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Synopsis: Two female con artists decide to
scam a couple of rich men out west so they take two priests with
them to get married, as the town’s population is only fifty people.
Things start to unravel quickly when everyone pokes their noses
into everyone else’s business.

 


 


The woman's birth name was Jacqueline Moon,
but it was a name she hardly used at all anymore. She would more
often than not simply make up a name for herself, or use a
long-standing alias depending on whom she was with at the time. She
was currently nameless and sitting on a bench outside of a
Gentleman's Club.

She was waiting for someone to come out and
it didn't matter whom so long as it was one of the members of the
club and not one of the workers. Most of the workers knew her by
this point and wouldn't be conned and she often wondered why none
of them had notified the police that a woman was fleecing their
customers. She assumed that none of the gentlemen revealed that
they had been tricked by anyone, much less a woman and the workers
would only intervene if one of the members asked them to do so.

As she thought about this, the door opened
and a portly man in a top hat stepped down the stairs and was about
to pass Jacqueline by when she screamed. The man went white,
stopped, and turned to her.

He said, "I say, madam, are you all
right?"

"I've lost everything," said Jacqueline, and
it was more or less true. "Please help. I just need a little bit of
money so I can get something to eat."

The man squinted at Jacqueline. "You look
familiar. Tell me, have you ever spoken to a man named Horace?"

"No," snapped Jacqueline. She had been found
out and so it was time for her to leave this place. She got up to
leave and the man stopped her, pushing her back down.

"We'll get you the help you need," he
promised. "If you help me in return."

The man grinned salaciously and Jacqueline
knew what kind of help he wanted. She tried to inch away from him,
snarling, "I'm not that kind of woman."

"According to my good friend Horace, you're
the kind of woman who takes advantage of men," said the top-hatted
man. "I think it's time you know what that feels like."

"I know what it feels like," said Jacqueline
and with one well-placed foot, the man was incapacitated and
Jacqueline was on the move. She wove through the streets until she
made her way back to her safe house, a run-down old shack where she
was staying with her partner-in-crime, Heather Billingsley. Heather
was sitting at a ramshackle vanity and staring into the cracked
mirror, her breath causing a slight mist that was obscuring her
face.

She swiveled on the stool and said, "How do I
look?"

"You look like someone who's about to freeze
to death," said Jacqueline. "I think our next move should be
somewhere warmer. Maybe we can head down south."

Heather rolled her eyes. "Got caught again,
didn't you?"

"Not my fault," said Jacqueline. "You know
how hard it is to keep things viable."

"True enough. All right, but if we're going
to put all the time and effort into getting somewhere, we should
probably make darn sure it's a place where we can make some decent
money. I don't want to go to some flea pit in the middle of nowhere
where there's five people with two bits between them."

"I've been thinking on that," said Jacqueline
and she pulled a broadsheet from her purse. "One of my associates
gave me this. Take a look."

Heather grabbed it and read it over, a smile
creeping over her face. "Why, Jacqueline, I never figured you to be
the domestic type."

"I'm not," claimed Jacqueline. "The only
thing I'm after is a decent payday. I'm hoping to land some rich
old man and live out my days in the lap of luxury. Servants,
horses, all that stuff."

"That would be nice, but you'd miss the
thrill of the hunt," said Heather. "You were a cigarette girl when
I found you. You know what a normal life is like. Is that what
you're really after?"

"If I had as much money as I'd like, I'd be
traveling all over the world," said Jacqueline. "You could come
too! Think about it. No more sleeping in whatever shack we're able
to kick the rats out of and the money to do what we'd like. I mean,
that's the goal, right? Make enough money to be able to stop all
this?"

"The goal is catch and release, sister, and
you'd better believe that I'd have to find a heck of a hobby to
keep my blood flowing if we didn't do this anymore," said Heather,
and then she shivered. "It would be nice to get somewhere warm,
though. All right. Let's start making a plan. Anyone on this sheet
look like they're worth it?"

"Not one bit," lamented Jacqueline. "A new
one comes out in a few weeks. I figure we can head to the next town
and lay low until it comes out."

 


 


Days later and states away, two men sat in
another ramshackle old shack and counted their loot. Both were
grizzled, but while it lent the older man a dangerous quality, it
made the younger man more handsome. They finished counting their
money and each put it into separate lock-boxes. Once this was done,
the older man got out two cans of beans and went over to a paltry
cooking fire to heat them up.

"Nice haul today, Ben," he said, his voice
low and gravely. "I was getting worried there. You were chatting up
that woman instead of doing your job for most of the game. I
thought I was a goner."

"If you'd get better at cards you wouldn't
need me guiding you every bit of the way," said Ben. "Anyway, Andy,
you know it's better for you to lose a few hands. I was just doing
some strategy."

"It obviously didn't work out very well,
since you're here instead of talking to that woman on some moonlit
stroll," teased Andy.

"It worked out just as well as I wanted it
to. We won, didn't we? Besides, I got an idea for out next con,"
said Ben. "We'll have to skip town, first, but the woman I was
talking to was talking about some broadsheet that gets published
and sent all over. A man or woman puts in that they want to get
married and then someone writes them back to tell them they want to
get hitched."

"I don't get it," said Andy. "I was married
once. There's no real money in it."

"That's where you're wrong," said Ben.
"Here's what we do. We'll get ourselves somewhere and sink all our
money into getting ourselves a nice little place somewhere and set
you up as a rich fella. Then we write into this broadsheet and say
that you're some old coot with plenty of cash who's looking for a
woman with the same. Consolidate your wealth and whatnot."

Ben spat. "Why do I have to be the one to get
married?"

"Don't worry. No one is getting married,"
said Ben.

"What would keep a woman with nothing trying
to marry me? You'd think a rich man would attract a poor woman, not
a rich one," argued Andy. "Your plan is full of holes."

"That's the beauty of it," said Ben. "We'll
make them pay their own way! Once they're here, we'll figure out
what to do with them. We could hold them hostage, or just take all
they've got and leave in the dead of night. We can head to
Mexico."

"We could kill her," suggested Andy. They
were silent for a few minutes, the only sound in the shack the
sizzle of beans and then he continued. "I don't honestly want to
kill anyone, of course. It might just be easier in the long
run."

"Killing people is never the right way to
go," said Ben. "I think we just take what they have and leave.
That's all we have to do. We're going to have to write the
broadsheet people to let them know all about you, of course."

"It can wait until tomorrow," said Andy.
"Tonight I’m eating these beans and sleeping. Tomorrow we'll head
out and once we get to where we're going we'll try your cockamamie
plan. I swear, though, if I wind up married because of all this I'm
going to make sure you get what's coming to you."

"Fair is fair," said Ben.

 


 


Jacqueline and Heather were in a new city and
were waiting a newsstand to pick up the latest mail-order bride
broadsheet. A dapper-looking man rode up in a coach, tossed a
tied-up bundle of broadsheets to the newsman, who untied them and
placed them on his counter. Heather distracted him and motioned for
Jacqueline to take one of the sheets. Jacqueline, who had been
reaching into her purse to pay for a sheet, shrugged and grabbed
one. Heather, because the job was done, simply walked away.
Jacqueline walked the other way and they met on the other side of
the block.

"I don’t see why we had to steal it," scolded
Jacqueline. "We had enough money to pay for it."

"You're already going soft on me," said
Heather. "Let's see it."

Jacqueline pulled the broadsheet out of her
purse and they read it, each occasionally looking at each other.
Heather would look hopefully at Jacqueline, who would shake her
head. Jacqueline would shrug and Heather would turn up her nose. As
they read down the sheet, they each landed on one of the entries
and looked at each other with a smile.

"We found him," said Jacqueline. "Benjamin
Wayne, some loaded old codger out west. All we have to do is set
you up with him and we're set."

"Oh no," said Heather. "If anyone is offering
themselves up to this man, it's you. This is your idea, after all,
and your con. The only problem is that he's looking for a rich
woman and we'd have to pay our own way. We'll need to pull a con in
order to pull this con since we're not really rolling in it."

"You're right, but if we can make it work,
it'll be worth it," said Jacqueline. "What should we do?"

"I think we should kidnap some dogs,"
suggested Heather. "Find some fancy dogs, play with them while we
wait for the owners to offer up a reward. Or we can ransom them.
Might be quicker."

"I don't think we need to worry about time,"
said Jacqueline. "No one is going to be after this Wayne. What if
this is a trap?"

"It might be, in which case we're just stuck
out west in the warm," said Heather, shivering. "I can think of a
worst fate. Maybe I could open a saloon. I can see myself doing
that."

"I could make it work, too," said Jacqueline.
"I guess we're kidnapping dogs, then."

"Don't think of it as kidnapping," said
Heather. "Think of it as borrowing dogs. It'll all work out in the
end. You'll see."

 


 


Andy and Ben had skipped town and were
nearing the border of Texas when they came upon a small town whose
population was less than fifty. How many less than fifty was a
mystery since the town's sign had neither this knowledge nor the
name of the town on it. They looked at each other and grinned,
since it would be a perfect place to set up what would hopefully be
their ultimate con.

They made their way to the mayor's office,
which doubled as a realtor's and lawyer, where the man was sitting
behind his desk and filling out some paperwork. He was a lanky man
with a bushy beard and when he heard Andy and Ben walk in he raised
his finger and made them wait for him to finish his paperwork. Once
that was done, he filed it away and sat up, folding his hands in
front of him.

"Good morning, gentlemen. How may I help you?
I'm Hoss Mayhew, mayor and founder of this little town," said the
mayor.

Ben asked, "How can one man found a
town?"

"Well, it's easy," said Mayhew. "I filled out
the proper forms and ensured that all the zoning was in order. Then
I went about making sure that all the land was re-sellable, and
once that was settled, I made some arrangements for some families
who were in a bad way to find their way here."

"I saw a butcher, blacksmith, and baker out
there on Main Street," said Ben. "Awfully convenient of you. Also,
noticed there's no priest and no sheriff. What kind of town is
this?"

"A town where a priest or a sheriff would
give us some unwanted attention," replied Mayhew. "You ask some
questions I don't expect from honest men and I think we could do
business. Now, what can I help you with?"

"We're looking for a house, but it has to be
big and fancy," said Andy. "Wouldn't hurt if the town had a good
name to it, either. We can pay and even cut you in if that's what
you're after, but there's other little towns out there that might
appreciate us a bit more, if you catch my meaning."

"What this town needs is a draw," said
Mayhew. "There's places that help cripples, or have cat
sanctuaries, or any number of things. I hear tell of a little
person marrying some man with a gold mine not far from here. What
we need is something like that. Some romantic thing we can tell
people to make them want to visit here, bring their families and
money and put us on the map."

"Old Ben here has a little lady back east,"
said Andy. "Don't know about that other stuff, though. We're mainly
trying to fleece them for all they're worth."

"Why in blazes are you telling him that?" Ben
grabbed Andy by the shoulders. "You idiot!"

"Now he's an accessory," replied Andy. "A man
who operates a town with no sheriff and no priest isn't a man who'd
rat us out. Am I right, Mayhew?"

"You're right," said Mayhew. "The first thing
we need to do is get a builder. Luckily, my contacts told me of a
construction firm that might go under without some legal and
financial help. I can easily help with that. You said the town
needs a name. What kind of woman we talking about here?"

"A fancy woman," said Ben. "A fancy rich
woman."

"We'll name the town after you," said Mayhew
























































































































































































































































































































































cover.jpg





