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Western Fiction Short Story, by L. L. Rigsbee

Dunn didn’t figure he was fit company for anyone tonight. He slouched in his chair, one boot in the chair on the opposite side of the corner table. He didn’t move it when a burly cow poke tentatively put a hand on the back of it. One look at Dunn’s face convinced the man that he didn’t want to sit there anyway.

Dunn didn’t know anyone in this town and he didn’t intend to stay long enough to make an acquaintance. Tace Springs was a ‘tween town for him; nothing more than a resting point between jobs. Two days ago, he’d killed his first man and lost his job the same day. It was a fair fight – one he had carefully avoided for months. Martin hadn’t fired him because he started the problem. He admitted Anderson had been spoiling for a fight. He even said Dunn was one of his best ranch hands. Until tonight, Dunn had been a sociable person. Martin’s reason for letting him go was that he was too good with a gun – not too willing to use it, but too good with it.

During the long ride from Martin’s ranch to Tace Springs, he’d contemplated the statement. If he hadn’t been better with a gun than Anderson, he’d be the one cold in a grave now. He didn’t have a reputation as a gunman – well, at least he never had. Apparently now he did. His reactions had always been unusually fast. Some people were simply that way. He thought of a gun as a tool. In fact, that was how he had used it on the day Anderson decided he wanted to challenge him. A rattlesnake had spooked his horse and he jerked his pistol out of the holster. He shot the snake in the head from the back of a dancing horse. Anderson was the one who wanted to gain the reputation of a gunman. He figured the easiest way was to beat Dunn to the draw in front of witnesses.

Anderson had been the aggressor and he never liked the kid, but he still felt sick about the taking of a life. He had gone straight to the bunkhouse and hung up his gun. He didn’t wear it the first day he left the ranch. He’d made a cold camp that night and didn’t eat anything. By the next day, he was hungry, so he strapped on his gun and shot a rabbit. He’d been wearing it ever since. It was a tool and he wasn’t going to let Anderson or anyone else make it something it wasn’t.

“Quentin Eugene Dunn!” a soft feminine voice said. “What are you doing this far from the ranch?”

Only his mother and Martin’s daughter had ever called him by all three names. When his mother had said it, he knew he was in trouble. Angela simply liked the sound of it all strung together. He jerked his foot off the chair and slid to an upright position in his chair. A warm flush crawled up his neck as he started to rise from the chair.

“Oh, sit down,” Angela said and lifted her brows. “May I join you?”

“Sure.” He settled back into his chair.

She pulled the chair out and dusted it with a handkerchief. A wide-brimmed straw hat hung from the strap at her throat, effectively controlling her long auburn curls. She was dressed in a gray long-sleeved shirt rolled up on her tanned arms and a divided riding skirt. The shirt was meant for a man, but she looked decidedly better in it than a man. She had always been somewhat unconventional – never content doing what old man Martin considered women’s work. Their continual arguing over her place on the ranch had ultimately resulted in her hasty departure. After that, she had stayed with her uncle on his ranch. When he died, he left it to her. Now she was free to live life as she chose.

She settled into the chair and folded her arms on the table. She lifted a brow. “Well?”

He contemplated giving her some colorful tale, but she’d see it for what it was and probably feel hurt. “I got my walking papers a few days ago and I’m drifting north, looking for a job. You’re a little off the beaten path yourself.”

She shrugged. “We’re taking some cattle to market in Abilene. We have a herd a few miles north of here. I came here to get some supplies.” She nodded to a couple men standing at the bar and gave him a wry smile. “They came along as body guards.”

One of them was the man who had attempted to sit at his table. He turned his attention back to Angela. “Since when did you need a bodyguard?”

She had a nice smile; friendly and genuine. There was nothing counterfeit about Angela. She generally kept any negative thoughts to herself, but if people persisted in asking her, she said what she thought, not what she thought they wanted to hear. He had always liked that about her. At the moment, her green eyes were full of humor.

“I suspect they only wanted to wash some of the trail dust from their throats.”

Dunn chuckled. “I suppose there’s no harm in that.”

She tipped her head to the side. “What happened with Dad? He was so fond of you.”

Dunn sobered. He wasn’t sure he was ready to talk about it yet, but he had run out of ways to sidestep the conversation. He told her the story, leaving nothing out except the part that bothered him most – the last minutes of Anderson’s life.

For a moment she watched him, as if measuring what she was about to say. Her response shouldn’t have surprised him.

“I know you feel bad about it, but Anderson always was a troublemaker. I told Dad he should get rid of him, but he said he was a good worker, and those were hard to come by.” She sighed. “So, instead of addressing the problem when he should have, he wound up losing two good workers.” She shook her head in wonder. “So, do you have a job lined up, or are you hoping to get lucky?”

He grimaced. “Mostly I’ve been feeling sorry for myself, I guess. I haven’t thought that far ahead.”

“I need a foreman. I want you. What would I have to offer to get you?”

Angela’s mother had died when she was only 8 years old. From that time on, she hadn’t been around women – only men. Her question had been intended the same way her father would have offered a job to someone he valued. That type of phrasing was what prompted her father to request she stay away from the men.

“What happened to the foreman you had?”

“He’s still with us, but I want to get rid of him.”

“I don’t know. I don’t like the idea of costing someone else their job.”

She blushed. “Of course not. Does that mean you’re interested – under the right circumstances?”

He was interested, but... “What’s so terrible about your foreman?”

She looked him in the eye. “You’re not going to believe this, but....I’m afraid of him.”

If she admitted to it, he believed it. “Why? Has he been getting too familiar?”

She rolled her eyes. “No, I could deal with that. It’s just that...I’ve never lost so many cattle on a drive and...the men he hired for the drive are...not the kind of people I would have hired.” She drew a deep breath. “I need someone who can fire him and make it stick.”

He frowned. “You’ve fired him before?”

She nodded. “He hinted that things could get worse if he was gone.”

It riled him when one person took advantage of another. This took the issue to a new level. If Angela was frightened of the man, she probably had every reason to be. The loss of some cattle during a drive could be expected. Angela knew that. It sounded like something else was going on.

Dunn leaned forward and put his arms on the table as he looked her in the eyes. “Are you trying to buy a gun?”

She blushed again. “No. I’m trying to hire a man I can trust. A man who can handle men. No one ever gave you any trouble. They respected and admired you, but they also knew you would never tolerate it. Some men have an air of authority. You do. I’m no match for Vern. He knows that.”

The job sounded like the kind of trouble he didn’t want. If anyone else had asked, he would have declined, but he couldn’t let Angela down. “I’ll take the job – but it might be temporary.”

She looked relieved. “I hope not, but I understand. What I’m asking is no small thing.”

He stood. “Where is Vern right now?”

She pushed her chair back and stood. “With the herd.”

“Don’t say anything to him immediately. Tell him I’m a new hand. Give me some time to do a little scouting around.”

“Whatever you want. Am I supposed to act like I don’t know you?”

He gave her a wry smile. “Ang, you are not a convincing liar. Let’s use the truth. I worked for your father for a while and you met me in town, looking for a job. You hired me. He doesn’t need to know immediately that you hired me as his replacement.”

***
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Vern was a big man, not as tall as Dunn, but carrying a lot more weight around the middle. He had a cagey look about him. If Dunn had not known anything about Vern before he met him, he still wouldn’t have trusted the man. Vern looked him up and down, noting the gun and Dunn’s broad muscular shoulders. He didn’t appear to like what he saw.

“We’ll put you on, riding drag,” Vern said.

Dunn didn’t protest. It was a dusty exhausting job keeping cattle moving, usually reserved for the greenest of hands. No
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