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Chapter 1

Jewel Daniels
wrestled with her gun belt, tightening it another notch across her
waist, tucking in her navy gingham so if she had to draw, she’d be
ready. She sat back on the single cot and the springs squeaked as
she landed on the straw stuffed mattress and tugged on her boots.
The embroidered roses over red leather hugged her calves and
soothed her soul. She didn’t care that Calvin had mocked the only
feminine item of clothing she owned. Her Pa had seen to it, with
the little money that he earned as a farm hand, to buy his only
daughter the prettiest pair of boots in Dew Springs.

Here in Delano, Kansas it wasn’t only Calvin
that mocked her, but any worthy gunslinger. It didn’t matter, they
soon found out a pair of rose embroidered boots didn’t affect her
aim.

Jewel ran her gaze over the poster that
had hung on her wall since they’d arrived in Delano.
Calvin Hadley’s
Sharp Shooter Spectacular written in big bold letters, had been plastered over a
black and white caricature of Bryce Tanner aiming his Colts at a
mob of bandits, their face concealed with bandanas. The bandits
menaced ‘Ruby
Drawers’ the damsel in
hooped skirts and a plunging neckline, who had been tied to a tree.
It was the opening act of Calvin’s show when the bandits hurled
spinning knives at Jewels bound frame, the crowd shrieking and
cheering as each blade thundered into the timber prop tree that
Jewel would lean against. Jewel tilted her head, the artist had
taken creative license emphasizing her chest, and her flowing curly
locks, yet he’d been honest at least in capturing Jewel’s
expression of terror. Jewel still remembered that first opening
night, eyes wide, figure trembling as she watched the spinning
silver daggers hurtle towards her. It had been terrible and
exhilarating at the same time and that feeling had kept her going
for the last two years. Almost.

Jewel ran her eyes down to the casting
comments, Bryce’s name was at the top and then followed by each
bandit, Hugo, Barty and Will, even the horses got a mention and
then if Jewel squinted, she could just make out the last
line, featuring Jewel Daniels as Ruby Drawers. Featuring! Jewel felt the heat rush
through her limbs this time with poison. If Bryce could quit
whiskey, cards or womanizing, then maybe, just maybe he could shoot
half as straight as Jewel. His mouth ran faster than he could and
he sure was handsome, so naturally everyone bought into the fraud,
Bryce Tanner the best gunslinger Hadley’s carnival had to
offer.

Jewel snorted. Featuring Jewel Daniels!
She had four stage lines to breathlessly gasp then escape Bryce’s
clutches before he smacked a kiss on her, only to duck into the
curtained wings and pull out her own Colts. She hit every one of
Bryce’s shots, her dead accurate firing in total synchronization to
Bryce’s on stage antics.

She still remembered Bryce’s expression
when she punched him square in the guts after she hadn’t been quick
enough and his kiss landed. She laughed at the memory of him
doubled-over gasping like a fish out of water, apologizing
profusely that he’d leave Ruby Drawers well alone. Didn’t stop him from trying off stage, despite
the fact she married his boss, Calvin Hadley.

Calvin was a man that needed the stage to
feel at home; that and a string of chorus girls warming his bed.
Jewels anger simmered. She wasn’t mad at Calvin as much as she was
mad at her herself. Jewel pushed away her dismal thoughts. Today
was the day she changed her fate and men like Bryce and Calvin
wouldn’t stand in her way.

Jewel took a quick glance at her
reflection, tucked her ginger curls behind her ears and scooped up
her overloaded saddle bags. She slung them over one shoulder and
marched out of her room at Martha’s Inn. She flipped a coin at the
front desk to no-one and entered Maple Street.

Harpsichords and brass bands were drowned
out by catcalls to dancing girls and the flamboyant yet sporadic
firing of vaqueros as they unwound after their latest cattle drive.
She pulled her wide brim low over her eyes to shade the late
morning sun, and headed to the stables.

Jewel inhaled shallowly, the scent of
dogwood trees in full bloom clogged her nostrils. Spring was at a
close and summer had just begun. A fresh start. A new beginning.
But first a little hiccup named Calvin Hadley needed to be dealt
with. She secured her saddle bags over the slate rump of her
gelding Rocio and strode
between the alleys to Polecat Ale House. The organ music
reverberated through her veins as she swung through the doors. The
odors of bruised perfume and soft powders competed with cigar smoke
and sweat. Calvin would be upstairs, no doubt both hands
filled.

“Now, where ya going in such a rush, Ruby?”

Jewel didn’t turn to acknowledge Bryce
Tanner where she knew he gambled in the far corner; always the same
round table with his back to the wall. His gaze would flick between
the doors, the stairs and the bar, his seat only three feet from
the back entrance.

“Come ta warm my lap Ruby?”

“Kiss my go-to-hell, Tanner.”

“Only if you say please.”

Jewel’s boot paused on the bottom stair,
she met the steel gaze of Calvin’s main draw card. His blonde
strands tumbled across his upturned nose, a red bandana around his
throat, a girl on either side of his chair. Lots of girls were more
than happy the infamous Tanner warmed their beds, but his cheek
bones sat a little too high, his grin too boyish, same as his sense
of humor and his temper. Besides it would take a week to wash out
the reek of whiskey he’d leave behind.

“You can’t win for losing Bryce, you play
those cards and leave the shooting to me,” Jewel said.

The bar erupted with laughter.

“I’ll win my girls back ya hear!”

“Sure Tanner,” Jewel said as she winked to
Bryce.

The bar erupted in laughter again only to be
cut short.

“We playin’ cards or yappin’?”

Bryce’s poker competition had a voice like
a tumbling scree. Lucky Chuck’s humor was as short as Bryce’s
temper. His thick fingers stroked his grey dusted beard, two
fingers, two knuckles short on his right hand. Charles Rogers
Senior wasn’t lucky, he was tough as a stewed skunk and lucky was
what he called anyone who crossed him who lived to tell the
tale.

“Hold ya pickles, I’m
playing,” Bryce said and
tossed a hand full of coins into the middle.

Dancing girls dashed out her way as Jewel
stormed up the staircase.

“Don’t be rash, my darlin’ Ruby!” Bryce
called.

“I ain’t your darling, Tanner!” Jewel
snapped. Damn Calvin!

When Jewel finally left Delano behind,
she’d bury her stage name too. Ruby would be dead and gone the
minute Jewel rode across the Arkansas River. She hated the stage
name the minute Calvin had given it her, but her skill had soon
quietened the laughter.

“Not for lack of tryin’!” Tanner called.

The patrons sniggered, some chinked
glasses only to be hushed when Lucky Chuck’s chair scraped along the floor. Jewel set her
sights on the last door on the right.

Jewel ignored the splintering timbers, the
shouts and hollers as ale mugs went flying and Doves screamed. She
ignored the cock of a pistol. Bryce and Lucky Chuck had history and
even without his ‘girls’ Bryce was faster than double struck
lightening. Jewel on the other hand, had been quicker. Well Ruby
had been, not that any of Calvin’s posters proclaimed it. Her name
was there, on the lower left corner, partially obscured by a
likeness of Tanner and a list of his exploits.

She squared her shoulders and cracked her
knuckles. Although she came up to most men’s chins it was the
perfect height for getting right between their ribs and she wasn’t
above kicking them in the shins either. As she stood before the
final door, she didn’t even knock. The door flew backwards and
Jewel stormed past the surprised half naked girl as Calvin
scrambled to his feet.

“Ruby! What the devil are you doing?!”
Calvin rushed to re-clothe himself as the blonde working girl
scrambled to the doorway.

“You didn’t tell me it was Ruby Drawers!” The
girl called, her eyes flying to Jewels holsters on either side of
her narrow hips, “Sorry miss,” she stumbled into the hallway, her
painted lips as crooked as her skirts.

Jewel shrugged her
shoulders, “Where is it
Calvin?”

“Why do you want it?”

“Cause I’m leaving.”

“My love.”

“Save it Calvin if it wasn’t for
whats-her-face out there, I had already heard Simone chatting all
about you last week, and Collette the week before.”

Calvin started to stammer.

Jewel cut him off, “I want what’s owed to me
and those guns will fix me a nice price.” She tore into the second
room to the left, opening Calvin’s wardrobe and spilling the
contents.

“Ruby is a part of Hadley’s Sharp Shooting
Spectacular, you’d be sorry to walk away on all of this! Where you
gonna go anyway?”

“You should be down stairs, betting with
Bryce. I’m off to try my luck in Kansas City I hear Buffalo Bills
show is touring. You’ll be seeing my face on one of them posters
real soon.”

Calvin laughed, “You’ll have no luck
there.”

He buckled up his tailored pants and threw
on a silk shirt. He had muscular shoulders, tanned, but the rest of
him had gone to seed, thinning salt and pepper hair, a tiny pot
belly. Jewel sighed, he was still a charmer with a sparkle in his
blue eyes, the same sparkle that got Jewel into trouble.

“You can’t leave, I forbid it, you’re my wife
-”

“Calvin, we ain’t been husband and wife in
more than name since the day after the wedding, now either you give
me what’s mine and I’ll be on my way or I’ll tether you to the back
of Rocio and drag
you down Main Street, to hell with the Marshalls!” Jewel rested her
hands on her waist and tapped her toes.

Calvin must have realized the seriousness of
her threat, “Are you asking for your wages, for the last two years,
I’ve been a bit tight lately with the crowds….”

Jewel ground her teeth. How much had Calvin
spent of her earnings on liquor and other women? “Just give me my
winnings.”

“I was keeping them as my insurance policy if
Bryce Tanner decides to leave.”

“I won them fair and square. Whatever deal
you got with Tanner is none of my business. Besides Bryce ain’t
going no-where.” She wagged a finger at Calvin’s wide nose, “When
I’m gone you’ll have to find someone else to take his shots for
him. Someone who’s happy behind the curtain, while the Drunkard
fires blanks, now hand them over.”

Calvin tucked his shirt tail into his belt,
“You really are going?”

Jewel nodded.

“Always did think Delano was too small for
you Ruby.”

“Calvin.”

“I mean Jewel,” he sauntered closer to her,
“You were always my favorite, my love,” His palm reached for her
cheek and she battered it away.

“Don’t let me delay you any longer Calvin,”
Jewel rolled her eyes, “You’re sheets are getting cold.”

Calvin let out a chuckle as he strolled to
his wardrobe and pealed up two slats. From underneath which he
dragged out a small bundle of cash with two pistols, their barrels
sparkled silver in the light that trickled through Calvin’s heavy
curtains, their ornate pearl handles glistened.

“You think you can get them past Bryce?”

Jewel let out a laugh. She couldn’t wait
to put as many miles between her and Calvin, Ruby and Delano. Two
years ago, she’d chased adventure up the Chisholm Trail but she
should never have left Dew Springs. Or at least not trusted the
first man to whisper sweet nothings into her ear and slither in her
heart amongst other things. Cattle were much easier than
men.

“Watch me,” she said.

Calvin handed over the two dueling
pistols, “Good luck Jewel, I hope wherever you’re running to, he
finds you there.”

Jewel winced. Like one of her bullets on
show night, Calvin has struck her dead center. After a bottle of
tequila she’d confided in Calvin about Dew Spring and what she’d
left behind. Hoping the man with a jaw the size of Texas would
follow her to Kansas. How wrong could she have been?

“He didn’t then, he ain’t gonna now.”

“I think he’s looking, but in all the wrong
places.”

Jewel nodded. Marcus Kearby followed his
heart, right into the Texas Rangers.

Calvin dropped a kiss onto her forehead,
“Take it easy and stay safe, darling. Happiness is more than you
deserve. For everything, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry Calvin, it was short and
fast, but an adventure all the same. Now stay out of trouble.”

“Never!” Calvin winked and stepped back.

Jewel was tempted to put both guns in her
holsters now, but walking around with all that sparkling in the
Delano midday sun was not a clever move. The weight was both
elegant and deadly. She didn’t want to sell them, yet both weapons
would feed her and cloth her enough to find her feet in Kansas
City. She wrapped the bundle under her arm and strode down the
stairs. She reached halfway across the saloon floor before Bryce
called out.

“You taking my two loves?”

Bryce stopped trying to settle the upturned poker table, the
cards spread across the floor, dancing girls bobbed and dipped to
pick up the lost coins. Bryce Tanner was a sore loser, the minute
the cards turned against him, he picked a fight. Lucky Chuck was
nowhere to be seen.

“You’ve got plenty of girls Tanner,” Jewel
pointed to his hip, where a Colt Dragoon hung low on his belt.

“Ah it’s got no grace,” Bryce caught Jewel by
the arm.

“You ain’t never treat them right, anyway
Bryce.” Jewel said.

“I could have treated you right Ruby.” He’s
lips reached for hers.

But Jewel was quicker. She balled a fist
and drove it under his ribs, he hunched over.

“And my name ain’t Ruby!”

She stepped into the street to the cheers of
the barman and what was left of the disgruntled crowd. She reset
her hat just as Bryce caught up with her.

“Ruby wait,” Bryce coughed as his hand rubbed
his belly, “My brother is coming to town, stick around, you me and
him, we can leave Calvin and his clowns behind, skills like ours
shouldn’t be wasted on Cowtown crowds, you’ll see.”

“Bryce, your brother’s been coming to town
since last year, I ain’t waiting on you or your brother to make my
fate.”

Bryce put his hand on her shoulder, “You
really are one of kind, Jewel.” This time he leaned down and kissed
her cheek. The whiskey tickled her nose, his three day old whiskers
tickled her cheek, “Someday that man of yours is gonna realize
it.”

Jewel’s breath caught in her throat, what had
Calvin told him?

“Calvin will be sorry he let you go.”

Jewel exhaled. Calvin? “Oh yeah, him.” In
her mind, she’s seen a stocky dark haired figure and it sure as
hell wasn’t Calvin. Or Bryce for that matter. “He’ll land on his
feet. That man always does.”

Jewel clambered onto Rocio.

“You take good care of Selina and
Josephine!”

Jewel flicked the reins, letting the crowd
swallow her. The midday sun was still climbing to its zenith,
stirring up the scents of manure and sweat. She would cross the
bridge into Wichita proper and find a reputable place to stay on
the edge of the city limits. She may be the fastest gunslinger this
side of the Arkansas, but she wasn’t stupid. She would spend as
many days as needed at the edge of Wichita, keeping her eyes and
ears peeled for just the right kind of travelers to follow, maybe
some Exodusters making their way north, or a caravan trader, a
family hunting new lands. She would join them or trail them just
out of sight to wherever north they were headed. She should never
have left Dew Springs, but she’d be damned if she’d go back. Not
unless Marcus Kearby dragged her back there himself.

 


Bryce Tanner stood on the porch of the
Polecat Ale House watching the slinky hips of his friend saunter
out of sight. Ah if only he had the patience, he could have wooed
her a little bit longer. She was full of fire, she’d hiss and spit
but he figured, the right man would get her to purr. Pity it
wouldn’t be him. Pity she wouldn’t be here when Gabriel arrived.
His older brother had sent a telegram; he reckoned he’d reach
Delano in days. Surely this time Gabriel wouldn’t be delayed again.
He had an itch between his shoulders, and only the smell of
gunpowder and blood would make it go away.

He had laid low in Calvin’s circus of
oddities, biding his time, waiting for Gabriel to take care of his
business woes. Gabriel would be pissed when he found out he’d lost
the girls to Ruby, but his brother had told him to do what he
needed to stay alive, and gambling was what he needed to feel
alive. Besides, the ginger haired dynamite, had won them fair and
square, shot every target dead to the eyes.

He waited until her blue roan was completely
gone before he stepped back into the shade. He was glad the girls
had a worthy home, she’d shot all his targets for the last two
years, making him the hero, the headliner, the Doves flocking to
his side. Ah pity she’d miss out on Gabriel’s next business
venture. It’d be a gold mine for sure. Bryce ran his fingers
through his hair and wandered down the side of the Inn, a barrel of
water stood full to the brim, and the stuffy Ale House air and
whiskey dimmed his wits. He dunked his head in the barrel, the
water sending a rush down his spine and refreshing his nerves. Ruby
had inspired him. If Gabriel didn’t show this time, he’d ride out
and find him. Bryce flicked his head back, his long blond strands,
slicking against his neck, the water cooling between his shoulder
blades.

“Hey Tanner.”

Bryce wiped the water out of his eyes,
taking a moment to remember that here in Delano he was supposed to
be Bryce Tanner, not Francis Turner. It took him another moment to
focus from the brightly lit street to the shadowy alley, but he
recognized that voice.

“Howdy Chuck.”

A spark ignited from the pistols muzzle, the
ball striking his chest. He heard something crack, as blood pumped
into his ear drums. Both hands went to his belt, coming up empty.
Another weight slammed into his chest. He tasted metal between his
teeth.

Gabriel would be pissed, he thought, just as
another projectile slammed into his body, this time in his gut. He
looked down at his hands that clutched his flesh. As if a wine
bottle had smashed, dark droplets of claret splashed onto the dirt.
The sun retreated, his shoulders shivered with the twilight chill
that enveloped him. He sunk onto one knee, his other hand caught
his fall. Pools of hot liquid welled behind his teeth and he spat.
The parched ground absorbed the crimson spittle. Gabriel is going
to be livid! Francis thought as the darkness took him whole.

 


Calvin Hadley stormed into his office, his
teeth ground down on his jaw. Ruby gone, Tanner dead and
Hadley’s Sharp
Shooter Spectacular was
finished! And all in one day! Well he was nothing if not
resourceful.

Two days had passed since they had found
Bryce dead in the street, and only yesterday when he worked out
Lucky Chuck Rogers had skipped town. Witnesses had found him
raiding Bryce’s pockets before he legged it out of town. Well
Calvin Hadley would pack his things, find a way to the Mississippi
and try his luck on the steam boats. He wasn’t a bad card dealer,
and he had worked as a magician before Delano had ensnared his
soul.

“Calvin, there’s a Garrett Tanner to see
you.” Collette chirped as she opened the door to his office.

Calvin scanned his scant office space as
he rushed to the double hung windows, tugging the bottom pane
upwards to regard the busy street below. Could he jump and not
break a leg? Calvin shook his head, maybe he just wanted to talk.
Lucky Chuck would be caught and hopefully hung, if the rope didn’t
break and the bastard got away.

“Send him in,” Calvin said as he buttoned up
his silver waistcoat.

Calvin took a seat behind his unsealed
timber desk, palms down to settle the wonky legs. He took a deep
breath and tried to remain calm as Garrett Tanner and his cronies
filled his office.

Garrett Tanner, stood 5 foot 11 inches,
narrow shoulders, wide hands, and a hair lip. The man wore a pale
cream shirt, with a doeskin cutaway coat and matching three button
vest, his denims even looked starched. He pulled off his cream
Stetson and took a seat in front of Calvin, resting his impeccable
hat in his lap. He briefly ran a hand through his brown hair, wisps
of grey to be seen around his temples. His eyes, the color of
steel, same as his brother’s, bored a hole through Calvin on the
other side.

Calvin tried to sit still, the urge to shift,
to cower, to turn away from that piercing gaze slithered into his
veins and wouldn’t dissolve. Calvin’s vest buttons threatened to
pop, his silk shirt two days old and damp under the armpits.

“Garrett, a pleasure to see you, although not
in these tragic times, I am deeply –“

Garrett raised a single palm. He pointed over
his left shoulder, to the brawny thug that rested there, three day
old growth, chewing a cigar, dual pistols on each hip.

“Sampson, tells me that Charles Rogers Senior
escaped Delano.”

“He did, the Sheriff has assured me they are
forming a posse–“

“And what of the girl?”

“Huh?” Calvin coughed.

Garrett pointed over his right shoulder, to
the second goon. Dark hair plastered against his sweaty forehead,
meaty jaw, broken nose. Both stood taller than 6 foot.

“Donnie tells me a girl, your girl, Ruby
Drawers slugged my kid brother in the abdomen and stole his
pistols.”

“She –“ Calvin started.

Garrett put his palm up again. The
business man’s nose was hooked, resting over his hair lip, with
those grey eyes unblinking, Garrett Tanner reminded Calvin of an
eagle. Calvin had to rely on all his experience in stage
performance to make sure he didn’t become the field
mouse.

“If he had his pistols, he would have drawn
and won.”

Garrett Tanner didn’t seem like he would
take the news well that since they parted company, that Bryce had
developed quite a drinking habit and quite a gambling habit, his
aim had more than suffered as a result. Calvin didn’t think Bryce
would have won, but perhaps he would have gotten a shot on before
Chuck finished him off. Maybe if he had his girls Chuck wouldn’t
have tried.

“She won them from him, in a shoot-out. I had
no control –“

“Obviously. When I told you to guard Bryce
as if he was your own brother, you thought I misspoke. You acted as
referee for this shoot out, you let the girl win, your wife in
fact, and you confiscated his only means of self-defense. It is
almost as if you pulled the trigger yourself.”

“Now,” Calvin’s neck heated, he raised his
fist to point and instead pushed his hair back from his sweaty
forehead, “I didn’t do no such thing. Your brother took that bet.
He took far too many bets. Ruby won those guns, but she didn’t pick
the fight between Chuck and Bryce. Bryce did that all on his
own.”

“Are you talking ill of my recently departed,
most beloved brother, Calvin Hadley?” Garrett Tanner leaned
forward, his jacket opened to reveal matching gold and pearl inlaid
pistols that rested either side of his rib cage.

Calvin cleared his throat, “I wasn’t saying
that, I was –“

“Defending your wife? It’s only wild
speculation at this point, that she and Charles might have set
Bryce up, the Dragoon he had on his hip hadn’t been drawn. That
would also implicate you had a part in this. My brother wouldn’t
let his pistols out of his sight, in fact, the only way this Ruby
Drawers would be able to keep them and her skin, would be if Bryce
was dead.”

“Now that’s - Ruby’s not like that - she
–“

“From what I hear, she was jealous of his
fame and scorned from his rejection. Where did she go Calvin?”

“Listen Garrett - “

Garrett held his palm up again and Calvin
fell silent, “Before you answer me, I want you to think very
careful about where you see yourself in the next fifteen minutes.
Either in the post office filling out a telegram or filling out a
pine box in Boot Hill. I am offering a bounty for the capture of
the thief Ruby Drawers. If she won those pistols fair and square
she can prove it.” Garrett ran his fingers around the brim of his
hat and put it back on his head, “If not she can answer to
conspiracy to murder. If you do not assist me in this request,”
Garrett’s deformed top lip pealed back at his words, “I will assume
your complicity in Bryce’s death.” Garrett stood from his chair and
replaced his hat neatly on his head, “Now where to Calvin?”

 


Calvin Hadley sat down in the Wichita Post
Office, glad he thought to bring Tanner and his goons into Wichita
proper where they had to hand over their guns at the bridge. It
didn’t seem to dim Garrett Tanner’s malevolence. Probably Sampson
and Donnie would just snap his neck.

“Description of Ruby Drawers,” The Post
Master asked.

“Ah 5 foot, 4, no 5 foot 6,” Calvin said. He
raised his hand up around his cheekbone height. Hopefully Jewel was
already well on her way to Kansas City, but he’d do his best to
make Tanner’s job a bit more difficult.

“Hair?”

“Ah reddish but a bit light, I’d say um yeah,
strawberry blonde.”

He didn’t dare risk a look at Garrett, would
he believe a girl named Ruby had blonde hair? The entrepreneur
didn’t make a move.

“Build?”

“Ah voluptuous, curvaceous, ah if you know
what I mean,” Calvin winked and offered a laugh.

Jewel was as strong as a whip, but built like a greenhorn,
she had slender hips, and an even slender waist. He had spent one
night in her arms, surprised at how she hid her femininity, her
perky yet ample breasts concealed in heavy gingham. When she wore a
dress, she turned even Preachers heads.

“Outstanding features?”

Garrett leaned forward, “She’ll be carrying
or trying to sell matching .38 Colt Navy Revolvers, 2 ½ inch
barrels, Nickel plated, with mother of pearl grips inlaid with
silver. One engraved with Josephine, the other engraved with
Selina.”

The officer spent a moment jotting the
information down and repeated it so it was correct,
“Reward?”

“One thousand dollars.”

“One thousand –“ Calvin coughed into his
fist. Garrett would have every man and his coon dog out tracking
her.

“Direction of travel?”

“Ah Dodge City, she was off to Dodge.” Calvin
rushed.

One thousand dollars! It would take him a
year or more to earn that on the River boats. Maybe he could shake
Garrett and his goon’s loose and head out after her, catch her on the trail and warn her?
Tell her that he’d given her up? It was Jewel who left
him!

Actually, now Calvin thought about it, he
was the only one who knew Jewel was headed to Kansas City. If he
caught up to her, he might earn himself a nifty reward. Garrett
seemed mighty interested in Josephine and Selina. If Jewel could
prove her skills, Garrett might be satisfied. Watching the older
man’s unblinking stare sent a shiver down Calvin’s spine. Garrett
had his own reputation, any debts owed, usually had to be paid in
blood. But Jewel was a woman after all. Surely they’d catch Lucky
Chuck by then.


Chapter 2

 Jewel stood in
the shade of the mercantile; her Stetson rested low over her eyes and watched the two
men for over an hour as they crisscrossed Main collecting their
supplies. She had no doubt what type of men they were and they
suited her purpose greatly. With all the summer heat, not a lot of
travelers had been heading North over the past two days. A family
of Exodusters had kept to themselves and pushed off early yesterday
but these two had instantly caught her eye. They walked with a
certain kind of canter, a casual readiness that people would
mistake for swagger. Their eyes constantly sized up those around,
their denims were trail dirty, but their hands, callous free. Their
hips swayed with the unusual absence that the regular weight of
firearms brought.

Once, when a bar fight broke out, the
taller of the two, named Abe had reacted a little too quickly. His
right hand grazed his bare hip, fingers searching for the weapon
that regularly kept him company. They wore no badge, but Jewel
didn’t need a second glance to know they were from Texas. Their
slow drawl music to her ears. They had chatted quietly to
themselves over the past few hours, Junction City their next post.
Rangers! Jewel wouldn’t have done any better if she waited all
year. She would trail them to Junction City and find less
conspicuous company to follow to Kansas City.

Jewel retrieved her pistols from the
Marshalls office just before noon and headed out, she took a quick
divert from the trail and waited in the underbrush.

It was well past noon by the time the
Rangers moved out; their horses restless and eager to be away just
like their riders. The dust kicked up from their hooves as they
reached the open road, the wagon and cattle ruts had widened the
Chisholm Trail so it was difficult for Jewel to keep up and stay
out of sight. She had no doubt they would camp for supper and ride
out at dawn to reach Newton. With that in mind she let the Rangers
increase the distance, she would catch up.

As the sun set, Jewel climbed down
from Rocio and walked
on. He had been broken and trained by Cade Hamerton, so the horse
instinctively followed steadily behind without direction. She
stopped when she smelt their fire and Rocio’s muzzle nudged her shoulder. She ran her hand slowly down
his nose as the horse snuffled in satisfaction.

The shorter man, Theo laughed and caught
Jewel by surprise at her proximity. She retreated to a divot in the
ground using the tall prairie grasses to conceal her location.
Jewel spent that first night, tucked in her saddle bags,
while Rocio slowly
grazed under the Kansas stars.

This was the adventure she was supposed to
be having. Her lungs filled with the air of the Plains, her belly
half filled with jerky and beans, tomorrow’s breakfast would be
biscuit and more beans. Not like the last two years, sweltering in
every town’s sin, Delano’s just the last, between alleys of
boarding houses and saloons, the scent of whiskey and cigar
clogging the air. She hadn’t the heart to sell Josephine or Selina
that first day, thought it pretty wise to hold onto them until at
least Kansas City. She had a couple of dollars from Calvin and a
jar of dried peaches and a fair amount of jerky. She would manage,
besides it was a new beginning, Jewel promised herself no looking
back.

Jewel rolled onto her back and regarded
the constellations. She chided herself, but trailing two Rangers,
had gotten her thinking. Would Marcus be looking up at these same
stars somewhere, or perhaps he would be holed up in some Ale House
with a few dancing girls of his own. Jewel snorted. Marcus was too
damn honorable to have too much fun. Rocio snorted as well as if in agreeance. Jewel rolled onto her
side and waited for the dawn.

The two Rangers, Abe and Theo arrived in
Newton and passed straight through. It took Jewel a quarter of an
hour to work out they had already left. Then again Texas Rangers
would want to keep to themselves. They continued passing through
each town and trading post, stopping just outside to rest up. The
trail filtered through Jewel’s soul, awakening muscles and joints
she had forgotten about. The wide open Plains suited Jewel just
fine.

The Rangers pace continued until they reached
Abilene. After the cattle yards shifted further south and Wild Bill
left some four years ago in ’71, the town had matured. A regular
peace had settled over the citizens.

This time as the sun set, the Rangers
sauntered down Texas Avenue checking the post office first before
taking rooms at the Merchants Hotel. Jewel kept her distance but
took a room at the same two story timber Hotel. The outside was
painted white with a raised porch and a single bay window facing
the street.

She took receipt of her key and listened as
the Rangers climbed the undressed timber stairs.

“I reckon he’ll be sorry for leaving, what do
you think, Theo?”

“He needed to slow down, but he’ll have
more than his hands full when he returns,” Abe
sniggered.

“When’s his train due?”

The hotelier interrupted Jewel’s
eavesdropping, “Top of the stairs, second on the right, the dining
room is still serving beef and beans and a peach cobbler if you’re
keen.”

Jewel nodded, “Bath?”

“End of the hall, I’ll send Jessie up,” She
held out her hand and Jewel handed over her quarter.

First she bathed before descending to the
narrow restaurant, white clothed tables lined the walls with
mismatched chairs, a few long benches near the front and sparse
high backed chairs cradled an empty fireplace. Jewel took a seat in
one of the high backed chairs, concealing her from the Rangers and
ordered her first decent meal in three days. The Rangers sat to the
left side, back to the wall, eyes on the doors. Jewel savored her
beef and a jug of beer, while she listened.

“I reckon if there’s no news, we’ll head on
to Kansas City, see if we can pick up the trail again.”

“Ah pfft,” the other one said, “The trail
of that phony is well and truly cold since he left Chicago. We
ain’t heard any more of those forgeries getting around. I reckon
Callaghan is sending us up there to tie up loose ends. Make us look
like we’ve got something when we’ll be twiddling our
thumbs.”

Jewel couldn’t believe her luck. She
chewed slowly, making plans for when she made the bustling city.
Bryce’s guns would have to go if she was to make a real run at it.
Perhaps just one and she could keep the other to impress Buffalo
Bill. Jewel’s thoughts raced away from her, so much so that she
missed the newcomer. He sat with his back to her position, his
broad shoulders just in her peripherals. His dark brown hair
stretched to his red checked collar, his denims clean, his boots
chestnut. Jewel took another sip of her beer, the liquid almost
spilled from her lips, when she heard the man talk.

“I heard word that the Turner Gang had turned
south. Figured I might chase them down since I’m headed that
way.”

She rushed a hand to her mouth and
swallowed, wiping her chin as she recovered. She turned her head
slightly, using the figure of the waitress who took their order to
break up her line of sight. He had at least three days growth
across his cheeks, but Marcus Kearby looked like he had finally
grown into his magnificent jawline. The man sat no less than ten
feet away from her. His hazel eyes briefly scanned the room. She
put her head down and listened.

“I’ll send word when I reach Dallas if I get
wind of them.”

Abe whistled between his lips and dropped his
voice so Jewel had to strain her ears to catch it, “That’s all the
Turner Gang are, wind on the leaves. They’re probably all dead by
now, no-ones heard of them since ’73.”

“They rob three stages and a gold train and
don’t spend a single drop? They’re phantoms forget ‘em.” Theo
said.

“What’s the news from Wichita?”

Theo put down his mug and handed Kearby a
wanted bill, “Some whore shot her lover, $1000 reward.”

Marcus snorted and pushed the paper into his
pocket, “I’ll keep my eyes peeled. I’ll push off in the morning at
first light.”

“I can’t imagine Dew Springs has much to
compete with this, but I wish you well.” Theo raised his mug as did
Abe.

“Same. Happy hunting in Kansas
City.”

“Ah it’s a waste of our time.” Abe scoffed,
“Now if the rumors of the Turner Gang were true…” Abe whistled
through his teeth, “Safe travels, Ranger.”

Jewel heard the mugs clink and took her
leave. She closed the door to her room just as the tears tumbled to
her cheeks. The mattress caught her frame as she landed face down
on the lumpy cot. Why now? Why here? She rolled over and kicked off
her boots. He hadn’t come for her, in fact he was returning to Dew
Springs without her. The man who was supposed to be her first and
last love, was down stairs, but could she face his rejection face
to face.

The humiliation she thought long buried
now doused her in ice cold shivers, her stomach clenched as she
squeezed her eyes shut. Red-faced and broken hearted she left
Marcus Kearby in her dust as she rode out of Dew Springs. It had
been over two years, maybe she could march downstairs and ask him
why he never came for her? She rolled over and stared up at the
dark ceiling. It was pointless, she wouldn’t humiliate herself
again for that man. She had her own adventure waiting and
she would be damned if
she shed any more tears for that man.

The sun had well and truly risen by the
time Jewel dressed and packed. Kansas City. A new future beckoned;
one with her name on posters and loot in her pockets. She paid for
breakfast and flipped the stable hand a dime as she made her way
deep into the stalls. She saw Abe’s tall bay and the Theo’s pie
bold was gone. Rocio had two
new stall mates, a tall buckskin gelding whose neck swiveled to
take in the new addition and a shy dun. Jewel nodded, her resolved
strengthened that at least Kearby would be safe. His ranch, the
Crooked K would be well in hand. His Mama and Pa happy he was back.
Well his Mama anyway.

Jewel froze as she saw a single hand
on Rocio’s rump,
the fingers tracing the Hammer and Lock of Cade and Evie’s
brand.

“Who do you think you are?”

A dark brown Stetson, the color of coffee
rose from the other side, Marcus Kearby’s toothy grin lit up the
darkened stable interior. Her heart leapt into her throat as his
hazel gaze slammed into hers. She snapped her lips shut, her limbs
frozen unable to move.

“Miss Jewel Daniels, well what a
pleasure!”

“Marcus, I thought -” Jewel caught her
words.

 


“Where have you been hiding?” Marcus
swallowed hard.

He tried to loosen the tightness of his
throat and the jitters in his chest. The sound of her bossy tone
had driven a spike into his spine and the sight of her petite
freckled face had stirred long gone memories of dusted sunlit
afternoons, covered in hay in a barn not unlike this one. He
resisted the urge to pull back his hat and straighten his hair. God
she looked good. Sun-kissed cheeks and those ginger curls that had
driven him to distraction, blue eyes that alluded to a spirit that
had burned too bright for him. As if a shadow pulled across his
mind, he straightened his shoulders. They had been young, he had
been foolish and Jewel had been too innocent and too
encouraging.

“I’ve been around.” She answered. Her pout
tight as she twitched like a squirrel without a nut.

“Have you?” He tried to not sound
accusatory, he had spent the last two years checking every sharp
shooter festival and carnival his travels allowed, “Well I
recognized the brand and I hoped it might be someone from Dew
Springs, are you heading back too?”

Jewel pulled on Rocio’s saddle blanket, “Ah nope,”

“Oh,” Marcus scooped up her saddle.

“So you’re a proper Ranger these days,
chasing stagecoach robbers and train gangs?”

Marcus draped the leather and tack over
the blue roan. He shouldn’t let her abrasiveness ruffle him. Dew
Springs wasn’t interesting enough to hold the likes of Miss
Daniels. He had hoped to do her spirit justice, chasing down his
own adventures, hoping he would achieve something of note so she
would stop twisting her petite nose every time he followed the
rules. After all she had left after a curt word to Cade that Marcus
knew where to find her and that was it. Marcus Kearby was too
square, too boring and too damn honorable for Miss Jewel
Daniels.

“Something like that, where you headed
now?”

He watched her eyes dim for a moment,
unfocused until she stammered, one word, “Dodge.”

“Dodge City? Who you riding with?”

Jewel snorted and dipped down to tie the
belly straps, their hands met at the buckle.

“I don’t need a riding party Kearby.”

“Nonsense, your Pa would have a fit if he
found out I let you ride on your own. Dodge you say, I can take
you.”

Jewel’s head popped up, her cheeks suddenly
reddened, “No thanks, I don’t wanna delay you.”

Marcus rubbed his nose and nodded, “You
won’t.”

Jewel laughed, “You ain’t got any better
at lying Marcus Kearby.”

“And you ain’t gotten any better at
recognizing a gentleman’s offer when given,” he said before he
heard his own words.

Jewels cheeks darkened in
color.

Marcus felt his cheeks match, “What kind of a man would I be if I
let you ride on outta here on your own?”

“I like doing things on my own lately
Marcus.”

He sucked in air between his teeth, “That’s
all well and good around Dew Springs, but not around here, Jewel,
it’ll take us good on five maybe six days, how are your
supplies?”

Marcus should heed his own warnings. He
would be delaying his return to Dew Springs by taking this detour.
He knew once he arrived home, his future would be out of his
hands.

These last couple of years had been worthy
of a dime novel, eating lean and living hard. The naïve Marcus
Kearby that Jewel had left behind was now gone. He was owed one
last adventure before he was forced to marry. He would savor these next five days like they
were his last. So long as Jewel kept bristling like an alley cat he
could keep his wits about him and his hands to himself.

“Marcus, I don’t wanna trap you into some
honorable gesture, I’ll be quite fine on my own.”

“You might be, but I’d rather be sure, than
sorry.” He left Rocio’s stall
and saddled his own horse.

“What happened to Cutter?”

Marcus paused running his hand down the flank
of his buckskin gelding, “Skirmishes with the Kiowa in Lost
Valley.” The wailing sounds of his gelding seared through his ears.
The clang of the stall doors echoed his gunshot.

Jewels voice softened, “Oh that isn’t fair
Marcus, I’m sorry.”

He stiffened his shoulders, “None of it is
fair Jewel,” He shook his head, hoping the scent of burning buffalo
skin and human flesh would clear from his nostrils, “None of it.
But this is Scout and he’s
another one of Hamerton’s and just as keen.” Marcus pulled his tack
over his latest mount enjoying the deer hide coloring that quivered
under his ministrations, “So what’s taking you to Dodge
City?”

He could hear her shuffling around in the
hay, her rose embroidered boots itching to be away from him again;
the simple cowpoke, the spare Ranchers son.

“Just business.”

“Well that doesn’t sound the least bit
worthy of adventure. I’d have thought you’d be heading east to the
big cities or even west to the gold. What business you got in
Dodge?” He should mind his own words.

“What business you got with Dew Springs,
Marcus Kearby?”

He swallowed hard, he knew it. Jewel had a
way of turning things on their heads, his head to be precise,
“Duty.”

“Ranger duty?”

He heard the stall hinges creak; he’d have to
be quicker next time, “Family duty.”

“No doubt something honorable, Marcus.”

He just nodded and moved onto his pack
horse, by the time he rode Scout out to the sunlight, Jewel was saddled.

“I came by Rail, so I’ll pick up a some
supplies on our way out.”

 


Jewel nodded as she let
Rocio
fall into step beside Kearby’s
taller gelding. The sun warmed her cheeks, and the sight of Marcus
in his denims tickled her chest. His shirt sleeves had been rolled
up exposing his roped forearms, his fingers curled around the
reins. The rays danced off his dark strands, hinting at tones of
copper and gold amongst the mahogany. He was as tall as most men as
average height goes, yet his broad shoulders and thick thighs
rounded him into a muscular morsel. Jewel never wanted to climb
tall trees anyway. She tossed the thought aside. She should have
protested more, refused his assistance to get her to Dodge. She
thought he would balk at the distance and she could ditch him for
Kansas City.

The embarrassment that colored her cheeks
dissolved into an ache that burned under her ribs. Marcus Kearby
should have followed her in the beginning so now he could follow
her to Dodge. Heat rushed through her limbs and balled into her gut
so fast Jewel had to inhale sharply to cool it. He owed her this
time and if nothing else it would be an adventure. She would
eventually find her way back to Kansas City. Marcus readjusted his
dark Stetson, and smiled, his cheeks denting, the three day growth
swirled delicately in the dimple in his chin. What was the harm in
spending five or six days in this man’s company?

A memory of a barn, sinking into the late
afternoon shadows, slipped into her mind. Where her chest ached before it now stung.
Jewel readjusted the reins, the leather warm and sturdy. She could
depend on herself. Herself and her horse. Everything else was a
daydream.


Chapter 3

 Calvin ran his
hand down the flank of his mount, the dun’s withers shivered under
his touch, the sweat flaking off to drift on the afternoon breeze.
He needed to rest, his horse needed to rest. He had spent the last
few days shaking off Donnie’s tail. Garrett’s goons had been as
dogged as he thought but Calvin knew when to cut and
run.

He had planned to track Jewel on the road
to Kansas City, only leaving Wichita without Donnie or Sampson
proved to be impossible. He had been forced to head towards Dodge
only to leave the trail and head north as soon as he could. He had
spent the next few days sleeping in the saddle, pissing on the run,
and eating very little. His belly fat had trimmed but his shirt
scratched against his flesh, his buttocks ached beyond reproach and
the Great Plains had beaten him down these last few miles. He had
to reach Abilene by night fall, or he would be dead.

The sun had scorched his skin to a husk
and his mind melted into his shoulders. He switched between
dreaming about the fortunes to be made along the river boats and
handing in Jewel for Garrett’s $1000 reward. Jewel would clear her
name in an instant, outshooting Bryce was no easy feat and Garrett
was not known as a sharp-shooter. The way he saw it, showing
Garrett Tanner her skills was the only way to clear Jewels name.
Most likely Lucky Chuck would be caught soon enough as he wasn’t
known for his horsemanship. If Calvin got Jewel to Dodge, he could
keep the reward and they could both keep their necks. He just had
to find her first.

Calvin pulled out his canteen and gave it a shake, the hollow
sound hardened his resolve and he shoved it back in his rucksack.
Abilene, he had to make Abilene by night fall.

Calvin threw an arm up to shade his brow
as he squinted. Tufts of dust ghosted across the horizon. Riders!
He regarded either side of the track, rolling plains of wheat and
grass, but not a grove to be seen. He pulled his brim down over his
eyes, and pulled his stained collar up to his ears, dipping his
head and waiting for the inevitable. His elbow tapped his hip, a
Colt on the right, a Derringer in his boot. Calvin let his mount
walk steadily forward. If there were riders, Abilene can’t be far.
He counted to twenty before he looked up again. The riders had
slowed, taking their time observing him from afar. He let his
shoulders slump, his bulk already wobbled in the saddle. The
moments dragged out until Calvin heard the horses
approaching.

“Howdy,” came the gravel toned
greeting.

“Howdy yourself,” Calvin answered, “How far
to Abilene?”

“Half a day.”

Calvin lifted the brim of his hat, and took
in the stranger. He sat proud in the saddle, a cattleman, a lawman
or a bandit he didn’t know. His gaze told the story of a long ride,
but his clothing was fresh.

“Calvin!” A female voice snapped.

His gaze shot up to the second rider, “Who
-”

“It’s me Jewel,” She spat. The blue roan
edge forward as Jewel’s blue eyes raked over Calvin’s dust and
sweat coated clothes, her brows furrowed, her cheeks heating, “What
in the Devil are you doin’ out here!”

Calvin pushed his brim back further and
regarded his bounty. Jewel sat high in the saddle, her navy checked
shirt almost creaseless, her denims dirty only at the
cuffs.

“I could ask the same thing.”

“Do you know this man?” the stranger asked
as he pushed his buckskin horse in the distance between the
pair.

He was of a height similar to Calvin, but
thicker in the shoulders, his forearms tensed across the reins, his
elbow tentatively connected with his holster.

Calvin straightened his shoulders at the
tone, “I should ask the same of you, riding with my wife.”

“Wife?” The cattleman swiveled in his saddle,
his hazel eyes ignited under his brim, only to be dimmed as Jewel
hung her head.

“Calvin Hadley, this is Marcus Kearby.”

Calvin’s throat rasped. The Texas Ranger!
A pitcher of worms emptied into Calvin’s gut. Did the man who
haunted Jewel’s dreams know about the bounty? How could he, Calvin
had purposely mislead Garrett Tanner. The description of Ruby
Drawers didn’t even closely resemble Jewel Daniels in the
flesh.

The Ranger’s mount shifted closer to
Calvin’s, his eyes raked over his showman boots, caked in trail
dust, ornate decoration but worn at the heels, his dirty trousers,
the cut tight against his hips. Even Calvin’s black seamed grey
shirt had been made for ceremonies not cow trails.

“Calvin Hadley.”

His own name sounded like a threat from the
tongue of the Ranger.

“That’s right. Jewel is my lawful wife, bound
to me under our Lord, January 1874.”

“1874?” Marcus threw another dark look at
Jewel, the creases around his eyes seemed to deepen, “And what are
you doing out here?”

“I’m fetching her,” Calvin said.

Marcus regarded Jewel again. Jewel’s gaze
shot between the Ranger and Calvin’s boots. Jewel flickered her
reins and moved forward. Marcus shook his head and pulled his horse
back.

 


Jewel clutched at her reins. What the Hell
did Calvin think he was doing!

“Have you got any water?” Calvin shook his
canteen.

“Yeah,” Jewel pulled her horse alongside
Calvin’s and dismounted.

Her one-time husband did the same. She
could hear his knees creak, the dirt crusted from his clothing and
he wobbled against his horse before he gained his balance. She cast
a glance to Marcus who had taken Scout off to the side. He leaned across his pommel and watched
from a distance.

Jewel lowered her voice, “I know you Calvin,
you didn’t come racing on out here for me, out with it now.”

Jewel handed over her canteen and watched
as Calvin sucked the liquid down. His horse looked blown and the
man looked just as rough.

“You’ve been riding hard since you left
Wichita.”

“I have.” Calvin took another chug, wiping
his chin with the back of his hand. “Bryce is dead.”

Jewel clasped her mouth, “Lucky Chuck?”

“Yep, dead on. Shot him in the alley, the day
you left, two days before his brother turned up.”

Jewel put her head against the flank
of Rocio.
Baby-faced Bryce, his blonde hair always a mess, his cheeky side
grin gone. Delano claimed another soul within its sinful
streets.

“They’d have hanged Chuck by now if he didn’t
take off. They reckon he’s headed to Indian Territory. In the
meantime, Garrett Tanner wants to talk to you.”

Jewel’s head shot up, her eyes unclouded,
“Talk to me?”

“Yeah, he needs to see how you beat his baby
brother.”

Jewel put her hands on her hips, and cocked
her head to one side. Calvin was up to something.

“Have you still got Josephine and
Selina?”

“What’s it to you?”

Calvin through his hands up in mock defeat,
“I told him you won them fair and square, he wants to see the great
Ruby Drawers in action.”

Jewel lifted the brim of her hat slightly,
the afternoon Kansas sun hammered onto her fair skin, “And then
what?”

“Look he’s a businessman, from Kansas City
himself. He’s got connections. I wouldn’t be surprised if he could
introduce you to the Bill himself, at worst, he’d probably buy
those guns right back off you.”

Jewel regarded Marcus over her shoulder.
The man was honor bound to return to Dew Springs. He hadn’t come
looking for her. He no doubt wanted to see her safe to Dodge, out
of guilt and nothing more. It had been chance that brought their
paths to cross. Would every day make her chest hurt like this?
Bryce had always promised his brother would turn up, promised their
sharpshooter skills were set for bigger things. Perhaps Garrett
Tanner would help Jewel headline a poster. If not she could buy a
rail ticket to Kansas City.

“He’ll be in Dodge any day now.” Calvin’s
voice took a softer tone. “Look Jewel, my show is bust without you
and Bryce. I was heading to the river boats to try my hand there
when Garrett Tanner walked in. What’s the harm in meeting the man,
showing him your skills and seeing where it leads?”

Jewel turned away from Marcus. He would no
doubt accompany them to Dodge, he said he would, so the man would
stick to his word. Jewel pondered her predicament all the while her
ribs ratcheted tighter and tighter. She had promised herself a new
future, one with adventure that she owed herself after wasting time
with Calvin. One with fame and fortune, that
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