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Chapter 1

"Get Dent!"

 

Fort Culp, Illinois July 1875

 

The soldiers yelled, the fire burned and Dent hid behind his upturned cot. His captors would have to open the jail cell, lest he burn to death before his own hanging. He heard voices just outside.

"Crispy. Get Dent!"

Dent grasped the cot in front of him as he heard Colonel Soth's cries above the din. Waiting for the soldier to do as ordered, Dent coughed from the smoke that also stung his eyes. The crackling of the fire outside strengthened as Dent strained to hear the metal key in the lock. He held his breath and surged forward with the cot, putting his full weight behind it. He trapped Captain Charlie Crispin against the metal bars inside the jail cell.

Dent ripped the cot away and smashed his fist into Crispin's face and watched as the soldier crumpled with an agonizing gasp of pain. Dent grabbed Crispin's revolver, delivered a hefty kick and ran from the burning jail.

Clawing at his tearing eyes, Dent tripped over debris and stumbled into the darkness outside. The light of the flames cast menacing shadows before him. Forest was all around but the closest cover of trees was some three hundred yards directly ahead of him; no cover between him and them. To his left, the fire burned the stables and the soldiers were busy saving the horses and throwing buckets of water.

Behind him, the jail continued to burn. Dent laughed to himself; now Soth could call Captain Crispin 'Crispy' and be accurate.

Dent made a break for it, heading toward the trees and his salvation. He made it halfway before a bullet tore through his shoulder, knocking him sideways. Crouched on the ground, he aimed the stolen gun at the three soldiers now lining him in their sights and squeezed off three shots. Two soldiers went down as the third ducked.

Dent scrambled to his feet, clutching his bleeding shoulder, and ran for his life.

 

 

 


Chapter 2

"You won't get the gun from its holster."

 

Holly Westin spied two rustlers on horseback, steering her cows off Westin land. With no time to run back to the house and collect three brothers and her father, she had to stop them on her own. Besides, the gambler brother was probably asleep, his twin could never be found and Jackson was a better singer than gunman. Time was best when her mother, father, oldest brother and she stood fast before rustlers, crooked bankers, shifty horse traders and con men.

Her mother was dead. Her father stopped living—he was probably at his desk doing paperwork right now. Wolf up and married and moved to Chicago. She'd felt betrayed by all, though she noticed her father slowly recovering and becoming more of himself as the days went by. Wolf visited so often it was as though he never left. Her mother was still dead, though. Yellow fever. Holly was the only one left to run the ranch. She'd faced rustlers before, she'd do it again.

The thieves called to one another, absorbed in the illegal task at hand. They hurried as storm clouds rolled in, blotting out the hot July sun. Holly thought up a way to deal with the two of them as well as the man sneaking up behind her. Stepping out of the cover of trees, she took a deep breath and faced the two rustlers. "Excuse me, can I help you?"

The men on horseback twisted in their saddles. The taller one with brown hair and a ripped plaid shirt squinted at her. The other, a black-haired man with thin lips, held his hand over his heart in a pose she'd seen Jackson use in the theater, countless times. "Oh," he said. "I thought you were a man, what with the pants."

"Nope." Strangers to the village often made that mistake and felt some deep need to share it.

"Go away, girl. We're conducting business."

"You've bought these cattle from the Westins?"

"Yeah." The brown-haired man laughed. "Got a good price, too."

Holly tilted her head, still concentrating on the hidden rustler somewhere behind her. "Free might be considered a good price. But stealing, well now, that price'll cost you your life."

The thin-lipped man looked at his partner in crime. "What does that mean? I don't like the way she said that, Rudy."

Holly kept her hands on her hips, above the gun belt. "I'm the Westin you would have conducted business with and I'd remember swine like you. That means you're attempting to steal my cows. So I'm going to have to take you to the sheriff, there'll be a trial and you'll swing for it."

The thin-lipped man wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. He looked past her. Not a good move. As Chip would say, that was a tell.

A branch snapped. The third man finally arrived, staking out a vantage point to her left. Good. As she was left-handed, they were making it easy on her.

"You don't even have a sheriff in this backwater town," Rudy said.

"It's a village and we don't need a sheriff. Brannigan is in the next town. He covers us when we bring in survivors."

The thin-lipped man turned to Rudy. "I don't like how this girl's talkin'." He glanced over his shoulder.

Rudy laughed. "This little thing makes you nervous?"

"It's not her I'm worried about."

"Shut up, Ed." He turned to Holly. "Be quiet or we'll shoot you."

"No, we won't."

"Shut up, Ed. I'll shoot her. Happy?"

"I'm not." Casually, Holly walked a few steps forward and to her right, positioning herself between Rudy and the hidden rustler. "Besides, Rudy. You won't get the gun from its holster." 

"Only `cause I don't need to for a girl like you."

Holly heard the unmistakable click of a gun cocking. She ducked just as the shot rang out. She pulled her Colt Peacemaker, twisted back and shot the bushwhacker as his bullet hit Rudy.

Ed grappled with his gun. Holly aimed hers square between his eyes. "You wanna rethink that?"

Ed dropped the weapon. "Yeah, yeah." Holding his hands high in the air, he glanced down. "You all right, Rudy?"

Rudy held his leg, gritting his teeth in pain. "He shot me!" he snarled. "You idiot! You're supposed to shoot her, not me!"

A pain-filled voice called back, "She ducked, Rudy."

"Of course I ducked." Holly faced the road where she could keep an eye on the three men. Something in the air felt wrong but she figured it was the adrenaline coursing through her veins. She tsked. "Imagine shooting a woman in the back just to steal some cows."

Ed trembled. "I said I wouldn't shoot you."

Rudy snarled again. "Only `cause you gotta yellow stripe run clear through ya." He spit. "Idiot."

"We're gonna hang," Ed whined.

Holly nodded. "Of course you are."

"She's gotta get us to the sheriff in Hewlett first, boys. I don't think she's got what it takes."

Ed's hands rose higher. "She just had Sully shoot you and she got Sully before I could get her."

"Shut up, Ed."

Holly realized too late they were distracting her. Keeping an eye on the three men, two injured and one set apart, took her full attention. It wasn't until she heard the familiar voice that she grasped just how dangerous the situation had become.

"Hol, duck!"

She obeyed without question.

 

 

 


Chapter 3

"You can't 'Eh' murder."

 

The exchange of gunfire sliced through the otherwise quiet pasture. Holly rolled back into the cover of trees and lifted her head. Ed dove off his horse and searched for his gun. She shot the ground at his feet. He curled into a ball and wrapped his hands around his head. She waited for Rudy to try something but he only glared at her, clutching his leg a little tighter. Sully didn't move.

Her brother kept shooting at a fourth man, behind her. She hugged the earth.

Mercifully, the shooting stopped and when the gun smoke cleared, she saw the fourth man sprawled on the ground holding his middle. Her brother looked around in concern, though his expression was smug. Jackson, the most annoying of siblings and worst shot of the six of them, had just saved her life. She was grateful but had to wipe that cocky grin off his face. "Did you use the whole carton of bullets this time, too?"

"You're welcome, Holly."

"I had everything under control."

"Are you all right, little sister?"

Holly picked herself up, keeping the Colt aimed at Rudy and Ed. "I'm fine. Don't call me that. What are you doing here?" She stared at his slender form covered by gray trousers and an osnaberg shirt.

"You mean besides saving your stubborn behind yet again?"

"Yet again? May I remind you of the cobra and the rocking chair? Or the drunken coat salesman? Or the time you forgot to load your gun and—"

"No, we don't need to go over those things." Jackson put his gun back in its holster and pinched his finger. He looked up quickly, just daring her to snicker. "Not unless you want me to tell Pa about this."

Now came the delicate yet repetitive and awkward tête-à-tête. She used her own gun to instruct the four men to stand together as Jackson brought their horses to them. The last thing she needed was Pa worried about her taking over the ranch. He needed help and for all intents and purposes, he'd been gone the last three years. She'd stepped in and she wasn't about to step out again. "You'll take them to jail?"

Jackson began tying Ed to his saddle. "I won't tell Pa about your escapades if you play him a game of chess and help me learn my lines for the next play."

Holly winced. Playing chess with Pa was almost as painful as taking a bullet. She checked the injured men as she thought of a way out. The rustler Jackson finally managed to hit had taken a graze across his ribcage. He whined like a spoiled prince. It wasn't even bleeding. There must be a way out of feeding Jackson his cues…

"No way out, Hol. I'm taking a lot on by bringing men in for you. You constantly get into these situations and I can't always bail you out."

Constantly? "It's only been three times this year." She didn't mention the two instances he didn't know about. "Besides, you get to be a big shot with your buddies. How could that be bad? You need all the help you can get to look good."

"That's exactly it. They're beginning to wonder how I single-handedly take down groups of criminals when I…I'm not so suave in other areas."

"You mean how you trip on stage and fumble with your gun like you've never seen it before and how you couldn't shoot a cloud during a storm?"

"Yeah. Now you have to play chess, help me with my lines and do my chores for the next week."

Holly ended up doing his chores every day anyway. He was always practicing singing, dancing and acting. Not that she would ever admit it to anyone, but Jackson worked just as hard on his theatrical studies as she did on the ranch. The only problem was after a night's rehearsal, the horses weren't fed, the barn wasn't clean and the fence on the south side of the property still lay in pieces. The last thing she wanted was to be force-fed coffee all night so she could run lines with Jackson, just to get up at dawn to check the cattle.

Rudy yelped as Jackson tied him to his saddle. When they finished securing the men, they started their trek.

"We'll stop in the Square, pick up some more men and then head into Hewlett." He took point while Holly brought up the rear.

"Hmmm. Sometimes I think it'd be easier to save the trouble and find a strong tree." She glanced at the four men, tied up. "We've got plenty of rope."

"Holly, that's murder."

"Eh."

Jackson turned in his saddle. "You can't 'eh' murder." He looked at the men. "I'll protect you if I can but I'd wait on any escape plans until we drop her off at the livery."

Holly smirked. Jackson couldn't give himself away but she imagined the wink he'd have thrown if he'd been able. Jackson was irritating, obnoxious and single-minded but he was also a good actor. She enjoyed his frustration at having to act in order to sing, his first love. Jackson was a terrible ranch hand and a worse brother; he was always blackmailing her into and out of stuff. How many times she wished he'd left home rather than the hard-working Wolf. 

To be fair, Jackson was a good man and a good son but caught in that second to last position in the family. He was the baby boy and treated as such even in his twenties. Holly'd come along but she was a girl—and a better rancher, tracker, rider, cowboy and gunman. The other brothers had distance from her but Jackson was right there, less than two years older. He couldn't shake her anymore than she could get rid of him. To say they tolerated one another was a stretch of the truth.

Not that Holly was especially close to anyone anymore. Her mother abandoned her, her best friend took off soon after, she had no luck in relationships, Wolf moved away and her father walked around in a daze. Everyone she'd been close to left in one fashion or another. That's what life had become.

 

 

 


Chapter 4

"That's not likely."

 

Jack Westin worked hard every day of his life, from the time he was orphaned to the time he was widowed. Somewhere along the way, he'd passed on this frenzied pace to his youngest daughter, who had begun taking over the ranch. He didn't remember it happening, not by conversation or paperwork, but one day he realized the girl toiled harder than a team of hired hands ever could and she never stopped to rest. Yesterday she'd come home late and disheveled. Excited but exhausted, not her usual demeanor when coming home from tending the land. He could smell the gun smoke on her.

His six kids, all in their twenties, had a vast array of different callings in life. The boys should have followed in their father's footsteps as far as tradition—or Holly Westin—would dictate. Wolf, his oldest son, had been the hardest working man on the ranch, before he moved fifty miles east to Chicago where he lived with his new wife. Jack knew Holly missed Wolf's help. He knew she resented the life they lived without her mother but what could he do? Beanie Westin had died of yellow fever.

By the time he was told she'd caught the fever at the Ascroft Farm, she died before he could get there. Funny, he couldn't remember everyone who took sick at the Ascroft Farm. The villagers were so frightened of the epidemic that people began sequestering themselves wherever they were. Ascroft was there, of course, but the fever took him as well.

Jack got up from his desk and stood at the window. Holly was calling out orders to Jackson. She might as well have been singing to the wind for all the help he was. She'd grown into a fine young woman, dressed in Levi's and a plaid shirt with tiny boots and a huge chip on her shoulder. She stood just over five feet tall but her personality made her seem to come in around eight foot. She tucked blondish-brown hair behind her ear and barked at Jackson.

Jack smiled inwardly. He stood in the airy front room and looked out at their 1,700-acre ranch. With more than a hundred head of cattle, dozens of chickens, countless apple trees and multiple lumber contracts, it was more than they could handle. At least, it was more than he could handle. He'd been all but useless the last three years, moping around. He'd heard them whisper. They didn't understand. Life was hardly worth living without his wife by his side.

Outside, Jackson grumbled something but it didn't reach Jack's ears. Perhaps he should offer assistance.

Holly stalked over to her brother. Jackson backed away from her.

Jack turned away lest he witness another fight. Those two always fought. He wasn't sure they'd ever had a conversation that didn't end in bickering. Beanie tried to intervene a time or two. Or two hundred. She was relentless. Even that didn't help. She figured, with six kids, they were bound to argue.

"Pa?"

He turned to Isabella, who stood on the staircase. Isabella was the only other Westin woman. Older than Holly by a few years, in many ways, she was her sister's complete opposite. She wore fancy dresses where Holly preferred Levi's. For the festivities today, she wore an emerald dress with gold lacing at the sleeves and hem of the skirt. Adorning her finger and chest were the simplest of jewels, matching the green and gold perfectly. Dainty black shoes graced her feet. "Honey, you look beautiful."

"Of course I do, Pa." She walked up to him and kissed him on the cheek. "You'll have to order Holly inside now. She'll need time to get dressed."

Telling Holly it was time to don a dress would be like telling Isabella to put on some trousers and mount a horse. He'd rather walk naked through the streets of New York. Again.

"I'll do it, Pa."

"No." He sighed as he went to the front door and opened it. He sighed a lot. "Holly!"

"Yes, Pa? What do you need?" Holly looked past him at her sister. "It's not time, yet."

"It is, sister dear."

Holly's face fell. "Pa, do I really have to—"

"Yes, you do," Isabella said.

"There's so much work still—"

"It'll be there tomorrow," Isabella sing-songed. "I've got a darling little skirt you'll just love."

"Pa, help."

Jack shrugged. "Just go with your sister. Who knows? When you're tucked up in bed tonight, you might look back and realize you had a good time."

"That's not likely."

Isabella grabbed her arm and led her up the stairs, a hurt look of betrayal on Holly's face.

Jack was bound and determined the family, such as was left, would celebrate the Fourth of July with the rest of the villagers and have fun doing it.

"It doesn't even make sense," Holly whined at Isabella. "It's July fifth!"

 

 

 


Chapter 5

"It concerns me that you believe that."

 

Holly Westin rode her blind horse alongside Pa, Jackson and Clay. Isabella refused to ride in saddle so Chip volunteered to drive the Westin wagon, and its gregarious passenger, to the village. Holly was glad of that; she envied his patience in life. Chip was a professional gambler and dressed in a suit every day. Aside from Isabella, he was the only Westin comfortable in such fancy clothes. She looked over at Clay, sitting in his saddle and pulling at his tie. At least he didn't have to contend with a skirt and dainty shoes.

Clay and Chip were identical twins. It was like seeing double except for the difference in clothes and demeanor. One twin was smoother, more put together in a clean suit and pristine neckerchief while the other was hardier in Levi's and a bolo tie made from Mama's brooch. Also, Chip had a blue earlobe. She shook her head at the antics the six of them used to get up to. Before Mama died.

Holly loved Maverick Flatts and the Square was a happy, bustling place on most days despite the small population of the village. At night it was much quieter. Some twenty families made up the surrounding area with various farms and ranches, the Westins owning more land than all the others combined. A few residents settled into the Square itself, a small number resided in the hotel. The Judge lived above his office, as did one of the lawyers. Arch Lorne and his wife occupied the space above the general store and Luke Derger lived in one of the rooms over his saloon.

The four Westins pulled their horses toward the hitching post outside the saloon, across the street from the theater. Already, a sizeable crowd had gathered for the little speech the Judge would give. Holly saw Jackson scan the throng of people, on the lookout for familiar faces. She picked out Sick Rick immediately, as a bit of extra space spread around all sides of him on the sidewalk in front of the saloon doors. Sick Rick often found that people gave him a wide berth. Holly watched as the man sneezed three times in quick succession at a cloud of dust and then wiped his nose with a well-used handkerchief.

Bo Hollingsworth, Jackson's best friend and fellow actor, spotted them and ran over. Blond, curly-haired and lanky, Bo kicked up dust and a few rocks as he crossed the street. He reached Holly before she swung her leg over the saddle.

"Allow me to assist you, pretty lady."

"Oh, Bo." Jackson looked away.

Holly kicked Bo's outstretched hand and jumped down unaided, smoothing her borrowed blue skirt.

"Ow!" Bo sucked on his fingers.

Jackson grabbed the horses' leads and tied them to the hitching post. "How many years have you done this little dance?"

Bo mumbled, his fingers still in his mouth. "I figure one day she'll be so distracted she'll forget. Or be too exhausted to attack."

"It'll never happen." Holly patted Mr. Eagle Eyes' nose.

Clay still sat in his saddle. "You didn't offer to help me down."

"I don't need to win your favor."

Jackson elbowed Bo. "There's Matt and Ricky. Come on."

Pa came up to Holly and Clay. "Heed my words, you two...." He paused and swung his head to and fro. "Where'd Clay get to now?"

"He was right there not ten seconds ago."

Pa sighed. "Holly, behave yourself."

"Pa, I always behave myself."

He lifted his hat and held a red handkerchief to blot the sweat from his brow. "It concerns me that you believe that."

"Ha, ha. Pa, why don't you go inside."

"I just might. Then we'll see who has to carry whom home." It was true. Pa never got the hang of holding his liquor. "No trouble."

She threw her hands up in innocence as he walked into the saloon.

Chip parked the Westin wagon, helped Isabella out and then made his way to Holly. Jackson and Bo joined them.

"Hello, Bo. What's new?" Chip asked.

Bo leaned in and whispered, "Vic is at it again, up in arms over Red, White and Blue."

"Again?" Clay scratched at his sandy brown curls.

Holly crossed her arms in a very unladylike gesture. "That's the worst play ever conceived in the history of man. I thought you boys were rehearsing your little dancing, singing affair."

"The Flying Dutchman is not a little dancing, singing affair." Jackson glared at her.

Chip furrowed his brow. "Isn't that the one where Bo played Selma?"

Jackson looked at both of them. "Senta, the daughter of—"

Holly cut him off before he started singing. "Please tell me you're kidding about the play. He's not bringing that old chestnut back to life, is he? He can't be." Red, White and Blue was a terribly written musical depicting historically inaccurate events of peoples' lives and times during the Revolutionary War. Grown men dressed in bright red uniforms limped and sang about the plight of the British.

"Yes, again." Jackson nodded somberly, the brim of his felt hat covering his pale baby blues. "And again. And again."

Holly shut her eyes and drew in a nose full of hot air but no matter how many times she tried to erase the images, they were forever burned into her brain. Who could forget the memory of cowboys playing British soldiers, suffering with leeches suckling on their gangrenous limbs, suddenly impassioned to leap from their cots onto the battlefield, throwing their crutches aside, inevitably hitting an audience member, and singing at the top of their lungs?

Bo shrugged. "Vic's excited."

"Vic should have his head examined." Vic Wilson, the manager of the local theater, had written the play. And rewritten it. And rewritten it. Half-Spanish, half-German, Vic Wilson was all business when it came to his productions. Prone to wearing solid-colored shirts and form-fitting trousers with huge belt buckles at the waist, he walked with a certain strut that conveyed the message that he best not be bothered unless it would help improve ticket sales. When approached with mundane issues, he often stared straight ahead, closing his mouth into a thin line until it was so tight it disappeared under his big, bushy moustache.

Clay shook his head. "Jackson, why on earth would he bring this play back? I thought the last time was the last time."

"You know all about the creative mentality."

Chip slapped him on the back. "In other words, you have no idea and don't really care."

Holly laughed. Jackson had attempted to explain about the artists' mindset and the unavoidable attachment to their work but after three years, even he became stumped and stopped defending Vic or even guessing at the possible reasons why he was so stuck on this play.

"Money is money but this time will be different."

Holly bit her lip. "How different? Worse, if the last three versions are anything to go by." No matter how many revisions, there were always the huge battle sequences with cannon fire and gunshots going off every few seconds. It almost looked impressive; the attention to detail, the commitment to realism, and the necessary arrangements to have realistic battle sounds emanating from the Square while the play took place in the field some distance away. The actors battled in the open field while lights and explosions reverberated from the Square. More than once, Holly had flinched at the noises suddenly erupting far in the background. Terrible or not, the audience was treated to quite a show.

The villagers were the problem. They kept buying tickets. It only encouraged Vic. Holly and the rest of the Westins attended only because Jackson had the lead role, thus their presence was a forced, familial obligation. At least that was what Pa made clear to them, in private.

Whenever the play came back, the whole Square shut down for its performance. The saloon closed, the bank shut tight and the livery stable took in no more occupants. In fact, services of all kinds were shut down. Even the stagecoach drivers knew not to bother delivering their passengers to Maverick Flatts during these times, as the hotel also closed up shop.

Holly missed Wolf, the best stagecoach driver the Cross Roads Stage ever had.  She missed his sunny outlook, his position as the oldest sibling leading to the strange relations when he was caught between Pa and the rest of the family, his hard work with her on the ranch. Even the way he called her 'Sugar'. But he'd left. He married a fun, vivacious, wonderful woman and moved to Chicago. He visited the Westin Ranch quite often but it wasn't the same as when he lived here.

A bustle of activity burst from the center of the street where a little stage had been erected and a little podium sat waiting for its orator. The official—the Judge and lawyers—called out for the crowd to silence themselves and then the speeches began. They talked about everything from the price of corn to the Chicago White Stockings and their last season after recovering from the Great Fire. It had taken them two seasons to regroup and start playing baseball again, after finishing out the season of `71 with borrowed equipment and uniforms. That led into a strongly worded thesis on teamwork and camaraderie. By the time the Judge closed with a quip about the wealth of Maverick Flatts being in the hearts of its occupants, not their pockets or bank accounts, the sun sat high in the sky and parched everything in its path, from throats to the road. "And that's all I have to say."

The crowd cheered harder at this than anything else the Judge had said.

The party was to begin in the saloon and nobody had to be told twice.

 

 

 


Chapter 6

"When are you gonna get yourself a proper horse?"

 

The saloon was packed full. Every seat at the bar contained a body; the tables had more people than they were built for. Toward the back, so many people stood side by side, pushing one another and hooting, that Holly could only guess at what went on in front of them. After witnessing the drinking and chatting, card playing, and even courting, Holly spotted walnut-colored trousers and glanced up to see a familiar blue, button-down shirt and suspenders that disappeared under a tan neckerchief. Catching sight of the gray eyes in the round face of her oldest brother, she jumped up to greet him. "Wolf!" she cried, wrapping her arms around his neck as he bent down.

"Steady, old girl." He grinned boyishly. "I'm surprised to see you here. Thought for sure you'd be working the ranch. Finally realize you work too hard? Afraid of going gray by thirty?" He ran a hand through his silver locks.

Holly slapped his arm. Born Samuel Westin, he'd had bright blonde hair until his eighth year when his entire crop of locks turned silver gray. With a stiff, bushy mass of silver hair set against his smoldering gray eyes, people took to calling him Wolf. He grew into a meaty man, tall with skin the paler side of white. "You got that from Great-grandpa Jasper."

"Wonder what he did to go gray by age seven."

She shrugged and reached through a swarm of people, yanked Jackson by the collar and pulled him over to their table. “What are you doing here? I didn’t know you’d be here. Jackson!” 

Jackson's eyes got big and he put his drink down to hug his brother. "When did you get in?"

"About five minutes ago. I had to come. What's a party without all the Westins?"

"Church?" Jackson readily asked.

Wolf slapped him on the back, sending him flying into a nearby table.

"Careful!" Jackson righted himself. "I've got to sing tonight." He adjusted the sleeves of his dress shirt.

"Tell us how you are." Holly indicated her seat at their crowded table.

"Been sittin' all day, Sugar. You take it."

Holly shook her head.

Jackson swooped in and took the empty seat. "Oh no, brother. She ran Mr. Eagle Eyes into a ditch on the way in. I'm sure it's not just her pride that's sore from extracting the blind beast."

Wolf bent over the table. "When are you gonna get yourself a proper horse?" he asked, taking a swig from Jackson's glass.

"He is a proper horse. He works just as hard as anybody." She cleared her throat politely and said in the exact same tone, "He works harder than anybody in this family." Holly stared at the wet rings of beer and whiskey, soaking into the uneven surface of the table; her mind drifting off to something Wolf didn't know, in fact what no one knew.

A while ago, she'd come across an old Indian when she was on ranch business near the Iowa border. Far west of Maverick Flatts, she'd witnessed this man, dressed in animal skins and feathers, crawling on the ground greedily stuffing dirty berries into his mouth.

Her first reaction was fear. Unfamiliar with the relations between the Indian tribes and the settlers in the area, she pulled her gun, scanned the vicinity and listened hard. The wind lazily blew the tree tops, the birds chirped and the scent of grass wafted by her nose. The man was quite alone, save for his horse. She relaxed; fear turned into curiosity and instead of moving on, she felt compelled to approach him.

He ignored her. Mounting his horse with great difficulty, he pointed his wrinkled face due east. She called out to him but he trudged on until she stopped her horse in front of him, blocking his way. Having no choice but to pause, he stared at her, his dark face passive, an inextinguishable light shining from his eyes. He looked too weak to be a threat, yet too stubborn to stop for long.

Holly reached into her saddlebags, never taking her eyes off him, and pulled out a little sack. She pulled a nut from it and slowly bit into it. Then she hefted the bag in her hand and held it out to him. She climbed off her horse and placed it on the grass in the space between them, and stepped back to stand beside Mr. Eagle Eyes.

The native slowly swung his leg over the saddle and slid down. He stared at her for only a moment before tearing into the bag and consuming the contents. Then he bowed in gratitude and mounted his horse, a Palouse. The horse was black but for the white patch across his rump, dotted with colored spots; too distinctive a pattern to be anything but a Palouse. That indicated the man was of the Nez Perce tribe. The government was forcing the tribe onto reservations in Idaho but the natives, organized under their Chief Joseph, resisted. This man was far from his home. Though it made him dangerous to be around, Holly didn't care. She wasn't interested in politics or concerned about safety because she could tell the man was old, kindly, and in need of help. It was obvious he was not long for this world.

They rode together and he began communicating with his hands and facial expressions. It troubled her to acknowledge how right she was concerning his state of health; he had little time to waste. He was an outcast of his people and dying. He asked her to bury him by the river. He insisted that she take his horse as payment. At first, Holly refused but he motioned with his hands to his belly to indicate hunger and his hands to his mouth to indicate eating, and then pointed at his horse. The Palouse needed to be cared for when he had gone.

How could she possibly refuse such a selfless request?

As the hours passed, he sunk so low in his saddle Holly wasn't sure if he was still alive. She led him east. He passed before they got to his final destination but she pushed on and buried him near the river. Knowing little of the Nez Perce's traditions, she said a Christian prayer over his grave and hoped that would be enough to appease the gentle man's spirit.

Holly took his horse home with her and hid him in a little grotto that nobody frequented in the northwest corner of the property. He had plenty to eat and could drink from a little stream that cut through the area. The region was protected by a high ridge that precluded both use of the land and the horse wandering off.

Wolf's spitting on the floor brought Holly's attention back to the saloon and her brothers.

 

 

 


Chapter 7

"I don't like shooting people for real, not with the blood and the whining."

 

Holly sat on the arm of Jackson's chair and Wolf wiped his chin with a sleeve. "Water? I should have remembered," he said.

Jackson spread his arms magnanimously. "Gotta keep my pipes clean. I told you I'd have to practice tonight."

Wolf shook his head. "I don't care how much of a gifted singing voice I'd have; I would never give up my gin."

"That's why you're a stagecoach driver and I'm a singer."

Wolf called out, "Luke!"

Luke Derger pushed past his customers and continued walking out of his saloon. Holly wondered if Luke hadn't heard or if he was avoiding Jackson because of his connection to the theater. A discord had developed between Luke and the theater's manager, Vic Wilson. Vic used to own the saloon and lost it. Luke picked it up. For the past couple years, the two men had battled bitterly, with months of quiet interspersed with weeks of conflict. The two businesses operated across the street from one another with price wars and gimmicks, which served the public well but fanned the flames of fury between the two men.

Wolf hunched down to Jackson's ear level, Holly close enough to partake as well. "You didn't hear this from me but Luke may be planning something special for the saloon."

Holly breathed into both brothers' ears. "Why do you say that?"

"It's a small world. I ran into some interesting people on the way to St. Louis." He paused for dramatic effect.

In a normal voice, Jackson said, "You always meet the most fascinating characters on your routes. I would think you lie at times like this but then I think who could make up such crazy stories?"

Wolf narrowed his gray eyes. "You've been too long in this village, boy. Same old boring people living their same old normal lives." He turned to Holly. "Whoops, not you, Sugar."

Jackson snorted. "Our illustrious vet is allergic to all animals. We have a man who wakes up each morning with no memory of what he did the previous day, and our theater manager and saloon owner want to horsewhip each other at the drop of a hat on any given day. How could you call that boring?"

Holly nodded. "Even our plays are a big draw. Not all towns have a theater, you know."

Jackson laughed jovially. "Even our very own Holly here fancies being a cowboy over taking one."

Wolf held up his hands, cutting off Holly's retort. "Two brothers were on their way to St. Louis on business. They're land owners. They own twenty-two percent of this saloon but you didn't hear it from me."

"No!" Jackson shot up in his seat.

Holly rubbed her chin. "I thought Luke owned the whole place, except for DéjàLou's ten percent."

"Nope." Wolf shook his head.

"Does he need the cash?" Jackson wondered aloud.

"Do you think he'll use the money to somehow get back at Vic?"

"Oh, no doubt." Wolf nodded thoughtfully. "I heard you two had an adventure of your own. I'd like to hear it with my own ears before I smack you senseless."

Holly felt her cheeks burn. "I hope you're not talking about Jackson because someone beat you to it."

"Hilarious," Jackson said.

Wolf rolled his eyes. "I heard you brought in four rustlers yesterday."

"Yeah, so?" Jackson started fidgeting in his chair.

"Bad times are coming; I can feel it in my bones."

Holly crossed her arms. "You know something and are trying to pass it off as other-worldly because you're as dramatic as Jackson when he's on the stage."

"Uh huh. Listen, Sugar, I want you to be careful. This goes for both of you. All of you, once I round us up. I just had a run in with a cavalry unit headed by a big man with a poisonous attitude, a Colonel Soth. That's why I'm late. His men are hunting a murderer in these parts. I heard your rustlers were shot. You give them the bullets, Jackson?"

"I did." Holly made a face. "I had the one shoot the other, then I shot the one. Jackson somehow got the fourth man."

"Uh huh." Wolf turned. "Jackson?"

"Yes, we shot them. I don't like shooting people for real, not with the blood and the whining. Red, White and Blue is gonna be fun again with the swords and fisticuffs."

Wolf blanched. "Vic is not bringing that old chestnut to life again, is he?" He shook his head. "We need to focus. This man Soth is hunting, Dent, took a bullet in the left shoulder. He's armed, dangerous and vicious. I don't want any of you alone until this is over." He stared at Holly. "Understand?"

"Pa is almost himself again, Wolf. You don't have to speak for him."

"I'm the oldest of six. I always speak for him. He'd lose his voice otherwise."

A holler chorused through the pack, momentarily drowning out Pop Goes The Weasel coming from someone's guitar. Bo made his way to their table. "A seat at the front? Nice spot, Westins."

"Hello, Bo." Wolf extended a hand but Bo would have none of it.

"Wolf!" He wrapped his arms around Wolf's neck and pulled him into a manly hug. "When did you get in?"

"Just a few minutes ago. What have you been up to?"

"This and that."

Wolf shuddered. "You're becoming one of them." He looked at Holly and Jackson. "Do I have to warn you to stay out of trouble, too?"

Bo threw his head back and laughed. "It would do as much good."

Ellie Kelly walked into the saloon carrying her picnic basket. Holly waved. She liked Miss Kelly. A sturdy woman in her late sixties, she didn't act old like the other folks in the village her age. In fact, she usually acted as though she wasn't up to something; a perpetual sparkle in her eye. Not much taller than Holly, she had gray hair and lived in a modest house on a large stretch of land. She liked living alone but every time you turned around, she was there, staring at you. She spent every holiday at the Westin Ranch. It caused dissension in the village as more than one family wanted to house her for the holidays. She was good with babies, and kids adored her, though the feeling wasn't quite mutual. It was obvious the woman had led a full life but she never talked of her younger days. It made her seem mysterious and vulnerable and everyone wanted to take care of her. The problem was she didn't need anyone or anything and Miss Kelly often took care of those in the village. The only thing Holly knew for sure about her neighbor was that she made pies. Hundreds of pies. Every kind of pie you could dream up, she already seemed to have a recipe for. She sold more pies than Holly thought one woman could possibly make.

Miss Kelly nodded at the table. "I won't say hello to each of you because that'll take too long. I have a couple of pies to deliver to Luke."

Wolf rubbed his belly. "I can do it for you."

Miss Kelly smirked and pulled a wrapped tea plate from the basket. "I heard you were coming in again." She handed the plate over.

Wolf lifted the cloth and found a piece of blueberry pie. He jumped up and kissed her on the cheek.

"Holly."

"Yes, ma'am?"

"I have a package for you to deliver to Boris."

She placed the basket on the table by the door and pulled out a covered pie tin. "Give this to him with my compliments."

Holly held up her hands, refusing to take the pie. "Oh no, not Boris. You know how he gets about foodstuffs."

"Somehow that boy found out I needed half a dozen pounds of blueberries and he found them for me. I paid an excellent price, too. This is the least I can do and if he doesn't accept it, I will come to his kitchen myself and force-feed him."

Over seven foot tall, Boris was three hundred pounds of pure chef. Holly never once thought of him as a boy."You'd need a ladder if you're going to force-feed Boris."

Miss Kelly laughed. "You take this. I have other deliveries to make. Kiss your father for me."

"I will." Now all she had to do was keep from eating it.

"Where's my pie?" Jackson asked.

Miss Kelly turned her nose up. "You want a pie, make one." She walked to the bar and began talking to Luke.

"Well, how do you like that?" Jackson asked.

Wolf devoured half his pie slice in two bites. "I like it just fine," he said, spitting crumbs.

An excited buzzing whipped through the saloon. People jumped out of chairs, knocking them over in a rush to flee the bar. The crowd became one undulating mass of colors and pushing. Luke appeared through the horde of people, followed closely by Miss Kelly. She was grasping his sleeve and he shook her off. She grabbed him harder and he swung around yelling, but Holly couldn't make out the words. Miss Kelly's face went crimson and she yelled back. They just added to the unruly noise.

"What's going on?" Clay asked.

Jackson grabbed Ricky Redd. "Ricky, what's happening?"

"Vic is offering free drinks for the next fifteen minutes. Come on!"

"We have rehearsal tonight!"

Ricky shrugged. "Free. Drinks. And everyone is invited to stay for rehearsal. It'll be the best night at the theater we've ever had!"

"I'll spread word about the cavalry and the murderer. You two be careful." Wolf joined the crowd at the door.

Jackson sank back into his seat. "No one takes it seriously."

Holly felt bad for him, just for a moment. "You boys never stop telling me to unwind."

"It's not a dirty word, Holly."

"Maybe this is the same thing; you're relaxing on the job. Theater is supposed to be fun, right?"

"I suppose. Fancy you telling me to have fun."

"I have fun, Jackson."

"Feeding cows and brushing horses is not fun by anyone's definition."

"I enjoy what I do. What's so wrong with that?"

He stared at her. "You don't enjoy it, Hol. You hide in it."

"Don't start with me—"

Jackson held his hands up. "I'm going, I'm going." He looked around the empty room. "You okay by yourself?"

"It's when I'm best."

Jackson shook his head and left.

Holly wondered how Luke would take this latest development, this latest stealing of his customers. A while ago, Vic had obtained the proper certificates and begun serving liquor in a competitive bid against Luke and his saloon. She watched Bernstein behind the bar. He was heavyset, balding and somewhere in his forties. He wiped wet hands on a stained apron, which he kept tied loose over a well worn pair of Levi's. 

A dozen scarred wooden tables were scattered throughout the room. Wooden chairs sat in haphazard positions near them. She couldn't resist the urge and started helping Bernstein clean up the place. After a while, he shooed her away. She never did like being indoors for too long, anyway. The only exception was at the ranch house. Somehow being home didn't feel restricted or confined like saloons or wagons.

She remembered how Mama used to breeze down the stairs all dressed up, somehow making her hair flow as she bounced down the steps while Pa waited by the front door, ready to take her out for an evening. Mama and Pa's room lay on the first floor but Mama always went upstairs before their date so Pa would have to watch her grand entrance. Everything was going well until the day Mama never came home. It took a while to find out what happened to her.

Not wanting to think further on the matter, Holly walked outside, into the emptiness. Lamps along the street did little to hold back the silent darkness descending on the Square. She wished she was working; then she wouldn't notice the gloomy night sky.  She was never as morose as when she was unwinding.

 

 

 


Chapter 8

"No!"

 

In the Square, Marcus Dent crept up behind the livery stable, figuring as long as the horses kept quiet, he could hide inside unnoticed. Any sound he might accidentally make would be cancelled by the noise of the horses or attributed to them.

Soth was after him. A sadistic man, the colonel used his rank and power to suit his own needs. Dent may have murdered a man for his money, and would be hung, but Soth killed for the joy of it. Only thing he got was promoted.

Dent cradled his left arm. It had bled badly until he patched it up. He used his broken teeth to tear the stopper from his canteen and drained it of the booze inside. He spilled the precious liquid on his dirty clothes, his shirt ripped to shreds. His right arm, completely exposed as he'd used the material to create a makeshift sling for his left, bled from the cuts and scrapes he'd received during the night.

Sneaking into the livery, he counted twenty stalls, ten along each side forming two long rows, with a wide space down the middle. The thick night air was heavy with dust but the stink of manure and his own sweat twisted his queasy stomach and Dent paused, knowing if he got sick, he could not cover the smell, thereby exposing himself to the proprietor.

The soldiers would be on his trail again, if they weren't already. Dent had to rest. Injured, hungry, tired but armed, he stayed in the back of the stable and selected an empty stall. He dragged some hay into a dark corner and nestled down, knife in one hand, gun in the other. He swept his forehead with the bare skin of his right arm, moving the greasy black hair from his sore eyes. He noted that he was sweating profusely. He would have to obtain food and hoped to find a pond somewhere and sink into it.

He blinked, his eyelids heavy as he thought about the sensation of cool water, soaking into his aching muscles, quelling his uneasy stomach. A man stood at the edge of the pond. He screamed.

"No!" Dent jolted awake to escape the nightmare of the terrified man he had killed. The memory of the desperation in his pleading screams, begging for his life, would haunt Dent's sleep for the rest of his numbered days.

 

 

 


Chapter 9

"His pants just sort of dropped of their own accord."

 

Holly settled herself back at the table in the saloon. She didn't feel like going home alone. She preferred a nice quiet ride but facing that empty house, even with the large Boris, was out of the question. She decided to wait for at least one Westin to head back.

Luke stomped down the stairs and stormed onto the first floor, fuming. A smallish man in tan trousers and a white shirt, he glowered at his nearly empty saloon. He'd been moody since he got back from Missouri last week. He snapped at people and bordered on being rude, not his customary genial self at all.

Bernstein scooted to the broom and swept the floor behind the bar. The atmosphere was tense. Holly sat in silence, nursing her cup of coffee.

"Don't even think about it," Luke called to Bernstein.

"You don't know what you're talking about, Luke." Bernstein threw the broom down.

Holly wondered what they'd been fighting about.

Luke stepped behind the bar. "Oh, I don't?" He advanced on his barman. "Get out of here."

Bernstein's blotchy face puffed out in surprise. "What?"

Luke smiled, almost maniacally. He circled the older man, causing Bernstein to turn around. "Get out!" Luke grasped his shirt, ripping it from under the apron.

Bernstein trembled at the unexpected abuse; he backed out onto the main floor.

"I don't ever want to see your sorry skin in this place again. Do you hear me?"

Bernstein set his pudgy face in a grimace and grabbed the fists that were pushing him to the doors. "Don't touch me."

Instinctively, Holly lifted her mug. She had learned long ago if someone crashed into the table, there was no use in wasting a perfectly good cup of coffee, though she preferred hot chocolate.

"Out! Out!"

"No. You can't do this!"

Luke's nostrils flared. "I can and I have. This is my place. If I say out—then you get yourself out!"

Quick as a flash, Bernstein drew his arm back and threw a fist into Luke's jaw. If he hoped it would stop Luke, he was sadly mistaken. Luke shoved him into the doors. Holly heard a loud thump and the creak of boards outside. Chip and the other poker players came in from the back, drawn by the noise. She joined them at the doors.

The bartender grabbed Luke's boot. He stumbled and fell into the street. Bernstein scrambled after him and threw another punch at his stomach. It landed with little power.

Luke yanked Bernstein's apron and spun him to the ground. He pummeled Bernstein with angry fists. They wrestled for another minute or two before Luke stood up again. He wiped blood from his chin as Bernstein lay moaning in the street. Luke kicked him until Bernstein managed to climb on all fours and crawl away. Luke spit at the ground before making his way back into the saloon, no longer steady on his feet.

Chip and the others followed him in but Holly opted to stay on the sidewalk and make sure Bernstein was all right. If this was relaxing, she wondered where she'd go for excitement. "You okay?"

"Holly." He spit and wiped his mouth with the apron. "Leave me alone."

"What did you do?"

"What did I do?" He struggled to stand.

Holly reached out and helped him up. "Must have been something. He fired you, then beat you up."

Bernstein yanked his arm from her. "He did not beat me up. He got in a lucky punch."

Several lucky punches. Having four brothers made her keep her mouth shut.

"Arrogant, uncooperative moron."

"Luke?" She always thought of him as eager to please. Thoughtful. Gracious and personable. He made the perfect saloon owner. Bernstein was the man people had to warm up to. "What'd you do?"

"Me? You saw it! Unprovoked, he attacked me. I should have him arrested."

"Wanna see Doc Clark?"

Bernstein's eyes widened. "On second thought, I'll go home." He limped across the street.

Holly smirked. Doc Clark made the fumbling Jackson look like a pack of dancing swans; graceful, elegant and precise in their movements.

DéjàLou came out of the General Store and spotted her. "Holly, my dear girl!" He wore a dark shirt and trousers over shined black shoes. "What are you doing out here all alone?"

"Waiting for Jackson." He wasn't one for staying out all night like the others. After rehearsal, he'd likely ride straight home.

"Where is he?"

Holly pointed to the theater. There was light, noise, singing and movement. The building looked like it would burst from the activity. "Rehearsing."

DéjàLou scratched his head. "He's an actor?"

Holly chuckled. "He's in Red, White and Blue. Again."

"Do I know what that is?"

She smiled. Five years ago, Lou Houston was working for the railroad in Chicago when a bundle of dynamite went off unexpectedly. Lou jumped over the tracks and used his body to cover half a dozen children from exploding debris. He took a metal spike to the head and when he awoke, he had no memory of the incident; in fact, he had no memories at all. Over time, most of his past before the accident had returned, much to the relief of his wife and family friends, though he was never the same. He couldn't retain any memories that occurred after the blow to his head.

"You Westins really don't mind my sieve-like brain, do you?"

"Of course not. Anything we can do for you, you let us know. Not that your lovely wife takes anyone up on that offer but it stands." Holly wondered how Sally coped. When DéjàLou woke in the mornings, he'd been known to describe his awareness as a haze and his first thought was that something was wrong or he had a strong sense that something had happened. Every day, he awoke thinking it was June 1870. His wife told him the date and gave him a rundown of what had happened since the accident, highlighting the events of the previous week. Holly had no idea how the woman could bear it. Aside from Mama, Sally Houston was the strongest woman Holly knew.

DéjàLou lowered his gaze. "My Sally is a proud woman. A lot like your mama."

Holly nodded but said nothing.

"How is your mama these days?"

She stiffened, her jaw set hard. "Same as she's been for the last three years. She's in a good place."

"That sounds…you don't mean she's…Beanie isn't—"

Holly cut him off. "She's up north. Been away a while, that's all."

DéjàLou stared at the ground. "This memory of mine isn't very pleasant to deal with, is it? I wish I could remember tomorrow to just stay on the farm and not talk to anyone."

"That would be our loss."

DéjàLou bowed his head, his eyes searching the dusty road.

"Lou, you don't seem to remember that you're a hero. Your injury is the direct result of saving children. Children that you've watched grow up but can't remember. Like the little Armstrong girl—Jean's ten now. The Bradley twins just went to their first dance. Without you, Lily Harper wouldn't have married Ben Clipton last month. You walked her down the aisle." Holly touched his arm. "I will tell you this every day until it sinks in, somehow, some way."

"You've grown into a fine woman, Holly Westin."

"Thank you. If you feel the need to remind my brothers of this fact, please don't hesitate to do so. Any time. Any place."

DéjàLou chuckled. "Same as ever. In a way I don't feel like I've missed the last five years at all."

"That's why we call you DéjàLou. Doc Clark's been studying brain injuries since your accident. He came across this French writer who described a feeling of repeating things as déjà vu."

"Ah, ha. So you call me DéjàLou to tease me."

"We are reminding ourselves about your condition as much as you. Nicknames aren't barriers, they bring us closer together."

"Hmm."

"Don't believe me, huh? Okay, last year, Jackson was working on the roof. He decided to combine ranch work with rehearsal and started waltzing. Pa rode up with a prospective timber buyer. Jackson saw them staring at him, kicked over a bucket of tar and fell through the hole in the roof he was supposed to be fixing." DéjàLou laughed heartily and Holly joined him. "See? How many times do you think I could tell you that story before you'd bash me over the head if you remembered it every time?"

"You've convinced me. I'll be asking Sally about Red, White and Blue."

People started to spill from the theater. Wolf, Jackson and Bo crossed the street and walked up to them.

"I think I'll pop into Luke's and have a drink," DéjàLou said.

"I see. Kept me talking this whole time while I stood unescorted and now my brothers are here, you're suddenly thirsty?"

DéjàLou spread his arms in innocence. "It's a hot evening. Hello, Jackson. Wolf. Bo. I won't ask you anything, I promise."

Wolf laughed. "Hello, Lou. Well, I'm a bit tired and Jackson's ready for bed so we're heading home. What about you, Sugar?"

"I was just about to leave, myself."

Bo winked at her. "You'd like me to escort you home, of course."

"After stabbing myself repeatedly." Holly caught sight of Vic, hunched in the alley next to the theater. He was speaking to Bernstein. Vic was very animated; arms flailing, knees bouncing and head waving to and fro. Holly would bet the ranch that Vic, upon hearing of Bernstein's unemployment, would give anything to hire the man. It wouldn't exactly do any harm to Luke's pride in the sense that Vic stole him away, but it just might make his blood boil. Not only would Bernstein have found immediate work but he'd be doing so across the street and for Luke's enemy. What secrets could he be coaxed into giving up?

"Anyone else we should gather?" Wolf asked, looking around.

Jackson yawned. "Isabella's around here somewhere, with Henry Blake."

Wolf furrowed his brow. "What's she doing with Henry Blake?"

"Haven't you heard?" Holly spoke up. "Henry favors Isabella. He's asked Pa's permission to court her."

Wolf expelled a breath. "Along with every other eligible man in these parts."

Holly nodded. The men of the village had waited exactly one year after Isabella was widowed before making their claims.

"What did Pa say?" Wolf asked.

Jackson's lips twitched. "Well, he laughed. I pray I never have baby girls. If they turn out to be anything like Mama or one of them," he pointed to Holly, "I'll just give up right then."

"Did Henry take offense at Pa's amusement?" Wolf asked.

Jackson shook his head. "Too busy pulling up his pants." 

Wolf's skin reddened behind the muzzle of gray while Holly bit her tongue. Bo and DéjàLou stared in astonishment.

Jackson explained. "Just as Henry was asking Pa if he might partake of the honor of courting his oldest daughter, he bowed a little and a button flew through the air and this kind of ripping sound came next. His pants just sort of dropped of their own accord."

Wolf remained stoic. "Is that why Pa laughed? I assumed it was `cause asking Pa permission to court a Westin girl is akin to asking the wind."

Jackson shook his head. "No. Pa went on to say it's not up to him who courts Isabella as she is a rather discerning woman of unique taste and he would step in only in the case of unwanted attention or if anything untoward should befall her. Of course, Henry must know the four of us would kill anyone who so much as looked at her wrong. Holly might even squeeze off a shot, if the man in question insulted Isabella's honor anywhere in the vicinity of the cows."

Holly dropped her arms to her sides. "You would only step in if it happened on the stage."

Wolf rubbed his eyes. "Do you mean to tell me that Isabella has consented to receive Henry's attentions?"

"That's the strange part," Holly said.

Wolf shook his head. "I need to go home."

Jackson pointed down the east side of the street. "Sick Rick is holding a horse for you. He's ready when you are."

"There they are now." Bo waved.

Holly turned to see Isabella and Henry walking arm in arm along the opposite sidewalk, engrossed in conversation. As they passed the General Store, Wolf held a hand to his mouth and bellowed. "Isabella!"

With varying mixes of horror and fascination, the little group watched Isabella turn gracefully whilst Henry grabbed her arm in surprise. Henry toppled into her and knocked her into the horse trough to their left. He caught his balance, attempted to help the splashing woman out, and overturned the tub, spilling Isabella onto the dusty street. Tripping over the sideways trough, he stumbled and landed on top of Isabella, and they rolled in the newly-formed mud.

The witnesses now stood across the street, every jaw dropped. The men still trickling out of the theater stood frozen, watching as a sopping wet Isabella struggled underneath a clumsy cowboy in the middle of the public
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