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      When stinging, sparking gnats swarm a crowded saloon, the citizens of Dry Gulch must find a way to squash the threat before it grows into a full-blown conflagration.

      This fast and funny weird western story features a town and stock characters originally created by David B. Riley.

      Approximately 6600 words.
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            How Hot Is It?

          

        

      

    

    
      Chief Running Bear felt a bead of moisture seep past the sweatband of his derby hat, trickle down his forehead, turn left at his eyebrow, roll down his high Arapaho cheekbone, perch there for a second, then drop with a splash onto his cards.

      The pasteboards, parched as everything else in drought-ridden Dry Gulch in the summer of 1881, thirstily sucked up the moisture. But even damp, they still only amounted to a pair of deuces.

      "I fold," he said and tossed the cards onto the felt-covered table, right on top of his lucky whiskey stain, the one that looked like a thunderbird.

      Marshal Jedediah Jones doffed his battered pinched crown hat and mopped his balding head with a sleeve. "Chief, you beat me to it. Fold." He tossed his cards down.

      "It appears I win by default," Mayor Elmer Crabtree said. He waved a pair of tens and quirked a gloating smile. He drew the pot, all six bits of it, toward his bulging brocade vest like a dragon guarding its hoard. "Are you gentlemen up for another hand?"

      If Chief Running Bear was to bet on anything, it would be that the heatwave would continue until he dried up into dust and blew away. Like his ancestors.

      The marshal shook his head, stole a glance at Wendy Washer, then pushed his chair back and stood with embarrassment when she turned and threw him a knowing smile. He quickly replaced the hat, glanced around the saloon, then sat back down. His face turned Apache red.

      Chief Running Bear doubted it had anything to do with heat prostration.

      The Arapaho card sharp shook his head and gathered up the pasteboards, skillfully straightening and stacking them with practiced hands. "It's too hot to play. Let's pick up again when it cools off."

      "If it cools off, you mean," the mayor said. "I'm not sure how much more of this heat Dry Gulch can stand. I'm thinking about spending the night in my bank's vault. It's got to be cooler there than it is here."

      Chief Running Bear wished it would rain. To cool the land and the discontent of all the white people around him. He would have prayed, but felt sure Grandfather Niwot and his people who were rubbed out at Sand Creek had turned their backs on him. As he had them, abandoning his lodge and running for his life when the attack began.

      He was not much more than a baby when Colonel Chivington and the Third Colorado rained bullets and artillery down on the friendly Arapaho and Cheyenne, despite his people raising the American flag. He had escaped, survived, and been raised in the white ways.

      The orphan belonged to no tribe now, except possibly the Dry Gulch people, where he worked part-time dealing cards in the saloon.

      He was a chief by default, the last of his lodge. And he’d run away from his home like a bear cub from a burning forest. His name was a mockery, a constant reminder of his shame.

      And he lacked the medicine to summon rain.

      Chief Running Bear rose and moved toward the piano, stepping over Henry Steelman, who was sprawled face down in the sawdust by the batwing doors, sleeping one off.

      Kuto, the green-skinned, three-fingered little sky fellow with the big black Stetson was sitting at the keyboard, studying some sheet music and tapping a shiny silvery boot in 6/8 time. He looked up when the Arapaho reached over the fishbowl tip jar on the upright's lid and grabbed a tarnished flute.

      "Wanna play, Kuto?"

      The little green man nodded, causing the Stetson to slip forward, covering his large, round, lidless orange eyes and exposing the hairless scalp.

      Not that Chief Running Bear paid all that much attention to scalps.

      Not anymore.

      Kuto perched the hat on his head, which was no mean feat as he had nothing but reptilian holes in his skull for ears. He began to play "Funiculi Funicula," an Italian song that was sweeping the nation like wildfire. It was about some kind of narrow gauge train that hauled tourists up the side of Vesuvius, an active volcano.

      He accompanied Kuto, dancing his fingers over the flute's keys and levers. It was a sprightly number and he worked up even more of a sweat, but the music was worth the discomfort.

      Long ago, before his people, Dry Creek had run with molten rivers of flame. He wondered if the fire gods could make it rain. No, they were all about burning. If they were still alive.

      He wished he could run away again, but blew hot breath into the flute instead, his nimble fingers racing along with his heart in 6/8 time.

      Halfway through the second chorus, they were interrupted by the clanging of hammer against anvil. Chief Running Bear lifted his lips and fingertips from the flute and looked over toward the cowgirl Sierra Kirkwood, and the black blacksmith, Cleveland Jackson. He had a hammer in one calloused hand and a pair of tongs with a glowing horseshoe in the other.

      Behind them stood Sierra's horse, Bucket.

      Kuto stopped playing the upright piano, his glassy orange eyes expressionless, but still conveying disappointment.

      Marshal Jones leaned back in his chair. "Aw, come on, Cleveland. You couldn't wait until they finished the song?" Even the marshal, with his usually slow-burning temper, sounded cranky. The heat was getting to him.

      "You know how it is, Marshal. Gotta strike while the iron is hot," Cleveland said in his incongruously passive Canadian accent. "Shovel some more coal into the firebox, won't you, Sierra?"

      The cowgirl hawked and spat on the cast iron stove. The glob sizzled, shriveled and evaporated. She picked up a small shovel and loaded in the coal.

      Mayor Crabtree produced a steam-pressed handkerchief and mopped his brow. "Is it absolutely necessary to do your blacksmithing in the saloon, Cleveland? It's hot as Hades here already."

      "Bucket don't like the livery," Sierra said as if it was all the explanation needed. "Thinks he's a people."

      "But in late summer, of all times," the mayor whined. Cleveland shrugged and nodded to Bucket, who dipped his head and shook his mane.

      "You try walking around with one busted shoe," Sierra said. "Might teach you to be a mite tolerant of others."

      Wendy Washer circled her saloon, carrying a tray. "Hot cross buns, anyone?" She offered a pastry to Bucket, who delicately lifted his lips and took a nibble, then scarfed the whole thing down in one bite, nearly trimming Wendy's perfect fingernails.
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