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A Shootout in Silver City

––––––––
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Silver City was quiet that morning, the kind of quiet that makes a man uneasy. The sun had just crested the ridge, spilling gold across the rooftops and catching dust motes in its light. I leaned against a post outside the general store, hat pulled low, watching life move along as if the world hadn’t seen trouble in years. Horses stood half-asleep by the hitching rail, tails swishing lazily at flies. A pair of kids chased a stray dog down Main Street, laughing so loud it almost drowned out the sound of wagon wheels. Everything looked peaceful, and maybe that was the problem. I’ve learned that peace in towns like this never lasts long. The desert always keeps its storms waiting, and that morning, I could feel one coming.

I was sipping coffee from a tin cup when I saw them—the Bolton brothers, riding in from the north road. Three of them, dust-covered and mean-looking, their faces half-hidden beneath wide-brimmed hats. I recognized them right away from the posters that had passed through town: bank robbers, killers, and cowards who liked to hunt in packs. They tied their horses at the hitching post across from the bank, and I felt my gut tighten. They didn’t come for supplies, that much was certain. Bill Bolton, the oldest, had that swagger of a man who thought the world owed him something. I watched their hands—restless, twitching near their holsters—and I knew I’d be earning my keep today.

When I saw them push through the doors of the Silver City Bank, I set my cup down slow. The wind had gone still, and even the dog across the street stopped barking. I stepped off the boardwalk, my boots raising small puffs of dust with each stride. The door shut behind them, and through the glass I caught a flash of movement—one man pulling his gun, another shouting for everyone to hit the floor. I’d seen enough robberies to know how it went from there. The scream that followed sealed it. I drew my Colt, thumbed the hammer back, and headed straight in.

The moment I kicked open those swinging doors, the sound of gunfire hit like thunder. I dropped low behind a pillar as glass shattered above me, bullets whining past my head. The clerk was sprawled under his counter, pale as milk, while the Boltons barked orders and shoved sacks of coins into their saddlebags. Clay Bolton spotted me first and turned his gun my way. I didn’t give him the chance to aim. My shot took him high in the shoulder, spinning him back into the wall. His cry startled the others just long enough for me to move. I rolled behind a desk and fired again, keeping them pinned.

The air smelled of gunpowder and splintered wood, and I could barely see through the haze. Bill cursed loud enough to shake the rafters, calling me by name like we were old friends. “Mason! You’re making a mistake!” he shouted, but I wasn’t in the mood to argue. I fired again, my bullet striking the lamp above their heads, raining glass and oil across the counter. The room filled with smoke, and someone screamed. My hand stayed steady, my breath even. I’d done this before, too many times to count. When the noise stopped, I realized only two of them were still standing.

Jacob, the youngest Bolton, was shaking like a leaf, his revolver wavering in my direction. He couldn’t have been more than twenty. “Drop it, kid,” I told him, my voice calm but sharp as a blade. His eyes darted toward his brother, who was bleeding from the arm and cursing under his breath. “Go,” Bill hissed at him, clutching the wound. Jacob hesitated, then bolted for the back door. Bill followed, staggering but still breathing. I didn’t shoot them as they ran; killing’s easy, but it’s never something to take pleasure in. The room fell silent except for the moan of a wounded man and the ticking of the clock above the counter.

I holstered my revolver and walked toward the clerk. He was trembling but alive, wide-eyed like he’d just seen a ghost. “You all right?” I asked, and he nodded, barely managing to speak. “They—they took some money, but not all of it.” I crouched down, checking him for injuries, then helped him to his feet. The customers who’d been hiding behind chairs began to stir, dusting themselves off and whispering my name. “Jesse Mason,” someone said, like they were trying it out for the first time. I wasn’t from here, and I’d done my best to keep it that way. But Silver City had a way of remembering a man’s actions, whether he wanted it or not.

When I stepped outside, the sunlight hit me square in the eyes. The street was lined with townsfolk peeking out from behind barrels and wagons, faces pale, mouths hanging open. The sheriff came running from the jailhouse, revolver in hand, hat tipped back on his sweaty head. “What the devil happened here?” he shouted. “Bolton brothers,” I said simply. “Tried to rob the bank.” He swore under his breath, glancing at the bullet holes in the wall. “You hurt ‘em?” “One’s bleeding. They won’t ride far.” He looked at me hard, then holstered his gun. “You just made yourself a target, Mason.” I gave a small nod. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

That afternoon, the saloon filled faster than a gold strike. Word travels quick in towns like ours, and by sundown, everyone knew my name. I sat at the bar, nursing a cup of black coffee while the piano player banged out an off-key tune. Men swapped stories like poker cards, each one trying to outdo the last. “He took down all three!” one man bragged. “Didn’t even blink!” another added. I let them talk; legends are born that way, and correcting them never did me any favors. Still, I could feel their eyes on me, measuring, wondering who I really was. I wasn’t a hero—just a man who’d learned to shoot faster than the next.

The sheriff came in near dusk, dust clinging to his boots, his face drawn tight. “Boltons are gone,” he said, sliding onto the stool beside me. “My deputies followed ‘em for a mile before losing the trail.” I nodded slowly, taking another sip. “They’ll be back,” I said. “They always come back.” He sighed, rubbing his temples. “You got a personal grudge with those boys?” “No,” I said. “Just bad timing.” He studied me a while longer, then muttered, “You ain’t the talkative kind, are you?” “Not unless there’s something worth saying.”

That night, I couldn’t sleep. I sat by my window, watching the moonlight spill over the rooftops, listening to the crickets hum in the distance. The town was quiet again, but it wasn’t the same kind of quiet. This one carried tension, like the whole place was holding its breath. I cleaned my revolver slowly, piece by piece, the ritual calming my nerves. My hands moved from habit, steady and sure. Somewhere out there, the Boltons were nursing their wounds and thinking of revenge. I knew the type—they didn’t know when to quit. And I wasn’t fool enough to think this was over.

The next morning, I walked to the bank to inspect the damage. The clerk was already sweeping up glass, his hands still shaking. “Never seen anyone move like you did,” he said, voice low. I shrugged. “Reflex,” I told him. “Luck, maybe.” The front window was shattered, the walls riddled with bullet holes, and the smell of gunpowder still hung in the air. The people who passed by stared at the damage like it was a scar the town would never heal from. I helped the clerk lift a broken beam back into place, wordless but present. Sometimes, helping in silence says more than any speech ever could.

Everywhere I went that day, people wanted to talk. “You from Texas?” one asked. “Army man?” another pressed. I gave them polite half-answers, enough to quiet curiosity without feeding it. My past wasn’t something I handed out freely. I’d worked kitchens once, traveled across the country learning to cook finer meals than most folks could afford. Those were better days, or maybe just different ones. But that version of Jesse Mason didn’t belong here. The man with the chef’s knife was gone; the one with the Colt had taken his place.

At the saloon that evening, the bartender poured me coffee instead of whiskey without needing to ask. “They’ll be back, won’t they?” he said. “The Boltons.” I nodded. “Men like that can’t stand being beaten, especially not in public.” “Sheriff says he’s doubling patrols,” he added. “That’ll help.” I smiled faintly. “Until it doesn’t.” The piano played soft and low, but every note felt heavy with waiting. The town was calm on the surface, but under it all, I could feel the fear brewing like a storm over the desert.

By the third day, Silver City looked the same as before, but the peace was thinner now. Folks moved quicker, glancing over their shoulders, pretending not to worry. I kept to my usual rounds, walking the length of Main Street with my hat low and my eyes open. The sheriff nodded to me from across the road, and I tipped my brim in return. He didn’t say it, but we both knew he was counting on me if trouble came back. I didn’t mind—it’s what I was good at. But deep down, I hoped maybe this once, violence could end without another gunfight. Hope, though, doesn’t last long in places like this.

After the smoke cleared, I holstered my revolver and looked around at the shaken townsfolk. They stared at me like they’d seen a ghost rise up from the dirt, unsure whether to thank me or keep their distance. I didn’t blame them much; men who draw fast often carry ghosts of their own. The sheriff finally came running, huffing and red-faced, his badge glinting in the morning light. He barked a few questions I didn’t bother answering right away, still listening for any distant hoofbeats. The air smelled of gunpowder and dust, thick enough to taste. “You handled yourself mighty well, Mason,” he said at last, half proud and half uneasy. I just nodded and replied, “Wasn’t lookin’ to make a show, Sheriff — just didn’t like seeing honest folks robbed in broad daylight.”

Word spread through Silver City faster than wildfire on dry grass. By noon, everyone from the blacksmith to the boarding house ladies had a version of what happened. Some said I took on six men alone, others swore I shot a bullet clean through a coin in midair. Folks never could resist seasoning a story until it no longer resembled truth. I kept to myself, patching a bullet hole in the front of the bank with a few sturdy planks. The banker tried to slip me a gold coin in gratitude, but I waved it off. “Keep it for the repairs,” I told him, meaning it. I didn’t fight for pay or glory — just to keep peace where peace was possible.

That night, the saloon filled up earlier than usual. The piano player struck up a lively tune, and talk flowed freely about the “lone gun” who stopped the Boltons. I took a corner seat, keeping my hat low and my whiskey half full. Men came up to slap my back and women tossed me glances full of curiosity and mischief. I answered none of it with more than a polite nod. Attention’s a fickle thing — one day it’s cheers, the next it’s suspicion. I’d seen too many men go from hero to outlaw overnight. The trick was knowing when to leave before either name stuck too long.

Sheriff Dugan sat across from me later that night, his eyes sharp despite the fatigue. “Those Bolton boys ain’t done,” he warned, nursing his drink slow. “You drew blood, Mason. They’ll take that personal.” I took a long sip and met his gaze. “They can take it however they like,” I said evenly. “Long as they stay out of town, we’ll have no quarrel.” But I could tell from the tension in his voice he didn’t believe they would. The Boltons were proud, reckless, and mean — the worst kind of combination.

I rode out to the edge of town before dawn the next morning. The desert stretched wide and empty, painted gold by the rising sun. Coyotes yipped in the distance, and a tumbleweed rolled across my path like a lazy messenger. I stopped near the ridge and scanned the horizon through my spyglass. There were tracks — fresh ones — heading east toward the hills. Looked like the Boltons hadn’t gone far, maybe circling back. I spat into the dust and muttered, “Fools never do know when to quit.”

By midday, I returned to town to find the streets quieter than usual. Folks went about their chores, but the laughter that usually echoed near the livery and general store was gone. Fear hung heavy, unseen but felt in every wary glance. Mrs. Tolliver from the bakery handed me a loaf of bread and whispered, “You be careful now, Jesse. They’re talkin’ about you.” I gave her a small smile and tipped my hat, though I felt the weight of her words. I’d been talked about before — never ended well.

I spent the afternoon cleaning my Colt in the back of my workshop, every motion calm and measured. Each click of the cylinder, each swipe of the cloth, felt like a prayer before a storm. I could almost hear my father’s voice from years ago, teaching me to aim steady and breathe slow. He’d been a marshal once — till a bullet took him down outside Dodge. I never forgot that day, or the lesson that followed: never pull iron unless you’re ready to live with what comes after. That thought stayed with me like an old scar. By sundown, my revolver gleamed under the lamplight, ready for what might come.
The next morning, Sheriff Dugan came by again, hat in hand and worry etched deep on his face. “Boltons hit a stagecoach outside of town last night,” he said. “Driver’s alive but shaken — swears one of ’em mentioned Silver City.” I leaned back against the wall, feeling that cold certainty settle in. “Then they’re sending a message,” I said quietly. Dugan nodded, jaw tight. “And it’s addressed to you.” The sound of those words was like iron grinding on stone. I’d made enemies before, but this one wasn’t going to fade easy.
As I walked through town, I could feel eyes on me from behind windows and doorways. Some looked to me for protection, others for blame. Folks always want someone to hold responsible — whether for safety or danger. I didn’t ask for either. I tipped my hat to old Mr. Campbell, who stood sweeping his porch like nothing had changed. “Morning, Jesse,” he said with forced cheer. “You keepin’ the devils away?” I smiled faintly. “Tryin’ to, sir. Though devils don’t scare easy.” His laugh was hollow, but it broke the silence some.

That evening, I saddled my horse and took a slow ride along the northern trail. The desert wind carried the faint smell of rain, though the sky was still a pale gray. I could feel trouble moving closer, the way a hunter senses another in the brush. My horse, Dusty, pawed the ground restlessly. I gave him a calming pat and said, “Easy now, boy. We’ll see this through.” The truth was, I wasn’t sure if I’d brought peace or painted a target on my own back. Either way, it was too late to turn from it now.

When I returned to the saloon, Dugan was waiting with two deputies and a wanted poster in hand. The Bolton brothers’ faces stared back — scarred, wild-eyed, dangerous. “They robbed a ranch up north,” he said grimly. “Took three men’s wages and left one dead.” I studied the poster for a moment, then folded it neatly. “They’re getting bolder,” I said. Dugan nodded. “They’ll come for you soon enough.” I poured a drink and replied, “Then let’s make sure Silver City’s ready when they do.”

That night, I couldn’t sleep. The creak of the windmill outside and the rustle of dry grass sounded too much like boots on gravel. I kept my gun close by, the moonlight glinting off its barrel. Every sound made me listen harder, half-expecting to hear a whisper or the jingle of spurs. When dawn finally came, I felt like I’d aged ten years overnight. I brewed coffee, staring out at the pale morning light. Trouble wasn’t coming — it was already here, circling just out of sight.

By noon, the town council gathered in the meeting hall. Merchants, farmers, and the mayor himself sat in uneasy silence while Sheriff Dugan laid out the facts. “We can’t count on the marshal,” he said. “Nearest help’s two days away.” Eyes turned to me then — some hopeful, some afraid. “You’ve handled men like the Boltons before, haven’t you, Mason?” asked the mayor. I met his gaze evenly. “Handled ’em, yes. But this time, they’re comin’ angry. You best tell your people to keep indoors after dark.”

Outside, I watched as women hurried home and shopkeepers bolted their doors early. The whole town seemed to hold its breath. I rode the perimeter once more, noting where the shadows fell near the outskirts. Every alley and rooftop told a story of potential ambush. I’d been through enough border towns to know what a siege felt like before it started. This was no different — just quieter. I adjusted my holster and murmured, “Come on then, Boltons. Let’s finish this.”

That night, lightning split the horizon far off in the mountains. Thunder rolled low and steady, like drums before battle. I stood outside the sheriff’s office, the rain starting to fall in soft, cold drops. “They’ll come under cover of the storm,” Dugan said beside me. “Figures,” I replied, watching the dark shapes move in the distance. “Outlaws love the dark — but so do I.” I cocked the hammer back on my Colt, heart steady. One way or another, Silver City wouldn’t wake the same come morning.

The first shots rang out just past midnight. Windows shattered, horses screamed, and chaos flooded the main street. I dove behind a water trough, returning fire at the muzzle flashes dancing in the rain. Bullets tore through the night, hissing past like angry bees. I heard Dugan shouting orders somewhere behind me, his deputies returning fire from the porch. The Boltons had come heavy — at least six men by the sound of it. I gritted my teeth and whispered, “Told you boys not to come back.”

I saw one of them break from cover, limping from a wound. My shot found his shoulder and spun him into the mud. Another came up behind, firing wild into the saloon doors. Glass exploded and lanterns fell, sending flames licking across the floorboards. I sprinted across the street under fire, dragging a wounded deputy to safety. The rain came harder, hissing against the flames as smoke mixed with the storm. Every sense burned sharp — the smell, the sound, the heat of the fight. It was hell, plain and simple.

When the shooting finally eased, I moved through the smoke, careful and deliberate. My boots splashed in the mud, every step echoing against the thunder. A figure moved ahead — the oldest Bolton brother, Cole. “You think you can run this town, Mason?” he snarled, raising his gun. “No,” I said calmly, “just keep it safe.” We fired at the same time. My bullet found its mark first. He fell hard, his revolver slipping from his hand into the mud. I stood there a moment, breathing in the silence that followed.

By dawn, the rain had washed most of the blood away, leaving only the smell of gunpowder and wet earth. Sheriff Dugan helped gather the wounded and tend to the dead. The Boltons were finished — what was left of them, anyway. I stood on the steps of the bank, hat in hand, as the sun broke through the clouds. “You did it, Mason,” Dugan said quietly. “Town owes you.” I looked at him and shook my head. “No, Sheriff. Just did what needed doing.” Heroes were for stories — not men like me.

As Silver City stirred back to life, I mounted Dusty and looked down the long, empty road east. The air was clean again, the storm gone, but peace never lasted long in places like this. I tipped my hat to the folks who gathered near the boardwalk, their faces still unsure. Maybe they’d sleep easier for a while — maybe not. I turned my horse toward the horizon, feeling the pull of the next town, the next trouble. “So long, Silver City,” I murmured. “Hope you stay quiet awhile.” The wind carried the words away as I rode off into the rising sun.
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Arrival of the Golden Chef

––––––––
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`It was three days after the shootout when the stagecoach rolled back into Silver City, creaking and covered in trail dust. The town had finally begun to breathe again, though the scars of that night still lingered on the walls and in folks’ eyes. I happened to be standing outside the general store when the driver pulled up, his horses lathered and restless. The door swung open, and out stepped a woman unlike any we’d seen in these parts. She was tall, slender, and carried herself with a kind of grace that didn’t belong to dusty frontier towns. Sunlight caught in her golden hair, and her eyes held the calm assurance of someone who’d seen the world and wasn’t easily impressed. She wore traveling clothes finer than any I’d seen west of St. Louis, and she carried only a small bag — nothing more. For a moment, the whole street seemed to pause, wondering who she was and what business she had here.
I took off my hat and stepped forward, offering a polite nod. “Welcome to Silver City, ma’am,” I said, my voice breaking the hush that had fallen. She smiled, soft but confident, and replied in a lilting accent, “Thank you, sir. I’m told this is the last stop before the desert opens up.” “That’s right,” I answered, reaching for her bag. “Name’s Jesse Mason. I can help you get settled.” She hesitated only a moment before handing it over, her gloved hand brushing mine. Something about her manner — calm, precise, almost delicate — made her seem out of place among all the grit and roughness. I motioned toward the hotel down the street, the best Silver City had to offer. “Let’s get you a room before the wind picks up,” I said. She gave a small nod and followed, her steps light but sure.
As we walked, the townsfolk peeked from behind windows and doorways, whispering amongst themselves. The women at the millinery paused their sewing, and the blacksmith straightened to watch as we passed. Strangers weren’t uncommon, but refined women certainly were. I could almost hear the questions forming — who was she, and what business did she have with Jesse Mason? I kept my gaze ahead, leading her through the dusty street to the Silver Star Hotel. “It’s not Paris,” I said lightly, opening the door for her, “but it’s clean and quiet.” She smiled at that, her eyes warming just a bit. “I’ve stayed in worse places, Mr. Mason,” she replied. There was something about her voice — calm but with a playful edge — that made me curious.
Inside, I spoke with Mrs. Keane, the innkeeper, who quickly found the lady a clean room upstairs. The old woman bustled about, clearly delighted to have such an elegant guest under her roof. “We don’t get many fancy ladies here, Mr. Mason,” she whispered to me when Bella turned away. “And none who look like her.” I just smiled. “Then I reckon we best make her feel welcome.” Bella returned and thanked Mrs. Keane for her hospitality, then turned to me. “I’m grateful for your help, Mr. Mason,” she said. “I’m Isabella Laurent — though most call me Bella.” “Pleasure’s mine,” I said with a nod. “Silver City’s lucky to have you.”
Later that afternoon, I found myself showing Bella around town. It wasn’t something I planned, but she’d asked if I might point out the essentials — the post office, the store, and the best place to eat. As we walked, she listened intently to every word, her eyes taking in the details — the rough boards, the faded signs, the way dust clung to every windowpane. “It’s simple,” she said finally, “but there’s beauty in that.” I smiled faintly. “Most folks don’t see it that way.” “That’s because they live in it,” she replied softly. There was wisdom in her tone — the kind that comes from seeing both luxury and hardship.

When we passed the old brick bank, now repaired and standing proud again, she slowed to study it. “I heard there was some trouble here recently,” she said, her gaze meeting mine. I nodded once. “Bolton brothers tried their luck — didn’t end well for them.” Her expression was calm, but I caught a flicker of curiosity in her eyes. “You stopped them, didn’t you?” she asked quietly. I didn’t answer right away, just looked down the street. “Let’s just say the town’s safe for now.” She seemed to understand my reluctance to talk about it. “Then they’re lucky to have you,” she said, and there was genuine warmth in her voice.

I took her next to Lily Barker’s place, the only restaurant Silver City had worth mentioning. The place was plain — rough wooden tables, mismatched chairs, and the smell of beans and bacon drifting from the kitchen. Bella inhaled, smiling faintly. “Home cooking,” she said. “Smells comforting.” “Best you’ll find out here,” I told her. Lily herself came out, wiping her hands on her apron, eyes wide at the sight of this well-dressed stranger. “You must be new in town,” Lily said, her voice friendly but cautious. “Name’s Bella Laurent,” the woman said, extending her hand. “I’m a chef, recently from Europe.” That got Lily’s attention — and mine too.

While Bella dined, I sat nearby, watching her observe every detail — the seasoning, the plating, even the way Lily stirred her stew. It wasn’t the casual glance of a hungry traveler but the focused eye of someone who lived and breathed her craft. When she took her first bite, her expression softened into quiet approval. “It’s simple,” she murmured, “but honest. There’s heart in this cooking.” Lily blushed, not quite sure what to make of the compliment. “Ain’t much fancy, but it fills a belly,” she said with a grin. Bella smiled back. “Sometimes, that’s better than fancy.” I couldn’t help but notice the spark of respect forming between the two women.

After dinner, I offered to walk Bella back to the hotel. The air was cool and still, carrying the scent of sage from the hills. She walked beside me, her bag tucked neatly under one arm. “You’ve been very kind, Mr. Mason,” she said after a while. “I didn’t expect such hospitality.” “Not much happens in Silver City,” I replied. “When someone new shows up, we take notice.” She gave a small laugh, soft and musical. “I can see that.” The sound of it made the quiet street feel a little less lonely.

When we reached the hotel steps, she turned to me with that same poised smile. “I’d like to thank you properly,” she said. “Perhaps you’ll let me cook for you one evening.” I blinked at that, half-surprised. “Cook for me?” “Yes,” she said simply. “It’s what I do best. And I’d like to share that.” I tipped my hat, smiling despite myself. “You’ve got yourself a deal, Miss Laurent.” “Bella,” she corrected gently. “Then it’s Bella,” I said, and something in her eyes softened at the sound of it.

The next morning, Silver City woke to the pleasant surprise of a stranger cooking in Lily’s kitchen. I was at the blacksmith’s shop when I caught the scent of something rich drifting through the air — butter, herbs, and something else I couldn’t name. Folks stopped mid-conversation, following the smell like it was a sermon calling them to salvation. I made my way over to find Bella standing behind the counter, sleeves rolled up, and a crowd gathered around her. Lily watched, half in awe and half in disbelief, as Bella moved with quiet precision, transforming the humble stove into something out of a dream. She greeted everyone warmly, offering small plates of bread and stew that somehow tasted like more than the sum of their parts. “You made this?” one ranch hand asked, mouth full. Bella just smiled and said, “Yes, but the real secret is in caring about what you serve.” It was the first time I’d seen this town truly still — and happy — since before the Boltons.

By midday, word had spread that a “Golden Chef” had arrived in Silver City. Men rode in from nearby ranches, curious to taste whatever miracle this woman had cooked up. Lily’s place, which usually sat half-empty till sundown, was packed shoulder to shoulder. I leaned against the doorway, watching Bella move between tables with ease, laughing lightly as she served folks who’d never seen such grace in their lives. Her confidence wasn’t the boastful kind — it came from years of mastery. You could tell in the way she handled even the simplest ingredients. I’d seen gunfighters handle six-shooters with less control than she had over a ladle. Every plate left her hands like a message: food wasn’t just survival — it was an art. And in that moment, I realized Silver City was changing, one spoonful at a time.

That evening, I joined her at a quiet corner table after the rush had settled. Lily sat nearby, shaking her head and muttering, “Ain’t never seen the place this busy.” Bella smiled, her cheeks faintly flushed from the heat of the stove. “You run a good place, Lily. You just needed someone to remind you how special it is.” Lily laughed and said, “Guess that’s you, darlin’.” Then she looked at me and winked. “And maybe you too, Jesse. You seem to draw trouble and angels in equal measure.” I chuckled at that, not sure which I preferred. Bella looked between us, amused but thoughtful. “Every town needs both, I think,” she said softly, and the room fell quiet around her words.

Over the next few days, Bella became the talk of Silver City. Women stopped her in the street to ask about her recipes, and even the miners took off their hats when she passed. She spoke kindly to everyone, no matter their station, and that won her more hearts than her cooking ever could. I found myself stopping by the restaurant more often than I cared to admit, telling myself I was checking on things for Lily’s sake. Truth was, I just liked hearing Bella talk. She spoke about Paris and Vienna like they were fairy tales, about kitchens that gleamed like palaces and chefs who could turn sugar into lace. I listened quietly, picturing places I’d never see. “You ever miss it?” I asked her once. She smiled sadly. “Sometimes. But not tonight.”

One evening, she asked me to taste something new she was working on. “It’s called poulet au vin blanc,” she said, handing me a steaming plate. I wasn’t sure what to make of it — the name sounded fancy enough to scare off most cowhands. But one bite changed my mind. The chicken was tender, rich, and unlike anything I’d ever eaten. “That’s... mighty fine,” I said, at a loss for better words. She laughed softly. “Mighty fine. I’ll take that as high praise.” Her laughter warmed the room more than the stove ever could. “You’ve got a gift,” I told her. “And I reckon Silver City’s better for it.”

But even good things stir whispers, and it didn’t take long for gossip to crawl out of the woodwork. Some said she was too fine to be trusted, others that she must be hiding something. A woman alone, with grace and gold hair and foreign ways — folks couldn’t help but talk. I overheard a few words at the saloon that didn’t sit right. “Bet she’s runnin’ from somethin’,” one man said. I didn’t much like his tone. “Ain’t none of your concern,” I told him, quiet but firm. The
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