the metal on old alarm clocks. The world melted into fractals, and I saw Xi’Val as just a thing, and not a thing that could be defined or conquered or blamed for anything other than existing.

I saw myself stacked through the woods like dominoes now, which meant following it would lead us out. Susan’s nose began to bleed. Our songs intertwined, and I could feel myself become part of her, and she become part of me.

Time unfolded in squares like a checkerboard getting larger the more it is un-halved. Susan began to bleed out of an eardrum, and I felt my eyes burn like I was staring into the sun. My arms curled, and I felt the need to scream and claw and wail to silence the shriek in my brain, but I held on and kept marching through the underbrush. All at once, the night exhaled us onto the lonely street, black and shiny with rain as John Windsor’s pickup truck came to a screeching halt so loud that I let go of Susan’s hand and shoved my palms over my ears.

“Good lord,” the man said, falling out of the truck and hoisting up his blue jeans to cover his crack. “What happened to y’all?”

Then he called me the “H” word, hero, which I thought was impossible for someone like me. He stared at us like we were ghosts. Susan didn’t talk, and I didn’t move, and so the three of us stood in silence looking at each other, each of us vibrating with our songs into the newly rising sun. Even with hands over my ears, the music replaced the shrill ringing in my brain with harmony and I felt connected to the world, the town, and the people in it. 
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HIS BACK AGAINST THE wall, James Butler Hickok sat at one of the finest poker tables in Springfield, Missouri, staring at his hands. The saloon was almost empty now, as the majority of the evening’s patrons had left for the night. 

Hickok had nowhere to go, and he couldn’t sleep. He needed to think, and with the intensity of his gaze on his palms, it looked as if he expected answers from them.

“I wonder,” he muttered to no one in particular. “It might work.”

“You want another drink, Wild Bill?” 

Smiling at the barkeep’s use of his new moniker, Hickok looked at the man behind the mahogany bar and shook his head.

“No, Charlie. I’m trying to clear my head, not clutter it up.”

Returning to the study of his hands, Hickok tried to think. 

The first time he could remember was way back when he was a boy in Homer, Illinois. His abolitionist father kept their house as a station on the Underground Railroad. Runaway slaves, Tom and Hanna Reeves, along with their new baby, had been hiding in their root cellar. In his mind, Hickok could clearly see the hidden room at the back of the cellar, so carefully camouflaged by barrels of potatoes, stacked boxes of carrots, and baskets of turnips. He could even smell the earthen walls of the place. Most clearly of all, he could see the cellar’s outer door and its metal latch. 

With his eyes still focused on his hands, Hickok’s mind leaped through long-buried memories. 

The sheriff and two bounty hunters had been searching for the Reeves family. They’d stopped at their house, and while the sheriff was talking to his parents on the front porch, the bounty hunters had ransacked the house. Standing behind the porch swing, he had suddenly noticed clouds of smoke flowing from underneath the cellar door. He’d realized Tom and Hanna, trapped inside with their baby, could be burning alive, but he couldn’t move off the porch or run towards the cellar without making the sheriff suspicious. So, he’d just stood there, perfectly still, and concentrated really hard. In his mind, he’d visualized the metal latch on the cellar door rising up and falling away—and it did. The door swung open. Tom and Hanna, with the baby clutched at Hanna’s chest, had burst out and hightailed it toward the woods to hide. 

Later, they’d learned Tom had started a small fire and accidentally ignited an old stack of newspapers. Both Tom and Hanna said they’d been choking on the smoke, and the baby couldn’t breathe. Tom had pushed and pushed on the door, but it wouldn’t move. Then, miraculously, it had just opened, and they’d been able to run outside and hide in the woods. 

Rubbing his hands together, Hickok mumbled, “That was the first time... but the most recent was just a few years ago.” 

As a Union scout, he’d been in Pea Ridge, Arkansas, stealthily observing the Rebs setting up camp. Several gray backs had been unloading supply wagons, and Hickok had seen mounds of rations, cooking equipment, and tents. Wanting a better look at their ammunition boxes, he’d relocated behind a grove of trees, when a shot rang out.  

Closing his eyes and tapping his fingers softly on the table, Hickok clearly recalled the moment. He could still hear the shrill sound of that mini-ball whizzing past his head and the shuddering thud it made when it hit a tree behind him. 

They hadn’t seen him. The shot had been an accidental misfire, but it spooked the four-horse team hauling the closest supply wagon. Those dang horses bolted right toward him. Half the men in the camp started chasing after that wagon. He couldn’t move without being discovered, so he’d done it again. He’d concentrated really hard, visualizing the metal hitch on the wagon coming loose, and it did. The wagon slowed in its tracks and stopped. Free of the heavy load, the horses had run right past him into the woods. 

Hickok opened his eyes. Shifting in his chair, he stared out the window into the blackness of the night. He could recall other times, and it had always worked in the past, but would it work this time? 

“Hell, I can’t explain it,” he declared to the empty chairs surrounding the table. “Never have been able to.”

As if this proclamation cleared the air, he smiled and picked up the deck of cards on the table. Aimlessly, he began shuffling them. 

At least I know more about it now, he thought. For one thing, I’m sure it only works on metal. 

He’d tested the metal theory several times over the years, and the result was always the same. He could only move metal with his thoughts. 

But how it worked remained a mystery. 

One time, Hickok had asked a doctor in Monticello, Kansas, if he knew of any condition where a man could move an object with his mind, just by thinking about it. The doctor said he’d never heard of anyone moving objects by mental power alone, and he’d looked at Hickok like he was crazy. That impertinent medical man also had told him not to drink so much!

Hickok had asked another doctor in Rock Creek, Nebraska, and that fellow also had looked at him like he was addled or drunk. But at least that doctor had reckoned there were some things beyond the scope of medical understanding.

Suddenly, Hickok noticed his hands were bathed in a golden glow. The first rays of the July sun were shining through the window. It was morning. 

“Hell,” Hickok muttered to himself. “Focus on the here and now. Focus on that damn Dave Tutt.”

Neatly stacking the cards, he placed the deck back on the table. He forced himself to concentrate, restricting his thoughts to the task before him and his current problem.

Tutt has no respect. He’s always arguing over cards and gambling debts. The audacity of the man to take my gold pocket watch as collateral. He knew that Waltham timepiece was my pride and joy. I told him never to wear it in public, but he did! He didn’t just wear it; he flaunted it! A duel is the only way to deal with that type of man... but I’ve never tried it on a bullet.

For a moment, Hickok looked confused, but then his courage and resolve returned.  

“What the hell? A bullet is metal, isn’t it? I can do it. I know I can.”

Determined, he got up from the table, exited through the batwing doors, and walked to the Lyon House hotel. In his room, he slept the deep sleep of the righteous till half-past five in the evening. Rising with a clear head, he washed his face, strapped his Colt revolvers to his sides, and walked out to the town square. 

The place was filled with people. 

Onlookers, Hickok thought, hoping to see bloodshed. They want to watch the duel and see someone die. 

Stepping into the dirt square, Hickok saw Tutt on the opposite side. As the two men began walking toward each other, some folks in the crowd darted inside nearby buildings for safety. When they were separated by about seventy-five yards, Hickok called out.

“Don’t come any closer, Dave. This will do.” 

Nervously, Tutt drew his gun and fired, but Hickok was already concentrating. 

Go wide. Go wide.

Tutt’s bullet veered wide, totally missing its intended mark. 

Hickok’s hands hovered over the revolvers strapped at his sides. He drew himself up to his full height and looked directly into Tutt’s widening eyes. 

Chin trembling, Tutt took a step back. His face paled, and beads of sweat dampened his forehead.  

The eyes of the restless spectators darted from one man to the other in anticipation. An audible gasp rose from one onlooker when Hickok’s hand tightened on his right revolver. 

Taking his time, Hickok raised the gun, steadied it on his left arm, aimed, and pulled the trigger.

The deafening bang silenced the crowd, but as soon as the smoke cleared, several cries erupted at the fountain of blood gushing from Tutt’s chest. 

“Boys, I am killed,” Tutt called out. Then he collapsed to the ground.

With a determined gait, Hickok walked to the body. Kneeling ostensibly to determine Tutt’s status, he placed his left hand on the man’s chest to check for breathing. With his right hand, he reclaimed his watch and stuffed the timepiece in his pocket. Standing up, he nodded a confirmation that Tutt was dead. 

There had been no real need to check for signs of life. Hickok knew his shot was fatal. Tutt was dead before his body hit the ground.

As Hickok walked away, a resolute smile formed on his lips.  

You know, he thought to himself, now that I know it works on bullets, I believe my secret ability could be extremely useful. As long as I know it’s coming, I need not fear any gunfight. I can just concentrate and control the outcome. 

Feeling both relieved and confident, Hickok walked into the saloon where he’d spent the previous night. Stepping up to the bar, he addressed the barkeep.

“Whiskey, Charlie.”

Charlie complied, and Hickok raised the glass in a toast.

“Here’s to wild adventures and a colorful life. Here’s to being Wild Bill indeed!”
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