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CHAPTER 1:
Poolside Antics
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Taffy Pycroft slouched in an oversized armchair, his generous frame wedged snugly between the plush armrests. He twilred a toy gun lazily in his hands. The TV mounted on the wall flickered with the sharp colours of Sledgehammer, an old 80s cop show he loved. The sound of canned laughter erupted from the screen, but Taffy’s own hysterical guffaws drowned it out. 

‘Geez, Taffy,’ Baker Deans said, cringing at the sound as he leaned back on the sofa beside him. ‘You lose it over the lamest jokes. The really funny stuff you don’t laugh at. It seems to go right over your head.’

Taffy glared at his friend with contempt. ‘If I laugh at it, it’s funny, you got that, Deans?’

Baker snickered. ‘What’s funny is your brain. It has me in stitches of laughter on a regular basis.’

‘You better watch it, moron! If you’re not careful, I’m gonna dish out a good thumping.’

His short, but athletic friend raised his hands in mock surrender. ‘Oh no, I’m terrified! What’ll you do? Squirt me with your little water pistol?’

‘This isn’t a water pistol, moron. It’s a real gun. I’m taking it on our case to Colorado.’

Baker chuckled. ‘Real gun, my arse. If it was real, you would have fired off a whole lot of shots by accident by now, because you’re so careless. Half of us would be in hospital with bullets wounds, or worse be lying in coffins.’

Taffy’s attention returned to the TV. He and his fellow friends had moved to the USA the previous year but still chose to live in shared accommodations. It saved money and it meant they had all the mod cons. 

Taffy burst out laughing once again, amused by what he was watching. He then turned back to Baker. ‘I’m gonna get a gun like Sledgehammer’s. And it’s gonna talk.’

‘A talking gun?’ Baker scoffed. ‘There’s not much point in having talking guns.’

‘Yes, there is. They can tell the crooks to put their hands up or something like that.’

‘But why can’t you just say that yourself?’

Taffy rolled his eyes, unable to believe how dense his comrade was. ‘That’s the idea of having a talking gun, so you don’t have to say it.’

Baker groaned. ‘Yeah, yeah, okay.’

‘See?’ Taffy tapped the side of his skull. ‘Smarts’

The show wrapped up, and Taffy shuffled outside, stepping into the warm embrace of the Californian afternoon. The backyard was a dream – the turquoise water of the pool shimmered under the sun, and the air buzzed with laughter and splashes.

Near the pool’s edge, Seth Gannon, the fearless leader of the Seth Gannon Investigators, lounged on a deck chair with Delaney Sullivan nestled beside him. Taffy’s breath hitched as his gaze lingered on her. She was perfect – the kind of perfect that only existed in magazines and dreams. Her long, dark hair spilled over her shoulders like silk, framing a face with blue eyes and flawless skin that practically glowed. She wore a sleek black swimsuit that accentuated her every curve.

How he wished he could be Seth – tall, tanned, and effortlessly commanding. The guy had it all: a six-foot-three frame chiselled by gym hours, a trust fund that would never run dry, and the heart of the goddess herself.

Taffy sighed and turned his attention to the pool. Hugh Collins, the group’s second-in-command, stood poised on the diving board, his broad shoulders gleaming in the sunlight. In the water below, Ash Josephs had just pulled off a near-perfect dive. 

‘Ash, that was bloody pathetic!’ Hugh scoffed. 

The brown face of Ash bobbed up and down in the deep end of the pool and scowled. ‘Let’s see you do better, cunt!’

Hugh thumped his muscular chest, which caused his slightly bulging belly to wobble. He then bounced on the board and plummeted down to the water, performing a belly buster. Their Maori companion burst out laughing from the water as Hugh surfaced, a pained expression on his face. 

‘Hugh, you egg!’

Hugh grinned. ‘Now let’s see someone outdo that for spectacularity!’ 

Taffy took up the challenge, heading to the driving board with a confident stride. Maybe, just maybe, he could finally do something to impress Delaney because he’d done very little of that over the last several months. 

‘Uh-oh,’ Hugh said. ‘Better hold on to a solid object, a tidal wave is coming.’

Taffy ignored the jab, even though Hugh’s teasing always managed to dig a little under his skin. People constantly called him fat, obese, or worse, but in his mind, it wasn’t fat, it was just “extra bouncy muscle.” At least, that’s what he liked to tell himself.

He hauled his bulk towards the pool ladder, each step a mission of its own. The rungs groaned under his weight, but he pressed on, hauling himself to the top with a triumphant grunt. Standing on the diving board, the world seemed to sway beneath him. A momentary wave of vertigo hit, and he paused, gripping the handrails.

He paused to calm himself. The sunlight glinted off the pool below, making the water shimmer like liquid diamonds. Around him, the neatly trimmed gardens and towering trees framed the scene like a postcard, their house standing proud behind it all.

But none of it could compare to the beauty of Delaney Sullivan below. 

Remembering his intentions to impress her, he sucked up his nerves and shuffled to the edge of the board, which dipped precariously under his 150+ kilograms. Taking a deep breath, he bounced once, twice, then launched himself into the air. 

The resulting splash was nothing short of monumental - a miniature Niagara Falls, turned upside down. Water erupted in all directions, soaking anyone within range.

‘Bloody hell, Taffy!’ Ash groaned as Taffy surfaced. ‘Next time give us ten minutes to clear out okay?’

‘Wow,’ Hugh said, wiping water off himself. ‘You virtually emptied the pool!’

Water was still draining back into it from the sides. 

Taffy hauled himself out and onto one of the chairs next to Seth and Delaney. Seth was rubbing suntan lotion onto her luscious back. Her skin gleamed under the sunlight, a canvas of smooth, golden perfection. 

‘I’m going to miss you sooo much, Sethy,’ she said. ‘God, I hope this case doesn’t drag on too long.’

‘I hope not too,’ Seth replied. ‘I hope we can clear it all up as quickly as possible.’

Delaney pouted, twisting slightly to look at him. ‘It so sucks that I have a big modelling shoot in New York next week. Otherwise, I’d come. I’d love to see this town. What’s it called? Golderado?’

‘Yep.’

‘Sounds like some kind of old wild west town.’

Seth massaged her shoulders. ‘From what our client said on the phone, it’s not far from the truth. It’s a ranching town and most of the people ride horses. Hardly any motor vehicles. The residents decided they wanted a town that had a wild west feel to it, so they’ve kind of rejected outside influences. At least to a certain extent.’

‘So I take it there’s a sheriff?’ 

‘Of couse,’ Seth replied.

Hugh drank down a mouthful of beer and placed his glass on the table beside his deck chair. ‘‘I guess it’s gonna be similar experience to our African safari earlier this year.’

Seth nodded. ‘That’s why we’ve been called in. The client heard of our success rounding up those poachers and figured we’d be perfect for the job of catching cattle rustlers.’

‘So we’ll be staying on a ranch?’

‘The ranch owned by our client. Although he won’t be there. We’ll be dealing with his daughter.’

Taffy piped up. ‘Oooh, his daughter. Is she a babe? Please tell me she’s a babe.’

‘If she is...’ Delaney said. ‘I’m postponing my modelling shoot and coming along.’

‘Her name’s Kelly Cooper,’ Seth said. ‘ She’s only 29 years old, but runs the entire ranch out there.’

‘Ah, she’s probably a dog then,’ Ash said. ‘Some big butch woman, I wouldn’t be surprised.’

‘Most likely,’ Hugh said.

‘Sounds like Taffy’s type,’ Ash added.

‘Hey!’ Taffy growled. ‘It is not!’ He gave Ash a steely glare. 

Delaney turned and rubbed Seth’s arms gently. ‘If this Kelly is hot. Make sure you spend as much time as  you can with her.’

Seth laughed.

That was something Taffy could never grasp. Why Delaney would want him to see other women when she wasn’t around. Taffy doubted he’d ever find anyone who’d be that willing to share, even if she was a butch chick.

‘Golderado.’ Ash gazed across the pool, a glace of orange juice in his hand. ‘A town locked in time. I never thought those sort of places still existed.’

Seth pulled Delaney’s long, dark hair back over her ears so he could massage lotion into her slender neck. ‘And apparently, it has its fair share of outlaws wanted by the police too.’

Ash snickered. ‘How can that be? Surely it’s under the state laws just like everywhere else?’

‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But from what Brad Cooper says, the typical laws don’t get enforced over there. And because of that, it attracts a lot of bad characters. They even have wanted posters up around town.’

‘Just like an old wild west town,’ Hugh snickered. 

‘So why does Brad allow his daughter to stay there?’ Delaney asked. ‘Surely he’d want to sell up and get her out of there.’

‘Apparently, Kelly refuses to leave. She loves it there and loves the ranch. She’s had a lot of threats, demands for her to sell her land. She must be pretty strong to be able to handle all that.’

Ash laughed. ‘She’s butch alright. The outlaws are probably more afraid of her than she is of them.’

‘Well, whatever the situation,’ Seth said. ‘This woman needs our help and we need to get onto this right away. Even if she’s butch, she can’t hope to handle such scum on our own. So the sooner we get over there, the better.’
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​CHAPTER 2:
Golderado
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Golderado was just as Seth had imagined. Only the odd car drove through, but mainly it was horses and the occasional creaking cart. Dust swirled in the air, kicked up by boots and hooves alike, while townsfolk sauntered along the streets dressed in full Wild West garb. Their boots clunked against the wooden boardwalks, and wide-brimmed ten-gallon hats bobbed in the sunlight. The most unnerving detail, though, was the abundance of sidearms strapped to hips. Leather holsters with glinting revolvers seemed as common as hats.

‘Just like the movies,’ Seth said. 

‘Is that even legal?’ Hugh asked, his voice tinged with unease as he gestured towards a man adjusting the buckle on his gun belt.

The buildings were mainly modern but many of them had the typical Wild West theme. Bank, jailhouse, blacksmith, barbershop, saloon. The saloon even had wooden swinging doors that opened out onto the street, with hitching posts outside. Two horses were already tied there.

‘Wearing non-concealed weapons is usually illegal,’ Seth said, scanning the surreal scene. ‘Don’t know about Colorado. But then again, the rules seem to be... different here in Golderado.’ He cracked a grin. ‘Maybe we’ve walked through a time warp.’

Hugh chuckled. ‘Golderado, Colorado. I remember reading a book like this once. About a guy who created a time machine and screwed up all the timelines. Wild west mixing up with the modern-day and all sorts.’

‘Take a look at this,’ said Baker. Outside the jailhouse were some wanted posters. ‘Are these for real?’

‘I’d say they are,’ Seth said. ‘Based on what Cooper told me.’

‘Oh, they’re real alright,’ Hugh said. ‘Take a look at that Turkish turkey right there.’ He pointed to one in particular. 

The face on the poster was instantly recognisable. They’d encountered him not long ago on Devil’s Island, where they’d uncovered a plot to sabotage aircraft. The man they thought they’d put away was now staring back at them in ink and parchment.

‘Fingers McGraw?’ Baker gasped. ‘Now there’s a turn up for the books.’

For a moment, they all just stood there, stunned.

‘He skipped bail,’ Hugh said, tapping the text beneath the sketch of McGraw’s smirking face. ‘That’s why he’s wanted.’

‘So he might not be around here then.’ Baker grimaced. 

‘Or he could be,’ Seth said. ‘Which may be why his poster is up here.’

‘Look,’ Hugh pointed to two more. ‘Seems Fingers has family.’

There were two other McGraws also mentioned there, one known as Fast Draw and the other known as Kid. They were both wanted for cattle rustling and murder.

‘Well I think that answers our question,’ Seth said. ‘Seems Fingers may have just decided to team up with his brothers.’

‘Fast Draw McGraw?’ Hugh chuckled. ‘I don’t know if we want to be up against a gunslinger, do you? Unless of course, he is as fast on the draw as a horse.’

‘Well I think we may have to consider purchasing some firearms of our own,’ Seth said. ‘We should also go see the Sheriff before we head over to the Cooper ranch. We should let him know what our business is and also find out anything that we might need to know about the villains in this town.’

‘Good idea,’ acknowledged Hugh.

‘You and I will go, Hugh. We’ll meet the rest of you at the saloon when we’re done.’

The jailhouse interior was an odd juxtaposition of Wild West charm and modern utility. Wooden walls and iron-barred cells gave the room an old-fashioned air, but there were padded chairs and, on the sheriff’s desk, a sleek computer that felt almost alien in the setting.
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The sheriff, Husk, was a burly man with a grey beard and an easy smile. Seth couldn’t help but think he resembled the actor Brian Dennehy. Husk puffed on a cigarette, the pungent smoke curling lazily towards the ceiling. Beside him stood his deputy, Kline, a dark-haired man with a well-groomed beard and an immaculately pressed uniform.

‘Take a seat,’ Husk said, gesturing to two chairs in front of his desk.

Seth and Hugh accepted the invitation and introduced themselves.

‘So,’ Husk began, exhaling a plume of smoke, ‘you’re here to track down the cattle rustlers. Good luck with that.’

Seth straightened in his chair. ‘We’ve been hired by Brad Cooper. We’re heading out to his ranch to meet his daughter, Kelly soon.’

Husk grinned and took another drag from his cigarette. ‘Kelly, huh? Quite a woman. Not someone you want to cross.’

‘Hopefully, we’ll be helping her.’

Husk laughed. Smoke spiralled up into the ceiling of the jailhouse. 

Seth noticed similar wanted posters to the ones outside on the wall behind Husk. He motioned to them. ‘We were checking out a few wanted posters earlier. What can you tell me about the McGraw brothers?’

Husk’s jovial expression faltered slightly. ‘The McGraw brothers are bad news, every last one of them. Slippery as snakes, and from what I hear, they’ve got themselves a gang. It’s Fast Draw McGraw you’ve gotta watch out for. He’s killed plenty of folks who thought they were quick on the draw.’

‘Un-bloody-believable,’ Hugh said. ‘And you haven’t had him arrested?’ 

‘I’m no coward... but I know my limits. I can’t outgun that guy and neither can Kline.’

‘I’m guessing you’ve never tried,’ Seth said, scorn creeping into his voice. ‘Otherwise, you’d be dead or he would be.’

Husk grinned again, but Seth could see a contemptuous glimmer in his eyes. ‘Yes, I would be dead. We’re out here on our own. No support from the state, no cavalry riding to the rescue. This town is off the radar, swept under the rug by the government. I’ve buried four deputies in the last year. You think I want to add myself to that tally?

Seth’s
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