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Dedicated to Marion Morrison. My
childhood would not

have been the same without
you.


Chapter One

Plain Water, Arizona
Territory

 


October 19, 1881

 


“Now that there’s a sight
you don’t see every day: a dandy and a gunman ridin’ into town
together.”

I glared at the sheriff with disdain
as he stood before us, blocking our progress. I could tell he was
the town’s lawman from the tin star pinned to his stained cowhide
vest. If he thought me a dandy, that was fine. I was sure in this
bucolic town somewhere in the south of the Arizona Territory, being
a “dandy” meant I would be underestimated. That could be fatal for
some.

“Mr. Ross,” I said,
indicating the “gunman” on the horse beside mine, “is with me, and
I can vouch for his character, Sheriff.”

I was in a bit of a hurry to see if
the town had a hotel or boarding house and livery for our steeds. I
was not an experienced horseman, and would be using a healing spell
that night on saddle sores. That, and we’d been riding for two days
since I met Mr. Ross in Tucson. I was dusty, dirty, and
uncomfortable on this beast. I was in a foul mood and the sheriff
was not making it better.

“Well, that may be true,
sir,” the sheriff sneered at me, “but we have a policy in this
town: no guns. You can turn them in at the jail, and my deputy will
give you a receipt so you can get them back when you leave town.
You will be leaving town, right?”

I had a feeling the sheriff didn’t
like my companion or me. Perhaps he didn’t like strangers in his
hamlet. I smiled. “But what’s to stop some outlaw from wreaking
violence upon this town’s good citizens that your policy have
rendered defenseless if said outlaw chooses to ignore your policy?”
I asked.

The sheriff spat into the dirt street,
turning my stomach. “Well, I’m still armed, as are my deputies,” he
said with his dismissive attitude.

“Yes, so I see,” I
replied, matching his contempt. “As you can readily observe,
Sheriff, I am unarmed. But you don’t need to take my friend’s
guns.” My hand was in my trousers’ pocket
touching my talisman as I looked at the
man.

He frowned. I knew he was feeling the
effects of the persuasion spell I had on him. It was, for the
moment, a weak spell. I’d strengthen it if needed.

“Now, we have a policy,”
the sheriff repeated, “duly passed by the citizens at a town
meeting.”

“It’s okay, sir,” my
warrior said. “I don’t mind.”

I gave him an angry glance, sure he
couldn’t mistake my meaning: I minded.

The conundrum was that if all the
citizenry of this dusty village agreed to the policy, I’d have to
constantly use spells to keep them from wanting to disarm my
protector. I, however, knew something the sheriff did
not.

“We shall acquiesce to
your policy, Sheriff,” I said in a friendly tone with a
smile.

“If you’ll proceed to the
jail—just up the street, you can’t miss it—and turn over your
weapons, my deputy will give you a receipt.”

“Thank you, Sheriff.” I
nudged my horse forward. It didn’t move, so I nudged it harder.
Finally, the beast deigned to follow my command and trudged ahead.
Ross rode beside me. He was an expert horseman, and his animal was
tall and lean with multi-colored patches of hide. Mine was a dark
brown color and tended to do what it wanted to do.

“I have my hold-weapon,
sir,” Ross whispered.

I nodded slightly. I knew he had a
derringer in his boot and a large knife under his vest at the small
of his back. He called it a “bowie knife,” but I had no idea why.
Not quite as useful as the revolver he had at his hip and the
Winchester rifle in the scabbard on his saddle, but better than
having nothing. I didn’t expect any trouble in this town, and we
were, indeed, simply passing through on our way to our ultimate
destination. Still, trouble can find you when you least expect
it.

The town was small from what I could
see. There was one dirt street down the center and lined along each
side were wooden buildings, many with false façades; designed, I
presumed, to make them look more impressive. Townsfolk were going
about their business, men sauntering or working or talking in
clusters. It seemed all the women were in some sort of hurry to get
somewhere, dragging children behind them. At the far end of the
street were a white clapboard church and another building I took to
be the schoolhouse. The wooden buildings were close together, and I
thought it wouldn’t take much of a fire to burn the entire town to
the ground.

And then the smell hit me. There’s one
thing to recommend the wilderness: the cleanliness of the air. This
town smelled of smoke, human bodies, horses and their waste, and
human waste from the outhouses behind the buildings. I choked a
bit.

“It ain’t San Francisco,
sir,” Ross said with a chuckle.

“I would think you’d feel
more at home here than in a city,” I said. “I hired you because of
your experience on the frontier.”

“Yes, sir. But I reckon
you’d be more comfortable in a city.”

“That is true,” I
grumbled. “That is true.”

We dismounted at the clearly marked
jail, which was the only building in this very wooden town that
appeared to be made of adobe bricks. I presumed real bricks would
have to be shipped in by wagon from Tucson, and probably be shipped
to Tucson via train, and would be very expensive. We tied the reins
of our horses to the hitching rail. My horse seemed to look at me
with loathing in its brown eyes. I really don’t think it liked me
much.

Ross took his rifle with him, and as
we stepped inside we were greeted by a deputy who looked too young
to shave.

“I’ll have to take your
guns, sirs,” he said, standing up and looking nervous. I wondered
what he’d do if we refused.

Ross handed over the rifle and
unbuckled his gun belt, took it off, buckled it back up, and handed
it to the boy.

“Are the guns loaded,
sir?” the deputy asked.

“Yes,” Ross snarled. “An
unloaded gun is pretty much useless, don’t you think,
son?”

The deputy impressed me a bit by
ignoring the taunt. “Unload them, please,” he said, handing the
belt and rifle back to Ross.

Ross flicked the lever on the rifle
repeatedly, expelling cartridges onto the desk. He handed the empty
rifle to the deputy, pulled back the hammer on the revolver, and
pointed the barrel at the ceiling. He opened a gate behind the
cylinder and turned the cylinder, allowing the cartridges to fall
to the desk with a heavy clunk among the others. He holstered it
again and handed the belt back to the deputy, who looked flummoxed.
I happened to notice the cartridges were the same size and seemed
to be interchangeable between the rifle and the pistol. I found
that marginally interesting and perhaps useful, although I’d never
touch one of the vile things. Adepts did not use guns; they were
beneath us.

“And you, sir?” the deputy
asked, looking at me.

“I am, as you can see,
unarmed.”

“Would you open your
jacket and vest please, sir?” he asked, seeming embarrassed by
having to make the request.

I complied. “As you can see, unarmed.”
If only he knew how I was “armed” with my talisman in my breeches
pocket.

“Yes, sir,” the boy
said.

He insisted on counting all the
cartridges, including those in the leather loops on the gun belt.
He then wrote out a receipt upon a piece of wrinkled yellow paper
with a stub of a pencil, spelling both “rifle” and “revolver”
incorrectly.

“Thank you,” I said as we
turned to leave.

Ross pocketed the receipt with a
growl.

Across the street was a hotel,
according to the wooden sign over the portico that covered the
wooden sidewalk. This wouldn’t be a saloon or a brothel, I didn’t
think, as those tended to be segregated in towns such as these, if
they tolerated them at all. I had no need of either establishment
and simply wished for a clean bed. Mr. Ross and I had slept on the
ground in the wilderness the past night after leaving Tucson, where
I’d gotten off the train.

“Let’s check into the
hotel and ask them about the livery,” I said to Ross. “We can leave
the horses here for the time being.”

He nodded his agreement. Ross wasn’t a
man to speak unnecessarily.

We stepped off the wooden sidewalk to
cross the rutted street.

“You!” someone called out
from not far away.

I turned to look without thinking. A
young man was standing there, bedecked like the typical frontier
cowboy, a gun belt hanging low on his waist, his hand hovering over
the revolver handle in the holster. “So much for the no-guns
policy,” I grumbled to myself.

I turned and kept walking.

“I’m talking to you,
dandy,” the man yelled.

I pivoted to face him, noticing a
slight tremor in the hand over the weapon. He was
nervous.

“What do you want?” I
called out, my left hand gripping my talisman, my right free to
take action.

“Your kind ain’t welcome
here,” he yelled back. “You need to go back to where you came
from.”

“And where would that be?”
I asked, glancing at Ross. He appeared frustrated since he had
little capacity to protect me. “Move away from me,” I
whispered.

“Sir?”

“I need room and you’re
little more than a distraction,” I hissed.

“Yes, sir,” he said,
obviously trying to mask the hurt he felt. But he stepped
aside.

“Some city somewhere,” the
man with the gun yelled in response to my question.

I was wondering where the sheriff and
his young deputy were. So much for their claim of being able to
protect me, I thought with anger.

“You don’t want to hurt
me,” I said, hand on my talisman. The persuasion spell was probably
stronger than I meant it to be as I was a bit nervous myself. I saw
Ross try to go back in the jail, to get his weapons, I presumed,
but the door would not open. I wondered about that but didn’t have
the luxury of spending much thought on the matter.

“No, I don’t,” the man
confirmed. “I want you to leave.”

“I’m not leaving,” I said,
talisman gripped in my hand.

“You’re not leaving,” the
man replied.

“I can go about my
business,” I said.

“You can go about your
business.”

“You will turn your weapon
over to the sheriff.”

“Yes, the
sheriff.”

The spell I was hitting him with was
strong.

“And then I’ll buy you a
drink,” I added, not even knowing if there was a saloon available
in this town.

The man actually smiled.

And then the airbolt hit me, knocking
me across the street to smash into a wooden horse trough, tilting
it over and spilling out the water onto my back and into the dirt
street.

The breath was knocked out of me for a
moment and, by the time I had recovered, I could see the adept who
must have shot the airbolt coming out of the jail. He had
apparently been keeping the deputy busy. And making sure the door
wouldn’t open for Ross. Ross was a few steps away watching the man
carefully and looking frustrated.

I could feel the man was a strong
adept, even though he was dressed like a local right down to the
pointy boots on his feet. I was surprised he wanted to do this in
public in front of these lesser ones. Adepts have spent nearly six
millennia keeping our powers to ourselves. Despite rumors and
desperate attempts to hang or burn witches at the stake, we have
managed to keep our existence the contents of frightened whispers
and ignorant speculation.

“You need to listen to the
man’s advice,” he said with a light tone. “It might just save your
life.”

I realized when I was knocked down
that I’d pulled my hand out of my pocket. Reaching back in, I
didn’t find my talisman. Apparently, I’d jerked it out with my hand
and had lost it. That severely limited my ability to fight this
man.

“And what is it to you
where I go?” I asked, trying to gain some time and, I hoped, to
find my talisman out of the corner of my eyes while I watched my
adversary.

“This is our guild’s
territory. You do not need to be here, and we don’t want you
here.”

“I did not realize there
was a guild in this rustic part of the frontier,” I sneered, hoping
to anger him into revealing a useful secret. I had no idea what
that would be.

“It is no concern of yours
where our guild is located,” he growled, walking closer.

I spotted my talisman at that moment.
It was a prehistoric pebble with markings on it in the Ancient
Language, and was dark against the tan dirt of the street. But it
was out of my reach.

“I apologize,” I said,
trying to sound sincere. “I certainly meant no offense to you or
your guild.”

“Fine,” he replied, giving
me a quizzical look. He was probably wondering why I wasn’t getting
to my feet. But doing so would put me farther from my talisman.
“Depart our territory and we’ll allow you to leave in peace,” he
continued.

“I can’t do that,” I
said.

Without a talisman I could put up a
protection spell, but it would be weak. An airbolt or shooting fire
were out of the question until I had that pebble in my
hand.

“Then you’ll die,” he
replied, and pointed his finger at me.

I was about to put up a protection
spell when Ross tackled him from the rear, knocking him over and
slapping him hard to the street, puffs of dust ejecting from where
he landed. Ross was pulling his knife from under his back and from
the look in his eye, I thought he intended to kill the
adept.

I turned and scooped up my talisman as
the other adept threw Ross off him. My warrior flew several feet
before landing in the street and losing his knife. A groan let me
know he was alive but perhaps injured.

I shot a powerful airbolt at the
adept, and he was knocked back. I nearly shot fire but decided I
needed to be careful with flames in this town.

He jumped up with rapidity, betraying
that he was using a spell to move faster. He did shoot
fire.

I got my protection spell up in time
as the flames engulfed me. Even though they did no damage, I could
feel their searing heat and had to be careful not to scream lest I
fatally inhale them.

The flames ended, likely as he tired.
I ran toward him, both dispelling the protection spell and getting
me close enough to pull away his air. He tried to pull it back, his
eyes going wide with fear, but I was stronger than he and soon
those grey eyes rolled back. He collapsed to the street. I kept the
air from him until he stopped struggling to breathe. That meant he
was dead and no longer a threat.

I heard the shot almost
after I sensed the bullet hitting. It felt as if someone had
punched me hard in the chest. I turned to see the young man who had
earlier threatened to shoot me holding
a smoking gun. My persuasion spell had
obviously dissipated while I was fighting the adept. He was pulling
back the hammer for a second shot when I fired an airbolt at him,
knocking him to the ground.

I touched my chest and healed enough
to stop bleeding. The man was climbing to his feet when the sheriff
rode up on a horse, his gun out.

“Don’t!” I yelled, but it
was too late. The sheriff shot the man in the back. He fell
face-first to the dirt. I could see the blood seeping out from
under his prone body, dark against the tan soil of the street. As
he died, any chance I had of getting answers died with
him.

I said a bad word in the Ancient
Language. Feeling heat coming from behind me, I turned to see the
hotel was on fire, probably from the flames that were aimed at me.
Men were forming a bucket brigade to the nearest water source,
another horse trough, and from there to a well pump, but even I
could see it was hopeless. I tried to pull water out of the air to
douse the flames, but the air was too dry and had little effect.
The entire town could burn down, I realized.

I took a chance and pulled
the air from the fire, but the flames followed the air and came at
me. I was in the middle of the street hoping I was far enough from
any other buildings as the fire raced my
way. I couldn’t use a protection spell and
an air-pulling spell simultaneously, so I was vulnerable as the
flames converged on me.

The flames snuffed out due
to lack of air just as the fire reached where I was standing, only singeing
my suit.

The townsfolk looked at me with
wonder.

I walked over to Ross. He was picking
himself up off the ground, moving slowly.

“Are you injured?” I
asked.

“More my pride, sir. But I
suspect I’ll hurt come morning.”

I smiled.

“Sir?” Ross asked, looking
at my chest and the bloodied shirt.

I nodded. “We’ll be here a few days
while I heal. I hope there’s a doctor in this town.”

“A .45 slug has to hurt,”
Ross said.

“It does.”

Ross looked at the hotel and my
blackened clothes. “You saved the hotel, sir, perhaps the
town.”

I regarded him. “I didn’t want to
sleep on the ground again.”

He smiled, perhaps thinking I was
joking.

#

Everyone in the town was
treating us as if we were lepers, not wishing to come near but
exhibiting fear and loathing. Yes, typical small-minded folk who
feared what they
did not understand. I had known it was probably a mistake to reveal
my powers to these people, but I had little choice. It was that, or
let the adept kill me.

The clerk at the hotel had to speak
with me, though, and registered us to two separate rooms, his hands
shaking and his voice quivering.

“Thank you,” I said as he
handed me the key.

“Sir?” Ross
mentioned

“Yes?”

“Livery?”

“Oh, yes,” I exclaimed. I
turned to the clerk. “Tell me, son, where is this humble village’s
livery stable?”

“D-down Main Street to the
left.” He pointed with a trembling hand. “Swanson’s.”

“Thank you,” I said. “And
where can a man get a good meal?”

“There’s a restaurant in
this establishment, sir.”

“Excellent,” I said,
reaching out and patting him on the arm, just to see him
flinch.

“I’ll take care of the
horses, sir, if you don’t need me,” Ross said.

“Please,” I replied. I
turned back to the clerk. “Oh, and I hope there’s a doctor
available.”

“Yes, sir, Doc
Johnson.”

“Fine, fine,” I said.
“Could you send a boy to fetch him? When he arrives, send him to my
room.”

“Y-yes, sir.”

“Thank you very much,
son,” I said with a smile.

I waited in the hotel’s lobby, sitting
on a velvet couch, for Ross’s return. My valise was on my saddle,
and I’d need it before going to my room. For one, I wanted to
remove my bloody shirt and vest and my singed jacket. If the doctor
were at all competent, he could remove the bullet. I could then
heal myself and spend a day or two resting.

As I was enjoying the
softness of the couch compared to the hard saddle I’d been in, the
sheriff and two other men walked in. One was dressed very well, and
the other had a tan apron covering his
simple clothes.

“Sir,” the sheriff said,
addressing me.

“Yes, Sheriff,” I replied,
regretting that I needed to stand.

“Sir,” he repeated, “This
is Mr. Nelson, the local banker, and Mr. Hanson, owner of the
general store.”

“Nice to meet you,
gentlemen,” I said, keeping my tone friendly but wondering what
this was about.

“Mr. Nelson is the mayor,
and Mr. Hanson is on the town council,” the sheriff
continued.

“I see,” I said, not sure
why I should care, although now I had a feeling about what was
coming.

“You see, sir,” the
sheriff continued, “We’d like you and your companion to move
along.”

I gave the sheriff a look of disdain.
“You’re booting us from your odiferous town?”

“Now see here,” Mr. Nelson
said, “we may not be some fancy city like El Paso or wherever
you’re from—”

“San Francisco,” I
corrected.

“Well, yes,” Nelson
continued, sounding flummoxed. “But we have standards, and your
kind aren’t welcome here.”

“And what exactly is…,” I
asked not hiding my anger, “‘my kind’?”

“You’re a meta,” Hanson
said quickly, as if getting it out before he lost his courage. “A
witch.”

“I assure you, gentlemen,
I am not a witch,” I said. “And if I were, do you not think I could
manage to make you leave me alone?” The amount of menace I put into
my voice made the fear spell I was using on the men almost
redundant.

“We seen what you did,”
Hanson squealed.

“You mean saving the
town?” I snarled back. “At great personal risk, I might
add.”

Hanson seemed to physically recoil
from me.

“Well,” the sheriff said,
“There’s also the, uh, shoot out. We don’t tolerate violence in our
town.”

“I was threatened and then
attacked, let me remind you. And I simply defended
myself.”

“With magic,” Hanson
squeaked.

I fixed my eyes on him. He
was more afraid than the fear spell I had
on him justified. “With whatever tools I had available.”

“And we have two dead
bodies in the street as a result,” the banker said.

“One of whom your sheriff
killed,” I reminded them.

All three regarded me. They were
afraid of me and I was helping them with that, my fingers around my
talisman.

“Gentlemen,” I said
calmly, letting the fear spell dissipate. “I need to spend a few
days in your town. I will not hurt anyone who does not threaten or
attack me or Mr. Ross, my companion. I have abided by your laws and
have saved the town from certain destruction. But I will leave town
when I am ready, and not a moment before.” I smiled, trying to seem
friendly again.

Again, the men studied at
me.

“You frighten people, the
women and children,” the banker whispered.

“Good, maybe they’ll leave
me alone.”

Ross walked in at that moment,
carrying his saddlebags over his shoulders and my valise in his
hand.

“Thank you, gentlemen,” I
said, as if I were dismissing them.

They turned one by one and walked out,
talking amongst themselves. The sooner they realized I would give
them no choice, the happier they would be.

Ross gave me a questioning look and
tossed his head toward the men before handing me my
valise.

“The welcoming committee,”
I grumbled.

The doctor walked in then, identified
by his black case.

“Are you the gentleman who
requested a doctor?” he said to me, eyeing my bloody
clothes.

“Yes,” I replied. “I have
a bullet in me; I need you to remove it.”

His eyes grew wide. “So it’s
true.”

“What’s true, Doc?” Ross
asked.

The doctor looked at my warrior. “That
there’s metas in town.”

I smiled and patted the doctor on the
shoulder. “Yes, it’s true.”

#

Ross visited me in my hotel room. I
got the feeling this town bored him.

“How did they know we’d be
here?” he asked.

I was abed, resting after the doctor
removed the bullet. It had gone deep, and the damage he did to
recover it was extensive and the pain to remove it was
excruciating. When he was finished, the quack had the temerity to
state, “Now that wasn’t so bad, was it?”

We’d be here at least two days while I
healed. I would heal myself until I passed out, sleep hours, then
wake up and do it again. Ross happened to catch me during one of my
brief periods of wakefulness.

“They must have been
waiting for us,” I said. “But there are quick ways to communicate
between adepts.” A far-seeing spell between two adepts was faster
than a telegraph, as you could talk to the other person even across
the world if both were powerful enough.

“But,” Ross repeated, “how
did they know we were coming?”

“This is a logical stop
between Tucson and Tombstone,” I said, moving a bit and being
rewarded with pain. I needed to heal and sleep at least one more
time. “But you are right, someone informed them that we were
coming.”

“And that we were riding
from Tucson, not Benson,” Ross added. Benson was the closest train
stop to Tombstone, our destination. I met Ross with the horses in
Tucson, so we rode from there instead.

“Yes,” I agreed. “Someone
knows a lot about our plans.”

“Someone in your
organization?” Ross asked carefully.

I shrugged, which also hurt. “We do
not know, and it is useless to speculate without further
information.”

Ross was quiet for a
moment.

“Is this town boring you?”
I asked with a light tone.

He shook his head unhappily. “There’s
not so much as a saloon. The citizens have declared it
‘dry.’“

I chuckled. Then, I grew serious. “We
can only assume when our adversaries do not hear from their minions
we will be accosted again. Be very careful.”

“I am, sir,” Ross replied.
“The sheriff let me keep my knife, and I have my
derringer.”

I nodded. “I need to rest. With luck
we can leave tomorrow. Maybe Tombstone will have a
saloon.”

“I’m sure it does, sir,”
Ross replied. “It has a right bawdy reputation.”

“Good,” I replied. “Now
let me rest, please.”

“Yes, sir.” He stood up
and walked out of my room.

I healed myself, my hand on my chest,
until I passed out.

#

My guild is the San Francisco Guild
and it is known for its powerful members. As one of the few
civilized outposts in the West, we consider it our duty to survey
the vast frontier for problems and threats that could arise to
challenge our supremacy. When word reached us via telegraph from a
Mr. Moises Rodriquez that a possible “lithomancer” was operating in
an abandoned mine northeast of a town colorfully named Tombstone in
the Arizona Territory, naturally the guild’s leader, Mr. Addison,
sent me. As the third most powerful member of the guild, he thought
I should be the one to investigate the use of lithomancy, or meta
based on stone. Both he and I had no idea how powerful lithomancy
was and caution indicated we at least look into the
matter.

I had hoped riding from Tucson and not
Benson would throw off anyone seeking to waylay us on our journey.
Obviously, that hadn’t worked.

Due to the distance between Tucson and
Plain Water, we spent a night sleeping on the ground. Ross came
highly recommended as he was familiar with this area, an expert
with a gun, and deemed trustworthy by the local constabulary. He
had, so far, acquitted himself very well. I was considering
offering him a job in San Francisco as a permanent warrior, one of
the armed lesser ones we use for protection. I doubted, however,
that he’d want to move into a city, as he seemed more comfortable
on the edge of civilization.


Chapter Two

Plain Water, Arizona
Territory

 


October 24, 1881

 


I was fully healed after three days of
sleeping, but I mourned my loss of shirt, vest, and coat until I
could get back to San Francisco to find suitable replacements. Ross
and I were enjoying a meal in the hotel’s restaurant. Well, Ross
was enjoying it; I found the basic fare a bit down-home for my
sophisticated palate.

“We should leave as soon
as possible,” I stated. “In the morning.”

Ross nodded.

“I’m surprised we haven’t
been attacked again,” I said.

Ross looked at me with a worried
expression. “Why?”

“Someone wants to stop us.
In three days, they should be able to catch up to us
again.”

“Perhaps, sir, but you
forget it takes time to move out here in the desert.”

“How far are we from our
goal?”

“If we ride hard tomorrow,
we’ll reach Tombstone before sundown.”

I frowned. Now I was worried. “If it’s
one day away, I should expect to be attacked at any
moment.”

“The name you gave me…as
far as I know, it’s a played-out silver mine northeast of
Tombstone. Not sure why you want to go there.”

I smiled. I’d been very tight-lipped
with Mr. Ross. “We need to find this Mr. Rodriquez who sent the
original telegraph, too,” I added.

“That close to the Mexican
border, Rodriquezes should be thick as flies,” Ross
grumbled.

“He is an adept one, so I
should be able to find him.”

Ross nodded.

“How are the horses?” I
asked to change the subject.

“They are rested, fed, and
raring to go,” Ross said. “I’ve checked on them daily.”

I had trouble believing my horse,
bought in Tucson, was raring to do anything. But it would suffice.
I could have done this trip by flying carpet in a matter of hours
if it weren’t for the need to bring Mr. Ross, a precaution Addison
had insisted upon. I was, frankly, glad to have Ross with me after
the incident that had culminated with me being shot.

#

The far-seeing spell was powerful and
took time to invoke. I needed to rest from my healing ordeal before
I could attempt such a taxing spell. When I did, I could see
Addison, the head of my guild, as he sat in his hotel room in San
Francisco. He touched his talisman, and the view became as clear as
if I were standing in the room with him. I could even smell the
scent of the bay coming in the open windows.

“Yes, Mr. Lewis, what have
you learned?” Addison asked without preamble. Maintaining the spell
was an effort for both of us.

“I am not at the mine
yet,” I said. “I am still at least one day from it. We were
attacked en route.”

Addison frowned. “By whom?”

“An adept and a warrior.
Luckily, the adept was no match for my powers. But I was shot and
have spent the last few days healing from the wound and the
butchery the local doctor perpetrated upon me.”

“If you were attacked….”
Addison said thoughtfully.

“Then someone knew we were
coming,” I completed his thought. “Someone told them both of my
arrival and my intended route.”

“But that would be someone
in our guild,” Addison concluded.

“I have the same thought,”
I said.

“What about Ross?” Addison
asked.

“He has proven himself
trustworthy and brave. He saved my life.”

Addison looked angry. “Only four
people in our guild know of your mission, and two of them are you
and me.”

“Yes…narrows down the
possibilities a bit,” I said. The other two were Mrs. Stephens, the
number two leader in the guild, and a warrior who was in the room
when the plans were discussed. I had forgotten his name.

“I will keep an eye on our
companions,” Addison said. “Maybe one will reveal
himself.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But I am
not hopeful.”

“Travel with care, my
friend.”

“Yes, Teacher.”

We broke the connection.

#

Ross and I enjoyed a simple yet
filling breakfast in the hotel’s restaurant. Our plan was to leave
that day. Ross unfolded a map of the southern part of the Arizona
Territory.

“We can be in Tombstone
tonight, so perhaps another night in a bed. Our destination is
probably a two or three hour ride from Tombstone.” He pointed to
crossed pick axes on the map. The word abandoned was next to the symbol.
“If your information
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