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It was an insane nightmare. This was not happening to her! She wasn’t lying on the dirt floor of a filthy shack with two chickens pecking at her bloody knees. Soon, she’d wake up, and her torment would end.

“Oh God,” she cried and tried to pray but the sound of horses snorting and hooves pounding made her body freeze and her heart race in her chest. They were back! She scrambled getting off the floor, ignoring the pain in her knees and soles of her feet. They weren’t going to catch her totally dejected and humiliated. She eased down in one of the rickety wooden chairs, near the big table which was the only other piece of furniture in the shack.

“Hey,” one of the other girls hissed at her. “Get back on the floor like he said.”

She looked at her swollen bare feet. He’d taken her shoes and stomped them until she cried like a baby, begging for mercy. “That maniac,” she mumbled from scabbed lips, and tears spilled down her cheeks.  

“Get back down and pretend you are asleep. He won’t bother you if you don’t talk back so much.”

“No, he has to let us go! I’m not living on the floor with chickens.”

“You want to die, Veronica? You want us all to die because you got too much pride to lie on the floor?”

“We aren’t going to die.” She was bound to think of some way out of that sick man’s aberration.

“Look what he did to your legs and feet when you tried to run. He did that so he wouldn’t have to kill you. People who ain’t ready to kill you will do awful things to control you.”

“What?” What did she know about criminals, and what they might do? “You saying give in and do whatever they want?” It was inconceivable! All her life somebody was trying to control her, make her weak. And she’d never given in, at least not fully.

“What you going to do with busted legs? And your feet! Veronica, get back on the floor with the rest of us and keep your mouth shut.”

“Judy-” She turned sharply toward the noise outside the door. Drunken laughter and heavy feet. “God,” she whispered and looked at her dirty and bloodied skirts. She was in no shape to take another beating. Closing her eyes, she slipped her body down to the dirty floor.

The door flung open, and two men stumbled in, they both wore six-shooters. One pulled Veronica up, lifting her by the waistband of her skirt. “Girl, who busted your mouth?”

“Deke’s been at it again,” the other one snickered.

“When will these girls learn not to piss that fella off?” He laughed then pulled Veronica up against him. “You are the one that tried to get away. What’s the matter, you don’t like it here?” 

“Get your hands off me,” she said even as her body began to tremble.

“You think you too good to be touched by the likes of me?” 

“Yeah.”

“What?” He slapped her face hard. Veronica screamed and grabbed her inflamed cheek. “What you say to me?” 

“Hey, Sam,” his partner cautioned a bit uneasily. “Calm down.”

“You heard what she said, Leroy. How is trash like her too good for me to touch?”

“Maybe you should stop asking girls questions you don’t want the answer to.” Leroy shuffled over to the chair vacated by Veronica and let out a loud breath, stretching out his short, thick legs. “You got that bottle on you?”

“Naw.”

“What’s that bulge in your coat pocket?” Leroy asked. “I paid for half of-”

“Hey!” A strong hard voice boomed into the shack. Sam’s hold on Veronica’s middle tightened, and they both stood frozen as the wide-shouldered man stomped inside the shack. He wore chaps with rough work britches.  Veronica noticed the spurs on his boots were covered with blood. His eyes went from Veronica to the other three girls sitting on the floor. Only Veronica held his hard gaze. “Well now,” he said. His voice was even. “What do you think you’re up to?”

“I’m not up to anything,” she answered.  “They just came in and-”

“She was trying to get out, Dick,” Sam said.  As if he suddenly remembered she was right there, he pushed her roughly away from his body.  “Ain’t that right, Leroy?”

Leroy smiled and didn’t say a word.

“He’s lying!” Veronica shouted. “They came in, and he grabbed me and hit me!”

“What!” Dick cast hard eyes on Sam. On his belt was a bowie knife. His hand moved close to it. 

“Dick!” Sam moved toward the door. “She’s the one grabbed hold of me! Tell him, Leroy!”

“Leroy, you gonna tell me something or not?” Dick’s eyes remained fixed on Sam’s. Leroy made a short snickering sound. “Girl, did you lie to me?”

“No.” Her blood ran cold in her veins. What would he do to her if he didn’t believe her? “How- how can I escape when Deke just about crippled me?”

“Of course, you’d try to escape. It’s only natural,” he said. 

“But I wasn’t doing anything, I swear. I- I can’t.”

“I’m talking about why he had hold of you.” Dick kept his mean gaze on Sam.

“I was on the floor like you said when they burst in. He snatched me up and hit me.”

“Hit you?” Dick turned from Sam to study on her. “Where he hit you?”

“Across my face.”

“Dick, you know me. I been with you for five years! How are you gonna listen to this slut? She was the one pressing all on me.” Leroy began to laugh and got to his feet. “It’s the truth!” Sam watched Dick’s hand move to the grip of the bowie knife. “Tell him, Leroy! Don’t just stand there acting like something is funny! Tell him what this girl was trying to do!”

“You hit her,” Dick stated as if he accepted it as fact. He touched her face with gentle fingers. He acted like he didn’t notice the fear and repulsion rippling through her body. “Is that all he did?” he asked her. “Tell me.”

“Dick! You crazy old fool!” Sam pulled his gun and fired. Dick drew the knife and advanced on him. Rather than shoot and miss again, Sam ran toward the door. Dick caught him as he yanked the door open and put him in a belly to back cross face hold. “No! Dick, don’t! Plea-” Dick cut his throat from ear to ear and let him bleed to death on his chest.

“Oh my God,” Judy uttered before she fainted. Her head thumped hard on the floor. The other girls continued to lie still on the floor.

Leroy began to laugh again.

Dick let the body fall and stood back to stare at it. After cursing and spitting on the floor, he dragged it outside. “Leroy, get out here and bury this carcass.”

“Sure, Dick.”

“Get it done now,” Dick said, entering the shack again. He had the half bottle Sam attempted to hide from his partner. He slammed the door shut and locked it after the other man strolled out to do as ordered. He sat at the table and guzzled down half the whiskey. He burped then rose, pushing from the table. The eyes he cast on Veronica were bright, and he was smiling. He ambled over to her and took her hand.  “Veronica,” he said and dragged her reluctant, cold body to his.

“Oh God,” she choked and felt weak at her sore knees. He held her, supporting her in his arms. Veronica’s heart caught in her chest and found it difficult to breathe. It was just a nightmare, she told herself, and soon she’d wake up.

~*~
[image: image]


He’d made her light the first bundle of dynamite with his rifle by threatening to cut her nose if she refused him again. She’d felt weak and sick and collapsed in the dirt, wanting to puke as she tried to cover her nose against the awful stench of the rising smoke.

He sent the rest of the gang to board the derailed train. He stayed back to make sure she appreciated his handy work. “Get up.” He sounded angry. “Get up and watch.”

“No, Dick. I can’t.” It wasn’t like rustling cattle or robbing banks.  Wrecking a train was too much destruction. There was no way someone wasn’t dead.  And if they weren’t dead, Deke and the others were going to kill them for fun.  He’d made her a killer. Didn’t matter that she prayed to God. He’d chosen to ignore her and let Dick triumph over her again. She was indeed in hell. She sobbed, pounding on the rocky hillside which was their vantage point, where she'd expertly fired his rifle to blow up the tracks. Then a sharp rock pushed painfully into her knee. Somehow that stopped the flow of tears, and her mind began to focus. The rest of her life wasn’t going to be dynamite and carnage.  She turned her head to look at the old lunatic who was trying to take her life, the precious life her mother had suffered for years to give her.

“What are you crying about?” Dick snarled. “Just a bunch of soldiers.” He gazed down at the wreckage until the anger on his face dissolved into a brilliant grin. “You did good work, sweetheart. I knew you were the one when I first laid eyes on you. But you gotta stop all this weak stuff.”

“You’re the devil,” she told him rising to her feet.  He laughed throwing his head back like he always did when she got angry enough to dare call him names. With a rock she clutched hidden in her fist, she hit him in the throat. “Devil!” she screamed, bringing her knee up to his crotch. He went down groaning and gagging. She went to take his gun, but he managed to fight her for it and squeezed off one shot. It was sure to bring at least Deke or John back up the hill. She had to move fast. With her elbow, she punched his windpipe, he dropped the gun. He still had the bowie knife, and he went for it. She shot him in the chest then ran to the horses. She considered running them all off but thought it might take too long. Instead, she swung up to the saddle of the nearest mare, maniacally she rode off down the hill, her heart pounding her chest, pulsing in her ears. Gripping the reins, she ignored the nauseous feeling rising from her stomach up into her throat and urged her steed to race harder, away from the cursing men chasing her. For she knew, this was her only chance.

She was fleeing for her life, her sanity. She was riding a fast pony straight out of hell.

“Ronnie?” Her husband’s face scowling down at her erased the images of evil men chasing her down, dragging her through rocks and mud. She was safe in her own home, in her own dry and warm bed. Thank the lord, it was just a dream. The dream was over, yet her pulse still raced up to her ears. She became aware of the rapid rise and fall of her chest. “You’re sweating, and you were screaming,” Caine told her.

“I guess, I had a nightmare or something,” she said turning on her side to avoid the controlled panic on his face. 

“What were you dreaming about?”

“I don’t know. I rarely remember my dreams,” she mumbled into her pillow. She got the feeling he wasn’t going to stop staring down at the side of her head. “Can I have a cup of water?” Without a word, he rolled out of bed to go to the pitcher on the bureau. He filled a cup and came back to her. He watched her gulp it down then placed the cup on the nightstand. She peered up at his tight face then avoided his eyes by building up her pillows.

“Ronnie, you’ve been waking up upset ever since the baby was born.

Marcus is seven months,” Caine said. “And your dreaming is getting worse.”

“People have bad dreams. I’ve always had bad dreams,” she shared. 

“Not like this, darlin’.”

“No,” she agreed. “Not like this.”

“Come here,” he said gathering her up with an arm to his chest. “Ain’t nothing in this world to be afraid of because I’m right here with you,” he declared, softly taking her in his arms, drawing her down to the mattress. He pulled back to find her eyes in the dim light of the moon shining through their bedroom window. 

She sighed and hugged his neck. He was the sweetest and gentlest man she ever met. Yet, he was also one of the most formidable men when he had to be. For her and their son, he’d probably, wrestle a grizzly bear to the death.  The past two years, he had indeed proven his love and devotion. She hoped she’d proved herself to him as well. I do deserve you, she thought. No other woman could love you any better.

~*~
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Right before sunrise, he rose up to find he was alone in their bedroom. As he rolled out of bed, he wondered how much rest she’d gotten finally falling asleep against his chest. He padded over to check on the baby. Marcus’ crib was empty. Veronica had him up somewhere with her to keep him quiet.

“Mornin’,” he growled into her neck kissing her at the table as she poured coffee into a cup. He noticed the full breakfast of sausage, biscuits, hot syrup, and eggs. As he suspected, she’d gotten up early unable to sleep even in the comfort of his loving arms.

She placed the coffee pot on the stove then turned around to put her arms around him for a deep first kiss of the day. “Mmmm. Good morning, sweetheart. Look what I went and did.” 

“I see,” he said. Just like when they were first married. “Everything looks and smells delicious. Especially, you.” She smelled of the rose scented cream he had Mrs. Applegate mix up special for her last birthday. “But you don’t have to go through so much trouble first thing in the morning on a school day.”

“I know. With giving the baby most of my attention, I don’t want you feeling neglected, honey.”

“Hey,” he said drawing her up close to gaze down into her bright face. So different from previous mornings lately. Perhaps, finally getting her to admit what was ailing her was what she needed. “I appreciate you, Veronica. But don’t go overdoing it.”

“I won’t. It’s mostly I miss our mornings together. Come on, let’s eat before-” Marcus began to cry. “Oh, no.”

“It’s fine, honey.” He went to the little boy sitting up in his playpen. “Fix me a plate, and I’ll hold this little rascal! Good morning, son.” He beamed at his child. So proud and happy, marveling at the joy he felt from just holding him. “Aw, what’s the matter? You already ate, didn’t you?”

“He’s fine,” Veronica said sitting a plate down in front of him. “He just heard his pa’s voice and wanted him to take notice is all.” She sat down smiling and fixed her own plate. 

“I remember how small he was when he was born. For the first month or so I was worried.” Caine looked across the table to his wife’s stunned face. Obviously, she had no doubt about the child’s survival. Thank goodness he’d kept his worries to himself. “I had a brother born too early. He didn’t make it.”

“But you see how fat he’s getting. Nothing is wrong with him.”

“I know.”

“You never mentioned you had a brother.”

“Well, as I said, he didn’t make it. Ma didn’t even name him. But you had this one’s name already before he was born like you knew we would have a boy.” 

“I guess, I did. Caine, put him down so you can eat and enjoy your food.”

“He’s fine. He’s about to go back to sleep in a minute.”

“Caine, you are on the road to spoiling him,” she chastised following them inside the nursery. 

“He’s starting to look like you,” Caine said upon rising back from the crib. “He ain’t near as dark as me either.”

“You sound like you don’t want him to be. What difference does his color make?” She asked trailing him out of the nursery and into the hall.

“You know what people say about darker skin,” he said and paused before heading down the stairs. The baffled expression on her face made him think she didn’t. Veronica had grown up in a different world. A world of mostly dark-skinned Negroes, who had not succumbed to prejudices as ridiculous as going by the lightness or darkness of one’s skin. How many times had she referred to his strong, manly looks as beautiful? “Um, you know. The darker the berry, the sweeter the juice?”

“Well, I guess that makes you the sweetest man in the whole territory. Not to mention the most handsome and most desirable.” She sidled up to him grinning provocatively and slid her palms up his chest to rest on his shoulders. “How sweet is my juice, Caine?”

“The sweetest,” he said meeting her lips for a light taste. Which he realized was not enough for suddenly he was very thirsty. When was the last time they’d made love in the morning on a school day? He lifted her skirt and delighted as he discovered she wore no undergarments. “Veronica!” Oh, this was her plan all along. “What about school?”

“I don’t care about school. I’m a naughty girl.”

“Yeah?” He kept his eyes on hers as she worked on the buttons of his trousers while moving their bodies to the wall until her back was against it. “Okay, bad girl, you are going to be late.” He took her face in his hands and kissed her deep and slow. Her arms went around his neck and shoulders when he lifted her up. Her bare legs and thighs wrapped around him as his stiff heat sought her moist sweetness. He moaned grabbing her hip to control his entry. “God!” he cried out from the vigorous pumping of her hips, the control of her muscles taking his deep thrusts. 

He could’ve made love to her all morning if there were time. As it was, she had to get dressed and repin her hair. He lay back on the pillows watching her pull herself together. He smiled when she pulled her bloomers up to her waist. 

“What are you grinning about?” She caught his eye in the mirror while she massaged cream into her hands.

“You know what I’m grinning about.” He bound from the bed, came up behind her and hugged her. “You pretty little thing. Veronica.”

“What?”

“Just saying my wife’s name.”

“You like it that much?”

“I like it, and I adore you.” He turned her around and kissed her softly.
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Chapter Two
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Samuel Pagent was a powerful man. A wealthy cattleman who struck it rich in the silver mines. He owned two local whorehouses. One for the north side of town, another for the south side. They were the fanciest, with the best assortment of women. He also supplied all of the whiskey and opium to be sold in town. Mostly, he was a harsh man. An all-around awful man. 

Today, he was being generous, he said. For that she should be grateful, he told her. Maybe so, if she was the kind of woman spawned in these parts, but to her, Samuel Pagent was no man whom to be grateful to for any reason.

“You can keep the laundries,” he said. “But those girls will work for me. Being China dolls, they can make me quite a bit of money.”

“No.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m not making a deal with you.”

“Oh. Then I must conclude you don’t understand what is going on here. I run this town and every god damn person in it!” He stood to his full stout height of six feet three. He walked around her kitchen table and grabbed her throat. “I want the girls. You want your laundry. Don’t be stupid and we both get what we want.” 

“I already have what I want,” she croaked.

He released her to step back and gape at her audacity. “You think you can stand up to me?”

“I don’t have to,” she said. “Those girls are gone. I stayed behind to allow them time to get out of town.”

“Did you now?”

“Yes.” She smiled at dropping her trump card at his feet. “Take the laundries,” she said. “What can I do with Chinese laundries with no Chinese?”

“Well played, my dear.” He went back to his chair to pick up his hat and gloves then turned toward the door and stopped. “Oh, but um... there is another small matter. Your husband.” 

“My-” What the hell did he think he knew about her? “I don’t have a husband.”

“I know that. You killed him.” He waited for a reaction of fear, she supposed. But fear was the one thing she was out of these days. Seeing, nothing but anger, he continued getting red in his own face. “Gideon Hill was an upstanding man in his community. Though it is against the law, he called you his wife. His one mistake which proved to be his last.”

“He was just like you, a fat, slimy, red-faced, old toad,” she dared to differ and smiled crossing her arms under her bosoms, waiting for him to continue. 

He walked his girth back to her table and poured himself a drink, meeting her eyes as he did so. “You have good taste in spirits, Cassie. I wonder how a girl like you can afford to casually buy this stock. Did you save your pennies? Are you using your laundries as a front for other activities? Or did you steal it? By you, I mean, your hoodlums. The very same hoodlums I have locked up on petty charges. Charges I can make go away, or charges to be added to.” He gulped down the shot and wiped his thick purple lips. “Are you going to deny knowing those boys? Boys who will be tried as adults.”

“Even you wouldn’t...” Damn it. He would and love doing it. “They didn’t steal the whiskey. I’ll confess,” she bluffed.

“No, you won’t. Because you and I will strike a deal. Today. In this kitchen. This nice kitchen. How do you think you were able to live on this street and pay so little rent? Did you think bedding down with the landlord was enough to allow a Negress and two China dolls to live among the white genteel?” He laughed pouring another shot of her whiskey. “Damn, this is good stock!” 

“You’ve had enough,” she said reaching for the bottle.

He snatched the bottle out of her reach. “I’d like to know where you get the nerve to live the way you do. You have more gumption than any white woman I ever met! And look at you! The blackest human to walk this earth!” He grabbed her blouse front ripping it as he pulled her forward stumbling into his wide body. “But I’ll be damned if you ain’t also the womanliest!” He choked her down to her knees, breathing hot whiskey and cigar breath into her nostrils. “It was me! My money allowed the likes of you to have all you wanted.”

“Why? I never asked you for anything.” She wrenched herself free of his hands and covered her chest scrambling to her feet.

“I told you I owned you, girl! I tried to be good to you, but you actually think you are better than a white man! You know what? I’m glad you sent the China girls away. I can get more out of an exotic black beauty like you! Look at this skin! White men would pay excessively to see it covered in a bath of creamy milk!”

“Don’t touch me!” She ran around the table grabbing the whiskey bottle. “Just tell me what I have to do to keep those boys alive.”

“What? Giving in so soon?”

“Let them out of jail and send them out of town. I’ll... I’ll do what I have to.”

“You think I’m so stupid to let you fool me again?” He ran her around the table and latched on to her arm in a vice-like grip. “I’ll let them out of jail- but those boys will stay working on my ranch every day until I get tired of looking at their black faces! I’ll be tired of their faces when I’m tired of you!”

“You devil!” she cried and punched his face. “God will get you!”

“Ha! Ha!” He roared tossing his head back. “In due time, but not today!” He sobered then took the bottle from her hand. “Sit down, Cassie.” With slumped shoulders, she complied and retook her chair. “I told you I meant to be generous to you.” From his breast pocket, he produced a wallet and emptied its contents on her table. “Five hundred dollars, Cassie. Yours today. As your sponsor, I will see that you continue to live in the fashion you are used to, and my generosity will continue- if you are obedient.” He smirked at her and took another hot shot of her whiskey. “Should we drink to it?” He got up after spying two teacups on the counter. “Clean enough,” he decided, taking his seat and poured a cupful. 

“I don’t need a drink,” she sneered at him.

“Just a small one to seal the deal,” he grinned. 

“No.”

“I insist. There.” He sat back crossing his legs watching her take a sip. “That’s a good girl. Now, go draw yourself a hot bath.”

“I had a bath yesterday.”

“You will take a bath when I tell you. First, take off that dress.”

“You go to hell first.” She slowly rose out of her chair then pushed it up to the table. “Did you really think I’d let a rotten, old, white bastard like you touch me?” She grabbed the bottle by the neck and smashed it on the table. “Over my dead body,” she said.

“You behave, Cassie,” he warned rising up. “If you make me come around this table and take your neck-” He grabbed the back of his chair to steady himself. “Damn, the room is spinning!” He toppled over then reached for the table, unable to pull himself up he looked up at her. “Help me... my pills. My heart.”

“Feels like it’s about to burst open? That’s how Gideon described it.”

“Cassie...you poisoned... me.” 

“Fool,” she laughed and clapped her hands. “I told you, you’d had enough. It wasn’t even meant for you! You killed yourself, old man!”

“No! No! No nigger... no woman can get the better of me.”

“You ain’t nothing! I’ve dealt with better and smarter men than you. And guess what. They all ended up on the cold floor just like you cursing my name.”

“You black witch! Aaaargh!”

“Go back to hell, you devil. Your time is up here.” 

Lord, he was so big and heavy she had to drag him out of the back door then roll him across the yard in a bound carpet. Thankfully, he’d parked his carriage back there to not be seen by her neighbors. If she were a praying kind of woman, she’d have prayed for strength to heave him up on the floor of his buggy. As it were, she merely dragged and pulled him until he lay half across the seat and floor. That done she went inside to change her clothes for travel. 

On inspecting the floor, she noticed smears of blood and vomit. Not unusual, for who was to say it wasn’t her own blood and vomit? But had anyone seen him approach her back door? Or simply recognized his buggy? Well, there wasn’t much to be done now, she concluded. The fool had ruined her plans but good. She took the wallet and burned it on the stove. Just in case. She put the five hundred dollars inside her Bible then packed it in her valise. 

“Damn you, Sam Pagent,” she muttered on her way out of the back door. Another six months was all she needed to work the town for what it was worth. Of course, there were other towns and other rich white men, she thought.

But that wasn’t how it turned out. She ran from Texas with Pinkerton agents on her trail and a valise of uncut diamonds.
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Chapter Three
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Jumping from the train, she cursed then landed in a tumble in the rocky grass. She lay flat on her back, looking up at the sun, clutching her grip and slowly raised her knees checking for injury. Only her backside hurt. Collecting herself to her feet, she brushed dirt and grass from her britches and shirt, then pulled the neck scarf from her face. She let out a breath and watched the caboose disappear into the hills. 

The signpost about ten miles back pointed to the town of Clover Hills. Twenty miles it said. She had ten miles of walking in unknown territory. Might be dark, she supposed when she arrived at the station hours after the last train pulled out. Still, a woman alone at night would not go unnoticed or unremarked on. Even a Negro woman. Best she remained in men’s clothing and kept a dirty face.

~*~
[image: image]


“A bottle and a glass,” she gruffed to the short woman behind the counter. The woman stared at her as if not hearing her order. “I said, a bottle and a glass.”

“I need to hear some coins clinking first.”

“I ain’t tossing you nothing before I get served.”

“I don’t like trouble. Just trying to avoid it for both our sakes.” The server turned and grabbed a bottle by the neck then placed a glass beside it. “Meant no offense if you thinking I’m slighting you because of you a Negro.” 

“I don’t need you pouring,” she said tossing two coins on the counter. “Keep what’s due.” She kept her hat on and head down after surveying the station. Not crowded but doing business. It would do for the night, she decided, pulling out a chair and sat behind a table which put her back to the wall.

“Slim and Dark,” the woman called out from the counter. “Kitchen is closing. You want some grub? We got beans and cornbread.”

“No, thanks.”

“On the house since you bought a bottle.” The short woman stepped from behind the bar and moseyed right over to her table. “I already know your secret and I ain’t no blabbermouth. Relax.”

“You go mind your own business.” There was no way she knew about the diamonds. Saw through her disguise maybe but no way she knew why she was traveling as a man.

“I will- after you pour me a drink.”

“What?” 

“The name is Gertie. And I know you ain't a man.” Gertie pulled out a chair and sat across from her smiling like the cat who sneaked all the cream. “Oh, you are passing with the fake gut and loose britches. Unless someone was trying to see otherwise, they wouldn’t.”

“But you are trying.”

“You are smart, but Pinkerton men are smart too. They knew you jumped and headed this way.”

“They?” As in more than one? She hadn’t figured on that. Pinkertons usually traveled alone as they trusted no one being the crooks they usually were anyhow.

“You traveled fast. They ain’t expecting you until morning.”

“I have no idea what you are talking about.” She eyed the woman and pulled the cork out of the bottle with her teeth. A white woman who thought she was savvy enough to deal with a thief. 

“Hon, they found your clothes in the trash bin. You are the only unusually dark Negro to stroll in here after the train. Think on that and see if I don’t deserve a drink.”

“What do you really want, Gertie? Why come over here warning me?”

“I told you I don’t like trouble. Not in my place. Pinkerton men are always trouble.”

“All right, I’ll take my bottle and leave.”

“And go where? Girl, you ain’t got a move to make. They want what you are carrying and plan to kill you to get it.”

“I know that,” she said and knocked back her shot. 

“You don’t seem scared at all,” Gertie observed. “In fact, if you were a real man, I’d say you looked ready. Like someone else I know.”

“You know someone like me,” she laughed and took off her hat revealing her short curly hair. “When you are tired, ready is all you got left.”

“They are out in the tents,” Gertie said. “I’d say that Chinese girl what was in here, just walked back to go back tell them a Negro just arrived. I’m telling you this, so you don’t bleed to death on my floor. Just surrender.”

“Okay. I guess you do deserve a drink. But pour it yourself. You said there is two of them? Just two?”

“Yeah. The only two strangers that stayed. Sounded like you. Texans.”

“Gertie, I suggest you go back behind the counter.” She pushed out from the table and poured another shot.

“What’s your name?”

“Jennifer Cassidy. If things go badly remember that, will you?” 

“Sure.” Gertie rose and hurried behind the counter with the cook who just came from the kitchen. She watched Jennifer adjust her pistol then wait calmly for the short man to split the batwings. She shot him before his feet cleared the entrance. “Jesus!” Gertie clutched the cameo pinned to her high collar.

“You sidewinder!” The second agent took a shot from outside through a window and missed. “You black female snake!” he cried out then went down as her bullet entered his throat.

Jennifer spun around the station, her eyes unblinking, taking in each individual sitting or standing frozen. “Now, everybody just mind your own business,” she said and picked up her hat and valise. “Anybody wants to follow me, better think twice.”

“What kind of woman are you?” The cook asked from against the wall. “You just killed two white men!”

“I’m the kind of woman I have to be! This is what this world made me! Now, I meant what I said! Y’all better mind y’all own business!” She backed out of the station and into the dark street. Her heartbeat was in her throat. Never had she killed in a public place. Or taken out two men in a gunfight. Two white men, she amended. On the other side of the street stood a lone horse. She hurried over and relived it of its saddlebags then mounted it. 

“Hey!” Gertie picked up her shirts, ran across the street and took the horse by the bridle. “Cassidy. You said, Cassidy. That ain’t no alias, is it?”

“Move, Gertie. I’ve got tracks to make.” Then she looked down into the little woman’s face. She was a crook too. “Do you know Jack?”

“I met him. Wouldn’t say I knew him. Girl, you better hope those dead Pinkerton men were rogue, and no one knew they were after you.”

“Doesn’t matter. I’ll be over the border-”

“It’s your brother that you reminded me of!”

“My brother? You know Caine? Where is he? Is he alive?”

“You don’t know? He’s in Gingerville. He’s the-”

Jennifer jerked the reins free and galloped her stolen horse off into the night. Caine was why Jack journeyed out to these parts, she reasoned, and it made sense. After all those years, he still hated Caine enough to track him down and kill him. But the fool hadn’t heeded her advice and got killed instead. That was why he never came back. Not because he didn’t want her. He got himself killed. “Oh, you bastard! I hate you!”
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Chapter Four
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A thriving town depended on growing business. He understood it. He also understood there was business and then there was business. What was going on in Gerald Williams’ offices was not good for the town. If he saw it why didn’t the town? Once upon a time, everyone knew not to trust a snake. But then again, what did he really know about business? His gun on his hip and intuition was all he needed to manage his own personal business. So, he decided other folk could manage their own as well.

Yet, as he turned and crossed the street, something told him the town committee had made a serious error in judgment when allowing Gerald Williams to open a bank in Gingerville. Yes, the township was becoming more than just a settlement for the people. It was becoming like Red Water. A town formed in the image of Gerald Williams. 

He tipped his hat at the ladies as they stepped back opening a passage just big enough for him to continue on past the mercantile. Business was good there too. The ladyfolk were content to purchase most of their goods in town rather than journeying outside to Red Water or Fire City. 

With bank loans, more businesses were starting up and expanding. It all looked good but to Caine, it seemed too easy. Any deal made with Gerald Williams had to have a catch. 

Out in the sun, Caine pulled the brim of his hat to shield his eyes from the bright light as he continued down past the longer street filled with new buildings with fresh paint, paned windows, and awnings. They even had streets now. First, Second and Third. At the end of third street was his intended destination. 

He split open the batwings and stomped right up to the bar counter. The bartender was a stout built older woman with light skin and high cheekbones. Her long plaits were piled high on her head. A surviving member of the Macgraw clan.

“What’ll it be, sheriff?”

“Beer, please.” He watched her place his glass under a spigot and fill it. 

“Caleb is frying up a mess of fish,” she said. “You want a plate?”

“No, thanks.” The last time he had a plate of a mess of something Caleb cooked, he and Veronica endured a bellyache for two days. “I would like a bottle of scotch if you have it, though.”

“Three dollars.”

“Pardon?”

“You think scotch grow on trees in these parts?”

“I’ll pass.”

“Suit yourself.”

“You know, you ain’t the only saloon in town,” Caine pointed out and gulped down his beer. But except for Sweet Maureen’s, her place was the only place in town to get a decent bottle. “You overcharging everybody, or just me?”

“Why would it just be you?” 

“Sometimes folks want to blame me for when somebody gets what is coming to them.”

“Did I ever say I blamed you or your wife for blowing my cousin’s brains out through his face?”

“Your family did its share of killing in this town, ma’am. They tried to cut my head off before that. Ain’t nobody sorry for what happened.”

“You figure you telling me what I don’t already know?” Her attitude was on the feisty side, as usual, not exactly friendly but not hostile either.

It occurred to Caine this was the first time in the couple of months since arriving in Gingerville she mentioned her family regarding them all being killed. Why was she bringing it up at that moment? 

“Y’all claim it was all self- defense.”

“Ma’am, everything in my report and the newspaper was all facts.”

“Well, I guess I have to take y’alls word for those facts, don’t I?”

“What do you want, ma’am? An official inquest?”

“No inquest is gonna change nothing. Besides, I ain’t all that interested in hearing how lousy my folks were.”

“Then what are you interested in?” Caine asked. “What’s your point opening a business and living here in Gingerville of all places?”

“One place is as good as any and I’m the ornery sort or ain’t you noticed?”

“Ornery I can abide. But don’t let that Macgraw pride get you into more than you are designed to handle. Understand?”

“You finally got around to warning me, Mister Sheriff? Is that why you come stomping in here, sheriff? I know it ain’t the decorating touches. Or my kind smile.”

“This place ain’t bad looking,” Caine said. Nothing fancy like Sweet Maureen’s but nice enough. Especially considering she presumably lived isolated with mostly male relatives in shacks. It was clean and the furniture sturdy. But to answer her question, he said, “I come in here like I do every business in town. You have a problem with that, ma’am?”

“Why would I care what you do?”

“Most folks don’t. That is until they need the sheriff.”

“Well, look here. The day I need to call for a Texan is the day Nellie Macgraw digs a hole in the ground and move in.”

“Just out of curiosity. How many Texans have you met, not counting me?”

“Enough.”

“Funny,” Caine chuckled wiping his knuckles across his lips. “In all the time I’ve been in these parts, I’ve only come across two other than me.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, ma’am. You Macgraws talk like there is a Texan behind every rock or so.” Caine reached in his shirt pocket for a five-cent piece then slapped it on the counter. He noticed the polish and shine on the wood finish. It was brand new just like the table and chairs. Where did a woman from the hills get the money to open up a brand new saloon? She even wore fancy dresses as did her girls. The piano player had two suits. A small place but it had class. 

“Sheriff?” Caine paused at the batwings then turned. Nellie came from around the counter wiping her hands with a dry cloth. “Look, I ain’t come here to open a business just to give you grief. Regardless of my dead kinfolk. I chose this town for my own private reasons which ain’t got a thing to do with you. My cousin and his boys met their end doing what came naturally to them. I know they were overdue for a reckoning.”

“You realize no one in this town trusts you?”

“Don’t care about trust, Sheriff,” Nellie smirked and went back around the counter separating them. “Distrust ain’t kept nobody from spending their money on decent quality liquor. Even you,” she added folding the cloth in half and lay it on the dry surface. “I’m a Macgraw, and I’m neither proud nor ashamed of the fact. I ain’t done nothing to nobody and don’t intend to unless I’m bothered by somebody for some reason.”

“You saying, you ain’t got some plan for revenge?”

“I’m saying, I’m a widow trying to make a living for herself.”

“In the town that killed your cousins. I’m supposed to believe you are so forgiving?”

“There ain’t nothing to forgive. Jacob did his dirt and got himself and his boys killed.”

“And that’s all there is to it?” Caine looked her in her almond-shaped eyes, and she met his gaze fully. Crooks could do that easily he thought.

“Is there more to it for you, Sheriff?” Nellie asked. “It was your wife who killed Jacob and one of his boys for trying to kill you. I can’t hold that against her any more than this town can hold what happened later against me.”

“All right, ma’am. I’m going to act a gentleman and take your word as a lady on this matter.”

“Ain’t no need to be calling me names. I’m a woman, sheriff.”

“I apologize, ma’am.”

“You know Scotch comes all the way from Scotland. I have to make some money off the foreign land stuff. Why don’t we compromise? I’ll pour you a shot on the house.”

“That ain’t necessary,” he said watching her fill the short glass.

“It’s poured, and somebody better drink it,” she said and waited for Caine to pick up the glass and put it to his lips. “Sheriff, my cousins were awful men. I never wished them dead on account of they were family but now that it’s done, I ain’t crying over it.”

“Ma’am, I’m not sure I understand you.” 

“I’m saying this town where my cousins were all killed, is the most fitting place for me to call home. That’s why I opened my business here.”

“You hated them,” Caine surmised, placing his empty glass on the counter. “This town rid you of your evil kin.” But there was more. Caine knew it from the way she held his gaze. Trying to appear as if there was nothing to hide. She wanted something from the town, and so far, she was getting it because of Gerald Williams and the loans he was giving out like hot apple pies. Caine glanced around the saloon. As usual, when he entered the place, there was only one other patron. Of course, it was only the middle of the day, business was bound to pick up in the evenings. But still, with a gambling house in town, he wondered if it was possible to make enough profit to pay back on her loan. Unsophisticated maybe but Nellie Macgraw did not appear so ignorant.

“I ain’t the first woman who couldn’t abide with her family.”

“Yet, you did for a long time.” Until she rode into town, he’d never seen a Macgraw woman. What her life living among such men had been like, Caine did not care to imagine. 

“I had my reasons,” Nellie said. “Sometimes timing is a woman’s best friend.” She grabbed the bottle by the neck and asked if he wanted another shot.

“No, thank you. I better be moseying on.”

“Suit yourself,” she said turning to take a mug from a shelf and began wiping it dry.
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“What are you looking at?” The stranger spoke while signing the ledger for a hotel room.

“Well, to tell the truth, I ain’t exactly sure.” Brad looked the
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