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The Liberty, Missouri News-Gazette

February 16, 1898

U.S.S. MAINE BLOWN UP IN HAVANA, CUBA!

Explosion yesterday sinks our battleship in Havana harbor

and kills over 250 sailors. Spanish treachery is suspected.

The Liberty, Missouri News-Gazette

April 22, 1898

CONGRESS DECLARES WAR ON SPAIN!

President McKinley issues call for 125,000 volunteers to free Cuba

from Spanish oppression and avenge the attack on the Maine!

Chapter 1

Everybody knew I was an outlaw’s kid. 

Aunt Livia always warned me to keep quiet about my pa riding with Jesse James and the Younger boys while they robbed banks and shot up the countryside, but in a small town like Liberty, Missouri, everybody knew everything. I was Hank Turner’s son, and that meant I was Turner Trash. 

I reckon my pa felt fine about riding with the James gang. I never knew him, so I couldn’t ask. He named me after Jesse James and lit out when I was a baby. My ma died before I could talk. Aunt Livia raised me like I was her own although she was a maiden lady of forty when I came along. 

“You’ve got to rise above what people think, Jesse,” Aunt Livia would say when I was little and came home bloody and crying from being beaten up. “Turners can be decent folk. You do the right thing and you’ll get respect.” 

Finding a way to blot out my pa’s reputation was not an easy thing, but then war came. Most people in Liberty didn’t know where Cuba was, but once they heard about our ship and the fallen sailors, they got worked up about the attack, and by the time Congress declared war on Spain, people were ready for a fight. When I heard the call for volunteers to go to Cuba with Lieutenant Colonel Theodore Roosevelt, I knew my chance to prove a Turner could amount to something had come. 

To join the First U.S. Volunteer Cavalry Regiment, I had to swear I was seventeen, but what the heck, six more months wasn’t so very far away, and I reckoned I could be just as good a soldier as any other fellow. 

When the time came for me to leave, Aunt Livia got weepy at the train station. “You’re going so far away!” She let out a wail and hugged me in a fierce grip. Her tears made my shoulder wet where she pressed her forehead. “Be careful!” 

“I will,” I muttered. I wanted to sound tough, but my throat felt tight, and my voice came out like a gasp. “Don’t worry about me.” 

The train whistle sounded, and the conductor yelled “All aboard!”

Aunt Livia’s fingers pressed into my arm. “Don’t get hurt,” she said. “Promise me.”

“Fighting might be over before I get there,” I said. 

***

By the time I got to Camp Wood outside San Antonio, a thousand volunteers were there, and more coming in from every state and the western territories. The place was dusty and rowdy, but I felt good because I was one of the crowd, and nobody knew about my pa and his robberies. In camp, I was like everybody else  

Uniforms hadn’t arrived at Camp Wood yet, so the volunteers didn’t look like much of a regiment. Rich New Yorkers—Fifth Avenue Boys somebody called them—still wore their city suits, white shirts and straw hats with wide hatbands—boaters. Cowboys carried ropes and had leather fringe on their jackets. Some of them were real broncobusters. Indians from the territories arrived the day after I got to camp. We weren’t much alike, but we were all fixed on being Colonel Roosevelt’s Rough Riders. 

The third day in camp, I was in line waiting to get into the mess hall when the fight started. 

A cowboy pushed in front of one of the New Yorkers standing in front of me. “Git to the back of the line, la-de-dah boy. Real men go first, not a boy in silk undies he’ll dirty up as soon as he hears any guns.”

The New Yorker started out polite enough. “I beg your pardon. The end of the line is well back there.”

“Then you better git back there. This is my spot now.” The cowboy looked about twenty. He had a long thin scar on his cheek and when he smiled, his whole face went lopsided. Gave him a real evil slant. 

The New Yorker stood his ground. “I don’t intend to move,” he said. “You cannot push your way in wherever you want to. You’ll have to go to the rear.”

“A la-de-dah boy telling me what to do—that’s ripe.” The cowboy sneered, slapped the boater off the New Yorker’s head, shoved him out of line, and sent him reeling backwards. 

We all got quiet. The cowboy shifted his weight to the balls of his feet, grinning, getting ready for a fight. The New Yorker took a step and slowly bent over toward the ground. I thought he was going to pick up his hat, but instead he came up quick and hard with a punch that caught the cowboy on his jaw and knocked him back on his heels.

“Fight! Fight!” 

The orderly line of fellows turned into a pushing crowd. I was up front from the start. In spite of taking the cowboy by surprise, the New Yorker started getting the worst of it pretty quick. The cowboy knocked him down, and his head hit the ground hard. I could tell he was dizzy when he stood up. His eyes weren’t focused, and he didn’t keep his hands high enough to avoid the punches that were catching him on his chin. The cowboy bashed him in the stomach next and tripped him when he tried to straighten up. 

The crowd started tossing in advice. “Hit him hard! Step back! Move around!” 

I couldn’t tell who the advice was aimed at, but it wasn’t helping the New Yorker because he doubled over with the blows he was taking from the cowboy. Every time he tried to fight back, the cowboy landed another sickening body punch. 

Aunt Livia had always warned me, “Jesse Turner, don’t meddle in other people’s business.” 

Mostly, I’d followed her advice, but I didn’t think it was right the way the cowboy was bearing down on the New Yorker with a murderous look. I’d seen that look in fights back in Liberty. Blood ran down the New Yorker’s chin and dribbled on his white shirt. Another punch and he was back on the ground. The cowboy kicked him in his side.


“Give it up,” I shouted. “He’s down. Just let him be.”


The cowboy picked me out of the crowd, and his lopsided grin told me I was in for it next. I set myself to handle the blow coming my way, when he pulled a knife from his back pocket. The blade was short—thick—shiny.  

“Don’t mix in this, kid.” The cowboy moved toward me. 

I’m plenty quick on my feet, so I dodged his first swipe at me. The crowd was too close to let me back up much. He got the knife near my chest, and I danced away again. 

Now the crowd started giving me advice. “Watch out! Keep back! Dodge him!” 

The cowboy had dark eyes—almost black—and he was getting near enough for me to see the sparks in them. He was excited about the chance to cut me up. For sure, I was going to get that knife in me before too long. 

Something flashed past my face, and I spun around. One of the Indians in the crowd had flicked a leather strap and took the blade right out of the cowboy’s hand—sent it flying some twenty feet.

“What in hell is going on here?”  

I’d seen Colonel Roosevelt earlier, looking just like an officer should—all polished up. Now he glared down at us and shook his fist while his horse reared up, snorting and pawing the air. I jumped back to avoid the bay’s hooves. 

“You three there, step apart!” Colonel Roosevelt roared. “Captain Capron! Get control here!”

An officer pushed through the crowd. I’d seen him earlier too. Captain Allyn Capron came to Camp Wood from the Seventh U. S. Cavalry. He was the commander of the Indian volunteers. He frowned at the Indian. “Ben Hatchet, what’s going on?” 

The crowd suddenly got interested in reforming the mess line. 

The Indian slowly wrapped his leather strap around his wrist. “It’s over now, Captain Capron.”

The captain glanced at the New Yorker still doubled up on the ground and pointed to the knife. “Whose knife is that?”

The cowboy grunted. “It’s mine, Sir. Slipped away from me.” He made a motion to pick up the knife  but then stopped and left it where it was. 

The New Yorker rolled over on his side and slowly got to his feet. He wiped his bloody chin on his sleeve and spit some blood on the ground. 

“I won’t tolerate fighting in this camp!” Colonel Roosevelt got his horse under a tight rein. He leaned over and glared directly at me. “We’re here to fight the Spanish, not each other. Now you all pay attention to the captain, and I don’t want to hear about fighting among the men in this camp.” He pulled his horse around and trotted away. 

“Listen to the colonel,” Captain Capron said. “We have to stick together in this war. Stay where you are for a minute.” He walked over to some fellows in the mess line. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but judging from the gestures, some fellows had a lot to say. 

“You little bastard,” the cowboy hissed at me. “Keep your mouth shut.”

I didn’t look at him and kept my breathing steady to show him I didn’t care what he said. 

Captain Capron walked back to us. “What’s your name and where are you from?” he asked the cowboy. 

“Ike Dillon, Santa Fe, New Mexico, Sir.” 

“And you two?” 

“William Arthur Lockridge, New York City, Sir.”

“Jesse Turner, Liberty, Missouri, Sir.”

The cowboy sucked in his breath and whipped his head around to look me over. I couldn’t help a shiver going through me.

The captain’s mouth twitched in a half-smile. “Well, boys, I know military life is new to you. Keep yourselves in order. Is that understood?”

We all said “Yes, Sir” at the same time. 

The captain frowned at Dillon. “I hear you’re ready to take on anything, Dillon. I’ve got something for you to tackle. You can use some of your energy right now in a cleanup detail. Follow me and step lively.” He walked away and didn’t look back. He had that confidence officers have, knowing when they give an order, the rest of us will obey it. 

Dillon glared at us, snatched his knife from the ground and hooked it on his belt under his jacket. “It might be a long war,” he muttered. He flushed dark red while he looked me over again. “Turner from Liberty, Missouri, you say? I used to have folks around Liberty. I’ll be seeing you again. And, hey, la-de-dah boy, I ain’t finished with you. Hell, I ain’t finished with any of you. You can bet I’ll make sure there’s no officer around to save you next time.” 

He walked away and then looked back over his shoulder. “Watch out for me, boys.”

Chapter 2

I got a chill watching Dillon walk away, and I reckoned the others did too because nobody said anything for a few minutes. I knew we had an enemy, and he was a lot closer to us than the Spaniards in Cuba were. His remark about Liberty gave me a stir too. I wondered if somehow we were connected.

Will spit more blood on the ground and coughed. “I am obliged to you both,” he said. His face was pale, and he pressed his hand against his side, but he was standing up straighter than he’d been. “I think Dillon intended to kill me.” He winced and tried to smile. “He certainly kicked me hard enough.”

He held out his hand. I shook it, and then the Indian—Ben—shook it. Then I shook Ben’s hand. Then we all grinned at each other. Just shaking hands doesn’t make buddies, but I did think we’d be pals because we’d already been in a kind of battle together. 

The fellows at the end of the mess line moved past us. “If we want to eat, we’d best be getting back in line,” I said.

“The end of the line,” Ben said with a little grin. 

Will started to laugh, but he stopped and hugged his side again. I had to laugh a little myself. After the fight and Dillon’s threats, here we were at the end of the line after all. 

Supper wasn’t very tasty. The stew was cold, and only a few pieces of corn bread were left. Coffee tasted like it was burned. Still, eating with Ben and Will made the food taste better to me than it really was. I was missing Aunt Livia’s cooking and some people more than I expected to when I volunteered for the Rough Riders.

We discovered Will was in Troop K with me. I didn’t know how I got put in with the Fifth Avenue boys, but Will said the captains decided to even up the squads and a bunch of fellows from other parts like me were added to Troop K. Ben was in Troop L with the other Indians from the territories. Our troops were camped close together.

Will turned out to be quite a talker. He had a younger sister named Julia, and his older sister Clarissa married one of those English lords and went off to London. Will had plans for the future.  

“I’m going to play football at Harvard in September.”

“Think this war will be over by then?” Ben asked.

“Sure it will,” Will answered. 

“Why’d you volunteer?” I asked him. 

His grin faded, and he pulled at his collar. “I was expelled from school last year—I got pixilated at a party and crawled up the statue of General Grant on his horse in the school commons. My father got in a rage. He served with General Grant in Virginia, and he told me I wasn’t worth a quarter of any of the fellows in that army. When the president called for volunteers to go to Cuba, my father said I’d better go and find out if I was made of anything worthwhile. I guess I can make him proud of me again. I hope.” Will rubbed the back of his neck and stepped away to toss his coffee into the nearby scrub. 

Will’s pa sounded hard to impress. I didn’t have a bit of memory about my pa, but Aunt Livia had related plenty of stories about him, and he didn’t come out too good in any of them. I’d joined the Rough Riders so I’d be exactly different from my pa.

“My folks are dead,” I said. “My Aunt Livia wasn’t too keen on me going off to Cuba and getting in a fight. She went on and on about guns and Spaniards and being far away. She didn’t calm down for a week, and the day I left for San Antonio she cried and carried on something fierce. She must have hugged me twenty times before she finally disconnected herself and waved goodbye to me.”

“My mother felt the same,” Will said, “but my father told her I had to do something people could respect. So here I am.” He clutched his side again and winced.

“I came for the adventure too,” I added. “There’s no adventure in Liberty, Missouri, that’s for sure. I reckon Aunt Livia can handle the store without me for a while. Probably this war won’t last long, and I’ll be home right quick.” I liked Ben and Will, but I didn’t know them yet, so I was careful about how much I told them. People sometimes acted real strange once they heard about my pa and his outlawing with the James gang.  

“I didn’t thank you enough,” I said to Ben. “Dillon was going to use that knife on me, and I’d have been bacon for sure.” 

He nodded in a solemn way. “He would’ve cut you. I saw you couldn’t win against him.”

He was right, of course, but I was a little embarrassed he knew so easily I couldn’t fight Ike Dillon. What kind of soldier was I going to be? Would I be able to stand up to the Spaniards? 

“Where are you from?” Will asked Ben.

Ben wasn’t near as talkative as Will, but he did let on he was a Comanche Indian from the Arizona territory. He didn’t talk about his family. Maybe he had something he wanted to keep quiet too. Still, I was curious.

“Why did you volunteer?” 

He shrugged. “I had nothing much else to do.” He looked at Will. “You still hurting?”

Will was hunched over, his hand pressed against his side. “I’m feeling fair enough.”  

“You don’t look right,” I said. “We should find the surgeon.” 

Ben and I marched Will down a path between the rows of tents, heading to the surgeon. The paths between the tents had names, like Dewey Avenue, in honor of Commodore Dewey, who’d already defeated the Spaniards in the Philippines. When we reached the officers’ section, a trooper told us where to find Dr. Church.

Dr. Church sat with his feet propped on a box, holding a mug of coffee, when we entered his tent. He got to his feet and listened while we told him about the fight. Then he ran his fingers carefully up and down Will’s chest and listened to his breathing. “Nothing’s broken,” he announced after a minute. “Some bruising. Don’t worry about it. You’ll be fit to go to Cuba.” 

The sky was nearly dark when we left the doctor’s tent, but the Texas heat burned like it was noontime. Wind swirled dust clouds around us, and I tried not to breathe very deep. Mosquitoes were on the attack too. Swatting at them didn’t do much good. My arms were covered in tiny bites within minutes. We’d only walked a few feet when Ike Dillon came out of a dust cloud and blocked the path. He was still on Captain Capron’s work detail, hauling a huge canvas bag full of broken branches and twigs. 

Sweat trickled down Dillon’s face, making wavy streaks in the dirt on his skin. He planted his legs wide and glared at us. “Rifle practice tomorrow,” he muttered. “I’ll see you bastards there.”

I didn’t want him thinking he had anything on me after the knife fight. “Look forward to it,” I answered. My pulse thumped, but I hoped my voice sounded rough and hard.

Tattoo drums sounded. Time for evening roll call. Dillon cursed us again and disappeared into a dust cloud. I knew we were all thinking about tomorrow and the trouble Dillon might cause.    

Chapter 3

In spite of Ike Dillon’s threat, I didn’t see him the next day or the day after that, and I was too busy to worry about him. Being from Missouri, I had some experience with high temperatures, but the Texas sun really did fry you. The heat was so fierce Nate Ross keeled right over during morning roll call. Nate was from Vermont, so I reckoned he wasn’t used to that much heat. The wind felt like a fire blowing on us.

The officers drilled us every day. We had drills for marching, for shooting, for riding, and, as far as I could tell, we drilled in everything Sergeant Goddard could think up. Word spread through camp we were fixing to move to Tampa and we’d sail to Cuba from there. Every time we turned around, one of the newspaper fellows was watching us, talking to the officers, taking notes, asking us personal questions. I wasn’t too keen on answering questions about where I came from and such, so I kept my eye on the reporters, and sidled away when one got too close. 

Our uniforms arrived, and we finally looked like real soldiers in our high-topped brogans, blue flannel shirts, brown trousers, and polka dot bandannas. The slouch hats looked pretty dashing if I do say so, and Will and I both pinned up one side of the wide brim on our hats to copy Colonel Roosevelt’s hat. 

Ben snorted at us and kept his brim wide and loose. “Wide brims keep the sun off, and I’m not fool enough to burn up on purpose just to copy the colonel.” 

By the time we collected our gear including tin cups, canteens, bedrolls, and such, we were pretty weighted down. Ben had his own Winchester with him, and Captain Capron said he could use it. The rest of us got Krag-Jorgensen carbines, a cavalry pistol, and machetes if we wanted them. Will took a machete right off and made a display of slashing the air with it. 

“Are we supposed to use those when we fight?” I couldn’t see myself hacking at a person with that heavy blade. 

“Not fighting,” Ben said. “The machetes are for cutting through the jungle.” 

Cuba had a jungle? It struck me that I didn’t know much about Cuba or anything else about this war. 

A rush of photographing went on every day. Reporters lined up groups of officers and troopers and even horses to pose for photographs. The war was big news and newspapers put photographs of the volunteers and officers on their front pages every day.

“Hey boys!” A reporter waved us down as we walked past the picture taking. He was tall with a thin mustache and dressed in a shirt with a stiff white collar and a blue silk tie around his neck—too fancy for San Antonio dust. He shook my hand. “Patrick Gleason, from the Chicago Tribune. You three are perfect for a photograph with Colonel Roosevelt. Follow me.” 

We stayed where we were until he turned around and motioned. “Come on, boys. I need a photograph of Colonel Roosevelt and his young Rough Riders.”

Colonel Roosevelt waited under a tree. He wore those funny spectacles that perched on his nose and didn’t have any sides. For a fellow leading a regiment into a war, he didn’t look too fierce, even though he had plenty of muscle under his shirt. I learned before too long he had sand in him all right. 

“What’s your name, son?” Colonel Roosevelt tapped my shoulder.

I made a silent prayer of gratitude that he’d forgotten the fight we’d had with Dillon. We mumbled our names and got situated under the tree, the colonel standing behind the three of us. He stood ramrod straight, hands on his hips while Gleason shouted directions. An explosion of light blinded me. 

“Thanks, boys. That looked fine.” Gleason waved us away.

“I hope the New York papers get that photograph,” Will said as we walked away. 

“I reckon they’ll print any picture with Colonel Roosevelt,” I said. I wanted Aunt Livia to see me with the colonel for sure. She’d be excited, and I knew she’d show the paper to everyone who came into the store to prove I wasn’t following my pa’s footsteps. 

We practiced with our new weapons every day. I had an old Springfield rifle back home for shooting squirrels and rabbits, but it was nothing like the Krag-Jorgenson rifles. The Krag had a five-shot clip, and the kick was not near as hard as my old Springfield. Best of all, the ammunition didn’t give off hardly a trace of smoke. Captain Henman told us without smoke from the rifles, the Spanish wouldn’t be sure where we were. I started to feel like a soldier when I loaded that gun. While Will and I practiced shooting, two Colt rapid-fire guns rolled into camp on a wagon. 

Will nudged me. “Presents for Colonel Roosevelt. I heard that Kane and Tiffany paid for those machine guns.” 

Kane and Tiffany were Fifth Avenue boys, officers in our troop. Those big Colt guns made me realize we might see some hot times in Cuba. “Do you ever wonder if you’ll be able to square up with the action when we get to Cuba?” I asked Will. 

His smile faded, and he shoved his hat back on his head. “I hope I can. I won’t know what I’ll do until the bullets come in around me. What about you?”

“I hope I can stand firm,” I said. “I never shot at anyone.”

He shook his head. “I haven’t either, but they’d be shooting at us.” He ran his fingers along the barrel of the Krag. “I guess that would make it easier to shoot back.”

Sergeant Goddard came up behind us and ended our talk about whether we could shoot a person. He said the horses had to get used to gunfire, so we were to ride them in open ground outside camp, while other troopers shot their new Krags in the air. We drew horses by number, and I got a roan I named Annabelle—my mother’s name. Back in Missouri, I was a good enough rider, never had any trouble with horses or mules, but I could see right away Ben and Will had it all over me in the riding department. 

The horses stirred up the loose dirt, and the hot Texas wind sent the dust swirling into a cloud. After a minute, I couldn’t see half the horses in front of me through the dust, and I was choking on the sandy stuff in my throat. It took some persuading to control Annabelle and move sharp with the others, but Ben and Will needed just a touch or nudge to get their horses walking and trotting around in the drill as if they’d been through the routine a thousand times. The gunfire made all the horses a little skittish, but Annabelle got stirred up, pawed the air, and tossed me flat on the ground, knocking the wind out of me, while she sidestepped away.

Will slid off his horse to help. I was flat embarrassed to have Will pull me to my feet, catch hold of Annabelle, and bring her back to me. I bent over to brush the dirt off me, and a heavy brass buckle fell out of my pocket. 

“Nice,” Will said when he picked it up. “The Farmers Bank of Kansas—25th Anniversary,” he read aloud. 

“My pa’s,” I said. “He wasn’t worth much. When he lit out, all he left us was a box with that buckle and some spurs. Aunt Livia gave me the buckle for luck—my ma’s wedding ring too.” I pulled out the chain around my neck to show him the thin gold ring hanging there. “I guess she thought having these would help keep me safe.”  I flushed, embarrassed. 

Will didn’t laugh. He handed the buckle back to me. “I wish I’d brought something from home. Better put the buckle around your neck with the ring—safer that way.” 

I hooked the buckle on the chain, and we went back to drilling the horses. By the time we all rode back to camp, dust coated us, and we looked like gray ghosts coming out of the desert. “Where did you two learn to ride like that?” I asked while I brushed the dirt out of Annabelle’s coat.

Ben laughed. “I was born on a horse,” he said.

I could see that a Comanche might claim that, being from the territories and all. He’d probably been riding since he was a baby. I turned to Will. “What about you?”

His ears turned red. “I had lessons,” he mumbled. “Had my own pony when I was eight, and then later we had horses in town and at the Newport house.” 

“Lessons?” I repeated. Nobody had lessons in Liberty. You got on a horse or mule and tried to figure out how to make the animal go in the direction you wanted him to go. 

“Turner!” Captain Henman’s voice echoed across the stables. I gave Annabelle a last brush and ran outside.

“Turner, get this message to Colonel Roosevelt’s aide.” He put an envelope in my hand. “The colonel’s about two miles down the road south. He’ll have an answer for me, so get back as quick as you can.” 

He didn’t say I could take a horse—all of ours had all just been rubbed down—so I took off running. I found the colonel’s aide and gave him the envelope. The Texas air was hot, wet and heavy, and breathing took some effort after my run. I slouched under a scrawny tree while I waited for the aide. I straightened up real smart and saluted when Colonel Roosevelt himself came out of the tent and held out the envelope. 

“Here’s the answer, son. Turner, isn’t it? Where are you from, Turner?”

I told him Liberty, Missouri, and then I added that I was looking forward to some action in Cuba, pretending I knew what action meant in a war.

“We’ll be in the thick of things before too long, Turner. I’ll keep my eye on you to see how you’re handling yourself. Take this message to Captain Henman with my compliments.” 

I saluted again and took off running the way I’d come. I hustled and found Captain Henman talking to another officer.

“Turner? You back already?” Captain Henman looked at me and then down the road as though he thought I had some secret way to cover distance. He took the envelope from me, but he ignored it for a minute. “Did you run all the way?”

I nodded. “Gave it a good run, Sir.”

“And you aren’t breathing very hard,” he said with another glance down the road. “You stay at the ready, Turner. I’ll be using you as a messenger.” He opened the envelope, read the message, and dismissed me. “That’s all for now.”

The captain’s messenger—I had a special job. 

I saw Dillon again at rifle practice that day. He had a crowd listening to him brag about what a great shot he was. He’d picked up a couple of comrades the way bullies do—fellows who hung around to watch the trouble he could bring. 

Will and I settled in next to each other for practice as far from Dillon as we could manage, but Ben took up a spot closer to Dillon’s end. We practiced shooting at targets set up in the desert outside camp. My first five shots kicked up sand behind the targets, next to them, or in front of them. Will didn’t hit the target with his first shots either.

“Damn!” Will said with a laugh. “I’d better improve or the Spanish will turn me into a colander.” 

I wasn’t sure what a colander was, but considering our shooting so far, I figured it was something with lots of holes. We reloaded. Focusing hard, I hit the target twice, both times on the outer edge. Will hit his target three times, but his shots weren’t near the center either. 

I peered down the firing line to see how Ben was doing, but I couldn’t pick him out in the crowd of troopers moving back and forth, loading and shooting. Dillon was on an angle from me, and I saw him raise his fist and give a shout every time he hit the target—which looked to be about every time he pulled the trigger. I got more determined to handle the Krag with some authority. My aim got steadier. Finally, I got four out of five shots on the target, and Will got one of his shots smack in the center. We both let out a hooray. 

Will wiped the sweat running down his temples. “I think I’m getting better.”

“Me too.” My shirt stuck to my skin. Even my eyeballs felt hot.

Our end of the firing line finished practice, but shouts came from the angle where Dillon was still shooting. I couldn’t get a good look at what was going on until a tall cowboy stepped aside. Dillon and Ben were taking turns shooting, and the crowd let out a roar after every shot.

I wiggled between some troopers to get closer. Ben hit his target dead center with every shot. Dillon did the same with his target. A couple of troopers dug out some money and started betting on each shot. More troopers joined them, and money started changing hands. Patrick Gleason stood close to the action, writing notes on a pad of paper. 

Ben’s dark face scrunched up. He narrowed his eyes, sighted his mark, and squeezed the trigger of the Winchester slow and smooth. Another bull’s-eye. Dillon grunted, his eyes flashing sparks, but he was steady too—he eased the Krag trigger back smooth as stroking a baby and hit another bull’s-eye. They went on like that—eight shots each—nine shots each—ten shots each. Dillon hit his twelfth bull’s-eye when Sergeant Goddard yelled at us to get back to business. 

Patrick Gleason slipped his notebook into his pocket and gestured to Ben. “Hey, what about a contest? What do you say to another go tonight, after supper? We can meet at the riverbank.” He grinned at Dillon. “What do you think? Perhaps we can have some wagering—just friendly of course.”

“I’m for it,” Dillon said. He glared at Ben. “How about it? Are you game?”

“I might be,” Ben answered. 

“It’s settled then
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