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The Monster

“And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?”

 

— William Butler Years, “Second Coming”


1.

Tascosa, Texas

Cottonwood Island

August 8, 1878

Night

Slim Cullen’s harmonica warbled for one last note, then faded away, along with the humming strains of Sammy Bowden’s guitar. Whitney McCready stretched his lean and sore body on the hard-packed ground. Reclining on his bedroll, he crossed his feet at the ankles and said, “Well. That was right pretty, Sammy. Almost made me tear up.”

Sammy, from back East, grinned, looking too round-cheeked in the flickering firelight. Blue eyes reflected the flames. Lord God Almighty, Whitney thought. He ain’t no more’n a child.

Next to the boy, Slim’s long face scowled as he cupped his harmonica. “Boy wasn’t playin solo, Whitney.”

Whitney grunted and waved Slim off. “Bah. All you do is wheeze through that thing like a toothless old whore with the consumption. Like that’s real music. Now this boy, here, working them strings? That’s somethin.”

Slim said nothing. He just sagged in defeat, accustomed to Whitney’s abuse by now. A mountainous man with meat-slab hands sitting next to Slim nudged him with a rock-like shoulder. “I thought you played jus fine. Minded me of my uncle. He played harmonica, too.”

Slim beamed with pleasure. Whitney smiled. Bart Williams had a good heart but it wouldn’t do to let Slim get a fat head. Wouldn’t fit in the mine come morning. “That’s cause you got a tin ear like the rest of these cowpunchers, Bart. Not a class’cal education like myself. Why, I ever tell you about the time my Mamma took me to the Grand Ole Opry, and…”

Something hissed in the dark.

Whispering over rock and dirt.

They stared at each other across the popping campfire. Dancing light reflected in their darkened eyes. Stan Wilson shifted on the other side of Sammy, looking over his shoulder into the deep night around them. He’d been quieter than usual all night, scowling and fidgeting with each little sound. “What the hell’s that? Sounds like somethin out there.”

A silent moment passed, underscored by the crackling fire, the neighing of tethered horses nearby, and pick-axes ringing in the mine. Whitney glanced at each man in turn. They looked jumpy as jack-rabbits. He felt unease curdle his guts, too.

He had good reason, of course. The mine—situated at the base of Cottonwood Mountain—was far from town. Located on Cottonwood Island, in the middle of a bayou southeast of Tascosa. Other mining crews were bunked down in town at either The Equity, the Russell Hotel, or spending time with the whores at The Bovary Inn. His crew was up for work tomorrow, however, so they’d camped on the island so they could replace the night crew in the morning.

They were isolated out here. Surrounded by darkness, with the bayou and the Canadian River between them and town. Camping next to a looming mountain and a dense cottonwood forest. They had guns, and two riflemen were standing guard at the mine, but even so.

He cleared his throat, giving himself a mental shake. Now wasn’t the time to get spooked. He had to get the men calmed down and into bed so they could start their morning shift early. They had work to do. They weren’t getting paid to trade ghost stories over the campfire. Time was money and so was copper. The more they wrestled from that mine tomorrow, the bigger his cut.

He coughed, pounded his chest, then spoke softly. “Ain’t nothin out there but some coyotes, range chickens, and maybe some scorpions or rattlers. Check yer rolls before bedding down. Do that, and you’ll be fine.”

He glanced at them all. They shifted, eyes darting as they tossed anxious glances over their shoulders. He sighed, lurched upright and folded his legs under him. “Listen. Ain’t nothin out there but God’s creatures. The night makes sounds cuz it draws out night things. Specially out of the woods. They ain’t no harm to us. You’ve slept outside in plenty places like this. You’ll be fine.”

Stan looked doubtful. “I dunno. I was at Jack Ryan’s place this morning, having myself a hair o’ the dog. Some old-timer, been living here a year, started yapping. You know what they been calling the woods and swamps on this here island, these past few years?”

Sammy Bowden shook his head, face pale in the firelight.

Shitfire, Whitney thought, now he’s done it.

“They call it Cain’s Woods. Know why?”

All the boys shook their heads. Stan leaned forward, eager to regale them with his tale. “Folks been disappearing for years out here. Hunters, trappers. People fishing. And anyone stupid enough to run cattle near the bayou always loses a half-dozen head in only a couple months. They say there’s something out here on this island…eating them.”

The fire popped. Sap hissed in burning greenwood. Lester, a short, squat man from Tennessee, scowled, “Cain Wood’s. Ain’t Cain from the Bible? Killed his brother or somethin.”

Stan nodded, eyes dark and hooded. “Yeah. Book of Genesis. My Momma told me the story. Cain pissed God off. He killed Abel cause he was jealous God liked his brother more’n him. After that, God cursed him, and people say all the evil’n the world come from Cain.”

Whitney leaned forward and pointed a crooked finger at him. “You shut yer mouth, Stan. I won’t have you spookin these boys with fool stories. I know that codger at Jack’s place. He ain’t nothin but a drunk, pure and simple. No one should listen to his yap!”

Stan leaned forward, eyes glittering angrily in the firelight. “Why not? Cause he was tellin me what you didn’t tell us?”

A heavy silence blanketed them until Slim rasped, “Tell us what, exactly?”

Stan looked at them each in turn, eyes bright. “Whitney’s other crew quit. Walked out when they heard what’s been happenin up here.”

Cold shame pierced Whitney. He stammered as his anger dissipated under Stan’s condemnation. “I wasn’t to tell ’em or it’d be my ass! Novak and Scottsdale didn’t want nobody to know…”

Slim shot to his feet and pointed at Whitney. His finger shook. In anger or fear, Whitney didn’t know. “Now waitaminute! Whitney, you told me the other day your crew quit cuz of wage wrangling. That a lie?”

Whitney gaped, speechless, his fire gone. Mad desperation filled him. Damn that old-timer! His men will run off by dawn! Then where’d he be? Without a crew, jobless, and out in the streets.

He staggered upright and took a step towards Stan, though he’d no idea what he meant to do. “You stop this yammerin, now! I’m tellin ya as foreman of this here crew, there ain’t nothin to be…”

Stan leaped to his feet also, eyes blazing. “But what if that ain’t true?”

“Hey!” Slim hollered. “Somebody better start talkin plain, or I’m gonna…”

“WAIT!”

Everyone fell silent as they turned to see Sammy standing on shaking legs. He held his guitar with one hand by its neck, and pointed the other into the night. “I…I heard somethin. Out there. In the dark.”

No one spoke or breathed. The fire crackled, popped and hissed. The sound of picking in the mine rang softly in the distance. Whitney stepped toward the dark and peered into it, straining to hear.

The wind whispered.

Something brushed over rock and gravel.

Whitney’s breath caught short. He tried to shout but a greasy fear oozed up inside him and squeezed his throat tight in its icy grip, as the darkness beyond the campfire shifted and flowed silently toward them.


2.

“Holy hell. Listen to them boys pickin up a storm. Don’t understand how they can go all night like that. How about you? You ever work in a mine?”

Dane Rothgar sighed. He rolled his shoulders and steadied his bolt-action Remington. Finger on the trigger, stock nestled in the crook of his right arm, barrel clasped in his left hand. Though he didn’t want to, he answered Jesse Simpson because he knew if he didn’t, the fool would chatter on anyhow.

“No,” he muttered, “ain’t never had the pleasure.”

Simpson chattered on, unheeding of Dane’s reticence. “Me neither. Can’t figure how anyone would want to spend all their time diggin in a hole like that. I pulled guard duty at a silver mine in Kansas. Man alive! Did them miners ever work! Didn’t talk to nobody, just worked their asses off, all day an night. Who’d wanna bust their asses like that?”

Dane clenched his teeth in frustration. “Maybe some people like working for a living. Stead of standin around and talking their fool heads off.”

That silenced the damn chittering squirrel for a second or two, until he continued, blissfully unaware of Dane’s jab. “I suppose. Me, I’d rather do this here. Get paid for standin around. Ain’t bustin my ass for nobody.”

Dane took the brief pause to glance at Jesse. He sized the boy up for maybe the hundredth time. Short and wiry, spry, but too young. Quickly angered with not enough sense to rub two nickels together, Jesse Barlow Simpson from Kansas made the worst guard Dane had ever worked with. He yapped all the time. Complained about the heat during the day and the cold at night. He talked nonsense, rambling about old Indian legends and myths. The kid’s fascination with dime store novels drove Dane crazy. Suspense, intrigue and thrills. Bank and train robberies. Damsels in distress, shoot-outs to the last man standing, and face-offs at high noon. Dane’d had a bellyful of all the famous outlaws and lawmen, as regaled by Jesse, from those damn fool stories.

The worst part?

Jesse had no idea what he was talking about. Dane did. He knew things Jesse couldn’t possibly dream of. Things that would make the snot-nosed kid wet his britches.

But Jesse never stopped rambling, ever. During the day, Dane reluctantly shot targets with him, at Jesse’s insistence. Despite his fool-headed talk, Jesse had a decent aim. He made a lousy guard, though. Couldn’t shut the hell up or stay still. Didn’t pay attention to anything that happened around him. Especially at night, when he got bored. For all his good aim, a church marm could sneak up behind Jesse and slit his throat while he yammered.

Jesse Simpson was turning into the biggest dumbass he’d ever had the misfortune to work with. That bothered Dane, because the stakes here were much higher than just a few loads of copper. Especially considering what they were really after. Considering what he’d found today when doing a casual walk-through between shifts.

It might be here.

What his real boss was searching for might be here. No one else had noticed the symbol carved into a wall of a natural cavern they’d broken into during the recent digging. It had been small, and near the floor. He’d only seen it because he’d been looking for it.
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While he was alone, he’d knelt, quickly produced some rubbing paper and a stick of charcoal, and made a rubbing of the carving, as his boss had shown him how. He’d then folded and pocketed it and stood. With his boot, he scuffed dust and dirt along the edge of the wall to conceal the carving. Soon as his shift ended, he’d head to Tascosa’s post office and send a wire to his boss, reporting his find.

Jesse grunted, interrupting Dane’s thoughts, ending his too-brief silence. “Yeah, no way I’d bust my ass swingin a pick.” He shrugged and spat from the corner of his mouth. “Good thing I can shoot. That’s sure saved me from bustin my ass, plenty of times.”

Dane shifted, ignoring Jesse. His hand tightened around the rifle’s stock, shoulders tensing. Did he just hear something? A noise? Past Whitney McCready’s camp? Something moving in the dark?

Jesse rambled on. “Why do think this Scottsdale fella wants guards on his mine?”

“That ain’t for you to worry about,” Dane whispered, other hand sliding up his rifle’s barrel. “You’re getting paid to guard a mine, so you guard it. That’s it.” He peered into the deep black night past McCready’s fire but saw nothing.

Still.

“Aw, c’mon, Dane. Ain’t you even a little curious?”

Cold unease tickled down Dane’s neck. Annoyance at Jesse stirred up his guts, not helping. “Like I said,” he repeated, “ain’t your place to do nothing but guard.” He gave Jesse a look. “Which means lots of looking, not yapping yer blamed head off every damned minute.”

Of course, the kid didn’t get it and kept jabbering on. “What the hell’s up your ass, anyway? It’s not like anything’s gonna really happen up here.”

Dane squinted. From here, McCready’s bunch seemed fine. That Sammy Bowden played hell on the guitar and Slim-what’s-his-name wasn’t so bad on the harmonica, but the music had stopped a while ago. Now they looked to be talking rather lively about something…but they appeared fine.

So why the chills? He felt like something was out there in the dark, watching them. Stalking them, and waiting.

“Say, Rothgar,” Jesse said, switching topics randomly, “what’s ‘Rothgar’ anyways? That French or something?”

“German.” He eyed the dark, still unable to see anything. Even so, it felt like something, with each passing second. “Family goes back to Germany.”

“SHEE-IT!” Jesse whooped, slapping his thigh, grip on his rifle loose. “For real and true? You from that far way?”

“No. I’m from Pennsylvania, dumbass. York. My family came from Germany. Now quit your jawing, grab hold of yer rifle, and look like you mean to use it. There’s something—”

“Hey now,” Simpson pouted. “Ain’t no call to be that way. I was just having some fun. Don’t need to crawl up my ass and—”

“Dammit! SHADDUP!”

Dane stepped forward. He brought his rifle up and pointed it into the night. Something definitely felt wrong out there. He knew it. Felt it, in his bones.

“Jeez, what the hell is your problem?”

Dane scowled at Jesse sidelong. “Just shut the hell up and—”

“WAIT!”

Even from this distance, the shout sent shivers up Dane’s spine. Someone in McCready’s group—Sammy Bowden, he thought—was standing and pointing away from the campfire, into the dark. A deathly silence fell over the night, save for the tinging of the men working the mine. Even Jesse managed to shut up.

Dane lifted his rifle all the way up and placed its stock firmly against his shoulder. His finger tightened on the trigger, muzzle aimed along the ground. Simpson, of course, had lost all semblance of cool. He’d thrown his rifle up excitedly and was turning every which way.

“Mind me,” Dane rasped. He inched forward, sparing another glance at Jesse. The dimwit trembled, eyes wide, face pasty white against the dark. “Don’t you go off half-cocked! Yer gonna shoot someone, and it ain’t gonna be me!”

Someone screamed, high and shrill. Shots blasted the quiet night. Dane stared open-mouthed at the horror playing out against the light of McCready’s flickering campfire.

Bodies. Jumping up, rolling, diving…falling. Arms splayed out wide. Fluid spraying the air like a strange dark mist…and the screams. Like animals being gutted. Something long and gray slipped through the night. Flickered in and out of firelight, cutting and slashing. Without thinking, Dane raced toward the thing slicing through the night. Yelling and cussing, he gripped his rifle and pointed it at something he could barely see, his guts burning with dead, cold fear.


3.

Something slashed from the night. Slim screamed and staggered back. His hands flailed as a dark and fast figure swiped down his body, head to gut. Meat ripped from bone with a liquid tearing. Slim’s screams turned to gurgles as he twitched once and fell sideways into the fire.

The ring of men exploded into action. Some screamed and scrambled back on all fours. Others shouted and tried to stand. One or two managed to yank their revolvers from their rucks and shoot into the night.

Whitney McCready fell on his ass and stayed there. Staring, mouth hanging open. He went far away inside his head while everyone else screamed, gurgled, and died, as a long and lean thing slashed and tore.

Stan Wilson turned to run. It ripped down his back, tearing cloth, skin, and muscle. He flopped face-down on the ground, shivered once, and fell still. Red, wet, meaty trenches gleamed along his back under the firelight.

The mountainous Bart went roaring to his end. He lunged forward, meaty hands spread, not once considering his guns, buried somewhere in his bags. He slammed into the thing and actually grappled with it for nearly a minute. Then something cracked, cleanly and sharply. Bart screamed as the thing bent his head back and plunged its face into his neck. Blood sprayed as it growled. Seconds later, his limp body slammed into the dirt at Whitney’s feet, cold eyes staring at him. The old man’s bowels emptied into his britches but he didn’t feel it, or move.

The thing whirled at Whitney. Sammy rose up behind, his revolver cleared of its holster. The shy Easterner good at playing a tune gave a mighty yell and fired twice into the thing’s back, managing to knock it down to all fours.

The thing roared. It spun and slashed at Sammy, who ducked away, avoiding its black claws by mere inches, but in the process tripped over a dead man’s boot. He pitched into the campfire. He screamed and rolled away, arms slamming against the ground, trying to extinguish the flames licking at his reddening flesh.

Whitney sat in his soiled pants, gaping and drooling. The thing spun and scrabbled toward him. Its claws scratched against the ground and its eyes glittered yellow against the dark. Whitney shivered once and fell still, his mind finally snapping as the thing leaped, claws extended and clicking.

Gunfire boomed, jerking it sideways mid-flight, smashing it to the ground.


4.

Dane Rothgar slowed to a wary trot, finger tense on the trigger. A keening wail came from a smoking body squirming in the dirt. Flames flickered on its arms and back. A burning-meat smell turned Dane’s stomach. He glanced into the fire’s low flames and saw another body lying face-down on burning red embers.

Dane gagged, gorge rising in his throat. He forced it down and glanced around the fire. Bodies lay everywhere. Dark liquid pooled on the ground. Off to his right, Whitney McCready sat staring into the night. Firelight glittered in his wide eyes. His lips trembled but made no sound. He rocked back and forth, swaying to a tune only he could hear.

Something mewled and coughed…then growled.

Fear rushed through Dane. He swung his rifle around, aiming past the fire into the dark where the thing had fallen. There it crouched, powerful legs corded with twisted gray muscle. Yellow slit eyes glowed in the dark as its legs tensed, claws digging into the ground.

“Hellfire,” Dane rasped. He worked the bolt action on his rifle, hands shaking. His two shots hadn’t done anything except piss it off. He ratcheted another cartridge into the chamber.

It flowed at him, legs blurring, teeth flashing and eyes gleaming. He pulled the trigger.

The hammer fell with a dry click.

Misfire.

“Oh, God…!”

Then there was nothing but darkness, slashing, tearing and screaming…

Him, screaming in the dark.

And no one answering.


5.

Atlanta, Georgia

Scottsdale Plantation

August 10th, 1878

Evening

Wagner Rutherford Scottsdale stood at his son’s bedroom window, telegram in hand, looking out into the night. Somewhere out there, covered under darkness, lay the Scottsdale plantation, which his father had created from nothing sixty years ago, and had passed on to him twenty years prior.

Tobacco, cotton, and potato fields. Two tobacco drying-barns. Cotton threshers. Meticulously kept servants’ quarters (as the recent civil war had freed slaves and given them legal status), of which he felt foolishly proud. It was the first thing he’d tended to after Father passed. Once he’d renovated them, they became the cleanest and best-maintained servants’ quarters in the county. In the twenty years he’d been in charge of his father’s plantation, not a single servant had left his employ. He wouldn’t dare presume their state of mind, but he believed most of them felt content.

However, something always nagged the back of his thoughts when he considered his field workers and the servants who worked in his mansion. They were no longer slaves, of course. He paid them wages and had radically improved their living conditions. He allowed many of them to till his land for their own produce, without exacting a tax. He’d refused to continue his father’s abhorrent practice of using female servants for base pleasures, never forgetting the cold distance which had developed between his father and mother over the years as a result. His servants were free to leave his employ at any time and seek their fortunes elsewhere, though Scottsdale full well knew most of the nearby plantations didn’t treat their servants with the same respect. Their condition had improved vastly over their previous slavery, an existence which had always made Scottsdale feel uncomfortably guilty as an adolescent, even angry at times.

Still, he sensed the improvements weren’t enough. He felt haunted by the reality that while the Emancipation Proclamation had changed the legal status of black people, it had done little to change their condition. It also had done nothing to change the hearts of white men.

Even worse, though he’d done his best to change their life on his plantation, he felt sure his efforts fell short of what was really needed. He feared the employ he offered them was only a step above the slavery they’d most recently been “freed” from. He wanted to make things better, but he didn’t know how.

A rasping wheeze interrupted his thoughts. He turned from the window and approached his twelve-year-old son’s bed. David Alexander Scottsdale shivered once, muttered something incoherent, and fell still again. Flickering candlelight from the lantern on the bedside bureau cast his son’s face in a sickly pallor. He was thin and emaciated. Eyes sunk into deeply bruised hollows, cheekbones sharp and jutting. Beads of perspiration dotted his bow. His thin chest hitched with his labored breaths. His legs stirred restlessly under thin bed-sheets.

Wagner blinked.

The bed became empty.

Of course it was. David had died five years ago. Of what, physicians from this county and from two counties over weren’t sure. Most of them tentatively believed a form of consumption had claimed his son’s life. The labored breathing, the weakness and wasting away, the clots of blood David had coughed up for almost a year, and his persistent feverish spells before he died seemed consistent with the diagnosis.

All the known methods of treating consumption had failed miserably, doing very little to relieve David’s symptoms. The local physician had visited almost daily to administer morphine to help keep David comfortable until the end, until he was…

Dead.

His twelve-year-old son dead, now lying in the family mausoleum. There wasn’t anything he or anyone else could do about it. Not anything medical, anyway.

“Suh,” whispered Caesar Brawley from the doorway, bringing Wagner’s thoughts back to the present, “anythin I can do for you? You all right, suh?”

Wagner glanced up at his head of household, who’d managed the servants of Scottsdale manor for over thirty years, reaching back to their days of slavehood under his father. He smiled faintly and said, “Not unless you can turn back the clock, or send me back in time, Caesar.”

Caesar shook his head somberly, knowing exactly what Wagner was referring to. “If’n only I could, suh. But I reckon that’s jus one of those things the good Lord didn’t put within our reach. Stings, but I s’ppose He did it for own good.”

Wagner nodded, only half-hearing Caesar. “You know, I never wanted to own a plantation. I wanted to travel. Visit the strange, exotic places I read about as a child. That’s what I was going to do, you know? Travel the world in search of artifacts lost to the sands of time.”

Caesar nodded dutifully, having heard this story many times before. Especially since David died. “Yes, suh. That’s why you went North to study.”

Wagner glanced at the telegram in his hands, seeing it, but not really reading it. “Yes. Amherst College, in Massachusetts. Studied History, Mythology, and Archaeology. I loved it. And you want to know the unbelievable part?”

He looked up and offered Caesar a sardonic grin. “Father paid my tuition. All of it. He scoffed at my dreams and never missed the chance to tell me how foolish they were. But he paid for my tuition. Almost as if he was glad to be rid of a son who didn’t approve of his…beliefs.”

“Naw, suh,” Caesar said gently. “Mistuh Scottsdale loved you, sure’nuff. Just had a hard time showin it. Men like him always do.”

Wagner snorted and looked back down at the telegram he worried in his hands. “I’m not so sure. I think he loved his money, this plantation, and having slaves, and that’s about it.”

Of course, then his father died in a hunting “accident” with a slave whose daughter had been the most recent recipient of his “affections,” and along with his death came the shocking revelation that Wayland Reginald Scottsdale had left everything to him. His plantation, the slaves, and his fortune. At first, Wagner had been tempted to tell his father’s lawyer to burn it all. He’d found a home and pleasurable purpose in Massachusetts. Returning to run his father’s slave-driven plantation seemed the last thing he wanted to do.

He looked up at Caesar. “I was stunned to hear Father left all this to me.” He raised a hand as Caesar began to speak. “Despite your good intentions, my friend, I don’t think he did it because he loved me. The family name, its legacy, meant more to him than anything else. I’m sure he thought, in his deathbed desperation, that his gift of this plantation would force me to carry on in his shoes.”

He gestured expansively. “How shocked—disgraced, maybe—he’d feel to realize I’ve used his fortune to fuel my passion. Especially after I met Anna. At the local library, of all places. Someone who loved antiquities as much as I did. For a time, Caesar—a short time, far too short—our lives were perfect. Then she passed when she gave birth to David, and now…”

He waved limply at David’s empty bed. “I’m alone.”

Silence fell.

Disregarding Caesar’s presence, Wagner raised the telegram he’d received yesterday and read—for perhaps the hundredth time—its message. It reported, in terse, economical terms, the most recent setback of his first major archaeological expedition. Bitter anger spiced his deep grief, hardening his resolve.

Setbacks were not acceptable. Not even those involving death and destruction. He’d lost so much. Sacrificed his dreams and passions in order to gain resources to fund those passions, only to find himself delayed by plantation responsibilities he’d never wanted. He’d lost his beloved wife, and more recently, his only son, leaving him alone in a harsh world.

He would regain something of what he’d lost.

He must. He’d find what he was looking for, death and destruction be damned. He crushed the telegram in his fist, looked up at Caesar, and said in a firmly controlled voice, “I need to make arrangements for travel to Tascosa, Texas. I’ll be leaving as soon as possible. You’ll inform the staff, and make sure all runs as it should in my absence?”

Caesar tipped his head. “As always.”

Wagner nodded stiffly, and as Caesar turned to leave, strode and followed him out of his dead son’s bedroom.


6.

The Drunken Canadian

Fort Sumner, New Mexico

August 11, 1878

“Well, I’ll be. Billy H. Bonney really is a dead shot. And here I thought it was just horseshit made up by them papers and such.”

Billy smiled at Jim Chisum, clapping Tom O’Folliard’s shoulder. “C’mon. Big Tom did all the good shooting. I got lucky those last three times. That money we wagered? Should go to Tom.”

Tom’s pleased but embarrassed grin stretched his long face. “Naw. You’re the one taught me shooting in the first place, so that wasn’t luck. You earned every penny, Billy.”

Behind them, Dave Rudebaugh snorted. “Hell. Ya’ll make me sick. ‘Oh, Tom!’” Dave crooned in a high-pitched voice, “‘that there was the finest gun show I evah did see!’”

Billy grinned over his shoulder at the sight of Dave Rudebaugh mock-swooning, hands clasped under chin, gazing at the ceiling. “‘Oh, no, dear Billy. T’was your wise guiding hand taught me everything I know.’”

The group broke into laughter as they approached the bar. Dave’s beatific expression melted into a grimacing-smile. “Seriously, it’s disgusting. Ya’ll oughta skip Madame Sing-Sing’s tonight and get yerselves a room.”

The rest of them—Charlie Bowdre, Chavez y Chavez, and Jake Clancy—hooted and whistled, cuffing Billy’s and Tom’s shoulders, smacking their lips and moaning in mock ecstasy.

On the outside, Billy grinned. Inside, his guts twitched into a cold ball. Damn Dave to hell. Sure knows when to run his flapping jaws. Swear he does it on purpose.

Aloud, he said, “Ya’ll headin to Madame Sing-Sing’s again? Oughta be more careful you don’t catch an itch that’ll make yer peckers fall off.”

“What! The great lover himself, desired from here to Kansas City? Deriding a fine establishment like Madame Sing-Sing’s? Sacrilege! Heresy! I never did believe I’d see the day. Why, I have it on good authority yer one of her most loyal…”

Tom stepped in. He grabbed Dave’s shoulders and steered him away from Billy and Jim Chisum, toward the bar. “You owe us some drinks, Dave. As I recall, you lost that shooting match. Came in dead last after ole Jake here, and he was only able to get ONE shot off.”

Jake Clancy—a short, wiry, and muscled fellow who’d only recently joined up with them—scowled. “Wasn’t my fault. Colt got hung up on my trigger strap. Couldn’t get my piece out fast enough.”

Tom glanced at him, winking as he pushed Dave toward the bar. “Is that what they calling it these days? Sounds like you need Madame Sing-Sing’s girls more than the rest of us.”

This brought another round of hooting and back-slapping. They melted into the blurred crowd at the bar, leaving Billy and Jim Chisum alone. The knot in Billy’s guts slowly loosened. Tension leaked from him, his shoulders and arms relaxing.

He sighed and glanced sidelong at Jim. Normally he didn’t care what anyone thought. He played up to their tall tales of his passionate exploits. Nice image, that. Him the free-wheeling lover.

But not tonight. Not around Jim Chisum, John Chisum’s brother, and Susie Chisum’s uncle.

He looked at Jim again, smiling his trademark I’m Billy the Kid, you can’t hate me smile. “Dave don’t know what the hell he’s talking about. All that yap is just making up for the other kinda shooting he ain’t good at.”

Jim grunted, his weathered face relaxed. “Hell, Billy. What you do and who you spend yer time with ain’t my business. You always done square by me and John. You and the boys done right by Mr. Tunstall too. Figure I got no call to judge. And I ain’t Susie’s father. Neither is John, for that matter, but he’s closer to her than me.”

Jim turned an almost fatherly gaze on him, one that made Billy squirm. “You was real good to Susie when you was seeing her. Treated her right nice and proper, like a gentleman. Never saw a girl smile so much. I’m beholden to you for that. We all are. It’s just…”

Jim looked away, into the crowd milling at the bar. Billy stuck his hands into his pockets, feeling like he could melt into The Drunken Canadian’s plank floors.

Here it comes.

“If you don’t mind my saying, you and Susie’d be happy together. Far as I could tell, she was good for you. Evened you out. You’d need to settle down, true. No more catting around if you stayed with Susie. But she’s been raised in the cattle life. Grew up around cowboys and fast mouths like Rudebaugh, and fast guns like yourself. She wouldn’t try to fence you in too much. She’d just need you to be loyal, is all.”

Billy sighed. “Lord knows, if I could make myself settle down, it’d be with Susie. No one’d ever come between us. Not even…well, y’know…”

“Paulita Maxwell?”

Billy’s face grew hotter, though Jim had spoken without rancor. “I reckon. But I swear, Jim. If I could just make myself settle…”

Jim appraised him with a cocked eyebrow. “What is it, Billy? The glory? The rush? Always living on the edge, never knowing what’s gonna happen next?”

He paused, lips pressed tight, thinking hard, Billy could see. Finally Jim said quietly, “Lincoln County Wars is over, Billy. Ain’t a reason to fight no more.”

Billy shook his head. He frowned, opened his mouth… but he didn’t know why he couldn’t settle down with Susie, Paulita, or anyone else. He just couldn’t.

“Don’t use that ‘I’m a wanted man’ excuse,” Jim warned with a mild note of reproach. “You know damn well that if you really wanted, you could settle down. Lay low. Be quiet and work cattle for John and me, out of sight. Even with the indictment you got for killing Sheriff Brady—bastard had it coming, ask anyone—you could quietly disappear. If you and Susie did get hitched, if you wanted a good life of hard work and peace, you could have it, working for us.”

Jim gripped his shoulder in an affectionate gesture. “Dolan and his bunch is done. Heard tell Murphy’s sick and dying. I know Tunstall’s and McSween’s death weighs on you, but justice’ll take care of itself, eventually. If you let it, Billy.”

Billy shrugged, staring at the ranchers, cowpunchers, and laborers milling at the bar. All of them desperate to quench a thirst they barely understood with whiskey that only made them thirstier. That was why Billy had never really taken to drink. Too much only seemed to open a black hole beneath a person’s feet. No matter how much booze got poured in, that black hole never filled up. It just got wider, until the drinker fell in and drowned.

Of course, there were other reasons for not drinking.

Like that coldness inside him. Which he sensed wanted him to drink very badly, to see what he could do when numbed up.

“Yer right. Susie ain’t no dainty flower. She’s strong. Stronger than me, in some ways. But I’d hate for her to catch lead aimed at me. Because quiet life or not…it’s coming for me someday, Jim. You know it is. Three years from now, or twenty. A bullet has got my name on it. She deserves better.”

Jim frowned. “Ya giving her too little credit. She’s a Chisum. Can handle more than usual womenfolk can, I believe. And like I said: Keep yer head down. Lay low. Stay outta these fights yer always getting into, stop rustling cattle whenever the fancy catches you, and I think ya can have a life. I truly do.”

Billy rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck. “That’s just it, Jim. I can’t stop. Something inside…”

a cold spot that likes killin too much

“…just won’t let me.”

“Why the hell not?”

Billy didn’t answer right off. He eyed the crowded bar. The men and the bosomy painted ladies. Cowpunchers drinking with gusto and roaring with laughter. In particular Charlie, Tom, Chavez and Dave, as they leaned against the bar, talking and drinking. Doc and Pat, like always, had stayed in their bunks.

He drew in a deep breath. “Don’t rightly know as I can explain it, Jim. Don’t know if I understand it myself.”

“Try me.”

“All right.”

Billy turned and looked at Jim’s long, weathered face. He began slowly, choosing his words carefully, trying to give him the truth as he understood it.

“There’s some awful good people in this world. Not perfect people, but good people. Like you and John. Susie. Mr. McSween and Mr. Tunstall, God rest ’em both. The people who took me in after Ma died. All good people.”

He nodded back towards the bar. “The boys? All the other Regulators, even the ones who’ve quit, like the Coe boys, Henry Miller and Fred Waite? There’s good in them somewhere. All the Regulators are pretty damn good, I reckon. Doc, Tom, and Pat are the best. They’ll get tired of this racket eventually. Go and live normal lives.” He paused, considering. “Well, maybe not Dave. He’s crazy as a shithouse rat.”

Jim Chisum’s weathered face softened. “What about you, Billy? Hard working, dependable, loyal…almost too loyal, sometimes. You know how to enjoy life, even when you’re feeling down. Don’t hardly touch booze, don’t smoke. Hell, you used to go to church, Billy.”

Billy stared at him, feeling that coldness shift inside him. Right down in the middle of his guts. He’d never shown it to Jim. He never wanted to. Still, even if Jim didn’t know about the cold and deadly emptiness in the middle of William H. Bonney…

John Chisum knew.

So had Tunstall and McSween.

All the boys knew, especially Doc and Tom.

So did Susie.

But like always, Billy hid it well.

Jim smiled. “All those things are pretty damn good things. You ain’t all bad.”

Somehow Billy found his voice, but even to his ears it sounded flat. “Doing those good things don’t make me good, Jim. Not by a long shot.”

A gentle frown. “Maybe you’re just being too hard on yourself. Or maybe—just maybe—you’re starting to believe what they been writing in them papers. ‘Billy Bonney, Scourge of New Mexico.’ Rot like that. Making you and the Regulators out to be worse than John Selman and his fucking Rustlers. Now there’s a pack of thieving, raping dogs.”

Billy offered Jim a crooked smile, waving him off. “Naw. Newspaper folks couldn’t find their own asses with both hands and ten Apache trackers. You and I know that. It’s just…”

He closed his eyes. Reached up and rubbed the center of his brow in small circles. “When did you know you was supposed to be a cattle man? When did you know that’s what you was supposed to do?”

He opened his eyes and looked intently at the older man. “Don’t give me some half-baked shit about how you just fell into ranching and made the best of it, either. I been out there with you. Seen you wrangling. It’s in your blood. I want to know when you first figured it.”

“Well now.” Jim looked thoughtful, face down, eyes looking inward. Several minutes passed. Filled with the clanking of The Drunken Canadian’s rickety old player piano, shouts and jeers, clinking glasses and boots thumping across plank floors. All of which Billy didn’t hear as he waited for Chisum’s answer.

Finally, the older man looked up and gazed at Billy with eyes that seemed too old. “I’d been drifting. Lot like you now, except with a little less gunplay.”

Billy twisted a wry grin. He couldn’t help himself, despite the somber mood he’d started. “Probably a lot fewer girls, too, ya old Puritan.”

Chisum snorted and leered at Billy. “Point in fact, a lot more. Anyways,” he looked away, leer fading. “Ran into some gambling debt. Enough so I was getting roughed up pretty regular. John heard tell of it. He wired me, bid me come down and help him with this little cattle ranching thing he had going. Being as I was out of choices, cash, and nearly out of time, I accepted.”

Chisum looked back at Billy, his eyes glittering. “First time I saddled up, I knew. Wasn’t perfect at it. But driving cattle on the trail? Watching the sun go down after a hard ride? Being with people, belonging somewhere? The minute I sat in that saddle, I knew.”

“What about you?” Jim asked softly. “What about Billy H. Bonney. Henry Antrim. Henry McCarty. Whatever it is you’re calling yourself. What about you?”

Billy laughed.

A sharp, barking, hollow snap, which must’ve sounded very different from his normal, easy-going chuckle, the way Jim Chisum’s eyes narrowed. “You know what I’m good at.” He looked deep into Chisum’s steel-gray eyes. For just a moment, he let that cold seep out into the air.

“I love it, Jim. The feel of a gun. Finger on the trigger. Pulling it back. Love the kick in my hand. Love smelling the gunpowder, and I love knowing I’ve hit what I aimed at.”

He took a deep breath and looked away. Back to his friends at the bar, who were enjoying life and drink, as people do.

Jim grunted. “So you’re good at shooting. So what?”

“Not just shooting. Killing. Stone-cold killing, no regrets. Felt that way when we took down Matthews and Evans, and when I killed Sheriff Brady and his deputy, too.”

Chisum frowned, clearly not willing to give up so easily. “They all had a hand in Mr. Tunstall’s death. They did Dolan and Murphy’s dirty work, getting Tunstall out of the way so those damned Irish could run the only goods store in Lincoln. Evans, Matthews, and Brady? They had it coming.”

“Other folks don’t share your feeling.”

“Newspaper folks don’t share that feeling. Crooked lawmen don’t. Us regular folks? We know the truth.” A pause, and then, “Billy, you can’t stand someone pushing little folks around. You’re hell on a horse and can lose yourself so fast nobody can track you. I remember once, you saying Chavez would make a helluva lawman. Maybe…”

Billy snorted, tossing Chisum an amused grin. “Holee Shit, Jim. Me? The law? Now that’s what they call I-R-O-N-I-C.”

Despite his best efforts, however, his grin faded. “Naw. Way I figure, the good lawmen—what few there are—don’t shoot cause they like it. They shoot cause they have to, and they usually don’t want to. Naw, make no mistake, Jim.”

He looked away. Swallowed and breathed deep. He pulled his hands out of his pockets, tapped his Colt's carbines, sheathed in worn leather holsters. “I’m good at shooting and killing men because I like it. Hell, some part of me loves it. I’ve loved it since I killed that bastard Cahill. Don’t feel bad about it, don’t feel no right nor wrong about it. Come down to it, if it’s me or them, I’m drawing first and it’s gonna be me, no matter who I’m drawing on.”

A pause. Filled with wheezy piano playing, shouts, a twanging violin and boots stomping the floor. Then, “You ain’t evil, Billy. Them papers…they’re all lying, and you know it. You ain’t killed nearly as many men as they say.”

Jim’s weathered hand grasped Billy’s shoulder, squeezed it and turned him around, face to face. “You ain’t a monster.”

Billy smiled sadly, feeling the cold pulse deep inside. “But I ain’t a good man, neither. That’s why I’m no good for Susie. She deserves a good man. A real good man.

“That ain’t me.”

Jim held his gaze for several long seconds. “Sometimes a good man ain’t what’s needed. Sometimes, a good man can’t get the job done.”

Billy heaved a huge sigh and offered Jim his trademark, crooked grin. “Well, now. That’s all I need to figure, ain’t it? Who in the world needs someone like me?

“And what do they need me to kill?”


7.

Joe Grant belched and scratched himself under the table with his free hand. With a leering smile, he crowed to the cowpunchers sitting with him, “That’s right. Ain’t nobody faster on the draw than me. I had a shooter, I’d kill you all dead where you stand afore you could blink.”

One of the men—a heavy-set fellow with a shaggy beard—looked at him through narrowed eyes. “Bullshit. Fella, you know where you is? Whose town this is? Best step lightly with talk like that, tell you what.”

Drunk and full of a burning confidence which overflowed, Grant straightened, belched again, and grinned. “Mister, I don’t care a scratch ’bout him. Soon as I get me some guns, folks’ll be stepping lively, sure enough. Him included.”

One of the other fellows, a tall skinny gent who looked young enough to still be in britches, shook his head, eyes wide. “You’re crazy. If was you, I’d dry up and get the hell outta town. ’Fore that talk gets you in the kinda trouble you can’t finish.”

Joe snorted and waved a hand. “Bullshit. You saps’re actin like he’s God hisself. Walkin round this here pissant town, with holy shooters strapped to his pearly hips. All’s I need is to get a shooter of my own, an' I’ll show him what I can do.”

The third fellow—a short, stout man with a handlebar mustache—was speaking, but Joe didn’t hear a word he said. A bright flash and twinkle near the bar had caught his eye.

He peered closer and whistled. One of the men leaning against the bar sported a beautiful Colt .44 strapped to his right hip, polished to a spit-shine. Man obviously knew how to take care of his guns. From his table, Joe admired the gun’s smoothly engraved ivory handle and its decorative etchings. A beautiful gun, sure enough. A gun like that deserved a gunman worthy of its beauty. He had a gun like that? He’d be the best gunman around.

That other fella be damned.

Joe Grant wanted that gun, and vowed he’d have it, come hell or high water.

Ignoring the chumps sitting at the table, Joe slipped from his chair and sauntered toward the bar. As neared the man—whose back was still to him—and got a closer look the Colt, he saw with amazement the damn fool had left the holster’s rawhide strap undone. All he had to do was get close enough to slip that beaut out and step back, get the drop…and he’d show these dirtbacks how to step lively, for sure and for certain.

Copious amounts of whiskey fueling his courage—and dulling what little common sense he possessed—Grant took a step closer.

The cowpuncher’s back was still to Grant. He flexed his right one hand once, breathed in, and without thinking, shot his hand out, closed it around the Colt’s handle, and smoothly pulled it free. He stepped back, held it up, and whistled high and shrill. “Shitfire’n damnation! This is ’bout the finest thing I ever did see!”

Then things went to hell.
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Somehow, Billy managed to steer Jim away from further questions about his life. By the time they hit the bar, discussion about Billy’s future had been forgotten. That was fine by him. He was Billy Bonney, after all. Lucky Billy, to some. El Chivato, “the artful sneak,” to others. He didn’t dwell on his past and he didn’t worry about the future. Why bother? Couldn’t change one, couldn’t avoid the other.

He’d always felt that way. All the way back to the days of being just Henry McCarty. All through his family’s relocation from New York City to Kansas, to Colorado, and finally to Santa Fe, New Mexico. Through Ma’s long sickness, then her death. Through his early brushes with the law, and through his step-father William Antrim’s abandonment after Ma’s death.

All that time, he’d smiled, danced and laughed. Washing dishes at The Colonial for Mrs. Brown. Swabbing floors for the Truesdales. Getting locked up when Sombrero Jack let him get caught red-handed with stolen laundry from the local laundromat. Escaping the law for the first time, wriggling up a narrow chimney clogged with soot and coal dust. He’d smiled the whole way.

But over the years something happened to that smile. It gained an edge it hadn’t had before. He still laughed and danced, of course, because he was Lucky Billy, Kid Antrim, and El Chivato. It was what he did best. But now he laughed and danced at an ever more furious pace, because it was the only way he knew how to keep the Other in check.

The more men he killed, the stronger that Other got. The more blood-stained his soul, the thirstier it got. As the dead piled higher, the coldness inside Billy spread more. Billy danced, smiled and made merry as fast and as furiously as he could…but it didn’t seem to matter. A distant, almost inhuman thing was growing inside him. He didn’t know how to stop it, and sometimes?

He didn’t want to.

A hand grabbed his shoulder. Chavez whispered in his ear, “Got us some trouble. At the other bar in back.”

Billy turned and faced Chavez. As the cold inside swelled, he smiled big and bright. He clapped Chavez’s shoulder with one hand and patted his cheek with the other. “Is that so? Let’s go see what’s what. See if we can cool things down.”

Billy nodded at Jim, offering a crooked smile. “C’mon, Chisum. Let’s go spread some worldly wisdom to hot young heads. What say?”

Nary a wrinkle passed over Chisum’s weathered face. He nodded once. Billy turned, gave Chavez’s shoulder a squeeze and cried out, “Lead the way, Chavez. Let cooler heads prevail.”

Chavez smiled before heading off…but an anxious light flickered in his gaze. He knew. Like all the Regulators and John Chisum knew. Like Tunstall and McSween had known. The happier Billy got, the faster he talked, the louder he laughed and the quicker he danced?

The more people died.
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Chavez led them to The Drunken Canadian’s rear tables and bar. He moved quick as he could through the crowd. As they got nearer, Billy could hear shouts and angry cursing.

Following Chavez, with Jim Chisum in tow, Billy pushed through a throng of ranchers and cowpunchers to a curious barroom scene. On one side stood a red-faced and scowling Jake Clancy, his gun out. Next to him stood Tom and Charlie. All of them glaring at a weasel-eyed man with a thin face and a weak chin. Billy recognized the look of him, sure enough. A loner, drifter, a con man. He’d gut-shot plenty of guys like him.

In his hand was one of Jake’s Colts. He held it up, admiring…with his finger on the trigger.

Pretending he didn’t see that, Billy stepped onto the scene, calling out in his usual amiable voice. “Hello, now! What kinda mischief we up to back here? It’s not even midnight, fellas!”

Tom opened his mouth to reply, but Jake beat him to it, jabbing a finger at the fellow holding one of his guns. “That sumbitch stole one of my Colts right outta my holster, free as you please. He don’t give it back, he’s gonna get himself some lead.”

The accused smirked as he waggled the Colt toward Jake. To his credit, Billy saw no fear in the man’s eyes. Based on the shine Billy saw there, it probably had more to do with booze than courage. “S’not my fault you’re too much of a dumbass to keep your shooter strapped down.”

Thinking quickly, Billy left the crowd, stepped between the men—right in the line of fire—and lit up his most charming smile. Even stuck his hands into his pockets, just to put the man at ease. “Well now. That’s a piece of fast work, that. Grabbin a man’s piece right out of its holster. With the man’s back turned, of course.”

The man scowled, his eyes flashing with anger. He was clearly drunk, but sober enough to get pissed off at Billy’s slight. In Billy’s experience, that made the fellow the worst kind of dangerous. Sloshed just enough to look more harmless than he really was.

Even so, Billy couldn’t help himself. He never could, really. Had to poke the man once more. “I mean, that takes a patch of courage, right there. Sneaking up behind a fellow when he ain’t lookin. Real patch of courage.”

He looked over his shoulder at Tom. “Wouldn’t you say so, Tom?”

Tom nodded, playing along, as he’d done so often before. “Gotta watch yourself around a man as daring as that.”

Billy smiled. He noticed Tom’s free hand resting on his hip. Fingers itching for his revolver. Good Old Tom. Always ready to back Billy’s play.

“Wait a goddamn minute.” The drunk pointed Jake’s Colt at Billy and sneered. “It’s you. Ain’t it?”

Here it was, at last. Billy couldn’t say he felt bad about it. He’d often wondered, in idle moments these past few days, if everyone had forgotten about him, the war and Alex McSween. Maybe it was high time they all remembered.

The cold pulsed deep down, unfurling and spreading through him. Still, he resolved to play it calm. He stood there, thumbs hooked under his belt. He slouched, smiling big and lazy. “It’s me. Billy Bonney, in the flesh.”

The man jabbed the Colt again, face turning scarlet red. When he spoke, spittle flew. “Murderin bastard. You killed Bill Morton and Frank Baker, you fucker!”

Everyone stopped talking. Silence fell at the mention of ‘Bill Morton and Frank Baker.’ The drunk told true, of course. Billy had killed Morton and Baker. Knelt them down in the desert under the hot sun, hands tied behind their backs. He’d tapped them both in the back of their heads with his .41 Colt. Blew their brains all over the ground.

He hadn’t felt bad at all. It’d been a
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