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The street was quiet and the only lights left burning were in the saloon. Seemed Molly never officially closed the place. It was after the last man left staggering out into the morning that she quickly closed and drew the batwings shut to open up the other side to run the restaurant. Having two partners helped in running the all in one saloon, hotel and restaurant. And judging from the heavy number of travelers and regular local patrons, Molly’s was doing good business.

Caine stopped to observe a drunken male figure half stumble out of the batwings with a woman desperately trying to wrap herself around him. “Damn,” he muttered continuing to watch the pair move down the street. “Mark with Molly?”

“See that?” Deputy Brad Bannon asked, coming out of a doorway.

“Yeah, I saw it,” Caine drawled. “When it start?”

“Few weeks ago. First time I saw him drunk though,” Brad answered and pushed his hat back on his blonde head. “Said he was all right.”

“And you believed that?”

“Look Caine, Mark is a grown man and I got duties and concerns of my own. If a man is determined to drink-”

“Yeah, yeah.” Impatiently Caine brushed him aside to start inside the saloon.

“You know, everybody’s life ain’t perfect like yours,” Brad called out after him.

“Howdy, sheriff!” Mabel’s plump brown face beamed at the unexpected appearance of the handsomest and about the blackest man she ever did meet. Her sister Moella frowned at her when she ignored the restraining hand on her arm. She hurried around the bar to greet him. “Didn’t hope- er, expect to see you tonight.”

“Thought maybe Brad could use a hand.” Mabel watched him survey the saloon.  A few card games were in hot action and the booze was flowing. “Had any more problems with Macabe?”

“A couple of saddle tramps accused him of tricky dealing. Nothing came of it though. Of course, this is the second time he was accused this week.” Caine idly stared at the gambler and Mabel admired his profile. She started adjusting her necklace when he turned back around. She noticed his eyes follow her hands to the crease between her breasts and couldn’t help but look toward her sister. Moella shook her head then went to wipe down a vacant table. “So, our little business is keeping you and the deputy on your toes, eh?”

“Let’s say it breaks the monotony.” Caine took a small sip from the beer that Mabel usually slipped him across the counter while they had their usual nightly little chat.

“You never did approve of this saloon, but it’s good for the town. And Moella and me need something of our own. Molly was a good friend to let us buy in with her.”

“It’s too much, too soon for Gingerville. Too many strangers.”

“Aw, you and Brad is handling it.” She patted his hand and let it linger there.

“His story changed any?”

“Macabe?” Mabel shrugged. “Not really because he ain’t really said much.”

“What about the girls?”

“What you mean?”

“Is there any business upstairs?”

“Sheriff!” Mabel grew back. “We run a saloon downstairs and a hotel upstairs. That’s all.”

“You and Molly wouldn’t be turning a blind eye?”

“To what?” Then she laughed. “Oh sheriff, you’re teasing me!” She lightly slapped him on the shoulder. “But you know, there’s something about that Trina. If that is her name.” As soon as she said the words, she regretted it because the saloon girl suddenly had all of Caine’s attention.

“Excuse me a minute, Mabel.” Caine finished his drink then glided down the bar stopping next to Trina who was enjoying a cool glass of water.

“Sheriff?” She seemed uneasy a second or two then recovered.

“You working with him?”

“Who?” she asked obliged to play the game.

“Macabe. You both arrived just a day apart. Odd that two fancy people like you would end up in a town like Gingerville.”

“Look, I don’t know what you think you are on to, but you are wrong. I just got on a train and ended up here. Alone.”

“So, you and Macabe hooked up after he arrived?”

“I am not hooked up with anybody. He’s just a customer that started a game. I hustle drinks. Ask your fat friend over there.”

“No need. I’ve seen my share of cons and people are complaining. You tell Macabe he’s got tonight to finish his game.”

Trina gulped her water then looked down into her empty glass as she spoke. “He won’t like it and he’ll blame me.”

Caine studied her lowered head and slumped shoulders. She was very pretty and filled out her saloon girl’s dress quite nicely. Up close she didn’t seem as young as he thought from across the room. Maybe it was because she was tired. Tired of the game, or maybe just of Macabe. “He’s your man?” Caine asked.

“Does it matter, sheriff?”

“Does if you want out.” Caine started to leave.

“It isn’t that simple,” Trina said with an edginess in her voice that halted him.

“Macabe is folding up his tent after tonight’s game. You decide if you’re leaving with him.”

“Don’t let his well-fed look and fancy dressing fool you. He’s a killer. He killed a US marshal down in Kentucky.”

Caine raised a brow. “You don’t mean Clinton Smalls?”

“Sheriff?” Trina watched him stride across the room. “Can’t say I didn’t warn him.”

Macabe lifted his wavy haired head. Through a cloud of smoke, he squinted at the man looming over him. Flicking a hunk of cigar ash on the floor, he continued to regard him somewhat calmly. “Is there a problem, sheriff?” 

“This game is officially over,” Caine announced to the table. “Pick up your bets and your winnings and vamoose, gentlemen.”

Macabe looked at him like he was crazy. “Now, just hold it.” He rose and leaned over the pot with his body, daring anyone with his eyes to touch it. “There’s a lot of money here, Fuller. Maybe you should tell me what is ailing you this evening.”

“You’ve had too many complaints. Tonight’s it. You’re done.”

“Done? Done!” Macabe straightened to stand his stout body toe to toe with Caine. “Who the hell you think you are?” He nearly whispered, yet every man and woman heard him plain as day. “After we finish this hand you and I can discuss this like gentlemen.” Caine wordlessly swiped his long arm across the table sending money, cards and drinks all over the place. “Now, that was brilliant!” Macabe said. “Just brilliant!” He looked at the money and the men scurrying to grab it. “Next man touches that loot-” He didn’t have to finish his threat because each man dropped what he’d reclaimed and ran out of the saloon or moved back against the bar. “I don’t care how y’all did things in Texas, where I come from a man is shot for much less.”

“Macabe, don’t!” Trina was beside him wringing her long jeweled hands. “Please, let’s just go.” She placed her hands on his shooting arm, holding it down.

Macabe looked at her as if he’d just seen her for the first time in his life. He shook her off his arm, and punched her in the face knocking her out cold. Then with a chair, he aimed at Caine’s head, making him duck and weave to avoid contact.

“Sheriff!” Mabel screamed holding her face while her sister ran to stand beside her behind the bar. 

Macabe dived for Caine. Rolling, they both threw punches that barely connected, then Caine was on top, he pulled Macabe up by his fancy shirtfront, and began to pound his face repeatedly until Macabe was out on his feet. He fell over on his back as unconscious as Trina.

Moella rushed from behind the bar to render the woman aid with a wet cloth to her face. “Somebody get the doc.”

“He’s coming,” Brad said, splitting the batwings. He eyed the couple laid out on the floor then he noticed Caine leaning against the bar as if he’d done nothing, except that his mouth was bleeding. Mabel gently took a cloth and dabbed at his split lip, gently holding his face close to her chest. “What happened here?” he demanded giving Mabel a displeased look, which she ignored.

“I ended his game and he took it out on Trina.”

“Why you stop the game?” Brad queried mildly. “You told me to observe things.”

“I was in the moment, deputy,” Caine said taking the cool rag from Mabel to wipe his mouth. He spied his hat on the floor, picked it up, put it on his head. “And that’s all you need to know.”

“All I need to-” Brad sputtered at the swinging batwings. “Why that-”

“Brad!” Moella cried out getting to her feet, and away from Macabe. “He’s coming to!”

“All right! No need to alert the whole town.” Brad quickly went to check Macabe for weapons and relieved him of his pistol. “He ain’t coming to,” Brad muttered. After closely examining his battered face, he let out a slow whistle. “Damn, what Caine work him over with?”

“Nothing,” Mabel replied, hunkering down next to Brad for a better look as well. “Just his fists,” she added.

“And I guess, you’re just all impressed.” Brad got to his feet giving her his usual accusatory look. 

“Well, it’s what he gets,” Mabel replied grabbing hold of his hand to stiffly get to her feet. “Knocking out women and-”

“Mabel, did I ask you to talk to me? Do I look like Caine to you or something?” 

“Why you-” she started to fume then gathered her shirt in tight fists and marched over to the bar giving him her back.

“You got a lot of nerve talking to my sister like that.” Moella said.

“And your sister is got a lot of nerve, period.”

“She ain’t done nothing.”

“For her sake, you better hope she don’t get any ideas.”

“Ain’t anybody scared of Veronica Fuller,” Moella boasted, then quickly added, “Not that anybody is got any reason to be anyway.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

A half hour later, Brad angrily stomped his way back down to the office, and gave the door a good hard slam behind him. He paced the floor, punching his hat. He stopped when he noticed Caine standing in the back. “What are you doing here?”

“Until you busted in, I was in the back room sleeping.”

“You heard about those fellas accusing Macabe tonight, didn’t you?”

“First thing Mabel told me, I suppose.” Caine rubbed the back of his neck going to sit on a chair in the corner next to the stove.

“And you didn’t think you needed to confer with me or anything?”

“Confer with you?” Caine shook his head, getting to his feet. “Macabe isn’t just a gambler. He’s been forcing Trina to work scams with him. And he’s a master gunman.”

“So?” Brad asked unimpressed.

“I don’t want him around cheating and stealing and forcing women to work for him.”

“You just took her word for it?”

“Why would she lie?” 

Brad shifted his weight and tossed back his long hair that was starting to hang down past his shoulders. “Well, let’s see,” he said. “She was caught. Could be she wanted sympathy from big strong you! I watched her Caine, she’s a professional and she didn’t looked hassled one bit to me.”

“She wanted out.”

“And she’s about the prettiest little thing you’ve seen since Veronica. That why you ain’t at home, Caine? That why you starting fights without your deputy? Because of some woman that ain’t half as pretty or smart as your wife?”

“Stop it, kid,” Caine growled a warning.

“Why don’t you stop? Every night letting that fat Mabel fuss over you when you got one of the best women in the world waiting for you at home?”

“What are you going on about?”

“You know what I’m going on about. Why don’t you go home?”

“Because I’ve got business here.”

“This is my watch. Nothing is going on I can’t handle.”

“After I see Macabe locked up, I’ll go home. Until then you just keep your crazy ideas to yourself and worry about your own woman for a change. At least, I know where mine is.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing, kid. I’m going over to Doc-”

“Say it,” Brad invited.

“Okay. She went to Fire City for a couple of days, only it’s been more like a couple of weeks.”

“So?”

“You sure she’s coming back?”

“Why the hell wouldn’t she?”

“I don’t know. You tell me, Brad. Veronica never left me.”

Brad’s color suddenly faded and he cut his eyes across the room. He wanted to swallow but his mouth was too dry. “Janis ain’t left me,” he declared weakly. “She’s just seeing to business. There’s a lot to consider.”

“Oh,” Caine said. “Then I guess Mark was wrong. He didn’t see Janis out dancing with Gerald two nights in a row.”

“Mark’s seen her?”

“His family business is in Fire City. His grandmother and cousin Gerald. You remember Gerald? That fancy dressed fella with all that money?”

“You’re just trying to get to me.”

“That’s right, Brad. I am. Janis isn’t doing anything improper any more than I am to Ronnie. Where you going?”

“Ain’t any reason the two of us have to be in here at the same time.”

“Kid.”

“Look!” Brad swirled around pointing a finger in Caine’s face. “Quit calling me ‘kid’! Ain’t like you’re old enough to be my daddy or nothing. What you got on me? Ten years?”

“Fine, Brad.” Caine picked up his hat and gun belt on the way out. “I’ll go home.”

“Well, now you’re talking,” Brad commented. “I finally get to do my job around here!”

“I’ll be back first thing to follow up with Macabe. Ain’t any reason for you to deal with that one. You hear me?”

“I got ears, don’t I?”
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Macabe sat in his cell dealing out his cards in a game of solitaire. He could barely see the faces, his jaws were so inflamed and one eye was swollen shut. Four of his teeth were loose and his head just ached something fierce. But he’d be damned before he let on how badly Fuller damaged him. For every tooth he lost, he swore he’d put a slug in Caine Fuller’s chest. He wet a cloth and gingerly placed it against his jaw. The cool wetness helped for a few minutes.

The outer door opened, and Doctor Borg shuffled in, he eyed Macabe silently a couple of moments before requesting Caine to open the cell door.

“What’s this?” Macabe demanded and tossed the cloth into a washbasin.

“Doc thinks you need tending to,” Caine explained.

“Well, tell him to take his bones and rattles- Ah!”

“Take it easy, son.” Doctor Borg pointed to the stool outside the cages. “Bring that in for me, would you, sheriff?”

“Reckon he’ll live, Doc?” Caine asked as he started his examination.

Macabe tried to snarl, but his lower jaw felt like it would crack open if he did. “Oh, I’ll live,” Macabe promised. “Don’t worry your little head on that. Ow! Watch it you fool!”

Doctor Borg grew back with a frown. “I don’t like the blood in that eyeball.”

“Who the hell does?”

“You have any fever?”

“I don’t know.”

“This side feels hotter?”

“Guess so. What about my teeth?”

“Those teeth need to come out. I can take ‘em and save you some possible misery.

“Forget it, old fella.”

Doctor Borg closed his bag. “Got some mouthwash and pain pills I’ll leave with the sheriff. Wash your mouth out every morning and evening. Take two pills every couple of hours as needed. That’s about all I can do. Sorry.” Doc stood up to take his leave.

“Go to hell.”

“He’s just trying to help you, Macabe.”

“Did I ask for help, Fuller? I don’t need any favors.” 

“And you ain’t getting any. It’s just a service.” Caine muttered locking the cell after Doctor Borg shuffled out. “Teeth probably needed pulling anyhow.”

“You’re going to lose more than teeth when this is over.” Macabe gritted out just before Caine exited with the doc.

“It should be over now, Macabe.” Caine came back to the cage. “It’s my job to get people like you out of town.”

“Hah!” Macabe sprung forward taking hold of the metal bars separating them. “You hypocrite. Tell the truth, Texan. You found something sweet here, after running out of country. Just like me. Only, you don’t want to share it. You, that white boy, and Mister Mark Williams. Yeah, I know all about you upstanding gents. And you know what? I’m not impressed. Making an outlaw like you their sheriff. A bona fide gunman. You know what that tells me?”

Caine silently regarded him with stony black eyes then he spoke in a calm sounding low voice. “What does that tell you, Macabe?”

“That outside of this fine town you ain’t nothing. Everything begins and ends here. You know you can’t turn me over to the proper authorities. You’re hoping I’ll just go away.”

“Be the smart thing to do. And believe me, I am the proper authority.”

“What she tell you to get you so stupid? That is what got you so riled all of a sudden, ain’t it? A pretty lady in distress. You want her.”

“What I really want is a nice juicy steak with fried potatoes and a nice cold beer to wash it down. But before that, I think I’ll smile at my wife, then kiss her nice and slow. French style.  Yeah, that’s what I’ll do first.” He put his hands in his pockets, whistling a loud tune. “Meanwhile, you take care of those teeth.”

“You bastard,” Macabe whispered seething from pain and anger. Caine continued to whistle on his way out. Macabe threw the deck of cards into the wall then grabbed his jaw feeling his teeth move. He remembered the pills the doc left on his bunk. With a cup of water, he swallowed them down grimacing from pain. “Damn it.” Tears of frustration flooded his eyes. “I’m going to enjoy killing that sidewinder,” he whispered wiping his eyes. “Ruin my looks then rub it in. We’ll see how much the ladies like him when I’m done.”

~*~
[image: image]


It took Caine nearly five minutes to get the handcuffs secured to Macabe’s wrists. “Where’s my animal,” he growled. The effort to speak wasn’t so arduous now that the swelling was going down but he still mourned the loss of his teeth. One had fallen out at breakfast and to make it all the more unbearable Fuller was there watching. Even had the nerve to grin.

“You can claim your horse in Clover Hills. Now quit stalling and move it.” Caine nudged him to the door with the barrel of his rifle.

“I want to see Katrina first.”

“Too bad, she’s gone.” Caine pushed him forcefully along out to the wagon, and chained a cuff to a handle inside the wagon then climbed in front.

“Clover Hills is a long ways off Sheriff. Sure you’re up to making this trip alone with me? I ain’t sore and sick from pain anymore.”

“Well, that’s good news,” Caine said mildly. He spotted Mark riding up on Conchita. True to his word he was sober and ready for travel. Maybe Mark wasn’t hitting the bottle as hard as he thought. “Glad you could make it.”

“Wouldn’t miss this.” He pulled his horse alongside the wagon. “Macabe, I take it?” He looked him over not revealing much of what he saw in the other man.

“Mark Williams. Heard about that Laredo business a few years back. Good work.”

“Wasn’t my best effort,” Mark freely admitted.

“Shame, a man like you coming to a place like this to die.”

“Die?” Mark raised a quick brow and frowned.

“Figuratively speaking, of course.”

Caine picked up the reins and pulled the wagon out into the street. Turning, he nodded to Mark who was bringing up the rear. He and Macabe continued to regard each other in cool silence.

Halfway into the trip, Mark rode up alongside the wagon and suggested a resting location where the horses could get something to drink from a small brook. They decided Macabe would be fine under a tree while they had a little talk watering the horses.

“So, what’s the story?” Mark asked. “Did that girl get to you like he keeps saying?” Caine just watched him in silence. “Her story sounds a little familiar, don’t it? This ain’t about you wanting to be a hero again to a pretty little thing in trouble?”

“Brad run to you with this?”

“Forget Brad. I’m the one talking to you.”

“Your point?”

“She’s no victim, Caine. And if Macabe is all she says he is, I think you are risking too much on her behalf.”

“He attacked the woman in my presence and tried to knock my head off. You expect me to let that go? Is that what you’d do?”

“I’m not the sheriff, don’t matter what I’d do.”

Caine looked past Mark to his prisoner. Was it worth it? Mark was right, and Caine already knew he had overreacted over Trina. He walked up the bank to the tree where Macabe was having a smoke. Caine freed his hands without comment. 

Macabe watched him warily, then laughing, he threw down his cigar. “I guess your friend talked some sense into you.” Caine said nothing. “I want my gun belt and a canteen of water.”

“You’ll be taken care of in Clover Hills.”

“I’m not going to Clover Hills and I’m not traveling any more with you.”

“Suit yourself, but it’s a long walk to anywhere out here.”

“Oh, don’t you fret none over me, sheriff.” Macabe laughed again. “You just concern yourself with your little town.”

Caine went back to the wagon, from underneath the seat he retrieved a locked box. Inside was Macabe’s gun and gun belt. In the back of the wagon was a valise containing personal items.

“What are you doing?” Mark asked.

“Letting him loose so he can come back later. What’s it look like, Mark?” Caine sat the items down then climbed back up in front to drive the wagon. He took his time pulling the team back around and he didn’t look back to see what Mark was doing.

Macabe checked his pistol and loaded it in record time. He tied his holster to his leg looking up at Mark who silently regarded him leaning against Conchita.

“You ain’t interfering?”

Mark took a few steps closer to Macabe. “You and Caine,” he began. “Not much difference in your ages or experience, I suppose. But what you did to that Marshal was seven years ago. Caine ain’t really had any rest. At thirty-two he’s still got his edge.”

Macabe took a deep swig from his canteen. “I ain’t got any need for fatherly advice. But for real, what happened to you? How did you end up in that graveyard?”

“A number of things.”

“Knew you wouldn’t admit it,” Macabe sneered. “Drunks never can.”

“The drinking came later. But if you’re trying to rile me, don’t waste your breath.”

“Okay, I won’t. Got me some things to see to.” Macabe picked up the valise.

“Caine Fuller is the wrong man to cross. Let it go.”

“You see what he did to my face. And had the nerve to joke about it.”

“That’s the chance you take when you start a fight,” Mark stated reasonably.

“Regardless, I owe the son of a bitch. Now, if you’ll excuse the hell out of me, I’ve got tracks to make.” Mark stepped back and watched Macabe head down the road following the tracks left by Caine’s wagon.
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“Well, Sonny,” Mrs. Williams entered the room taking small shuffling steps with her fancy gold handled canes. She refused to use the chair so much these days, saying she felt weaker every day she allowed others to wheel her around. She swore the effort it took to stand on the canes was worth it to regain her strength. “Have you made any further progress with that girl?”

Gerald started at the sight of his frail grandmother standing. Gasping, he leaped across the room. “Gram, please!” Gerald took her gently by the shoulders leading her to a plush velvet armchair. “If you must do this, I insist you have a nurse.”

“Poppycock! I am not sick!”

“All the same you must be careful.”

“Oh Gerald, hush!” She waved a bony white and pink hand covered in bangles in the air. “We’ve more important matters to occupy our dialogue. But first, fix your grandmother a cup of tea.” She watched him silently do as he was told, even though he obviously wanted to say more about her overdoing it again. A worrywart her grandson was, always concerned about her comforts. But now was the time he should think of himself and his future. At fifty, he acted like he had all the time in the world. He sat a silver tea service on the table between them, and poured her a cup the way she liked with honey and lemon. Hitching up his trousers and crossing his thick legs, he settled back to resume his own cup. Annoyed, she sat her cup down firmly, breaking into his affected serenity. Did he not know what was going on?

“Why are you just sitting here?” Gram asked harshly.

“Excuse me?”

“Her friends have arrived. I told you they would.”

“Dear, that is hardly cause for alarm. Although I could certainly do without the Fullers running around this hotel. Especially that Veronica, always running that mouth of hers and putting ideas against me in people’s heads.”

“He’s here to take her back, and you just spend the morning up here having tea!”

“Caine Fuller is the least of my concerns, right now, Gram,” Gerald stated rather uninterestedly. 

“I am not talking about Caine Fuller!” Gram weakly tossed a pillow toward Gerald. “I am referring to that boy!”

“Boy?” Gerald put down his cup with a clink. “You don’t mean that trashy Brad Bannon is in my hotel!”

“He’s here to take her away.”

“Over my dead body,” Gerald declared rising.

“Only if you aren’t careful, Sonny. Wait for Mark.”

“I don’t need Mark mixing into my private business.”

“Please do not confront that boy until Mark arrives.” Gram touched his fingers. “Please, Gerald.”

“Then what am I supposed to do? You burst in here like it was all so urgent!”

“It is. You need to get out of this suite and find Janis. Occupy her time and lay on the charm. Make the offer, Gerald,” Gram stressed.

“Not yet.” Gerald wiped his hands on his trousers. “It isn’t time.” He went to look out into the street.

“But time is what we lack! He’s already asked her.”

“And she said no.”

“Make the offer!”

“No, Gram!” He softened his voice. “You must trust me on this.”

“If he asks her again-”

“Let him,” Gerald cut her off. “In fact, I hope he does so he’ll get the message once and for all.”

“What message?”

“That Janis is working her way back to me, of course.” A carriage with a driver dressed in black trousers and vest pulled up to a stop in front of the hotel. The driver hustled to help a lady passenger down. She smiled at the man graciously as he removed her bags, then she began to view her surroundings. Gerald for some reason held his breath waiting for her to turn around. Small of bust and slender in the hips and waist, her shape was impressive. Her clothes well-tailored.  

“I wish I felt half as confident of that as you sound.”

“Don’t worry, Gram.” Gerald turned away from the window adjusting his tie. “I know how to handle Janis. If you’ll excuse me?”

“Of course, my boy,” Gram smiled. Her Gerald was a fine looking man. With his money he was certain to win the girl. “And good luck,” she called out as he exited the suite.

~*~
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He decided what to do as he grandly swept his way across the lobby. “Mrs. Swenson,” he called for the desk clerk’s attention. “Have you forgotten that the first floor is booked for the rest of the week?”

“Sir?” 

“Give the lady a room on the second floor,” he directed with a smile.

“But she requested- that is she’s on a budget, Mister Williams.”

“Then charge her the price of a first floor room.” He turned to gaze pleasantly at his young feminine guest, who seemed quite pleased with his stepping in. “I hope you find the accommodations agreeable. I am Gerald Williams, proprietor.” He took the key from Mrs. Swenson and handed it over personally to the young lady.

“Thank you,” she beamed up into his face. “Your hotel is beautiful, Mister Williams. I’m sure I’ll enjoy my stay.” She offered him her gloved hand. “My name is Trina. Katrina Kelleran.”

~*~
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Gerald entered the kitchen briskly, immediately catching Janis’ eye at the huge table and greeted her with a solid kiss on her cheek, touching her lightly on the waist, as if seeing her was his great delight. She was taller than he was, and probably nearly as strong judging from her muscled arms, which he found nearly vulgar on a woman. Didn’t matter that she had done men’s work most of her life. He insisted she wear long sleeves even in the kitchen. He frowned noticing that she wasn’t heeding his advice today.  Except for her smooth coppery complexion and her appreciation of his personal style and gentlemanly charms, Janis Frasier was little more than ordinary. But she had come a long way in the year they were acquainted. She no longer carried or wore her six-shooter, nor went out hunting alone for fish and game. Gerald was shaping her up into a businesswoman, to his satisfaction she was able to dress and observe the fundamentals of polite socializing. Just as he knew she could once she was away from that dreadful little settlement and its bad influences.

“How are your lessons coming along, my dear?” 

“Pretty good,” she said. “I don’t mind learning new things, but I doubt French cooking will be called for much in Gingerville.” She looked over at Felipe mixing up a batter for crepe suzettes. “Most of my customers will see them as fancy flapjacks and more than likely go for flapjacks.”

“That is exactly the point. Your world is more than Gingerville. The more you know the more you can do. That is the key to success. Why one day, perhaps we will visit Paris and you might never want to leave, then you’ll see why you learned to prepare French cuisine.”

“You’ve been to Paris, Gerald?”

“Oh yes, a time or two. You’d love it there.”

“I can’t imagine ever getting to travel like that.”

“And why not?” He took her hand and kissed it. “You deserve the whole world. With me you can-” She pulled her hand back and began cracking eggs. “Come now,” he coaxed in a quiet tone. “You know how I feel about you. Why won’t you simply come back?”

“You know I’m with Brad.”

“Surely, you don’t imagine he loves you, or you think you love him?”

Janis broke the last egg then wiped her hands and removed her apron. “Felipe, I’m done,” she said exiting the kitchen.

“Janis wait,” Gerald caught her at the back stairs. “Perhaps that was harsh of me.”

“Perhaps?” Janis flared up all at once. “You have no idea what Brad means to me, or what I mean to him. Our feelings run deeper than anything you and I ever shared.”

“If that is true, why did you agree to come to Fire City?”

“You led me to believe it was business and that it would take a few days.”

“I see. Yet when you saw how long it would take you never complained. In fact, I know you’ve enjoyed your stay living in luxury with me.”

“I took an opportunity, Gerald. And I’m staying in a room in this hotel, not living with you.”

“Why can’t you admit you made a mistake?” Gerald pulled her up against him kissing her fast and hard.

“Stop.” She pushed against his chest. “You can’t do that.”

“Why not?” He breathed in her face. “Your passion is rising. You know it’ll be good this time. Oh Janis,” he murmured kissing her face. “Let me take you to Paris. Let me show you the real world.” He kissed her mouth again and to his amazement he was genuinely aroused.

“Gerald,” Janis turned her face trying to avoid his lips. “Stop it. Let me go or I’ll scream.”

The threat stopped him cold. “Oh Janis,” he backed away taking out his handkerchief. He wiped his face then his hands. “My dear, I’m- I’m sorry. Are you all right?”

“Yeah,” she said adjusting her blouse. “Why did you do that?”

“I- I don’t know. Desperation perhaps. Please, don’t hold it against me.”

“I think it is time I prepared to go home,” she replied. “I’ve learned enough this trip.”

“Yes,” Gerald swallowed hard. “I understand. Again, I’m very sorry.” Janis cleared her throat, picked up her skirt starting up the stairs. “However, you won’t get away,” he whispered as she topped the stairs.

~*~
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Walking on wobbly legs, she refused to run down the corridor to the safety of her suite. Her heart was beating so fast and her face felt hot. For a moment, she was actually afraid in Gerald’s arms, that if he didn’t stop she’d have responded to his awkward loving. It was crazy, actually liking Gerald’s kisses.

She rattled the key in the lock managing to get the door open somehow. It was being in Fire City, staying in a grand hotel being waited on that was turning her head again. After closing the door, she leaned against it for support, and covered her face feeling ashamed. She’d stayed away too long, and after promising Brad she’d come right back after a couple of days.

“Oh Brad,” she sighed, uncovering her face.

“Yeah, sugar?” He stepped out from the parlor holding a drink in his hand. “I hope I ain’t intruding,” he said uncertainty sounding in his voice.  

“Brad!” She couldn’t believe it. She suddenly needed him and he was there. “Oh Brad!” She ran to him hugging his neck fiercely. “I missed you so much.”

“You should’ve come home.”

“Yeah,” she guiltily agreed. Kissing him she let him hold her against him, molding their bodies together. Being just two inches shorter than Brad, it was a perfect fit. After several minutes, she pulled back. “Brad-”

“I’m sorry. I just got carried away.” He hugged her sweetly cheek to cheek.

“Brad, you want to go in the bedroom?”

“Shucks, I ain’t tired!”

“Me either.” She kissed him rubbing his hair. “But I still want to go to bed.”

“With me? You mean it?”

“Don’t you want to?”

“I thought you said-”

She went to the bedroom door and opened it. Why was he standing there staring at her? Was she being too brazen? “Brad?”

He swallowed then wiped his mouth. “Janis, if we go in there-” She ran back to him, grabbed his hand and pulled him to the doorway. “I love you, Janis, but-”

“Then show me,” she encouraged him, leading his hands up to her breasts.  “Mmmm,” she murmured. “Feels so good.”  

“Sugar-” she stifled him with a kiss, putting her arms around his neck, pressing her lower body into his. Instantly, he responded, pushing up her blouse massaging the bare skin of her shoulders. “Wait,” he said tearing his mouth from hers. “Just hold on a second.”

“Brad-”

“What’s the matter, Janis? Why are you like this? You ain’t never been so hot for me.”

“We ain’t never been apart so long before. Don’t you feel the same way?”

“You know I do,” he said allowing her to pull him along into the bedroom.

“Brad, I love you,” she said fumbling with the small buttons on her blouse, and kicking out of the fancy shoes Gerald insisted sophisticated ladies wore in the city. 

“You do?” He stood gawking at her undressing. “You never told me that before!” Quick as lighting he stripped out of his shirt, and boots, then he watched her chemise clad body slip under the covers of the fancily made up bed.

She moved to the center, inviting him in. Why was he hesitating? How many times had he tried to get her into bed? Or at least, to get her to take off her corset? “Brad, don’t you want to lie down?”

“If I get in that bed, I’m bound to do a lot more than lie down.”

“I hope so,” she said rising up to pull the chemise over her head. “Come to bed, honey.”
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“Hello!” Macabe came out of the bushes smiling, approaching the campsite steadily, all the while making note of the campers. Two men and a woman. The woman was tending to a pot while the men saw to the horses. One slipped his hand to the pistol he wore stuck in his pants, the other walked out to call out a greeting then a warning.

“Hold there,” he said putting up a hand. “That’s close enough. Don’t you know better than to approach a campsite not invited?”

“Good way to get blasted full of lead,” the other man said leaving the horses to stand near the woman. Macabe noticed how she automatically withdrew to stand behind the wagon. She wasn’t going for a weapon, just out of his sight. As if he weren’t worthy to look upon her blonde head and probably blue eyes.

“It’s also a way to get something to eat and maybe a little water.” Macabe smiled stepping closer positioning himself between both men. “I lost my horse to bandits just outside Clover Hills. I’d be obliged to a little help.”

“I told you to stop, boy.”

Macabe stopped cold and let the valise hit the ground. He saw the other man grin like he was about to indulge in a little sport. “Okay, sorry. I made a mistake.”

“What’s in that bag?” Macabe made to pick it up. “I said what you got there?”

“These are my personal things.”

“Bring it over here. Let’s see if we can make a trade.”

“I don’t think-” Macabe started to turn away.

“You want some grub or not?” He motioned Macabe forward then shoved his hands in his pockets. “Come on, now. Tommy, see what that boy’s got in that fancy looking bag.”

“Probably more of them fancy looking duds, I’d wager, Lon.” Tommy snatched the valise from Macabe’s grasp. “Never saw me a monkey dressed up so nice!” He fingered the buttons on Macabe’s dress coat. “I bet you got a nice big ole pocket watch.” Macabe stepped back before Tommy could yank his coat open. “Oh, I was just funning!” Tommy took the valise into the campsite. “Pull up some ground while we see what you got here to trade. Well, look- a- here! A silver framed hand mirror! Hey Maureen, there’s even-”

“Put it down, Tommy.” Macabe’s voice was low and full of ice. Tommy looked up meeting the barrel of his pistol. “Lon, you freeze the way you are. Maureen, you bring your scrawny ass over here and collect their guns.” 

“No!” Lon screamed. “You stay over there, girl. My woman ain’t taking orders from a nigger!”

Macabe shot Tommy in the face then turned his pistol on Lon who stood shaking with his own weapon half drawn out of his pants. Macabe shot his hand and then put a bullet through his knee. Maureen screamed running out from behind the wagon with a shotgun. She screamed again falling to the ground, and dropped the shotgun following a shot to her side. 

“Oh, my sweet Maureen!” Lonny cried trying to scoot toward her. Macabe let the couple get just within touching distance then ordered them to freeze. “Maureen, pick up that shotgun and unload it. Lon, you lie down flat. Oh now, I know it hurts, but I think you can turn over and eat dirt just fine. Maureen, you done yet?”

“Mister-”

“Get over here. Careful you don’t step in ole Tommy boy’s brains. Well, come on so I can look at that wound.”

“Don’t you touch her!”

“Lon, you say something down there? You want a mouth full of lead?”

“No!” Maureen ran up to Macabe holding up her bloody shirt. “Mister, please don’t kill us! Please! Nobody was gonna hurt you. Tommy was just funning. We-” 

Macabe pulled her up to his side. “Just a flesh wound. Little more than a scratch,” he voiced poking at her side, watching for Lon to say or do something. He just smashed his fist on the ground frustrated to the point of fury. “Know what I call fun, Maureen? It’s turning the tables on trash like Lon and ole Tommy over there. They made me do it. You see that don’t you, Maureen?” He prompted her with the barrel of his pistol across her face. 

“Yes! Yes sir, I see it!” She closed her eyes and began to cry.

“Good,” Macabe whispered then kissed her hair with a loud smack. “Lon, how bad you want to live? Or maybe I should ask, how much do you love your woman?”

“Lon-”

Macabe whispered in her ear, “Shut up, Maureen.”

“I’d rather you killed me. Go on and blow our brains out too!”

“That’s love, Maureen. Now, how about you?”

“Wha- what?”

“Would you rather die?” Maureen stopped crying and straightened her back. “Maureen?”

“Or what?” she asked clearly. “What will keep me alive?”

“Maureen!” Lon struggled to sit up.

“Stay your ass down,” Macabe warned then looked Maureen fully in the face. “You are a remarkable woman, unfortunately I can’t let either of you live. You know that.”

“But you-”

“Maybe I was just funning.” Macabe pushed her to the ground, at the same time he shot Lon in the back.

“Mister!” Maureen got to her feet. “Ain’t no call for this! Take whatever you want, I can’t do nothing! Just don’t kill me, please. After all I been through in this life, it just ain’t fair. Just leave me some water and a little food. There’s money in the wagon, not much but-”

“Shut up.” Macabe pushed Lon over with his foot. “Seems your woman ain’t ready to die.” Lon groaned then coughed bringing up blood. “Me and Maureen is going inside that wagon, Lon. It’s the only thing might save her life. You
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