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      Carter turned his attention away from the outcropping and up to the rise. The line of ground was a shade darker than the night sky. At the moment, nothing was visible atop the rise, but he knew the sounds of hoof beats likely weren’t a good thing, especially since they came from the direction opposite the town.

      From over the rise came horsemen, silhouetted against the night sky. Starlight glinted off metal components of the bridles and riders. A lead man raised his hand above his head as he brought his mount to a halt. The other riders—Carter estimated them to number seven total—all complied. Aurora’s hand shot out and grasped Carter’s arm.

      “Damn,” Carter muttered. He shoved his hand into his jacket and pulled out his Colt. Six bullets and seven riders. Those weren’t good odds. Out of his peripheral vision, he calculated the distance to their mounts. The thirty yards or so between where the humans stood and where the horses grazed might be too much distance if the bandits caught sight of them.

      But it was the only option.

      “Listen,” Carter said, having to raise his voice a bit to be heard over the low rumble of the approaching machine, “we’re gonna have to make a run for the horses.”

      “Then what?”

      “Ride like hell.”
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      When Malcolm Wheeler was a young soldier during the Late Unpleasantness, he found himself unprepared for battle. It wasn’t in the fervor of the cause. Being a soldier from northeast Texas, he knew the war was about defending a particular way of life, his way of life. No, he didn’t own any slaves, but he benefited from that situation. He wanted things to go back to the way they were. They never did. His unpreparedness actually stemmed from the lack of adequate weaponry and equipment. When he was asked to march across the battlefield and take the hill, his rifle barely worked. The men around him fell. He didn’t. He was captured and he learned of the events of Appomattox from a prison camp. But he had already vowed never to be unprepared again.

      Now, as Wheeler gazed up at the blackest of night, he marveled at the stars and how many other people or things must be up there. He wondered if there were other people like him who made a decision about their life and enacted it with a constant thought like he did. He reckoned there were because if there’s one constant in life, it’s that everybody has the opportunity to learn and improve their station.

      The stagecoach upon which Wheeler sat rocked gently along the rocky terrain. One wheel squeaked with every turn, having lost its lubricant hours ago. Wheeler told himself when he and Frank took a break in another hour, more lubricant would be applied to the wheel. He had made sure to load some on the stage ahead of time because he knew that this particular coach always squeaked when pushed into service for this long.

      Preparation.

      The surrounding countryside of the New Mexico territory was rough. The dark shapes of mountains appeared like black shadows against the even blacker palette of the night sky. The only way Wheeler could tell when the sky stopped and the mountains started was when he saw no more stars. The air was still filled with the odor of hot sand from the day’s heat. Sagebrush and mesquite mingled with the heat, making a peculiar smell for his nose to breath into his lungs. He almost tasted the coppery air on his tongue.

      Frank Jones was the driver. He was an old timer, his gray beard, neatly trimmed, covered his cheeks and face. The only skin that appeared out from under the whiskers were his lips. An unlit cigar hung from between his lips, the teeth wetly working the tobacco and sucking in the juice. His brown shirt and pants were engulfed in the darkness. The gloves he wore were leather, and they loosely held the reigns to the six horses pulling the stagecoach out from El Paso and over to the settlement of Burroughs. It was the last stop before they reached Texas and the railroad there that would connect them to the rest of the state.

      And bring in the silver housed in the crates stored in the stagecoach.

      The owners of the mine were fed up with the robberies. The thefts were not regular. That irregularity proved the hardest part of shipping silver ore down from the mountains and back into banks in Austin, San Antonio, and on to Galveston. Some stages crossed the terrain without incident. Several in fact. But lately, the number of stagecoaches held up had increased. Rumors abounded as to the identity of the owlhoots responsible. The one name that kept being mentioned was Angus Morton. His gang of robbers had a pretty good reputation, but they hadn’t been seen in the area for over a year. Some say they took their loot down into Mexico to escape American law and justice. No one dared pursue them. As long as the shipments got through okay, no one cared.

      But things had changed. The robberies had increased. Silver and other valuable assets slowly had been stolen. With the mine owners desperate to secure their investment, changes had to be made. Special men, like Malcolm Wheeler, were deployed to guard against theft and robbery. Men who wouldn’t think twice about shooting an outlaw in the back if necessary, the law be damned. Wheeler wasn’t exactly as hardcore as that, but he was hired because he was the best. The reason he was the best was because he was always prepared.

      Wheeler sat atop the stagecoach and waited. He wasn’t worried. His clothes were finer than Frank’s. The brown suit was tailored to fit his muscular body. Wheeler had large shoulders, broad and firm. The shirt was black, a concession to the manager of the stage line. When Wheeler told the manager he wanted to wear a white shirt so Morton would know where to aim. When Morton did, the fire from Morton’s gun would serve as a beacon for Wheeler to shoot the son of a bitch. The manager didn’t approve and insisted Wheeler wear dark clothes. Wheeler merely shook his head...but wore the dark clothes anyway. The sound of the stage itself was more than loud enough to draw the attention of anyone around. Wearing white wouldn’t be an issue. But the manager--a scrawny little pipsqueak whose only worldly knowledge revolved around numbers in a book--had insisted. He was paying so Wheeler complied.

      His lack of worry came from his being prepared. He wore holsters on each hip, each cinched to his thighs with leather straps. In each holster was a Colt .44, the dark metal of the guns also muted against the night. In the boot to his immediate left was his Winchester. On daylight trips across the country before the robberies dictated night shipments, Wheeler could shoot a man from fifty yards while still on the moving stagecoach. Here in the night, it wasn’t as much good as the shotgun that lay across his lap. His fingers caressed the barrel, up and down its length. Any bandit who tried to get him would get a face full of buckshot.

      “It’s pretty quiet tonight,” Frank said around the cigar. Even his voice sounded wet. Air hissed out from between a missing tooth.

      Wheeler nodded sagely. He was younger than Frank by about ten years. Wheeler respected Frank, but the other man had taken different lesson from the Late Unpleasantness. Frank’s response was to run away. This Wheeler had learned from numerous trips with Frank. A lot of time needs to be passed, but Frank seemed to have run out of stories. Wheeler sometimes wanted to come out and ask Frank if he was a deserter, but he never did. If Wheeler found out the truth, there would be an uncomfortableness between them. Wheeler couldn’t abide a deserter. It was a special type of coward who fled and left his fellow soldiers in the heat of battle.

      “Yup,” Wheeler muttered. He had told most of his stories, too. They passed the time in amiable silence for most of the night. As loud as the stage actually was, when they entered the small valley bounded by short rises on either side, they both had just quieted down. If Morton or any other varmint was going to try anything, it would be here.

      Wheeler’s eyes were attuned to the night. He saw the contours of the rocks along the road. Even the scrub bushes dotting the landscape were clear to his eyes. The six team in front of him--all with dark coats, naturally--were discernible. There was ample evidence of him earning his nickname of Night Owl.

      As good as his eyes were, they immediately fixated on the bloom of fire that erupted from their right. The light flashed in the night, bright against all the darkness. Wheeler barely had time for his brain to acknowledge the light source before the sound met his ears. And the lead slug slammed into the side of the stagecoach. It thunked into the wood, chewing splinters and gashing a hole in the side of the coach.

      “What the hell?” Frank muttered.

      “Go! Now!” Wheeler ordered. He slapped Frank’s arm to prod him into action.

      The old timer was slow to react. The few seconds nearly cost him his life.

      Wheeler yelled at the horses to go. His hand shot out, grabbed the reins, and urged the team forward. Frank, surprised at the shot, quickly got his head back in the game. He hadn’t fully released the leather reigns from his grip, but now his hands tightened around them again and he took control. The horses, tired at pulling such a heavy load and accustomed to the slow movement through the area, were also slow to react. But they stepped up their pace and charged forward. Frank was momentarily thrown off balance, but he set his feet along the sides of the stagecoach and braced himself for the charge.

      From the side window of the stagecoach, Luke Gregson stuck out his head. “What that a shot?”

      Wheeler crouched low, bringing the shotgun to bear in his left hand while also drawing one of the Colts with his right. “Reckon so. Came from our right, maybe thirty yards. If these skunks are smart they’ll...”

      Wheeler never finished his sentence because what he feared came true. Another flame flashed in the darkness, this time from the left side of the stage. And it wasn’t alone. Two, three gunmen opened fire on the stagecoach. The bullets chewed holes in the side of the stage. Luke actually cursed.

      “You hit?” Wheeler yelled.

      “Naw,” Frank yelled.

      “Luke?”

      “I’m good,” came the reply. Amid the cacophony of the stage charging forward over the rough terrain, Wheeler heard Luke scramble inside the stage. He must be moving to the other side.

      Wheeler holstered his Colt and shucked the shotgun in the boot. He pulled up his Winchester and put a round in the chamber. He had good eyesight and he still could pinpoint where those gunmen likely were. Even if he missed his mark, Wheeler could still give those bastards a second to think things over. Not like it would ultimately do any good. There were four bandits so far. Who the hell knew how many more there would be.

      The stagecoach crested a small rise and the plain down below came into view. The starlight illuminated the terrain, the scattered bushes and trees, the rocks and boulders from when God himself set them down eons ago. Wheeler also spied what he knew was there. Snaking through the land, the twin steel rails of the track caught the light from the stars and reflected it back to Wheeler’s eyes. The rails rounded another rise and disappeared, but the shack was still there and reinforcements, too.

      A part of Wheeler’s mind wondered why Morton’s men picked this spot, so close to the rails and the house. Two more of the stagecoach men were in there, ready to ride out at a moment’s notice. Wheeler took in the sight, saw the light emanating from the house, and waited for the door to open and the two men to come and help.

      Curiously, the door remained closed.

      Wheeler turned and triggered two rounds back in the direction of the gunmen. Who the hell knew if any of his bullets had hit their mark, but the return fire ceased for a few moments.

      Frank continued to steer the horses as they ran down to the rail line. The man may be old, but he was a veteran horseman. He maneuvered the beasts with excellent precision and made sure they didn’t crash.

      From inside the stagecoach, Luke fired off rounds from his Winchester. Two more gunmen opened fire on the right side. The bullets made new holes in the stage. A moment later, a sharp cry pierced all the noise of the stage and the horses. Luke had been hit.

      “Luke!” Wheeler yelled. He waited a few moments then repeated himself. “Are you okay?”

      No answer.

      Wheeler swore. He turned and climbed up onto the roof of the stage. Along all sides was a short metal railing, usually meant to keep packages from sliding off and around which rope could be used to secure baggage. Tonight, it was empty. Wheeler had insisted on it, and for this very reason. He needed the room.

      He lay flat on his stomach and spread his legs so that both boots anchored him to the railing. Frank was doing his best to keep the stage from crashing, so he wasn’t too concerned about how bumpy was the ride. Wheeler didn’t care either, but he certainly wanted to have as level a shot as possible back at the bushwhackers.

      “Stay low!” he yelled over his shoulder.

      Wheeler brought the Winchester to bear, resting it on the rear rail. He waited. Knowing outlaws the way he did, they would sooner or later reveal their position. They were most likely an impatient lot, ready to get the business concluded and the loot in their pockets. When they fired again, Wheeler would be ready.

      The fire from five or six barrels flared in the night almost at once, as if it were a coordinated attack. All Wheeler saw was little pricks of light, more or less in a line at their rear. The slugs slammed into the back of the stage where some of the burlap bags were tied. The bullets did no damage, but Wheeler now had the positions of some of the owlhoots.

      He triggered twice, aiming at a single spot. Two quick shots. He was rewarded with a scream. A grim smile creased his lips. If he met the Lord tonight, Wheeler told himself, he’d have sent at least one of the bastards to hell.

      The angle of the stage changed and Wheeler slid forward. Frank had reached the top of the rise and was now angling the horses down to the house. With the rear of the stage now covering him from the front, Wheeler knew he had a few precious seconds to reload. He shoved his hand down into the jacket pocket and thumbed fresh cartridges into the Winchester. His fingers acted independently, having performed this task since he was a youth and before the Late Unpleasantness. It allowed Wheeler to clear his mind and assess the situation.

      If Frank could get the stage down to the house, he and Wheeler might have a chance to dash inside for cover. With the other two men who were supposed to be inside, the four of them should be able to hold off the varmints. The outlaws numbered five or six, but they were down at least one. Wheeler vowed that he would subtract another before the stage reached the flat plain that led to the railroad.

      He wasn’t sure if the shooters were on horses or not, but he trained his fully loaded Winchester up along the ridge line and waited. He suspected the ambushers would charge over the rise, guns blazing. In another moment, his prediction proved correct.

      The men were on horseback, their darkened shadows silhouetted against the horizon and blotted out stars as they charged. Wheeler counted five through the dust plumed up by the fleeing stage. The dust caught the starlight and actually provided a ghostly sheet against which Wheeler’s excellent eyesight easily picked them out. He sighted one along the barrel of the Winchester, adjusting downward to increase the odds of striking the man or his horse, and fired three quick shots. The silhouette fell off the horse. Now they were down to four.

      Wheeler didn’t dare look behind him to see how close they were to the house. His eyes were fixated on the outlaws. But in the back of his mind he kept wondering when the reinforcements would emerge from the house. Surely, they could hear the stage storming down the lane if not the gunfire. What the hell was taking them so long?

      The stage leveled out on the flat plain and Frank pressed the horses even more. Perhaps a hundred yards now separated the stage from the house. The bandits behind the stage had closed to about thirty yards, close enough for then to fire another fusillade of lead at the stage. Most of the slugs either struck the stage or sailed overhead.

      Down east of the house lay the train track, disappearing in the distance. On the west, however, the track curved around a large rock outcropping the rail engineers clearly considered too expensive to explode. So they had veered the rails around the rocks. The end result was that the thing that emerged from behind the outcropping appeared almost out of nowhere.

      “What the hell is that?” Frank cried.

      Wheeler spun around and looked at what had gotten Frank’s attention. The object’s size was difficult to discern considering he was bouncing along on top of a stagecoach, but Wheeler thought it was the size of a small locomotive. It moved slowly out from behind the outcropping, inexorably to the house. Wheeler thanked the Lord that a train was approaching. It didn’t matter from where it came. It meant that there would be men on that train, men with guns who could help him and Frank stave off these ambushers. He felt a glimmer of hope pass through him. He didn’t breathe a sigh of relief, but there was hope.

      That hope was dashed when two things happened one right after the other. First, the door to the house opened. Bright light streaked out into the night. A rectangle of light slid over the ground in front of the house. A figure emerged from the house. Wheeler squinted at the man. He had met the railroad men a few times, but this man didn’t appear to be either of them. This man was dressed in a rumpled jacket over loose pants. The hem of the pants were shoved into calf-high boots. The man’s head was shadowed by a large brimmed hat. Even if Wheeler didn’t recognize the man standing in the doorway, he couldn’t escape the sight of what lay on the floor of the house behind the man.

      Two bodies, both with blood stains on their chests.

      Wheeler had enough time to wonder what it all meant and arrive at a dreadful conclusion: no one would be coming to help. He and Frank were on their own. It also meant that they didn’t have a refuge in the house.

      Apparently Frank had reached the same conclusion. He already was turning the team away from the house and toward the locomotive now approaching the house.

      That was when the man who stood in front of the house signaled the approaching locomotive with a wave of his hand. Wheeler’s eyes followed the motion and he gazed at the approaching machine. The front of the locomotive did something completely unexpected: a door swung open at the front. What was revealed was a short, flat platform. On the surface stood a man behind a shape Wheeler’s brain recognized as a Gatling gun at the same time the gun began to spit lead into the night. If Frank recognized the shape, he never had a chance to respond.

      The Gatling gun opened fire, but the hail of bullets wasn’t directed at the stage. The bullets peppered the lead horses of the team. The high-pitched squeal of the beasts was a sound Wheeler hadn’t heard since the battlefields of Pleasant Hill and Mansfield in Louisiana. The bullets punctured the lead mounts, killing them almost instantly. They fell to the ground, the other horses running directly into them, a great mass of dead and wounded animals. The end result was a near sudden stop of the stagecoach, which slammed into the back of the rear horses.

      But that wasn’t the end of Frank and Wheeler. Both men sailed through the air as their momentum continued. Frank fell head over heels down into the pit of the dying horses. His muffled cry was silenced by a combination of the bullets and the hooves of the beasts. With his position on top of the stage, Wheeler flew over the mass completely unscathed. He lost his grip on his Winchester as he vainly tried to steer his trajectory through the air. He landed on a shoulder. He both felt and heard his collarbone crack. His right side went numb, his right arm flopping and useless. He screamed at the pain. He continued somersaulting until he came to a rest at the foot of the porch. His eyes, wide with fear and pain, stared at the sky.

      The sounds of the wounded horses filled his ears. So, too, did his own screams and grunts. Amid those sounds, Wheeler heard the approaching rataplan of horses from his rear. He knew the bandits that had chased him approached. He also heard the crunch of dirt and gravel under the boots of the man who had signaled the train. He approached, the light from the house illuminating one side of his face.

      The man wore a French goatee, the ends of his mustache curled to points. A scar furrowed its way along a cheek. The light shining in the man’s eye showed delight at what had happened. In his teeth was an unlit cigar, one end soddened with saliva. Wheeler had seen broadsheets with this man’s face and he realized the man was Angus Morton.

      “Evening, suh,” Morton said. His thick Virginia accent pronouncing the word “sir” as “suh.” He didn’t remove the cigar as he spoke. “I’m glad you could join us.” His eyes smiled down at Wheeler.

      When the riders slowed to a halt, Morton surveyed them. Concern crossed his face. “Where is Rice and Dodge?”

      “Dead,” came the reply. Wheeler couldn’t turn his head to see who spoke and realized he didn’t care.

      Morton returned his attention to Wheeler. “You managed to kill two of my men riding on top of a stagecoach, at night? I have to say your reputation remains intact, Mistah Wheeler.” When Morton said his name, it came out “Wheelah.” “When I heard it was you we were to face, I relished the challenge. But I have beaten you. Again.”

      He turned, removed the cigar, and spat on the ground. “Okay, boys, let’s get what we came for.” He signaled one of them. “John, come here and give me a hand with Mistah Wheeler.”

      Wheeler didn’t know what Morton meant, but in a moment, the outlaw and one of his men each grabbed a shoulder and yanked Wheeler up and dragged him over to where one of the horses lay. The pain was excruciating. Wheeler howled. He weakly tried to reach for the gun on his left side, the arm that still seemed to work.

      Morton reached over, withdrew the pistol in Wheeler’s left holster, and tossed it away. “Ever the lawman, I see. I admire that, more than you know. But I’m gonna reward your tenacity to your duty with knowledge that few men know.” He deposited Wheeler in his place. “You just sit tight and you’ll see.”

      Amid the pain that creased through his vision, Wheeler watched as the men rummaged through the remains of the stagecoach. They hauled out Luke’s mangled body. Wheeler noted the mass of blood along Luke’s neck and realized the bandits had had a lucky shot. Luke likely bled to death before the crash. The injured horses moaned under their own weight, but the outlaws didn’t seem to care. They busied themselves with removing the several thick bags from inside the stage.

      Wheeler’s only pleasure was seeing them struggle under the weight of the silver ingots inside those sacks. One of the owlhoots even tripped and fell. His bag fell open and little chunks of silver spilled out. Morton cursed the man, but also scurried over to him and helped pick up all the pieces. In an odd gesture, Morton brought one of the silver ingots over to Wheeler and placed it in his hand.

      “There,” he said, “now you have fulfilled your duty. You’ve saved one piece of silver. I hope when you meet the Lord, you can say you did your best. But tonight, your best wasn’t as good as mine.”

      Wheeler tried to speak but his voice gurgled. The thick coppery taste of blood filled his mouth and ran over his tongue. He turned, fought through the pain, and spat, clearing his mouth. “Why?” was the only word he managed to utter.

      “For the Confederacy, of course,” was Morton’s answer.

      The response meant nothing to Wheeler. True, he was a Texan and his state lost the war, but life went on.

      When the men had finished gathering up all the loot from the stagecoach and taking it to the locomotive which had come to rest just to the side of the house, Morton returned to stand in front of Wheeler. He snapped his fingers. “You still with us? I’d hate for you to die not knowing your ultimate answer.”

      Wheeler’s eyelids fluttered open. In the intervening minutes, he had taken in the scene inside the house. Both men had been gunned down in their long johns. Each man didn’t even have a weapon in their hands so swift was the invasion of the house by Morton. It seemed the outlaw’s own reputation as a ruthless and cunning bandit was also secure.

      Morton kneeled next to Wheeler. “I’m gonna take my leave of you now, Mistah Wheeler. I know this is a matter of honor for you, but it’s only business for me. That’s why you get to see what you’re dying for.” He put fingers to the brim of his hat and nodded at Wheeler. He stood and walked back to the locomotive.

      Within a few minutes, Wheeler heard a massive roar. It reminded him of the sound a locomotive engine makes when it’s ready to move. But instead of moving, something else happened.

      A great stream of fire lanced through the night. It arced up from a position up above the platform upon which sat the Gatling gun. The doors to the Gatling platform were again closed. The fire appeared to be liquid. It wavered in the slight breeze. Wheeler’s suspicions were confirmed when the fire landed on the roof of the house and splashed about. Wherever the liquid fire touch, new flames sprung to life. Within seconds, the house was ablaze.

      Wheeler stared at the conflagration in wide-eyed wonder. The thing that had spewed out the liquid fire could better be seen now. It was indeed a machine, more like a modified locomotive. Instead of the black and steel of a typical locomotive, however, this machine was painted.

      It resembled the face of some large, mythical beast, the kind of creature that populated the nightmares of little children. One orb resembled an eye. It glowed red from within. He saw shadowed figures working levers and gears. He traced the line of fire back down to a nozzle on the roof of the contraption. He found himself amazed at what his eyes beheld.

      Malcolm Wheeler’s amazed wonder turned to sheer terror when the streaming line of fire began to pivot and move. The outflow of fire changed its trajectory. The house was a raging inferno. Now the liquid splashed onto the ground at his feet.

      The last thoughts Malcolm Wheeler had on this earth was that he hoped he had lived a good and decent life, that he would be forgiven for the sins he committed in the Late Unpleasantness and admitted into heaven because right at that moment, he knew what hell felt like.
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      Bright sunshine shone from around the closed drapes of Calvin Carter’s boarding house in Austin, Texas. The muted glow gave his room a twilight feeling, shrouding most of his things and furniture only the faintest of outlines. He had learned a trick from Desmond Arnett, Carter’s old mentor in the detective business: keep his eyes closed when he awoke. In this manner, the detective would be able to have a few moments to sense his surroundings before fully opening his eyes. This trick was especially effective in those instances when a detective found himself captured.

      Carter listened. Outside his window, the world of Austin had already started. Wagons, stagecoaches, and horses traveled up and down the street. Men called their mounts and horses whinnied. The heels of various shoes clomped on the boardwalks and the stones that made up the sidewalks. The voice of a mother chastising her children filtered into his room. Downstairs, in the boarding house’s kitchen, came the sounds of the kitchen, as Mrs. Pendergast was preparing breakfast for all her boarders.

      Carter smelled. Mrs. Pendergast was an excellent cook, but her breakfasts trended on to the traditional: eggs, bacon, biscuits, and grits. The odors of all those foods wafted throughout the house and founded their way into Carter’s room. He inhaled deeply, the aromas mingling in his nose. His stomach rumbled in reply.

      He turned, and his nose took in another scent. Hair, specifically the hair of a woman. Perfume as well. The woman to whom those odors belonged stirred. Carter’s left arm was around her shoulders, her head resting in the crook. Her arm was draped across his chest, her fingers delicately touching his right side. He lay on his back and she on her side. Their naked bodies still warm under the sheets.

      He slowly opened his eyes, allowing them to adjust to the light. Everything in his suite was all in order. They lay in a brass bed situated in the center of the room. On the left side was Carter’s oak desk. Writing paraphernalia littered the surface, his files filling the drawers. Next to the window was his reading chair and a small table with a lamp. A volume of Shakespeare lay open on the table, a green ribbon serving as a bookmark. On the right of the bed was the two wardrobes. When his partner, Thomas Jackson, first visited Carter’s room, he questioned the need for two wardrobes. It was early in their relationship and Carter had to explain that he had only then recently shrunk his amount of clothes down to that which would fit into two wardrobes. He used to have three.

      Meryl stirred by his side. The friction of their bodies sent chills through Carter’s body. He drew her closer, leaning over to kiss the top of her head. She responded by tickling his side with her fingertips. More chills sparked through him.

      “Will your landlady mind that I’m here?” Meryl purred.

      Carter took a moment to inhale deeply. His lungs were filled with the scent of her. He smiled. Few things existed in this world that were as pleasant as waking up next to a beautiful woman.

      “We have an arrangement,” he replied, his lips still buried in her hair.

      “What kind of arrangement?”

      “She doesn’t ask and I never tell.”

      Meryl drew herself closer to Carter. She repositioned herself so that she rested her hand on his chest and she put her chin on her hand. She gazed up at him, her hair askew. “What will the other people say if they see me?”

      With his eyebrows, Carter indicated a second door next to his wardrobes. “That door leads out the back. There’s a small landing and a set of stairs. They lead down to the street. If you are embarrassed to come down stairs and have breakfast, you can sneak out that door.”

      She inhaled, taking in the aroma of breakfast. “I’m starving. You certainly make a woman whet her appetite, Calvin Carter.”

      He angled his head so that he could kiss her forehead. “Darling, you do the same for me.”

      Meryl moved her head and her lips met his. He tasted the brandy the both of them had shared the previous evening. He also tasted the sweetness of her. Their tongues gradually probed each other. The heat of last night’s passion gradually was reignited.

      She broke the kiss first. The look in her eye told Carter that she wanted a little something before breakfast. He ran his hands along her spine. She bit her lip. Never breaking eye contact, she moved herself on top of him.

      That was when a loud knock sounded from the door that led into the house. Three short reports.

      “Carter, you in there?”

      It was a man’s voice. Gruff, weathered by days on his father’s cattle ranch. Carter could just picture how his partner, Thomas Jackson, was dressed. Thick, rough pants, a work shirt that might be freshly laundered, leather jacket that had seen its share of rough and tumble, and a well-worn brown hat with a wide brim. He always wore his gun and belt, the holster tied to his right thigh. The boots were also broken in by years in the saddle.

      Carter could picture all of this because Jackson rarely wore anything else, despite Carter’s constant efforts to help Jackson change things up a little. “I like things in a particular way,” he had told Carter on more than one occasion. “It means I don’t have to think when I dress.”

      Now, Carter sighed and rolled his eyes. Meryl, who had momentarily been startled at the knock, started moving against Carter. “Maybe he’ll go away.”

      Her movements were exquisite. “No, he never goes away.”

      The knocks were repeated, still three short raps. “Carter?”

      Carter opened his mouth to reply but Meryl kissed him again. His voice was muted by hers, her insistent movement on his gaining in intensity. His body responded.

      “Listen, Cal, I’ll be downstairs. It’s not a social call. It’s Moore. We’re wanted in his office.”

      At the mention of their commanding officer, Colonel Jameson Moore, a part of Carter’s mind flicked on. Whenever he was between cases, Carter pursued his other avocation, acting. He was a trained actor, having given it up to become a railroad detective after successfully finding and bringing his father’s murderer to justice. Carter had discovered an adeptness for his second career and had turned to it, enjoying the thrill of the hunt and bringing in all the outlaws who perpetrated crimes against the railroads.

      He just did it with flair.

      Carter broke the kiss. “I’m here. When does he want us?”

      “He didn’t say, but you know he doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

      Meryl moved one hand and ran her fingers through Carter’s hair. She moved the other one lower on his body.

      “Give me a chance to freshen up,” Carter said. He gasped at where her fingers went. “Say ten minutes?”

      “Fifteen,” Meryl whispered in his ear.

      “Fifteen,” Carter repeated before she again pressed her lips to his.

      Jackson sort of chuckled. “Fifteen it is.”
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      “What was her name?” Thomas Jackson asked.

      Carter and Jackson sat in the waiting room outside Jameson Moore’s office. The railroad company had purchased and renovated a large warehouse once used to store cotton on the way to market. The building was nearly a block square, and the rooms nicely appointed as one might expect from a company that made millions of dollars a year. When it became evident that outlaws would try and perpetrate crimes against the railroads, and that various local law men couldn’t devote all their time to stopping those crimes, the barons of the railroad created their own police force. One of the men they had recruited was Colonel Jameson Moore. An old soldier from the Late Unpleasantness, Moore had enjoyed being given wide latitude not only in how he ran his department but in the character of man he recruited. He also relished the chance to design his office.

      The anteroom was made of deep mahogany. The paintings hung on the walls depicted both the wide open spaces of the west and scenes of military battles. Moore himself had marched with Robert E. Lee in Virginia, and he was present both in the hell that was Gettysburg and the other type of hell at the surrender at Appomattox. Deep green curtains lined the tall windows that overlooked the street down a story. Carter and Jackson both sat on wing-backed chairs, the leather of Jackson’s jacket squeaking alongside the leather of the chairs.

      At a desk more ornate than the man who sat behind it was Archibald Litchfield. Moore’s personal secretary, Litchfield wore his position on his sleeve and made sure anyone around knew that he was employed by the railroad company and, specifically, the detective branch. A man somewhere in his thirties, Litchfield nonetheless looked a decade younger. The attribute might do a certain type of man well, but for Litchfield, it proved more a hindrance than an asset. Men of Moore’s stature and station often mistook Litchfield for a mere errand boy. Carter sometimes played with the secretary, teasing him about it.

      Litchfield’s response to his youngish appearance was to dress as fine as possible. He wore a mustache, neatly trimmed, with red flecks shining through the predominant brown. The lean face was otherwise clean-shaven, the cheekbones high and served to accentuate his youthful appearance. The brown eyes were hidden behind spectacles of gold. The brown hair was perfectly coiffed and even Carter had to admire how well his hair stayed in place. The dark blue suit was one of only three colors Litchfield ever wore. The gray vest and black tie completed the ensemble. Despite his teasing of Litchfield, both men shared a common preference for the finer things in life, including attire. More than once, Carter caught Litchfield’s sidelong glances at the rough clothes of Thomas Jackson and other detectives employed by the railroad.

      “Meryl,” Carter finally replied. The word raised Litchfield’s eyebrows, a motion Carter noted no matter than the secretary’s head was bent over a stack of papers. The pen in his right hand scratched away.

      “How’d you meet her?” Jackson prompted.

      “The
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