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Kiona Bluff
“Sir?”

Someone was shak­ing my shoulder.

“Sir, are you al­right?”

I jol­ted awake and looked around. One minute I was ly­ing on the sun­bathing lawn at the out­door pool, and now I was sit­ting in a very com­fort­able leath­er arm­chair. It was situ­ated in a hotel lobby with lux­uri­ous marble floors and wood-paneled walls. Op­pos­ite me was the re­cep­tion desk, next to it two check-in kiosks and three el­ev­at­ors. One had a light blue door labeled “@137” in large white let­ters.

A bell­hop stood next to me, look­ing at me with con­cern.

I quickly straightened up and ad­jus­ted my shirt.

“Yes, I'm fine. I must have fallen asleep.”

The bell­hop nod­ded, re­lieved. “Sir, your com­pan­ion has ar­rived.”

He ges­tured to­ward the en­trance. It was already dark out­side. A black lim­ousine was parked in the zone. The driver opened the rear door. A wo­man got out, nod­ded in thanks, and grace­fully walked to­ward the hotel en­trance. A door­man let her in.

The wo­man wore a deep blue, slim-fit­ting even­ing gown made of matte sat­in, reach­ing just above her ankles. It was sleeve­less and had an asym­met­ric­al col­lar el­eg­antly draped over her right shoulder. On her head, she wore a fash­ion­able hat with a wide, slightly curved brim pulled low over her face.

I stood up and walked to­ward her, feel­ing un­cer­tain. As she no­ticed me, she changed dir­ec­tion and came over to me.

And sud­denly, I re­cog­nized her.

“Miray, is that you?” I asked as she stood be­fore me.

She pushed up the hat and smiled sheep­ishly. “Have I changed that much?”

“I didn't re­cog­nize you at all. You look ab­so­lutely stun­ning!”

She nod­ded briefly. “So do you, Di­an! Tailored suit, per­fectly trimmed beard, hair slicked back.”

“Looks like we have some­thing spe­cial planned for to­night.”

I wanted to check my wrist, but a large wrist­watch covered my tat­too.

Miray showed me hers.

“Two lines! Looks like Lish isn't with us this time,” she re­marked with a grin.

I poin­ted at it. “And there's the green circle! What's that sup­posed to mean now?”

“No idea. Let's just see what hap­pens! After all, we can leave any­time if we don't like it.”

The bell­hop cleared his throat softly and ges­tured to­wards the el­ev­at­ors. “Ma'am, Sir, if you would like to fol­low me?”

He led us to the blue el­ev­at­or door and pressed the but­ton. Mo­ments later, we were both in the el­ev­at­or, which ac­cel­er­ated smoothly but no­tice­ably, tak­ing us to the 137th floor.

A maître d' greeted us. He was around forty, slim, and wore a char­coal three-piece suit with the hotel's logo dis­creetly em­broidered on the breast pock­et. His mouth smiled warmly and in­vit­ingly, but his eyes showed at­tent­ive­ness and au­thor­ity. I im­me­di­ately felt at ease with him.

“Mrs. Miray, Mr. Di­an, on be­half of @137, I would like to warmly wel­come you to the 137th floor of the Burj Al Sahar.”

He bowed his head slightly.

“Mr. Nas­s­er sends his best re­gards. He deeply re­grets be­ing un­able to wel­come you per­son­ally and ex­tends his sin­cere thanks for the suc­cess­ful busi­ness deal. It is a spe­cial hon­or for him to have you as his guests. Please feel free to en­joy this even­ing in his spir­it. Everything else has already been ar­ranged for you.”

With a ges­ture, he in­vited us to fol­low him.

He led us in­to a res­taur­ant that was both el­eg­ant and mod­ern. Large pan­or­amic win­dows stretched along the curved out­er wall, of­fer­ing a wide view of a sea of tiny street­lights and tall build­ings. The tables by the win­dows were made of dark wood, spa­cious and round. On the op­pos­ite side, a curved bar ran along the wall. The dark counter was brightened by a col­or­ful, il­lu­min­ated mo­sa­ic pat­tern on its front. The light­ing in the room was pleas­antly dimmed, al­low­ing one to en­joy the view of the city. Only the tables were brightly lit by spot­lights.

A small, dec­or­at­ive wa­ter­way ran across the room, subtly il­lu­min­ated. We crossed it on a bridge and headed to a table right by the win­dows.

“Our best seats,” an­nounced the maître d'. “You have an in­des­crib­able view of Dubai here.”

Miray hes­it­ated, tense. I could tell she didn't want to sit there. It was un­doubtedly the best spot in the res­taur­ant – if one didn't suf­fer from a fear of heights.

I cleared my throat softly. “Maître, I think we'd prefer a more private corner.”

He nod­ded briefly, turned, and led us to a cozy spot near the bar. I cast a quick glance at Miray. Her re­lieved smile told me it was the bet­ter choice.

After we had taken our seats, the maître d' in­quired, “May I know in ad­vance if there are any spe­cial re­quests we should con­sider for the menu or wine pair­ing?”

Miray nod­ded. “No al­co­hol for me, please. I'm happy to be sur­prised by everything else.”

“Same for me, please,” I ad­ded.

“Of course,” said the maître d', wished us an en­joy­able even­ing, and left.

“Thanks!” Miray whispered. “I hope you wer­en't too at­tached to the table with the pan­or­amic view.”

I waved it off. “I can catch a view like that an­oth­er time. A fancy candle­light din­ner with you, I can­not.”

Em­bar­rassed, she changed the sub­ject.

“They prob­ably have wines here older than us. Wouldn't that have been some­thing for you?”

“Sure, they have top-notch wines here. But I want to en­joy this even­ing with you. As long as pos­sible, and without black­ing out.”

For a mo­ment, I con­sidered wheth­er to ask. Then I did.

“You don't drink al­co­hol?”

Miray's mouth twis­ted slightly.

“When my ad­opt­ive fath­er lost his job, he be­came a drink­er. And when he drank, he was un­pre­dict­able. Some­times he was quiet, oth­er times he com­pletely lost it. My moth­er kept quiet and suffered, for the kids' sake. And I blamed my­self for a long time. Thought he re­gret­ted the ad­op­tion be­cause I was a bur­den on him.”

Thought­fully, she stared in­to the candle­light on the table.

“Wheth­er he still drinks today… No idea, and I don't care. Either way, I avoid that stuff as best as I can. And him too.”

She sighed loudly. Then she looked at me, and she smiled as if a switch had been flipped.

“Let's talk about some­thing nicer, Di­an! Look, here come the drinks!”

The som­meli­er brought us an ice-cold apéri­tif made from green apple, San­shō pep­per, and mint. We toasted and took a sip. It was more re­fresh­ing than any cham­pagne could have been.

Sud­denly, there was move­ment in the room. The maître d' led in a man who left no doubt about how im­port­ant he thought he was. He wore a flaw­less de­sign­er suit, el­eg­ant pat­ent leath­er shoes, and on his wrist, a gold watch that ex­uded op­u­lence rather than el­eg­ance. Three waiters buzzed around him, brought him to his seat, ad­vised him, noted, crossed out, changed. Noth­ing seemed good enough for him.

Miray and I ex­changed glances.

“What a fuss they're mak­ing,” I whispered to her. “What does he have that we don't, be­sides maybe a fat bank ac­count and a black cred­it card?”

“Myth,” she claimed, tak­ing a sip of her apéri­tif.

I frowned. “Myth?”

“He wears de­sign­er clothes, an ex­pens­ive watch, acts au­thor­it­at­ive. Every­one as­sumes he's rich. But who really knows what his bank ac­count looks like?”

I grinned. “So, the myth of the su­per-rich guy who makes the next mil­lion while just blow­ing his nose.”

Her gaze turned thought­ful for a mo­ment.

“I ex­per­i­enced some­thing like that in a past dream jour­ney,” she fi­nally said.

“What? You were su­per-rich?”

She laughed. “No. I mean a myth that was big­ger than the man I had to face. But that's a long story.”

From the kit­chen came the ap­pet­izer, a tuna sashimi with pomegranate seeds on a bed of herb oil.

I picked up the cut­lery. “Well, we have time. You have to tell me!”

For a mo­ment, she looked to the side and thought. She smirked and nod­ded slightly be­fore she began her story.



I found my­self in a car­riage, a plain wooden box with six win­dows. The bench I sat on was worn and as hard as stone. A strong jolt had woken me, and I wondered how I had even man­aged to fall asleep here.

The car­riage rocked as the wheels rattled over a stony ground. It was swel­ter­ing hot, the air was dusty, stale, and barely breath­able. From out­side, I heard the voices of the coach­men talk­ing about some­thing. One of them laughed.

We were trav­el­ing through a bar­ren steppe land­scape. Patches of half-dried grasses and shrubs stretched to the moun­tains on the ho­ri­zon. The sun was already low, yet it scorched everything that came too close.

I wore a beige dress with a high col­lar that flared in­to a wide skirt. The cloth­ing felt heavy and im­prac­tic­al, yet it seemed to be made for every­day use.

Oth­er­wise, I only had a small bag with me, con­tain­ing noth­ing more than a few coins and a fol­ded note. I opened it and read a poster. “Wanted,” it said in large let­ters, “Ben­jamin Walk­er, also known as Bul­let Ben, dead or alive.”

It was pretty clear that I had to catch an out­law. How I was sup­posed to do that was less clear.

For the mo­ment, all I could do was wait to see where the car­riage would take me. So I leaned in­to a corner and tried to doze off a bit more.

After a while, we came to a stop. One of the coach­men came and opened the door.

“Miss, we've reached Kiona Bluff.”

He offered me his hand and helped me out.

I looked around. Kiona Bluff was little more than a dusty main street with simple wooden houses lined up on either side like chick­ens on a roost. It looked like the set of a West­ern movie, and I wouldn't have been sur­prised if John Wayne came rid­ing through.

I had ar­rived in a red stage­coach drawn by four horses. One of the coach­men was still sit­ting on the box, hold­ing his rifle. The oth­er, who had helped me out, was now at the rear lug­gage com­part­ment, pulling out a few pack­ages and hand­ing them to a wait­ing man. Then he climbed up next to his col­league and snapped the reins. The coach moved on, kick­ing up a cloud of dust as it left me in this place.

My first stop was the sher­iff. When I entered his of­fice, he was sit­ting be­hind his desk, feet up on the tab­letop and hat over his face.

“Matt, I'm telling you for the last time,” he growled without lift­ing the hat. “You're crash­ing at Clem's be­cause your good Martha caught you with Betty. What you need now is a priest, not the sher­iff.”

I cleared my throat loudly. The sher­iff flinched, took off his hat, and looked at me in sur­prise. Then he swung his feet off the desk and sat up straight.

“Well, Miss, what brings you to our humble little spot?”

“I'm look­ing for Bul­let Ben.”

He chuckled briefly. “Didn't know he was mar­ried.”

“And I didn't know you were in charge of jokes,” I heard my­self say.

He let the re­mark slide right off him.

“What does a fine lady like you want with a guy like that?”

I opened my bag, pulled out the wanted poster, and held it up to the sher­iff's face. His silly grin van­ished in­stantly.

“If you really want to know: Ben's holed up in a cab­in, right out by the desert bluff that gives our town its lovely name.”

I stared at him. He couldn't be ser­i­ous!

“If you know where Ben lives, why don't you go and ar­rest him?” I asked in­dig­nantly.

He rubbed his fore­head with his in­dex fin­ger.

“Ain't nobody here crazy enough to take him on, Miss. You know why they call him Bul­let Ben? 'Cause he's nev­er missed a shot. Not once! Not even drunk or at night. And worse: He knows everything that hap­pens around here. Be­fore I even know it. Like he's got ears in every chick­en coop.”

“Then I guess I'll have to do your job for you.” I threw my hands up. “You might as well pre­pare a cell. Or a coffin, de­pend­ing.”

The sher­iff sighed loudly. “Miss, that ‘dead or alive’… that's for Ben, not you! Do you even have a gun?”

I shook my head. “I can't shoot.”

That wasn't even a lie. And the mar­tial arts, I'd only learn those a few dreams later in that mon­as­tery where I was stuck for ten months. I knew the situ­ation was hope­less. But what choice did I have? If I did noth­ing, I'd end up set­tling in Kiona Bluff.

The sher­iff picked up his cof­fee cup, looked in­side, and turned it over. A few grains of sand trickled out. He sighed and set it back down.

“It'd be a shame, for a pretty girl like you. If I may give you some ad­vice: Take two quiet days here. The stage­coach comes back the day after to­mor­row. You get on, go home, find your­self a rich prince, get mar­ried, have a bunch of kids, and live hap­pily ever after.”

“I'd rather have Ben shoot me down,” I snorted.

“Your fu­ner­al, Miss…” he mumbled. Then he leaned back in his chair, threw his feet back on the desk, and put his hat over his face.

I couldn't ex­pect any help from this lazy­bones, that much was clear.

I left his of­fice and looked around. The sun was already low on the ho­ri­zon, a blood-red fire­ball. It wouldn't be long be­fore it set com­pletely. There was noth­ing more I could do about Bul­let Ben today. It was more im­port­ant to find a place for the night if I didn't want to sleep un­der the open sky. And I didn't want to.

Right across the street was the sa­loon. I stepped in­side and let my gaze wander around the room. The air smelled of al­co­hol, food, and wood smoke. In one corner stood a dusty pi­ano. A few guests sat scattered around the round tables. Three cow­boys were play­ing poker at one of them. They were hard to miss. One of them laughed loudly at a joke he had cracked.

When the sa­loon­keep­er saw the strange city lady who had just come through his swinging door, he was at a loss for words. The two men at the bar fol­lowed his gaze, stared at me, then one moved aside and ges­tured to the empty spot. I thanked him and po­si­tioned my­self between them.

“What can I get for you, Miss?” the sa­loon­keep­er asked.

“Some­thing re­fresh­ing, but without al­co­hol.”

The sa­loon­keep­er nod­ded. “Got some sar­sa­parilla. A good one, too.”

“Then bring it on!”

He took a glass, poured a dark drink, and set it in front of me.

“On the house, as a wel­come. I'm Clem, this place is mine. The gen­tle­man next to you is Hank, and the old guy on your oth­er side goes by Jeb. He's got more stor­ies in his head than teeth in his mouth.”

Hank nod­ded in greet­ing, while Jeb chuckled and dis­played a set of teeth that con­sisted mostly of gaps.

“My name's Miray,” I in­tro­duced my­self. “Pleas­ure to meet you.”

“You must be hungry, Miss Miray,” Clem said. A mo­ment later, he placed a steam­ing stew in front of me. It smelled de­li­cious, of meat, beans, ve­get­ables, and herbs. Only then did I real­ize how hungry I was.

Curi­ously, I dipped the spoon in and tasted. The aroma hadn't prom­ised too much. The stew was thick and hearty. Sud­denly, chili joined in and turned the bite in­to a piece of burn­ing lava.

I reached for the sar­sa­parilla and tried to quench the fire in my mouth. It only spread, turn­ing in­to a wild­fire. I looked away and gasped for air.

“Not too spicy, I hope?” Clem asked, con­cerned.

I looked at the spoon. It wasn't melt­ing or dis­solv­ing. Hope for my stom­ach.

“For­give me, Miss,” Hank began cau­tiously. “It's prob­ably none of my busi­ness, but what brings you to Kiona Bluff? We don't get many vis­it­ors here. And hardly any like you.”

With sweat on my fore­head and tears in my eyes, I looked at him.

“I have some busi­ness with Bul­let Ben,” I croaked hoarsely.

The friendly smiles van­ished from the men's faces. They stared at each oth­er in dis­be­lief.

“Are you re­lated to him?” Clem fi­nally asked.

I shook my head.

“Then I don't see why you'd have any­thing to do with him. You should know: That guy is cold as ice. He's wanted for rob­bing the stage­coach at Dev­il's Peak.”

I looked around ques­tion­ingly.

“Do you live un­der a rock, Miss?” Jeb croaked. “There were six armed men guard­ing the coach when he robbed it all by him­self. In full gal­lop! He took a chest full of gold, the ladies' jew­elry, and the guns from the men too. Be­fore they knew what hit 'em, Ben was just a shad­ow on the ho­ri­zon.”

I grinned crookedly. “So Ben's like a bad Chuck East­wood.”

Now it was the men who looked at me ques­tion­ingly.

“You know, Chuck East­wood! The liv­ing le­gend. Chuck doesn't need a gun; he can flick deadly bul­lets with his bare fin­gers! Nev­er heard of him?”

Clem shook his head, be­wildered. How could he have heard of Chuck? I had just made the name up.

“Chuck East­wood?” Jeb nod­ded rev­er­ently. “Sure I've heard of him, Miss. The man with a thou­sand faces. Could be any­one, or no one. Once, he dis­guised him­self as a mule, and nobody no­ticed.”

I poin­ted at him.

“There you go! Against someone like Chuck East­wood, Bul­let Ben wouldn't stand a chance. And who knows? Maybe one day he'll come to Kiona Bluff and bring some law and or­der here.”

Clem nod­ded. “That'd be nice, Miss. My sa­loon would do bet­ter, but after sun­down, hardly any­one dares to go out.”

That was a good cue.

“Speak­ing of which,” I said, “I'm still look­ing for a place to stay the night.”

Clem nearly froze. “You can't stay here, Miss! A sa­loon's no place for a lady, es­pe­cially not one like you. Be­sides, I only have two rooms. One's got Matt in it, on ac­count of his… do­mest­ic situ­ation.”

I nod­ded. “Yes, the sher­iff men­tioned some­thing like that. And the oth­er?”

“That one's Betty's. Has been for years. She's like a per­man­ent guest.”

Jeb grinned like a fer­ret on cat­nip. “It's kinda like a work­room, Miss, if you catch my drift.”

“Shut up, Jeb!” Clem snapped at him, then turned back to me.

I sighed. “Is there noth­ing else? No hotel? No inn? It would only be for two nights. I hope to have my task com­pleted by the next stage­coach.”

“This ain’t San Fran­cisco, Miss!” Clem chimed in. Every­one laughed. I didn’t.

Hank cleared his throat. “Well… you could stay in the black­smith’s shop for a while.”

“That’s a great idea, Hank!” Clem said hap­pily.

“And the black­smith won’t mind?” I asked.

“Jake?” Clem shook his head slowly. “I don’t think so. He passed away last week.”

“Poor Jake!” Hank ad­ded. “A snake got him.”

For a mo­ment, no one said any­thing. Then one of the cow­boys at the poker table called Clem over to or­der an­oth­er round of whis­key.

I fin­ished my sar­sa­parilla and set the glass on the counter. “Okay, Hank, it’s get­ting late. Can you show me the black­smith’s shop?”

Hank nod­ded and grabbed his hat. To­geth­er, we left the sa­loon.

Out­side, it was now no­tice­ably cool­er. We walked si­lently down the street and reached the black­smith’s shop at the edge of town. With its large wooden gate at the front, it looked like a barn at first. Only the sign Black­smith J. Tan­ner re­vealed its pur­pose.

Hank pulled a key from his vest pock­et and used it to open a door right next to the gate. He then let me in­side.

It was pitch dark in the black­smith’s shop. In the dim light com­ing through a murky win­dow, I could only make out the shapes of the forge and an an­vil. The smell of met­al, ash, and burnt oil lingered in the air, even though the place hadn’t been in op­er­a­tion for a while.

“I was friends with Jake,” Hank said as he felt his way to an­oth­er door. “I’m look­ing after the shop un­til his broth­er comes to take care of things.”

He opened the door, entered a room, and lit an oil lamp. I fol­lowed him in­to the dimly lit space.

“Well, it’s not the As­tor House and cer­tainly not what a lady like you is used to. But I hope it’ll do for two nights.”

I looked at the bed, which was surely a lux­ury hotel for its res­id­ents, a colony of bed­bugs.

Hank no­ticed my gaze. “Poor Jake. This was where he passed away.”

I stared at him, hor­ri­fied. “What, the bed? I thought he died from a snake­bite!”

Hank nod­ded.

“Yeah, he did. A rattlesnake got him. At night, in his bed.”

He sighed.

“Any­way, the doc sus­pects it was a rattlesnake. We didn’t find it.”

Hank put on his hat and nod­ded good­bye.

“Well then, good night, Miss Miray.” He poin­ted to the key he placed on the table. “You bet­ter lock up. You nev­er know what’s prowl­ing around at this hour.”

The po­ten­tial room­mates in the shop were more un­set­tling to me at that mo­ment. Still, I locked the door be­hind Hank and checked the heavy bolt that se­cured the gate from the in­side.

Then I did some­thing I’d wanted to do the whole time: I peeled off sev­er­al pounds of pet­ti­coats and took off the cor­set.

Slowly, I sank onto the an­vil and sighed deeply. I’d been on oth­er dream jour­neys, but none seemed as hope­less as this one did back then.

I raised the oil lamp and looked around. On one wall hung horse­shoes, iron bars, and tools neatly ar­ranged. Op­pos­ite was the forge, next to it a huge bel­lows. A simple par­ti­tion di­vided the room. In the cham­ber be­hind it stood a work­bench with small ham­mers, files, and pli­ers. Ap­par­ently, Jake was not just a black­smith, but also craf­ted jew­elry and oth­er fine items.

Two ropes led to the ceil­ing. I pulled one, and a small hatch on the roof creaked open. With the oth­er, I closed it again. A simple mech­an­ism, pre­sum­ably to let heat out or light in.

I went in­to the liv­ing area. In one corner was a bed – the very bed where Jake fell asleep and didn’t wake up. Next to it was a small wood stove with a pot on top, the ladle still in­side. A few flies were fight­ing over what was once a meal. I thought it best not to look un­der the lid.

In the dark­ness, I stubbed my toe and cursed quietly. I raised the lamp and no­ticed a simple wooden table with two wobbly chairs. On the table was a den­ted tin cup, next to it a spoon. It seemed as if Jake would walk through the door any mo­ment and sit down.

In the back of the room, the floor­boards creaked and the ground gave a little un­der my weight. I looked down and dis­covered a wooden hatch with an iron ring, which I could use to pull it open. A nar­row lad­der led in­to the dark­ness.

Curi­ous, I climbed down and lit up the room. It was a small cel­lar, simply carved in­to the rock and so low that I had to bend my head. On the left stood a crooked wooden shelf with den­ted cans. On the right, I found a few small wooden bar­rels.

Then my gaze fell on some­thing. I held my breath, quickly moved the lamp away, and cau­tiously stepped back. When I reached the lad­der, I hur­ried up and let the hatch fall shut.

“Great,” I sighed. “A rattlesnake in bed and bar­rels of gun­powder in the cel­lar. The only thing miss­ing for a per­fect even­ing is a grizzly in the out­house.”

I went to the win­dow and looked out. The moon hung faintly over the plains. Everything was quiet. Only a pack of coyotes howled in the dis­tance.

How was I sup­posed to catch Bul­let Ben? The un­beat­able Bul­let Ben? The Bul­let Ben who had nev­er missed a shot?

In the win­dow glass, my face was re­flec­ted. Miray's face. The un­armed Miray. The Miray who still had to make it through this ad­ven­ture.

I looked at my­self. For a long time. The Miray in the re­flec­tion knew how to make it. She grinned at me. Winked at me. Her grin grew wider and wider. And sud­denly, I knew it too.

But I wouldn't be able to put my plan in­to ac­tion un­til to­mor­row. First, I needed some rest. So I pre­pared my place to sleep and lay down. It was hard and un­com­fort­able. After a few hours, I drif­ted off any­way.

The crow­ing of a roost­er woke me.

I opened my eyes and let out a startled scream. A boy stood across from me. He had a round face with freckles, dark hair, deep black eyes, and he wore a red cap that sat crooked on his head.

“Good morn­ing, Miss,” he greeted me, eye­ing me curi­ously.

I took a deep breath. “You gave me quite a scare, boy!”

“Didn't mean to, Miss,” he apo­lo­gized sheep­ishly.

I sat up and looked around.

“How did you even get in here? I locked the door!”

“Cal,” he replied.

I looked at him ques­tion­ingly.

“That's my name, Miss.”

“Cal,” I re­peated. “My name is Miray.”

The boy nod­ded. “You locked the front door, Miss Miray,” he replied, grin­ning mis­chiev­ously. “But not the back door.”

He poin­ted to the bed. It was un­used.

“Why did you sleep on the table?”

“Be­cause I felt safer up here.”

“Be­cause of the snake, you mean?” He shook his head. “I don't be­lieve it's still here, Miss.”

“Be­liev­ing isn't a par­tic­u­larly good life in­sur­ance, Cal.”

I stood up and ad­jus­ted my long un­der­wear I had worn dur­ing the night.

“I… I should prob­ably go,” Cal said awk­wardly, turn­ing away.

Sur­prised, I looked at him be­fore it dawned on me. From his per­spect­ive, my chemise and pet­ti­coat were prac­tic­ally noth­ing. I couldn't very well ex­plain to him that what I was wear­ing would al­most be con­sidered mod­est even­ing at­tire by today's stand­ards.

“You can stay,” I said calmly and winked. “But keep it to your­self, okay?”

Cal snorted briefly. “Miss, no one would be­lieve me any­way!”

I forced my­self in­to the cor­set, tied the ker­chief around my neck, and donned my fab­ric ar­mor lay­er by lay­er. As soon as I fin­ished, my stom­ach growled.

“Do you know where I can find some­thing for break­fast around here?”

“Oh,” he ex­claimed, slap­ping his hand on his cap, “I al­most for­got!”

He ran to the back door and re­turned with a wick­er bas­ket. Proudly, he handed it to me.

“Hank was at our farm yes­ter­day,” he ex­plained eagerly. “He said you're sleep­ing here in the shop, and we should bring you some­thing to eat.”

“That's very kind of you,” I said, smil­ing. “Have you had break­fast yet?”

“Be­fore sun­rise, Miss,” he replied. “But I'd be happy to keep you com­pany.”

I cleared a space on the table, set the bas­ket down, and un­packed it. In­side was bread, cheese, jam, some fruit, and a tin bottle of tea. Everything was thought of. I even found a board and cut­lery there. I spread everything out and began to en­joy my break­fast.

Cal sat across from me, watch­ing my every move at­tent­ively.

“What are you do­ing in Kiona Bluff any­way?” he asked as I took a bite of my bread.

“I have un­fin­ished busi­ness with Bul­let Ben,” I said, chew­ing.

“Bul­let Ben?”

The boy al­most fell off his chair in shock.

“Just be care­ful, Miss Miray! He once shot a guy in the sa­loon who rat­ted him out. From his cab­in on the cliffs!”

I nod­ded. “Have you ever heard of Chuck East­wood?”

Cal's eyes im­me­di­ately star­ted to sparkle.

“Of course I know Chuck East­wood! Every­one talks about him. I heard he knows what you're think­ing be­fore you even do. Did you really see him?”

“Our paths have crossed a few times.”

“Don't tell me he's com­ing to Kiona Bluff to get Ben?”

I grinned mys­ter­i­ously. “Could be, Cal. Could be.”

Cal looked like Santa Claus him­self had just an­nounced his ar­rival.

“Oh boy,” he ex­claimed ex­citedly, “I just hope I don't miss him!”

The break­fast was more than suf­fi­cient. Sat­is­fied, I wiped my mouth, put the things back in the bas­ket, and thanked the boy.

“So, what do we do now?” he asked curi­ously.

“Now?” I grinned widely. “Now we go shop­ping. That is, if you have the time.”

Cal nod­ded en­thu­si­ast­ic­ally. He grabbed my hand and pulled me out of the smithy.

“What do you need?” he asked as we stood on the street. “There ain't much here, but maybe we can find you a nice hat. Or maybe a new dress?”

I thought for a mo­ment.

“First, I need some stovepipes.”

Cal jumped back. “Stovepipes!” he re­peated loudly. “You're a real strange Miss! But Luth­er prob­ably has some. Come on, I'll show you the store.”

He led me to the oth­er end of the main street. There stood a wide wooden house with a weathered sign: Luth­er Cobb's Hard­ware. In the win­dow were brushes, tools, bottles, and all sorts of small items, and on the porch in front, buck­ets, bar­rels, and tubs of all ima­gin­able sizes.

The door was open, and we stepped in­side. The in­tense smell of wood, grease, and ran­cid oil im­me­di­ately tickled my nose un­pleas­antly.

Luth­er Cobb was an older gen­tle­man with gray curly hair, an equally gray goat­ee, and round glasses on his nose. He stood at the counter, writ­ing in a book that lay open be­fore him. Be­hind him, a large wooden shelf took up the wall, stacked with vari­ous boxes, cans, and bottles.

Cobb looked up for a brief mo­ment and no­ticed Cal.

“Tell your fath­er the saw he ordered wasn't in yes­ter­day,” he grumbled be­fore re­turn­ing to his book. “Maybe it'll come with the next coach.”

“That's not why I'm here, Luth­er,” Cal burst out. “This Miss here knows Chuck East­wood!”

Sur­prised, Cobb took off his glasses and stared at me.

“You know Chuck East­wood?” he asked, as­ton­ished. “People say great things about him. They say he's got a re­volver with thirty bul­lets in it!”

“That's right!” I nod­ded. “And if he wants, he can fire them all at once.”

Cobb tugged at his beard. “How can I help you, Miss?”

“I need stovepipes. About thirty feet long.”

“Thirty feet?” He paused. “That's a lot, Miss! Are you sure you got your man right?”

“Thirty feet,” I re­peated, an­noyed. “Do you have them?”

Cobb looked at a corner where sev­er­al pipes were neatly stacked.

“As you wish, Miss,” he fi­nally grumbled. “With that amount, I'll give you a dis­count.”

I waved it off. “I don't have enough money, but I only need to bor­row them any­way. I'll bring them back to­mor­row.”

Cobb looked at me as if I had sug­ges­ted he give me his en­tire store.

“Miss, I don't know what new cus­toms you're bring­ing from the city, but I don't lend out stovepipes, I sell them.”

I tapped my nose.

“Can I at least have some win­dow glass?”

“I don't carry glass!”

Cobb crossed his arms.

“If you have no oth­er re­quests, Miss… I've got book­keep­ing to do. Have a good day.”

Demon­strat­ively, he put his glasses back on and im­mersed him­self in his pa­per­work.

We stopped out­side the store. I looked at Cal, frus­trated. He just shrugged.

“Miss Miray,” he asked quietly, “what's a ‘hoard toad’?”

I swal­lowed. “Did I ac­tu­ally call Mr. Cobb that?”

Cal nod­ded.

“Then I must have been think­ing out loud,” I mur­mured, em­bar­rassed.

A smirk crossed his face. “Your thoughts are more dan­ger­ous than a loaded gun, Miss.”

I looked back at the store door. Cobb couldn't help me.

“Is there an­oth­er store that has stovepipes and win­dow panes?” I asked.

Cal had picked up a stone from the ground and was turn­ing it in his hand.

“Un­for­tu­nately not, Miss. Luth­er's the only one. But there's a glazi­er in town, not six miles from here.”

“How am I sup­posed to get there?”

“You don't have to.” Cal grinned widely. “The glazi­er's com­ing here in an hour.”

“What…” I began as his rock already crashed through the dis­play win­dow of Cobb's store.

“Grab the stovepipes!” Cal shouted to me be­fore he ran off as fast as his short legs could carry him.

The next mo­ment, Cobb ap­peared in the door­way.

“Calv­in!” he shouted loudly and sprin­ted off. “Calv­in, if I catch you, I'll tan your hide!”

I watched the two of them. Cal had a good head start, but Cobb was sur­pris­ingly quick for his age. He swung his fist as his boots crunched in the sand. The boy laughed loudly, made a sharp turn, and dis­ap­peared be­hind a house.

I took the op­por­tun­ity to go in­to the un­at­ten­ded store and grab as many stovepipes as I could carry. I lugged them to the smithy and stashed them in a corner.

Then I stood in the shad­ows across from the hard­ware store and waited.

Cobb re­turned a short time later. He looked at the hole in his win­dow be­fore growl­ing and dis­ap­pear­ing in­to the store.

An hour passed be­fore the glazi­er ac­tu­ally came. As soon as he tied up his horse and entered the store, I took the op­por­tun­ity. I sneaked over to his car­riage and took a bundle of glass panes. I wouldn't need more.

Now only one in­gredi­ent was miss­ing: cow­boy out­fits. I walked along the main street, look­ing for a cloth­ing store, but at first, I only found a doc­tor's of­fice, a tele­graph sta­tion, a fu­ner­al home, and a church.

I fi­nally stopped in front of a gen­er­al store. In the win­dow hung a farm­er's cos­tume. Not quite what I was look­ing for, but maybe there was more in­side.

The store was crammed with everything one needed to sur­vive. The shelf be­hind the counter was bend­ing un­der bottles, canned goods, and jars, with sacks of grain stacked next to it. In an­oth­er shelf, I dis­covered house­hold items like bowls, pil­lows, and bolts of cloth.

Be­hind the counter stood the two own­ers, ob­vi­ously a mar­ried couple. He wore a lin­en shirt un­der his leath­er vest, and un­der his thin­ning hair sat a pair of round glasses. She wore a gray blouse with a high col­lar, over which was a col­or­ful ap­ron with deep pock­ets.

The two were en­grossed in a con­ver­sa­tion.

“Do you think it's true that Chuck East­wood is com­ing to Kiona Bluff, Wal­ter?” she asked ex­citedly.

Her hus­band nod­ded. “He's sup­posed to be on his way. His horse is faster than thun­der and more en­dur­ing than a lo­co­mot­ive.”

She fid­geted with her sleeve. “I won­der what he looks like?”

“As big as a gi­ant,” said Wal­ter. “And as strong as ten ox­en.”

“And his voice?”

Wal­ter looked at her with a frown. “You seem very in­ter­ested in Mr. East­wood, Hat­tie.”

I cleared my throat. “His voice is loud and power­ful. If he wants, you can hear it every­where. And yet it sounds as lovely as a bath in warm milk with honey.”

The two turned to me in sur­prise.

“You know Mr. East­wood?” Hat­tie asked.

I nod­ded. “Get­ting to know him bet­ter every hour.”

Wal­ter ad­jus­ted his vest. “How can I help you, Miss?” he asked gruffly.

“I need three cow­boy out­fits. Shirt, pants, hat. Everything.”

He looked around the store, then looked at me as if I'd for­got­ten some­thing im­port­ant.

“You'd best send your hus­band by for meas­ure­ments.”

“I don't need a man,” I growled. “I'm the meas­ure my­self.”

Wal­ter raised his eye­brows. Hat­tie gave him a stern look, pulled a meas­ur­ing tape from her smock pock­et, and began tak­ing my meas­ure­ments. She called out num­bers to him, and he noted them in a book.

When she was done, he ran his fin­ger through the pages, tapped a spot, and smiled.

“You're in luck, Miss! You can pick up the out­fits in three weeks.”

I looked at him in sur­prise. “Only in three weeks?”

“What were you think­ing?” Hat­tie asked, be­wildered.

“I ac­tu­ally need them by to­night.”

Hat­tie shook her head in­dig­nantly.

“Do you think cloth­ing in all sizes just sits on the shelf? Even if I drop everything else, I need a week to get the ma­ter­i­als.”

I scratched my head. “Noth­ing to be done?”

“Miss,” she said, “not even Chuck East­wood could man­age that by to­night!”

I left the store, leaned against the hitch­ing post, and sighed. It was already af­ter­noon. I didn't have much time left to get the out­fits. I would have asked Cal, but since his prank with the win­dow, he had dis­ap­peared. Hope­fully, he hadn't got­ten in­to too much trouble.

Frus­trated, I walked down the street. Maybe I was hop­ing for a mir­acle: a big cloth­ing store like you'd find in any mod­ern shop­ping street. What I found in­stead was the sa­loon. I pushed open the swinging door and stomped moodily to the bar.

“Looks like you could use a drink,” Clem greeted me and set a sar­sa­parilla in front of me.

I nod­ded si­lently and took a deep sip.

Laughter erup­ted at the table be­hind me. The three cow­boys were play­ing poker and drink­ing whis­key. Still or again, I had no idea. But it was an op­por­tun­ity to get my mind off things. I turned to the side and watched them for a while, bored.

Then one of them no­ticed me.

“What's up, Miss?” he called out to me. “Nev­er seen men play­ing poker be­fore?”

“Oh, I have.” I ap­proached the table. “How about it, can I join in?”

“Do you even know the rules?”

I shrugged. “I think I know which way to hold the cards.”

The cow­boy nudged a chair aside with his foot. I took my glass and sat down.

“Just so you know, we're play­ing for money,” he warned. “A dime to get in.”

I rum­maged in my bag, pulled out a few coins, and stacked them in front of me. It wasn't much, maybe three dol­lars.

“Let's see how long that lasts.”

“Not long, I bet,” the cow­boy muttered and began to shuffle.

“I'm Boone,” he in­tro­duced him­self. “The oth­er gen­tle­man next to you is Rudy, and the one across from you with the face is Zeke.”

“Miray,” I said shortly, tossed my bet in­to the cen­ter of the table, and picked up the cards Boone had dealt me.

Zeke stared at me like I had a third ear on my fore­head. Then he grabbed his glass and took a hearty swig be­fore dar­ing to ask.

“What brings a lady like you to Kiona Bluff?”

“I'm vis­it­ing an old friend,” I answered briefly. Then I asked Boone for four new cards.

“Com­ing right up, Missy,” he grinned. He traded them in and gave his friends a look that was some­where between pity and mock­ery.

“Have you heard of Chuck East­wood?” I asked around. “They say he's com­ing to Kiona Bluff to­mor­row.”

“Chuck East­wood!” Zeke ex­claimed, pound­ing the table with his fist. “What a dev­il! They say he can turn back time just to shoot you again.”

I nod­ded. “And I've heard he can make him­self in­vis­ible. He's every­where. And nowhere.”

I let my gaze sweep through the room, leaned for­ward, and whispered, “Who knows, maybe he's already here in the sa­loon!”

The guys tossed more coins in­to the pot. I thought it best to fold. Rudy dropped out shortly after. Boone and Zeke kept play­ing. In the end, the pot went to Zeke. He grinned at me as if hop­ing for a doggy treat as a re­ward.

Time passed. We played cards, drank, told stor­ies. Round after round. I lost every single one.

“You just don't have any luck,” Zeke said as he pulled an­oth­er pot to­ward him.

“Or no tal­ent,” Boone chimed in. “Maybe you should stick to em­broid­ery, Missy. Cards are too dan­ger­ous for you.”

“One more round!” I pleaded. “I'm sure I'll have luck this time.”

“Suit your­self, Missy,” Boone growled dryly.

I took the cards, shuffled them, and dealt.

Mean­while, Clem came to the table. He set a fresh sar­sa­parilla in front of me, then leaned in.

“Miss,” he whispered, “maybe you should stop be­fore you lose everything.”

I nod­ded to thank him. But I didn't stop. I saw it through, call­ing every raise un­til my last penny was in the pot.

I watched Rudy in­tently. He thought for a mo­ment, then slid two more coins for­ward. Zeke and Boone barely hes­it­ated be­fore call­ing.

“Well,” Boone said as his coins clinked onto the pile, “been nice play­ing with you, Missy.”

I shook my head.

“But you're broke!” Zeke cried.

“I don't have any more money, that's true.” I rubbed my nose and slowly looked around. “But I could put some­thing else in the pot.”

Without tak­ing my eyes off them, I un­did the top but­ton of my dress. Very cas­u­ally.

The cow­boys turned red. Rudy looked away, em­bar­rassed.

“What… what do you mean?” Zeke stammered.

“My clothes,” I said plainly. “You're play­ing against me. If I lose, they're gone. If I win, yours are mine. But either I leave the sa­loon in my un­der­wear after this round, or you do.”

The three looked at each oth­er.

“Al­right, I'm out,” Rudy mumbled and parked his cards next to his whis­key glass.

I shook my head. “All or none.”

My hand trembled slightly as I picked up my glass and sipped the sar­sa­parilla. I promptly choked and coughed quietly.

“The Missy is bluff­ing!” Boone called out to the room.

Zeke and Rudy looked at their buddy, be­wildered. He nod­ded eagerly at them. They hes­it­ated.

“Well, if you're too chick­en…” I said hast­ily and reached for the pot in the middle. But be­fore I could take it, Boone grabbed my hand.

“You heard the stakes,” he called to Clem. “You're a wit­ness!”

Clem crossed his arms. “I'm tel­lin' y'all right now, and you too, Miss,” he grumbled. “In my sa­loon, debts are paid. Any­one who changes their mind af­ter­ward has to deal with my Winchester. And we settle up in my of­fice out back, not here at the table.”

“Al­right, deal!” Boone leaned back, push­ing his cards to­geth­er. “Let's see who's about to get plucked like a Thanks­giv­ing tur­key.”

Rudy star­ted and tossed his cards on the table. “Didn't have noth­in',” he mumbled, “but if y'all got somethin' bet­ter, the lady's done for.”

Next was Zeke. He laid down two pairs, cracked his knuckles, and leaned back.

“Not bad,” Boone said. “But I reck­on the pot's mine.”

With a wide grin, he laid down a full house with three aces.

“That's it, Missy. Let's head to the back.”

I nod­ded slowly, look­ing at the hand I held. Then I laid it down, one card at a time, sa­vor­ing the mo­ment.

When I was done, a straight flush lay on the table in front of me.

Boone stared at me, mouth agape. He sifted through my cards, hop­ing to find a mis­take. Any mis­take. He turned to Zeke in dis­be­lief, but Zeke was look­ing at the floor, curs­ing quietly.

“Shoulda nev­er listened to you idi­ots,” Rudy grumbled.

“That was fun, guys…” I picked up the deck, gave it a quick one-hand shuffle, and cas­u­ally set it down in front of Boone. “Now don't catch a chill on your way home.”

“Gen­tle­men,” Clem said, nod­ding to­ward the door by the counter, “if I could trouble you for your wagers.”

He es­cor­ted the three cow­boys to the back and re­turned a few minutes later with a bundle of clothes un­der his arm and a face that clearly didn't want to talk about it.

“I've seen a lot in Kiona Bluff,” he whispered to me, “but that was new. That was more than just luck, wasn't it? Where'd you learn to play poker like that?”

“Luck's for be­gin­ners,” I replied. I put on one of the hats and ad­jus­ted it. “I had a good teach­er: Chuck East­wood.”

Then I paid my bill, took the clothes, and left the sa­loon.

I felt a bit sorry for the three cow­boys be­cause it wasn't a fair game. They played on gut in­stinct and macho pride, while I played with poker strategy, prob­ab­il­ity, and every tell they be­trayed. Rudy fiddled with his cards when he had noth­ing. Zeke got overly cas­u­al when he had a good hand. Boone drank faster when he was bluff­ing. And me? I played the na­ive city lady they wanted to see in me.

No mat­ter! I had the last in­gredi­ent for my plan. Now I just needed to set the bait.

I found Bul­let Ben's cab­in just where the sher­iff had de­scribed: Near a desert bluff, about an hour's walk from town.

The cab­in was small and looked like a wooden trail­er that had for­got­ten its wheels. It stood in the middle of nowhere. A fence sur­roun­ded the prop­erty, as if someone might ac­tu­ally want to take this piece of empty wil­der­ness from its own­er.

A man sat in a rock­ing chair on the porch. When he no­ticed me, he took a pinch of snuff, stood up, and walked to­ward me. He was short and stocky. His black mus­tache was scruffy and un­kempt, hanging like a brush un­der his nose. He made up for his re­l­at­ively short legs with a big hat and an even big­ger ego.

“Lost, Miss?” he called out to me. His boots clattered as he swaggered to­ward me.

“Don't know,” I replied, blink­ing at him. “I'm look­ing for Bul­let Ben.”

“You found him. What d'ya want with me?”

“I have a mes­sage from Chuck East­wood.”

Ben spat, a thick drop land­ing in front of his boot.

“Chuck West­wood! Chuck West­wood!” he cursed loudly. “Since yes­ter­day, every­one's sud­denly ob­sessed with that guy.”

I looked him straight in the eyes.

“Chuck says he's com­ing to­mor­row and ex­pects you for a duel, high noon, at Jake's smithy.” I smirked pro­voc­at­ively. “Un­less you're scared of him.”

“Me? Afraid of that Chick East­wood?” He let out a scoff. “Nev­er!”

“I could un­der­stand. I wouldn't face a man who casts no shad­ow.”

Ben spat again.

“All just hog­wash, Miss. Go ahead and or­der a coffin for Chucky! My bul­lets nev­er miss.”

“So what?” I looked at him calmly. “Chuck's nev­er been hit by a bul­let!”

Ben fur­rowed his brow. “That's… That's not the same, Miss,” he stammered.

“So to­mor­row at noon?”

He puffed him­self up and wagged his fin­ger. “To­mor­row at noon. And tell that Chip East­field to wear his best shirt. It'll be the shirt they bury him in.”

I left Ben at his garden fence and set off for Kiona Bluff.

By the time I reached the smithy, the sun had already set. My feet ached from the long march, and I was ex­hausted and tired. But sleep was out of the ques­tion. I still had a stage to set up.

I already had the ma­ter­i­als gathered. I placed the oil lamp on the an­vil, took a ham­mer from the wall, grabbed a box of nails, and looked over the con­struc­tion site.

No idea how long I was at it, but dawn was already break­ing when I drove the last nail in­to the wall. I took a step back and ad­mired the res­ult.

“Well, that's the pug done,” I mur­mured con­ten­tedly and dus­ted off my hands. “Ben can come now.”

Then I lay down on the table and al­lowed my­self a break. Just for a mo­ment, I thought. A few minutes.

A vig­or­ous shak­ing woke me up.

“Miss!” Cal shouted ex­citedly. “Miss, you gotta get outta here!”

I snapped my eyes open. It was broad day­light out­side.

I quickly sat up. “What time is it, Cal?”

“Al­most noon, Miss,” he panted. “You gotta leave! Bul­let Ben is in town. He's look­ing for Chuck East­wood. There’s def­in­itely gonna be a shootout!”

“I'll take care of my­self. Run home, Cal!”

“Is Chuck East­wood really com­ing?” he asked. “Oh boy, I gotta see this!”

“No, you're leav­ing!” I said sharply. “It's way too dan­ger­ous for you here!”

He looked ter­ribly dis­ap­poin­ted as I pushed him out the back door like a dog. But it was for his own good.

I had planned a fi­nal re­hears­al, but I no longer had the time. Now I could only hope that everything went off without a hitch.

I threw on the clothes, rushed next door, and checked my work one last time. Everything seemed to be in its place, ready for the show­down.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Now the most dan­ger­ous part of my ad­ven­ture was about to be­gin.

The sun was high in the sky when Bul­let Ben reached the smithy. He was a little early, prob­ably couldn't wait for the duel.

The smithy's gate opened. Someone stepped out slowly in­to the sun­light. It was a cow­boy. His hat was pulled low over his face, a red scarf tied around his neck.

“Is that you, Duck Need­wood?” Ben called out.

The cow­boy nod­ded slowly.

“So you're gonna try to get me? I've seen bet­ter ones try!”

The cow­boy tilted his head to the side. Then he turned around and went back in­to the smithy.

“What's this?” Ben shouted after him. “You're trapped in there, Threep­wood!”

Ben fol­lowed the cow­boy and stopped just be­hind the gate. In­side, he was met with com­plete dark­ness. The win­dows were blackened with soot, the cracks in the wood me­tic­u­lously sealed. He squin­ted as if that would help.

“You're too early, Ben!” a voice boomed from the right, loud and ghostly.

“Too early for your own fu­ner­al, Ben!” the voice now came from the left.

Ben snorted with rage. “Show your­self, Buck!” he shouted. “Show your­self, you cow­ard!”

The cow­boy stepped out of the dark­ness and stood fa­cing Ben, per­haps six steps away. A beam of light fell from above dir­ectly onto him. He seemed to have no face. Above his scarf, only two eyes were vis­ible, ice-blue circles in white slits. His hat floated above him in the air.

“Let's make this quick, Cock­wood,” Ben hissed. “I got a bank heist lined up.”

The cow­boy nod­ded and struck a pose. His right hand dropped to the hol­ster, ready for the duel.

Ben also placed his hand on his re­volver.

“You're dumb, Wood­chuck! The dark­ness hides me, but you can be seen all the way to Mex­ico.”

The cow­boy slowly raised his hand and made a beck­on­ing ges­ture. Si­lent, calm, but un­mis­tak­able: Enough talk, get go­ing!

Ben didn't flinch. “Cat got your tongue?” he growled.

They both eyed each oth­er, ready to shoot at the slight­est twitch from the oth­er.

Then a slight move­ment from the cow­boy. Ben re­acted in­stantly, drew, and fired. A white mist en­vel­oped the scene. When it cleared, no one was to be seen.

Nervously, Ben looked around. Noth­ing moved. Dead si­lence reigned in the smithy.

“I got you!” he tri­umphed. But he didn't sound sure.

With a loud hiss, a bright flash of light flared up to Ben's right. For a split second, the cow­boy ap­peared there in the smoke.

“You missed me, Ben!” the voice echoed. “You missed for the first time!”

Ben whipped his Colt up and fired in­to the dark­ness, where the cow­boy had just stood.

A second flash, this time to the left. Again, the fig­ure ap­peared.

“You can shoot all you want, Ben,” warned the voice. “You'll nev­er hit me!”

Ben spun around and fired again. Then he took a step back.

“Are you gonna run away, Ben?” taunted the voice from the right.

“It won't do you any good, Ben,” it con­tin­ued from the left. “I'll find you any­where. Any­where!”

Again from the right: “You can't hide, Ben! You're not safe any­where!”

Then the voice broke in­to laughter. A wild, crazy laugh. It echoed from every­where.

Ben fired around him in pan­ic un­til his re­volver just clicked. But the laughter didn't stop.

“Enough!” he fi­nally screamed. “I give up, Chuck East­wood! You win!”

He threw his weapon to the ground and fled from the scene of his de­feat, run­ning straight to the sher­iff's of­fice.

A hand reached out from the smithy, grabbed the gate, and pulled it shut.

I leaned against a hitch­ing post, wait­ing for the stage­coach that had dropped me off here the day be­fore yes­ter­day. I had Boone's cow­boy hat pulled low over my face. It was a pleas­ant shield against the blaz­ing mid­day sun. A gentle breeze blew through the town, stir­ring up a bit of sand.

A boy ran down the street. It was Cal.

I waved to him.

He stopped dead in his tracks, puzzled. Then he star­ted laugh­ing and ran to­wards me.

“It's you, Miss Miray!” he called out in sur­prise. “I didn't re­cog­nize you in those cow­boy clothes.”

“They look great on me, don't they?” I grinned. “They be­longed to Boone. I won them from him in a poker game. They're much more com­fort­able than those im­prac­tic­al wo­men's clothes.”

Cal laughed loudly. “In a poker game? Boone tells every­one that five ban­dits stripped him, Zeke, and Rudy of their clothes. So that's not true?”

“Nope,” I replied, “won fair and square. Tell Zeke and Rudy they'll find their stuff in the smithy. And Boone, he can have my pet­ti­coats. He wanted them so badly.”

Cal tugged at my sleeve.

“If word gets out, Boone might have to share a room with Matt in the sa­loon. Prob­ably forever.”

“And Bul­let Ben?” I asked.

“He got him­self locked up. The sher­iff says not even Matt was in such a hurry when he got mar­ried.”

Cal sat next to me on the post, swinging his feet. I was glad to have a few more minutes with him be­fore I left. He was a loy­al friend and a great help.

I pat­ted him on the back. “Did you get in­to much trouble with Mr. Cobb?”

Cal shrugged. “He didn't catch me, but he told my pa. And you know what? He just laughed and said next time I should just not get caught.”

“You've got a cool dad!” I re­marked.

The boy nod­ded si­lently. To­geth­er we looked down the street. A dog wandered along, lif­ted its leg on a post, and then dis­ap­peared be­hind a house.

“So you were Chuck East­wood?” Cal sud­denly asked.

I nod­ded slowly. “Dis­ap­poin­ted?”

He shook his head. Ex­cited, he moved closer.

“How did you do that, Miss? It looked like ma­gic!”

I looked at him, shocked. “You were in the smithy the whole time?”

“I wouldn't have missed the duel for any­thing in the world!”

“But you could have got­ten hurt!”

He waved it off. “I hid in a dark corner, right be­hind Ben. He couldn't see me. But Chuck's voice… It came from every­where!”

“The stovepipes,” I ex­plained. “I hid them and then spoke in­to them. One for Chuck from the right, one from the left. Cobb can have them back now. I kept my word: I only bor­rowed them for a day.”

“But I saw Chuck too! First, he was on the right, and then – bam! – the next mo­ment on the left.”

“Those were two straw dum­mies with Zeke's and Rudy's clothes. For the flashes, I sprinkled some gun­powder in front of the dum­mies and lit it when the time came.”

Cal looked at me, dis­ap­poin­ted.

“When you tell it like that, it doesn't sound like ma­gic any­more,” he sighed. “But Ben shot at you, I saw it my­self! And that was def­in­itely not a straw dummy, you were mov­ing.”

“He even hit!” I said, look­ing at Cal's shocked face. “But he didn't hit me, he hit my re­flec­tion.”

The boy looked at me, vis­ibly con­fused. I owed him a bet­ter ex­plan­a­tion.

“Have you ever heard of Pep­per's Ghost?”

He shook his head.

“It's a theat­er trick. When I was still in school, I built it in a box. You only need a bright light, a glass pane as a mir­ror, and off­stage, a cham­ber for the ghost to ap­pear.”

“That's why the glass!” Cal ex­claimed, amazed. “Now I get it!”

I shrugged.

“That was all there was to it. The smithy has a little al­cove in the back where Jake made jew­elry. There's a hatch in the roof above it. At ex­actly noon, the sun shines al­most dir­ectly in. I just had to step in­to the light, and Chuck ap­peared in the re­flec­tion. When Ben shot, he hit the glass, not me.”

“But your face… you didn't have one! Your hat was float­ing above your neck!”

“A little grease and soot, that's what I used to black­en my face. In the re­flec­tion, you can see right through it, like there's noth­ing there.”

“And the mist?”

“A bit of flour in the bel­lows. I worked it with my foot.”

Cal's mouth was wide open. He un­der­stood.

“You beat Bul­let Ben!” he ex­claimed in dis­be­lief. “And without a gun!”

I nod­ded. “Yeah. All it took was a myth big­ger than his. As long as Ben be­lieves in Chuck, he'll stay put be­hind bars. So don't tell any­one!”

Cal laughed. “Miss, no one would be­lieve me on that either!”

A cloud of dust ap­proached from the oth­er end of the main street.

“There's my car­riage, Cal,” I said.

He looked at me sadly. “Do you really have to go, Miss Miray?”

I nod­ded. “My job here is done. I have to go back home.”

I took off my cow­boy hat and placed it on Cal's head. It slipped over his head, but he ad­jus­ted it. A tear rolled down his face as he looked at me with his dark eyes.

The coach­man opened the door and helped me in­to the car­riage. As we drove off, I looked out one last time. Cal ran after the car­riage, wav­ing. I waved back. Then I sat down, smiled con­ten­tedly, and placed my hand on my wrist.



I ap­plauded softly. “That was amaz­ing, Miray!”

Her face told me she thought oth­er­wise. She paused for a mo­ment.

“The prob­lem with a myth is that it has power. People be­lieve in it. Want to be­lieve in it. And as long as they do, it's dan­ger­ous. So dan­ger­ous it can even de­feat an out­law.”

We were already at dessert, a date chocol­ate tart with sea salt and yogurt ice cream.

I glanced at the man at the next table. Was he just a myth too? He didn't look like it. He had an aura of wealth about him.

A serv­er ap­proached him with a small tray and spoke to him quietly.

“What do you mean, this card's blocked too?” the man growled. An­noyed, he took his cred­it card from the tray and ex­amined it, as if look­ing for un­deni­able proof of his solvency.

“This is the second card that won't work,” he hissed. “There must be some­thing wrong with your read­er!”

The man searched his wal­let and fi­nally pulled out a busi­ness card.

“Then just send me an in­voice, damn it!”

The waiter re­mained po­lite but was now also aud­ible. “We don't usu­ally do that, Sir. If you can't provide a pay­ment meth­od, I'd kindly ask you to ac­com­pany me to man­age­ment to sort this out.”

The man's voice grew shrill­er, his tone more threat­en­ing. Oth­er guests were already turn­ing to watch the scene, shak­ing their heads in dis­ap­prov­al.

The maître d' ap­proached. His ex­pres­sion re­mained friendly but firm. He whispered some­thing to him. Dis­creet, but un­mis­tak­able. The man turned pale, stood up, and fol­lowed him. They left the room while the waiter gathered the items he had left at the table.

Miray and I looked at each oth­er, sur­prised. Then she smirked and nod­ded subtly in the dir­ec­tion of the table.

“Myth,” she said. “Tough when oth­ers see through it.”

The maître d' came over to us, vis­ibly try­ing to main­tain a pro­fes­sion­al de­mean­or. He asked if we had any oth­er re­quests.

“I think it's time to leave,” Miray replied kindly.

The maître d' nod­ded. “I hope we've provided you with a pleas­ant even­ing on be­half of Mr. Nas­s­er.”

“You have,” I replied. “Please con­vey our thanks for his gen­er­ous in­vit­a­tion!”

“With pleas­ure, Sir! I'll be sure to pass on your thanks.”

We stood up and left the table. I offered Miray my arm. She hes­it­ated for a mo­ment. Then she linked her arm with mine and ac­com­pan­ied me.

“Would you like to take a mo­ment to en­joy the view?” I asked, ges­tur­ing to the pan­or­amic win­dow.

She shook her head. “I think there's been enough fuss for today,” she whispered to me. “We shouldn't add a pan­ic at­tack on top of it!”

We slowly strolled to the el­ev­at­or and got in. The doors closed, and the car des­cen­ded.

“It was a lovely even­ing with you, Miray,” I thanked her.

She nod­ded. Then I looked deep in­to her ice-blue eyes. She held my gaze, at­tent­ive, curi­ous. And sud­denly, I had but­ter­flies in my stom­ach.

“I don't know if…” she began. Her voice was shy, evas­ive.

I gently placed my fin­ger on her lips. She didn't want a re­la­tion­ship, I knew that. But after that even­ing, I couldn't let her go as if we were just friends. So I slowly leaned to­ward her and kissed her on the cheek.

She stared at me.

“What?” I asked, sur­prised.

“That's it?” she pro­tested. “No won­der you're still single, Di­an.”

I wanted to say some­thing in re­sponse, ex­plain my­self, when Miray put her arms around me and pulled me close. Our noses touched. She closed her eyes. And then we kissed, pas­sion­ately, deeply, without hes­it­a­tion.

She stayed close to me for a mo­ment, her head lean­ing against my shoulder.

“I hate this,” she mur­mured.

“What?”

She looked at me.

“That it feels so good, and yet it's so wrong.”

A mech­an­ic­al voice an­nounced that the el­ev­at­or was about to reach the lobby.

“It's time,” said Miray, stand­ing up straight and smooth­ing her dress. “See you on the next ad­ven­ture, Di­an.”

One last time, I looked at her. I wanted noth­ing more than to take her with me to the sun­bathing lawn at the out­door pool, where my oth­er self was ly­ing on a beach tow­el, doz­ing.

I sighed softly. “Yes… See you, Miray.”

Then we touched our tat­toos, and the end­less void brought me back. Alone.
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