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      New York City-June, 1875

      Maggie O’Schea was bored. No one had died for days, and no one was having any parties, either. If the trend continued, she’d be out of a job.

      She glanced around the office and saw rows of desks, chairs, men. All were bent industriously over their work or scurrying toward the door—busy, with deadlines, places to go, people to interview. But for Maggie, not a thing to do.

      Returning her attention to her desk, she rearranged her pencils for the fifth time.

      From the single window on the other side of the room drifted the noises and smells of the street below—New York City at its finest—loud foreign voices mixed with the rumble of carts and the stench of food and people, even though the mid-April air should smell of springtime.

      She’d lived here most of her life, but she’d never felt at home. Which was silly, considering that half of New York’s huge immigrant population was Irish. Everywhere Maggie went she heard the sound of home—or would have, if she could recall anything about the land where she’d been born.

      “Damn it, Maggie. I mean, darn it.”

      Maggie turned in her chair and found herself face-to-face with Gus Murphy, the editor of The New York Journal and her employer.

      Gus ran a hand through his thinning orange hair. “Aw, hell. I mean heck.” He sighed. “Thunderation, Maggie, if yer gonna be a newspaper writer ye’ve got to get used to the cursin’. I know I promised Sister Agatha I’d not corrupt ye, but I just can’t seem to stop meself from cursin’.”

      Maggie considered the gruff man with the lilting Irish brogue. If her father’s voice had sounded half as fine, she wondered why she could not remember it. “I’ve heard far worse, Gus.”

      Gus had given Maggie her first job, doing what she loved best. Even though he only allowed her to write obituaries and society party guest lists, at least she was writing.

      “I won’t tell Sister Agatha on you,” Maggie promised.

      "See that ye don’t. I don’t want her upset on my account.” He cast a furtive glance around the office to see if any of the other writers had noticed him talking to the new girl, but no one had.

      Gus had plowed through a great deal of opposition to hire a woman at the newspaper, and he’d done it for Sister Agatha. The ancient nun had taken them both off the streets and saved them, just as she’d saved countless other immigrant orphans’ lives. For Sister Agatha, they’d do anything.

      “Did you want something?” Maggie asked.

      “Ah yes, me girl. I’ve got a story fer ye.”

      Maggie sat up straight, her heart gone hopeful. “A fire? A murder? Tell me! What is it?”

      "I told ye when I hired ye, Maggie, those things be mens’ work. It’s nothin’ like that. Someone died.”

      “Finally,” Maggie muttered.

      “This one might be a bit more interesting. I don’t want just a little obit. I need a feature story. A rundown on his life and times, fer the Saturday edition.”

      “Who is it?” Though Maggie’s hopes of a real story had been dashed, she was writer enough to perk up at the thought of a bigger byline.

      “Josh Werner.”

      “Werner? That can’t be.”

      Maggie peered at the desk of the man in question. In the short few months Maggie had worked at The Journal, she had never seen him at that desk—or anywhere else—though every morning she’d hoped for an appearance.

      The Journal’s leading serialist, Josh Werner turned out weekly tales of daring Western outlaws and gunfighters, which Maggie read to the orphans every Saturday night—when she wasn’t in the midst of elaborating on one of the stories from her favorite book, The Arabian Nights.

      The West had fascinated Maggie the very first time she’d read about it—in a story by Josh Werner. The freedom, the open spaces, the opportunity, and adventure all called to her imaginative heart and soul. Someday she, too, would write of the West. Then Maggie O’Schea would be as famous as Josh Werner.

      "Werner’s gone." Gus handed Maggie a piece of paper with a few scribbled lines. “That’s all the information The Journal has on him. Go through his desk, and see what ye can find then write somethin’ for the public about the man they all admired. Do a good job, and I’ll have a reason to assign ye more features.”

      Maybe today wouldn’t turn out to be so bad, after all. Not only would Maggie have the opportunity to go through her hero’s desk, but she’d been given her first chance to prove herself to Gus and everyone else at the New York Journal.

      From the contents of his desk, it seemed that Werner had never thrown out a scrap of paper in his life. Maggie spent the rest of the day wading through a mass of notes scribbled on everything from a greasy paper bag to a muslin handkerchief embroidered with the monogram JW.

      When the day drew to a close, Maggie still had one drawer left to go through. After dumping the contents into a box, she picked up her reticule and headed for the door.

      “Maggie!” Gus stopped her only steps from escape. “Where’s me story?”

      “I don’t have anything yet.”

      Gus scowled at her from behind a towering pile of documents. His entire office resembled Werner’s desk. Maggie thought of her own desk, neat as a straight pin. Perhaps she was going about this all wrong.

      “Tomorrow mornin', me girl. Hand me a story, or I’ll give the assignment to another writer.”

      Maggie nodded and hurried from the room. She had no time to lose. She would no doubt be up all night trying to find a stray bit of information amid the mess of Werner’s notes from which she could cull a story.

      She couldn't even beg for more time to conduct interviews. What remained of Werner’s family lived in Germany. He had never married. If he'd had friends, he'd kept no record of them. All Josh Werner had possessed in this world were his stories.

      Walking home through the teeming streets of New York City to her one-room abode, Maggie thought about the life of the man she’d admired from afar. He’d had fame, money, the adulation of his readers and peers. A writer could die with a far worse obituary. Maggie hoped she could do as well in her chosen profession as the man whose personal effects she carried under her arm.

      But his lack of family and friends haunted her. Maggie could say the same for herself. Oh, she had friends, of a sort, but relatives—not a one. And there was nothing she could do about that unless she cared to marry.

      Maggie did not relish a life in the tenements, having baby after baby, struggling to stay alive, all in the name of love. She needed no one to take care of her. She could take care of herself. Still, dying alone, unmourned except by her readers—if she ever managed to get any—did not appeal, either.

      Maggie lived in the Irish section, in a rented room above a bakery. Since many immigrant families eked out their existences in appallingly cramped quarters—sometimes two or three families occupied one basement—Maggie’s single, small, stuffy room that always smelled of yeast and flour was paradise.

      After saying hello to the couple that ran the bakery, Maggie climbed the back stairs to her residence. As she opened the door and stepped inside, the sounds of her landlord’s six children playing in the alleyway reached her. Those sounds were the only thing that made this room seem like a home. No matter how she tried, she couldn’t seem to make it feel like her place—perhaps because she’d never known a home of her own and had no idea what was required to make one. She had a table, a bed, a lantern—the necessities of living—but the room did not reflect Maggie, and probably never would.

      She couldn’t stay in New York for the rest of her life. Once she made a success of her chosen profession and saved enough money, she’d move somewhere out of the city, to a quiet slower area where she could spend her days with a paper and pen. Once Sister Agatha passed on, maybe Maggie would even travel west.

      Maggie shook her head, dispelling that dream. How would a woman alone head west? Only men could go to such a dangerous wild land alone—men like Josh Werner.

      She looked at the box still clutched in her hands then crossed the room to sit on her bed. Maggie flipped off the box cover and stared at the newspaper headline at the top of the stack of clippings.

      

      ETHAN KING BUYS ARIZONA TERRITORY GHOST TOWN

      

      Maggie recognized the name. How could she not? She read every tale of the West she could get her hands on, and over the past several years Ethan King—gunslinger—had appeared in many of them. Before Ethan’s name had dominated the serials, his father’s had been there—until Leroy had been taken down in a blaze of glory by Big Joey Catlin.

      No one had known Leroy had a son until Ethan turned up in the papers years after Leroy died. Some said Ethan lied, reviving Leroy’s legend for his own purposes, and stealing his name. Regardless, Ethan was known as the King of Gunfighters, and was more famous than the King before him had ever been.

      Just reading his name made Maggie’s heart beat faster. She would love to write about this man, even though the thought of confronting someone with so little conscience made her swallow against a sudden dryness in her throat. Maggie’s gaze returned to the clipping clutched in her hand.

      

      Ethan King, infamous hired gun, purchased the land upon which Gila City, a once thriving, now dead, mining town, sits. Thus far he has killed the five men who dared to enter his town, and vows to do the same to anyone who assaults his solitude.

      

      That didn’t sound like the Ethan King Maggie had read about. He always drifted toward the money, the excitement, the danger. Boom towns, gold rushes, range wars—those were Ethan King’s style. Why would he retreat to a ghost city?

      Several sentences had been scrawled beneath the final words of the clipping, sentences that must have been written by Josh Werner shortly before his death.

      

      If this is true, it will be my best story yet. King is up to something. The only way to find out what before anyone else does is to go to Gila City. Interview Ethan King! Will he kill me? For this story, I’ll take that chance.

      

      Maggie stared at the words for a very long time. She read them over and over, and with each reading her spirits sank lower. If only she’d been born a man. If only she had enough money to fund a trip to Gila City. Before her loomed the chance of a lifetime, and if she didn’t take it, someone else would.

      But she wasn’t a man, and she had only the money she’d saved toward her dream of getting out of this cursed city—where every alleyway reminded her of the night her parents had died.

      Another dream had brought Maggie to America—her parents’ dream of a land full of life and promise. Ireland was the land of the dead by the time they’d left it. Unfortunately, death had found the O’Schea family more easily in the New World than the Old.

      The trip to America, with unfavorable winds, had taken seventy days. Their food had run out, and their water, as well. By the time they reached Castle Garden, where the immigrant ships docked, the fever Maggie’s parents had contracted in the airless bowels of the ship to paradise was killing them inch-by-inch. They died in their land of promise, leaving Maggie alone.

      Maggie remembered little of her parents or of Ireland beyond the poverty. She would not go back there again. If she used the money she had saved to go to Arizona and failed, she’d be stuck in New York for more years than she cared to contemplate. And to be in New York and poor was hell itself.

      The other alternative, the only alternative, was to turn this idea over to one of the men at The Journal and watch as someone else wrote the story of a lifetime.

      Maggie’s hands shook with frustration as she returned the clipping to Werner’s Box. She wished she’d never opened the damned thing and allowed the idea to fly free. It had merely emphasized the limitations of her life—no money, no prospects, too much talent, and born a woman.

      Footsteps pounded up the stairs outside her room, followed by a staccato knock. Maggie shoved the box under the bed and went to the door.

      A towheaded boy of about eight stood on her doorstep. “Sister says you’re to come for supper.” Having delivered his message, the youth turned to go.

      “Wait, I—” Maggie paused. She still had to write Werner’s story.

      The boy glanced over his shoulder with a wry twist of his lips. “When Sister says come, you come.” After imparting those words of wisdom, the child ran down the stairs and disappeared into the crowd.

      The boy was right. A supper invitation from Sister Agatha did not come with a right of refusal.

      The orphanage school run by the Sisters of Divine Charity stood a few short blocks from Maggie’s room. Despite moving on with her life, Maggie had been unable to move very far from her childhood home. When she’d come there at the age of seven, the orphanage had been the first place she felt safe, and Sister Agatha the first person she’d ever trusted in America.

      The nun had saved Maggie from an almost daily beating by a bully. Smaller street children paid in whatever food they could scrounge or steal so that the fellow would leave them alone. On that particular day, Maggie had been unable to find anything to appease the bully, and he’d begun to kick her. A good cuff from the Sister’s fist, and he'd run off. Maggie had run off, too, frightened by the huge woman in the flapping black robes.

      A few days later, Sister Agatha had returned and caught Maggie with her hand in a man’s pocket, her fingers wrapped around his gold watch. She’d dragged Maggie by her ear to the Sisters of Divine Charity and laid down the law according to Sister Agatha. No more stealing, and Maggie could live there—warm, safe, no longer alone. Maggie, who had been on the streets since the age of five and hated being alone more than almost anything, had agreed.

      Now, Sister Agatha awaited Maggie in her office, her wide homely face slashed with sunburn across her nose and forehead. As a child, Maggie had often wondered about the color of the sister’s hair beneath her wimple, or if she had any hair at all. Maggie had never learned the truth of that matter.

      The tall large-boned nun strode forward, clapped her hands on Maggie’s shoulders, and drew her into the room. Despite Maggie’s impressive height of five-feet -seven inches, the sister topped her by at least five inches, and she outweighed Maggie by a good sixty pounds. Sister Agatha was fond of saying she represented solid pioneer stock, despite the fact that she’d never ventured out of New York City in all of her seventy years.

      “I’m so glad you consented to join me for dinner, Margaret.”

      Maggie stifled a smile. Sister was well aware of the power she exerted over her grown charges, though she used that power only to ensure regular visits from those she considered her lost and found children.

      Seated at a table in Sister’s sitting room, they said a short prayer and started to eat. They had each taken but a single bite when an agitated pounding began on the outer office door. Sister Agatha stood with a gasp. Maggie had never known Sister to be startled in her life. She'd always thought that since Sister Agatha was at peace with God and the universe, she had no reason to fear anything in this world. One glance at the nun's face proved Maggie’s theory wrong. Sister Agatha was terrified.

      “What’s the matter?” Maggie asked.

      “Nothing for you to concern yourself over. I’ll return directly.” With a swish of her heavy black robes, Sister Agatha left the room.

      Maggie considered her cooling supper for a single moment. Then she crept to the doorway to listen in on Sister Agatha’s conversation.

      “I’ll get the money.” Sister Agatha sounded weary.

      “How long?” The mumble was so low Maggie could not tell if the speaker was male or female, let alone identify the culprit.

      “I need time to speak with our supporters.”

      “They won’t wait much longer.”

      “I know.” Sister Agatha sounded downright defeated.

      The click of the outer door as it opened then closed made Maggie vault back to her seat. Seconds later, Sister Agatha swirled into the room. “Did you hear everything all right, dear?”

      Maggie opened her mouth to deny the accusation, but one look at Sister’s face and she snapped her teeth together. There never had been any point in lying to the nun. “Why don’t you just tell me what’s going on and save me the trouble of questioning the rest of the convent?”

      Maggie’s answer produced a snort of laughter from Sister Agatha, which soothed Maggie’s mind somewhat. If Sister could still laugh, all was not lost.

      “The orphanage and convent will be sold to the highest bidder if we can’t raise the money to buy the land and buildings.”

      Maggie blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “Oh, I doubt they’ll throw us into the street. I’m sure the church will send the sisters to different places, and the children to other orphanages. But the Sisters of Divine Charity will cease to exist.”

      “But you’ve been here forever.”

      “Hardly forever, Margaret. I knew this might happen someday, but I prayed it wouldn’t.”

      “Knew what might happen?”

      “In the will of one of our patrons, this land and these buildings were given to the Sisters of Divine Charity for fifty years. After that time, we would be entitled to buy them for half their worth.”

      “So buy them.”

      Sister’s smile was sad. “With what? A wish and a prayer?”

      “Appeal to the children who lived here. Take up a collection from each and every one. We can raise the money. You know you can ask any of us for anything, and we’ll give it to you.”

      “I wish things were so simple. A few of the children, like you and Gus, remained in the city and did well for yourselves, but I have no idea where the others are. Perhaps I'm not meant to save the place. Perhaps the time has come to move on.”

      “You can’t give up!”

      “I'll try. I’ll hope, and I’ll pray. But in my heart I feel our days here might be coming to an end.”

      “No.” Maggie came to her feet so fast she jostled the table between them and had to make a grab for her water glass before it tumbled over. “Don’t pack the children yet. I’ll find a way to save this place.”

      “Margaret—” Sister began, reaching out in supplication.

      “I will.” An edge of hysteria lit her voice, but she was unable to stop herself from continuing. “You always taught us to believe in our dreams. You said we could accomplish anything if we knew what we wanted, and we wanted it enough. If we were willing to work, and we kept on believing in ourselves, the Lord would provide.”

      “Yes, that’s true. You're a wonderful example. You’ve achieved your dream of becoming a writer.”

      "I haven’t. Not yet. But when I do, what good will achieving my dream be if the place where I learned to dream is gone?”

      “This place isn’t you. You’ve made yourself into who you are.”

      “Because of you.” Maggie placed her palm over the older woman's work-roughened hand. “You also taught us to protect the weak. Shelter the innocent. I won’t let you down.”

      She tightened her fingers in lieu of goodbye. As she closed the office door, she heard Sister Agatha’s soft voice. “You could never let me down, Margaret O’Schea. I love you too much for that.”

      If Maggie hadn’t already vowed to help Sister Agatha, she certainly would have then, for in all her life no one had ever said they loved Margaret O’Schea—the penniless, orphaned Irish pickpocket.

      Maggie didn’t remember walking home or climbing the stairs to her room. The next thing she was aware of doing was removing the cover of Werner’s box and caressing the clipping about Ethan King. The last time she’d read these words she’d seen only the limitations—her sex, lack of money, the danger. Now she saw the possibilities. Already a woman working a man’s job, she would just take one step more. She’d use her life savings to fund her trip. As for the danger . . . she’d brave anything for Sister Agatha.

      Sister Agatha always said, “The Lord helps those who help themselves.”

      Maggie would just help herself to Josh Werner’s idea. He didn’t need it anymore.
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      “Here’s where I leave ya, missy.” The man, who had given his name as Yank—Just Yank, nothin’ more, nothin’ less—slowed his horse to a stop.

      Maggie blinked, hoping this time the dust her horse kept kicking up would miraculously disappear from her eyelids. Instead, more sprinkled into her eyes, increasing the itch and burn that had plagued her since she’d ridden out of the dismal stage stop somewhere in the midst of nowhere that morning.

      “What do you mean?” Maggie rubbed away enough grime to see her guide, an ancient prospector who had tried to make his fortune during the gold rush of 1853, which had turned Gila City into a city.

      Beyond him and his mule stretched the hot and dry expanse of southern Arizona. A solitary tumbleweed rolled by, seemingly in search of another. Wherever cactus sprouted from the sandy dirt, herds of them gathered like great balls of twine until strong winds whipped them on their way again. The only living thing Maggie had seen besides Yank and his horses was an impossibly thin coyote, which had stared at them with far too much interest. So far, the land of Maggie’s dreams had turned out to be a nightmare.

      “You can’t leave me here,” Maggie insisted. “I paid you to take me to Gila City.”

      “And I told ya I’d take ya as close as I could. Just over that rise you’ll stub your toe on the place.”

      “There’s a rise? Where?”

      “Just keep goin’ and you'll find the town and then the river a little farther on.”

      “River?” Maggie couldn’t believe a river ran so close by. The thought of water after all this dust would have made her salivate if she’d had any spit left in her mouth.

      Yank, who obviously didn’t have the problems Maggie did, spat into the dirt. “Gila City on the Gila River. Where’d ya think it was?”

      “I knew that.” She hadn’t, but she didn’t need to tell him, did she? “Won’t you just take me over the rise?”

      “I ain’t steppin’ foot in that city again. Place broke me. Wickedest town in the West, but in eleven years she was played out. Over two million in gold, I heard tell, but I never saw a nugget.”

      “Sorry.” Maggie had heard the story ten times already.

      “Anyways, there’s a crazy mad gunman livin’ there now. Kills ya first and asks yer name for the tombstone after yer dead.” He squinted at her. “Mebbe you’d rather just go back with me?”

      "Why didn’t you tell me about this madman before?”

      “I needed yer money. Figured I’d take ya out, tell ya, then bring ya back.” Yank grinned.

      No teeth. How pleasant. Still, he was sweet in a gruff, dirty sort of way.

      “I appreciate your concern. But I came here specifically to speak with the man in question.”

      Yank’s brow furrowed as he digested the meaning of her words. “Ya kin of his, or somethin’?”

      “Something.”

      “Mebbe you can talk some sense into the boy, then. Tell him young killers’ll keep comin’ from all over the territory and beyond to take their shots at him.”

      Maggie hadn’t thought of that. There might be more danger in Gila City than from Ethan King alone. Others would be there soon enough, if they weren’t there already.

      “If this man killed so many, why do you want me to warn him of danger?”

      "Rumors get started. They ain’t always true. I ain’t seen no bodies comin’ out of Gila City. I figure mebbe the man just wants to be left alone. Mebbe he put out that rumor about hisself so’s no one’d bother him. But only the cowards’ll stay away. The ones with somethin’ to prove won’t stop comin’.”

      In the direction of Gila City not a movement, not a sound, gave any indication that a town lay hidden there, and within the town a single man she needed to convince not to kill her, but to talk to her. The old prospector’s observation put an interesting turn on Ethan King’s motivations—motivations she would need to uncover to write her story.

      Why was he here? Why had he taken such pains to be alone? Why this town? Why this territory? Why? Why? Why?

      Excitement flooded Maggie. The thrill of the hunt, the scent of a story—this feeling had drawn her to writing. And now a story—the story—her story, lay close enough to touch.

      After weeks of traveling by train and then stage and finally horseback, she was almost there. She had experienced many disappointments along the way. When she’d asked about Indians, she’d been told only a few Apache remained free, maybe some Sioux up north. The rest were confined to the reservations.

      She had not seen the beauty of landscapes she’d read about—only dust, sand, and cacti. She not been impressed, but she remained hopeful. Somewhere out here was the West of her imagination. It called to her on the wind.

      Sister Agatha’s insistence that all her children learn to ride on the single horse the convent possessed had served Maggie well. With no stage line running anywhere near the deserted town, she didn’t know how she would have made her way to Gila City otherwise.

      “Thank you for the help. I’ll look you up again when I get back.”

      Surprise spread across the old man's features. “How’re you gonna get back?”

      “Same way I came.”

      "You can’t just prance across the desert and hope you make Camp Apache.”

      “Why not?”

      “You’re a tenderfoot.” He spat into the dirt again, leaving Maggie no doubt that the word was not a compliment. “You could die out here, and no one would ever know.”

      Maggie had left notes for Sister and Gus, saying she’d caught wind of a story and would return. But what if she never did? No one would realize she had died in the dust of Gila City.

      She shook off the macabre thought. She wasn’t going to die here. Here, she was going to start living.

      “I’ll let the soldiers know you’re out here. Just in case.”

      “I’ll be fine, Yank.”

      “You’re still goin’ on?”

      “Of course.” Maggie urged her horse forward. “I’ve come across the country for Ethan King.” She left the prospector in a swirl of dust.

      The entire trip was a gamble, and if Maggie failed she wouldn’t be the only one to suffer. She hadn’t gambled since Sister Agatha had caught her teaching the other children to play poker, using all they had in the world—their clothes—for bets. The disappointment on Sister’s face then had made Maggie burn her cards and vow not to gamble again. But the vow would have to be broken in order to get a story out of Ethan King.

      She drew in a sharp breath. Had a chimney sprouted from the unending stretch of land before her?

      Maggie urged the animal into a gallop. They burst over a short rise, and she reined in. “Oh, my,” was all she could manage.

      The Gila River flowed next to what had been, in years past, a thriving gold rush town. Where there had once been thousands of people, sacrificing everything for the lure of so much more, there stood only the crumbling remains of so many dreams. Would her dreams join the ghosts of those that had gone before them?

      Her gaze drifted over the weathered, broken-down buildings. Was that a movement in a second-story window? Surely no one would risk his neck on stairs that must be as rickety as the rest of the place. Even Ethan King, who was said to be half crazy, wouldn’t be so foolish.

      Still, somewhere in this town lurked the man she had traveled so far to see, and if the sudden impression she had of someone watching her was not merely another figment of her overactive imagination, then Ethan King knew she had arrived.

      Maggie swallowed the fear creeping up her throat. Even hardened gunfighters who made their living preying upon the weaknesses of other men didn’t kill women.

      Did they?

      Clucking to the horse, Maggie started down the rise toward Gila City and the gamble of her life.
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      Ethan watched from the second-floor window of the saloon as the lone woman rode into his town. Perhaps she was lost, though he doubted it. He had picked this place because there was nothing but dust and coyotes for miles. When someone entered Gila City, they’d come looking for Ethan King.

      When he’d come here he’d taken pains to spread the news that he would kill anyone entering his domain. The rumor would be enough to keep the amateurs out of his way, and the challenge would be too much for Big Joey to resist.

      Eleven years had passed since the sixteen-year-old Ethan had made a vow over the body of Leroy King. He’d arrived in Nevada a gentle bookish boy with dreams of becoming a scholar: He’d left a hard, angry young man about to begin a climb into legend.

      Having no money or family, Ethan lived with the sheriff in Virginia City for several years, learning more about men, guns, and deceit. He had refused to tell anyone what happened the night his father died—refused to allow the law or hired killers to assume what Ethan knew was his responsibility, his destiny.

      Years passed, and both Ethan and Joey made names for themselves as hired guns. Ethan worked for people who needed protection, just as his father had. Joey worked for whoever paid him enough to do their dirty work. Ethan understood the distinction. The press did not. In popular myth, he and Joey Catlin were the same.

      He avoided the other man, waiting for the day when Big Joey would come gunning for him, anxious to steal Ethan’s reputation as he’d stolen Leroy’s. Ethan spent eleven years preparing for the hour when he would destroy that reputation and take Joey Catlin’s life.

      Over time he grew into the promise of his sixteen-year-old body. Now six-foot-four inches of hardened gunfighter, Ethan had also honed his mind and his reflexes. He was a killing machine. His dreams of becoming a scholar had died in the Nevada dust with his father, but the dreams of revenge born that night kept him going through years of deprivation and loneliness.

      Since he’d come to Gila City, other dreams had invaded—nightmares of the men he had killed, the father he had lost. Last night he had dreamed of the endless stretch of his life—fighting, running, finally dying in the dirt as his father had—and then he had dreamed of the peace he could find if he ended his miserable existence once and for all.

      With no one to mourn him and nothing to lose, he no longer cared if he lived or died. Lack of sleep fogged his mind, and that scared him more than anything else. If he didn’t get some real sleep soon, no telling what he might do. But before he left this earth he had to send Big Joey to hell ahead of him.

      The woman rode slowly down the center of the street. She stopped in front of the saloon and looked up at the window where he stood, just out of sight.

      She possessed fair, clear skin kissed by the sun across the bridge of her nose and her sharp cheekbones. Though the shadow of her hat brim obscured her eyes, he instinctively knew them to be a bright blue, like the sky on a sultry summer day. Irish, to be sure. Would the hair under her hat be as red as the flames of hell that haunted him every night when he failed to sleep?

      She was too well dressed for Gila City, even when the town had been alive. Her riding habit might be gray under all the dust. Ethan hadn’t seen a riding habit since he’d worked in San Francisco. This woman was not a prairie housewife who’d wandered away from home. She had come from a place where riding habits were made. But her hat, a broad-brimmed concoction much like Ethan’s own, showed her not to be as interested in fashion as the outfit hinted.

      She’d bought that hat in Arizona—recently from the unspoiled state of the brim. The contrast of the fashionable habit and the unfashionable hat amused Ethan. She looked as if she’d planned to ride but not really understood the nature of the terrain. She must have come a long way and, from the amount of supplies on her horse, she planned to stay awhile.

      Who was she? What did she want in his town?

      The woman, who had been staring at his window almost as if she sensed him there, dismounted. Now that she stood on the ground he could see she was taller than most women he’d known.

      Leaving her horse outside the saloon, she walked the deserted main street of Gila City, gaze searching the shadows of each broken building. She did not appear frightened, as a young woman alone in a strange town should. Even when the heated wind caused a signboard to fall from a building almost onto her head, she didn’t cry out. She merely sidestepped the board, paused to read the weathered writing, and continued on her way.

      Ethan didn’t like the looks of this woman one bit. From the top of her brand-new hat to the tip of her once shiny riding boots, she spelled trouble. How was he going to get rid of her? Threats? Bribes? Force? Any one could do the job, but he’d have to speak to her to accomplish his goal. Ethan had no desire for human contact of any kind. The only person he wanted to talk to was Big Joey Catlin.

      A thump made him jump and whirl, his hand crossing to the Navy Colt at his hip, holstered butt forward for speed. He glanced out the window. The woman no longer stood on the street.

      Had he been dreaming so long that he hadn’t noticed her slink inside? He was getting crazier than everyone said he was.

      “Mr. King?” Her voice drifted up the stairs.

      His enemies knew him as King, no mister about it.

      “Ethan King?” The voice came again, charming and melodious, with an undercurrent of irritation and determination that set his teeth on edge.

      Ethan stood in the middle of his bedroom, hand on his gun, and waited. Would she come up those stairs and search the saloon’s rooms one by one until she found him? What would he do when this door opened? Shoot her?

      He’d never shot a woman in his life, and he didn’t plan to start now, not even to preserve his solitude. But she didn’t need to know that, did she? He’d always been good at intimidation. His father had been right in saying three-quarters of a gunman’s job was acting tough. The other quarter was actually being that way.

      A crash and a muffled curse made Ethan’s lips curve. She’d hit the stair he’d cracked to make the staircase seem unsafe, just in case anyone tried to use it. Now, if she’d just take the hint and retreat.

      Silence met his straining ears. To Ethan, his breathing rasped too loudly in the stillness of his room. She could not hear him through the oak door. Yet his imagination placed her on the stairs, still as a coiled rattler, waiting for him to make a mistake.

      Sounds of retreat. The saloon doors banged shut behind her. He moved to the window once more, keeping out of sight.

      She stomped into the street, whirled and seemed to stare right at him. She didn’t say a word, just glared at him from beneath the brim of her dust-caked hat. Then, as if she knew he judged a person by the set of their face, the steadiness in their eyes, she yanked the hat from her head.

      The hair that cascaded past her shoulders was not the shade of hellfire, as he’d imagined, but something that fascinated him even more. Loose to her waist, any braid she might have fashioned long since unraveled, the chestnut mane was painted with streaks that shone russet beneath the Arizona sun. The dry wind ruffled the curling strands about her face, and she pushed them away with an absent gesture. Despite the fact that he knew her for a tenderfoot, right then she looked as wild and free as the land surrounding them.

      Her eyes were blue, as he’d known they would be, and determined. She wanted something from him, and she planned to get it.

      She slammed her hat back onto her head and led the horse down the street. Ethan hoped she would continue out of town. Instead, she watered her horse, drinking from her canteen until the animal finished. Then she led it to the stable, which was a mess, but sufficient for a horse. When she emerged she continued down the street and into the hotel. She would not find it much better in there. Ethan doubted she’d care.

      “Damnation.” Weariness and defeat hovered in his voice.

      What was the best way to frighten her into leaving? A head-on confrontation? He had not spoken with anyone beyond the necessities of his job for so long he wasn’t sure he could. He’d settled any disagreements he couldn’t walk away from with a gun.

      He’d do anything to make her go away. He did not need another soul on his conscience. It was too crowded already.

      The ghost of a cloud flitted across the sun, and he smiled. Nighttime in Gila City was the darkest of times. Since this was a ghost town, that made him the resident ghost. Even though he wasn’t one yet, he could be soon enough.

      He might as well practice frightening unwary travelers.
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