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He had not spoken more than a dozen words for the entire four-day ordeal, and this was the first time she had a chance to see his face clearly, and she could see his eyes. They were black, like a baby’s. In fact, he was the blackest man she had ever laid eyes on and probably the tallest.

She blinked, suddenly remembering he had asked her a question. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t make out what you said. The noise...”

“I asked if you might need some help?”

“Help?”

“With your bags.”    

“Oh.” What else could he have meant? 

“Just these two?” he asked. “Anything breakable?”

“No,” she said and watched him toss their bags from the car then jumped down beside them. She wondered if she should jump from a standing position, or maybe sitting on the edge would be more ladylike. Before she could make up her mind, he grabbed her hand pulling her forward and caught her up by the middle placing her on the platform before she knew what happened. Then he balanced the bags and started off into the sunshine and fresh clean air.

She followed close behind stretching her legs and taking in the rustic surroundings. Not that there was much to look at, except a general store, post office, and a couple of buildings that appeared to be storage shelters and a livery stable. A little farther down there were two big houses, the only buildings that were painted.

She noticed her helper wore a pistol. Unlike the other men on the train, he never took it off, not even while he slept. It seemed like part of his body somehow, the way the holster moved with his hips. She was grateful for his help, but wondered why he acted so unapproachable on the train.

“My name is Veronica,” she shared when he set their bags down just outside the livery. “May I know yours?”

He looked at her a moment seeming to consider her before answering. “The name is Caine,” he said.

The livery attendant watched them enter the stable with lazy eyes. He was the only attendant with nothing to do at the moment but he was in no rush to aid the weary looking travelers. Despite the mean looks shot his way from other attendants, stable hands and wranglers, he stretched out on a bench and bit into an apple he had swiped earlier from a stallion’s feedbag. 

“Excuse me, I believe you have a horse for me. A sorrel named Brandy.”

“You sure about that?” The attendant asked wiping his mouth with a worn out rag.

“I have a purchase order and receipt.” Caine reached into his shirt pocket and produced the documents. “If you are finished with that apple, I’ll need to see my animal right away.”

“You don’t say.” He deliberately tossed the apple core at Caine’s feet and slowly sat up on the bench stretching at his leisure.

Caine stared down at the half eaten apple a couple of seconds then crushed it with his boot.  Next he kicked the bench out from under the attendant, sending it flying across the floor. Several customers and livery hands froze to watch the sudden commotion. One wrangler even smiled.

Caine heard Veronica draw in her breath. Before he could make another move toward the attendant, she touched his arm lightly not so much to restrain but to urge caution. Caine took a moment then ordered the man, “Get up and bring me my horse.”

The man got up quickly rubbing his backside. He shot a quick glance at his fellow workers realizing at once that he stood alone against a man nearly twice his size.  He looked from Caine to Veronica then his eyes lingered at Caine’s gun belt. “Mister, I don’t want any trouble,” he said. 

“Then hop to it.”

“You- you said a sorrel? Yeah, she’s- she’s over here. And a great horse she is too.”

“Then get her out here. I don’t have all damn day.” He glanced at Veronica who was staring at him.  Her eyes were wide and her face was smudged with soil. “But first bring us a basin of clean water.”

She dried her hands on a dry corner of the little towel while Caine continued his business. Not knowing what else to do she walked outside standing with their bags. She wondered what kind of man Caine really was. He was considerate of her, as if trying to make up for the harsh conditions of the railroad, which was in no way his fault. She wondered at his quick anger at the attendant. He was justified, of course, but he seemed ready to go either way, depending on the other man. Caine was capable, she was sure, with either his gun or his fist. 

Her stomach growled from hunger and the smell of something cooking with onions. She wanted to investigate where the aroma was coming from, but she felt it best to wait for Caine. With a sigh, she hugged the post wishing he’d hurry.

“How do there, missy?”

Veronica looked up and around at the voice. It belonged to a young man with blonde below the shoulder length hair. He leaned against the side of the building, smoking a cheroot and eyeing her through the wisps of smoke. She quickly looked away and pretended not to hear him calling out to her.

“I said hello,” the young man said startling her. He was close enough to touch her and he had approached her silently. She made to move away just as he took her arm. 

“What do you want?” She pulled her arm from his loose grasp and backed away. Up close he appeared very young, younger than her twenty-four years. 

“I just want to talk to you.” He hooked his thumb on his gun belt acting as though talking to her was the most casual thing in the world. “Besides, it might be safer for a woman traveling alone to be seen with a man standing out here. Clover Hills ain’t any place a pretty lady to be-”

“I’m not,” Veronica said quickly.

“Not what?”

“Alone. My- my husband is inside. Getting a horse.”

“You are married?” His smile faltered a bit. 

“Yes, sir. I reckon I should-” She looked around as Caine emerged from the livery. He paused as if summing up the situation

“Don’t call me sir,” the young man instructed. “I’m not-” His eyes looked past her and he held Caine’s silent gaze as he came forward to stand beside Veronica. 

“Afternoon,” Caine said easily, but not exactly friendly. He moved his body slightly, positioning himself in front of her. “Is my wife giving you any trouble?”

“I doubt she could give any man trouble. Nice talking to you ma’am.” The stranger tipped his hat then strolled casually to a nearby hitching post.

“What did he want?” Caine demanded watching him straddle his horse and head out.

“I don’t know. He just started talking when you came out.

“Probably trying to lure you someplace,” Caine surmised.

“Everything okay with your horse?”

“Yeah,” he said drawing his attention back from the fading horse and rider. “One of those wranglers told me we could get a meal and a hot bath at the station for fifty cents.”

“Fifty cents! That’s outrageous.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Caine offered taking the bags then took a few long strides up to the front of the station.

“I have the money,” Veronica protested sorely. She hated the idea of getting robbed just to eat. Fifty cents could feed her for a week. “I’m not in the habit of being indebted to strangers.”

“I wasn’t looking to be paid back, miss. In any shape or form,” he added as if feeling slighted.

“I didn’t mean to imply anything. Traveling alone one has to be careful of giving the wrong impression.”

“I suppose,” he answered impersonally.

“Well, anyway,” she said suddenly preferring to look at her hands rather that his impassive face. “Thank you very much for your help getting off the train and helping me get washed up. I don’t know if I should get a full bath first or something to eat. I haven’t had anything except jerky the last two days.” She picked up her valise and started through the door.

“Hold on,” Caine said stopping her. “The tubs are inside and they ain’t exactly private.”

“What do you mean?”

“This station is just one building. All business is done in this one room. Eating, bathing, tele-”

“You mean naked dirty people are bathing where people are eating? In the open?”

“’Fraid so,” Caine couldn’t help grinning at the outrage on her face. “But I have a blanket. We can provide each other privacy.”

“Are you crazy? I will not be undressing in public or holding up a blanket for you while you undress.” 

“No, I’m not crazy,” he answered mildly. “I just-”

“The very idea! What kind of place is this anyway?” 

He watched her fume for a couple of seconds. Her behavior wasn’t so funny after all. It was one thing to help out a proper lady, but keeping company with a bona fide prude wasn’t exactly his cup of tea.  She was eyeballing him like he set her up or something. “Fine,” he muttered. “Suit yourself. Go wherever you’re going smelling like cow shit.”

“You expect me to go inside with you?” He merely sighed shifting his hips. “Well, like I said Mister Caine,” she straightened up looking him in the eye. “Thank you for your help.” 

“Yeah.” Caine turned and went into the station.

He decided to soak for a few minutes letting the tension of the last few days escape from his body. Confronting the stable man’s attitude head on had been productive. He needed someone to knock about a bit, to put fear into for the girl’s sake more than his own. She seemed startled at first then almost approving, not at all afraid. Caine figured she must have summed him up on the train when she was staring at his gun belt and trying to get a glimpse of him on the train. The idea that she thought him capable pleased him very much. Then he wondered what her story was, how had she come to be traveling alone? From her speech he assumed she was educated and probably southern, although not a Texan like himself. Could she be one of those ‘sent for brides’, for some old bachelor? Nope, he thought and laughed. She’d probably say marrying someone you never met was indecent.

Violent, constant coughing drew his mind away from amusing thoughts to an older raggedy man standing near his tub. The man grabbed hold of the tub for support as the coughing fit shook and ravished his body.  Growing alarmed he jumped from his bath, hoping the man wouldn’t fall in.

“Take it easy, fella.” Caine helped him straighten up and handed him a cloth to wipe his mouth, then he realized it wasn’t the older man’s coughing that had everyone’s attention.  Several women gaped at him openly appraising his dripping physique.  He wasn’t shy by any means, but he wrapped himself in a towel all the same.

“Whew! I say that was a beaut.” He slowly got his composure back as he sipped from a cup somebody handed him. “Maybe you ought to get dressed or something.”

“Maybe you ought to think twice about getting in water.”

“If I’m going to die, I’m dying clean. Hey!” He shouted at a passing attendant. “This tub is ready!” He coughed a little following the mini outburst, and saw a few anxious expressions and laughed. “Don’t worry, I’m done.”

“I doubt you have anything left,” Caine started drying his chest and arms. The towel around his middle hadn’t deterred the admiring gazes, and suddenly he felt like a piece of raw meat in the midst of a pack of starving wolves. He turned back to the older man, who was watching the tub get refilled with warm water. “Could you hold that sheet up for a minute, old timer?”

“What’s the matter, you bashful all a sudden?” He grabbed the sheet, nonetheless, stretching it out. “When you come in, you didn’t seem to care. Couldn’t wait to get in that water. Heh! Heh! Stripped out of them clothes so fast the ladies didn’t have a chance! Got them britches on yet?”

“Yeah, and thanks.” He stepped away to the wooden bench to pull on some clean socks and his boots.

“That your gun belt there, son?” the man asked eyeing the silver studs in the black leather. “You fond of iron, boy?” He pulled at the thick hair on his face considering Caine.

Caine watched him back carefully, sticking his shirt inside his pants. He observed the man wasn’t as old as he pretended. The thick gray beard hid much of his light complexioned face and the bent posture was false. Caine placed the man’s age around fifty.  He had no visible weapon, but Caine knew the man was a player. The ruse to get close to him worked like a charm. 

“What’s it to you, mister?” he asked buttoning his shirt.

“You got business around here?” the voice hardened suddenly.

“And if I did?”

“Depends on the job. If it’s killing-”

“Look, you faker, I ain’t looking for trouble, but you want it here I am. I’m just warning you this once. Don’t get in my way.”

“Just passing through?” The fake saddle tramp continued his query.

“Old timer, I’m done answering anything you have to ask me.” Caine picked up his hat.

“Fine. This is a big territory, but I’m fond of the local luxuries, so just remember that cuts the stomping grounds down quite a bit.”

Silently, Caine strapped on his gun belt then casually strolled away from the tubs.

~*~
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“Ma’am, please wait.”

Instead Veronica picked up her pace, causing her load to unbalance with the big suitcase landing on her foot.

“Here now, let me help,” the man insisted trying to pick up her bags, but she pushed his thick hands away noticing the contrast of his lighter skin to her much darker brown. “All right,” he said. “No need to get riled. Perhaps I should have introduced myself. I am Gerald Williams, owner of the Shining Star Hotels in Red Water and Fire City.” He reached into his vest pocket and presented her with a white card. “If I can be of assistance...”

“Wynona Moore,” she lied getting a bad impression from the fancy dressed man. “And I am not in trouble-”

“Not yet, but getting involved with outlaws is the worst kind of trouble.”

“Caine is an outlaw?”

“My dear, what white man is so bold as to approach a Negro girl in public, -”

“Who is he?”

“Didn’t you just say his name is Caine?”

“Caine is a man I met on the train. I have no idea who that white boy is.” She studied Gerald Williams’ face and knew she didn’t like him. He was trying to get information on the stranger by talking her into corners. If he’d just came up to ask straightforward questions she could have respected that, she supposed. “Right now, I really need to freshen up before my coach arrives. If you still want to carry my bags, I’d be grateful,” she said sweetly, knowing he didn’t. The brief expression that crossed his face conveyed he was not predisposed to serving anyone, but he quickly scooped up her suitcases.

“If you would lead the way, ma’am.” He smiled broadly and followed her as she proceeded around the building.

~*~
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“Where you going, mister?” Here’s your grub.” A short white woman stood in front of him as if she could keep him from leaving her stew. “It was dipped, so it’s got to be paid for.”

“Here,” he handed her a coin and took the bowl. “I expect my beer when I get back.” 

Outside the girl was nowhere in sight and her luggage was gone, as well. He looked up and down the street again deciding she must have hired a rig to take her to her destination or someone had come to meet her. Anyway, she made it this far, and she was obviously grownup enough to know how to take care of herself. 

Caine noticed a well-dressed man come from around the building. He walked past Caine without acknowledging his presence. He stopped at the end of the walk angrily checking his watch. Caine gave the street one more cursory glance before approaching the man.

“Can I help you?” Gerald Williams asked trying to stand taller.

“I’m looking for a young lady.”

“Indeed.”

“She got off the last train, she was wearing a light blue dress and her hair was up in thick braids. She had two big suitcases and a valise.”

“Hmm. Actually, I saw a lady meeting that description leave a few minutes ago.”

“Are you sure?” Caine eyed him with open suspicion. “What’s around back,” Caine asked coolly.

“How would I know?”

“I guess you wouldn’t, unless you’ve been around back there.”

“Sorry, I can’t be of help to you.” Williams said stepping forward to look down the street, dismissing Caine as an annoyance.

“Mister, if anything should happen to that girl,” Caine said addressing Williams’ back. He stiffened then turned around. “Did you see a young lady back there or not?”

“Yes,” Williams answered after a quick moment. “She was having a bath in a tent with those Chinese people.”

“Why didn’t you say that in the first place?”

“Why should I tell a stranger anything about a woman traveling alone?” Williams swallowed taking a step backward eyeing the other man cautiously. “I merely carried her luggage. Like I said a few minutes ago, she was met by an older couple with a wagon.”

Caine stared at him a few long hard seconds. “Who are you?”

“Excuse me?” 

“What is your name, mister?” 

“My name is not your business. If-” Caine barely moved. “My name is Gerald Williams. I am a man of considerable-”

“Williams, I’m going back there to talk to those people running the tents-”

“And they will tell you the same. She bathed and left. Now, if you will excuse me!”  A private coach came barreling down the street then stopped suddenly in front of them. Gerald frowned at the driver who looked abashed hopping down to open the door for him. “It’s about time!” Gerald complained. “Johnson, I hope you were attacked by Indians, because that is the only excuse I will allow for this delay.”

“Sorry, Mister Williams, but there was trouble in town. A jailbreak!”

Gerald swiftly turned to look Caine, but he had already started around the building. Looking for the girl, Gerald surmised with a frown. Then he remembered the jailbreak. “Oh dear God,” he groaned. “Johnson, get this coach back to Fire City, right now!”

~*~
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“She got away, didn’t she?” The short woman asked after inviting herself to sit down with him. “Oh, I’m harmless,” she said taking his bottle pouring herself a glass. “Name’s Gertie. I run this place. You must’ve liked her, letting your meal get all cold.”

“Liked who?” Caine looked at her frowning.

“The girl that wouldn’t come inside with you,” she grinned. “I’ll tell you where she went if you pour me another one.”

“What makes you think that first one was free?”

“Aw, come on,” Gertie cajoled. “Play along. I bet I can guess where she went.”

“Doesn’t matter where she went,” Caine grumbled but went ahead and poured her a drink. 

“I guess you’d rather be having a drink with her. She was a pretty one. And young.”

“Not much wrong with the company I got now.” Caine looked her over. Still good looking for a woman on the other side of forty. She smiled liking the once over. “So Gertie, tell me where you think she went, and how come.”

“Gingerville. It’s a Negro settlement. Real successful too.”

“So, because she’s black, she has to be going to Gingerville?”

“Well, I recognized the couple that came for her. Saw them a time or two meeting the train. I figure she’s a teacher because it’s always a doctor or a teacher, and the last doctor adjusted pretty well. She’s the fifth teacher in less than three years.”

“Why is it so hard to keep people?”

“Just ain’t prepared for this territory. Not enough law and order, I guess.”

“A man should make his own order,” Caine said unsympathetically.

“What if you ain’t a man?”

His thoughts went back to Veronica. She wasn’t exactly a delicate flower but he wondered if she was tough. If she had a man waiting for her. “Then I guess you better figure out something.”

“She sure was pretty,” Gertie said filling her glass again. “You get her name?”

“Yeah.”

“Gingerville is a half days ride.”

“And in the wrong direction,” Caine said. “Besides, I have other things to do than look up some prim and proper schoolteacher.”

“You got business here then?” 

“Doesn’t everyone?” 

“In some form or another,” Gertie agreed starting to rise. 

“Leaving so soon?”

“Yeah, I’m just holding up you getting drunk. And drunk men, even you extraordinary, good looking ones, bore the hell out of me.”
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Feeling tired and stiff in the back, Veronica viewed her surroundings. Not much to look at in the fading sunlight, but it was a good enough change from the stuffy darkness on the train to get her feeling good again about the decision to venture out so far away from what she knew.  And the idea of teaching again began to excite her so much that she forgot about the stiffness in her back. 

She turned in her seat to look at Myrna Hopkins holding the reins to her team. She was a very pretty older woman, about fifty, Veronica thought admiring her profile.  Her reddish colored hair bore no gray as her husband Alexander’s, who was resting in the back of the wagon.

“How much farther is it?” Veronica asked concerned at the oncoming night. 

“About fifteen miles after we pass the Fire City signpost.”

“I met a man at the station, said he owns a hotel there. Is it true?”

“You met Gerald Williams?” Myrna raised a surprised eyebrow. “Wonder what he was doing in Clover Hills. But yeah, it’s true. Actually, for legal purposes he’s co-owner with his granny. Of course, in a settlement like Gingerville, we don’t have to worry about stuff like that,” Myrna said proudly.

“His grandma is white?” Veronica asked reading between the lines.

“Yeah. Back then when the old timers first started settling up here it didn’t matter what your color was. As long as you could make it through the winter and hold your own, you was somebody worth having. White men wouldn’t bring their women the way black men did, so after a while the only choice a lot of white men had, were black women or Indians, if they could communicate. Our people were more desperate I suppose coming out of slavery and all. Quite a few slaves ran away to up here.”

“Interesting.” Veronica thought about the young man that approached her so brazenly in public at Clover Hills station. He acted like he was in the old days or didn’t notice she was black.

“But that is starting to change now with cities sprouting up. Living is getting easier and whites are outnumbering us again.”

“What about outlaws? They must find the isolation-”

“Outlaws?” Veronica’s changing the subject caught Myrna off guard. 

“Mister Williams advised me to be on the lookout. He even speculated a traveling companion was a gunslinger.” Veronica took note of Myrna’s unease.

“Gunslinger? I-I couldn’t say. I suppose the territory might have a few, but you see, we live in a settlement. Outlaws don’t have any call to bother us.” Myrna cleared her throat giving the road her attention. “Oh, it looks like someone is having a bit of trouble. The buckboard looks abandoned, but the horses are still hitched.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t stop,” Veronica cautioned. Someone could easily be covering them from the trees and bushes.

“It won’t take a minute,” Myrna said slowing down the wagon.

“It’ll take less to get shot.”

“Veronica, you can't let what Gerald Williams said spook you. Criminals are not behind every tree. In fact, I think ole Gerald was trying to talk you out of coming to Gingerville. He opposes the settlement. Wants us all to live in Fire City and work for his family.”

“Really Myrna, I have a bad feeling.” The horses were a set up. She felt it in her bones. No one would abandon a team like that, nor would a team just sit there on the road. They were waiting- for something or someone. “Myrna, don’t stop,” Veronica urged strongly trying to take the reins as Myrna pulled the wagon to a complete stop. “Myrna, I don’t think-”

A bear of a woman dressed in men’s work clothes ran out of the brush holding a rifle shouting for them to climb down from the wagon. If not for her feminine sounding voice, Veronica would have assumed she was a man. Her hair might have been brown but she was so dirty it could have easily been blonde. “What you girls carrying back there in that wagon? Somebody sleeping in there?”

“No,” Myrna said loudly.

“If I go back there and get surprised, somebody might get full of lead. Now, I’m asking you again, is somebody back there?”

“No,” Myrna lied again.

“Petey!” The woman shouted, “They traveling alone! Come on!”

“For crying out loud Peggy! We ain’t supposed to use our real names.” Petey was tall and skinny with a slightly hunched back.

“I’m sorry, Petey.” Peggy was contrite.

"How many times I got to tell you that in one week?"

“I said I was sorry! Besides, you just said my name a couple times just now.”

“What do you people want,” Myrna asked. “We ain’t got anything.”

“Why of course you do, sugar.” Petey grinned showing most of his surprisingly clean white teeth. “I see a couple of big horses and a big ole wagon.”

“Why rob us?” Veronica took a step in front of Myrna. “You already got horses and a rig.”

“Because, we want more, little girl!” Peggy yelled angrily. “Now, step back.  Go check the back, Petey.”

“We are a long way from home. You don’t mean to just rob us and leave us out of here?” Myrna asked.

“Naw, girl. We don’t plan to just rob you and leave you out here. You see-” The shotgun went off and Peggy froze. “Petey!” She screamed turning her head to the back of the wagon.

Veronica moved deftly in the second or two Peggy was concerned about her man. Crossing over to Peggy, she pushed the rifle in the air with her foot then grabbed the barrel with both hands, trying to wrench it free from the unsteady Peggy. The gun fired twice as she struggled with the bigger woman. Veronica was of average height and weight for a full-grown woman, but Peggy was as tall as the average man and bigger by half.

Peggy was losing her grip and suddenly she was scared, realizing that somehow Veronica was stronger. “Petey, help! She’s going for my gun! Petey! Help!” Veronica pushed the rifle against Peggy again pulling the barrel upward, this time slamming it into Peggy’s face. Then she brought her knee up and lodged it into the woman’s stomach. Peggy’s breath was gone and so was her grip on the barrel. “Ow! Oh no!”

Myrna ran around the wagon screaming her husband’s name.

“Get back, Myrna! Run!” He was in hot combat with Petey for the shotgun.

“She’s coming Petey!” Peggy yelled behind Veronica. “Get out of there!”

Veronica aimed the rifle at the back of Petey’s head. “Let go, Petey. I swear I’ll shoot you,” she said as calmly as she could, taking deep even breaths.

Petey let go and slowly faced her with his hands poised in the air. “Just hold on there, little girl.”

“Just get out of there,” she ordered. “And Peggy, you better come around here too.”

“Run Peggy!” Petey screamed. “Get Frank and-”

“Yeah, you go on and keep running, Peggy. After I blow his face off, I’m coming for you!”

Peggy stopped dead in her tracks then turned around to go stand next to her husband. “What y’all gonna do to us?”

“On your knees with your hands locked behind your heads,” Veronica ordered as the Hopkins jumped from the wagon and joined her.

Alexander had a rope he was untangling. “Myrna, unhitched their horses and run ‘em off.”

“Al?” Petey was getting nervous. “Al, wait a minute there. You- you ain’t planning nothing drastic!”

“Shut up, Petey.”

“But Al, y’all can’t just do us in! We was just robbing y’all! Ain’t no need for a killing. Have mercy, Al,” Petey begged.

“Your wife wasn’t going to show us any,” Veronica stated bitterly.

“What you mean?” 

The scared confused look on Petey’s face convinced her that he didn’t know what his wife was about to do. “She was going to kill us. She all but said so,” Veronica informed him.

Petey turned on his wife. “What is wrong with you lately? Now, your hardhead is about to get us killed.”

“It ain’t my hardhead, it’s you! Always looking at other women. If you hadn’t been gawking at them like that-”

“Like what? Woman, I swear, your crazy jealousy is-”

“On your feet, both of you,” Alexander directed them off the road and into the trees. After several minutes he returned alone, minus the rope. “Let’s get the you know what out of here. I doubt that rope will hold them more than a few minutes.”
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“What is the matter with you, Caine? You ain’t said nothing since you arrived. You ain’t having second thoughts are you?”

“No,” he answered simply, staring into the night. He didn’t bother to face Murdock and the others at the table. He was tired and still headachy from the ride in from Clover Hills.

“You gonna look out that window all night?” Jesse Smith asked. “Come on and take a hand, for crying out loud.”

“Not in the mood.”

“Hear that, Billy?” Jesse asked his brother. “He ain’t in the mood.”

Caine turned sideways looking at the brothers through hooded eyes. Self-proclaimed tough characters. Although, Billy was pretty good with his six-shooter. Caine had heard of the kid’s reputation as far as Oregon.

“Aw, come on Fuller, be sociable. This cabin ain’t run under no segregation laws,” Jesse said and laughed.

Caine walked past the table and strolled out through the door.

The night was dark without stars and quiet as a tomb. Normally, he would have preferred such a night, but tonight it only enhanced his sour mood. He had come a long way since Texas, in miles and in spirit, but the day had brought it all back. Veronica Murray had reminded him of Jenny and the hurt and loss her memory sometimes showered upon him. He lit a cheroot and walked a short distance into the trees, hoping to clear his head. How had he gotten to this point? Was money so important that he’d hook up with killers again? 

Hearing horses approaching, he quickly put out his smoke and ducked behind a tree. He watched as three riders halted in front of the cabin. One of them was bound and blindfolded. The other two roughly helped him down from his mount and led him inside the cabin. Caine waited a few minutes then returned to the cabin cautiously.

“Ah, Caine,” Murdock called out cheerfully from the fireplace, lighting a cigar. Caine looked at him closely for the first time since his arrival. He looked and acted the same as he had in Texas, several years ago, but now he was in charge of his own gang. Murdock had to be about forty-five, except for the added weight around his middle; he looked pretty much the same. His hair was still a thick mass of long light brown curls and he wore the same big moustache. “I’d like you to meet Lucien Graves. The hombre his boys busted out today.”

Caine and Graves silently sized each other up, not liking what they saw.

“Caine your first name or last?”

“Is that your business?” Caine asked letting his hostility show.

“It might,” Graves said taking a step toward Caine. He didn’t seem concerned that Caine was a lot younger and taller and outweighed him by twenty pounds and it was all muscle.

“Hold on, fellas!” Murdock inserted himself between the two instant enemies. “Caine, Lucien didn’t mean anything. Did you Lucien?”

Not saying anything, Lucien stepped back and leaned on the wall near the fireplace.

“What happened to the other two?” Caine spoke to Murdock, but his eyes were on Graves. “And who the hell are they?”

“The young fella is Brad Bannon. He’s a fine one with iron. And the other one is the sheriff of Red Water.”

“You said he was out with his posse.” Caine gave Murdock his undivided attention.

“The posse decided to turn back early. The fools don’t know the first thing about tracking. The sheriff decided to stop off in Clover Hills. Brad happened to recognize him and brought him here.”

“Why?”

“Because, without the sheriff, Red Water is practically unprotected. Like most towns, it’s full of mostly cowards. Those willing to pay other men to take care of business.”

“His deputies-”

“Will be out looking for the sheriff come morning. And with Lucien on the loose, -”

“Murdock.” Caine looked over at Grave’s scowling face, then back at Murdock. “This was a four way job. I see two extra men.” 

“Lucien ain’t part of the job,” Murdock explained. “But we have to cut Brad in.”

“No,” Caine objected. “Only four men are needed. I’m one of the four going inside and I insist on one quarter of the take.”

“So do me and Billy,” Jesse spoke up from the table.

Murdock looked from Caine to the brothers. “You boys expect me and Brad to take less? Share a lousy quarter?”

“I don’t care what the rest of you do,” Caine stated rigidly. “I just better get what we agreed on.”

“Murdock, why don’t you just get rid of this one,” Lucien Graves suggested with a sneer. “Let the kid take his place.”

“Because I’m sure Murdock knows better.” Caine moved towards him, and once again Murdock got between them. “And if you open your mouth to get in my business again-”

“Look, fellas.” Murdock quickly intervened. “No fighting tonight. Lucien, you are welcome to hide out with us, because I owe you, but ease up with the bad attitude. And Caine, you check your temper.” He paused a second. “After this job is done, the two of you can knock each other’s brains out for all I care.”

“Hey Caine,” Jesse said friendly-like. “Come on over here and take a hand.”

“What’s the name of the game?” Caine asked strolling over to the younger men. Surprisingly, he felt calm enough to let Lucien Graves go for the moment. Wouldn’t do to get too tense right before a job. 

“Five card stud,” Jesse said.

“Yeah,” Lucien said leaning against the mantle. “Play cards with the snot noses.”

“Lucien,” Murdock warned.

“Graves,” Caine said lighting a cigar. “Any time after Red Water, if you really want some of me. In the meanwhile, every time you run your mouth I’m going to assume it’s because you know Murdock is gonna get in my way.”

“And later,” Billy snickered. “Can’t nobody get in his way! No sir!”

“Watch it.” Lucien stood straight. 

“Naw, old man.” Jesse turned sideways in his chair to face him. “My brother ain’t got to watch nothing. But you need to quit getting people riled.”

“Lucien, we got business.” Murdock said diplomatically. “Would you mind moving on to the back room?”

“So, where you from?” Jesse asked dealing out the cards, not giving Lucien another thought once he slammed the door behind him.

“Nowhere in particular.” 

“Murdock said y’all met in Texas. That’s one hell of a place.”

“Yeah.” Caine picked up his cards. 

“Said you was making a name for yourself down there being such a fast draw and all. Says you rival my brother here.”

“I thought you wanted to play cards,” Caine said hoping to evade the question of who was faster.

“You reckon you can take him?” Jesse asked almost getting serious.

“Who?”

“Billy, here.”

Caine looked at him meaningfully for a few seconds. “I don’t really give a damn, Jesse.”

“Well, hell!” Jesse laughed. “I was just making conversation, Caine. One gunman to another.”

“Is that how you think of yourself?”

“Don’t you?” Billy asked in a way that caused Caine to consider him fully. Young enough to probably still be in school, instead he was a killer. 

“How about a drink,” Jesse offered pushing the bottle across the table. “You look like a man that could sure use one.”

“No thanks.” 

“Oh, go ahead and take a swig!” Jesse encouraged then put the bottle back up to his own lips. “Nothing like a good bottle of rye.” He shoved the bottle at Caine again.

“No thanks,” Caine repeated.

“You ain’t very sociable are you?” Billy accused.

“I don’t want a drink, junior,” Caine answered with an edge then softened. “Nothing personal. I’ve got things on my mind.”

“A woman?” Billy’s eyes lit up. “Think of all the women you could have with your share of the money.”

Jesse rolled his eyes and sighed. “Is that all you ever think about?”

“Is there anything better? I remember this one time-”

“Jesse, you and Billy,” Murdock interrupted. “Time you two made tracks to town. And Caine, you and I have things to go over before we turn in.” He waited until the brothers left then cleared the tabletop and sat down. “Here’s the layout,” he said unfolding a hand drawn set of blueprints. “You got your head on?” 

“Don’t worry about my head.”

“You’re too tense.” Murdock frowned at him. 

“Murdock,” Caine said rising. “I’m heading out. Be back in the morning.”

“We need to go over these plans.”

“I don’t like what I’ve seen and heard tonight. Too many people- and you know I don’t appreciate surprises.”

“Hey now.” Murdock slowly got to his feet. “You ain’t thinking about pulling out?”

“That’s exactly what I’m thinking, Murdock. I’m sure your pal Graves would gladly help you out. Or maybe that other fella you think so much about.”

“I’ve got other doings with them. Red Water is you, the Smiths and me! Look, you go on for tonight but be back here tomorrow by noon. I’ll get rid of Lucien -and the sheriff too if that bothers you so much!”

“I’ll be back,” Caine said. “Ready to do business. You make sure you are too.”  
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Gerald Williams let the curtain fall back as he spun around and stared at nothing. His outrage was so great that he actually didn’t see a thing. First, Lucian Graves escapes from the jail he had built special to hold his enemies, and now his bank was being blown up. “What the bloody hell is going on in this blasted town!”

“They’re robbing the bank, Mister Williams!” Fannie cried, her eyes big and frightened in her dark face as she burst into his office.

“I know that Fannie!” he bellowed. “Now, close that door behind you!” He was startled by another blast then barreled out of his office running down the hallway. “George! George!”  An old man ran from the window at the end of the hall meeting him.

“What is being done? Where is Sheriff Haines?”

“Ain’t been seen since the other day. And nobody is going against the Mavericks without him.”

“Not Graves and his bunch?”

“Nope. I heard the gang was split up anyway. The bunch that busted him out was some younger boys.”

“Thank you, George.”

George ran downstairs, out in front of the hotel to watch the commotion. Boy, were those fellas having fun! It bought back fond memories to the old man. Shoot! He didn’t have any money in that bank. “Give ‘em hell boys!” he cried forgetting himself. “Oops.” He looked up at Mister Williams’ curtain. No one was looking out, thank goodness.

“Gerald, what is all that racket
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