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He came up behind me fast, whipping his horse hard the way some guys do, and passed me driving one of those two-wheeled buggies folks make when they lose an axle in the middle of nowhere and need to get on with getting somewhere. He cut back in too close and banged into my mustang. He jerked the reins hard. His rig hit a root and flipped, dumping him and the girl.

He could’ve killed me. I hopped from my mount, ready to go to it. 

The horse beater got off the ground. The girl stood up beside him brushing dust off her calico dress, neither looked like they had a scratch from the fall.

He was a tall, well-built guy with a freckled face and fire in his eyes. He walked toward me, smiling wide. Before I ever saw it, his fist connected with my cheek, a fast, hard punch that left me staring up at a clear blue sky, a pain on the side of my jaw.

I started to get up when I saw a boot bearing directly for my nose. I jerked my hands up to save my snoot, but as I did, the boot pulled back. I sprang up in a low crouch, fists ready.

The girl had both hands on his shoulders, pulling him back. That stopped him from crushing my sniffer flat into my face. She sure knew how to handle the big guy.

I was ready to go again, but he grinned at me like that punch was all he wanted. He tossed his head back and laughed, teeth shining in the sunlight.

He spun, breaking the girl’s hold, pulled her close and kissed her. Then he laughed again. He was half a hand taller than my six feet and built strong, like a fighter should be. She was tall too, for a girl. With her honey-colored hair straight and short she looked just fine.  

“Sorry,” he said to me. “I got a little riled. We can settle this later. How about we get my buggy off the trail?” He grinned at me, but I could tell his hot dark eyes looked me over close. At my slightest flinch, we’d be at it again. My face still hurt. Later sounded good.

“Yeah, we can get back to this another time,” I said and my eyes locked into his. We stared at each other until the rattling of a wagon stopped just down the trail. Maybe if it hadn’t shown up, we’d be at it right now. I was ready, even if he did have a rifle shot left hand that felt like a sledgehammer and an inclination to stomp you when you were down. 

A rider in a black hat came up fast from the trail ahead. I saw his badge as he got off his horse. We were near Sonora, one of the wildest towns in gold country and the law here must be like the law anywhere- a lot of gold mixed with too many drunks—careful, real careful. 

Right then, my tall, freckle-faced friend looked away. I noticed it right off. He was a tough, mean fighter, but why did he look away when the law came? That meant something. I was sure. And one more thing I knew. He beat his horse. I wondered about the girl. She was pretty, awful pretty. Did he beat her too?

The men from the wagon that stopped behind us and the lawman lent a hand and we pushed the two-wheeled buggy upright. Aside from some scrapes, no real harm was done.

I went to my horse, a young mustang filly called Sugar, and looked her over. She seemed unhurt, but I checked her close to see if something broke. It hadn’t.

Then the law, doing what careful law does, started asking questions. First, he wanted the girl’s name, but the guy with the lightning left fist pushed her aside and told the deputy that she was called Ina Dare and was his gal. She lived in Sonora. He was taking her home.

The lawman wrote that down on a piece of paper he pulled from his pocket. Then his hard law stare locked in on the horse beater, “And just who are you?” He did it in that way lawmen have of saying things, so whatever you answer sounds like you did something wrong. 

Ina Dare’s boyfriend didn’t seem nervous and piped right up. “Leroy, Leroy Jones. Working a claim this side of Angel’s Camp.” Even I could hear the cockiness in his voice.

Next, the badge turned to me. “What about you, young fellow?”

“I’m Tom Marsh, from Hangtown, heading to Sonora on business.”

His deputy eyes opened wide and he scratched his jaw with the butt end of the pencil. “On business, ya say? What kind of business could a young fellow like you have that would take him all the way from Hangtown to Sonora?”

“Whatever business it is, it’s my business and not yours, if you don’t mind my saying.”

“Nope, you got a right” the badge man said as he scribbled something else onto the paper. “You folks are free to go, but mind your manners in Sonora or you’ll turn into business for me.” He looked right at me with a cold stare while he spoke and I couldn’t help but wonder why he seemed so mixed up about who among us was more liable to make trouble. 

He got on his horse and rode off while Leroy pulled the two-wheeler from the trail. The wagon he’d blocked rumbled past us towards town. That left just Ina, Leroy and me out here alone again. I figured he would still be fired up, so I watched his hands close. 

He walked toward me wearing an’ I’ll-pound-you-into-the-dirt smirk. I stood my ground, ready to fight. “What was the big rush? You could’ve hurt somebody.” I told him.

“I’ll show you how I drive my buggy,” he said.

“Just like you beat your horse,” I shot back.

“Oh, I’ll be gentle, pal. It won’t hurt long.”

I started to pull my Colt from under my coat, but didn’t. I wanted to beat his face in with my fists, even if that didn’t seem likely considering how hard he punched.

Then the girl rushed into him lashing out with her own fists. He grabbed her wrists. She grunted something that sounded like a no and shook her head hard from side to side. He nodded and she calmed down.

He smiled again. “We’ll go to a place in town. We can talk things over there.” Leroy’s smile now seemed dangerous.

“Lead the way,” I said, “if you can keep both wheels on the ground.”

“I’ll do my best, just for you.”

He let the girl go and she edged over to the buggy, her eyes on Leroy the whole time. He trailed after her, his eyes on me.

The cart rolled off and I followed. Ina peered over the back and waved, grinning wide and warm and not scary in the least.

I’d been gone from Hansetown for two weeks now. I took a steamboat from Sacramento City to Stockton, spent some time talking to different importers who brought gear and supplies down the San Joaquin River from San Francisco. I wanted to set up freight contracts to deliver goods to merchants in the mining towns here, and Sonora was one of the busiest. 

I’d worked with miners since almost the very beginning, but this was my first trip to the southern mines. All along the trail, I’d seen the signs of an active mining community. People were finding a lot of gold here and making a lot of money. Nearly everything needed in gold country came from the east into the port at San Francisco, where it went onto a riverboat and either found its way to Sacramento or down here to Stockton. Just like up north, we could deliver from there to the boomtowns easy, and make good money doing it. 

Leroy drove his rig hard, like he had to get somewhere yesterday. Sugar kept up with no problem. I guess the bump from the buggy hadn’t hurt her much. 

Just outside of town, Leroy swerved to the right. The buggy bounced up on one wheel like it would flip over again. He popped the whip and pulled the rig left and headed down a road lined with small houses tucked back among oak trees. 

Another road came up fast and he yanked the reins right so hard I could see his horse’s head jerk up. Leroy treated that animal bad. He snapped the whip again and the buggy sped off. 

He pulled to a stop in front of a house much like the others, small and plank clad with cedar shakes on top, but this one had red, white and purple flowers blooming in front. 

I stopped Sugar behind him and watched as Ina Dare climbed out of the cart. She moved with the grace of a cat, her long, slim legs easily clear under the thin calico dress. With a rosy hue to her cheeks and an enchanting glow in her blue eyes, her face held the innocence of a child, but the rest of her was all woman. I realized I liked her a lot, maybe too much.

Leroy hopped off the buggy and watched me eyeball his girl.

Ina watched me too, coldly like she didn’t care a whit what happened. Leroy was her guy. I was a nobody he’d bumped into on the trail. A nobody he planned on pummeling with his lightning fast fists as soon as he got a chance, like it happened all the time—nothing special.

But she’d saved my face from Leroy’s boot when he’d planned to stomp it into my nose. Some things about her I couldn’t miss, and not just her looks, but something deep inside her, a passion for stuff, maybe for men. Whatever it was, had a hold of me and wouldn’t let go.

“We’re here. What next?” I asked Leroy.

“Not a thing, Big Boy,” he answered. “We go inside and relax. This is Ina’s place. She lives here with another gal.”

He turned and walked toward the house. Ina gave me a wave and followed him. There were two buggies parked in front, one was a simple shay but the other was a full-blown carriage with two seats and a fold down top. It had to come from back east. Somebody here had money.

I followed Ina and Leroy up two steps onto a small stoop and through the open door into a nicely furnished room with a fireplace on the right side. Another girl and three other guys were inside. The men were playing cards, but I didn’t see any money on the table. The girl stood, looked at Ina and nodded. She was pretty, but didn’t make my blood race like Ina did.

She walked toward me. “Hi, I’m Polly Parker. This is my place. Ina lives with me.” 

“Says his name is Tom somebody,” Leroy piped up from the back of the room. His eyes glared hard at me. He didn’t like me, but the feeling was mutual. 

Polly had her eyes on me too. Checking out my looks, what I wore and how I carried myself. And maybe some of those other things women look for that were a mystery to us men. 

Then she turned and introduced me to the guys here. I didn’t catch any of their names, but all wore wool pants and a fancy-dress shirt. One even had on a vest and tie. They didn’t look like miners, not to me anyway, and downwind I could smell a miner a mile away. Likely, their pa owned a store in town. They were the rich kids around here.

There weren’t many girls in gold country, but these guys could have any one of them they wanted. Leroy said he mined a claim near Angel’s Camp. So why was he with Ina?

She went through a door to the left with Polly and the three men went back to the card game. Leroy’s eyes latched onto me again. His face held a cocky smirk that he deserved. He’d thrown the only punch. He was one up on me.

Ina came back with three mugs. She gave one to Leroy and then came over to me and offered me one. It was beer. I didn’t drink much but I took it anyhow.

“Thanks,” I said.

She grinned wide and walked back to Leroy. He pulled her close and sneered again. Not only had he won the fight, but he had the girl too. 

The other guys were deep into their card game. A double-barreled shotgun hung above the fireplace mantel. A shelf to the left had eight or ten books. An oak China cabinet stood near the table and crocheted mats sat on the back of the two cushioned chairs and under the oil lamps on three small tables. It was a warm, homey room, a far cry above where most miners lived.

“You here to dig gold, Boy?” Leroy asked, almost sounding polite.

“Like I told the lawman, I’m here on business.”

“I don’t believe you any more than the law did. You ain’t old enough to even mine by yourself, Junior, much less take care of business. You’re just a kid, a little boy.”

“I’m old enough. Like I told the badge, it’s none of your business either.”

“It is if I make it mine.

“I’m ready when you are.”

“What are you going to do about my buggy?” he asked. He’d changed the subject on me, likely on purpose, always looking for an edge. Ina hung on his arm like he was the King of Sonora, the toughest man around and maybe he was. I looked him right in the eye. I wanted a piece of him for the punch he threw and mostly for the girl. She deserved better.

“What are you talking about? You could’ve killed my horse,” I told him straight.

“How much money you got?” he shot back.

“You need to learn how to drive that makeshift piece of trash, and stop beating your horse. He’s never done anything to you,” I spit the words at him, ready to try my luck against his gunshot fast fists any time he wanted.

“I’ll show you how to drive, you—”

“You couldn’t show a dog how to gnaw a bone.”

“Let’s go out back and see who here is a dog,” he snapped and pulled off his coat.

“Fine with me,” I said and yanked mine off too. I unbuckled the Colt and set it down.

“Maybe you want to take your shirt off too, punk,” he added as he took off his dirt smeared blue one. He had more muscle than most men I’d seen. Ina looked at him wide-eyed and took another sip of her beer.

“Leroy is at it again,” one of the guys at the card table said.

I followed Leroy out the back door.

“Good luck, sucker!’ another fellow yelled as I left.
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There, in a small clearing under an oak tree, before I even had my fists up, Leroy spun and swept my legs out from under me. I hit the ground hard. He kicked me twice in the ribs, then once more in the gut. My breath blew out in a huff. 

He stepped back, laughing at me, taunting me. I struggled to my feet, but he plastered my face twice with his rattlesnake quick fists, then popped me twice more in the gut. I doubled over and he slammed his right hand up into my jaw. I hit the ground hard again. He kicked me in the ribs one more time before he walked toward the house. I heard him laugh as he went inside.

For a long time, I stayed flat on my back, watching the tree above spin around while I fought the pain in my gut every time I tried to breathe. Leroy had caught me off guard again. I should’ve been more careful. He could’ve killed me, but he didn’t. He only played with me, like a kid does a toy soldier. He didn’t play fair but, why should he? He was the tough guy. I was the fool. The fool always loses.

We would meet again. Maybe I’d get the drop on him then, or maybe he’d kill me. One way or the other, it had to happen.

Polly Parker came out the back door with one of the card players trailing along. He was about my age and looked like he wanted to grow a beard, but just didn’t have the whiskers for it. 

She knelt beside me and wiped the blood from my face with a rag. “Leroy is hard to beat,” she said. It didn’t look much like she was the helpful sort. More likely she wanted to see how much damage Leroy had done.

“How do you feel? Can you get home all right?” Thin Beard asked me. He didn’t sound like he cared much either.

“I can take care of myself,” I muttered.

Polly stood up and looked at the guy. “It’s hard to get the best of Leroy,” she said.

“He likes pushing people around,” Thin Beard answered. It sounded like he wasn’t as much for Leroy as Polly seemed to be. Her eyes were lit up like candles in the night. She grinned wide like girls are apt to do over a man. 

“Maybe we ought to get him in the house,” she said.

“He’s bleeding bad.”

“We can’t leave him out here,” she went on.

Thin Beard pulled me to my feet and helped me inside. I was weak and dizzy, but the look on Ina Dare’s face when he lugged me through the door hurt worse than anything.

She sat in a big chair with her long legs crossed under the blue calico dress. When she saw me, she didn’t say a word, just threw her hands out palm up in an expression of exasperation.

Polly pointed to me. “Ina thinks you brought this one on yourself,” she told me.

“I guess I did,” I answered. My mouth hardly moved, yet my jaw hurt like the dickens when I spoke.

“Go in the next room and clean up. There’s water and towels. You can have a beer when you’re done. Ina will help you.” Polly looked at Ina and nodded. Ina got up and grabbed my stuff from where I’d dropped it. Past her I saw Leroy lounging against the fireplace with one of the card players and eyeballing me dirty like I had the pox. 

He was talking with a guy who looked like a brother to the one who drug me in here except a little older with a nice bushy black moustache. Then Leroy turned to me, “Hello, sucker,” he said with a sneer and quickly looked back to his pal. “I hear how new guys from the east get off the boat in San Francisco and right off somebody beats the spit out of them and takes their gold. At least I left this guy his money.” They both laughed.

I pulled away from Thin Beard and headed for the other room. With every step my pain grew and not just from the pounding I took. It was personal. I could hear Ina’s footsteps behind me as she brought my clothes. Leroy flattened me twice. She must think I’m a fool.

A big iron stove stood on one wall with a table in front of it. A bowl of water sat closest to me, a pitcher of beer and several mugs not far from them. Ina gave me a towel. I dunked it in the bowl and wiped my face. It came away covered in blood and grime. 

She reached for the dirty towel and as she did, her eyes found mine. She didn’t have the same look Polly had, the one that said she had no interest in the sucker Leroy just thumped. Ina looked like she cared.

“All right, I’m a fool,” I told her.

She shook her head hard from side to side, but didn’t say a word. Come to think of it she hadn’t said a thing since I’d met her.

Instead, she wiped my ribs and chest with the wet towel, up close and personal. She kept her eyes on me as she did. I could feel the fire in her burning hot. She excited me. 

She handed me my shirt. I struggled into it. When I looked around, she was gone, but she’d left my coat and gun on the table. I wiggled into the shoulder holster and pulled the coat on to hide it then walked into the other room. Ina sat with the others at the table, but Leroy was nowhere in sight. They sipped beer and chatted, all except Ina. She stared at me. 

She poured me a mug of beer from a pitcher on the table and brought it over. I grabbed it and took a long swallow. I didn’t usually drink and it burned the cuts on the inside of my mouth. But despite the pain and my distaste for the stuff, it hit the spot right now and I drained the rest of it in another big swallow.

“Thanks,” I said looking right at Ina as I did. “Where’s your friend?”

Polly piped up from the table. “Leroy left,” she said. “He went to town. A wheel on his wagon is loose. He won’t drive it if it isn’t picture perfect.” And she pointed her forefingers one at the other in front of her and rolled them around like a bump on the rim of a buggy wheel.

I thought calling it that was a funny way to describe the slapped together rattletrap Leroy drove, but I let it pass. Besides, Ina was nodding at me like a wild lady, her eyes wide. They were the color of a deep blue summer sky and very beautiful.

The three men at the table argued about whether Leroy’s buggy really had a problem or not. The gist I got was that Leroy was fussy about his makeshift wagon and the guys thought maybe he was taking it too far. Polly rolled her fingers around again like before, but this time she put them up beside her head when she did.

Ina grinned wide and put her hands to her mouth. It looked for all the world like she was laughing, but she didn’t make a sound.

I was beginning to learn something about the men. I already knew they weren’t miners. Their pa likely owned a business in town. They looked like rich kids who didn’t have to work; proud of the fancy rigs their pa bought for them and the high-toned clothes they wore. Their pa was likely get it done types who worked from dawn to dusk, but these guys didn’t share that drive. They would never dig for gold or open a store or saloon and get rich selling to the miners. They’d rather live off their papa’s money for as long as they could.

And the girls were shopping for a husband, somebody who would take care of them in a style they’d never known but only dreamed about. At least Polly was, but Ina simply sat and smiled at me, beautiful, haunting and someone who hadn’t said one word since I’d first seen her.

I rubbed my face. It hurt all over. The guy in the flashy silk vest and big blue bow tie looked at me. “Leroy’s a tough character,” he said. “We’re all looking for somebody to put him in his place. Nobody’s done it yet.”

Polly banged her mug down on the table. “But if somebody ever did take Leroy down, he’d most likely come back to put a pistol ball in their back,” she said with a jittery chuckle.

“Why try, Man?” Blue Tie added. “He’s too tough. His hands are too fast. No one can take him. He’s as strong as an ox and as quick as cougar. You don’t stand a chance.”

“I’ve got to try. I’ll be in town a while. I’ll see him again. It has to happen, and besides, I want to see more of his girl.” I looked right at Ina. “How about you and me go for a ride?”

I wasn’t surprised, when Ina didn’t react to my invitation. Why should she? She was already with the big man around here, the guy who’d put me down twice. 

But what did shock me was when Polly hopped up and hustled to Ina, grabbed her by the arm and led her to the other room. Looking over her shoulder, she yelled back at me, “She’d love to go riding. She’ll be right back.” And with that, the door slammed shut behind them.

The three men at the table chuckled. I stood up. Every part of me ached or shook. “What’s going on?” I asked no one in particular.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” the guy with the big blue tie said and by the size of his grin, I had to wonder what new trouble I was in for.

The door swung open before I had time to consider any new perils and Ina swept out looking incredible, hair combed, eyes sparkling and teeth gleaming behind cherry red lips. She latched onto me and we practically floated out the front door and down the two steps. 

She held onto my arm, pulling me close as we walked to Sugar. 

“Is there some place we can go and maybe talk?” I asked her.

She didn’t answer. Instead, she swung face first into me and pressed her body against mine, blue eyes wide, red lips waiting. I couldn’t help it. I kissed her. She didn’t resist, even kissed me back and moved tighter against me. I wrapped my arms around her. My mind swirled, a bright sun on my back, her hot body in front. If this was heaven, I was ready.

Later, I gave her a boost and she slipped gracefully onto Sugar. We set out to town. Ina wrapped her arms around my waist and pressed tight against my backside. I thought about riding off into the gold country with her. I didn’t care where we went just as long as she was close. 

Before long, we headed down Sonora’s main street. Her arm shot over my shoulder and past my face, a slender forefinger pointing to a place just ahead. I pulled Sugar to the side of the street. Ina hopped to the ground as soon as the mare stopped. 

She waved at me, then ran into a door. I followed like she knew I would. Inside, I saw her at once behind a counter pouring coffee into two mugs. She looked up, flashed that heart-stopping smile of hers and pointed to a small table near the front window. I sat and watched her.

She’d walked behind the counter and helped herself to the coffee like she owned the place and now a big guy in a white apron dusted with flour gave her the eye from a door to the back. Ina didn’t even notice him and headed my way with two steaming mugs in hand.

When she set them on the table, she gave me that look again, the one that I couldn’t resist. “Thanks,” I said as she sat, “but do you always walk into a shop and help yourself?”

Again, she didn’t say a word, just shrugged her shoulders and smiled. 

“Don’t you ever talk?” I asked.

She shrugged again, but this time she put her hands out palm up and gave me a look like she didn’t understand.

“Do you not speak English?” I shot back at her.

Her lips pursed and she shook her head. Her smile gone, she now looked confused or maybe frustrated. I wondered what I’d done wrong. I didn’t understand her at all, and I wanted to, so very bad.
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