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Captain John Hartman crept south through the forests of Paderborn.  Cold air swept in swiftly when the calendar turned to October, and Hartman only kept from shivering through his own pure strength of will.  He enjoyed the feel of the crisp, clean air in his lungs, but there was a deep cold to it, a foreshadowing of a hard winter.  He liked to travel light, carrying merely a compass, knife, and canteen as well as a Luger pistol, all of German manufacture of course.  While the Waffen SS uniform he wore seemed to be a bit more suited to the cold than his old Army uniform, he questioned the intelligence of not bringing a heavy coat.

That was irony.  Hartman joined the Office of Strategic Services back in December of forty-two, when an O.S.S. officer found extensive use of the fluent French and German he’d learned from his mother and father respectively, to say nothing of his fighting ability.  In nearly two years, he had been all over the world it seemed, fomenting rebellion in Axis controlled regions, training and equipping local armies and freedom fighters.  But he also, and more importantly, gathered information.  Intelligence was his business, and all his information led him here – skulking through a forest as he walked the seven miles between the villages of Thüle and Wewelsburg wishing, to some extent, that he was back with his fellow soldiers some four hundred miles away in France.  

But Heinrich Himmler had been collecting silver SS rings from dead soldiers for years, and Hartman wanted to know why.  That was why he had come here.  The official answer was that it memorialized the fallen soldier’s membership in the elite SS after his death, indeed forever in the new world order, but Hartman had a sick feeling in his stomach that Himmler had some other plan at work.  The more he’d investigated the head of the SS, the more he realized that the man had been pulling strings in the Nazi regime for years, even decades.  

What was Himmler’s plan?  The man was far too crafty to be left holding the check when the Americans won, and they were going to win.  No one doubted that.  There were over a hundred thousand troops swarming over France alone, to say nothing of the Brits, Canadians, and even free French.  Was he melting the rings down for the silver perhaps to buy his freedom when the bill came due?  Many high-ranking Nazis had contacts in South America, Argentina especially.  Maybe he planned on using the silver to buy his safe passage and retirement.  Regardless, Hartman came to Germany to find out or, perhaps, even eliminate Himmler should the opportunity present itself.

When he joined up, John Hartman was the picture perfect American soldier.  At eighteen, he graduated high school in the top ten percent of his class with height to match at a hint over six-foot-two.  Strong and athletic, he had a scholarship to Penn State, which of course got put on hold with the happenings of December seventh.  Light brown hair, gray eyes, and a solid jawline with cleft chin completed him as the perfect ideal of American strength, intelligence, and charm.

“Cold, Herr Hartman?  There is a clearing up ahead with a shack,” Kurt whispered to him in heavily accented English.  “We can rest there for a few minutes.”

“My German is far better than your English, if you’d prefer,” Hartman replied with a smile.  “There aren’t many Americans who would understand what you just said.”

“Then it is a good thing they sent you.”

Hartman’s smile disappeared as he said, “I sent myself.  How far now?”

“About a kilometer to Wewelsburg, less than three to the castle.”

Kurt Meyer was a good man, a German approaching fifty whom, despite being of excellent health and physical condition, was considered too old to serve.  That was fine by him, as he had already fought in one apocalyptic war in his life, and he had no desire to serve a leadership that was an affront to common decency.  Kurt waited and watched, and one day an American contacted him and convinced him that he could help bring down Hitler and his Nazis.  He had a square face with a thick brown beard and matching hair, both of which were kept to various lengths to make his appearance somewhat fluid.

Their heads snapped to the left as a sound broke the relative silence of the night – a brief rustle of some fallen leaves or something passing between some bushes.  It was impossible to tell how far away it was; sounds in a dark wood tend to sound both at once far away from and right next to the listener.  Both men froze in place as they listened to the night.  After a minute, Hartman relaxed his tensed muscles, and the two shared a sigh just as a long howl pierced the air somewhere behind and to their right.

“Wölfe,” hissed Kurt, “we better get to the shack.  This is their forest.”

They hurried on, and Kurt was true to his word.  They had gone little more than fifteen feet further into the darkness before emerging into a roughly circular clearing, well illuminated by the moon and measuring about forty feet across.  More noise erupted in the woods behind them, and they then broke into a run, crossing the open to the safety of a small, aged wooden building.  A rusted metal latch held the door shut, and Kurt undid it and yanked the door open before shutting it behind them.  Once his eyes adjusted, Hartman saw that ancient lumber and hand tools filled the ten-foot square shack.  Kurt held a single finger to pursed lips as he put an ear to a miniscule crack in a wall.  

Another howl sounded in the night, though Hartman had no sense of the distance.  As the minutes passed, he grew anxious to act as he always did, his ingrained need to do something.  A third howl came, and he had no doubt this one was just outside the shack in the clearing.  He held his breath as he drew his pistol and knife, one in each hand.  For a few seconds, something sniffed and snorted, not unlike a dog, its way around the base of the door.  It ended abruptly, and one last howl was heard, lonesome and well in the distance.

“I think they have moved on,” Kurt whispered.  He smiled broadly and asked, “Were you planning to shoot them or stab them?”

“Both if I had to,” he replied, taking a deep breath and forcing himself to relax.  Too much adrenaline caused a man to get the jitters, sometimes pull a trigger before he meant to, and he tended to shiver as he came down from that elevated place.  He was cold enough as it was.

Kurt gently pushed the rickety door open and stuck his head out into the crisp air.  After a moment of looking and listening, he nodded at Hartman and said, "All clear.  Let's be quick."

Hartman put his weapons away as they stepped back into the clearing and continued south.  They left the bright, bluish-white moon behind as the fir trees blocked out the light from overhead.  They traveled slowly, working carefully through the wood.  Hartman had no interest in a broken ankle; he didn't know if his forged papers would get him past any intense scrutiny, not to mention that having an injury like that when wolves were about was not an inviting prospect.

He calculated they were about halfway to the village outskirts when he reached out and placed a halting hand on Kurt's arm.  The German looked at him with a furrowed brow and questioning eyes, and Hartman answered with a raised hand.  The hair on the back of his neck had stood on end, and he felt the goose flesh on his arms under the wool uniform.  Neither came from the cold, which was now completely forgotten.  Either from a preternatural sense handed down from far thrown Neanderthal or Cro-Magnon ancestors or just the feeling of wrongness in the air, Hartman knew somehow that he was being hunted.

“There's something over there,” Hartman whispered, motioning with a nod to a copse of ash trees some fifteen feet away.

“I do not see any -” Kurt stopped in mid-reply as something moved amidst the bushes and tall grass that adorned the base of the trees.  

A pair of eyes appeared close to the ground, seemingly out of nowhere, red eyes that glared back at them intently.  Hartman knew little about wolves, especially their eyes, but these seemed to have an intelligent malevolence about them that made him tense and uneasy.  And that wasn't the worst part about that pair of eyes.  It was not just that they seemed to reflect the feeble, constricted light of the moon overhead, but they glowed with an infernal light of their own.  A second pair of eyes uncloaked just left of the first, followed by a third to the right.

Hartman's knife and pistol were out again.  Back home in Pennsylvania, it was well known that he could bat just as well from the left side of the plate as the right and that he could throw and catch with either hand.  On the ball field, his defensive and offensive options were many with this ambidexterity, and it translated well into his fighting abilities.  He could shoot or throw grenades with either hand, and he even learned to fight with a knife in each hand in close quarters.

A low growl sounded to his right, and Hartman shot his eyes that direction.  Yet another set of the hellish red eyes were there only five or six feet away, and he could see the entire creature in its proximity.  A wolf, crouched low with bared teeth, stopped its approach to stare back at him unblinking.  Patches and stripes of silver broke up the black fur that comprised the animal's natural nighttime camouflage.

“Can we make a run for it?” Hartman asked softly, his eyes fixed on the yellow-white teeth and flattened ears of the wolf.

“No, they’ll chase us down.  Back away slowly -” Kurt’s words ended abruptly as his shout of surprise split the night.  In the half second it took Hartman to turn towards the man, he no longer stood there.  He screamed for help as something dragged him into the darkness, and his arms flailed as his hands attempted to gain purchase on anything for just a moment.  Hartman’s keen hearing made him aware of something else – he turned back to the wolf to find the animal in mid-air, having leapt from its place.  

Hartman’s reflexes and sharp eye served him well against the pitchers of other schools’ baseball teams.  No one with any sense placed a pitch in the strike zone, even on the edge of it, without the expectation that the big kid wearing number four wouldn’t make you pay for it.  Even if your pitch broke to the strike zone at the last moment, quick hands often let him put wood on the ball enough to foul it away.

Hartman’s knife impaled the wolf through the bottom of its jaws, the blade sliding into the roof of its mouth and into its brain.  At the same time, he instinctively fired his Luger several times into its belly.  Hot blood streamed over his hand, and the animal whimpered just a bit while its legs quivered spasmodically.  Hartman yanked the knife away, and the wolf’s corpse fell to the ground while he turned to face where Kurt Meyer had disappeared to.  

His screams continued, but they sounded further away.  The three sets of eyes still regarded him from the cluster of ash trees, and they struck him with an intelligent hatred impossible to mere animals.  He took aim at them and squeezed the Luger’s trigger over and over, but the wolves’ eyes seemed to disappear into the darkness just before any of his bullets made contact.  The gun ran out of rounds, his eight shots expended, and Hartman stood alone, in darkness and complete silence.  Even Kurt’s screams had ceased.

“Schiesse,” he swore aloud.  He’d always preferred the German epithet to the English, and there never existed a better time for it.  He slowly, deliberately, stepped backward once, twice, three times while listening for any sign that the wolfpack still stalked him.  He knew they were out there, and as terrible as he felt about poor Kurt, he hoped the man’s death would provide him the precious time he needed to escape.  With that last thought, John Hartman turned on his heel and broke into a full run back the way they had come.  

He charged through brush and bushes, ducked branches and jumped logs, his natural sure-footedness somehow preventing him from falling or injury.  His breath came and went quickly, further spurred nearly to hyperventilation at the sounds of barks and howls behind him.  The pack followed, and their voices reminded him somehow of the whoops and hollers of a band of street thugs rather than a pack of wolves.  Something crashed through the woods off to his right and then turned directly for him.  At the last moment, it seemed to veer off behind him, and he swore he heard the snap of canine jaws just behind him.  Within seconds, it happened again, but this time from his left.

My god, he thought, they’re enjoying this!

At some point, he instinctively began to reload his pistol, the discarded magazine falling away along with the knife in his other hand.  He needed that hand to find his spare mag and reload the weapon, which he accomplished without actually looking at either, something he had practiced many times all the way back to Basic.

He burst from the woods into the supposed safety of the clearing.  A man walked across the open expanse, stopping just in front of the wooden shack, his face registering surprise at the onward charging Hartman.  He wore a German uniform, no, a gray SS uniform, and a strange rifle was slung over his shoulder, very different from the standard Gewehr or MP40.

“Hide!” Hartman shouted as he nearly bowled the soldier over.  With his momentum and the near collision, he somehow shot past the door to the shack.  Hearing the wolves behind him in the woods, he muscled the shocked German around the far side of the rickety building, throwing the man and his own back up against the wall.  It creaked and groaned in complaint.

“Sir?  What -” the soldier began to ask in German.

“Be quiet!” Hartman replied in an urgent whisper.  He listened to the night, which had again gone eerily silent.  Nothing moved that he could see, and no sound at all reached his ears.  The wolfpack seemed suddenly gone.

“Excuse me, sir?  What did you say before?” the soldier asked.  Hartman glanced at the man’s collar to see the Oberschütze rank.  He was young, maybe only eighteen or nineteen, judging from his smooth face.  In his rush, Hartman told the kid to hide in English.  His only chance was that his officer’s rank of Hauptsturmführer would protect him.  “What is hide?” the trooper continued in a rough approximation of the English word.

“I said be quiet!  That is an order.  Wolves,” Hartman answered with his best officer’s voice, a sound all trained soldiers across Earth understood, and it seemed to work as the German’s sense of duty took hold.  “Stay here.”

Hartman moved to one corner and listened intently for a moment.  Hearing nothing, he hazarded a glance around the rear corner of the shed, finding nothing but short grass and silvery moonlight.  His Luger in hand, he cautiously, soundlessly advanced around the corner, leaving the SS trooper behind.  He had no sense of where the pack had gone.  There was nothing to see, nothing to hear.

Until fabric tearing and splitting, as if a medic tore a uniform to treat a wound, sounded from behind him.  Hartman squinted slightly, his brow furrowed in confusion at such an out of place sound, and then his eyes widened in frightened realization as he straightened to his full height out of a hunched posture he hadn’t realized he held.  He turned about, his pistol at the ready, but nothing he’d seen in the war thus far prepared Hartman for what stood behind him as it growled and glowered at him.

A creature with the head and muzzle of a wolf towered over him by almost a foot.  The body was shaped roughly like a man, though more well-muscled than even that of a carnival strongman.  Long arms thick with corded sinews ended in manlike hands with razor sharp claws instead of fingers, and around one of these on the left hand was the silver ring of an SS soldier.  The remnants of a tattered gray uniform meant for a much smaller body hung about its shoulders and upper arms.  A belt still held up the remains of pants that had split around mid-thigh, unable to contain the thick legs of the thing.  It still wore black boots, but clawed feet stuck out comically from the torn apart toes.  Silver and gray patches occasionally broke up the black fur that covered every exposed part of the monster.

Hartman blinked and then shook his head from side to side.  He couldn’t believe what he saw, and yet there it was!  Lon Chaney, Jr. and his on-screen transformation, which seemed so terrible to behold just a few years ago, paled in comparison to this thing Hartman confronted.  It reared back its head and loosed a terrifying mix between a howl and a raging growl as it fixed its glowing, red eyes back on the American.  Hartman stepped backward instinctively, tripping over his own heel and falling backward to the ground.  It howled, this time an honest to God howl, perhaps reveling in the kill it was about to make.

Hartman lifted his pistol just as it moved in.  Seeing this, the creature lunged only to meet the explosive report of the German pistol.  He fired into the thing four times before it fell on him and another two when the wolfman’s full weight bore down on him.  Realizing quickly that he was not dead, and the monster was not trying to gut him with its claws or rip his throat out with a mouthful of teeth, Hartman heaved the weight up off him to the side.  It rolled onto its back and lay there unmoving as it struggled to breathe, a death rattle sounding in its chest with every breath.  Hartman lowered the gun to the wolfman’s head and popped off his last two rounds.

He took a moment to get his bearings, to check out his person and find that he was somehow whole and uninjured.  He was out of ammunition for the Luger, so he holstered it and instead took up the rifle the soldier had apparently shrugged off during whatever transformation turned him into the monster Hartman just killed.  He recognized it instantly – a Sturmgewehr 44.  They had been mostly used against the Russians, so it was odd to find it this far west.  Regardless, the Brits had been unimpressed by the early models they had captured, but O.S.S. knew them to be deadly assault rifles.

Hartman locked his jaw.  Whatever these things were – wolves, werewolves, wolfmen, whatever – they may have stopped him from reaching Wewelsburg, but he would be back, next time with more appropriate firepower.  For now, he decided to head back to Thüle, then Paderborn, and then back out of Germany.  If they wanted to stop him from leaving, and he hoped that they did, they would just have to face the fury of a pissed off American armed with a machine gun.

Before he turned to leave, he took one last look at the wolfman’s corpse to find it replaced with a young German soldier, apparently dead from multiple bullet wounds to the chest and head.  The body, partially draped in a shredded uniform, had already grown cold in the October night air.  Hartman knelt and slipped the silver “Death’s Head” ring off the man’s left ring finger.  He dropped it in his pocket and then started to hightail it out of the clearing, the sounds of wolves behind him.

John Hartman will return in

Wolves of War – A John Hartman Novel

in October of 2024!
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This is the first I’ve taken the time to commit to paper for posterity those events that took place some fifty years ago in 1883.  It’s important that the happenings are preserved on paper so that future generations know not to look too deeply into that mine or its adjoining cave system that made me so unalterably rich.  I tried verbalizing it once to two men, one of the psychological profession and the other of law, in a late night moment of drunken weakness.  When it was done, they applauded me for providing them such a wonderful and terrible tale to help keep them awake at night in glorious anticipation of such horror.  Obviously, such was not my intention, so I’ve instead chosen to write it all down in as much detail as possible.  

I have already amended my Last Will and Testament to include the instructions that the mine is never again to be unearthed and the land under which the caves lay will never be sold or disturbed ever in the future.  Additionally, my sole son, whom is the beneficiary of all I own, is to include the same instructions in his Will as well.  Every Landis generation from my death to time immemorial will have a guardian of these secrets, a gatekeeper to the unfathomable Hell that sleeps under Boulder Spring, New Mexico.

For the sake of brevity, allow me to simply say that as a young man of only twenty I had sold everything I owned in the city of Omaha and wagered it all in a game of poker, a twelve hour endeavor that left me fairly wealthy, at least by my standards of the time.  I had managed to win deeds to several hundred acres of land near Boulder Spring, terminating at the southwestern edge of the town limits, as well as a truly impressive sum of nearly twelve thousand dollars.  I quickly purchased several expensive suits and disembarked the next day for my destiny.

The rails took me most of the distance, all the way to Santa Fe, in the most modern of luxuries.  I had never been on a train before, and I found wonder at first just in watching the landscape roll by.  It amazed me that I could cross such a distance, over eight hundred miles in little more than two days, all the while enjoying the comforts of first class rail cars.  I indulged in some minor banter with other travelers, but generally avoided detailed explanations of who I was and where I was going.  My life as a gambler and general scoundrel in Omaha had taught me to divulge as few details as possible.

Santa Fe was a bustling southwestern town, every bit as picturesque and romantic as one back east would expect from the stories that no doubt had been told.  I understand that the town had very little to attract newcomers until 1880; that’s when the railroad named after the city finally reached the town.  In the following three years, the city grew with rapidity, and I spent several days (and nights) enjoying its sights, saloons, and gambling halls.  Although, I took great care to spend as little money as possible.

The next leg of my trip could only be undertaken by stagecoach, as Boulder Spring was almost a hundred miles away through rough and mountainous terrain.  I booked passage as one of several passengers on two coaches.  We left early in the morning and expected to arrive somewhere in the middle of the next day.  I won’t bore you with the details of this uncomfortable journey, except to detail a singular encounter.

On the morning of the second day, the day we expected to arrive in Boulder Spring, we had been on the move less than an hour before I heard the driver call, “Whoa!” and pull the horses to a stop.  I ignored the puzzled exclamations of the young couple with whom I rode, and instead decided to act.  I opened the door to the coach and stuck my head into the warm, dry mountain air.

“Why are we stopping?” I asked the driver.

“Apaches,” came the terse reply, followed by, “Stay inside.”

Of course, I did no such thing.  Those who know me understand that I have rebellious streak over a mile wide, and I generally do not take well to being told what to do, especially by a figure of authority.  But this man was, in my view, under my employ, and that even further increased my disdain for his orders.  I immediately dropped out of the coach to the dusty trail to take a look at these Indians, and that was probably my true motive for disobeying the driver’s instructions.  Growing up in Omaha, I certainly saw Indians, but never had I seen them in their native wilderness.  My sense of romanticism was too much to bear, and the Colt Army 1860 that I picked up before leaving Santa Fe that hung heavy on my belt probably instilled a sense of invincibility within me as well.

The driver, a rough and ponderous man with a long, black beard barked at me, “I said stay inside!”

I locked eyes with him for a long moment before resting my gaze on the Winchester that stood propped against his bench less than a foot from his reach.  However, I doubted that he could move so quickly as to drop his reins, take up the rifle, and manage an aimed shot before these Apaches turned him into a pincushion.

Facing them, however, my sense of romance was both rewarded and dispelled at once.  They certainly looked the part, from everything I had heard, and yet were so much more than expected.  I had never before seen four men who looked so fierce and yet were completely calm.  A solemn kindness seemed to fill their large eyes, but their faces were hard as stone, their true feelings inscrutable.  I noted finally one other detail, that among the trappings I expected of native Apaches – animal skins, bows, arrows, and the like – there were also boots, steel knives, and guns.  

I realized suddenly that hostility was probably ill advised.  While I knew my way around a gun, I was no means a soldier or an expert in any way.  And while these men were far from the whooping, hollering savages that I had been told to expect, I was certain that they were far more proficient with weapons than I.  I made certain that my jacket kept my pistol out of view.

One stepped forward – a young man with slight creases at the corners of his mouth from laughing.  I dare say he was beautiful, and I think he might have been about my age.  Though even in my now advanced years, I have a difficult time judging the age of anyone not of Anglo descent.  I would not begin to approximate the sounds of his language, but he held his open hand up, palm out in a non-threatening manner as he spoke.

“What did he say?” I asked with a look at my ruffian stagecoach driver.

“I don’ rightly know,” he replied gruffly.  “Sumtin’ ‘bout some curse or land or sumtin’.”

“We are going to Boulder Spring,” I said loudly, as if my volume alone would somehow explain our intentions.

The Apache repeated his statement.  At least, it sounded like the same series of sounds, but I found the strangeness of the words left my English mind before I could take a hold of them.  I looked at the driver, and he merely shrugged unhelpfully.

“We,” I said slowly, pointing at myself, then the stagecoach, and finished pointing off into the distance past the Indians, “are going to Boulder Spring.”

The four Apaches simply stared back at me for what felt like an hour, and I had the strange feeling that it was in fact I who was the savage.  They finally broke their staring silence by filing over to the edge of the trail, parting the brush, and disappearing into the wilderness.  The man who spoke, the last to leave the trail, stopped short to give me a long, almost sorrowful gaze.  He said the words one more time, one more hopeful attempt to make his meaning plain, and seeing no reaction from me, he followed his brethren.

Boulder Spring did not impress me at first glance.  It was certainly no growing town like Santa Fe, nor a city like Omaha, and certainly not a bustling metropolis like Chicago, which I had been to once some ten years prior.  A wide avenue ran right through the center of the town, which contained all there was to see – a general store, barber’s shop, and assorted other buildings necessary to day to day life.  Off to one side stood a building that I recognized immediately as a jailhouse, complete, I was sure, with the sheriff’s quarters.  The drivers stopped directly in front of the largest building in the town, a rather ambitious looking hotel that might have been more likely found elsewhere.  It dwarfed everything else in the town, standing five stories, and it looked very modern, very metropolitan in stark contrast to the dusty, arid town around it.  

“Welcome, newcomers!” called a man who approached as we unloaded our luggage.  He was perhaps ten years my senior with an impressively bushy, dark brown mustache.  He wore a wide brimmed hat to keep the sun off his head and an inexpensive but functional black suit with brown boots and spurs that clinked as he walked.  The gun on his belt and the star on his chest made his profession clear.

“Good afternoon, Sherriff.  Sherriff?” I responded warmly with an outstretched hand.  I learned a long time ago that those who seemed to hide from lawmen were frequently suspected by lawmen.

“Sam Johnson,” he replied affably with a deep and gravelly voice as he took my hand.

“John Landis, Sherriff Johnson,” I replied as we shook, and his hand felt rough in mine and as strong as iron.

“Please, call me Sam.  What brings you folk out to Boulder Spring?”

“Well, I can’t say for my travelling companions,” I replied cocking my head toward the young couple unloading their luggage, “but I’m here to claim my new property.”

“Oh?” Sam asked, but his face shrugged off the puzzlement almost as soon as it arrived.  “I wasn’t aware of any more Federal land grants out this way.”

“Nothin’ Federal ‘bout it, Sherriff,” I replied, my speech adopting some of the sloppiness I had heard from most of the people out in this part of the country.  I pushed back my jacket for a moment as I reached into an inner pocket for the deeds to my new land and produced them to show the Sherriff.  “I acquired these back home in Omaha.  Thought it’d be a chance to see somethin’ and someplace new.”

“I see.  Now Mr. Landis, I don’t expect a landowner such as yourself would plan on causing no trouble, would you?”

“Of course not, Sherriff.  Why would you ask?” I asked, and I may have played up my surprise a little too much.

“That’s quite a hog leg you’ve got on there.”

“Oh?” I asked, looking down at the gun I must have exposed.  “Honestly, I’m really not any good with it, but I’m told a man has to protect what’s his.”

“That’s true, Mr. Landis, but we don’t allow firearms in public here in Boulder Spring.  You can own a gun, you can carry a gun, but you can’t carry one in town except in your own home.”

“I’m afraid I don’t have a home.”

“Not true.  That land of yours out on the edge of town has a house on it, if you can call it that.  I could ask you to turn in your pistol and return it to you at the limits, but how ‘bout I just walk you over there.”

“I’d be obliged, Sherriff.”

“Call me Sam, Mr. Landis.”

“Call me John, Sam,” I said with a genuine smile, and I hefted the massive trunk that held my meager belongings up onto my back.  He motioned the way, and he was kind enough to slow his pace to allow me to keep up.  “So, tell me Sam, what else is on this land of mine?”

“Not much of nothin’, I’m afraid.  A stream passes through it, probably a tribitry of the river.”

It took me a moment to decipher that he meant a tributary, and I hadn’t seen a river anywhere.  “What river?”

“It’s underground.  Comes out of the mountains and breaks through amidst some boulders some three hundred yards that way,” he replied with a back handed motion off to the east.  “That’s why the town’s called Boulder Spring, but back to your question – you got a mine, too.”

“What kind of mine?”

“Well, Anthony La Vey had your land originally, a man of French descent I think.  He found some flecks of gold in his stream, so he started digging.  Wasn’t long before he had a full fledged mine, was sure he had gold in his hills.  He found a few nuggets, but never found anything big.”

“What happened to him?”

The Sherriff shot me an appraising sidelong glance before answering, “I’d have thought you know, since you bought the deeds to his land.”

“No, I got them from someone else.”

“Hmmm.  Well, one morning he just packed up and joined a wagon going to Santa Fe.  We never saw him again.  I figured he just ran out of money.”

We walked almost to the edge of town, and a good look around told me that I truly was in the wilderness in Boulder Spring.  There wasn’t much of anything here, wasn’t anything for a hundred miles in any direction, and I started to wonder if this had been a big mistake.  On the other hand, I had only dipped into my excessive cash winnings by a mere few hundred dollars, so I had time to sort things out.  A tiny, white-washed church with a steeple pointing straight to heaven marked the northwestern edge of the town.

“Can I ask you something?”

Sam stopped at my question, I suppose sensing something deeper in the sound of it.  He turned toward me a bit and replied, “Of course.”

“We were stopped just a few miles out of town in a most curious encounter.”

“Apaches?” he asked, but I sensed that he already knew the answer.  I nodded, and he matched the motion.  “They do that.  Don’t many people come here, but they stop those that do.”

I lowered the trunk to the ground, as it seemed we might be standing in this one spot for a moment.  Quite suddenly, he seemed very solemn.  It felt as if I had stumbled on some wonderful mystery, and Sherriff Sam Johnson knew something about it, if I was in fact any judge of character whatsoever.  Back home as a child, I heard the stories about the Indians, stories about burial grounds and curses on white men who took certain pieces of land for their own, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I had blundered into one of those terribly exciting tales.

“Is the land here important to them?”

“Well,” Sam began, and then he paused with a cock of his head, as if he were unsure how to continue.

“They seemed more concerned than angry, like they were trying to tell us something,” I prompted.

“A few of them speak English.  They say something about a land ghost.”

“A land ghost?” I repeated, genuinely confused.

“Blasphemy to be sure!” a clear, strong voice without accent almost shouted from right behind me, making me jump a foot high as I whirled to face it.

The man I beheld was young, perhaps about my age.  He stood well over six feet in height and had a wide, powerful frame.  Under clothing of all black, held tightly closed by a white collar at his throat, seemed to be the body of a man more suited to the pugilist’s arena than the pulpit.  His jawline was solid, angular, and distinctly German in nature, making me think that I might break the bones in my hand should I choose to strike him.  He was fair haired, and his blue eyes stared back at me with a disquieting intensity.

Sam chuckled as he produced a cigar from somewhere.  As he lit it, he said between puffs, “Now, that is no way to greet one of our newest property owners.  Mr. John Landis, meet Reverend Michael Spratley.  He runs the gospel mill every Sunday, starting at seven sharp.”

“The church is open always, not just Sunday, Sherriff,” replied Spratley, “and you should attend more often.  We are all drenched in sin, and it is only the waters of Our Lord and Savior that can wash us clean.  Without them, we are condemned to the Fires of Damnation.”

“I’m pretty sure the Lord knows what’s in my heart, and I think he’ll be lookin’ out for me when my time comes.”

“He does indeed,” Spratley agreed, at least to Sam’s first statement, but then he rested his eyes on me.  “And what about you, Mr. Landis?  Are you saved?”

“I didn’t know I was lost, Reverend,” I answered, and Sam exploded behind me in raucous laughter.

I bent down to again heft my trunk, but Sam said, “Let me help you with that.”  Each carrying an end, we hobbled away from Reverend Spratley, carrying on like old friends as his lingering stare burned a brand into our backs like something out of Hawthorne.  My property apparently started right at the end of town, and within a few more minutes’ walk, a rotting and dilapidated hovel came into view.

“Welcome home,” Sam said, nodding toward the tiny shack as we set the trunk down.

“Looks... wonderful.”

“It’s a shithole, but it’s yours.  One other thing you should know, John.  That army pistol of yours can bring down a man easy enough, but you only got six shots.  And it’s no good at a distance.  Pick yourself up a good rifle, maybe a Henry, and at least another pistol.”

“Is there something else I should know?” I asked him, suddenly concerned.

“I don’t think so, but like you said earlier – a man needs to defend his property.”

Sherriff Sam Johnson was, unfortunately, spot on in his appraisal of my new home.  The miniscule, one room shack barely gave me enough room to move around.  I looked on with serious doubt at its spiderweb covered wood burning stove and the dusty, straw and insect filled mattress.  Instead, I checked my pistol with Sam and rented a room at the hotel for the next couple of months, during which time I paid handsomely for several carpenters and a number of laborers to build me a modest, three room home.

I also investigated my new mine, finding it to be little more than a hole in the ground.  I should be clear that I had no knowledge of mining at all, so I had no use for the abandoned picks and miscellaneous tools, nor the steel girded, wooden car that ran on a set of rusted rails from inside the mine to just outside of its mouth.  Finding no one in Boulder Spring had knowledge of mining either, I hired a man out of Santa Fe by the name of Thomas Rawlings for the exorbitant sum of five dollars per day.  Within a week, Tom had hired a half dozen men to help him with the labor, and my mine became active, churning out hundreds of pounds of rock per day.

As it turned out, Sam actually owned the hotel, having bought it for pennies on the dollar from the family that built it.  Apparently, they had expected Boulder Spring to become the next great gold rush town, but they had instead moved further west to California, nearly broken.  Sam was thankful to me for the additional business, as the men working in my mine rented rooms by the week from him.

I ate breakfast with Sam almost every morning, even after the carpenters finished my house.  He was a good man who actually enjoyed the quiet life of Boulder Spring.  As he put it, those growing towns like Santa Fe had more trouble than their law could handle.  Reverend Spratley joined us on occasion, but we often ran him off.  We found the easiest way to do that was to begin discussing the latest published scientific theory.  “An affront to God!” or “Blasphemy!” he would often exclaim and return to his church, Sam and I enjoying the indignant bluster to no end.

It was the morning of Thursday the fifth of July, and a hot one at that, when everything in my life changed forever.  The summer started hot and dry, rain refusing to come which caused dust devils to blow and swirl down Boulder Spring’s main avenue.  The few farmers in town lamented greatly, and even I began to doubt the wisdom in coming here.  I had just begun to bring up the subject to Sam over breakfast when Tom charged through the door to Boulder Spring’s lone saloon, nearly colliding with a table and several chairs in his hurry.

“Mr. Landis, thank God.  I need you at the mine!” he panted as he spoke, struggling to get words out in between breaths.  Tom was a short man, little more than five feet, with a most unassuming and underwhelming appearance, but he was strong as a bull.  He looked like everyone and no one all at once, which I might have found useful back home in Omaha during one of my less lawful endeavors.  

“What’s happened?” I asked, standing so quickly as to almost upend my chair.  Picturesque scenes of a cave in filled my head, with men partially buried under thousands of pounds of rock, moaning as they waived limbs toward me begging for help.

“Come see,” he replied, leaning on his knees.  “Follow me.”

With a glance at Sam, I followed Tom out into the dry, dusty air back toward my property.  I had no idea what had him worked up so, but he refused to explain it to me.  “Let me show you,” was all he would say, and Sam just seemed content to follow us.  We stopped for a moment just outside the mine where Tom’s half dozen men milled about.  I could sense the change in the air; something exciting had happened, as was obvious by the way the men stood and the glint in their eyes.

“What is it, Tom?” I asked again,

“We have to go in,” he explained, lighting two oil wick lamps, one for each of us.

“All right, lead on,” I said, and I turned to look at Sam.  “You comin’, Sam?”

“Uhhh, no.  I ain’t in no rush to get below ground,” he replied.  He then added with a lopsided grin, “I imagine I’ll get there soon enough, but not today.”

I chuckled as I followed Tom into my mine, my back hunched over to keep from hitting my head on the wooden beams above.  Of course, I had been in the mine a few times before, but I was still surprised by the sudden downward slope of the entrance.  Generally, I avoided the place.  I found the air hard to breathe, and it felt like the walls and ceiling pressed in on me, trapping me in a claustrophobia from which there was no escape.  Also, I couldn’t dispel the sense of dread that at any moment the whole thing would come crashing down upon itself, and I had no doubt the mine would wait for me to be inside it for that to happen.

“How much further?” I asked after what felt like hours of keeping down primeval panic.

“Not far, just to the end here.”

“How far down are we now?” I asked, glancing back up the way we came.  I was surprised to see warm daylight behind us, as I felt as if we had walked deep into the bowels of the Earth.

“Well, when we started, the mine went about three hundred feet, and we’ve added another two.”

“We’re five hundred feet down?” I asked incredulously, the sense that I needed to leave building steadily.

“No, no, Mr. Landis.  The mine is about five hundred feet total, but we’re only, I don’t know...,” Tom stopped for a moment looking up at something only he could see.  “We’re maybe eighty, ninety feet down.”

“That seems impressive.”

“Well, maybe, but back home in Pennsylvania, it wasn’t nuthin’ for a coal mine to go over a thousand feet down,” Tom said, and he came to a stop.  “We’re here.”

I had no idea what I was supposed to be seeing.  Of course, the lamps provided only enough light to see just in front of us and not much further.  Clearly, we were at the end of the mine, for we could make no further progress.  I saw little other than some temporarily discarded tools, some loose rubble and walls of dirt and stone held at bay by lumber.  Tom had extended the mining rail as he tunneled, I assumed to help him move debris out quickly by a cart, and that also stopped here.

“I don’t see anything,” I said, confused, but my words staggered out a bit as my eyes came to rest on a dark spot set into some bare stone, that only just barely contrasted with the gray around it.  I moved closer to better illuminate it, as our lamps threw light for little more than a foot, and I realized that I looked into a hole of some kind set right into the rock about chest height.  Small, it was little bigger than my hand.

“We just knocked it in,” Tom said, as if his words explained clearly what I was seeing.

“What is it?” I asked, trying to see inside.

“It’s a cave, Mr. Landis.  Stand back a moment.”

As I did so, Tom tore a sizeable piece of fabric from his shirt sleeve, causing me to wince slightly.  He was a working man, so his clothes were often rough and well worn, and he obviously thought nothing of destroying this particular article of clothing.  Even still, it would cost him money to replace it, and I made a mental note to handle that expense for him.  He balled the fabric up a bit and set it to the wick of his lamp.  It lit nicely, and Tom unceremoniously tossed it through the hole and into the cave beyond.

“Look now,” Tom said, a huge grin breaking across his face.

As I put my eyes up to the portal, I gasped, and my heart seemed to stop in my chest as I held my breath.  I couldn’t see the burning piece of cotton somewhere below my eye level, and its light faded fast as it burned out.  But before it did so, the tiny blaze illuminated a portion of the cave beyond, the light reflecting off of many surfaces with a warm golden glow.  It filled my being as it assaulted my eyes, and all of my worries of being crushed to death were forgotten in an instant.

“Sweet Jesus,” I exhaled softly.

“Gold, Mr. Landis.  It’s a cave of gold!”

We sent the men home early with a sizeable cash bonus right out of my pocket – ten dollars to each of them with the expectation that they said nothing to anyone about what we found.  I even gave them the rest of the week off with pay while Tom and I talked and planned.  We talked late that first night, arose early the next few days and continued to talk well after dark, sometimes going into the mine ourselves to work.  We widened the opening to the cave enough for a man to crawl through, so that Tom could get a good sense of what I had.

I still didn’t know anything about mining, gold or otherwise (that was Tom’s field of expertise), but I knew how hard it was to protect something of great value once someone else knew about it.  I needed a man I could trust to help me run and keep an eye on things, and I figured Tom was that man.  My first move was to make him my partner, and he jumped at what I considered to be a paltry twenty percent of the profits.  I probably dealt him in for too much, but I needed to know I could trust him.  

Tom and I planned to hire another twenty men from Santa Fe for labor, as well as a half dozen men who were good with guns to protect the mine.  He assured me he could get the laborers for about forty dollars per month, though the gunslingers would cost about double that.  We decided to bore a second mine into the ground, some hundred feet or more from the first, with the intention of connecting it to the “gold cave” as we had come to call it.  He made a list of supplies as well, telling me it would take him several days at least to pull everything and everyone together.

Tom had only spent a few minutes in the cave, but from what he had seen, he was absolutely certain he could deliver as much as a hundred troy ounces of gold per day of work and maybe more once the second mine was up and running!  My math skills have always been sharp, especially when calculating profit on a job, and I quickly realized I was looking at a profit of some forty thousand dollars per month.  I had just made Thomas Rawlings one of the richest miners in all of New Mexico!  I should have offered him ten percent.

Four days after discovering our destiny, Tom and I happened to be in town eating lunch with Sam at his hotel.  Two stagecoaches and several large horse drawn wagons rolled into town and began to deposit no less than a dozen persons.  They were mostly men of the working class sort, but a few of them had brought wives and children.

“I guess I better go see about them,” Sam said with a sigh, decidedly planting his hat on top of his head.

“We’ll join you,” I said, and we left our food behind.

We stayed a number of feet back while Sam did his introduction to the newcomers, confiscating several guns in the process.  When he walked back to us, he wore the concerned guise of a man who knew his life was about to become very complex.  He stood close to us and said in hushed tones, “They’re here because they heard about gold.  I suppose one of your men spilled the beans.  It’s made it back to Santa Fe.  We’re going to have a lot more than jus’ them showin’ up real soon.”

I shrugged my eyebrows.  I had a bad feeling those men would have loose lips, despite the extra cash I paid them.  The only way you could keep a secret this big is if only two people knew about it and one was dead.

I looked at Tom, “You better get on to Santa Fe, then.  Get together everything we need.”

“I’m sure one of them,” Sam explained with a point at one of the coaches, “would be happy to take you.  He’s got another load of people waitin’ on him.  John?”

“Yeah?”

“I hope you bought those extra guns I told you about back when you first got here.  You’re goin’ need ‘em.”

Despite Sam’s warning, I had little trouble while I awaited Tom’s return.  My land was clearly marked all around, and I had several high points that allowed me to survey much of it.  I spent most of my time actually standing guard outside the mine itself, even sleeping there at night.  The worst I had to do was run off a couple of teenaged boys who had co-opted a pick axe from somewhere or someone and started to dig a hole down in one of my gullies.  A simple word about sending the Sherriff to their homes gave them cause to leave and not come back.

On the second night, I got tired of just sitting there waiting, listening to the sounds of town in the distance and the baying of coyotes.  I realized I hadn’t actually entered the cave like Tom had, which seemed to be a serious oversight by someone in my position.  My old life started to itch the back of my brain for a moment, and I wondered if Tom knew about something in that cave that I didn’t.  I didn’t know what could be more important than all that gold, but it seemed prudent to have a look.  I took two of the oil wick lamps, as many candles as I could carry and a full box of matches.  

I had quickly become at home in the mine (the promise of so much wealth will do that to a man) and within ten minutes I stood at the opening into the cave.  I gingerly worked my upper body through the hole and lit one of the lamps.  Such a device puts off very little light, but it gave me enough by which to work.  I leaned into the cave, balancing my midsection across the entrance, and leaned down to place the lamp on the ground.  I then placed both of my hands on the cold cave floor and dragged the rest of my body inside.

I sat cross-legged as I considered my surroundings.  The cave floor was hard and dry, just solid, cold rock.  I don’t know why, but I expected it to be damp or moist, and to punctuate that thought, a dripping of water into a pool sounded regularly every few seconds somewhere off in the darkness.  I felt a horrible presence, as if the darkness itself were pressing in upon me, and I frantically began lighting matches and candles until I had made a circle of light, a protective shield from the murkiness perhaps six feet across.  I sat in a passageway of sorts that lead before and behind into darkness.  The cave walls were riddled with yellowish tint of gold, and I assumed it to be the genuine article for Tom to have been so worked up about it.  

“Much ado about nothing,” I said to no one, and I cursed my sudden panic.  I was no mere child to be frightened by the dark, and there was nothing to fear down here.  I was far more likely to encounter a coyote or rattlesnake in the dark above ground than to find anything alive down in this cave.

I slowly stood up, taking care to neither brain myself on the close ceiling, nor to spill melting wax on my hand.  I chose to go forward, counting my paces as I went.  The cave seemed to naturally narrow and widen as I went, but consistently curved to the left in a long slow arc.  At thirty-two paces, the passageway bent to the left at an almost right angle, and I nearly missed an opening in the cave wall to the right as it was located near my feet.  Noting it, I continued on in the main passage, following its leftward turn.  

I stopped for just a moment after another twenty paces or so, as I realized I heard the dripping water again, this time clearly over the sound of my movement.  I cautiously approached the sound until the cave came to another hard, left turn.  To the right stood a shelf (for lack of a better word) made of solid rock that jutted from the cave wall about waist high.  It had a lip around the edge, creating a pool of water into which fell a solitary drop of water every few seconds from somewhere above me in the dark.  Points of light from the pool drew my attention, and as I peered more closely, I could clearly see small crystalline formations under the water, each no larger than an inch tall and each giving off a pinkish luminescence.  Fascinated, I almost fell into the pool in my examination of them, but it did allow me to see that the pool disappeared underneath the cave wall itself, perhaps providing access to another part of the cave system, if I but had the fortitude to try and squeeze myself through.

“Another adventure for another day, I suppose,” I said aloud.  Even now, I find it fascinating that men feel the need to speak to themselves, so as to dispel the illusion of true solitude.  Clearly, the Lord in His wisdom never intended man to be alone.  

And it was at that moment that something in the cave answered me.  A chill ran up my spine as a long, low moan echoed through the passageway.  It sounded lonely, ancient and mournful, and the similarity to a woman calling, “Hello?” caused every hair on my arms and neck to stand on end.  Instinctively, I drew my pistol, dropping half of my light in the process.

“Damn,” I swore, and as I bent down to retrieve some of the fallen candles, the voice called again through the caves.  This time, I dropped the lamp in my left hand, causing it to break open on the cave floor.  The precious oil inside lit quickly, giving me substantial light for a few brief moments as I turned round and round to face whatever ghostly presence awaited me.  

As the fire went out, and my light with it, I calmed myself.  Instinctual panic would do me no good here, and I needed to find my way back to the mine.  Of course, the worst possible thing that could happen would mean me staying in this cave for the next day or so until Tom discovered me – not a delightful prospect, but I would be found.  I began to shiver with the chillness of the air as I listened to the water drip into the pool.

I don’t know how long I waited – minutes or hours – but finally I fumbled around in the dark for the candles at my feet.  Finding several, I holstered my gun and relit them, holding
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