
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
MADAM CHANG’S RED DRAGON SALOON

by Angeline Hawkes

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This eBook may not be resold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with other people, please use
the legal lending method. If you’re reading this book and did not
purchase it, please consider purchasing your own copy. Thank you
for respecting the hard work of this author.

[image: tmp_0138a6934ee0975c96eea3e2a34e3fea_oz0FCv_html_m22a15c08.png]

Smashwords Edition | Published by ND3 Press

Copyright © 2012 by Angeline Hawkes

All rights reserved.


 


1

Madam Chang peered across her desk, which
faced a large picture window over-looking the muddy,
people-littered street below. Horses and hollerin’ could be heard
as if nothing but air separated her from the soiled riff-raff
coming and going down there in the muck. She reached up and pushed
in a hairpin that threatened to slide from her luxurious ebony
tresses and took a puff from her small, jade pipe. Smoke curled
around her as she exhaled, but she did not try to wave it away.

Madam Chang ran the most prosperous brothel
in Telluride, Colorado. Oh, sure the sign hanging on the front of
the building with its red and gold gilded dragon read, ‘Saloon’,
but it only took a foot through the red painted doors to see there
were no poker games or gaming tables – the only thing they sold at
the Red Dragon was liquor and pussy – and Madam Chang’s had the
most beautiful women in the West. Any color, any size – she had
them. Beautiful, clean, ready-to-ride-you whores. These weren’t no
scared girls fresh off some farm neither. Madam Chang had paid for
a bonafide French whore to instruct her girls in all the pleasures
of the flesh. Madam Chang felt if one were going to do something in
life, then sure as hell, it should get done properly. Her girls
charged three dollars a throw and kept half. Their ill-begotten
babes were raised in a children’s home across town funded by Madam
Chang and a percentage of the mothers’ wages. The children never
knew what their mothers did for a living. After all, it was hard to
explain to a child that you threw your fanny twenty times a day in
order to pay for his or her upkeep.

Life hadn’t always been so comfortable though
– but Madam Chang had survived. She was an astute businesswoman and
believed any woman that was going to live the life of a whore
should have something to show for it when age took its toll and it
was time to leave the profession. Most women didn’t last past age
twenty-five. For the most part, the women had short careers. The
lucky ones could hope to latch onto a fella, and run off and marry
him; but that didn’t happen too often. Most of the girls didn’t
have family, didn’t have friends outside the other whores they
worked with. They didn’t have no one and nowhere to go. So, she
took care of her girls. Took care of the dirty cowboys in need of
baths, took care of the abusive scum looking for a brawl – and took
care of the general messes that often plagued the lifestyle they
lived.

Madam Chang took care of all of the messes
and there was no man in his right mind wanted to mess with Madam
Chang.

That was now – and forever – if she had any
say in the matter. She had been messed with plenty in her life and
she had no intention of ever finding herself back in that
predicament.
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“Ba Ba, I do not understand why you do not
let me help Ma Ma with the washing. She is too tired to work
alone,” Mei Lin pleaded with her father. Her mother was only a
skeleton of a woman. Sharp shoulder blades protruded out from under
her thin dress and her mother’s dark eyes sank into hollowed
sockets.

“No. No. I tell you before. No one must see
you. You safe from the wild men here inside. No one know you here,”
her father replied angrily.

“Ma Ma is working too hard. What good is gold
if she will not live to spend it?” Mei Lin shouted.

“I tell you, money we earn is for ticket on
boat home. Take us back to China. Where you will be safe.”

Mei Lin’s green eyes glared at her father.
“Safe from what? The wild men?”

“There are things you do not know. Things you
must learn. You learn these things at home – in China. Now stop
fighting, daughter, and tend to mother. She is hungry.”

Mei Lin glanced at her mother who had already
fallen asleep. She was snoring softly, but a rattling, raspy sound
gurgled deep in her chest. Her mother was ill. Mei Lin had asked to
be able to go to the Old One who knew medicines, but her father had
not permitted it. He said he would go himself, but so far, had not
found the time. The Old One lived across town – more in the camp
than in the actual town. He lived with his three sons and was the
oldest Chinese soul in town. In a sort of unspoken way, he was
considered the one to go to in time of need. The Old One knew many
things for he had acquired great wisdom in his long life.

Mei Lin half dragged, half lifted her
mother’s frail body from the couch and heaved her onto her bed in
the back room. She was so thin, it felt as if Mei Lin were tossing
a bag of bones up onto the bed. Tenderly, Mei Lin removed the tiny,
embroidered shoes from her mother’s bound feet and pulled the
coverlet over her. Kissing her mother’s brow, Mei Lin wondered how
much life the old woman had left in her. Her parents should never
have come to this wild place. Mei Lin’s father had once told her
that if they could have known that she would be born then they
would never have embarked on such a life’s journey. But, when they
left China for America, her mother was past thirty and had borne no
children. Together, her father and her mother had decided that if
there would be no children then they would live an adventure.

Little did her parents know that their
so-called adventure would end up in this hellhole of a town –
washing clothes – cooking meals – and watching the life drain out
of themselves a little every day.

Then, Mei Lin was born. Completely
unexpected. A miracle. Fate. Luck. Good fortune. Almost perfect
except for an oddly shaped red birthmark on the baby’s forearm and
strange piercing green eyes. Eyes the color of fine jade.

Mei Lin had grown accustomed to her father
telling her that she was chosen. Special. Lucky. And it became her
parents’ obsession to earn enough money to purchase three boat
tickets to get them back home – to China – before some unspoken
thing took place. Some thing that was never explained or
talked about and so Mei Lin did not know what this thing
was. Sometimes she feared this unknown thing. Other times she was
confident that her father was insane – paranoid. It was also her
father’s obsession that no white person should know of Mei Lin’s
existence. All he would tell her was that an ancient grandmother
had warned of bad things at the hands of white men and so her
father was determined to avoid all white men where his daughter was
concerned.

Her father kept her hidden away inside for
all of her fourteen years. She had lived in a wagon, a tent, and
now the little wood shack they called a store and a home – and
always her parents shielded her from the eyes of the world. Her
father promised her that as soon as they were in China her life
would be different – free – normal. But, they weren’t in China and
China was a long way off both in distance and in time – because
business in this filthy town was slow and money was little in
finding its way to her father’s coffer. If only her father would
allow her to wash with her mother they could wash more and earn
more money; but, she was kept inside with the mending and as a
result her skin was as soft as silk while her mother’s skin aged
twenty years too soon and looked like sun-dried leather.

Her mother said that things were best this
way. That no man would want Mei Lin for his bride if she looked
like a wrinkled hag. It was bad enough, her mother had said, that
Mei Lin’s father had refused to bind her feet. Mei Lin owed her
father more than she could ever pay him for that one unfulfilled
custom. Her father’s sister had burned to death in a fire because
she had fallen and her deformed, infant-sized feet could not allow
her to walk unaided. His beloved sister’s screams ever fresh in his
mind, he vowed to never inflict such deformities upon his own
daughters should fate send any his way. Her father was a rare man.
Mei Lin’s mother had fought bitterly for the right to bind her
infant daughter’s feet, but he was true to his word and Mei Lin’s
feet were as big and unbroken as white women’s feet. But, Mei Lin’s
mother never forgave him for his decision and she fretted over Mei
Lin’s unmarriageability nearly every day.

Mei Lin blew out the single candle on her
mother’s bedside table and went to the kitchen to finish the
mending of the freshly laundered clothes. If she were lucky, she’d
finish in a couple of hours. She had suggested to her father that
they charge extra for the sewing repairs, but her father claimed it
made for better business to return the clothes in nicer condition
than when they were received and so the mending was done for free.
Mei Lin felt that all of her labor could be adding to the money for
their ship passage, but her father was a stubborn man.

She pulled a threadbare shirt from the
basket. Ah – this was Bruce Willey’s shirt. She had never met him,
but she remembered his name from an earlier tag on the shirt that
her father attached with pins to identify articles of clothing and
their owners. She could see evidence of her earlier stitching.
Clicking her tongue, she wondered, fretfully, how much more
stitching this thin shirt could take. It was so thin now that she
could see right through the fabric. She made a note on the tag for
her father to tell Mr. Willey of the shirt’s approaching
demise.

Stitch. Stitch. Stitch. Mei Lin pushed
and pulled the silver slender needle through the shirt, securing
the side seam that had bust open in the wash. The monotony of the
job nearly put her to sleep.

Knock. Thump.

What was that? Mei Lin froze, her
needle-clenched fingers in mid-air as she listened. That didn’t
sound like an ordinary knock at the door.

Thump. Mei Lin laid the shirt down and
crept to the red curtains that separated the store from their home.
She peeked through the gap between the doorframe and the red fabric
– on the floor laid her father sprawled in a pool of blood. Nearby
were two bearded, white men – one holding up a lantern. Mei Lin
stifled a gasp and ran to her mother’s bedroom. She tried to wake
her mother, but the woman pushed Mei Lin’s hand away, grumbling
incoherently. Mei Lin heard footsteps. Panicked, she ran and
squeezed herself between the narrow gap between the wall and the
black lacquered wardrobe that held all of their possessions. She
sucked in her breath and held it.

Who were these bearded white men? Why had
they hurt her father? Her heart crashed against her ribs as she
heard the men walking around. So far the men had not said anything.
They only seemed to be looking. They were so close. She could see
one of them leaning over her mother.

She wanted to leap out and protect her, but
to do so would alert the men to her presence – something her father
was adamantly against. So, she pressed herself further into the
shadowy corner and prayed the men would just leave.

A flash of silver. Her mother cried out and
then she saw one of the men drop her mother’s head by her long
black braid – onto the pillow – red blood pouring from the slash
across her mother’s wrinkled skinny neck.

Mei Lin felt the room swirl around her –
colors blended together like running ink. She felt dizzy. Faint.
She sucked in a breath of air trying to clear her addled head but
instead she only smelled blood – salty and pungent.

The men opened the wardrobe and tossed things
out onto the bed – clothes, shoes, her father’s straw hat. Just
threw them on top of her mother’s warm corpse like she wasn’t even
there. Mei Lin struggled to stay standing. She welcomed the cramped
space next to the wall because left to stand on her own, she surely
would collapse. The wall was her anchor. She closed her eyes tight
against the murderous scene before her.

“Find it?” the man, she couldn’t see,
asked.



“Nope. You sure this yellow man got it?”

“I’m sure. Seen him take it from Dan O’Toole
other mornin’. Dan paid for his warshin’ and breakfast with it,”
the voice grumbled.

“Nugget that big should be easy to find. He
got a safe out in that store?”

“Naw. Already looked. It’s gotta be back
here.”

“Maybe he done spent it,” the other man
rummaging through the wardrobe suggested.

“On what? You see anything in this pig sty
looks new to you? These people don’t spend no money. They jest
hoard it up like rats then scurry back to China as fast as they
can.”

Mei Lin frowned. Her father didn’t spend
money on new things because after their expenses were paid, there
was hardly any money left to save. He certainly wasn’t out spending
it on frivolous things. And what were these lunatics after? A
nugget? Her father hadn’t mentioned or showed her or her mother any
large nuggets. Sure, they had bags of little gold rocks that the
miners commonly used like currency, but nothing large, like the men
were claiming. Her father saved up the little rocks and then
exchanged them when he had a sufficient amount. A large nugget
would have been too hard to provide change for. Her father would
never have accepted it.

“What’s this?” one of the men had Mei Lin’s
father’s writing box. It was very old – a family heirloom —
priceless not in monetary value, but in sentiment. The man opened
it and seeing it full of ink and pens dashed it to the floor. The
old wood box shattered.

Mei Lin gasped. Her hand flew to her mouth
instantly but it was too late to take back the sound. The men
stopped moving. They had heard her.

Mei Lin stood rigid, too afraid to even
breathe. Suddenly, a big, hairy hand reached into the shadowy
corner where she stood hidden and seized her by the throat. The
hand yanked her into the light of the lantern that the other man
she hadn’t been able to see was holding.

“Well, well, well. What do we got here?” the
lantern-holding man said to Mei Lin.

“Caught ourselves a rat hiding in the
corner!” the man on the other end of the hand said happily.

Mei Lin pried at the man’s fingers, but they
were tightly clamped onto her throat. She didn’t say anything.

“You talk?” the man nudged her chin with his
fist.

Frantically, Mei Lin nodded her head yes.

“You talk English?” the lantern-man
asked.

“Yes,” Mei Lin said hoarsely from under the
man’s tight grip.

“Why you hidin?”

Mei Lin’s first thought was, “Why do you
think I’m hiding? You killed my parents!” Wisely, she just
gestured with her hands.

“Let the bitch go so she can talk, Joe,”
Lantern-holder commanded.

“She might run.”

“Where she gonna go?”

The big hand let her go. She rubbed her
throat but didn’t say anything.

“Maybe you can help us out,” the one with the
lantern said.

“How?” Mei Lin asked.

“We’re lookin’ for a nugget of gold, ‘bout
yay-big,” he said, holding up his fingers to indicate the size of
the nugget. “Yer pa had it, but we can’t find it. It belongs to us,
you see, was stolen from us.”

Mei Lin glared at the big white man, her eyes
flashing angrily. “I no care you get gold stolen. You bad. You kill
my mother and my father!” she shouted.

“You don’t want to go makin’ all that racket.
You git us in trouble and we might not be so nice no more,” the man
named Joe said.

Mei Lin frowned, her black brows knit tightly
together.

“In fact, I can show you just how nice I can
be,” the man said softly and walked closer. He shoved her against
the rough wood wall and ran his hands over her breasts.

“Stop!” she cried.

The man tried to unfasten her shirt but was
unfamiliar with the fasteners. The other man tugged on his friend’s
arm.

“Hey, ‘fore you go ruinin’ this China doll, I
got an idea to make us some quick money.”

“Yeah, I’m listenin’,” the man pawing her
body paused.

“We can sell her to Harry.”

“You think he’d want her? Ain’t never seen no
China whore at his place.”

“That’s WHY he’d want her. That and she’s
perty and young. Ain’t been with no man ‘fore, I’d wager. Harry’d
pay top gold fer a little bit like this one.”

The man backed away and stopped touching her.
Mei Lin, embarrassed, tried to rearrange her clothing.

“Ya know, yer smarter than you look,” the man
in front of her said, and laughed revealing a set of black, rotten
teeth.

“How we gonna git her there?”

“Stick her in one of them warsh sacks out
there in the store, an’ we can carry her behind Harry’s place.”

The man in front of her smiled wickedly and
then grabbed a shirt lying on her mother’s bed and ripped it.
Before she knew what he was doing, he quickly tied the rag around
Mei Lin’s mouth. Mei Lin clawed at the fabric, but the man roughly
grabbed her hands and twisting her arms behind her back, used the
rest of the torn garment to tie her hands together. Mei Lin bolted
for the curtained door, but the big man caught her easily by the
waist and threw her into the wall.
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