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Chapter 1 -- Too Many Donkeys
The town was full of donkeys.
Which you’d expect since it was also full of drunken miners. Casey and I were dusty and tired as we rode into town, and so were our horses. The livery stable was full up, and though they offered us some space in the corral, that was full of donkeys too. They even offered to sell us a donkey of our very own. We said no thanks.
We turned around and looked at the town of Newton, and didn’t see much—just a patchwork of old boomtown shacks and more respectable buildings strewn along a single street, but an old fella across the street was waving at us. He had some corral space behind his store, which used to be part of the stage stop. The railroad hadn’t come through this town yet, but the stage company was still a lot smaller than it had been. Seemed to be doing pretty good business just now though. Lotta men arriving, buying shovels and mules.
“I thought this town was panned out,” I said to the old guy, as we led our horses around to the back of his store.
“Yeah,” he said, giving me a sly little smile. “I thought so too.”
Casey went on ahead, striding along with a little kick in her step so her new spurs would jingle properly. She was inordinately proud of those spurs. And me, I was inordinately pleased at the way they made her swing her hips.
At the back of the store was a little corral that had been split into three. Two had horses in them. The third was empty. Casey scrambled up the fence and over. She kicked at the slats and checked out the ground, all business.
“Not much room,” she said.
“But you got it to yourselves,” he called back to her.
“Gear?” I asked.
He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “You can stow it inside where I can keep an eye on it, but you can only get at it while the store is open. You get me out of bed, you pay a quarter extra for the privilege.”
I nodded and looked around, as Casey vaulted back over the fence. She checked out the hay in an open shed behind the corral.
“Hay’s good!” she called, and she pitched a couple of armloads into the corral. Then she opened the gate and led the horses in.
I turned to the old man, who wasn’t really so old, I guess. He was just a little bent, and had wild gray hair whisping out from in front, in back, and inside his ears. Not much on the top of his head, though. He had clear gray eyes that looked me over narrowly, and a smile on the edge of showing itself. That’s all I really remember about him. He looked at the pistols slung on my hip, and then over at Casey, who was small and young and female, and therefore even more heavily armed to make up for it.
“If you’re looking for work from Hoonstra,” he said, “you’re in the wrong town.”
“That’s fine,” I said. “’Cause we ain’t.”
“Think you’ll get work with Addley?”
“You say that like it isn’t likely.”
“It ain’t.”
“That’s fine too.”
Lester Addley wasn’t the sort of man we liked to work for. Not that we could be too picky. I didn’t know who Hoonstra was. A rival, maybe. Somebody else who was trying to fool people into believing there was an undiscovered strike in his town.
I grinned at the corral man, and gave him his two dollars, which I thought was an exorbitant price for something hardly any bigger than a stall, with no shelter. But the hay was good, and our horses wouldn’t have to fight their way to it. He hardly looked at the money. He kept looking at me.
“So what did you come up here for?”
“Saw a road we never took before,” I said.
“Saddle tramps.” He didn’t say it like an insult, just like he’d pegged us. He wasn’t far off. He looked at me for my reaction, and I shrugged at him.
“I been called worse.”
That response seemed okay by him. Maybe he’d been pushing a little to see if we were trouble, and I guess we weren’t.
“If you need anything, just let me know,” he said.
“For how much?” I asked.
He smiled and just waved his hand like it wouldn’t cost us, and headed back toward the front of the store.
We settled our horses and strolled up to the street. The sun was easing to an early dusk over the mountains, sending streaks of orange light across the town. The spring air had the donkeys and miners all stirred up and there was laughing and braying and shouting. Lot of singing, and music from the saloon. I thought I even heard a hurdy gurdy off in the distance. Casey hopped along, working to make her spurs heard in all that sound.
“You know,” I said, “you’ve got to be careful with those things. Your horse has sensitive flanks....”
“Don’t worry about it,” she said firmly. So I didn’t. She loved that horse, although I didn’t see how she was going to manage it and the spurs both. She scowled and raised her head to look down the street. “I want a drink.”
“You’re too young for a drink,” I said.
“Am not.”
She stepped off the sidewalk, and turned around to look for the saloon. I followed, pulling the money out of my pocket.
“Come on, Case, we spent too much on stabling the horses. If we want a bed for ourselves....”
“Not in this town!”
I looked at her in disappointment, and then again down at the money.
“A bed is softer than the ground,” I tried. She just looked at me like I was crazy, which I found offensive. “But it is.”
“I ain’t sleeping in a bed with six dirty miners and lice.”
That cleared that up. It wasn’t one dusty husband she was objecting to. I shifted my weight and tried again.
“Maybe we could get us some privacy in the cathouse....”
“There they’d have ten miners in a bed. And crabs!”
I gave her a shocked look, and she ignored it because she knew it was fake.
“You’re too young to talk like that,” I told her.
“Am not.”
This was how a lot of our conversations went. She was too young. She was also too small and too female to do just about any of the things she wanted to, but that didn’t stop her either. I think she was seventeen. She wouldn’t tell me her birthday, but she’d said she was sixteen a year ago, when we’d met. And she looked younger, even with all the gear she wore: a little hazel-eyed girl with a dark braid, wearing two silver pistols on a big silver gunbelt, and a big hat and spurs.
Me, I was twenty, and looked maybe a little older, which was fortunate because nobody wanted to hire a pair of kids as gunslingers. And no outlaw was ready to respect a kid as a bounty hunter. At least not until Casey had put a couple of holes in his hat. She was good at that. A regular sharpshooter.
I put the money back in my pocket. If it wasn’t going to buy us some privacy—and get me laid—I had no objection to drinking it down. We turned toward the saloon, but before we could take a step, we heard the sound of gunshots. It was not an unexpected sound in a town like that, but I turned to look anyway, because anybody shooting off a gun in a crowd was likely reckless at the least.
There were half a dozen men galloping up the street. They weren’t just whooping and shooting in the air. They were aiming for windows and barrels, and one of them shot out a street lamp, spilling flaming oil down the post on which it was hung. Men and donkeys scattered out of their way.
I stepped back, my hand over my gun. Casey was already half crouched. But even as we turned to look—before we could react—I saw one of them was taking careful aim. It wasn’t at me, but it was close enough. I started to draw as he shot, and I realized that he had been aiming at the fellow who had rented us the corral.
The corral man fell. He was closer to Casey, so she bent down to him, while I drew and started shooting back. I missed the guy that shot him.
Two of them slowed and turned toward me, while the rest galloped on. I pulled back behind the corner of the building. I looked at Case, but she wasn’t there any more. I guess that meant our friend was dead. I shot one of the men who had paused to shoot at me. He twisted and fell as his buddy aimed at me, so I ducked back. The rest were already down the street, engaged in a battle with guys at the other end of the stage station.
Casey came out of the store with her Winchester, and picked off the guy shooting at me before he saw her. Her eyes were hard and her face was still and mean. She had spent most of her childhood watching men gallop around and shoot people she knew. She cocked and aimed down the street at the men who were now milling in front of the station. I thought for a minute she was just going to start walking down the street shooting, like she was shooting paper ducks at a carnival, not caring that these ducks would shoot back. She looked at me, though, and the cold left her. She nodded toward the other side of the street were there was some cover.
Our shots had caused some confusion among the outlaws down the road. They stopped shooting and started to look around, wheeling their horses this way and that. Casey made it to the other side of the street before they spotted her. Then somebody in the bank across the street from the station shot at them, and they all set up to shooting again, now at the bank as well as the station.
Casey was working her way to the corner of the livery stable, which sat forward just enough to conceal her. I dashed back down the alley to go behind the store so I could come up on the other side of the station.
The horses in the corrals milled in panic as I scrambled over each of the fences in my way, dodging hooves and horse shit. When I reached the station, I paused to glance inside. A couple of guys were huddled behind a desk, heads covered. Somebody else inside was shooting, but he was keeping so far to cover himself, that I couldn’t see it doing any good for him.
I moved on to the corner and looked. As I expected, this was where they brought the teams in and out. It was a wide open space between the station and the next building, but there was a big trough and an iron pump. I realized my heart was thumping, and it wasn’t just from running. Not that I was scared. I didn’t feel scared at all. I generally don’t, which is stupid, but that’s me. I guess that’s how I became a gunslinger in the first place.
I slipped up to the front, and ducked behind the watering trough and watched the four men, their horses skittering back and forth as they took aim on the guys inside. I could see some of the stage men lying dead outside, and the outlaws were pretty much in charge, but they were nervous and sweating, probably because they had lost two of their guys and weren’t sure how.
I glanced over and saw Casey, just the edge of her, taking aim but not shooting, ready to do her job and maybe waiting for me to do mine.
And it was my job to do the talking. Maybe that wasn’t what she had in mind, but we were supposed to be the good guys. I took a breath and jumped up from behind the trough and aimed both barrels.
“Hold your fire!” I yelled. “In the na....”
I didn’t get to name of the law, because two of them swung around toward me, and it wasn’t the two I was aiming at, so I let off a wild shot and dropped back down. I heard a bullet sing off the iron pump, and I heard the crack of Casey’s rifle. By the time I rolled and popped back up behind a rain barrel, the three that were left were galloping off. The horse stumbled under one of them, and he took a fall. His horse took off and he jumped up, wheeling around with his gun, but not shooting. He was scared, and I think he realized he was in trouble. He started to lower his gun, but it was too late. A shot from the bank killed him.
Chapter 2 -- Our Exhaulted Reputation
There was no more shooting, so I holstered my guns and kept still, my hands where they could be seen. The men in the bank and the stage stop didn’t know who I was. Maybe they’d seen me fighting with them, and maybe they hadn’t.
Two men came out of the bank. The first one was a big man, with a little badge on his jacket. It wasn’t a star, and I thought he didn’t seem like a lawman. Something about the way he moved and dressed in a plain dark suit reminded me of a Pinkerton. I figured he was the bank security man, especially when he stepped aside to make way for the second guy. That guy was well dressed in a nice suit and a good hat. He had a thin little mustache that joined up with some thin little sideburns. Not just some dude, though. I figured he was the banker.
The security guy saw me, looked at me, but didn’t seem too concerned for the moment. He was busy checking the bodies of those who had fallen. A few more men came out of the stage station, and he and the banker started directing them around. A couple of them got horses and took off after the runaways, and the others went off with messages.
Casey came out from her spot and we went over toward the two from the bank. They were walking down the street, counting and surveying the damage. The banker started cussing under his breath, but it got louder as he went. He turned to his security guy as we got close enough to hear.
“We lost as many as he did,” he said. The security guy nodded, but he wasn’t making much show of his feelings. He turned to sweep another look around the street. There was hardly anybody out there except dead guys and us, so his gaze naturally stopped when he got to us. His eyes locked on mine. I decided it was time to step up and introduce myself.
“They had it pretty well planned,” I said. “Hitting your guys on the street before....”
The banker wheeled around. At first I thought I’d startled him, but then I realized that he knew who I was, and that I had been standing behind him. He jumped because he was mad.
“What did you think you were doing?” he snapped.
“Shooting,” I said.
He looked me over and I saw him slowly pull himself under control. His face was still red, though, and I could see he still didn’t like me.
“Do you know what you were butting into?”
I shook my head. I knew he was upset, having lost a bunch of guys and maybe friends, so I kept myself level, even though I did not like his tone.
“I know they shot down somebody who was good to us, who wasn’t offering anybody a threat at the moment. That they were behaving themselves in a lawless manner. I don’t know if your guys are any better. I do know that your guys shot down a fella who seemed about to give up, but he’d just been shooting at you, so I figure that was the heat of the moment.”
They stood and looked at me in silence, thinking me over again. At my mention of them shooting down the last man, the security guy looked away, and I was pretty sure he had done the shooting. The banker didn’t like what he heard, but he didn’t reply. He glanced at the security guy, and gestured toward me, and then he turned and went off to the stage station.
The security guy just stood there looking at me, his eyes getting narrower by the moment. I spread my hands and looked cooperative. He moved his eyes a little bit to take in Casey. She stood there with one hand on her hip, and did not bother to look cooperative at all.
“Name?”
“Mick McKee,” I said. “That’s Casey, my wife.”
His right eyebrow went up a little and he looked at Casey again, and touched his hat. Then he looked back at me. His eyes were no longer so narrow and suspicious.
“You used to ride with Harry Lowe,” he said.
I straightened up with a touch of pride. We didn’t have much in the way of a reputation, except that some had heard of Casey’s shooting. But Harry’s reputation was big enough to cover us.
“Yep,” I said. I opened my mouth to tell him about how I was half-raised by Harry, but he went on, his eyes narrowing.
“You’re that dumb Irish kid,” he continued. That let the wind out of my sails. I guess I did have a reputation of my very own. I shrugged to let him know that his derision wasn’t going to faze me. That didn’t faze him either. He just looked closer at me. “So what’s happened to Harry?”
“He got shot up pretty good and had to retire,” I said. “He’s sheriff in a little town called Dustville.”
That told him why we weren’t riding with Harry any more, which is why he asked. The security guy thought about it and nodded.
“Yeah, Harry’d call that retirement,” he said at last.
It was my turn to nod. He turned and looked at the street again. People were beginning to trickle out from behind cover now. He pointed to the sidewalk.
“Stay out of the way.”
We did, mostly. He called out for somebody to get the damn the undertaker and went off to count up the physical damage. We went over to the porch of the saloon, and joined the miners and drunks who were watching. You could tell which ones were the miners, because they had brand new shovels and looked scared. The drunks just looked drunk.
So we stood there, looking over the damage. Somebody had put the fire out down the street, and a few others were beginning to clean up, here and there. The street itself, though, was pretty well abandoned to the bodies. I counted nine men down. The outlaws had hit four men, other than our friend, and they’d done it fast. There wasn’t all that much crying going on. I noticed that those four all had badges like the security guy. Probably all lone men. Addley’s gunmen.
Casey was looking down the street, and I turned to see what she was looking at. A guy from one of the shops came out and kneeled down by the corral guy. He was a Chinese man, wearing an apron and dressed just like any western shopkeeper. The store had some Chinese writing in the window, and a woman who was dressed more Chinese than him stood and watched from the door. The man reached out and closed the dead guy’s eyes, and then started pulling his arms and legs into a neater and more dignified position.
Casey headed right over toward him, pushing aside a gawping miner. The miner started to object, but changed his mind upon seeing her face.
I paused to get a closer look at one of the other dead men. He was staring up at me in surprise, so I closed his eyes, and took a look at his badge. It was round, and made of brass instead of tin, with an A. S. in the center of a circle of spokes, like a wheel. Addley Stage. I looked up at the sign over the stage company, and saw the same symbol. Then I turned and looked the bank. It said Bank of Newton in the window, but there was a wheel in the carvings of the lintel over the door. And an AS. I’d heard that Lester Addley owned or controlled most of this valley. I presumed that would include the bank.
I went over and helped the Chinese guy and Casey lift our friend up out of the street and put him on a sheet the Chinaman had laid out on the porch of the corral guy’s store. We wrapped him up and waited for the undertaker’s wagon.
People were still a little slow to stir themselves, although there were more of them moving around now. The miners were not making much noise. They seemed divided between slinking off and standing around gawping. A young guy with a pack and a brand new shovel sidled up closer. He looked down at the body, and then up at each of us. He settled on Casey to lean closer to. Not his wisest choice, but I guess I’d have picked her too.
“Hey,” he said. She didn’t say anything. He looked at her guns. “Is it always like this out here?”
Casey stiffened. She pulled herself up and stepped aside, not looking at him. I straightened and looked at her, but she just made a little face and shook her head at me. I settled back where I was.
“I’m looking after the horses,” she said sharply, and she headed around toward the back of the store. I watched her go, and noticed she wasn’t making her spurs jingle. Then I turned back as I heard the Chinese guy talk to the young miner.
“No,” he said. “It is not always like this.”
The miner stood there and looked down at the body again, and then up at me, and at my guns. I could see he didn’t believe the shopkeeper. He backed off, and sidled to the other side of the street. I looked at his new shovel and his pack, and wondered how much he had spent to get here, and how hard he was going to have to work to get out again. I glanced at the shopkeeper, and our eyes met. I think he was having the same thoughts.
“So,” I asked, “is there any gold around here?”
“Sure,” he said, and he smiled a little bit. He pointed down the street to the bank. “Plenty.”
I looked where he was pointing, and then nodded, giving him my own smile. I introduced myself, and found out his name was Mr. Po. Then we both looked down the street to watch the undertaker’s wagon work its way toward us. I heard one of the men from the stage office curse the name of Hoonstra. I turned to my companion.
“Who’s Hoonstra?” I asked.
“He sells land to settlers up the valley,” he said. “They want the railroad. Addley likes his stagecoach.”
“Yeah?”
He hesitated, and looked down at the body of his neighbor. But then he looked up at me, in much the same penetrating way the corral man had.
“With no railroad,” he said, “he can say everybody overlook this valley. Still gold around here.”
And if Addley controlled the whole bottom of the valley, he could make it too expensive for the railroads to bother with. I could see where that might make a man touchy, if he was trying to start a land rush.
I looked down at the corral man.
“So why would Hoonstra want to kill him?”
Po looked wary. “No reason.”
The wagon pulled up next to us, and he used that as an excuse to turn away. I couldn’t read his tone. It just seemed like he wasn’t lying. He was wary, and that’s all I could see.
“So you think it was a random shot?” I asked. He bent down to take the corral man’s shoulders. I took hold of his legs and we put him in the back of the wagon. I didn’t think I was going to get an answer, but after we got him up there, and the wagon pulled away, Po kept standing and thinking.
“I don’t know,” he said. “He talked a lot.” He looked down at his own hands, maybe thinking about whether he should be talking to me. But then he looked up. “And he asked many questions.”
I took his meaning, and his warning, although he didn’t seem all that sure about it himself. I could see that was all he wanted to say. He turned and headed back toward his store, and I remembered our gear.
“Wait,” I said, and I caught up with him. “We rented some corral space, and our gear is in his store....”
He looked at the store, and shook his head.
“The store is closed.”
“I was hoping we still might keep our things there, unless maybe you have a place.”
He thought about it, and then sorted among his keys until he found a little one. He pulled it loose and handed it to me.
“Old workshop,” he said. “Behind the corral.”
“Thanks,” I said. He just nodded and went off to his store, looking tired. The lady in the doorway touched his shoulder as he went by.
Chapter 3 - An Addley Offer
I bounced the key in my hand and went to the corral guy’s store to start hauling out our gear so they could lock it up. When I came out, I heard someone call.
“Mr. McKee!”
The banker was heading across the street toward me, not hurrying. A man like him doesn’t hurry. I stopped and waited for him, and studied his nice clothes and his good hat, and the thin little mustache and sideburns. The way they joined up, it looked like a string tied across his face to hold his hair on. Kind of silly, but he didn’t look like a silly man. By the set of his jaw and the level in his eyes, he was somebody to be reckoned with.
“I want to apologize for getting angry,” he said.
“I can see how you’d be angry.”
“We’re not used to help from strangers.”
I grinned at him.
“You’re welcome,” I said. He didn’t acknowledge it. He just kept on, serious and friendly in an official kind of way, like it wasn’t anything personal.
“This sort of thing doesn’t normally happen to an Addley establishment.”
I swung my saddle over to rest on the hitching rail, and looked at him.
“What sort of thing?”
“Robbery. Harassment.” He waved a hand in the air like it wasn’t much. He gave me a thin little banker’s smile to go with his thin little mustache. “We don’t take any of it.”
I looked him over again, and did some quick rethinking. He was rich, and he bossed men like the security guy around. He watched me thinking, and he seemed to know which way my thoughts were headed. He waited expectantly.
“Are you, uh...?” I started.
“Mr. Addley?” he said. His smile widened and he shook his head. “I’m an Addley, but not that Addley.”
The way he said it made it clear that he wasn’t called Mr. Addley at all. That title was reserved. And that he didn’t like it, but could live with it.
“So you’re Mr....”
“Mr. Montel. Montel Addley. I’m Lester’s brother.”
He didn’t offer a hand, so I touched the brim of my hat in greeting. He didn’t acknowledge it.
“Are you looking for work?” he said.
“Not looking for it,” I replied. “Not running away from it either.” I turned back toward the corral, and gave a whistle.
“Not eager for it?”
I saw Casey pop up over the fence and come running, so I turned and looked at him again. He was watching me for a reaction. Smiling.
“Depends on the job,” I said.
“Nothing steady,” he began.
“That’s good,” I told him, as Casey caught up, jingling and breathing hard from running so fast.
“You want us to go after those guys?” she asked.
“No,” he said, still looking at me. “That’s our fight. But now...well, we’re a little short of manpower.” He shrugged. “And that leaves us with a little problem.”
If he didn’t want us in on the fight, I didn’t mind at all. I wasn’t eager to get mixed up in a range war, especially after what Mr. Po had implied about tangles in the situation. Casey, of course, looked doubtful. She just scuffed her boot, though, and kept listening. Montel watched us, and gestured toward the bank.
“Come inside. We’ll talk about it.”
I shook my head and pointed to my gear.
“I gotta get my gear stowed,” I said. Just out of sheer peevishness, I smiled and hauled up my saddle and handed him my saddlebags. “It’s okay if we just talk back here, isn’t it?”
There was a good chance that what he wanted to say was private, but I really did want to see the look on his face when he found himself toting gear for a saddle bum. I didn’t give him a chance to say anything. I just swung around and headed for the corral. Casey jumped when she realized she was going to be left out. She ran into the store and got her gear, and came struggling out in a hurry. She had a lot more than I did. I paused to admire the way she moved for a moment, but I realized I was getting distracted so I tore my gaze from her form and swung around to Montel again.
“Would you mind giving her a hand?”
She dumped another saddle bag and her bedroll on him, and he followed us. He had been surprised and a little flummoxed, but now he was getting mad, so as soon as we got back to the corral, I threw my saddle over the fence and took the saddlebags from him. Then I put my hands on my hips and looked him in the eye.
“What kind of job did you have in mind, Mr. Montel?”
He took out a hanky and wiped his hands. He looked back at me a little sideways, working his jaw. I could see he got the point. He wasn’t in charge of us, and he wasn’t doing us any favors. He put away the hanky and got down to business.
“We need some protection for Mr. Addley’s daughter on her way to Quester Springs.”
“Quester Springs?” I said. “Is she sick?”
“Well, yes, in delicate health, but that isn’t it. We’d like to get her out of town for the moment. Things are heating up, and this isn’t a place for a little girl.”
“How old is she?”
“She’s nine years old.”
“And she’ll have somebody along?”
“Of course. She’ll have her aunt as nurse, and a driver.”
I glanced at Casey in relief. Sometimes people thought she would do nursemaid work, and she won’t. Unless you want your kid tied hand and foot and strapped over the back of the saddle. Casey stood there looking at Montel with heavy suspicion. I turned back to Montel.
“Why us?”
He looked surprised, and then a little suspicious himself.
“You’re handy.”
“I suppose we are.”
He smiled thinly again, and shrugged with a kind of frankness.
“It’s Lester’s idea,” he admitted. “Hanks, my security man, told us about you....”
“I don’t think Hanks knows much about us.”
“Except that you rode with Harry Lowe, and you seem to have the respect for the law that implies. And that you can shoot.”
I glanced at Casey. She had straightened up, her cheeks a little pink. The way to her heart was to compliment her shooting. But Montel hadn’t mentioned Casey by name, and his implication made it seem like he was talking about me. She had noticed that, and the pink in her cheeks was going to angry. I paused to admire her complexion, and considered making comments on the quality of her shooting, and wondered if she would just take it as patronizing, and get mad at me. Montel took the pause as a hesitation.
“We really don’t expect trouble,” he said quickly. “My brother is concerned about kidnapping, but that wasn’t really much of a gang you saw today, and they took a heavy hit. And Hoonstra, if he’s behind it, is ready for a land war, but I don’t see him hurting a little girl.”
No, just killing people all around her. And from what I’ve heard of Addley’s dealings, he wasn’t above hurting a child. But maybe that was just talk.
“How much?”
He paused, and I could see him measuring us.
“Two hundred dollars,” he said.
That was good. More than I expected. Still, it was reasonable, considering that Quester Springs was a long trip, and a little girl was precious cargo. I paused to let it settle a moment.
“How much in advance?”
He straightened and gave me a look. I looked right back at him.
“If you can’t trust us with some money,” I said, “how can you trust us with that little girl?”
He looked me over again, changing his mind about me in some way I wasn’t quite sure of. He smiled, though, and he reached in his pocket and pulled out a gold double eagle and tossed it onto a barrel head beside us.
I left my hands where they were and looked at the coin. Then I looked at Casey. She didn’t bother to look at the twenty dollars, but she shrugged in a way that was almost a nod.
“Okay,” I said. “You’ve got yourself a pair of gunslingers.”
He pulled back a little, and only then really looked at Casey. He gave her a little smile of amusement and then a bigger one. He looked at me, and seemed to have changed his mind again, but I still wasn’t sure how.
“You’ll ride out to the ranch tomorrow morning, then,” he said. “The supply wagon will be here. You can go with them.”
I nodded, and he touched his hat and left, glad to be gone. I let out a breath, and picked up the double eagle. Casey uncrossed her arms and took it from me.
“I don’t like it,” she said, looking at the coin as if there were something wrong with it. She handed it back to me. “I don’t like him, and I don’t like working for Addley.”
“I don’t like working for Addley either,” I said. “But it’s not that kind of job.”
She stopped and considered that, her hands on her sides, elbows back, like she was protecting her kidneys.
“I don’t know if I like the kind of job it is.”
“I know. You’d rather be shooting.”
I miscalculated on that. She wheeled around and punched me in the arm. I stepped back and spread my hands, and she backed off.
“Come on, Case. It’s a simple job, and the pay’s good, and it gets us out of Addley territory.” I smiled and leaned in. “And we’ve never been to Quester Springs.”
That was calculated just right. She wiggled and looked at the ground.
“Quester Springs has a castle,” she said. She dropped her hands down loose, and dug in the dirt with her spur. “They say.”
“That’s what I hear. And boiling water that comes out of the ground.”
“And they probably have an opera house. With all them rich people.”
“Probably.”
She had a thing about opera houses. Her pa believed that they were the essence of civilization or something.
“I still don’t trust Montel,” she said.
“Me either.”
She picked up her gear and started to stagger off under it, then she turned around.
“Where are we puttin’ this?”
I grinned and pulled out the key.
* * *
The workshop wasn’t very big, but there was a little pot-belly stove, and some space beside the old workbench. The saddle racks were mostly empty. Some old harness and rope. It was almost clean, and I banged on the stove pipe and not much creosote fell. Seemed to be in good shape. We decided to stow ourselves there along with the gear.
Casey went off to look after the horses, as she does when she’s feeling quiet. I went over to the saloon and got us some beers. She still wanted a drink, but she didn’t seem in the mood to argue with the bartender about her age. The saloon had a kitchen, too, and I managed to talk them into giving me a plate full of ham and potatoes.
When I got back, I found Casey had split up some logs into kindling, and was feeding a little fire. She kept the door of the stove open.
“It don’t draw too good unless the fire’s hot,” she said. That was okay with me. The fire made some light, and the smoke wasn’t bad. We sat on the plain wood of the floor and ate the ham and potatoes. The potatoes were a bit mealy, but the ham was hot and steamy with a good sharp flavor of sweet and salt and smoke. Made the smoke in the room seem like part of the meal.
After we ate, we pushed the plate away, and drank our beer, looking at the fire. Casey was quiet and didn’t hardly drink.
“There wasn’t no need for them to do that,” she said, taking a sip. She was talking about them shooting down the corral man.
“They did it on purpose, Case,” I said.
“I know. Bastards.”
“No, I mean....” I paused. What did I mean? I could see the killer’s lean face in my mind. The way he aimed. “I mean they were gunning for him. Not just shooting anybody.”
“Bastards,” said Casey. “Did I get the one that did it?”
“Nope.”
“They ought to let us go after them.”
She was depressed, then. If she was just mad, she wouldn’t wait for somebody to give her permission. She looked up at me, and I could see a whole bunch of hurt in her face.
“Every place is like this, ain’t it,” she said, her voice so quiet I could hardly hear. “Every place.”
“No it ain’t,” I said.
“Every place we go. Outlaws shooting and messing things up....”
“Case?”
“Yeah?”
“Some places are like this. Not all of them,” I said. “We just keep moving around and running into it. It’s our job.”
She nodded, and looked in her glass. The fire threw flickers of light across her face, and I thought it seemed red, but she wasn’t crying.
“Like dirt,” she said, lifting her chin. “It gathers and we clean it up.”
“Yeah,” I said, although I wasn’t so sure we had that much effect on the evil of the world. We sure hadn’t done the corral man any good. Cleaning up after was more like what we did. But Casey was right. Better to think we were holding the line against it, instead of just making some money adding to the problem. I took a drink and decided I might as well feel proud too. Neither one of us had any other skills.
“They say they got a castle in Quester Springs,” I said, changing the subject to something brighter.
“Yep,” she said, rocking back. “And it ain’t like this at all back there.”
“No, ma’m. Law all over the place.”
Casey wasn’t normally fond of the law, since it hadn’t done her family much good, but I guess she was coming around. She sighed and set down her glass, and then leaned back to rest her hands behind her.
“Yep,” she said agreeably. She paused and looked at the shadows playing through the beams and across the ceiling. “You think anybody wants to kidnap that girl?”
“Nope.”
“Why not?”
“Because they wouldn’t hire just us to look after her.”
“We did pretty good out there. I shot more of them than anybody....”
“Case.”
I looked at her, and she looked back with defiance. But then she made a face, as much as admitting that the pair of us alone just weren’t that impressive. She sat forward.
“We should be doing something more useful. We should be going after those guys.”
She was getting back to herself again now, but that made her a little too eager to go chasing. I raised my eyebrows and leaned closer.
“And help Addley squeeze out the settlers up the valley?”
“No.” She turned her back, and sat there, hugging her knees. But she had her head tilted so she could watch me.
“Well,” I said. “There are other useful things we could be doing.”
“Like what?”
“Smooching.”
“That’s all you think about, isn’t it.”
“Yep.”
She turned completely away and thought about it. Then, instead of turning back, she lay down and looked at me upside down. Took my breath away, to see her spread out like that in the firelight. Watching at me with her head tilted back and her chin pointing up, arms and braid flung this way and that. I got my breath back fast, and picked my jaw up off the floor before she could see my reaction. Casey got self-conscious real easy. I couldn’t let her catch me gaping at her.
“We ain’t gonna have too much chance for privacy coming up,” I said. I leaned in slow and set my arms on either side of her face. “We’ll be keeping watch and all that.”
I brushed my fingers down the sides of her neck. Her eyes got a little wide at that and she looked nervous, but she must have liked it, because if she didn’t she would have punched me. We didn’t have too many communication problems in our marriage, for all that we were still awful new at it.
I leaned in and kissed her upside down. Down her lip, and then on the chin, rubbing my chin against her mouth. I started down her jaw toward the side of her neck.
“Ain’t I too young for this?” she said. I liked the funny sound in her voice.
“Hope not,” I said. I had a funny sound in my voice too, but that was partly because I had a mouthful of ear at the moment.
“You’re kissing me upside down.”
“Good way of doing it,” I said. “Hats don’t bump.”
Her hat had already come off. She reached up and I pulled away, but she managed to rise up and knock mine off. I grabbed her while she was up off the ground and wrapped her up in a big tight squeeze, kissing her good.
It wasn’t the most comfortable place to spend the night, but a couple of horse blankets and our bed rolls, and it did all right. No miners or lice.
Chapter 4 -- Addley’s Vault, er, Ranch
I woke up with my arms wrapped around my bedroll, and no Casey around. This wasn’t unusual. I dozed for a minute, until I heard her come in, and then I sat up. I smiled at her, and she just scowled.
“I got some coffee and this stuff from the Chinaman,” she said. She set a bowl down by me, and went to stoke up the fire. The stuff in the bowl looked to be a porridge made of rice. The bowl was half empty, so I figured she’d had hers. I ate it. I think I would have preferred some eggs and steak, but it wasn’t bad. It tasted of chicken and fried onions, which I like.
Casey scattered some of the coffee beans across the top of the stove, and began to crush them with the bottom of a pot.
“What you mad at me for?” I asked.
“I ain’t mad at you.” She was grinding that pot hard enough to scrape through the stove. It was going to be rusty coffee. Not that that was unusual either.
“Yes, you are.”
She stopped grinding and turned around.
“You didn’t have to take that job.”
“Oh,” I said. I decided not to argue about it. I ate some more porridge, and she scooped the fractured beans into the pan.
“It’s just a dumb nursemaid job. We should be going after that guy who killed Lucius.”
“Lucius?”
“The corral guy. You didn’t even know his name, did you?”
“You didn’t either until this morning.”
She accepted that, and she poured some water into the pan. Not enough water, I was sure. Her coffee tasted awful, but it did get you up and bouncing. Especially if you ate some of the beans by accident, which happened a lot.
“I don’t like kids,” she said, after staring at the pan for a while. “They’re trouble.”
“Yeah,” I said, watching her and thinking about how young she was, and how much trouble she was. She didn’t get the tone of my voice, and I didn’t push it. I stood and rolled up the bedding, and treasured a few moments of memory of the night before.
When I was done, she was watching me, a tin cup in her hand.
“What you thinking about?” she said in a challenging voice.
I straightened up and tucked my bedroll under my arm, and considered the question.
“Keeping my word,” I said at last. She knew damn well that wasn’t what I’d been thinking about, but she nodded. It was to the point. We had taken the job already. She took a sip of her coffee, and started chewing on it. That is, chewing on the coffee, not on my words—although she was chewing on them as well. I decided to be really careful pouring my coffee this morning.
“We don’t want to get mixed up in Addley’s mess,” she said.
“Yep.”
“And the little girl needs watching until she gets out of here.”
“Yep,” I said. I tied my bedroll to my saddle.
“But it is a dumb job.”
“Yep.”
She handed me a cup of coffee, for which I thanked her, but I drank it carefully, and she drank the rest.
* * *
The wagon from the Addley ranch was pulled up in front of Mr. Po’s shop. It appeared he was a greengrocer, as he filled the wagon with little baskets of early fruit, and greens and things. He seemed real busy, almost to the point of fretting, as he looked at the list of items in his hand. When he glanced up, I touched my hat, and he looked right back down and focused on that list real quick. It was like he hadn’t seen me, but I swear he had looked away to avoid my eyes. He turned and called to some kids inside his store. He gave the list to a girl, and sent them all off running. Then he turned away from me and headed toward the Corral Guy’s store.
“Did something happen this morning?” I asked Casey. She shrugged. I looked more closely at her. “He was friendly last night. What did you say to him?”
“Nothin’. We was friendly.” I guess I looked doubtful, because she straightened up. “He gave me that porridge free. And the coffee.”
“You told him we were paid killers and we’d get the killer of his friend, didn’t you?”
“No I didn’t! Not exactly.” She settled down and scowled at the dirt. “He wasn’t upset. He just said we shouldn’t, so I told him about the real job. And he gave me the porridge. And it was good porridge, because it was what he was eating, so I didn’t make him mad.”
“Sorry,” I said, even though I wasn’t entirely sure about it. There weren’t many people who got friendlier when you told them you make a living with your gun. Especially not the way Casey tells it. Casey wasn’t dumb, though. If she’d made him mad or scared, she’d have seen it.
But if it wasn’t because of her, then I didn’t know what it was, unless he was regretting that he’d talked to me at all. Newton appeared to be the kind of place a shopkeeper needed to keep his head down and his mouth shut.
Mr. Po had come back with a keg of nails and put that into the back of wagon, along with a basket of eggs and straw that one of the kids brought out. I knew I should just leave him alone if he didn’t want to talk to me, but it made me itch. So I stepped over by the door and stood there until he turned around and he found me in his path.
“Hey,” I said, and touched the brim of my hat in greeting. He stopped and looked up at me, and we looked into each other’s eyes. He didn’t look scared, which was a relief, because I didn’t want to make trouble for him.
“Hello,” he said politely. He looked tired, like he just didn’t want to deal with me. I wondered if we’d somehow become a part of the problems all around him, but then I realized that we had been from the start. Me, Casey and a bunch of bullets. He didn’t quite sigh, but his shoulders lowered a little.
“Take care of the little girl,” he said. “And don’t think about anything else.”
“You mean anything else like Lucius?”
He hesitated again, and then nodded.
“Like Lucius, and like anything.”
His little girl had come back with an armload of packages. He took them from her, and the list, and went into his store, where he picked up a pen and started making up the bill, while they talked to each other in Chinese. She sneaked a quick look at me, and then leaned out to look at Casey. She made a comment to him, but he directed her right back to her business.
Since nobody was glad to see me this morning, and that porridge hadn’t been much of a breakfast, I went over to Mrs. Po, and bought an old mealy apple, that was probably all that was left of last year’s crop. I ate about half of it, and then handed the rest to Casey. She gave it to her horse, who enjoyed it more than I had. I looked at her horse, a sweet and pretty gray mare named Gray Mare, and didn’t see any sign of spurs on her flanks. I reminded myself to watch and see how Casey was managing that, but I forgot right away. The parts of her I most found myself looking at weren’t her feet.
By then it was time to go, and we mounted up. Casey rocked sideways in her saddle, settling herself in. And shaking off any doubts and worries, and becoming professional. She looked me over with a critical eye, but I guess I passed muster.
“They didn’t hire us to be nursemaids,” she said.
“No, they didn’t,” I agreed.
“They’d better not expect me to look after her.”
“Better not.”
She grinned at me, and then sighed, settling into her saddle.
“This is going to be a boring job,” she said. I nodded.
“Didn’t start out that way, though.”
It was her turn to nod, and I could see she had put this town and its problems away.
* * *
It was over an hour to get to the ranch, which stretched halfway across the bottom of the valley, like a gateway, or a wall. The land here was flatter, more like I was used to.
Some men came to meet us about halfway there. They didn’t say a word, but rode along on either side and just behind us all the way to the house. We were searched and disarmed at the front gate. They even got Casey’s boot gun. She doesn’t like strange men touching her—I mean even more than most—but the gate man must have been professional about it, because she didn’t so much as spit at him.
When they were done with us, they took our horses, and searched the wagon—their own wagon. But I guess an outsider had touched it, so they had to search it. And the whole time none of them said a word to us other than to give orders. They hardly spoke to each other. They just looked on us with the tired suspicion of prison guards. I was happy when they were done with us and we could head for the house.
It was a big place, two stories at the center, with rooms sprawling out to either side and maybe to the back. A big porch with scrolled railings spread across the front. It was as neat as a commander’s house in a fort, but it was too grand and sprawling, and the sprawl gave it the appearance of being hunkered down and settled in the earth, like a fort itself.
A place that grand ought to have people moving around, but from where we stood looking at it, it was as still and silent as dead rooster. I was thinking I’d been to ghost towns that were livelier, and I considered whistling a spritely tune to break that silence. I couldn’t decide between Camptown Races and one of those revival hymns I didn’t know the words to. But the silence got interrupted by a shout from the gate behind us.
It was a loud and harsh shout, one of warning, and we both jumped and wheeled around, hands sliding past the guns that weren’t there. The men at the gate weren’t looking at us, but away from us, out across the field. One was holding a rifle up and he shot it in the air, as a warning or a signal. Off in the distance was a little rise of dust, maybe two or three riders, and after a minute I heard a shot from there. Just one, so it must have been a signal.
Montel came out of the house, and about the same time two guys came galloping out of the barn and headed out to meet or intercept the intruders. Montel stood on the porch and watched the activity, but did not step down to take part in it. He didn’t look too happy, but he didn’t look too worried either. I relaxed a little bit.
Casey didn’t. She was glaring at the little gatehouse where they’d put our guns. I hoped she wasn’t planning to attack and take back her property. I tapped her on the arm.
“Come on,” I said, when she looked, and nodded toward the house. She let the tension out of her shoulders, and we sauntered toward that big porch.
Another man came out of the house just behind Montel, and stood next to him a moment, smoking a cigar. He wasn’t a big man, but big enough, and you felt there was weight behind him. And money. You could feel that too. This had to be Lester Addley. He looked at us, but he didn’t say anything.
“That’s McKee,” said Montel, ignoring Casey. Addley didn’t ignore her. He was looking her over hard, up and down and sideways. He played with his cigar and thought, but didn’t say anything. Casey didn’t like it. She started looking him over just as hard, stepping up on the porch to do it at close range.
“What you looking at?” she asked.
“A sharpshooter, I’m told,” said Addley.
“Yeah.” That satisfied her, and she moved past him to look at the door and the porch in general. That was all the talking she was going to do. Addley turned his attention back to me.
“And you rode with Harry Lowe.”
“Yeah,” I said.
“The kid who got distracted watching the girls all the time.”
Montel stiffened and looked embarrassed. I decided it would be better if I didn’t. I could have looked him straight in the eye and snarled, but I didn’t feel like it. So I looked him straight in the eye and shrugged.
“I don’t do that so much any more,” I began.
“Yeah, you do,” said Casey. We both turned to look at her. She was looking hard at Addley, and not me, so she wasn’t mad at me. She was just being tough. He gave her a touch of a grin, but she didn’t give him any back. Then he turned back to me. He didn’t give me any grin at all.
“The only girl you’re watching is my daughter,” he said.
“Yes, sir,” I said, continuing the steady look. Montel raised his head.
“And her Aunt Clara,” he said.
Addley didn’t move, but I could see a quick tense of surprise. And then, after a glance into the distance to recover, he pointed a finger at me, like I had screwed up.
“You watch both my girls.”
“Yes, sir,” I said agreeably. But I didn’t feel agreeable, so as he started to step off the porch, I put one foot up on the step, just enough in his way to make him stop and glare at me. I turned and looked meaningfully back at the men by the gate. “What do you need us for?”
“I don’t need you,” he said, and pointed out to his men. “I need them. I can’t spare anybody just now.”
He gave Montel a look. It was a sore point somehow. He wasn’t interested in saying any more, so he stepped past me and started toward the gate. Then he stopped and looked at Montel.
“This ain’t a good time.”
“Do you expect a better one?”
Addley nodded and went on his way. Montel jerked his thumb toward the door.
“Wait in there.”
Then he went off toward the gate, and we went in through the big heavy oak door with little panes of cut glass in it. It was quite a door, and no wonder she had taken an interest in it. I didn’t have a chance to look, though. A little Chinese woman met us at the door, and led us inside.
As soon as we got inside, she gestured to a pair of chairs in the entry hall. I nodded and touched my hat, but didn’t sit down. Neither did Casey. I didn’t feel like sitting, and the chairs looked too fancy and spindly for the likes of us. The lady stood there, her hands folded in front of her, and stared at us. She didn’t seem inclined toward conversation, so we looked around instead of talked.
The hall was full of things. Pretty things. The kind of things that didn’t have a purpose except to be pretty and take up space. As we waited, Casey squinted around at it.
“What’s he want with a bunch of jars?”
“Vases,” said a little girl’s voice from behind a stand with the biggest jar on it. She had just come out of the parlor next to the stand, and she pronounced it like vah-zez. I leaned to the side to get a look at her. She came right out and looked at us too. She was a skinny little girl, but she didn’t look all that sick. She did look like an Addley, though, especially in the way she lifted her chin.
“You Laurie Addley?” I asked, taking off my hat.
“Yes.” She went over to the big vase and touched it. “This jar is from China. My father got it in San Francisco. He paid so much for it, he could have hired a man to kill both of you four times over, and still had money left.”
“That sounds about right,” I said.
Casey had her arms crossed and looked doubtful. The little girl reflected her expression in a glance and then turned away, looking instead at me.
“Have you ever seen a real ruby?” She held up her hand. She was wearing a ring with a red stone, which matched a bracelet and necklace she was also wearing. All three were gold with red stones, and they were small like they were made for a kid.
“That ain’t real,” said Casey. The girl turned on her, and I could see the Addley fire in her eyes.
“It is,” she said. “But you are too ignorant to know it. They are exact replicas of my mother’s jewelry. The same jeweler made them, out of gold mined in this valley the day I was born.”
Casey made a point of not looking impressed.
“What about the rubies?” she said. The little girl didn’t know about the rubies, you could tell that by the way she frowned. But then a light came into her eyes as she thought of something to say about them.
“They are chips left over from when they cut my mother’s rubies.” She paused and held up the ring again. Casey still didn’t look impressed, so she went on. “My mother is dead you know. So her jewels are really mine, too, but we have to keep them in the safe until I’m older.”
“Those look good enough to me,” I said. Casey gave me a dirty look for having low standards, but the little girl looked smug, and she turned to the Chinese lady.
“I’ll watch them,” she said. The lady considered her, and then considered us. Then she shrugged and gave us another look, and the expression on her face looked like she was handing over a couple of mice to a cat. I didn’t mind, as I was a pretty big mouse, and it looked like a pretty small cat. Even if she was an Addley.
“Aren’t we supposed to be watching you?” I asked, as the lady left.
“Everyone who comes into my house must be watched,” she said.
“Your house?”
“My father’s and my house.” Then she spun around, pointing her fingers out to indicate everything around her. Then she stopped and went on with what she was saying. “Otherwise you might steal my jewelry, or my mother’s jewelry, or one of these jars.” She leaned toward Casey to emphasize the word jar. I assumed that the otherwise referred to us needing to be watched, and not to whose house it was.
I had an urge to pretend I didn’t know what she meant, and I had an urge to pick her up and hold her out so Casey could take the jewelry off of her. Casey looked at the big jar on the stand.
“I was plannin’ on tucking that jar up under my hat when I go,” she said.
“They’ll look under your hat,” said the little girl, her face straight. Then she turned and gestured for us to follow.
“Come on,” she said, and she headed to the back of the hall.
“Where?” I said.
“To see my toys.”
“Well, Mr. Montel wanted us to wait....”
“I don’t care.” She turned around and looked at us in challenge. “Do you?”
I looked at Casey, and she looked at me. Case was keeping neutral on her expression, but I think the little girl was winning her over.
“Guess not,” I said, and we followed her up some stairs and down a hall.
Chapter 5 -- Better Than a Bag of Sticks
The hall upstairs had fewer fancy things in it, but the wood was well-trimmed and stained dark. No raw timber here.
A door was open at the end of the hall and a man came out, carrying a couple of bags. He was a skinny guy, kind of crooked, but maybe that was how he was carrying the bags. Probably in his forties, with lank brown hair touched with silver, and pale brown eyes. Laurie bounced up to him and pulled at one of the bags in his hands. He gave her an indulgent grin, but he kept glancing at us.
“You can’t forget the dolls!” she said.
“I won’t forget ‘em, missy.”
She looked suspiciously at the bags, while he turned his attention to us. Laurie, however, was not to be upstaged.
“This is Mr. Tyson,” she said, gesturing to him with a suddenly graceful hand. “He is to be our driver. He’s very good with horses.”
I nodded and touched my hat. I didn’t offer my hand because his hands were full. He glanced at Casey and back to me, and he gave us an indulgent grin too.
“The gunslingers,” he said. Considering the number of guns and gunmen around, I thought it a little odd he identified us like that, especially since we weren’t being hired for any real gunslinging. But he went on, his grin getting bigger and more crooked. “Yessir, the heroes of Newton.”
We were being teased. Not that there was any great sarcasm in the words or tone, and there was no reason to take offense. But it annoyed me, and all I could really do was ignore it. He didn’t wait to get our names, he just turned back to Laurie.
“I’ll be back to pack up the toys in a minute. You make sure you’ve got the right dolls out there.”
“I’ve got the right dolls,” said Laurie. Tyson headed on down the hall, but he turned to me as he passed.
“Don’t touch any of it or break any of it, or move anything around,” he said.
“Sure,” I said flatly, wondering why he was warning me. He laughed, and the laugh had an annoying edge to it that told me I was being teased again. I realized this fellow liked to poke, and I couldn’t get mad without giving him something more to poke at, so I grinned and shrugged.
“Okay,” I said. “I’ll go play with those dolls then.”
I started to follow Casey into the room, but Tyson stopped and got serious all of a sudden.
“No,” he said. “I meant it. You don’t touch anything. Addley don’t like it.”
“That was a joke,” I said, which gave me one up on him, and I turned away and went into the room.
And there I paused and tried to take it all in. Laurie turned to me and gestured across her room in welcome, like a professional madam or a society hostess.
“You can play with the toys if I give you permission,” she said.
The room was a sight to see. It was big and colorful, and full of flounces—kind of like a high class cat-house. But it also had shelves everywhere, which were full of toys—I mean full. Dolls, music boxes, models and wind-ups. I had never seen so many toys, even in a store. Not that I had ever been in a toy store. When I’d been to a big town, I’d had other amusements in mind, but just now I was beginning to wonder at what I had missed.
“Thanks,” I said. There were bigger and fancier toys on the shelves and around the room—like a rocking horse with a real mane and tail, and a doll house you could live in, a merry-go-round that a cat could ride on in comfort. There was a table with a lot of smaller toys set on it, with boxes and cloth for wrapping up. I walked over and took a look.
There were a lot of wind-ups and mechanical toys along with dolls and animals and little things. I noticed a ballerina that danced around a music box, and a kicking mule that maybe was a bank. But the thing that really caught my eye was a full-fledged stagecoach made out of tin, with four horses and people riding on the top and doors that worked. The doors had the Addley crest painted on them. It was a small coach, maybe a foot long all told, but it looked like it maybe could be wound up and would run on its own. Laurie came up beside me.
“Did you have toys like this when you were little?”
I suppose I should have growled at her that I was never little, but I decided to leave that line to Casey.
“I had a stick,” I said, blinking at the stagecoach, and all the other wind-ups. She waited for a second, expecting me to say more, then she let her jaw drop in disbelief. No, not disbelief, horror.
“A stick?”
“A stick ain’t bad,” I told her. “It can be a gun or a spear or a arrow, or even a horse if it’s big enough....”
“Or a magic wand?”
“I suppose it could. I never tried that one.”
“You need more toys than a stick,” she said, and she turned to Casey, who was wandering around with her chin tucked in, looking doubtfully at all of it. “You had better toys than that, didn’t you?”
I think the little girl was hoping she’d say no, or that she played with a rock or something. Casey didn’t even look at her.
“Sure,” she said. “A rifle, a horse and a....”
Casey stopped. She stood still next to the girl’s bed, with the funniest look on her face. There was a doll in the chair next to the bed, a real fancy one. Which was interesting. You never knew what would catch Casey’s eye. She started to reach a hand out, but stopped.
“You can touch her,” said Laurie. “Just be careful.”
Casey glanced at the girl and wiped her hand on her shirt before picking up the doll.
“It’s a French doll. All the clothes are like real clothes. Buttons and everything. And she’s very fashionable.”
Casey turned the doll over and looked at the buttons down the back of the dress. She glanced at me with her eyebrows up, and then looked down at the little shoes on the china feet, and all the petticoats. Casey lifted up the petticoats and then let out a gasp.
“It’s got silk drawers!” she said.
That I had to see, so I took it from her and lifted up the skirt and petticoats. That doll did have silk drawers. Pink ones, with lace and everything. And I was standing there, ogling this doll’s underside, when a lady came in.
“What are you doing!”
I jumped and just plain dropped that doll. Luckily Casey caught it. I heard the china legs clink together, but it didn’t sound like anything broke. The lady stormed across the room and took it away from her. She looked it over and then hugged it close, looking at me with a funny expression I didn’t like.
“But I was, uh....” I decided that it was probably better if I didn’t say anything, so I just stuck my thumbs in my back pockets and tried to look ashamed of myself. It wasn’t hard. Casey slouched next to me.
“Sorry,” she said.
The lady clutched the doll, a little bit flustered, as she took us in. She looked me over, and then looked Casey over, and then me again.
“You are...our escort,” she said at last. Considering how careful they were about letting people in, I wondered who else she might expect. But then I suppose I’d look surprised too if I expected some hardened gunmen and found them playing with dolls.
The lady herself was something of a doll. A pale china complexion with a bit of extra pink in it at the moment. Pale hair and blue eyes, and a tucked in waist with a straight bearing that bordered on downright rigid. It gave the impression of her being made out of china, that nice translucent porcelain that you kept on a shelf, even though it was hard as a rock and didn’t break any easier than it bent. If she was one of Addley’s “girls” I wouldn’t mind at all keeping an eye on her, but she was a mite too frosty-looking to give Casey any worries.
For a second, though, while she’d been upset about the doll—and before she’d pulled herself back together—she’d looked warmer, at least with anger, and kind of likable. I can’t say that the warmth had passed completely, but friendliness was off limits.
“I am Miss Clara DuFresne, Laurie’s aunt.”
I started to introduce us and extend a hand in greeting, but she just made a little gesture for us to step back. She reached down and picked up a sewing kit.
“I know who you are. Montel told me about you.” She straightened up and glanced us over again. “He certainly....”
“He certainly what?” I asked, when she didn’t finish. She waved in the air.
“He described you well.” She turned away and looked at the little girl, looking impatient and long suffering. “Laurie! What are you doing with that jewelry? You know you....” She paused and took a breath to continue more slowly. “You can’t take it along with you. Your father said.”
Laurie stood still, one hand in the air in a frozen gesture to show off the ring again. She glanced at us and blushed deep red. She lowered her hand and started taking the jewelry off. I was impressed.
I waited until Laurie had given up the jewelry and gone off to show Casey one of the mechanical banks, then I leaned over to catch Miss Clara’s eye. I gave her a friendly smile.
“You got that kind of hold over her father too?” I asked.
“Good gracious, no,” said Miss Clara, looking human again for a moment, but not looking at me. She had paused to straighten some of the dolls on the bed. “Mr. Addley is the one with the hold.”
“Yeah, I noticed.”
She paused, her hand still outstretched, and looked at me. She was thinking me over again. She carefully straightened up and hugged the armload of doll and jewelry and sewing kit. She kept thinking, so I tried moving the conversation to something more practical.
“So you think we’re likely to run into trouble?”
“No,” she said. She took a deep breath and shook her head, looking at the floor and out of focus. She glanced at me, and then down at the things in her hand. She recalled herself to her hurry, and stepped away from the bed, forcing me to step back. She went on, her voice now sharp and clipped, even if her words didn’t seem to be. “I really don’t believe there is much danger. At least...well, I never get out, so I don’t suppose I’d know. It’s been safe enough here. But then, when I think about it...” She looked up at me, and then looked me over. “I suppose it must be dangerous. That’s why you can make a living the way you do.”
I had the feeling I’d just been insulted, but I shrugged.
“Maybe,” I said.
She got chilly at that for some reason.
“You’ve been outside the ranch. Why don’t you tell me? Are we traveling into some wild and dangerous place?”
“Not generally,” I said. She looked disappointed. I wasn’t sure if it was disappointment in me, or in the fact that the world wasn’t dangerous. “I’m curious about how dangerous a place we’re traveling out of.”
“I wouldn’t know,” she said sharply. “I don’t get to see anything outside the ranch.”
“You mean you never have been off this ranch at all?”
All of a sudden she laughed. Just a little frosty laugh, but still enough to make things friendlier.
“I wasn’t born here,” she said. “I came when my sister became ill, and I’ve been here ever since. Mr. Addley makes sure we have everything we could want. Why would we ever leave?”
I looked over at Laurie. She and Casey had a little wind-up bank with a mule that kicked coins into a barrel. Casey was pulling a coin out of her pocket, as Laurie paused to cough.
“For our health,” she answered herself. I thought it interesting that she included herself in the matter of health. She didn’t look any more sickly than the little girl.
There was the sound of footsteps in the hall, several people tromping up stairs and moving around. Tyson entered, carrying the biggest carpet bag I’d ever seen. He went and set it down by the table full of toys. Miss Clara watched him and looked down at the jewelry in her hand.
“I don’t have time to chat, Mr. McKee. We will be leaving very soon, and I have to put these away and....”
Tyson glanced up and looked at her critically.
“You ain’t going to put that in the safe, are you?”
“In my jewel box,” she said. “I’m not going to bother him for that.”
“Good,” said Tyson. “He’s in a bad mood. Hoonstra’s trying to negotiate. After yesterday!”
She raised her eyebrows and shook her head. She turned and found Montel right behind her. I hadn’t heard him come in over the noise some guys were making moving a trunk down the hall.
Montel didn’t look happy to see me there, but he looked plenty happy to see Miss Clara. He took her arm and pulled her close in a possessive kind of greeting. She glided right into his arm, like that was something familiar and comfortable, but she didn’t warm up much. Montel didn’t look all that warm either, though. If they were a pair, I supposed they belonged.
Laurie didn’t think he belonged, though. She glanced up at him just as he was about to speak.
“Get out of my room,” she said. “I didn’t invite you.”
He barely glanced at her. Maybe in the way you’d glance at a kitten that was playing too close to your shoe. Instead, he had his attention on Miss Clara, smiling and reaching for her hand, but her hands were full.
“I’ll see you in a moment,” he said. She nodded, and pulled away and glanced at Laurie, who was none too pleased about being ignored. Montel turned toward me, and found Laurie standing in front of him, in an imitation of her father, with her legs apart, holding a tin soldier an awful lot like he held a cigar, although she didn’t chew on its head.
“I said get out of my room!”
I think he wanted to ignore her again. He looked over her head at me, but she took a big breath like she was going to yell, so he looked down at her instead.
“I’m here to get them,” he said. They had an Addley stare down, and it didn’t look like either of them was ready to back down. She wasn’t her father, though, and Montel was bigger, so he didn’t defer. He took a step toward her, and then looked up at me, and jerked his head for us to follow. Then he left the room.
I glanced at Casey. She was holding back a smile, and looking at Laurie with some respect. I don’t think she believed that Laurie had actually won the interchange, since Montel had clearly come just to get us. Casey, though, hates being ignored even more than she hates being noticed. A little girl that refuses to be ignored is one after her own heart.
Chapter 6 -- The Rules
We left the little girl’s room and went down the hall. Montel kept half a step ahead of us, his thumb in the watch pocket of his vest. He tilted his head to look at us from the corner of his eye, but he didn’t say anything.
He led us downstairs into a nice room, some kind of study or office, full of dark wood, and fine leather. And books. I don’t know why that surprised me about the Addley place, but there were lots of books there. And it didn’t look like this was Miss Clara’s territory.
Montel pulled a map out of a stand of rolls, and then stood and looked at us, tapping the roll on the table, thinking.
“My brother likes doing things his way,” he said. He sighed, looked away, and then looked back. “Can you act professional when he gets here?”
“Okay,” I said, as professionally as I could. “Go to hell.”
I raised my eyebrows to ask if that was what he wanted. He didn’t like that, although I think what he didn’t like was that he hadn’t expected it. There was a flash of anger, but then he brought it under control. And then he considered, and decided he didn’t mind.
“I’m just warning you. My brother likes doing things his way. And one of his ways is seeing that people do as they’re told. Is that a problem?”
“Is he going to be following us along?”
“In spirit, yes.”
He smiled at me, and I looked at Casey. Casey made a face, but since she had decided she liked the little girl, she seemed to still like the job. I shrugged at him.
“I’m getting tired of the way everybody is smirking at us,” I said. “We ain’t used to being around kids, and she’s a....” I didn’t want to use the word nice, since it didn’t really fit, but I couldn’t think of anything else. “She’s a nice little girl. I don’t see what’s so unprofessional about talking to her, and making sure she ain’t scared of us or anything.”
That was, at least, my story. I couldn’t imagine her being intimidated by anybody, and I wasn’t going to admit to wanting to play with that stagecoach, or any of the bit with the doll.
“That’s a part of why...you were hired.” He glanced at Casey with a gentle look she didn’t like at all. “But much as Mr. Addley wants his daughter to feel comfortable, he also wants to be assured that you are tough enough for this.”
“If you want me to be tough, I can tell him to go to hell.”
“Don’t.”
“Okay.”
He smiled. “Okay is a good word.”
Then he spread the map out on the table. It wasn’t big, and I could see marks on it.
“Here is the route. Stops and everything, all planned out for you. You just have to follow it.”
“That makes things easy,” I said.
“Yes,” he agreed, and he went over to a chest and poured himself a drink while we looked at the map. He didn’t offer us any, but it looked like we were just about to get out on the road.
The route wasn’t the one I’d have chosen. It would be quicker, and go through bigger towns to head straight east through Fairville and then head north. Actually, it would be quickest to take a train from Fairville. The map showed a route that turned north a lot sooner and went through a series of smaller towns and stops in hillier country. I wondered if we were avoiding railroad towns. Then I realized that the route kept us right along Addley territory for as long as possible, and only then cut east.
“You’re running the horses pretty hard along in this first leg,” I said. He shrugged.
“We have changes of horses in Red Gully and Plinketown. After that you can slow.”
The door opened, and Addley and two other guys came in. They didn’t do much but come in and set down gear and look at the table, but the room was now full of energy and noise. Addley looked at the map, and chewed his cigar. He looked at Casey, who was looking at the books, or pretending to. She likes books, but she’s wary when there are a bunch of tough guys in a room. She sensed him looking at her, so she turned and came back to the table. She was studying both him and the other guys with a certain amount of curiosity. She shot me a glance that said I wasn’t doing my job of talking.
So I looked at Addley as he double-checked the map.
“So what was going on out front?” I asked.
“None of your business,” said Addley.
“If it has bearing on the safety of your daughter....”
“It doesn’t.”
He looked at me, and waited to see if I was going to push it. I looked back at him.
“You don’t like people to think for themselves much, do you.”
“No. I don’t.”
I was about to ask him what happens when a decision needs to be made when he wasn’t around, but I could see Montel glaring at me, and making a little motion for me to shut up. So I did.
Addley noticed, and he grinned at me. “Follow the route, no card playing, no gir....” He glanced at Casey and back at me. “No whores. Don’t make trouble and you won’t have trouble.”
“Okay,” I said, following my instructions. Montel smiled and let out a silent breath of relief.
After that, Addley went up to talk to his daughter, and we looked at the map some more while Montel gave us some instructions. We didn’t really need it, but it gave us something to do. The Chinese lady came in with some lemonade and some little walnut tarts, which I was glad of because breakfast had been thin. They were spiced and sweet and gooey, and I could fit two in my mouth at one time, although I didn’t because then Casey would try it and then I’d have to fit three in, and then Montel would call us unprofessional. Which shows how little he knew about gunmen.
About that time, though, they called for us, so I did shove a couple tarts in my mouth to get them out of my hands, and I grabbed up the map and took a drink of lemonade. Casey did the same, except for the map, and we went outside to find the coach, which was in the yard with all the luggage on the ground beside it.
They had searched us on the way in, and they searched us again on the way out. And yes, somebody did look under Casey’s hat. And mine. As we waited for our horses, I watched them search every one of the bags as they went into the coach.
“What are they lookin’ for?” asked Casey.
“Anything,” said Tyson. Laurie was standing there, watching them as they searched her bags.
“Father is possessive,” she said. Then she put on a voice, imitating him. “Nothing gets out of here without my okay!”
Not even people, I thought, looking over at Miss Clara. And the little girl. I wondered if she was expecting there to be other kids at that sanitarium. It might be worth faking a few fits and spells to find out. I was feeling a little desperation to leave myself.
They finished poking around among the toys in the carpet bag, and I reached down to pick it up and help pack it aboard. Tyson stopped me.
“Don’t touch that,” he said. “They’re fragile.”
“You’re the toy wrangler, too?” I said. He grinned at me, so I guess he didn’t mind people poking fun at him too.
“I got the experience,” he said, and he placed the bag inside the coach.
The coach got loaded up, and Montel kissed the hand of Miss Clara, and helped her on up. I noticed that Addley watched them, but I couldn’t see any expression on his face to tell me why. Nothing happened around there without his approval, so he must have approved of the romance, such as it was. His daughter turned and held up her hand high, palm toward him, so he bent over and smooched it. He didn’t strike me as the hand kissing sort, so it shows what even a tough and powerful guy like Addley will do for his kid.
Laurie got in the coach, and we reclaimed our horses from the two guys who had brought them back from the corral. I could see one of the guys was favoring his hand, and eyeing my horse—who was a buckskin name of Trouble. Trouble had most certainly bit him. I took the reins and held my elbow out by habit to block the bite coming at me, and then I checked the gear to make sure the bite was unwarranted. It was.
Addley came up behind me, and Trouble put his ears back, but he sensed that this was not a good target, so he kept his teeth to himself. I turned, and Addley pointed after his daughter.
“She gets treated like a princess,” he said. “Anything goes wrong, any trouble at all, and I’ll kill you.”
I gave him a little shrug, because you don’t react to a statement like that. It’s unprofessional. You just look him in the eyes and convince him you don’t shake easy. Addley watched me as he backed off a step so he could take Casey into the conversation.
“And I’ll kill her too. Really slow.”
Casey grinned at him, which was the other professional reaction, at least the way Casey does it.
Chapter 7 -- My Rules
It was still morning when we set out, but the sun was getting high, and it was hot. Casey was riding shotgun, and I was outriding. No badguys were lurking around the scrub pines and rocks along the road. Nobody was following. Just some dust kicked up by a little wagon about a quarter mile ahead of us, going the same way.
We didn’t come across any other traffic until we got close to the stage stop, and most of that traffic passed us going the other way. Nothing following, and just that one little wagon ahead of us. As we pulled close to the stop—where we planned to rest the horses and let the ladies out—I could see that little wagon pulling out. It was one of those closed peddler’s wagons, painted up with bright colors, but already it was too far to see what it said on the side. It was going at a pretty good clip.
“They didn’t stay long,” I said to Case.
“Yeah.”
We made the ladies sit a bit longer while I checked the place out. The stop was just a swing station for the stage coaches, where they only changed horses. But since it was also a crossroads, and a stopping place for other kinds of travelers, there was a little bit of a town associated. The station itself was tiny, but it still took up most of the town because of the corrals needed for the horses. The main business apart from that was across the street, a place to eat, but not to drink. The drinking place was in the plain dark shed behind one of the stables—not a saloon, just a whiskey shack with a wooden table.
I think, technically, the whole place belonged to Addley, although I didn’t know if that made it safe. Besides, Montel said he hired us for show, so we might as well put on a show of ourselves. I checked it all out, even the whiskey shack. The fellas at the stage stop just leaned there against the wall, staring at me as I looked them over, eyes narrow. There wasn’t a stage in town at the moment, and maybe not one expected soon, by their lack of movement. They were more interested in the pretty Miss Clara, as she stepped out of the coach, although that didn’t move them much either. The eating place was pretty clean, and mostly made up of just one long room with two long tables. At one end, though, they had a little space they’d marked off with a carved wood entranceway that said “Parlor” over the top. On the other side of that was two little tables with sheets over them. I wouldn’t go so far as to call them fancy. I wouldn’t even go so far as to call them tablecloths.
It was there that Miss Clara and Miss Laurie sat and had some chicken and potatoes, while Tyson sat at the nearest end of the long tables, eating eggs and potatoes and bacon. I had some myself, and wished I had some more of those tarts. I like pie better than most anything, except Casey. I ate fast and took a plate of the same out to Casey, who stood on the porch, watching the street and the carriage.
I stood out there with her, and since I found nothing to look at, I looked at Casey. Casey was looking down the road after that wagon.
“That’s the way we’re going, ain’t it?” she said.
I looked down the road and thought about it. There was nothing unusual about somebody happening to turn in the same direction we were going. People turn at crossroads, and there was only three ways to go. But I was thinking that it was unusual that someone who had cut out of here in such a hurry hadn’t really got very far down the road yet.
Not very far at all. I think he was just waiting there.
“I think...,” I said. “I think we’re not going that way after all.”
She nodded, and we waited for the rest to come out.
Tyson was halfway up to his box when I told him about the change in route. I had already pulled myself up, and I was settling into the seat. Casey was outriding for this leg. Tyson stopped and hung there for a second, looking at me in surprise. Then he pulled himself up and took the reins.
“We can’t change the route,” he said.
“Yes, we can,” I said.
“Mr. Addley set this route.”
“And now we’re changing it.”
He leaned forward to look down the road we weren’t taking. I watched him. He was thinking, and I think he saw that little wagon waiting in the distance. His eyes narrowed, and then he turned back to me.
“You worried about that?” he said. I nodded. He just kept looking at me, a little perplexed. “Some gunslinger you are.”
“I ain’t here to shoot it out; I’m here to keep her safe. We’re going to Fairville, and there’s no use arguing about it, unless you want to fight me for those reins.”
I looked down at the reins in his hands, and so did he.
“But wait a minute,” he said. “Fairville’s a big town. We could run into a sight more trouble.”
“It ain’t so isolated. It’s more direct. Less time on the road. More eyes around to notice trouble, and less chance for an ambush.”
“It takes us away from the ranch.”
“And that’s where we’re going. Away from the ranch. No point in trying to stay.”
By this time Miss Clara had noticed the delay. She leaned out the window.
“Tyson? What’s going on?”
She happened to be on my side of the carriage, so I leaned down, and touched my hat politely.
“We’re going to Fairville, ma’m,” I told her. She looked frightened.
“No...,” she said, as Tyson argued to my back. I ignored him.
“It’s safer,” I told her, “and it will save a day or two of travel time. Maybe more.”
She was thinking about it. I could see her face change as she looked down the road. I couldn’t read it though, nor tell if she saw the wagon. She looked back at me, still thinking, but some color was rising in her face. Laurie stuck her head out, and started complaining.
“We’ve got to go that way,” she said. “Father said.”
“It’s all right,” I said. She wasn’t having any.
“And I say so too.”
“Never mind,” said Miss Clara. “Don’t worry. Fairville will be just fine, I think.”
Both Tyson and Laurie started to protest, but Miss Clara stayed firm.
“It will be better,” she said. I swear her face was glowing.
“And you don’t have a choice anyways,” I said.
Casey had taken position by the carriage horses’ heads, and she was getting impatient. She let out a whoop and started the horses with a jump. We all were thrown a little bit, and Tyson had to fight a little to get his control back, but by that time Casey had us herded onto the road to Fairville. Tyson didn’t say a word after that. He just looked worried.
Once we got out on the road, I looked back. I didn’t see anyone following. For a while. But later I could see a little rise of dust way back. Too far back for me to see whether it was a little wagon, or just a rider. Didn’t matter. The road was well used at this point, and it wouldn’t tell me if they were following or not.
Chapter 8 - The Fair Village of Fairville
Fairville was a good sized town, and they had a real hotel, as well as the usual couple of saloons with rooms to let, and a boarding house. It was clean and respectable, with a lot of people around. Ordinary, friendly people who would provice more eyes than mine and Casey’s to watch. It would have been better if there was a nosey old coot in a rocking chair across the street, but you can’t have everything.
While the town was clean, it was late in the day, and a whole day’s dust had been kicked up into the air by the traffic. I heard Laurie cough as she got out of the coach. If she was sick, traveling this way couldn’t be good for her. A train might be sooty and dusty too, but I knew it was faster.
I jumped down to give the ladies a hand, but Laurie was already down on the street, looking around in excitement. She sure didn’t look sickly, inspite of the cough. She looked pretty good.
Miss Clara looked pretty good too. She had got into that coach in a bad mood, I thought, but it was like a whole different woman coming out. She took the hand I’d offered, and paused on the coach step, straightening and taking a deep breath, filling her bosom with dusty air. She didn’t cough, and since Casey was off taking care of the horses, I didn’t remove my eyes from the sight. Miss Clara smiled up at the hotel, and around at the town. She even smiled at me. All of a sudden she liked me. I smiled back, but she didn’t see it, because she was busy stepping down.
I picked up two of the bags that Tyson threw down from the carriage, and followed.
We took all three rooms at the front of the hotel. Most people prefer rooms at the back because of the noise of the street, but I figured that the front would be more secure. The only thing I didn’t like about it was the balcony it had all along the front. It was narrow, more of a ledge with a railing, really, but it made it easy for somebody to get into a room from the window. Which was why I insisted on getting all three rooms facing it; Tyson at one end, Miss Clara at the other, and Laurie in the middle where we could all watch. Case and I didn’t need a room. We’d sleep where and when it best suited the situation.
I dropped the bags and checked out the balcony, and decided it wasn’t too much of a threat. Then I went back and checked out the hall. Miss Clara came out of her room, with a play dress for Laurie, a yellow one. It didn’t seem that different to me from the dress for traveling, but that’s how it was with ladies, I guessed. Miss Clara was still glowing. I turned and grinned at her.
“You were pleased to break old Addley’s rules, weren’t you?” I said. She blushed and looked away. I like it when a woman blushes. I have to admit I tend to be impressed with the entire female species, but when a lady blushes, she just seems a little friendlier. And besides, it looks good. So I’d forgot what I’d said by the time she answered.
“We are all used to obeying him,” she said.
“Hmmm?”
“Mr. Addley. This is a bit of a vacation for us all. When you said we were changing direction, I just felt like we’d got loose.”
“Glad to oblige,” I said. She tilted her head and her lips parted, and I thought she was going to thank me, but then her mood changed. She sank a little into her boots, and then stiffened herself a little. Maybe because she realized it was only a vacation and she was going to have to go back.
“Thank you,” she said, and gave me a cool smile that tried to be friendly, but it just wasn’t anymore. I stepped back to let her pass and watched her go into the room. I was glad to oblige her. I hoped Montel felt the same way, and thought maybe that’s why he hired us—to keep Addley from canceling the trip. He didn’t seem the obliging kind, though. I was musing on that when I heard Tyson’s voice from the stairs.
“Give it to me!” he said. “You’ll break them.”
“Will not.” That was Casey.
I went to the top of the stairs and looked down to see Casey lugging up the big carpet bag of toys. Tyson had our saddle bags. I laughed at him, and his face didn't have any sense of humor at all this time.
“No point in arguing with her,” I said.
Casey pushed past me and went toward the room, Tyson right after her.
“I think they’re changing clothes,” I warned them, and Casey paused to open the door more slowly than she might have. Tyson took advantage of this to reclaim the bag. But whatever Casey saw, it wasn’t indecent, so she barged right in, and Tyson went in too. So I followed.
Miss Clara stood aside, with the dress and a hairbrush at the ready, watching the unpacking of the toys. Tyson guarded that bag like a dog, pulling out little dolls and things one at a time and unwrapping them from a bit of cloth. Then he handed them to Laurie and she spread them on the bed. It was mostly the dolls and little animals, but an awful lot of them. I was hoping for another look at some of those wind-ups, but Tyson was getting cranky.
“There ain’t enough room for all of them,” he complained. “And I don’t want to have to pack them all back up every dang night.”
“I want the bank,” said Laurie.
“That’s at the bottom.”
Casey had a yellow-haired cowboy with one arm missing, and a tiny pinto horse, and she was galloping them around while Laurie and Tyson argued. I picked up one of the tin soldiers and looked it over. Then I pointed my finger at Casey.
“Bang!” I said. Casey looked up, startled, but she just stood there. “You’re supposed to fall down.”
“You missed,” she said.
“Did not. I had a good clear shot.”
“I dodged it.”
“You didn’t move.”
Laurie had stopped nagging Tyson to watch us, and now she was giggling at us like a pack of birds. I turned to look at her, and I heard Casey say “Bang!”
I clutched my stomach and staggered and fell down, because I knew how to play that game. Bunch of fancy toys or not, we had sticks when we were kids. Well, I thought I knew, but it turned out I was wrong. Laurie, once she stopped laughing, leaned out of the bed to look at me with disapproval.
“You aren’t supposed to fall down. The doll is.”
I sighed and got back up. She took the toy soldier from me.
“I never learned how to play with dolls,” I said. I looked over at the rest of the toys. It looked like she had got Tyson to bring out most of the little ones. Even the mechanical bank with a mule that would kick a coin into a barrel. That was it, though. Tyson had brought out all he was going to, and grumbling at what there was to pack back up. I mentioned the stagecoach, but both Tyson and Laurie agreed that it was too much trouble and I’d probably break it. She did let Casey play with the mule-bank, as long as she used our pennies to do it.
Then Miss Clara decided it was time for the menfolk to leave so she could change Laurie’s clothes for the evening. She sent Tyson down to get some sandwiches for supper, and I stepped out onto the balcony and looked down at the street for a bit.
It was suppertime, but there were a lot of people moving around for me to watch. That’s the thing about a bigger town, always something to look at. I settled down with my arms on the railing and watched people.
After a few minutes I realized that there was a fellow across the street, and he was just standing there in front of a dry goods store. He was a big guy, in a blue shirt, and a ragged ear like an old tomcat. One guy? I watched for a while, and saw another fella who walked by more often than normal. He was a skinny little guy with a beard, and a suit and a bowler hat. He acted like he didn’t notice the big guy, but the big guy kept scowling at him.
I decided to sleep on the balcony that night.
I leaned on the rail and watched while the folks in the room behind me got themselves settled and fed and all. Soon Casey climbed half out to sit on the window ledge, and I turned to look at her instead. She sat back, sideways to the street, one foot in and one foot out. She had the little toy horse in one hand and now an Indian doll in the other. It appeared that she and the horse were having a stare down. I stood and then leaned back against the wall, one foot up on the railing.
Laurie climbed up over Casey’s lap and out on to the balcony to join us. She handed me the cowboy doll—who had taken on the name Yellow Bart—and then started dancing up and down the length of the narrow balcony, a rag doll in her hand. She was short—too short to just fall over that railing—but it made me nervous, especially with those guys watching.
“Careful,” I said, when she started jumping up and down. She gave me a big impatient sigh and rested her arms on the railing to look up and down the street. The dust had settled some, and she wasn’t coughing. “Sure you should be out here? If there’s any kidnappers, they can see you.”
“I can see them too,” said Laurie.
I was about to continue with something about what was good for her, but I caught Casey’s eye. Somehow I had become the enemy, and I don’t know how it happened. So I turned Yellow Bart toward her and shot.
“Bang!”
Casey paused, and she slowly tipped her Indian over. The horse came to his rescue though. Laurie wheeled around and came after me with the rag doll. We had a bit of a chase before I surrendered Yellow Bart, and he got carried off to jail. They took the Indian inside again, because the fancy doll was not just a princess, but a lady doctor.
I went in with them, and picked up a sandwich. They were cut small and had no crusts, but there were plenty of them, and I discovered that Laurie had picked all the ham out of hers, so I added it to mine. Miss Clara came in just at that moment, and looked at me with disgust, so I offered the sandwich to her. She ignored me, and went off to the corner to start laying out another change of Laurie’s clothes for bed time.
Case and Laurie, in the meantime, were in serious concentration over the dolls. That is, Casey was concentrating on the injured Indian doll. Laurie was looking at Casey.
“Did you ever kill anybody?” she said all of a sudden. Casey didn’t look up from wrapping the bandage around the doll.
“Yep.”
“Did you feel bad about it?”
Casey was silent for a while.
“They all deserved it,” she said, not like she was defending herself, but more like she was making a suggestion toward figuring out the answer. She kept looking at the doll, and squirmed a little. Casey was still working on the whole issue of right and wrong. She had wrong down pretty good, but right was a sticky one.
It felt weird watching her struggle for an answer. We were both used to me doing the talking, but Casey didn’t look at me. I was glad, because I wasn’t entirely clear on right and wrong myself. Besides, Casey had never said anything about this, so I was a little curious.
“It bothered me some, mostly the first time,” she said. She sat still for a second, and then all of a sudden a bunch of words came tumbling out of her. “Which is dumb because he was the one that deserved it the most, but with the rest it was shoot-outs so I guess they were expecting to get shot and I was expecting to shoot them.”
Her face got red as she spoke, and she glanced toward Miss Clara, who had looked up from the dresser, and was now listening closely to what she was saying. Casey got to her feet.
“If Mick ain’t watching the street, then I’d better,” she said. She handed the doll to Laurie and went and climbed out the window. Laurie looked scared.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
“It’s okay,” I told her. “It’s a hard question, is all. Requires some thinking.”
I went and double-checked the lock on the door, and then I went out onto the balcony. Casey was leaning back against the wall, one boot up against the rail, almost the same way I’d been standing there earlier, except she didn’t look too relaxed. Her arms were crossed, and her hat was low, and her leg was short, so she had to reach to get it up on the rail. She didn’t look at me when I came out. I didn’t particularly look at her.
I leaned against the wall beside her and slid down to sit on the floor. After a minute, she did the same. I didn’t ask her about it. I didn’t ask her about the fella who had tried to rape her and had not succeeded because he had failed to take into consideration the fact that Casey didn’t want to be raped. The fella that had turned her into a killer. I don’t think she was thinking about him anyway.
So I just sat there next to her so we could be two killers thinking about not being killers. Thinking about playing with toys. And I didn’t remind her that, considering who Laurie’s father was, she and Miss Clara both probably had the acquaintance of a bunch of killers. I didn’t think it would make her feel any better, being lumped in with the kind of men who worked for Addley.
We were now the kind of men who worked for Addley, I realized. Didn’t make me feel too good. So I thought about that.
“You know,” I said, after a while, and the silence had seemed to cool and settle with the day. “We ain’t really working for Addley.”
“Montel Addley,” she said, spitting the name out like it was a bite of rotten lemon.
“Nope,” I said. “Laurie Addley. We’re working for her.”
She looked at me, her arms still crossed tight, almost a glare, but she was a little surprised. Then she looked away, like she was rolling her eyes over my stupidity, only I knew that she was really hiding the start of a smile.
So I got up. I looked down at the street, which was busy down toward the saloon, but it was getting quiet in front of the hotel. A tired looking cowboy riding toward the saloon. A shopkeeper closing up late. And somebody standing over by the stable, where I couldn’t see him.
I figured it wasn’t The Beard, because I didn’t think he knew how to hide very well. I looked down at Casey. She was looking at him too.
“You sleep in there with the girl,” I said. “I’ll bunk here.”
She nodded and went inside. A second later she tossed out my bedroll.
“First watch,” she said, and she disappeared back inside. It was a warm night. I didn’t need the blanket, so I used it as a pillow, and settled down for some sleep. Casey would get me up when she was ready for sleep herself.
I heard them inside after the light was out and everybody’d settled in. Laurie spoke real quiet, but not quite a whisper, and I could hear her.
“You don’t just shoot anybody who deserves it?” she said.
“Nope,” said Casey. She was close to the window. “I shoot somebody because I have to, not because they deserve it.”
“‘Have to’ like how?”
“Like if somebody tried to hurt you.”
Laurie paused for a while.
“Nobody wants to hurt me. Nobody at all.”
That was a plea. I hoped Casey caught that. I think Laurie knew full well that the person they wanted to hurt was her father, and she just didn’t want to be to blame.
“Don’t you worry,” said Casey, after thinking on it. “We’re just here for show, anyway. Nobody’s gonna try anything. And if I was to have to shoot somebody, I’m real good. I can shoot the gun right out of their hand. I might not have to even hurt ‘em.”
Casey wasn’t lying about her accuracy, at least not with a rifle, but she would be likely to take a finger or something with the gun, if she tried it.
“Nobody wants to hurt me,” said Laurie again.
“That’s right,” said Casey.
Chapter 9 - To Heck With Rules
Casey took most of the night as her shift. Must have had a lot she wanted to think about. I expected her to get me up earlier, so I was awake by the time she reached out the window and poked me. Truth was, neither of us slept a lot when we were working. It was kind of a habit—catching sleep when you can, and being awake all the rest of the time.
Personally, I like the dawn watch. Farmers and folk who get up with the sun don’t know how quiet it really is before they get up. Or how much goes on. It starts getting light hours before the sun thinks about rising. About that time the night critters are still moving around, even in town. A couple of bats catching bugs. A dog slinking home. A drunk from the saloon slinking the other way.
Nobody in the shadows by the livery stable. I sat still and watched from between the slats of the balcony. No movement there or anyplace else. Of course, he could be doing what I was: found himself a place to relax where he could sit real quiet, and still see. But I didn’t think so.
When it was light enough that I could be seen, I got up and stretched out the kinks, and leaned on the railing. No sign of either The Beard or Ragged-ear. Could be that the spectacle of me and Casey playing with toys in public had put them off. Or maybe they were there for some other reason, and had nothing to do with us.
In a minute, though, I did see the fellow with the scarred ear. He came walking down the street, twitching his shoulders like he’d had an uncomfortable night. As he came close to the hotel, he looked up at me. I gave him a little salute. He didn’t answer it. He just paused and glanced across the street, then back at the hotel. He rubbed his neck and then went into the hotel, right below me.
He didn’t care if I saw him go in, then. I sighed and looked at the window behind me. The curtains had been drawn back, and Miss Clara was inside. She waved at me to come in. I pulled up the window and stepped inside.
“We’re dressed,” whispered Miss Clara. She was braiding up Laurie’s hair, and tying a ribbon in it. Casey was asleep on the bed. I expect that she had slept across the doorway, but had moved when Miss Clara came in, and Laurie got up. I let her sleep. She hadn’t had much, so she might as well, and besides, I liked watching her sleep. She was sprawled face down on the bed. She still had her boots on, but she—or somebody—had removed the spurs, and they were set on the dresser beside her hat. Her gunbelt was beside her pillow, away from the door, next to her hand. The little horse was on the pillow next to her other hand.
I smiled at her, and wished that there weren’t other people in the room, although what I had in mind would involve waking her up, so it was probably better that the others were there. And Casey could be grumpy if you didn’t take care how you woke her up.
“We’ll have breakfast in my room,” whispered Miss Clara. “Why don’t you go down and have some breakfast first?”
“When she wakes up,” I said.
“Mr. Tyson will watch.”
I shrugged. Miss Clara didn’t look happy about it, but she didn’t want to wake Casey, so she didn’t argue. She just sighed.
“You feeling a little crowded?” I asked.
“Well...yes,” she answered. “But that’s all right. I’m used to being crowded by big men with guns who are just doing what they are told.”
“It’s more than just that,” I started, but then thought maybe I didn’t want to tell her about the two guys, because I wanted to her to look relaxed and free again, like she had the night before. And besides the two guys had mostly given up on their watch, which could mean that they were watching the hotel and not us, and were now waiting for us to leave before they robbed it.
I sighed and started to turn back toward Casey, but Miss Clara touched my arm ever so gently. That was a nice surprise. I turned around quick and smiled.
“Yes, ma’m,” I said, giving her my full attention, which was too much. She blushed—a fine crimson spreading over her face, and even her neck. I was kind of glad Casey was asleep just now. That blush could have got me in trouble. I eased back from her and she relaxed with a little smile at herself.
“Mr. McKee, do you think...?” she said, almost stammering. “Well, could we leave later today? Not right after breakfast?”
“Later?” I said, and she looked up at me. I cocked my head and looked into her pretty blue eyes. Not quite blue, because they had green in them too. Maybe indigo. No, turquoise, but darker. “Sure...I mean, why?”
I found another set of pretty blue eyes looking at me, a littler set, although Laurie had them open as wide as she could, in a mournful and un-Addley-like expression.
“There’s a puppet show,” she whispered. I stopped being distracted by the various sets of eyes, and narrowed mine at her.
“A puppet show? Where? How would you know...?”
“The church fair,” whispered Miss Clara. She went to the window and pointed. I looked and saw a sign in the store window across the way. I’d been looking at it all night but hadn’t paid it any mind because we were just passing through. You couldn’t make out much, except Fairville Fair across the top half of the sign. Maybe somebody thought that was clever. I would have tried to come up with something else to call it.
“And they’ve got a puppet show?” I asked, because I couldn’t see the details on that sign.
“According to the woman who cleans the rooms,” said Miss Clara. “I heard her talking to Tyson....”
Laurie looked impatient and tugged at my sleeve.
“Have you ever seen a puppet show?” said Laurie.
“No, I haven’t,” I said.
“Then you have to go.”
“Please, Mr. McKee,” said Clara, still whispering. “You said you were glad to oblige us in coming here in the first place. And coming this way saves a day or two, doesn’t it? So we can spare a few hours.”
Miss Clara put a hand on my other arm and looked at me, and there I was flanked by two unhappy ladies, so what could I do?
Besides, I didn’t see why not. I’d have to look at the map again to see how far the next likely town was, but it seemed to me it was less than a full day away. And then if we really were being followed, it might throw the other guys off if we pretended we were going to stay another day, and then we took off just before lunch.
“Okay, on one condition,” I said. “If we’re going to take chances....”
“It isn’t really a chance, is it?”
“Maybe not, but you can help me make sure it isn’t by keeping a watch out for people who look suspicious. Or maybe just familiar.”
“Well, all right,” she said. She didn’t look alarmed, and I hoped that it worked out as a clever way of asking her about those two guys without actually making her nervous. If they followed us, she would see them, and if she knew anything about them, she would tell me. And if she didn’t know them, she wouldn’t think anything about it until I told her—or they did something.
The door popped open, quick like, and I turned with a jump. It was just Tyson, but he’d come in fast, and pushed the door a little too hard—and I wasn’t the only one that went alert. Tyson found himself staring down the barrel of Casey’s pistol. Man, she was fast. Her quick draw was not normally her strong point, but she had grabbed that pistol, rolled, and come up aiming. Tyson gaped at her. Laurie let out a squeak, but clapped her hand over her mouth to stifle it. Casey looked at Tyson sleepily and put the gun away.
Miss Clara let out a breath in a gasp.
“It wasn’t cocked,” said Casey with a yawn. “I was just being careful.”
Miss Clara didn’t look like she agreed with Casey’s definition of careful. She turned away, and straightened Laurie’s collar, her hands a little shakey. Laurie got awful quiet, looking kind of frail and little for the first time since I’d met her.
Tyson had recovered himself the best. He shook his head at Casey and then looked at me.
“There ain’t nobody out to get us,” he said. “You two can go on and get breakfast. I’ll watch.”
I looked at Casey.
“You or me?” I said. She waved a hand in the air.
“You go get it. I’ll stay here.”
“You can both go,” said Tyson. “I’ll watch, and you can get it over with. We’ve got a long trip ahead of us. We’ve got to get going.”
I glanced at Miss Clara. She smiled and raised her eyebrows.
“Not really,” I said, turning back to Tyson. “We can take our time.”
“Like heck!” he said. “Addley is going to have your neck and my hide....”
“Mr. Tyson,” said Miss Clara. Tyson paused. “It was my idea.”
He thought about that, and I guess if the idea wasn’t coming from me, he didn’t mind so much. He twitched his shoulders and glared at me a minute from under his eyebrows.
“I don’t like having the pair of you under my feet all the time,” he said.
“You don’t,” I said, and gestured over my shoulder with my thumb at Laurie. “She does.”
Laurie perked up enough to giggle. I grinned at her and she came up and took my hand, and her confidence came back on top, but this time I was a little more favored than Casey.
“We will all eat breakfast together,” she said. “In the dining room. I’ve never eaten in a hotel dining room before.”
Nobody objected, although Tyson bowed out. He had packing to do, and then wanted to look after the horses, so he went off to get his breakfast to bring back upstairs. Miss Clara kicked me out too, since she had womanly preparations to make—and she thought Casey would too. I didn’t mind, since I wondered if my raggedy-eared friend was downstairs eating breakfast, and I wanted to talk to Tyson anyway.
I caught up with him at the bottom of the stairs.
“So,” I said, as we went toward the dining room, “you do some driving for Addley, and you must get around a little. You know a guy with a beard?”
“A couple,” he said, giving me the eye.
“This guy would be short, slight. Doesn’t look or act like a pro. Maybe wears a bowler.”
“Doesn’t sound familiar,” he said. “Why?”
“A guy like that was watching us last night, I think.”
He laughed and we came to the door of the dining room. I could see the other guy, the one with the ragged ear, sitting in the dining room eating breakfast. He was watching me, so I tipped my hat to him. I leaned to Tyson.
“You ever seen that fella before?”
“Who?”
I looked at him. He’d been watching me tip my hat to the fellow.
“Ever seen him?” I said firmly.
“I saw him yesterday out in the street.”
“You never saw him otherwise?”
“Nope.” He started grinning at me. “I don’t see a beard on him.”
“Neither do I.”
“So he ain’t the guy you were worried about a minute ago?”
“No.”
He laughed. Genuine, relaxed laughter of derision. I looked closely at him.
“So you don’t think there is any danger at all of kidnapping?”
“Naw.”
I waited for him to modify his answer. People usually do, as doubts creep in or they get scared of the evil eye or something. But he seemed positive. He just grinned at me a bit bigger.
“No danger at all,” he said. “Not with you watching!”
He was beginning to get on my nerves. And I wasn’t sure if he was really just poking at me for fun or for some other reason, and that made me feel itchy. I did believe that he was not worried, but that just made me all the more itchy. Either he was a stupid guy who thought he knew it all, or maybe he did know it all and wasn’t telling me. Either way, bad itch.
While we were talking, the ladies had joined us. Casey didn’t take long to get ready. Laurie was back to being full of excitement as she bounced around the hall, talking about puppets. I noticed that Rag-ear was still sitting in the corner, and so I went and I pulled out a chair for Miss Clara to make sure she’d sit where she could see him. She didn’t notice him. Casey noticed that I’d pulled out the chair, which made her then look and notice Rag-ear. She had seen him the night before, so she didn’t give me any funny looks. She just made a point of pulling out her own chair where she could see him too.
The hotel had a standard breakfast of steak, eggs, beans and bread. Laurie and Miss Clara were so happy that morning, they insisted on buying some extra flapjacks for us too. I didn’t object.
The food came, and it was good. A bigger breakfast than I was used to. Maybe the biggest I’d ever had. But I’d been up for a while, so I was hungry. Casey almost managed to keep up with me, although she was always pretty good at that. I think she has a hollow leg, but I haven’t figured out which one yet, and she kicks me if I try to examine them too hard.
I was pretty full when I was done, and maybe a little slow, but not so slow that I forgot to notice that Rag-ear was gone.
Chapter 10 -- Too Long At the Fair
It was a nice little fair the church had set up. Lots of people and kids around, but that also meant lots of people to see and hear if there were trouble. There was a fiddler, and lemonade, and a table full of pies for sale, as well as a sign advertising a pie-eating contest. Off behind the church they had set up a shooting gallery, and the sound of shooting punctuated the fiddling and the yelling of kids.
There were lots of contests that had kids running around. Laurie stopped and looked surprised at seeing all those kids. I thought for a minute she was going to run out and join them, and I was calculating just how far I could let her go before I had to stop her. Then there was the sound of a hurdy gurdy, and Miss Clara pointed off toward the back of the yard.
“There’s the puppet show.”
Laurie looked up at her and then marched over to it, all business. I figured that a puppet show must be pretty darn good, to get such a serious interest out of her.
And it was. Mostly it was two puppets yelling at each other and hitting each other, which was actually more funny than it sounds. There was this one puppet that kept burping, and the other one would hit him...well, like I said, it was funnier than it sounds. The theater itself was just a little box, but it was painted up with baby angels and creatures of all kinds, and there was a stand behind it with a painted backdrop that made the whole area seem like a magic fairyland. I think there was only one guy inside, but somehow he managed to bring on more than two puppets once in a while. And he made them all work and move, but some of them you could see were just on strings or levers.
He finished it all off with a story that was more scary than funny, about a prince and a princess and a dragon, and a little goat with a lot of guts. At the end the goat kicked the dragon, and the dragon—who had hold of the prince and princess—fell out of sight. Then the next thing you know, the puppet guy had come out of the little box, like he was the dragon flying out into the crowd of kids. He had a dragon head for a hat, and his face was painted up green and yellow like the dragon’s belly, and a big green cape that worked for wings. The kids all squealed as he swept past the first row of them, roaring. Then he made the prince and princess call for help from the kids. Laurie got excited and held her doll up, and I guess the doll being an accomplished lady doctor and princess too, she could have helped. However, we were toward the back, so the puppet guy just acknowledged her by holding the prince puppet toward her and waggling it.
Anyway a little kid up front finally got held up by his ma, and he knocked the dragon head off by punching it in the nose, and that was the end of the show.
Afterwards people went and dropped money in the dragon hat. Miss Clara took some money out and went over to give him some and pay some compliments. Casey handed her a a quarter to add to the hat. Laurie, in the meantime, was just on top of excitement again.
“You see?” she said, turning toward me and walking backwards. “It was good.”
“Yeah, it was,” I agreed.
“It was worth stopping for.” She reached out and grabbed my hand, and started pulling. “Now we have to enter a contest.”
“What kind of contest?” I said, wondering what would be the most responsible thing to choose. “I suppose you could enter the egg race....”
“No,” she said firmly. “You have to enter the pie eating contest.”
She was pulling me firmly toward the table of pies. Casey was following along, laughing at me.
“I can’t eat a pie,” I said. “I had too much for breakfast.”
“You like pies,” said Laurie.
“She’s right, you do,” said Casey. I pulled back, resisting and deciding I’d be better off waiting for Miss Clara. She was still talking to the puppet guy, but she saw we were waiting, so she nodded and caught up.
“He travels around here quite a bit,” she said. “He’s been to Newton, and he might come back.” She looked down at Laurie. “When you’re home again, we can get him to come entertain at your birthday.”
Laurie nodded and shrugged, and I thought maybe she was planning on staying sick until she was grown up.
“You should have asked if he goes to Quester Springs,” I said. Miss Clara raised her eyebrows at the thought, and looked back. The puppet guy had gone behind his stage, maybe taking a break.
“Perhaps I will later,” she said. Laurie smiled at that, and I felt good for making the suggestion. Laurie then told her about the pie contest, and Miss Clara looked interested, but I was happy to hear that she wasn’t going to push me to enter the contest.
“We don’t want Mr. McKee to explode,” she said.
“He wouldn’t explode,” said Laurie. “He’d get sick.”
“I don’t want that neither,” I said.
“Neither would I,” said Miss Clara. “But a pie would be nice for lunch on the road. Or even supper if we’re late getting to the next town.”
It was at that moment that there was some shooting from the shooting gallery, and we all turned, and saw the people around the booth patting a guy on the back.
“The shooting contest!” said Laurie. “You should enter a shooting contest!”
I looked at Casey, and she was looking hard at the gallery. It was hard for her not to show off what a good shot she was. Especially with her rifle, she would do any kind of trick shooting at the drop of a hat. But the gallery didn’t look like too much of a challenge. And the little guns they had there might not be sighted up good. I could see her thinking about that as she frowned toward the booth.
“It ain’t a contest,” said Casey.
“But you have to show me,” said Laurie. “You can make it contest. You can win a prize.”
She let go of me and started pulling on Casey, so we headed off that way. Miss Clara pointed back to the pie table.
“I’m not interested in shooting, thank you,” she said. “I’ll pick us out a pie.”
She gave us a wave and went back that way. Laurie, in the meantime, found Casey was too slow, so she let go and ran ahead. She called out like a prime carnival barker as she went. The men who were hanging around the booth all stopped their bragging to one another and turned to look at the Lady Sharpshooter. Casey’s silver-handled guns added some interest to the image.
We stepped up to the counter, where the guy started to hand her one of the little rifles, she shook her head and squinted at the gallery. It was set up in front of a masonry wall of the blacksmith shop next door, and there were hay bales piled up in front of that. They had a target on a little rope that they pulled across in front of that, so it could be like carnival ducks.
“Got scissors?” she asked the guy running the booth. He squinted back at her and nodded. “Take one of them targets and cut it into four pieces, this big.”
She held up her fingers to make it a three inch square. The guy grinned at her, and everybody waited while somebody got some scissors and they cut up tiny targets and pinned them up on the line. The activity drew more attention, and we had gathered a bit of a crowd. Casey spread her arms and pushed everyone back away from her. Laurie and I stepped back to give her room.
Casey made a little bit of a show of shaking out her arms and twitching her shoulders. There was some laughing and bet calling as she got ready. Laurie started looking around.
“Where’s Miss Clara?” she said.
“She went to get pie,” I said.
“Oh, that’s right,” said Laurie, and she smiled up at me with a funny look at her face.
Just then Casey nodded to the guy that she was ready. The little targets started making their way across, and Casey stood still, her hands at the ready. And the targets continued making their way across. People started shifting around, waiting for her. Laurie stepped aside and craned her neck to see around a boy who’d stepped in front of her.
The first target was more than halfway across, and Casey still stood, concentrating. People started talking and calling.
“You gotta shoot while they are in front of the bales,” said the booth man. The guy cranking the rope got a little rough and choppy with his cranking.
“Don’t slow down,” snapped Casey. That shut everybody up. The cranking guy sped up. Good, except that Casey was not really a quick draw expert. I kept thinking in my head don’t rush it. I didn’t say it out loud, though, because she didn’t like me telling her how to shoot any more.
She waited until the first target was nearly out of space, and then she drew both guns, and she didn’t rush it.
Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!
And there was a hole in the middle of all four targets. People let out a bunch of whoops and shouts, and somebody slapped me on the back, while Casey blew her smoke and did some fancy twirls before putting away her guns. She turned around and grinned at everyone. He eyes and grin met mine just a short second before she looked down a little, and I saw her start to search. I looked down. Laurie wasn’t there.
I wheeled around. I didn’t see her anywhere. I let out a yell for her, and nobody answered. A couple of people looked at me, so I looked back at them.
“You see the little girl who was with me?” I said. “Carrying a fancy doll?”
They shook their heads. Casey pushed past a couple of the big guys crowding the shooting gallery so she could see better. They slapped her on the back as she went, and she nearly turned and punched them back, but instead she controlled herself and started shouting for Laurie.
I paused to look over them, looking for a scar or a beard, but there was nothing suspicious about them, and I didn’t see my friends from the night before anywhere.
“I think she’s just wandered off,” said a guy, who pointed toward the pie table. I felt a little bit of relief. She’d probably slipped off to find Miss Clara.
I headed for the pie table, popping up on my toes to see if I could see either of them, but I couldn’t. I could hear Casey cursing a blue streak behind me, until somebody told her to stop in the name of decency.
“A little girl is gone!” said Case. “And I don’t know where the hell she is!”
The woman’s eyes got a little bigger at Casey’s vehemence. I joined them and put out a hand between them.
“She was about so tall,” I said, “wearing a pink dress, and she had a real fancy doll with a blue dress. Did you see her?”
“No,” she said, and the look she gave me made me think she wouldn’t tell me if she had. Casey and I looked too dangerous to be around a kid.
“It’s important,” I said. “There’s some people....”
I decided not to tell her there were vicious kidnappers running loose at the fair. I didn’t think it would help, and I was pretty sure it wasn’t true. Casey had shut her mouth, and was scowling instead. I put a hand on her shoulder. The lady didn’t look any less mad, but she settled down.
“You two aren’t used to children,” she said.
“No, ma’m.”
“Then stop fretting. She’ll be fine. Is there something she saw that she really liked? She may have gone to look at it.”
Casey pulled away from me and went back toward the puppet wagon. I followed, although I stopped to ask people as I went, giving them descriptions of Laurie, the doll, and Miss Clara. Some of them said they might have seen her, but didn’t know where she went.
Casey gave a whistle. She was standing beside the puppet theater with a boy a little older than Laurie. I ran over to them.
“She was crying about her doll,” said the kid, and he pointed off down the alley that went off behind the churchyard.
“Was she with somebody? Like a blond lady?”
He shrugged. “She went behind some people. Maybe she was with a guy, or maybe just running off by herself.”
Casey had already started running down the alley. I took off after her. It was one of those crowded alleys—with corrals and sheds and stacks of barrels. We ran down, looking this way and that. Casey looked down one side, and I looked down the other, and I was the one that saw something.
It was a narrow corridor between two buildings. Laurie was standing at the other end of it. I yelled and headed toward her. She let out a scream, and just then I saw the guy with the beard. He took her arm with one hand, and he took her doll with the other. He wagged the doll at her, like it would calm her down. She was looking at me, though, and she was looking scared.
“Hold it!” I yelled, and I put on a burst of speed, preparing to draw my gun, but it is hard to draw while running. He wheeled and looked scared, and let go of Laurie. He stood a second, and then looked across the corridor and out of my line of sight. That was when the big guy with the ragged ear came around the corner.
He grabbed up Laurie around the waist and she screamed. The Beard skedaddled, stumbling as Rag-ear glanced after him, clearly ready to follow, but I was there. I couldn’t really threaten him with my gun, because he had her between us. He looked at me with determination, and then came at me. Laurie kept screaming, and he kept charging. I swung my gun away and backed up, and he shoved her straight at me—right into my arms. I grabbed hold of her with my left arm and twisted to swing her out of the way, while I raised my gun up, except that the momentum swung me around the wrong way. So I dropped her behind me and kept spinning around. When I came back around I just had time to see that he had something in his hand, which was swinging rapidly toward my forehead. It glinted in the sunlight, and I didn’t like the look of that glint, but I didn’t have much chance to think about it. It hit, and it knocked the sensations right out of me, so I can’t say for sure that it hurt. I did have a vague sensation of spinning, and then I was out.
* * *
Next thing I knew, I was looking up at a narrow strip of sky at the top of that alley. Casey was looking down at me. My face was wet, and my head didn’t feel too bad, if I didn’t move it any.
“You okay?” said Casey.
“Um,” I said. I blinked, and that kind of hurt too.
“What’s my name?” she said.
“Clotilde,” I said, which was her middle name.
That might have got me punched in any other circumstances, but in this case, it just got a flood of water dropped on my face. I sat up, which I regretted immediately, but I had just remembered the situation.
“Laurie,” I said. “Big guy...Rag-ear.” But it was okay. Laurie was there beside Casey, and Rag-ear wasn’t. Casey had the doll under one arm, and my hat in the other. My hat was wet and kind of warped, like she’d used it to bucket the water onto my head. My head was wet and warped too.
“He ran off,” said Laurie. She looked calmer, but still shaken as she sidled closer to Casey, and took the doll. “After he knocked you out.”
“Must have seen me coming,” said Casey.
“But he didn’t run when he saw me coming,” I said. I wasn’t sure if I was making a joke, or if there was sense in that at all. I tried to get to my feet and stumbled. Casey took hold of my shirt and looked at me closer, as I pressed my back against the wall, half up and half down.
“How many eyes do I have?” she asked. I looked at her eyes.
“You got four of the most beautiful hazel eyes I’ve ever seen.”
“Mick?” she said, both a warning and a question, and she took a deep breath.
“Only two. I swear.”
She did have only two eyes, and they were the most beautiful hazel eyes I’d ever seen, although if pressed I would have had to admit I didn’t have that much experience with beautiful hazel eyes.
“Miss Clara,” I said, coming back from the thought of ladies and their eyes. Nobody answered me. I looked at Casey, and she was looking at Laurie, who was looking at her doll.
“She’s gone. They...took her,” she said, not looking up.
“Shit,” I said. “What did...? Shit.”
“Listen,” said Casey, “why don’t you take her back to the hotel....”
“No, you take her back. You’re more alert than I am.” I straightened up and found I could stand on my feet, and stay that way, which was the important thing. I looked at Laurie again. “What happened?”
“I don’t know,” she said stiffly. She kept picking at the doll. “I...I went to find her and saw her...I don’t know!”
She finished up with a shriek that would have sent a jab of pain through my head even if I hadn’t just had a hard knock to it.
“I’ll talk to her,” said Case.
“Okay, I’ll find Tyson and I guess I’ll telegraph Addley.”
“You take care of that and come right back,” said Casey. “You shouldn’t be running around.”
She reached up and lightly touched my forehead, like a genuine womanly sort of person, which doesn’t happen often.
“Sure,” I said, looking mournful because I didn’t know how long a gentle mood would last. “It kinda hurts and I don’t feel too good, so I’ll be careful, I promise.”
I guess I had put too much pathos into it, because Casey just grinned at me and handed me my hat. It was still dripping wet, so I shook it out. I was glad it was wet, though, when I put it on, and I found it cool against the bump high on my forehead. But it was also heavy, and that made it hurt. I looked at Laurie.
“They took her. They took Miss Clara.”
She nodded. Casey took her hand and they headed back to the hotel. I sure hoped Casey watched her closer than I had. Damn I was stupid. I could not believe that I had allowed myself to be distracted. Addley’d told me to watch his girls, and I’d gone and watched my girl instead.
I wanted to turn around and go make Laurie tell me more about how they had got Miss Clara away so neatly, but even if she did see something useful, I was in no shape to chase anybody down, and Casey had to watch her. I needed to find Tyson first. Maybe get some back up from the local law or from Addley. All I knew was, they had her and they had her clean, and I needed somebody who had a brain working to help out.
Chapter 11 - Things Get Worse
Tyson had said something about taking care of the horses, and the carriage, so I went to check there first. His horses were still in the stable, but the harness was laid out over the side of one of the stalls, like he had been ready to harness them up, or maybe just polish them. A fellow who was working in one of the stalls hadn’t seen him. I headed for the carriage house to check there before heading on to the telegraph office.
The carriage house was a second barn, attached to the stable and making an L-shape with the other. It was more open and back from the street, and it was quiet when I stopped in the entrance with a weird feeling in my gut. There was a familiar smell, kind of like metal. I didn’t recognize it right off because the manure pile was so close by, but yeah, it was blood. Maybe somebody had slaughtered a pig nearby? Didn’t seem likely.
I went in carefully. First thing I noticed was that there were some wagons, an open carriage and two coaches in the place, and the doors on the coaches and carriage were open. The last coach was ours, and on the other side of it, I found Tyson. He’d been opened up too, with a knife.
I’ve seen uglier sights. Considering my profession, it shouldn’t be a surprise that I’ve created them. What with the knock on the head, though, I was feeling a little sick and dizzy. Especially when I considered that maybe that’s what happened to Miss Clara. I stood there, blinking, and taking in the sight for a moment, and the details started coming to me.
This had just happened. Tyson was definitely dead, but that blood was fresh. I looked around quick, which hurt my head, but all of a sudden that didn’t bother me any more. I didn’t see anybody or hear anybody. I squatted down, and looked as best I could under the carriages. I didn’t see any bodies, or anyone hiding. But just under the open door of our coach, I thought I saw some fabric hanging out. A skirt? I started to step carefully toward the coach.
“Hold it right there!”
I wheeled around in startlement, but I didn’t reach for my gun, because that voice had to be a lawman. The Fairville sheriff stood there, pointing his gun at me. I tried to remember his name, but I couldn’t. There was a kid standing next to him, and the kid pointed at Tyson.
“I told you,” he said.
The sheriff looked at me suspiciously.
“McKee?” he said.
“Yes, sir,” I said. He knew me, and from the look on his face, that wasn’t bad. I wasn’t sure how good it was, but it wasn’t bad. He lowered his gun a little, and I lowered my hands. I pointed back at Tyson. “He’s our driver. I think maybe there’s another one in the carriage, but I haven’t looked yet.”
He went over and looked in the carriage, and then looked back at me.
“What makes you think there’s another one in here?”
“She ain’t in there?” I don’t know why I was relieved, because she still could be dead somewhere else.
“There’s nobody in here,” said the sheriff. “What made you think there was?”
“Just a minute,” I said. I turned and I staggered out the door. I stopped there to throw up into the dirt. The kid followed me out, and watched as I straightened up and held my hand before my face and counted. One hand, five fingers. Okay.
“You’re a gunslinger?” he asked, laughing.
“Yes, I am.”
I looked at him and decided not to defend my honor. I didn’t feel up to it, and besides, if you get too much respect, there’s always somebody who wants to challenge you.
I went back inside and went over to the coach and looked inside. The fabric hanging out the door was upholstery. Somebody had ripped up the whole inside of it. The sheriff sent the kid off to get his deputy and the doctor. Then I told him as much of my story as I could think of. When I mentioned Lester Addley’s name, he swore, and we both were silent for a minute. I could tell after that he didn’t really want to know much more. Addley wasn’t going to pay much attention to the local law.
He was done with me, but I paused to look through the other carriages. The big coach next to ours had been ripped up too. The other was messed around a little. I turned around from looking at it, and found the sheriff standing right behind me, looking at the mess.
“Do I want to know what they were looking for?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” I said. I reached up to push my hat back to think, and happened to push it right onto my bump. That hurt. I bent forward and rubbed it carefully. The sheriff kept looking at the inside of the carriage.
“Well,” he said after a minute. “Even if I don’t want to know, if you find out, I want to know.”
I started to nod, but decided not to.
“Yeah,” I said. “Will do.”
By this time the kid was back, with a deputy and an undertaker. The sheriff tried to send the kid off again, but the kid just backed up, still gawping at the body. It was the height of his day.
“It was Jews that did it,” he said to the sheriff.
“What?” said the sheriff. “Don’t start that kind of talk....”
“No, it was. He said so himself.”
The sheriff and I glanced at each other. I opened my mouth, but it was his town, so I shut up again.
“He was alive when you found him?” said the sheriff.
“Just a little. He was gaspin’ and trying to talk. That’s how I heard him. So I went over, but I didn’t get too close because of all the blood, so I leaned in. And he said ‘Jeeeewwwwwwws’ and died.”
“He was dying as he said it?”
“Yep, he just said ‘Jeeewwwwws’ and died....”
The kid was croaking like a dying man as he said it, and I could see he was not only enjoying it, but likely to continue saying it as much as he could. The sheriff could see that too.
“Hush,” he said. “He was dying, and probably trying to say something else. Don’t you spread that around. I don’t need some anti-semite riot.”
“But...,” said the kid.
“I know your ma,” said the sheriff. The kid shut his mouth and sat on the step of a carriage where the sheriff pointed him. Maybe he realized the sheriff now wanted to keep an eye on him, and that meant he could stick around and watch. The sheriff paused and looked at the ground, like he didn’t like any of what he was hearing.
“He was trying to say something else,” he said to me, looking for agreement. I agreed just fine. “Maybe he said ‘choose.’”
“Or ‘did you,’” I said. “You know, like ‘j’you see the guy?’ or....”
“Or a name. Jules. Jewison. Know anybody with a name like that?”
I started to shake my head, but that hurt, so I paused.
“I don’t, but I didn’t know him very well. He might have been named Jules, for all I know.”
“You say he didn’t know the two guys, with the beard and the scar?”
“He claimed not to. He could have been playing with me—I think he liked to do that. I honestly couldn’t tell if he really knew something, or if he was just smirking at me to bother me.”
The sheriff nodded, and looked me over. Maybe it showed that my head hurt, and I was feeling a touch queasy again.
“You go on back and look after that little girl,” he said.
“Yeah,” I said. I went, but not back to the hotel right off. Somebody had to let Addley know what was going on, so I went off to the telegraph office. I was worried about Casey and Laurie, although I knew Casey could take care of things. I doubted that The Beard and The Scar could have killed Tyson. They were too busy kidnapping Miss Clara. Maybe they had dragged her back to the stable, and Tyson saw, and that’s why they killed him. Maybe he did recognize one of them, too. But how they could manage to drag Miss Clara all the way back there and have Tyson be the only one who noticed....
Then I thought maybe there were more of them, and they were hunting us. Killing off each of us who were looking after the little girl. That’s the morbid kind of thoughts my aching head was giving me, and I didn’t even feel like tossing them away.
The telegraph office was just around the corner and down the street a little, in the railroad station. I climbed up onto the platform, feeling a little bleary and tired, but my eyesight was doing okay, so I just needed to drop all this on somebody else’s shoulders. At least for a while. I didn’t think the load had quite stuck to that sheriff’s shoulders. I paused on the platform to look down the tracks at the small stock yard, and then nothing beyond it. Except somewhere beyond it all was Quester Springs, and I wished we had come to town and hopped straight on a train and just sent Addley a telegram saying “this was safer and quicker and better.” Much better than what I was going to have to say. I was dreading that, but at least I wouldn’t have to tell him face to face. I went inside.
The room was small and dark and cool. There was a counter that was for both the tickets and telegrams. I paused to rest my fingers against my forehead. They were cool, and that felt good, but pressure hurt a little. I lowered my hand and looked at the guy behind the counter. He was looking at me as he lounged there. Another fellow sat at a desk in the corner behind him, the telegraph button in front of him.
“Quite a goose egg you got there,” said the counterman. I started to nod, but changed my mind.
“Yeah,” I said, and I stepped up to the counter and gave him a big sigh as I leaned on it too. He didn’t like that, but he didn’t object. “I need to send a telegram to Lester Addley in Newton....”
There was a light of recognition in his eyes. Just a little one, and not like he recognized Addley as a powerful man, but ...something. I paused and stood there with my mouth open a moment while I thought.
“Hey, you okay?” he said, like maybe he thought I was having a fit. He reached out a finger and gave my arm a tentative poke.
“Uh, yeah,” I said. “I just thought, maybe my friend already sent the telegram. Do you keep those around? Can you check?”
He grumbled and looked back at the desk behind him, where the other guy was sending a message. The telegrapher finished, and stuck the paper on a spindle beside him. The spindle had a lot of paper on it. The counterman and I both looked at the spindle for a minute, then he let out a sigh and went and pulled the wad of paper. I leaned on the counter, letting my head hang as he started sorting through. The dark and cool of the room was nice, and I thought I could rest there a while, standing up like a horse. Then he stopped sorting.
“To Lester Addley?” he said.
“Or maybe to Montel Addley.”
He started to read again, but then he paused again. “And what’s your friend’s name?”
“Tyson. Don’t know his first name.”
The guy looked up. “He’s a real close friend, then.”
I could see he was reconsidering looking at those messages for me. Maybe Tyson wouldn’t like him telling me about his business. Maybe I wasn’t a friend at all. I sighed, and considered offering him some money, but that might just confirm his idea that I had no right to the telegrams. And I considered threatening to throw up on his counter, but I didn’t really feel that bad.
I looked up at him with a blank expression.
“Huhn?” I said. “I’m slow today.”
I gestured to the bump on my head. He glanced at the paper in his hands, and then up at me, and his suspicion was fading away. I looked too addled to be cagey. He made a face and looked back down at the paper, read it, and then continued looking. He looked all the way through, and then shrugged.
“Nothing from a Tyson,” he said. The telegrapher behind him turned.
“He got an answer, though.”
The counter man turned slowly and looked at him. The telegrapher pushed out his lips and wrinkled his nose, like his face was shrugging. I got the feeling they didn’t get along.
“Can I see it?” I said.
“No,” said the counter man. “He has to pick it up himself.”
“He’s dead,” I told him. They both stopped and looked at me on that. “We got jumped.”
“The sheriff will have to claim the note, then,” said the counter man.
“This could be important,” I said. “We worked together, and...maybe it’s instructions. Can you at least tell me when it came in? Who was it from?”
“Came in this morning, and it was from Montel Addley,” said the telegrapher.
“You shut up,” said the counterman. He took the messages and went off to put them in a box. The telegrapher made a face at him and looked at me.
“It said ‘I’m coming.’”
“‘I’m coming?’ Montel?”
“Yeah.”
“Shit,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Early this morning?”
“Yeah. Eight-Oh-five.”
That meant he’d be there today. Soon maybe, if he hurried, and had a change of horse at that stage stop. Any minute in that case. But nothing bad had happened at the time he had sent the message, so he probably wouldn’t be in a hurry, unless breaking one of Addley’s rules constituted an emergency. Somehow I felt like it did.
“Shit,” I said again. “I suppose Tyson sent him a message last night.”
“He did.”
I looked at him and wondered if he was kidding me. He had a smirk on his face, but it was one of pride.
“You’ve got a good memory,” I said.
“I’ve got a perfect memory.”
“So what was the message?”
He didn’t even look off in to the distance to recall. He looked straight at me and said, “‘Kid changed route to Fairville.’”
There was no point in me sending a message of my own. Maybe to Lester Addley, but he was going to hear soon enough, and it might as well be his own brother that tells him. Montel would be there soon, and maybe Addley too. Depended on how pissed he was at us for changing his route, and then we’d screwed up too.
I’ve heard that you shouldn’t do anything too energetic or excitable after a hard knock on the head, but I figured my heart was pumping plenty hard already, so I walked as fast as I could manage back toward the hotel, although I did not run. I tried to think through what had happened, but I didn’t succeed. I was feeling sick again, and tired. And I was expecting that I could very well get beat up or shot as soon as one Addley or the other showed up and found out what had happened. But then they could do the thinking for me, and with heads that worked. I pulled myself up the stairs and went to our rooms. I let myself in.
And the room was empty.
I didn’t need anything else going wrong on me. I really didn’t. And while I was worried about the little girl, the fact that Casey was gone sent me into a panic for approximately three seconds. I looked around, and realized that there were a couple of toys on the floor. The Indian and the tin soldier. The one was lying across the other, like a pair of sticks on the trail. I picked them up and let out a sigh of relief. And a laugh that bounced my head too much, because I realized that if a stick could be a toy, then a toy could be a stick, couldn’t it? Then I went next door and whistled a signal. Casey opened the door. I shook the toys at her.
“I am not in a bright frame of mind,” I said. “I might not have got this, and I would have been worried.”
“You’d have got it,” she said. I sighed and came in. I knew it was better for her to have gone into one of the side rooms, although I didn’t know if anybody other than me knew that the middle room belonged to Laurie.
Casey drew me off to the corner, with a glare at Laurie, who was sitting on the bed, hugging her doll. She looked scared and stubborn at the same time. Casey looked frustrated.
“Something’s going on,” said Casey. She was thinking of continuing, but I whispered as quiet as I could before she could say anything more.
“Tyson’s dead.” Casey looked up at me in genuine surprise. Whatever she had thought was going on, it wasn’t that bad. Unfortunately we couldn’t discuss it, because Laurie had very good ears, and she heard what I said. She sat up and let out a wail.
“Noooo!”
She stopped and took about four big breaths, and then threw the doll aside and launched herself at me like a spear.
“No. No. NO!” she said, not hysterically, but firmly, and she balled up her little fist and hit me with each word.
“I’m sorry,” I said, and I started to catch her hands.
“NO!” she roared and pulled back. I realized that she was blaming me, and remembered her concern about us shooting people on her account.
“I don’t know who did it,” I said as gently as I could. I squatted down to be on her level. “I just found him. He was in the carriage house.”
Her face screwed up and then she started crying. I wonder if she realized that was what could have happened to Miss Clara. Or maybe it was that she had just lost the person who took care of her, and now the person who took care of her toys, and she didn’t have anybody else, except a father who was busy with a range war.
I hugged her, because that seemed like what I was supposed to do, and she grabbed on to my neck and hugged back. Casey squatted down and started patting her on the back as she cried. Casey looked scared now.
When Laurie had been reduced to hiccoughs, I pulled back a little, and looked at her.
“We gotta ask you now...,” I started.
“No,” she said, and she pulled away and went to the bed. I tried to get a whole question out, but she kept saying no, and lay face down on the bed. Might be better to leave it to her family anyway. She needed some time. I just hoped Miss Clara had some time. I turned to Casey.
“Look, Montel is on his way here,” I said.
“It’ll be tomorrow before he gets here.”
“No, Tyson sent him a message last night about our change in route. He should be here soon.”
She let out a slow breath. We went over by the window and sat on the floor and I told her everything I could think of, although I was careful about details because I was sure Laurie could hear.
Then Casey got up and made sure the door was locked. Laurie curled up on the bed with her toys, looking scared and sick. I lay down on the floor by the window, feeling pretty scared and sick myself. Casey declared that I needed sleep, and I didn’t argue. Casey settled down to sit next to my head, leaning back against the wall. I lay there for a while, my eyes closed, and I felt her reach out and run the tips of her fingers along my face. I opened my eyes and looked up at her upside down. She looked embarrassed.
“You worried about me?”
She hesitated for a really long time, which was about normal for Casey.
“Yeah,” she said. I grinned at her.
“Does that mean you like me?”
“No!”
She pulled her hand away and started checking over her gun. I sighed and settled back in to try to sleep. I felt a little better with her worrying about me, but the effort of grinning and looking upside down at her made my head ache too much.
I went under quick, but I didn’t quite sleep. Instead I dreamed I was being chased by the bearded guy—which was odd, because I should have been chasing him. He was carrying the doll, and as he shoved it at me, I saw that it had a big stick like those puppets had hit each other with. The doll hit me on the head with the stick, and then I was a doll myself, and I was lying on the floor of the carriage house, and someone was ripping my guts out. Actually, when I think about it, it was the doll who was ripping my guts out.
But it finished up with her hitting me on the head with that stick again, and I woke up. There was a knocking at the door.
Chapter 12 -- Things Get Worser.
I didn’t know how long it had been, but it wasn’t dark yet, and I didn’t think it had been long. Casey was already on her feet, and by the door, her gun out.
“Who is it?” she asked, voice low and careful.
“McKee? Dammit, it’s Montel!” He went on for a minute, swearing and angry as we unlocked the door and pulled it open.
He came in with four gunmen, all serious and ready for work. As soon as he stepped into the room, he commenced to chewing on us. Or on me, since Casey didn’t seem to count to him. And he sounded a lot less like a banker, and a lot more like an Addley, too.
“You have got to be the stupidest, shit-for-brains idiot,” he said, stamping and nodding in emphasis. “I told Lester not to hire you, but I still can’t imagine how you managed to lose her so quick!”
I expected to be chewed on, but his voice made my head hurt, and I found myself getting pissed off. And a little confused, although I wasn’t quite sure about what yet. I looked up from my boots, and saw that he had stopped. He was confused too, at the moment, as he stared at Laurie.
“You got her back?”
“No,” I said. “We didn’t lose her. It was Miss Clara that got snatched.”
“How the hell did you lose her?”
“I...don’t know,” I said. I looked at Casey. Laurie sat up, pale and trembling, and she looked like she wanted to say something, but she didn’t get the chance.
“Where’s Tyson?” said Montel, finally looking suspicious.
“He’s dead,” I said. “Somebody....”
“You shot him?”
Now I did feel some prickly confusion, and some fear. That shouldn’t have been his first thought, no matter how stupid he thought I was. And why had he even assumed that Laurie had been kidnapped? He’d been talking to somebody, or something had happened. Or something.
“Why would I shoot him?”
He stood, uncertain, his mouth a little open, but his jaw skewed sideways as he thought. He looked around the room again.
“What happened?”
I took a breath, and gathered my thoughts, which I found unusually focused. But they didn’t help me figure out what was going on. I raised my head to speak, but Montel held up a hand.
“Start with why you changed the route.”
“We were being followed.”
“And so you went off on your own—away from any help we could give you?”
“They were going ahead of us, so they may have had an ambush set up for us.”
“They were following you from in front?”
“Yeah. So we came here, because it’s more civilized, and safer.”
“And you see what happened!”
“That was a different mistake. And you see we still got the little girl.”
“So how did you lose my fiancée?”
I sighed. “I’m not sure yet. It just happened....”
“They didn’t see it,” said Laurie forcefully. She sat up and put the toys behind her on the pillow, and crawled forward. “I saw them. I saw what happened.”
She seemed clear enough now. Not sick and not frightened. Not so frightened. And grief still strained her face, but the Addley strength had shot through her and she sat up with determination. All of us turned to look at her.
“They were after me,” she said. “But I think Aunt Clara saw them. She went to see them, and then they disappeared, so I sneaked away to see what she was doing. They saw me and ran after me, and I ran away. And screamed.”
“Why did you...?” I started to ask, but she looked sharp at me, and I shut my mouth because I felt like I’d been ordered to, and besides her whole attitude—urgent, ready, cautious—had me curious.
“There were three of them,” she went on, warming up, and settling down. “The leader, I think he was an old soldier, or maybe a deserter. He had a uniform coat on. And dark hair. And his friend was blond, and he wore a blue shirt and a yellow bandanna, and he only had one hand.”
“One hand?” said Montel, tilting his head and listening closely.
“Yes. One hand. And the third one was an Indian, but I didn’t get a good look at him.”
I looked at Casey, and Casey looked at me, and we both looked at the carpet bag of toys. The tin soldier and Yellow Bart and the Indian.
Montel, though, was thinking hard. I guess it didn’t occur to him a little girl might be up to lying to him. He looked at one of his men, the guy by the door. The guy shrugged and shook his head. Montel looked around at his other guys.
“I don’t know, boss,” said the guy behind me. “Don’t sound like anybody I know....”
Montel looked at me. I pulled on my ear and looked at Casey, who was just looking back at me with her eyebrows raised. She didn’t say anything, so I shook my head.
“No sir,” I said. “I got knocked cold, so I don’t recall much.”
I guess I was trying to prove I was a stupid shit-for-brains idiot. But I’d told Casey we were working for Laurie, not Montel, and Casey doesn’t take kindly to being lied to. And all of a sudden I felt nervous about saying more than I should.
Montel prowled around, thinking, and looked out the window behind Casey.
“You didn’t see anybody like that around town? Like maybe following you from in front?”
“No, sir.”
“You’ve got to be the dumbest excuse for a gunslinger I’ve ever seen,” said Montel.
I nodded and rubbed my head. I wasn’t feeling too bright at the moment anyway. The one thing I did know is that Casey was the only woman left in our group, so at some point she was likely to get some time alone with Laurie, and maybe hear the truth.
And I sure wanted to know why the little girl didn’t trust her uncle. And I wanted to know the source of the prickly feeling at the back of my neck. The guy next to the door moved, and Casey turned to look at him quick. She was itchy too.
“We can ask around, boss,” he said. “Somebody will have seen them....”
“Never mind,” snapped Montel, as he turned fast toward the guy. “We’ve got our own situation.”
I shuffled my feet and moved away from the big fella next to me, just putting myself into a more ready position, because I felt something coming on. Before I could size up the situation, though, I heard Casey swear. Montel had a gun right up against the base of her skull.
“That’s no language for a lady to use,” he said. “Keep your hands up. Both of you.”
I’m fast, and Casey is squirrelly, but I didn’t like the odds, so I lifted my hands. So did Casey, looking at me with an I told you we couldn’t trust him look. I tried to give her back a you’re the one he got the drop on look. But then I looked at Montel, who gave me a little smile.
“You killed Tyson,” he said, which didn’t seem to go with the smile. Unless it was one of those vicious little revenge smiles.
“No, sir!” I said. “Why would we kill him?”
Montel kept smiling.
“Because you wanted to kidnap this little girl.”
I was ready to deny that too, but my addled head caught up with his smile. I didn’t need to tell him. He knew. He was telling me what he was going to tell other people.
They took our gunbelts and tied us up hand and foot and back to back, then gagged us and dumped us on the floor. They gagged us so we couldn’t yell, but that didn’t really matter, because we were being set up. But the fact that they were tying us up meant they weren’t going to kill us right off—probably wanted a chance to set up a whole kidnapping scene—so I didn’t yell, and neither did Casey. She just looked deadly.
Laurie was quiet during the whole thing, and had gone back to looking sickly. She coughed a lot. As they left the room, she paused and called out.
“Take care of my ... toys.”
“Sure we’ll take care of them,” said one of them. But she wasn’t talking to them. She was talking to us.
We were trussed up pretty good, but we could wiggle just enough to make the knots tighter, and maybe roll over, and bend together a little at the hips and waist. But since we were gagged, we couldn’t really work together. Which meant one of us had to take the lead and do the work. Casey couldn’t haul my weight around, so that left it up to me.
I bent, and sidled, and squirmed, and flopped around like a fish for what seemed like an hour—or two—until I got us over by the washstand. It was a tall table, with sturdy legs. But the legs were long, and the thing was not so stable. I paused, sweating and slippery, but still hardly able to move. I was dizzy and tired, but I only had one more thing to do. I rolled and smacked Casey into those legs, and the basin came down on top of us. Luckily, the pitcher hit the floor and broke, leaving pieces just sharp enough to cut the rope—at least with some effort. I left that to Casey, because after all that flopping and wiggling around, my head hurt.
It took a while for her to cut it, but she finally got herself loose enough to reach the knife in her boot, and she cut us free. I pulled the gag out of my mouth and kicked my feet loose as Casey stood up and fumed.
“That sonofabitch set us up from the start,” she said.
“Yeah.”
“He was planning to kidnap her all along, wasn’t he?”
“Yep.”
“And he hired us because he thought you were dumb.”
I didn’t acknowledge that, although it made sense. He’d heard about me from his security guy, and that was what the security guy had said about me. I got up as Casey continued fuming.
“And I’m just a girl.”
I didn’t acknowledge that either. Instead, I got up and took the doll off the bed and put it in the carpet bag of toys.
“She said to take care of the toys,” I explained when Casey gave me a funny look. She went over to the bed and picked up the Indian and tin soldier too, although I didn’t think they were the toys Laurie had meant. She handed them to me, and then went to the door. She looked out, but closed it real quick. I didn’t ask why. I just went straight to the window and climbed out. Casey came right behind me. This time the little balcony seemed handy. We went to the corner and I handed Casey down to the top of a rain barrel, and tossed the carpet bag to her.
“Watch it!” she hissed. “You coulda broke them.”
I would have felt sorry about that, but not as sorry as getting caught by whoever was behind us. I could hear voices in the room already. I swung over the rail, and dropped to the ground with un-catlike grace. My feet didn’t quite break the fall, and I went right back on my butt.
Then we slinked around the back way to the livery stable. As we slipped in, I could see we were too late. Our gear wasn’t there. We stood still, in the shadows just inside the door. There were some voices around in the front. Casey slipped away from me. I wanted to reach for her, but she was good at sneaking. She was also good at being unpredictable. I half expected some trouble to erupt up front, as Casey single-handedly tried to take back our horses. But a second later she was back at my side.
“They’re gone,” she said. “Ain’t even out front.”
“Shit,” I said. We were stuck. No guns, no horses, not much money, and quite likely accused of kidnapping and murder. If not, Montel certainly had a price on our heads for private reasons, and that would be just as good, even in a civilized town like Fairville.
The people up front started to come back into the stable, so we slipped further back, all the way to the end of the coach house. The carriage was gone now, but the bloodstain was still there. Up the side of the barn was a ramp, narrow and steep for the horses it was built for, but plenty wide for people. It was sturdy enough that it didn’t creak under our weight, so we went up.
The loft level was big, because it covered both the stable and the carriage house. Most of it was for hay, of which there wasn’t much, because it had been a dry spring and the first cutting hadn’t come in yet. And at the one end there were some rooms—offices, and bunks for the hands, and some storage. At the other end though—the end we’d come up to—there were some stalls meant for when there was an overflow of horses.
The stalls had stuff in them: sacks of grain, some harness, a couple of wheels. You could see into them from the ramp, and you couldn’t get out of them all that easy. But at the end of the row, the hay flowed into the last couple of stalls. Not filling them, just blocking them off from view or access.
Casey has the instincts of a rabbit, and she didn’t even stop to look around. She handed me the bag of toys, and went into the last stall that was open, and climbed over the side into the next one. I followed her, and she kept climbing, up and over, into the very last stall.
Chapter 13 -- Nowhere To Go But Up
It was just instinct to go and hide. We needed a chance to think, and I was not thinking right. Casey was pushing hay around, making a little nest for us.
“Can’t run, because we need to get our gear back,” she said. It was just a comment, to make sure I was thinking the same way she was. Which I was. I didn’t feel like running. I didn’t really feel like doing much else either. I was confused and my head hurt. But we worked for the little girl, and the little girl appeared to be in trouble, even though I wasn’t really sure of that either. I wasn’t sure of anything.
“What the hell are we gonna do?” I said.
“You’re gonna sleep,” she said.
I did need the sleep. That nap I’d had was only enough to put me under and bring me back all groggy. My thinking was still fuzzy. We’d been played for suckers, but even knowing that, nothing seemed to fit. The more I thought about it—about what had happened at the fair, about Tyson, about the whole darn trip—the more everything seemed wrong. Everything. But there was nothing for my tired mind to get a latch on at the moment, so I found it wasn’t hard falling asleep. The dreams that came were fuzzy and I couldn’t tell you one detail about them.
I woke up some time later when I felt Casey’s fingers against my cheek. I opened my eyes. It was dark in our hideout, and only a little bit of dusky light filtered in. She was leaning over me, close. I didn’t say anything, because she might have been trying to wake me up quiet—like she’d heard something.
“You okay?” she said.
“Yeah.”
“You were pretty still, and I wasn’t sure you were breathing.”
She pulled back, and I grinned at her.
“I should get hit in the head more often.”
“I’ll do it for you if you want.”
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