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      The stagecoach left Maisyn standing in front of the Howling Dog Saloon.

      

      Whoever would have thought? Maisyn in a saloon. And a saloon with a strong resemblance to a brothel. An adventure like she’d never expected.

      

      Maisyn’s only business in the saloon/brothel was to find her fiancé. But life on the frontier held unexpected difficulties. Would Maisyn be up for the challenge?
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        Georgetown, Colorado

        1873

      

      

      Maisyn stood in front of the Howling Dog Saloon and watched the stagecoach drive off without her.

      The stagecoach driver had assured her that the Howling Dog was the hub of the town and there would be someone there to help her.

      Whatever it is you need help with. The man had muttered to himself as he dragged her two trunks from the roof of the stagecoach. Though why anyone would come here on purpose is beyond me.

      Or something like that. Maisyn had trouble understanding all the driver’s words since he had a mouth full of tobacco.

      She held her satchel close and wondered how she was going to get her trunks out of the street. They lay haphazard the way the driver had tossed them from the stagecoach roof. The way her trunks had been treated, she was surprised they had survived at all.

      Fortunately, in this case, there seemed to be no traffic other than the stagecoach.

      Nothing at all like Boston. Nothing.

      In fact, not only was there no traffic, there were no people.

      How could there be no people or horses on a city street?

      Town.

      Community?

      A gust of wind blew hair into her eyes and she shoved it back.

      One thing was clear. She couldn’t stand here all day.

      Gathering up her skirts, she walked to the door of the saloon.

      Maisyn in a saloon.

      Surely this was all a dream.

      Perhaps she should have listened to her best friend’s advice and stayed put in Boston. If he loves you, he’ll come back for you. A gentleman would never let a lady travel across the uncivilized country like that.

      But it just made sense for her to join Oliver. He didn’t have time to come get her.

      She stepped through the swinging doors of the saloon and waited for her eyes to adjust to the dim light.

      It was quiet. No music. No conversation.

      A thin cloud of stale smoke hung in the air.

      With relief, she realized that the Howling Dog Saloon was also a General Store. Not only were there bottles of spirits on the back counter, but there were sundry items including bolts of cloth and bags of flour along another wall.

      There was a square table in the middle of the room with four men playing cards. Another table nearby had two scantily-clad women, their heads bent together.

      There was a bartender - or perhaps he was a clerk - behind the counter. A bearded, grizzled looking man, he pulled a cigar out of his mouth as she walked in.

      Another man in a long duster stood at the counter, his back to her.

      She stiffened her spine and walked up to the bartender. There was only one way to get this over with. “Good evening,” she said. “I wonder if you might help me.”

      “Can you help her Teak?” One of the card players called over and all four of the men at the table laughed.

      Teak stuck his cigar in his mouth and talked around it. “Depend on what it is you need.” His voice was deep and bold.

      “Of course.” She put a fake smile on her face. “I’m trying to locate Oliver Sanchez.”

      The bartender cut his eyes over toward the card players. “That sounds like a question for Ezekiel.”

      A chair slid across the wooden floor as one of the card players stood up and slowly walked her way.

      The man, Ezekiel, was a tall man. He was dressed in a formal black suit with matching boots. Boots with dust on the tops of them. He removed his hat as he approached her.

      “Ma’am,” he said with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. My name is Ezekiel and I run this town.”

      “Oh,” she said. What did that mean? He runs this town? “I’m Maisyn and I’m here looking for my fiancé.”

      “Oliver.” Ezekiel put his hands on his hips and glanced over his shoulders at his card playing buddies.

      “Yes.” Maisyn held her chin high. The sooner she located Oliver, the sooner she could get out of here.

      The two scantily-dressed women had jumped up and gathered behind Ezekiel.

      “I think…” Ezekiel stopped in mid-sentence when one of the women put a hand on his shoulder.

      “Honey,” she said to Maisyn. “My name is Sally.” She held out her hand toward Maisyn. “These boys have absolutely no manners. Now come on.”

      Maisyn found her hand grasped in Sally’s.

      “Come on.” Sally tugged her forward. “Let’s get you settled in. At least get the dust off of you and a cool drink of water.”

      As she passed the customer who’d been watching all this from the counter, the one in the long duster, she saw that he had the clearest blue eyes that smiled at her as she walked past.

      Maisyn stopped. Tugged her hand from Sally’s. “I just need to find Oliver. I’m not planning to stay here. In fact, my trunks are still outside in the road.”

      “Now honey,” Sally insisted. “It’s late. Teak’ll bring your trunks in. Won’t you Teak?”

      “Sally,” Teak, the bartender said in his deep voice. “Mind your manners.”

      Sally waved him off. “Don’t worry about Teak.”

      Maisyn wasn’t worried about Teak at the moment. She was a little worried about Sally. She didn’t want to stay here at this bar… general store… hotel… dare she say it? Brothel.

      But she followed Sally upstairs anyway. Her need to get the dust off, to just wash her face, was too strong to fight.

      “Do you know Oliver?” she asked as they reached the second floor.

      “I believe we met once.” Sally opened the first door on the left. “But he didn’t come here.”

      Didn’t.

      Maisyn stepped through the threshold and looked at Sally. “Do you know where Oliver is?”

      Sally shook her head.

      Giving up on finding out anything from Sally, Maisyn took in her surroundings.

      The room was decorated in red and gold.

      Sally poured water from a pitcher into a gold rimmed bowl with a chipped rim.

      Definitely a brothel. “Is this your room?” she asked.

      “Oh no,” Sally said, handing Maisyn a clean cloth. “I have a room upstairs. This one is for… guests.”

      Maisyn dipped the cloth in the clean water, squeezed out the excess water, and stepped closer to the mirror over the wash bowl.

      Even in the fuzzy mirror, she could see the dust on her face. Squinting, she wiped the dirt from her skin.

      Sally had been right. She did need to clean up before she saw Oliver.

      She wondered if she needed to show them the letter Oliver had written pleading with her to come here.

      Maisyn and Oliver had known each other since they were children. Their parents had been planning their marriage for as long as Maisyn could remember. But Oliver had an adventurous spirit. He wanted to be one of the first to settle out west.

      Maisyn didn’t want to venture into the unknown. When Oliver decided he would go ahead and get things set up, Maisyn was relieved. He’d find some land. Buy some horses and livestock, and build a cabin.

      Then, when everything was set up, Maisyn would join him.

      It had been two years since he’d set off west. Since she’d seen him.

      And it had been six months since he’d last written her. That last letter had urged Maisyn to hurry out. That he didn’t want to wait any longer for her.

      After that the letters stopped and Maisyn began to fret. Besides, her little sister got married and was expecting a child.

      Maisyn began to fear that she was going to be an old maid.

      She’d put off joining Oliver long enough.

      It was odd that once she made the decision to head west, her reluctance had turned to excitement. And although she had to fight past fears almost every day, she’d come to see this as an adventure.

      Like right now. The proper Maisyn from Boston would never have stepped inside any room that had the slightest hint of being a brothel.

      Yet here she was. Curiosity getting the best of her.

      “I’ll let you get some rest,” Sally said. “I’ll have Teak send up something for you to eat and make sure he gets your trunks up to you.”

      And then Maisyn was left alone in what she was certain must be a brothel.

      And she had no idea where her fiancé was.
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