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      Carter threw a sharp glance at the corpse. Elroy Brown had been directed to this room, and to his death.

      In the hallway, Carter heard the sounds of heavy footfalls. Then voices. “Yeah, he was here. Checked in around six.” The footfalls were getting closer.

      Carter dared not move for fear the creaking floorboards would give himself away.

      “Mr. Brown?” The hotel manager again.

      Another voice, this one more gruff. “Open the door.”

      It was only three words, but Carter could have sworn he recognized the second voice.

      “Mr. Brown,” the manager said again. A key thunked into the lock. “The police are here and they need to speak to you.”

      Police? Carter’s mind whirled, piecing together the familiar tone of the second voice with the word “police” and he arrived at a conclusion: the voice belonged to Bobby Anders, the policeman who had tried to beat answers out of Hiram Colby. But how in the world was Bobby here, at the St. Louis Hotel, at the same time Carter was?

      When the key turned the lock, Carter made his decision.
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      Octavia Hendrickson was one of the wealthiest women in Austin, Texas, so if she wanted to stage an exhibition of ancient Indian artifacts inside the brand-new museum that bore her name, the citizens of the state capital took notice and attended.

      The Hendrickson Museum occupied a thin lot along West Pecan Street a block away from the bustle of Congress Avenue. The building itself formerly was a warehouse used to store goods being shipped back east. It was Gunter Hendrickson’s first purchase in Austin twenty years ago, but it had laid dormant until his widow decided she needed a museum to display all the various things she had purchased with his vast wealth that now solely belonged to her. The ground floor had been completely renovated, the wood floor freshly cleaned and polished. Where the walls used to be rough and unfinished, now bright paint caught the lamp light and shone like the sun at noon. Lamps, hanging from chains extended from the ceiling, bathing everything and everyone on the ground floor with a warm glow. Various displays of artifacts dotted the area, and the high-end citizens of Austin had all turned out to pay their respects—some would say fealty—to Octavia.

      The city elite milled around, murmuring their remarks about this artifact or that stone pottery. The men wore their finest tuxedos and formal wear. Shirts were starched stiff, ties cinched at the neck, and the finest of gold chains and cuff links were displayed. The women who accompanied the men—and some that were without a partner—were dressed in clothes so fine that a casual observer might have mistaken the party as being hosted in Paris or New York rather than the state capital of Texas. The finest of clothes and the latest fashions adorned every woman. Even their perfume, with various aromas, superseded the waft of cigar tobacco or the fresh flowers filling alcoves around the room.

      In short, it was just the kind of fete Calvin Carter relished.

      He wore his best tuxedo, which, as a former actor, was one of his favorite uniforms. His pants were neatly pressed, showing off a crease that could likely cut paper. His shirt was pristine white, his tie impeccably knotted, and the cufflinks at his wrists showcased silver and turquoise. The jacket was custom tailored to his form, and allowed for the presence of his shoulder holster situated under his right arm. As a current railroad detective, he once balked at carrying his weapon with him at all times, but after being caught without it one particular event, he relented and always carried the Colt .44. His insistence of a shoulder holster was to keep the gun hidden from any ne’er do wells. Carter’s philosophy was that the gun was the last resort. He insisted he had the talent and joie de vivre to talk his way out of anything.

      And, if not, he’d have his gun.

      Carter wore his tux like a second skin. The same could not be said for his friend and partner, Thomas Jackson. The native New Yorker, who was raised on a cattle ranch in Texas, shoved a finger between his high collar and his neck and made more room. The fabric stretched and Carter heard a small tear.

      “Careful, Tom. You’d hate to have to go back to Adena’s and tell her the shirt and suit she specifically tailored for you was ripped on account of your thick fingers.”

      Jackson moved his chin up and down, trying to create even more space from the collar. “It’s this damn collar. It’s like being hogtied with fancy rope.” Jackson was taller than Carter’s six feet by a couple of inches. His thatch of blond air, usually barely kept in place, was nicely coiffed this evening. When Carter had arrived at Jackson’s boarding house, he had fussed over his partner’s appearance like a grandmother. Now, he beamed his smile out into the crowd.

      “Get used to it, Jackson,” Colonel Jameson Moore said. “This is as much a part of being a railroad detective as field work.”

      Colonel Moore was their commanding officer in the detective agency. A veteran of the Late Unpleasantness, Moore had made his way out west and helped found the detective corps for the railroad. He had recruited Carter and Jackson, pairing the mismatched men together a little over a year ago. The two younger men, initially unsure of the reason, nevertheless had come to rely and trust each other in the field and back at home.

      Moore opted for a formal suit, eschewing any sort of military adornment. His bosses knew who he was, as did most of the people milling about and gazing at the ancient pottery and objects. But Moore preferred a low-key approach to his job. He directed all of his detectives from the comfort of his office. Field work was behind him, left in Virginia when Lee surrounded. There was likely never going to be a reason why an old man like him needed to strap on a gun. “That’s why I have you two,” he would often say to Carter and Jackson.

      Next to Moore stood Catherine Moore his wife of thirty years. Adorned in a modest black dress that covered nearly all of her body save for her neck and hands, Catherine smiled gently at passersby, nodding to those she knew and some she didn’t. “Don’t worry, Thomas,” she said, reaching around her husband and gently pulling Jackson’s hand away from his neck, “when you meet a nice young woman and settle down, she’ll be the one to fuss over you and how you look.”

      Jackson lowered his hand, but his brows remained furrowed in irritation. A waiter carrying a tray of champagne coupes, the bubbly liquid sloshing over the rims, approached. Jackson signaled for the man to stop. He plucked two coupes from the tray with the intention of handing one to Carter. But Carter had already plucked a coupe from the tray, so Jackson threw back the contents of the first coupe and replaced it on the tray. He kept the second.

      “I may need more of these as the night wears on,” Jackson muttered. He shot a glance over at Moore. “Do we have a new case?”

      The colonel smiled noncommittally. “Surprisingly, most everything is quiet. For every incident, I already have detectives in the field.” He raised his glass to Jackson. “Like my wife said, you can relax.” He tinked his coupe to Catherine’s and they both sipped the effervescent beverage.

      Carter nudged Jackson and indicated the crowd. A woman strolled among the partygoers. Both detectives made way for her. She was in her fifties, but made up to look at least a decade younger. The most expensive make up available adorned her face. The rouge and the lipstick both a matching shade of brick red. Her dark hair had streaks of silver that she used to color and dye until someone told her it gave her gravitas. The full-length gown was of a splendid purple and velvet, with ruffles that cascaded down on each side of her hips. She carried a coupe of champagne, empty at the moment, and she searched for a waiter so should could pass off the glass.

      “Our hostess,” Carter murmured. “I’ll introduce you.”

      Jackson arched an eyebrow. “You know her?”

      Carter drained his glass. “Of course I know her. The colonel does, too.”

      “Actually, I don’t,” Moore said, a hint of annoyance in his voice.

      Carter continued, undeterred. “You should always know the rich folks in town. They are the ones who can get things done.” He signaled Octavia with a smile and a wink and beckoned her to come over.

      With a ravishing face that beamed with joy at being the center of attention, Octavia Hendrickson glided over and came to a stop in front of Carter. The detective reached out and gently grasped her hand. In his peripheral vision, he could tell many people were watching, most notably his commanding officer and his partner. Fine, he thought, let them watch. It’s all part of the performance.

      He brushed his lips across her knuckles. Her delicate scent mixed with a little sweat and perfume. He didn’t mind in the least.

      “Octavia, my dear, your party is a rousing success,” Carter said. He offered his best smile, partly for her, but mostly for the audience he knew he had. Ever the performer, Carter knew when to be in character, even if the character in question was a former actor turned railroad detective. He allowed her a moment to bask in the glow of his compliment, blushing almost on command.

      As if on cue, the same waiter passed by, his attention completely on his job. He never realized whom he was passing until Carter called out to him. Upon turning, he noticed Octavia and realized who she was. His eyes got bigger and he swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down over his tie.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, I didn’t see you. Can I refill your glass for you?”

      Octavia shot him the kind of look a royal gave a servant who had made a mistake but groveled in compliance. She sniffed at him, but traded her empty coupe for a full one.

      He bowed, backed away, and resumed his job.

      “You never can find the best help, can you?” She spoke to Carter conspiratorially, almost as if they were alone. Or she was testing him.

      “I don’t know, Octavia,” Carter said, straightening his tie, “the man was just doing his job so well that his focus was elsewhere.”

      Another woman cut through the crowd and came to stand next to Octavia. She was much younger than the hostess, but still shared some of her mother’s genetic traits. The woman’s red hair, worn long, down to her shoulders, caught the lamp light and radiated like a red sun. The high cheek bones were prominent, none more so than when she smiled. Her strong jawline ended with a prominent chin with a slight cleft. The green eyes had the impression of softness but with an edge that rarely missed anything. The red dress was similar to her mother’s, but cut lower, as was the style with the younger ladies.

      “I don’t know, Mother,” Naomi Hendrickson said. “You could just fire him to make an impression on the other staff.”

      Unlike the introduction Carter gave to Octavia, to Naomi, he only nodded coolly. “That seems a little harsh, don’t you think? The man was clearly just doing his job. In fact, he was doing it so well, he was intently focused on navigating the crowd and avoiding spilling any of his drinks. Now that might’ve been a true disaster, spilling champagne on the governor’s wife or some other high society type. But he didn’t.” To Octavia, he said, “Maybe John could even use a pat on the back.”

      Octavia gave him a curious look. “You know him?”

      “I do,” Carter said. “I did a little work for him, looked into a situation he needed help with.” The edges of his mouth quirked up. “It got solved.” He decided to leave it at that.

      With a subtle grunt, Octavia seemed to dismiss the incident without another thought. Naomi, on the other hand, gave Carter a stern look.

      Carter deflected by turning to Jackson. “Octavia, I’d like you to meet my partner, Thomas Jackson.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” Jackson said. He extended his hand, took Octavia’s in his, and kissed her fingers. For all of Jackson’s protestations of disliking to dress up, he possessed a certain grace and showed it here. It was nowhere near as polished as Carter’s suavity, but it wasn’t like he came off as a country rube. “You have a great party.”

      Octavia blinked, inclining her head. “Why thank you, Mr. Jackson. So you’re the one who saves dear Calvin when the going gets rough.”

      Carter cleared his throat. “We’re a good team. We help each other.” He indicated Moore. “And this is out commanding officer, Colonel Jameson Moore, and his wife, Catherine.”

      Without missing a beat, Octavia turned her attention to the colonel. “I do hope you don’t send dear Calvin away to anything very dangerous. I am hoping to catch him on stage again.”

      Moore smiled one of his public faces. “I only send my men out to catch the bad guys. It’s not my fault they sometimes shoot back.”

      While Octavia spoke to Catherine, Naomi moved in her mother’s wake. “I’m Naomi Hendrickson,” she said to Jackson. She offered her hand, and he took it. “I guess I have to introduce myself since ‘dear Calvin’ isn’t doing it.”

      “I was getting there,” Carter said with a bit more irritation than he intended. “This is my partner, Thomas Jackson.”

      The look Naomi offered Jackson was one that carried multiple meanings. “I certainly hope you’re not a sniveling bastard like Carter is.”

      Surprise registered on Jackson’s face, but was soon smoothed over. “I most certainly am not. Tell me: what makes Cal a bastard?”

      “How long do you have?” was Naomi’s retort, complete with a pointed look at Carter.

      Inwardly, Carter sighed. Ever since he had made the acquaintance of Octavia Hendrickson during his acting days, she had made herself something of a patron. Before his father was murdered and he opted to track down and bring the killer to justice, Carter had been a freewheeling actor, frittering around from role to role. Often he traveled with a company, and it was in this situation where he performed in Austin and came into the orbit of Octavia. She had taken a shine to him, and, despite their age difference, had taken him into her bedroom. Carter, never one to turn away the affections of a beautiful woman, had gone along with her. They had an understanding: she knew she couldn’t own him and he knew the acting business brought him into contact with other ladies. This understanding, however, had one impediment: Naomi. She was generally miffed that her mother paraded her catch of Carter in front of her daughter, a man closer to her own age.

      Jackson grinned. “I have all night.”

      At that moment, Octavia signaled a man who stood off to the side of the small raised dais at the center of the room. The man nodded once, then rang a hand bell. The high-pitched sound permeated the room and quieted the crowd within seconds.

      Octavia signaled Carter and he dutifully offered his hand for leverage as the hostess climbed the short steps to the top of the stage. She basked in the eyes and attention of all the assembled guests, turning around once to take in all she surveyed.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m so glad you could come to the opening of my new museum tonight.” She waited for the polite applause to start and stop. “As many of you know, my dearly departed husband, Gunter, made a name for himself in the early railroad business. His generosity and prosperity made me able to pursue one of my lifelong passions of acquiring art from the savages who once roamed this land. And now, with the Hendrickson Museum, I am able to share some of these pieces with all of you.”

      More polite applause while Octavia sipped her champagne.

      Next to Carter, Naomi had wedged herself between Carter and Jackson. Under her breath, she murmured, “As if the people even care about pottery and old tools.”

      Carter leaned over near her ear. “I wouldn’t knock it. You can learn a lot about a culture from what they leave behind.” His close proximity to her enabled her perfume to enter his senses. It was a delicious, musky scent that instantly captivated Carter.

      In earlier encounters with Naomi over the months and years, Carter rarely found himself this close to Octavia’s daughter. He had all but dismissed her when he determine she was generally irritated with him. Now, however, he surreptitiously gave her another appraisal.

      She caught him. “What are you looking at?”

      Momentarily caught off guard, Carter replied, “I have to say, you look very nice tonight.”

      Naomi masked whatever thought she truly had with a sarcastic sneer. “Don’t look now, but I think you’re about to be on.”

      At her comment, Jackson turned. “What does that mean?” He looked at Carter, concern registering on his face. “Oh no, are you going to speak?”

      Carter gave the pair one of his lopsided grins. “Octavia has asked me to say a few words.”

      “For all our sakes,” Naomi said, “say as few as possible.”

      From onstage, Octavia was still speaking. “And now, for part of this evening’s entertainment, I would like to invite renowned actor”—Jackson rolled his eyes at that comment—“and current railroad detective, Calvin Carter, to come up on stage and speak. Calvin?”

      Any time Carter got up on a stage, a certain part of him lit up. It never mattered if the stage was in an opera house, a gazebo in the center of a small town, or even this small dais in a museum. A stage was a stage. He rarely experienced what they called stage fright. In some ways, he longed for the stage more than he longed to wear a badge. But the badge brought with it justice, and after Carter’s father was gunned down and he hunted down the killer, justice won the day.

      Passing a hand over the front of his jacket to ensure it was smooth as possible, Carter ascended the stairs to mild applause. Some in the crowd knew him as a detective, but few likely knew him as an actor. Chances were that most of the folks here tonight didn’t know him at all.

      He came to stand next to Octavia, humble being the visage he presented. She had asked him to make a performance of a couple of his favorite Shakespeare sonnets or poems. He had selected a few, ran them by her, and she okayed them. She also had asked him to prepare a short little speech. “I just love the sound of your voice, Calvin dear,” she had told him once. “You could read the train schedule and I would listen with rapt attention.”

      Calvin Carter had smiled at the compliment. Now, as he opened his mouth to thank her publicly, his words died in his mouth when the doors to the museum slammed open and five figures charged into the museum.

      Each man welded a drawn pistol.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      The audience turned and craned their necks to see who had caused the intrusion. Carter, from his vantage point on the dais, had a near unobstructed view.

      Five men, all wearing wrinkled but dark clothes, stormed into the great room of the museum. They had bandanas around their faces and their hats of various sizes and shades were pulled down low on their heads. The only parts of their faces visible were their eyes. They were wild, darting this way and that, trying to take in their surroundings.

      “Hold it right there!” called the man in the middle. He was broad shouldered, with a thick neck behind his red bandana. “This here is a hold up!”

      From his position on the dais, Carter’s hand shot into his jacket pocket and gripped the butt of his Colt .44. The wooden grip, taken from his father’s own gun, was smooth under his palm. He was in the act of pulling the gun free from its shoulder holster when Octavia hissed at him.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Being prepared,” came Carter’s reply.

      He slipped the gun out of his jacket and held down by his side, slightly behind his leg.

      Thomas Jackson was the type of detective who preferred to wear his gun out in the open, slung to his leg in a low holster. The former cow puncher thought it best to announce to the world who he was and what he’d do if any owlhoot thought they could beat him. But tonight, Carter convinced his partner that wearing a gun on his hip would have been improper. So he had Jackson try out a shoulder holster. The Yankee had complained about the bulk of his pistol jammed up under his arm, but now, with the pistol already drawn and in his hand, Carter reckoned Jackson was glad to have put up with it for the night.

      Jackson glanced up at Carter. With hand signals, Carter indicated that two of the bandits had fanned out to the left, two to the right, and one in the center in front of the main door. His partner nodded once, then eased his way behind Moore and edged closer to the right.

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” Red Bandana said. “We’re here to make a withdrawal.” He held his gun nonchalantly, almost as an afterthought of his arm. “If y’all would be so kind as to empty your pockets and purses of your belongings, we’ll get this nasty business over with as soon as possible.” He chuckled under the bandana, a muffled sound deadened by the tight cloth smashing his nose.

      “And I’d hate to think that there is some valiant hero who thinks he might try and stop us.” In a swift movement, he raised the gun and fired at the ceiling. Whether or not he was aiming at one of the oil lamps, Carter never knew. Nonetheless, his bullet slammed into a lamp, spilling broken glass down to the floor.

      “My chandelier!” Octavia gasped. Her voice was a mixture of surprise and outright indignation. She called out to Red Bandana. “Just who do you think you are coming in here like this?”

      Red Bandana chuckled. The dark gray hat he wore was round and it gave him the appearance of possessing a large head. He walked up to the dais, the crowd parting ahead of him. He stopped at the foot of the stage. “You must be the broad responsible for this little shindig.” Red Bandana took the few steps easily, coming to a stop just in front of Octavia. “You’re the woman of the hour.”

      At the direct mention of her mother, Naomi let out a short gasp. Carter caught her eye and subtly shook his head.

      Red Bandana threw a glance at Carter. The detective, for his part, remained calm. There were still four other gunmen who could start shooting up the place at a moment’s notice. But he got the impression Red Bandana was the head of this little band. Carter wondered what would happen if he cut off the head.

      “Who the hell are you?” Red Bandana muttered.

      “I’m tonight’s entertainment,” Carter replied. He kept his left hand with the Colt down by his side and slightly behind Octavia. “I’ve got a speech prepared. Would you like to hear it?”

      In response, Red Bandana backhanded Carter. The blow wasn’t too painful, especially considering the man thankfully didn’t use his gun hand. The knuckles of the bandit’s balled fist smacked into Carter’s cheek, sending shooting pain down his face and neck. But it was one of the options Carter hoped the owlhoot would do.

      The former actor rolled with the punch, exaggerating enough so that when he landed on the stage, his elbows clomped loudly on the wood. The sound had its intended effect. Red Bandana looked down, wondering just how much damage his punch had landed on Carter. The robber was met with the barrel of Carter’s gun aimed directly at his face.

      “I’ll take that as a ‘no,’” Carter said. His hand was rock steady. “Your loss. The speech was quite good.” He made no move to stand.

      Apparently, this wasn’t the first time Red Bandana stared down the barrel of a gun. He actually chuckled again. “Boys, we got a hero here.” His voice echoed off the spare walls. “What do we do to heroes?”

      From his left, Carter heard one of the owlhoots yell, “We kill ‘em.”

      “That’s right,” Red Bandana said. “We fill him with lead.”

      “Be that as it may,” Carter said softly, “but I’m the one who’s got the drop on you. You try anything, I pull the trigger. Any of your men try anything, I pull the trigger. They shoot me, I still pull the trigger as my last act on this earth. Now,” Carter said, pausing for dramatic effect, “are you willing to take that chance?”

      Red Bandana cocked his head, his eyes losing a little of their ferocity.

      “There’s something else, too,” Carter continued. “Your mistakes. Normally I let my opponents know the number of mistakes they made right before I bring them to justice. I could list them for you, right now, but I’ll settle on just one. This is a high-society party, I’ll grant you that. But I have a gun. A friend of mine around here also has a gun. Who knows how many of the men—and maybe a few women—also have a gun. As soon as the shooting starts, many of the people here are going to scream or run around. But not all. And I suspect a few of the patrons here tonight who are armed have already sneaked their guns into a ready position. If shooting starts, they’re gonna shoot back. Do you really think you’ll get out of here alive if that happens?”

      The room had become deadly quiet. The only sounds were the shuffling of shoes both from the other bandits as well as the gathered partygoers. From outside came the sounds of the city alive for the night: wagons and horses going up and down the streets, people walking up and down the boardwalks, oblivious to the action in the museum.

      “What’s it gonna be?” Carter prompted. In the ensuing moments, he never once tried to stand. He knew from past experience that any attempt to alter positions could lead to an opening not foreseen. So he stayed on the floor of the stage, resting on his elbow, gun arm extended up to Red Bandana’s chest.

      When Red Bandana hesitated, another one of his men answered for him. The other man reached out and grabbed a woman by the hair. His intention was to get her in a position where he could back away, keeping the woman as a hostage and a shield.

      What he got instead was a bullet in the head from Thomas Jackson.

      The loud report from Jackson’s gun broke the tension. Most everything Carter had predicted came to pass. The men and women who had come for a good time screamed and started to scatter for the exits or some sort of shielding. Another gun blast sounded in the museum, causing another round of screaming. That blast was from Carter’s gun. He had lowered his aim and fired at Red Bandana’s gun arm. The slug bit into the bandit’s bicep, spinning him around and onto the floor.

      Carter leapt up in a single, fluid movement and swept Octavia down to the stage floor. He lowered her almost as if he were part of a performance, his hand guiding her head so she wouldn’t knock it on the hard wood. In any other context, the action might have been considered romantic. In this case, it was lifesaving. Her eyes were wide with fright.

      “Stay down,” he commanded her. He didn’t wait for a response. He rolled over, got onto a knee, and smacked Red Bandana’s gun out of his hand. The owlhoot held tight. Carter responded by slamming his fist down onto the bloody area on the man’s shoulder. Red Bandana howled in pain and released the gun. Carter grasped it and threw it behind the stage.

      “I’ll be back for you later,” Carter told the man.

      He looked up and took stock of the chaos now unfolding inside the museum. The robber Jackson had shot lay upon the floor where he fell. Most of the other people, having no good option to flee, resorted to sitting or lying on the floor. The three remaining bandits, seeing their boss felled and one of their own killed, brought their guns to bear.

      Carter and Jackson opened fire, Carter from a kneeling position on stage, Jackson from his position off to the side of the museum. True to Carter’s earlier prediction, other men also had their guns out and in their hands, Moore included. Deadly flame blossomed from steel barrels. Hot lead slammed into the three would-be robbers, ventilating them from the outside in. Their bodies jacked back and forth with the impacts before each fell to the floor, dead.

      The entire action had taken less than thirty seconds before it was all over. The sharp odor or gunpowder bit into Carter’s nose. The thin stream of smoke wafted from the barrel of his Colt, which had again saved him. He realized after a moment that he was breathing heavy. He made a conscious effort to slow his breathing and calm himself.

      Spontaneous applause arose from the survivors. Almost as one, they turned to face the stage, wanting to thank Carter as their savior. Octavia joined in the applause. Her dress had become disheveled, but, for the first time since Carter had known her, she didn’t seem to mind. He stood and offered her his hand. She took it and got to her feet, her face beaming with relief and excitement.

      “Oh my,” she breathed. “That was quite something.”

      Naomi hurried up the stairs and came to hug her mother. The embrace was long and fierce. Carter noted the knuckles of Naomi’s hands went white with the exertion. When Octavia patted Naomi’s back to indicate her daughter could stop the public display of affection, Naomi complied. She threw a genuine smile Carter’s way.

      Red Bandana groaned. Carter turned his attention down to the foiled bandit. He yanked down the bandana and got a look at the man’s face. It was grizzled, a couple days’ worth of whiskers covering the man’s cheeks and chin. The nose was askew, probably a sign of having been broken during some earlier fight. The yellowed teeth shown from behind dry and cracked teeth as the man’s lip curled up in a grimace of pain.

      Carter knelt beside the injured man. The detective regarded the criminal for a moment, trolling his brain to see if he knew the man. He came up empty.

      Jackson came to stand next to the fallen criminal, his big bulk looming over the injured man.

      “Well,” Carter said, “I guess it’s time we had ourselves a little chat.”
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      The muscular policeman emerged from the holding cell shaking his head. He flexed both fists, working out the kinks in his joints. His knuckles were red with the blood of the man Carter still thought of as Red Bandana.

      “It’s no use, sir,” the policeman said. “Whoever paid him gave him enough to keep his mouth shut tight.”

      The man to whom the officer was talking nodded sagely. Leland Grooms, Jr., was the police chief for Austin, and if Carter were casting him in a play, he would have looked elsewhere. Grooms was a young man, likely less than a decade older than Carter. Every other officer on the force was older and wiser than Grooms, but none of them had the benefit of being the scion of a powerful local politician. Leland Grooms, Sr., was a state senator from the cotton growing region outside of Houston. He had been there before the Late Unpleasantness and beyond. His grip on power solidified after the Constitutional Conventions of 1876 and he never let go. He wrangled the job for his son more out of a desire to give Junior something to do rather than qualification.

      It showed. Every day.

      The younger Grooms sat imperiously behind his desk. The police station wasn’t a large facility, but it still held room for numerous desks, lined in rows. The largest desk was Grooms’. It sat perpendicular to the rest and was ostentatious to the extreme. Stacks of paper lined the edges and, when Carter happened to glance at a few of them, realized that they were reports haphazardly written and incomplete. The other accouterments that dotted the surface of the heavy oak desk served more as props for a play than actual tools needed to enforce and uphold the law.

      Grooms’ feet were up on the corner of the desk. Carter could have given the police chief some lessons in acting. He would have started with this: leaders have to appear to care about what is being done in their name. Grooms was nursing the contents of a silver flask, smoking a cigar, talking with another policeman, the one who actually had arrived first at the museum and signaled a young boy to fetch Grooms who had been in a saloon.

      The sound of the gunshots at the museum had alerted more than just the wiry policeman. Other people ran to see what had happened. They crowded into the museum, never once caring about the subject of the museum, but only interested in seeing the dead bodies of the would-be bandits and the braying of Red Bandana, the only living survivor of a shoot-out in the heart of the city.

      In the immediate aftermath, Moore had scrambled to assess what had happened. He ordered Carter and Jackson to perform reconnaissance outside the museum and see if there were any more jackals waiting. At first, Octavia proved reluctant to let go of Carter’s arm, but relented when Moore had reassured her that everything was fine and that he was in charge until the police arrived. The two detectives found only the five rider-less horses. They examined the saddles and saddlebags for clues as to the identities of the men, but found nothing. By the time they went back inside, the police had arrived and assumed jurisdiction.

      Which was never a good thing. The police department in Austin wasn’t a shining example of how to run a good law enforcement agency. Many an officer spent his days “enforcing” the law of the saloons, poker tables, and bordellos. When they could be bothered to work, their police methods left much to be desired. In murmured conversations behind closed doors, some said that the railroad detective agency was run with more professionalism than the local police.

      Grooms’ officers, eager to come to the scene and appear to be doing a good job, had taken over in time for the local newspaper men to arrive. Even the police chief himself, dressed in a black suit Carter could tell Grooms had tailored and cut to match his wiry frame, made time to address the crowd. In tones that sounded to Carter like a bad actor trying to play-act a police chief, Grooms had assured the gathering throng that all was under control.

      And Red Bandana had been whisked away, not to see a sawbones, but to be thrown in a jail cell at the police station. And Grooms had ordered his largest policeman to beat the truth
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