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BOOK DISCLAIMER 

There is almost always some ignoramus that gets confused. This 
is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, geographical 
places, events, and incidents are either historical events or the 
product of the author’s imagination and used in a fictitious manner. 
Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is 
purely coincidental.  

Admittedly, the author has pointedly taken historical liberties but 
only to make an important point. At the time this novel was written, 
there had never been a female Texas Ranger. One of the most sexist 
organizations in history, there wasn’t a female Texas Ranger until 
1993.  
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ONE 

July 5th, 1873, Texas Ranger Gina Freitag sprang up in bed, her little body 

soaked in sweat and her heartbeat roaring in her head. She gripped the .40 pistol 

she kept under her pillow. Her arms swinging left and right as she searched for the 

threat that woke her up. Shadows popped up and faded out, but there was nowhere 

for anyone to hide. It menaced her befuddled mind. It took a few seconds for her 

to focus and realize she was at home, across the street from the stockyards in bed. 

“Sh--!” 

She fell back into her pillows. The sound of her panicked breathing bounced off 

the oak walls of her tiny room. 

She wedged her pistol back under the pillow with a sigh. She lit a candle and to 

glance at the clock.  

“Doggone it!” 

It was three in the morning. Out brief the candle. She had only been asleep a few 

hours. Gina punched her pillow and realized her fist was sore and then to confirm 

she punched the top of the bed. The same. To try to return to sleep then she 

turned on her side and her feet came together with a heavy thud. 

“Crimany!” 

She struck a match and it and lit the lamp on her night table bathing the small 

room in a whale oil glow. She looked around the space, taking in the loveseat never 

used. Her clothes closet, secretary, and a half loaf of bread. An etching of a fine 

thoroughbred horse from the East was the only thing hanging on the wall. 

Conspicuously missing was a mirror. It was the smallest and least pretentious house 

she could find and there just wasn't anywhere for anyone to hide.  

Privacy assured, Gina pulled the covers up with trembling fingers until she could 

see her boots. Why had she worn her boots to bed? Fortunately, but just as 

puzzling she thought, she had taken off the spurs. She sat up to get a better look 

and discover the red mud on the sheets. Confused she cleaned the bed as best as 

she could.  

When had she gotten dressed? Gina finally gasped, stared down at the whole of 

her body in suspicion. Her clothes looked like they had been through a meat 

grinder, but more likely she had been in a fistfight. She felt her face and thought 

there was more evidence, more proof, bruises maybe and a few scratches. She 

scampered to the secretary; her muscles ached and she realized. Panic slammed her 

chest and it hurts to move. She didn’t need any mirror; she could feel it. Regardless, 

she pulled a hand mirror from the desk and discovered a nasty cut at the hairline 

and confirm two facial bruises. 

“What the hell?” she wondered. 

She replayed the previous evening in her head. She remembered writing a report 
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concerning some stolen horses. She flipped through some new blotters. She read 

the Fort Worth and Dallas newspapers. She ate at the Daisy Café. Watched some 

doves mating and she went to bed. The rest of the night was a blank and the 

endless blur of sleep. Without any real memory, she assumed she spent the night in 

bed but evidently not. 

She looked down at her clothes. The shirt more bloody than her pants. She 

frantically pulled the material away from her stomach, pulling it over her head and 

tossing it on the floor she examined her belly nothing; she had not been stabbed 

that she could tell. She stripped out of the rest of her clothes adding them to the 

pile destined for the Chinese. She looked, swept up and down, at her body in the 

lamplight. Nothing serious but there would be a serious deep bruise (already 

turning colors) just above her pubic area. Naked and confused Gina felt something 

icy clawing in her throat. She swallowed what must have been a lump of fear.  

Back in bed, she curled her knees against her chest and hugged herself as tremors 

wracked her body. She didn't understand what was happening. 

Where had she been? Who had she fought? Were there other Rangers there? Or 

was it just an old fashioned fistfight not involving the law. Gina strained to 

remember but nothing came to her. Nothing.  

She gazed straight back to the blood art on her discarded shirt; it wasn't all her 

blood. Who's was it? And then she remembered being teased by two other Rangers, 

about two years prior, that she had beaten a cowboy, for being drunk and 

discharging his weapon at 2:00 AM in the street outside her house. It was in front 

of the house that she was presently in. It had happened before?  She tought they 

had been teasing her.  

She ran to the open window, and sure enough, there was an unconscious (or 

maybe dead) cowboy laying face down the street. 

Her co-workers hadn’t been kidding. It had happened. And now again.  

Twice? 

 

TWO 

Good thing white man call me an “animal.” Otherwise, how would I know 

something like that? Not many humans can bear the pain of being torn apart, of 

smoking peyote, and having your soul and teeth twisted and remolded until you are 

convinced your hands have been laid across 8000 prickly pears.  

It's only a combination of love, chanting, dancing, peyote, and horsemanship, of 

course the moon, but mostly the peyote. Even the slightest amount of peyote and I 

can't endure the urge. Once a warrior, I'm weary of being a lapdog a tracker and a 

“friendly” a “civilized”. My true nature is wolf.  

The whites are convinced they’re in control of this brown and desolate place, but 
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there is a food chain and the whites are about to learn they aren't at the top of it. 

Far from it tonight.  

A permanent shift in power is in order and I plan to bring that change, one 

victim at a time. If I help the next governor of Texas as he says create “an 

atmosphere of concern” then my long-neglected tribe will be given the 

Honeyeaters land and the contract begins tonight. 

I smoke and the pain draws my flesh, cutting it off from the bone and brain. I 

yell throwing my head back and blood covers my pony, painting the cactus 

crimson.  Becoming a wolf is nothing like the caterpillar's transformation. Bones 

become longer, claws erupt, and skin stretches. My gums eject my human teeth to 

make room for a row of real fangs. We Tonkawa shamans are and always have 

been natural practitioners. We use natural knowledge natural methods and peyote 

in order to change our natural form.  

The wolf change feels like it is taking forever as I walk into a ravine of flame 

agony. But I know it's only been minutes. One last painful fang how comes from 

my raw jaw and I am my new lupus Tonkawa. 

The ponies never take it well and I wouldn’t have it any other way. Lungs 

heaving, I throttle another pony, I stand up and I look about the smell of blood 

attacks my senses come along with something female and a faint memory escapes 

me, something about a railcar. The coyotes are already on the pony; I almost miss 

the girl. Struggling to navigate the rocks and scan the darkness, my ears prick. 

Hearing the girl sing brings back memories, where I am and why I'm here. I raise 

my nose in the air and inhale deeply. The stark land becomes alive around me and I 

am no longer without senses. Distant calf bawling. Prairie wolves on the breeze 

along with the sweet smell of musky ovulation. The girl serenading the cactus 

draws my attention and it sticks.  

Oh, that song is familiar. I have almost forgotten my captive; not only the 

Comanche can take white captives. The Tonks also control fates and I'll begin on 

her fate... Once I catch her.  

I watch Lily Simpleton stop singing and run away, her curly 16-year-old auburn 

hair bouncing about. Her long legs are flailing uncoordinated under that skirt. She's 

fleeing into the caprock, a relic that once was the border of Comanche land. She 

hopes to escape a Tonk by fleeing into the Comancheria, finding sanctuary with the 

Buffaloeaters on the other side?  How ironic, but it's not working. I give chase.  

The red granite stones moan and creak in the moonlight; their voice is sad and 

empty. I can almost hear the ghosts of Tonks killed by Comanche. I listen and 

follow behind Lily. Never winded I can run for miles, but naturally she can't. My 

rough pads on the night cool rocks, by the day scorched rocks; it's a perfect place 

for this type of hunt.  

“Please! Please!” Lily says. Then screams. 

The pleasant sound reaches my ears as her second song goes out into the night; 
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before ending as she works for air into her lungs. 

“Get away! Get away!” She screams. “You animal!” 

Yep, she’s edgy, just so I can hear her civility. She doesn't fail. Such beauty. Such 

meat. And she's miles from rescue. 

Lily dear, your body has flown sideways and has stumbled.  

As she falls over a million-year-old stone, sending her crashing to her knees. She 

claws violently at the rock to get her feet moving again. She throws a chip of stone, 

only a shard, at me. Her haunch lifts nicely and then jiggles as she scrambles 

forward, pushing away, searching hysterically for escape.  

Tonk women aren't this difficult to catch.  

Hum… the urge to mate. 

I growl at her and she whimpers in response.  

“Why are you doing this to me? You are supposed to be a friendly. They said you 

were civilized!” 

Civilized? If done properly, mating is never civilized. Why would she think such 

a crazy thing? I try to laugh but the animal won't allow it; perhaps later I'll be able 

to chuckle about this and say what fun. She probably has a vague idea what she's 

doing to me. Perhaps screaming that thrashing about (self mutilations on the rocks) 

it's the white way of foreplay.  

The bones of an old bush lie in front of her and she dives into it. Lily doesn't 

even slow as she collides with the brittle limbs. They break in different directions, 

scattering under her weight. By now her heart is pounding madly against her ribs, 

like my people’s storied rabbit chased by the wolf. It’s an appropriate story for 

Tonkawa children given that, at times, we are the ultimate predator.  

I can actually hear her heart's rhythmical effort, thump, thump, thump. I imagine 

Lily's breasts are mountainous under her baker's blouse. I'm drooling. I saw a 

woman in Fort Worth once and then overheard they said her breasts looked that 

was the way because they were in a contraption suppressing them. I lick my lips 

and recall specifically that she never wore such an abomination as far as I've seen. 

Funny, now even in animal form, these details from town come to mind regardless; 

she's taunted me for the last time.  

A work of artistry. Lily's legs are long perfection, even with the scrapes and cuts; 

they are magnificent. Gruesome but spiritual at the same time. She glances left and 

right, escaping then out of the bush. Confrontation. 

Such loveliness such fragility such vulnerability. My tongue falls out of my 

muzzle and I closed the distance with the girl. Her sweet warm scent washes over 

my face and those perfectly bruised and cut legs. 

My flesh burns. Can you hear me coming, Lily? I can almost taste your essence. 

Surely you can appreciate the timeless beauty of mating. Deer do it. Buffalo do it. 

Antelope do it. It's an unmistakable honor and for a female. I'm about to bestow it 

on you.  
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I try to convey to her with my body language and expression that she'll soon 

expect a baby and she needs to ready herself for the act. Her blue eyes widen and 

she struggles to locate me in the dark. She can’t see worth a squat. Nice huge but 

useless eyes she has.  

Ashamed of her inferiority she can't see well enough too be trusted to reproduce 

in our pups, see our pups too maternity. The shame; I'm not hiding or even 

crouched low. I hate to kill her and miss the chance to mate. Nature is funny, she 

might produce offspring that reach maturity but what are the odds with that 

abysmal eyesight? She doesn't seem like a keeper; it doesn't seem like her fate. But 

still here we are.  

“Dear God, help me.” She glances around for escape again. 

“Someone!” 

Her last fragment of hope slips away as I close the distance. I know this because 

Lily has stopped inside another bush. The wind howls. How the wind carries her 

scent to my nose. I inhale. 

Lily darts frantically left and right her hands not in front of her as she groups for 

a branch, a weapon. She would like to gouge my eyes out but she's wasting time 

and effort. All prey must eventually admit that, at a certain point, to resist is futile. 

The stick breaks off in her grip and immediately she drops it with a frustrated 

crying and she runs again. I follow her with plenty in reserve.  

Should I mate with her first or after?  

Well, eventually I’ll have to decide her fate. I don't have to decide at this 

moment, but it appears logically that we have. I swipe at her and hear something 

rip. Lily screams and manages to dodge my grasp. No matter there will be more 

swipes. 

Swipe to tear her blouse, until it falls to the ground. I relished the chase and it 

continues. 

Lily stumbles for the last time but this time it's a soft thud on the rocks. Her 

rump lands on the rocks, not her knees this time. It's over this time; I own her. I 

crouch and leap on top of her. She tries to get to her feet but my weight instantly 

pushes her down. Her head hits the rocks beneath her and blood runs into her 

auburn hair. I inhale; it's intoxicating. Vintage.  

“Don't! Don't! I…” said Lily. She struggles, scratching and fighting she even 

bites my cheek, like a bobcat will somtimes. Her weak white woman nails break off 

(poor white girl’s diet) as she tries to penetrate my hide but it's too thick. 

She only making it worse, but she probably doesn't realize. 

I rip Lily’s plain and simple skirt from her body and toss it aside before holding 

her hands bleeding above her head. Holding her still I bury my nose in her hair. 

She stiffens and her body leaps. Mine. 

I've often wondered what Lily smells like upclose and personal. It's better than 

my human imaginings. The hair is a spice and I can't control myself. A quick swipe 



ALAN NAFZGER 

6 

rips the unmentioinables away exposing her. I have every inch of her to prospect. 

She's a body my human counterparts only dream about and I don’t rush.  

Blackberries in a lush draw, waiting to be plucked. Harvested. I can't resist a lick 

or ten; delicious. She quivers but screams terrified. Just as well, because strangely 

she doesn't see me as her mate. She… I've studied her since the chase began it 

would be impossible to raise pups together.   

But playtime is over. I can't wait any longer.  

I move over her and she feels my weight until we're staring. Tears. Tears spill 

down her cheeks and water the parched red stones beneath her. I laugh at them 

and then they flow like a spring. 

“Don't cry,” but my words must only seem growls to her. 

“Please,” she asks, shaking her head in denial. Denial, when clearly she wants it 

as bad as any Tonk woman ever wanted it. It must be a sport.  

“I won't tell anyone. I won't tell anyone. You can go back to being friendly, just 

let me go and you can leave. If I see you in town, I'll just walk right by. Just let me 

go?” 

Let her go? Why? We're two-species, yet both are made for this. Doesn't she 

understand that she's the perfect victim?  Her face actually screams her place. Tear 

blotched face and full lips parted with tongue darting to moisten them, meaning 

invitation. But the murder can wait for later. So this is sex. Lily flinches and twists 

and arches her back in a final effort to throw me off. One slice, a second slice two 

inches deep and she gurgles.  

Lily‘s cries end along with her battle, and she goes limp beneath me. I sit up to 

look better at the carotid opening. I nudge Lily with my wet nose, but she doesn't 

move. Sightless eyes look at the stars and the moon. In hindsight, I'm not sure I 

acted wisely. She's not moving.  

“Animal” or crazy f---ing Indian, we both understand; she's dead. I'm 

disappointed; I didn’t chose Lily to be the one to rear my get. It seems not to have 

worked out; I had plans for pups and we never even got to the fun part. I lower my 

head and look at the bloody neck and my human side gives a shudder and looks at 

what remains of the lovely Lily.  

Nothing is left to do but eat, let the coyotes find their own prey. There is a dead 

pony for them. But there’s no rush to the end; I’m at the top. I take care to relish 

every bite. My “animal” teeth and chew with ease. It's glorious flesh and taste 

well… human.  

 

THREE 

The triangle dinner bell sounded constantly and admittedly disturbed Matthew 

Hunter's dream.  
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“Go away,” he pulled a pillow over his head and tried to ignore the call. He 

wanted to get back to the San Angelo saloon girl he was about to help undress. He 

couldn't quite make out his dream woman's perfect body yet, but his sleep had 

created a perfect face.  

His body was uncomfortable with the triangle bell ringing louder and even more 

instant. Any chance of more dreaming was disappearing.  

“Snakes!” Matt muttered, then blindly got up and went to the door. He told 

himself, there had better be a beautiful woman uninhibited and standing on his 

porch because he’d be answering the door naked. Anyone else was going to get 

sucker-punched in the smeller. 

“Who is it?” he rasped and flung open the door. An awkward moment for the 

Quitaque funeral director. 

“Sheriff, we have a problem,” said Jack Thompson, his voice low. Very low. 

Matt asked himself a few questions. Why was the undertaker calling? And why 

was he now whispering, when he’d been trying to break his triangle? Was it the 

specter of male nudity? 

“Can't it wait until morning?” 

“It is morning. Almost noon.” 

Matt removed the pillow hiding his parts and motioned for the balding 

bespeckled man to enter. 

“It can't wait?” 

The undertaker’s eyes darted uncomfortably from side to side, looking at 

everything except at the sheriff's bare ass.  

“You… you're gonna want to see this right away.” 

“What's wrong, Jack? You look plum white as a sheet.” 

Matt came awake with a shot of whiskey and pulled up a pair of pants. 

“I figured you'd want to know about a body. Come down to the funeral parlor.” 

James’ skinny face was totally drained of color.  

Matt blinked. 

“Somebody killed?” 

“Looks that way? A young innocent girl.” 

The hairs at the back of Matt's neck stood on end. It meant a virgin was dead 

and dead in a way that they'd never made it to the doctor.  

“I'll be there in fifteen,” Matt answered. 

He smelled his underarms. 

“Better make that twenty,” reconsidered. 

“Hurry. People are getting antsy already.” 

Jack abruptly exited and remounted and rode off on his black wagon horse.  

Matt took the pants off and grabbed his shaving kit. No other noise penetrated 

his living space due to the thickness of the adobe walls. He felt good about that; the 

home was impervious to assault and nearly soundproof as well. The county had 
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given him a shack near town but Matt needed his sleep uninterrupted. Sheriff or 

not. He had been letting his Tonkawa tracker Bird Nose live in the shack. He 

needed adobe walls. 

Matt moved his hands over the stubble on his face before heading out to the 

horse trough, naked and barefoot. He hopped from one foot to the other all the 

way to his bath. The dirt was already more than warm against his feet. He plopped 

into the trough and relaxed a full minute (regretting he’d not asked which virgin it 

had been) before lathering up a shaving. He had bought some lemon spray for his 

underarms and he wrinkled his nose at the stink nearly gagging before spraying the 

concoction on. His big bay gelding was wrinkling his nose as well but at the lemon 

and he was at least 30 yards off in the corral. 

He had an expensive Eastern bathtub inside, but he would have had to fill it and 

that took time and that was the sort of reason why he hated modern amenities. The 

older things, like horse troughs, were inevitably the more simple. They were the 

easiest. So he almost always used the horse trough. He didn't use the bath much or 

the clock inside. He didn't need a dad-blasted machine telling him when he should 

wake up or chime the hour. He was elected chiefly, precisely, because he was 

capable of making decisions on his own.  

Matt dried off shaking like a dog and then threw on a pair of work pants and his 

cleanest dirty shirt. He tugged on his boots, grabbing his gun and badge on the way 

to his horse.  

But this time of the morning, he stepped up on his bay, he instantly felt that 

power. He had been in bed eight hours and then the bath half an hour and this was 

a change; he always felt the horsepower and loved it.  

Matt accelerated the horse and there wasn't an ounce of hesitation; the power of 

the horse threw him back and in the saddle. As the horse loved to run, Matt 

counted himself lucky. He could smile to himself as the horse ran harder without 

being asked. The hot desert air stroked over his freshly shaven face. Matt went over 

various events that could have happened as he rode into Quitaque. But no 

hypothetical could explain the look on the undertaker’s face. He had looked it up 

when he was elected; the last murder in the area was 18 years ago, 10 years before 

Matt Hunter was elected.  

His insides turned a loop as he neared the funeral parlor. Sixty townspeople were 

all watching. Matt pulled up on the reins and dismounted. James Thompson, the 

slim funeral director with thick glasses and pencil-like fingers, waited outside the 

door of the building with a cigar sticking out of his mouth. He puffed heavily, but 

then threw it on the ground and stepped on it when he saw the sheriff.  

The undertaker was nervous and a dead girl was enough to send adrenaline 

rushing through every man's body. He was tense and looking around uneasily. 

Generally, James Thomson was calm and never rattled. It wasn't death, the funeral 

director (of course) had witnessed the recent Civil War and had seen as much or 
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more death than other directors. Perhaps not females, however. The border town 

just so close to the Comanche, anything like this put everyone on guard. Matt took 

a deep breath and let it go, it was clearly something ugly and a worrisome feeling 

settled in his gut.  

“We’re in for it now. Look at all the people looking at us, ” the sheriff whispered. 

“They aren’t looking at me,” James retorted. 

He’d worked all day yesterday and half the night. Not to mention the Olympic-

size sex dream he had missed out on. Matt didn't bother to hide his frustration at 

the lack of sleep. Sleeping was better than worrying.  

“Couldn’t keep it dry,” James Thompson wiped his hands on his black 

embalmer’s coat, “but this thing needs some attention.” 

His eyes darted up and down the street; was there any not giving it their full 

attention? Matt tensed even more following the man’s gaze without really 

understanding. 

“Who are you looking for?” 

The undertaker held up his hand halting Matt’s question. 

“Once you see it, you'll understand why I woke you up.” 

Ominous words for a sheriff. They walked inside, Matt looked around at the 

townspeople one last time before closing the door. 

The odor of embalming fluids hit Matt in the face, causing his eyes to water. He 

blinked rapidly to clear them. Lanterns hung above each table illuminating death 

and there were no windows no air, but there was ice. The building doubled as the 

ice house. 

Several bodies awaited burial burials and burial was considered sacred not only 

for religious but also social reasons, in the rugged West; they were an important 

reminder of exactly what was at stake and that cooperation was an important factor 

in staying alive.  

Matt always attended and it wasn't just the politics. There was something to be 

said for standing over a grave and paying your respects. How many funerals had he 

attended during the Comanche wars? Twenty? Fifty? More? The names were a blur 

in Matt's mind and many of the dead had no formal ceremony. As one rode West 

across Texas, beginning in Wichita Falls, on average about every seven miles a rider 

would come across a wooden (almost always) makeshift cross marking a grave. 

Most of these graves were so shallow for a short time it would almost be a garden 

spot (green grass); a body was seventy percent water. Matt had learned that in this 

very same room.  

A slight lemon-scented antiseptic existed in the rooms and it wasn't so different 

from his underarm spray. It failed to mask the death smell or the formaldehyde.  

Matt looked at the dead bodies but nothing seemed onward, or violent, until he 

got to the one at the far end of the room under a lantern in the clear light. Instead 

of being covered with a sheet, like the others, it lay covered underneath a canvas, a 
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wagon tarp. Matt had never noticed a tarp covering a body. Was it the virginity of 

the deceased that cause modesty? 

“Put this on,” James said, handing Matt a black apron. Matt had never been 

asked that of him either. Matt put on the apron then follow James to the table at 

the far end. 

“That March hare German prospector found her out on the caprock and 

brought her in…. in two sacks.” 

Matt looked worried. 

“You know I like to do a good job, but in this case… not gonna be possible… 

well she's been dead for about a week maybe longer,” he said. 

“We've had people turn up dead out there before. Crossing anywhere is 

dangerous; those who don't get killed by the Comanche are froze, baked, or get 

snake bit,” Matt said in a biter way. 

Matt didn’t hate the quandary of living on the edge of Comanche land. God had 

put those red rocks there, sort of like a fence, separating red men and other men. A 

formal division between the two cultures. Bridges existed and accommodations had 

always been made in certain situations. People had been so busy pointing out the 

differences that they forgot how much they were alike. And just because a person 

wanted to travel west didn't make them a legitimate target. At least not in Matt's 

mind. But history was history and there wasn't any going back. Nothing could be 

said to change things. The Comanche were a war like tribe.  

“She's not a traveler.” 

James his words hit him like a shovel.  

“She's from right here in town.” 

Matt was perfectly still. He stared at the tarp. 

“Who is it?” Matt ask. 

“Rainy Foster.” 

“Oh no!” 

He had dated Rainy’s momma much of the year before, then split amicably. 

They’d scratched an itch or ten, but mutually moved on. Rainy’s mom was older 

than Matt, a widow and it was all sweet. The daughter was energetic and a tad on 

the wild side but everybody liked her.  

“No one around here could have wanted to hurt her.” 

“Are you sure?” Thompson asked.  

“I'm sorry, but I'm positive.” 

He nodded, finally registering the loss, his fist tightened on the tarp. Matt took a 

couple of deep breaths and then pulled the tarp back. Rainey's body left him 

disoriented and out of air. He’d been a soldier and had seen a good number of 

deaths and bodies ranging from decomposed to freshly killed. Yet he had never 

seen anything like this. Rainey had been treated cruelly; it had been ferocious.  

Matt’s stomach knotted up as he stared at the face and toso. He thought he 
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might toss his breakfast on the floor but his stomach was empty.  

“What the heck happened to her?” 

“Where is the rest of her?” 

He swallowed hard fighting the urge to throw up; the smell was stronger now.  

“She's been eaten,” James said, “eaten by something large.” 

“Coyotes might do that.” 

Matt stepped back. 

“You know I wouldn't say anything if I wasn't sure.”  

“What exactly are you sure of?” 

“It looks to me like a wolf or wolves, but what if it were a pack.”  

“It seems like they have eaten more.” 

“Her liver is gone. I'm guessing a single large wolf.” 

“Well that what was she doing out there? She lives just up the street with her 

momma. A wolf didn't drag her out there from here.”  

“Well, that's your department, not mine. But you know how nature is food’s 

scarce out there and predators have to sometimes be aggressive if they wanna 

survive.” 

“Ranchers are telling me this sort of thing is getting more common. But a 

teenage girl?” 

“It’s a tragedy for certain.” 

“So you think it was just an animal?” 

“Not necessarily; take a look at the neck right where the carotid is,” he pointed 

to the nasty wound on her pale once lovely neck.” 

“I better go tell her momma,” Matt wanted to leave. 

Matt had been intimate with the girl’s mother and he looked away. Rainey's right 

arm was gone along with half of her face. And blonde hair was matted with dried 

blood and dirt. A small part of what was left of her guts spilled from her belly. He 

gulped and bent forward too examine the neck before he left. 

“Tell me what I'm looking at please 'cause I really have no idea.” 

“It's a tooth indentation; there's no mistaking the weapon, a fang.”  

Thompson walked across the room and took from a shelf a skull lower jaw of 

tow canines. He brought it to the table and the body. He slid it into the wound on 

Rainey’s neck and it wasn’t a match. 

“Coyote.” 

He slid a larger set of teeth into the wound and it was a perfect match. 

“This set is from 110 pound wolf killed 28 years ago out on the caprock. It was 

here in this building along with the account when I moved in.” 

“Holy Mother of God!”  

Matt paced a few steps away, pulled off the protective apron so he could breathe; 

he swung the apron onto an empty table.  

Matt shook his head and ran his hands through his hair. He took a step back to 
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the table, “has anyone else seen the body?” 

He looked warily at James, hoping to God the man would give him the right 

response the only reasonable answer given the situation. 

A relief flooded through Matt as James pulled his glasses from his face and began 

wiping them on his shirt sleeve. 

“As soon as I knew it was Rainy. She was in two bags when she was brought in 

and there were some kids playing outside, but I doubt they saw anything.”  

“Good. Hide the body please, but don't bury it yet, we might need it later to 

identify the killer. Make sure we get the right wolf.”  

“I'll need some ice,” James explained. 

“We got a railroad. What’s it for?” 

“I’ll send for it from Fort Worth.” James suggested. 

“People will get wind of that when the train brings it.” 

“Well I’m gonna have to do something; salt maybe for a time.” 

“No just get the ice. The county will pay, but you get it. And, you were right to 

wake me up. I want to handle this personally; we can't afford to have outsiders 

involved… with all the family Bibles around here and the Rangers the way they are. 

For the town; you understand. Besides I don't want a cause a panic.” 

“And you sure don't want the Texas Rangers out here.” James reminded him. 

The thought of a troop of Rangers hunting and looking into every possible angle 

chilled Matt, chilled everyone. 

“You're certain this couldn't have been a man? And the wolf came around 

afterward?” Matt hated too guess and then just walk away, but he might just be 

forced to. 

“You know as much as I know. You've seen the evidence with your own eyes,” 

James said.  

Matt braced his arms and the table and almost lifted the table off the ground, 

“do you know who could have done this?”  His voice had little inflection. 

James shook his head while gathering up the tarp to recover the body. “I'm not 

sure but we can probably rule out the Comanches.” 

“Who?” Matt asked realizing it would be easier for Texas Rangers to hunt down 

a Comanche as opposed to a wolf. Might be easier (safer for everyone) to explain 

that a wolf was out on the caprock attacking a relatively innocent girls.  

“Rainey shows no signs of penetration and generally they like to… You know.”  

“So, she wasn’t…?”  

“No, but maybe send Bird Nose out to see what he can find.” 

“I was just thinking that,” the sheriff said. 

Like most trackers, Bird Nose was one of the many friendly Tonkawa involved 

in the Texas government's pet project to create a Native useful to law enforcement. 

The social scientists behind the project we're happy beyond their wildest dreams. 

Hiring an entire tribe to betray, track, and then hunt Comanche (their ancient 
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enemy) was considered pure genius.  

What had been thought a sound idea, a large number of Tonks were employed 

and helped sheriffs, marshalls, Rangers track down and kill thousands of outlaws 

and of course the less adjusted neighboring tribe as well. The friendly Tonks, in the 

employ of the government, were stronger and faster and more nature savvy than 

regular white men. They had greater endurance and could work even when 

grievously injured. And if killed for all intents easily replaced.  

At the start of the project, the newly civilized Tonks were touted as heroes, but 

the Indian wars had been almost won and everybody lost interest in the friendly 

trackers. The social engineers and county commissioners then clashed. If a county 

had a tracker it was at their own expense. 

  

FOUR 

Gina Freitag, or “Solitaire” as the Texas Rangers called her,  pulled her pistol 

from its holster and looked around. The weapon only contained five bullets but she 

opened the cylinder and added the sixth. She pulled her other pistol and did the 

same. She hadn't spotted the remaining outlaws but her partner must have spotted 

at least the one he’d shot, the body was lying at his feet outside a lonely barn.  

Gina’s partner was a rookie, always a rookie.  He stood over the body of the first 

man shot, the first outlaw he had killed. He pondered there just long enough to get 

killed himself. The shock of it all turned out to be just too much to process in the 

few seconds he had needed to move. Fire and move. Fire and move; that was 

plenty much all the training there was for a new Ranger; for Gina it had been 

nauseatingly repetitive. It should have worked for the rookie but obviously it didn't.  

The coppery tang of blood was sweet and filled her nose. It blotted out the 

outlaw’s odor. The blood spilled out on the ground, the two men bleeding out, 

overpowered any paltry old body odor. What concerned Gina was the sucking 

sound her boots were making period she had stepped in the blood pools and she 

was now shifting her weight from one boot to the other, trying to stop the 

squashing sticky sound.  

Now she would have to get a new pair. Most Rangers wouldn't fret too much, 

but she was the only female Ranger and she simply drew the line with bloody 

boots, and it didn't matter if it was outlaw or Ranger blood. Later, she would have 

to get a new pair. 

Years outside had darkened her skin and made a spray of freckles across her 

nose. The Texas sun was like an unchecked oven. She had a pistol in hand. Her 

fingers tighten instinctively, knuckles turned white from an extreme grip. She 

glanced again at the rookie’s dead body. It was a shotgun blast and somehow that 

seemed worse than any other sort of wound. Wounds. She swallowed the lump in 
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her throat. Sentimentality would hardly be appropriate at that instant. It is exactly 

what had gotten her partner killed. She couldn't afford the same mistake.  

Another body laying only feet away just was bloody equally dead. At least her 

partner took an outlaw with him before he departed. It meant fewer criminals for 

her to hunt later, but where were the other Rangers? By the time they arrived the 

fight would be over.  

Not again! 

It was hot as a skillet and she did not want to be standing around in the sun, 

waiting for Rangers, when there was a barn full of outlaws.  

She was leaning up against an exterior wall and on the sunny side but only a few 

yards from the door. The door of the building stood wide open; a gentle squeak 

came from a slight gust of wind. It all betrayed where the remaining outlaws would 

be hiding. They weren’t burning up outside with her, so naturally they were in the 

shade. 

Gina stared at what had been a miserably sparse cornfield. She shielded her eyes 

in order to take in the terrain. She’d read that was a primary consideration in any 

battle and that the high ground was preferable. But this was West Texas and there 

wasn't any such thing as high ground. But she took a moment to figure in this case 

given the heat the high ground would be any place in the shade.  

There were lots of places to hide, but the sun had burnt up the corn and the 

caprock was further off in the distance. She scanned the horizon for the other 

Rangers. She had sent the Cado scout for them thirty minutes ago when it was clear 

they were unto the outlaw’s trail but she couldn't see or hear any results.  

She didn't want to walk into a barn alone.  

Again.  

But she snaked her way into the barn, her boots silent now on the red clay. At 

least two outlaws were in there; Gina might make a mistake; the other Rangers 

would have loved to see that. But that would never happen.  

She inhaled. This gang had been chased at least a hundred miles and had a 

pungent odor. She wanted to smell them out; she’d done that before. She 

remembered on at least two other occasions where her sense of smell had kept her 

alive. Very few white people could smell as well as she could, but she had worked 

with a few Native trackers that could best her. She freely admitted. 

Gina’s job was to end the outlaw’s criminal careers or life and it could be easy 

and they might walk out or it might be violent and difficult. She took her job very 

seriously.  

The barn was quiet not even a creak came from the rafters. 

“Where are you morons? I know you came in here.” 

Gina listened. 

More shotgun pellets shattered wood near her cheek, as a blast nearly missed its 

target -- her head. The blast reverberated off what was actually a waterproof roof 
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making the sound near deafening her.  Ears ringing.  

“I dad! Mother!” Gina cried, then dove behind an iron container. She rolled 

forward and came up firing. An outlaw fired again peppering the container. Some 

liquid hit the ground with the splat.  

Gina glanced down in it was a still, probably not related to the outlaw’s train 

robbery, but the Indian whiskey would probably be flammable and she didn't mean 

to find out. “Crap!” She didn't need a bath in flammable alcohol. The skin on her 

back received second degree burns the last time she had encountered a still.  

“Some days it just didn't pay to Ranger,” she said. 

The two outlaws fired at the same time. Her mind snapped back to attention as 

that last volley started a fire. She fired in the direction of the nearest shotgun smoke 

before it faded. The flash from her pistol had illuminated the darkness for an 

instant and she had seen his eyes widen and then he screamed and fell out of the 

rafters. 

One down, she thought. Maybe the other would run out of the barn and out into 

the desert to die of thirst. In that case, she would be done for the day. 

Wishful thinking; another shot came from above and had been close, very close. 

If the mental midget’s hands hadn't jerked, she would have been finished, but if he 

couldn't shoot better than that then she figured he deserved to die anyway.  

Gina stared into the shadows nothing moved. Her gaze looked to pinpoint the 

origin of that last blast. Maybe she could goat him into revealing himself. 

“Come out,” Gina demanded. 

Realizing he was alone and up against a women, the last outlaw alive sounded 

half in shock, “Hold on, I'm confused, don't you have a vagina?"  

“Yeah, so?” was Gina’s retort. 

“Well, I ain’t never kilt no woman,” the outlaw stated. 

“I don’t expect you will either.” 

“Huh?” the outlaw asked. 

“Throw your weapon out now and give up peacefully. That's the only warning 

you're going to get from me,” she shouted. 

Silence. 

She thought, wouldn't it be nice if just for once someone would actually 

surrender to her. 

The wood near the still smoldered as flames began to spread. Gina looked at the 

flames and willed them to go out; they didn't. She didn’t have the time or the 

energy to fight both the fire in the bad man. 

She scanned the loft area. The last shot came from above and to her left. At least 

it would be a good guess… but at the moment, she wasn't sure. 

“Move, you chicken shit,” she exclaimed. “Give me something to work with 

here.” 

Dust motes danced and floated down through the sunlight streaming in. She was 
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pinned down in no matter which direction she moved, she would probably be shot. 

Eventually, the barn would burn down and she’d have more than second-degree 

burns to worry about. But her heart remained calm and her mind focused. All this 

and she listened for Ranger horses.  

Where was the troop of Rangers?  

A glint of metal caught Gina’s eyes. It as the sunlight filtered through a single 

hole in the roof. With lightning reflexes, she swung the barrel of her pistol around 

and squeezed the trigger. Death’s knock was there in the flash. The man toppled 

from the rafters and landed with a thud on the barn floor. The attempted arrests 

were over.  

Gina didn't bother to check and see if either man survived; there was no point. 

She had not missed since she was a child and if she had missed the heart there was 

the fall from the rafters. 

She stood, slipped the pistols back into their holsters and walked out of the 

burning building, the fire sizzled… hissing. 

She stepped out of the barn into the heat and the smell of death dissipated. The 

second her boots cleared the building, the hair on the nap of her neck rose. She 

released a heavy breath, her hand resting on her pistol. Gina turned to find the rest 

of the Rangers approaching the location from the southeast. 

“About time, fellas.” 

“I see we're late again,” Captain Bodie Roberts smarted off as he looked at the 

bodies on the ground. “This was supposed to be an eyes-only patrol. I sent you in 

and the kid to this part of the county specifically so he wouln’t get killed or you kill 

anyone.” 

“I’m a simple girl. I see weak men running from the law. I shoot ‘em.” Gina 

admitted. 

“Simple, my ass,” he hesitated. 

A few of the Rangers had entered the burning barn and were dragging the 

smoldering bodies out into the sun. She might have drug them out herself but she 

felt as “a lady” it might have been undignified. Other Rangers had buckets of water, 

but not near enough to do that job. 

“I can see you're all by yourself again,” Bodie stood over the rookie’s body, 

looking down at it.  

At first glance, Bodie seemed attractive with his military look, square jaw, 

farmer’s tan and a body mass about two times that of Gina’s. But there was a hint 

of cruelty lurking behind his pale blue eyes. And he was an arrogant mule with 

designs on every woman he came across. Gina warned every woman she met they’d 

be wise to run.  

Bodie never missed a chance to throw his rank around or remind Gina that he 

was the one in charge. Technically, they shared the same rank; they were both 

captains. Unfortunately, in his case, there was a month difference in seniority. 
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Bodie had the pull and control of this particular chase. That's why Gina and her 

partner had been spending time on remote leads when she could have been 

working on real leads. It was only an accident they had found the train robbers in 

the barn. 

She looked at the bodies laying around them; one had been a Ranger. Exclude 

the rookie, and the day hadn’t been a waste of time. But the youngster was dead 

and it was a detail that couldn't be ignored, and it hurt certainly. And it didn't help 

with her Bodie problem.  

Flies buzzed and landed on the bodies. It wouldn't be long before they laid their 

larva. Gina swallowed and it forced her mind to clear itself of the image. Nothing 

would ever ruin her mood more quickly than a body full of maggots.  

Bodie barked orders to the various troop members. Gina, with one ear listen to 

all the instructions, so they'd be finished before the local authorities arrived.  

“It's nice to know you're still living up to your reputation, Solitaire,” someone 

called out from somewhere behind her. 

She was embarrassed and shifted her feet, figuring if she wanted to respond. Her 

boots were still splattered and sticky with the blood. The outlaw’s lifeblood dried 

quickly in the sun's harsh rays. Soon he'd be buried and gone and not worth much 

worry. 

But the boots, they’d ruined her boots!!! 

Bodie approached, his head bent as he looked at the rookie. “That kid was 

somewhere between hay and grass, but he was still a good man,” he paused. “They 

all were. And you wonder why no one wants to work with you.” His tone with 

Gina was always rude and this was particularly pointed. 

“How many dead rookies does that make?” he kept on. 

“Forget you, Bodie,” she snarked reloading her weapons. “I'm the only female 

Ranger I figured that might have something to do with that.” 

“You're right there, darling,” Bodie said. 

“Same typical male bullshit.” 

“I’m just like everybody and think a woman should be unseen, quiet, and 

obedient.” 

“Listen to you… I’m the most stealthy Ranger in this troop.” 

“But you don’t follow orders and you keep getting your partners killed,” Bodie 

argued. 

“You keep giving me these kids to work with.” 

“And you keep lettin’ them down,” Bodie raised his eyebrows. 

“I get the job done. If you pig dicks hadn't been dragging it up, this wouldn't 

have happened.” 

Bodie crowed and surveyed the carnage. “That's rich coming from someone who 

got their nickname from the end of at least five fights. If it were up to me you 

wouldn't be a Ranger.” 
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“But it's not up to you, is it?” Gina was obstinate. 

Bodie was about to as bitter as a Ranger comes.  

“No, the commander wouldn't allow it, not his little…” Bodie smiled with his 

favorite argument. 

But she couldn’t go running to her grandpa about every little wise-crack they 

made.  

“Leave him out of it,” she snapped cutting him off. 

Bodie sneered, his thin mustache curling in disgust. 

“Next time, try waiting on the troop.” 

Gina gleamed at the rookie on the ground. Her stomach churned with barely 

contained rage as she stared back at Bodie. 

“There ain’t no cover out here but the barn. It was go in or stand out here in the 

open. If I'd hadn’t, my body would be right next to the kid’s and you would have 

two fatalities, it’s bad but I just saved you a little extra paperwork.” 

“I wouldn't have minded,” he smiled. The scar on his chin where a horse kicked 

him started to grow. 

Gina always hit back every reply when bickering with Bodie. But it was just a 

waste of time today and too damn hot. Both their fathers had been Rangers and 

she was accustomed to it anyway. Bodie had been a jerk to her since he was a kid. 

He’d pushed her down in the mud and once and then the next day asked her for a 

kiss. She’d promptly kicked him in the nuts; it had been adversarial ever since and 

things were not likely to change now that they were grown. 

There were reports to write and horses to care for. The locals would be there 

soon once they saw the smoke; once they arrived, she would be able to leave. Until 

then Gina would try not to slug Brodie.  

Again. 

The troop had given up fighting the fire but were working around, drawing 

sketches and estimating distances. Several Rangers were digging through the dead 

outlaws' pockets and saddlebags attempting to positively identify them. They were 

even scraping soil off the souls of the dead men's boots, a thoroughly modern 

crime-fighting technique. But everyone knew where they'd been and where they 

were going now they were dead. 

Gina raised her hand and patted her gray gelding. 

“Thanks for getting me here, again.”  

Her grandfather had given her the horse at considerable expense and he had 

toted her every day she had been a Ranger. The horse was so reliable, she had told 

people he was a custom breed, bred for Ranger work. He had stopped a bullet and 

survived and had the very best constitution. Instead of moving onto a new and 

younger horse, Gina insisted then she keep Wayfair. She knew one day he’d falter 

but until then he did she’d keep what she had.  

“Are you talking to that old horse again?” Brody asked, drawing the attention of 
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several troop members.  

“I wish someone would whisper sweet things in my ear. I tell you it ain't natural 

for a horse to hear such lusty talk.” 

“Funny.” Gina snarked. 

“Why don't you ride a more reliable horse, younger, faster?” He chuckled. 

“No thanks,” Gina said. 

“Someday that horse is gonna get you killed or worse, let an outlaw get off the 

hook.” 

Murmurs started around, ‘cause those were fighting words in Ranger circles. 

Gina heard them clearly as if they had been shouted. But she had chosen not to 

fight that day. 

Gina bristled under the abuse but she stood by her horse for some reason. She 

couldn't find the apples she had brought, but after a minute in the very bottom of 

the right saddlebag, she found two green apples. The troop stopped working for a 

moment, either they were hungry for the apples or they were looking to see if she’d 

fistfight Brody.  

Again.  

Finally, the Ranger who claimed to like the paperwork came over and showed 

her some drawings and a paragraph or two of text. She smiled and used her initials. 

Nash, Nashville Billingsly, a dapper kid didn't look confident. He was however 

competent. 

“You been practicing your shooting?” Gina asked him. 

“Yes ma'am; every day half broke from all the expense.” 

“Could a used you here today.” 

“Thank you, ma'am. I was trying to get here. It's just that I was way back over 

yonder.” 

“Well, I appreciate your makin’ all these reports.” 

“Just putting my school learnin’ to work, ma’am.” 

She appreciated that kid. The proper documents would be waiting for her on her 

desk when she returned to Austin, after that it was just a matter of a few signatures. 

This young bookish Ranger wasn't entirely sluggish about fighting. Actually, he 

was figuring on easing into the Ranger way of doing things and was happy to write 

reports for pretty much any Ranger as a way of pulling his weight until he made the 

transition to violence. But the young Ranger was talented at reports, no doubt. He 

could look at a burning barn, ask a few questions, not even bother Gina and he 

could write a two-page report complete with illustrations and most importantly 

he’d invested in one of those new-fangled typewriters. So what if he wasn't eager as 

most Rangers about pulling the trigger; most Rangers didn't care he wasn’t a killer 

so long as they didn't have to write the reports. 

Gina inhaled deeply as the wind shifted and shuffling summer air changed. The 

sticky sweet odor of perfume embraced her but soon she caught the odor of 
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something far more ugly. She sneezed and then her stomach wrinkled. 

“You need a hanky?” Nash asked. 

“No, thank you. I smell something dead,” Gina said. 

“We passed a dead Indian pony, getting here,” Nash said, gesturing to the south. 

Gina was looking west. 

“No, There’s something sinister out there on the caprock.” 

The barn and the dead bodies were downwind. Gina looked at Bodie now 

upwind and she sniffed. The perfume wasn't his… unless not unless he was leading 

a second life she didn’t know about. Well, it wasn't his; she thought it would be 

funny but there was a very slim chance. He probably didn’t dress up like a woman 

or anything like that but it did occur to her. No, she decided Bodie was 100% man 

and full of both the good and bad parts too.  

“This is all of them, right?” she asked. 

Bodie shrugged, “yeah, according to the witness' statements. One, two, three, 

and four.” 

“They were shooting at us the second we rode up and I didn't have time to look 

around; are you sure?” 

He glanced out at where Gina was staring, the caprock, “there ain't nobody out 

there.” 

Gina’s gray snorted and bobbed his head. 

Bodie turned to her, “What did he say?”  

“Horses don’t talk, dumbass.” 

“Too bad for you; everybody needs a friend.” 

Gina shrunk an inch or two 'cause it was pretty near the truth and it hit her hard. 

Wayfair was more friend than horse. And she didn’t have that many friends. She 

shared everything with him; it was just easier to do that than share anything with 

the judgmental and mostly self-righteous male troopers. She might have found a 

young rookie to confide in, but Bodie was right they never seem to last too long. 

Gina stepped away from the horse. The perfume still moved through the air and 

there was a tiny essence of death mixed in. No one seemed to smell it but her. It 

might be nothing but the fact that it was the two scents together made her more 

confident something female and dead was out there.  

She confronted Bodie, “We have something out there, something that ripe.” 

“Dead animal?” 

“Not unless they picked up some perfume in town and came out here with it to 

die.”  

“Damn, girl. You should write books and leave Rangerin’ to men. I don’t smell 

no perfume.” 

Gina shot Bodie a look that said, shove that manchizmo bullshit right up you’re 

kester, because I'm a trained and experienced Ranger. She gave him “that” look 

before mounting and riding toward the rocks.  
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“Where in tarnation are you going? Get back here. That's an order. Damn you!” 

Nash, the young record keeper, mounted and chased after her. The rest of the 

troops were loyal to Brodie and just watched. 

“Gina… er uh Captain, you really shouldn't disobey a direct order,” Nash 

respectfully scolded her. “It might reflect badly on you in the reports. He might…” 

“Nash, you wouldn’t let that happen to me.” 

“No ma’ma. You are right. I wouldn’t.” 

Gina shook her head, “and besides you were here with me. Whatever happens to 

me, happens to you too.” 

“I didn't hear what he said and I thought it was an emergency and ain't no 

Ranger worth his salt is gonna let a lady ride out alone. No, sir. Not even you. And 

especially not me.” 

“Thank you, Nash. That means a lot to me.” 

Gina turned to look and see if any of the troopers were following. It didn't look 

as if they were interested. Bodie appeared to be shouting; she ignored that. She 

shook her head more and kept going. She followed the smell, but it zigzagged them 

across the rocks. She was stopping when she lost the scent and she’d wait for the 

wind to come up again. She could hear Bodie’s horse coming up behind her. 

Great, he had taken her seriously for once. If Bodie joined them then the rest of 

the troop would join them eventually and they could fan out and do a proper 

search. 

But the scent became oppressive as Gina and Nash entered the edge of the hot 

red rocks; it was a natural stone frying pan and whatever was dead was getting 

pretty durn pungent. A shiver started in the back of her neck then ran down to her 

saddle. It was creepy, but familiar in her line of work. 

A shout came from her left confirming her speculation. She had hoped she was 

wrong, even if she had to take some ribbing. Gina and Nash made their way 

toward a dismounted group of Rangers standing around, hats in hand. From a 

distance, it looked like a funeral but as she rode up she spotted the corpse. 

“What’d they find?” 

Nash didn't even make it off his horse before he threw up.  

“God that's a woman!” One of the Rangers stated the obvious. 

The body of a young woman, who appeared mauled by animals, lay scattered 

behind a barren red rock. Her curly auburn hair was matted against her head from 

where the blood had dried. 

“Hey look,” said a Ranger, “she fought pretty good, there's fingernails. One here 

another here. The Rangers scattered around in a wider circle.  

“Good for her,” Gina said. “I hope she clawed his eyes out.” 

“Nash, when you stop barfin’, get off your horse and get over here and look at 

this.” Bodie commanded. 

There was a wide opening where her throat used to be. Flesh had been ripped 
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from her body exposing bones and tendons there was no way to make out what 

she had once weighed. There was a lot of her missing. Her eyes had been blue, but 

that was nearly clouded out now but she kept the most frightened expression.  

Gina turned away. Someone would be missing a sister or daughter maybe she 

was both. She knew all about that part of it, first hand. Gina tried not to lose her 

objectivity and she moved off the rocks hoping to find a track or two. 

“We’ll get him.” Gina said matter of fact. 

Bodie’s eyes narrowed. 

“How you reckon a man did this?” 

She responded with gut instinct, “Uh, there’s not a stitch of clothes on her. So, I 

just reckon…” 

Gina ran a trembling set of fingers through her thick ponytail and kept looking 

for tracks. What was she supposed to say? She was better at a crime scene than 

anyone, but the men were already there. She’d just put her money on finding a 

track or two. 

And as far as rangering went, she knew she could see and hear better than any of 

the Rangers in her troop and she could go farther with less water as well but she 

never risk letting them know it.  

Scientifically empirically. The troop might guess she was a better Ranger but she 

thought it was best to make like quail and stick close to the ground. She didn't need 

the controversy, she might need the troops to actually rescue her someday. She 

didn't want them all mad at her. Her grandfather knew and that was plenty enough 

recognition for her. And, she sure as heck couldn’t barge into the center of their 

investigation. She’d smelled it but they’d laid eyes on it first. 

Sometimes she felt like a freak of nature, a Tonk, or a hound, which wasn't 

actually how her troop viewed her. They saw her as the boss's granddaughter, 

deadly but still just an example of nepotism that would eventually bring down the 

Rangers as a fighting unit. Entirely a contradiction, but she wasn’t going to 

complain. Her job was the track and kill and not complain. Bodie had told 

everybody that nepotism would end it all and it had gotten back to Gina. 

Funny, nepotism wasn’t the reason the men avoided her; it was because of her 

special abilities. They knew she could fight in any situation and she could 

potentially even best them. A woman! Bested by a woman and that would be the 

end of their self-esteam and their careers. But she had bested plenty and it had 

happened several times and nothing really ever happened; it was all glossed over. 

Everyone kept their jobs and everyone kept keeping on.  

Being a woman almost never helped. 

Bodie turned to face Gina, “The only reason you aren't relieved of duty is 

because we did find a body out here. I told you, ordered you, not to leave up at the 

barn.” 

She cocked her head, “I'm sure it has was nothing to do with the fact that my 
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grandfather is your boss.” 

Bodie’s face turned beet red, “Well it’s the only thing keeping you from bein’ a 

suspect in this crime.” 

Gina retorted, “I’ve been called worse but I prefer ‘heifer’ to ‘suspect’ if it’s some 

survey you’re doing.” 

“It's not natural to be able to sniff out a body; you ain’t a damn dog, so explain 

how you knew it was out here?” Bodie asked. 

“What?” Gina couldn’t believe it. 

“Prior knowledge is what I call it.” Bodie exclaimed. 

“You’re a durn loon,” Gina called him. 

“I saw you pretending to sniff the air all the way out here; no one else smelled 

nothing. You think we're plum dumb?”  

Gina wasn't about to answer that in the affirmative, that’s what started their last 

fist-fight, but she could have. 

“Let me see if I understand. You think I killed this poor woman and then 

pretended to find the body? Just like I arranged the shoot out -up at the barn.” 

“Heifer,” he raised his middle finger for emphasis and began to leave. 

“You really are a loser, Bodie,” Gina shouted after him. 

Bodie was about to respond but Gina cut him off, “What's the nearest town?” 

“Why?” Bodie stopped his horse and turned. 

“Duh, you need to see if they’re missing a girl.” 

Bodie grunted out his reluctance.  

“Sounds like a good job for you.” 

Gina kept her head down still scouring the ground for tracks. 

“And, you need to check and see if they've been having problems with feral 

animals, pigs, wolves and there might even be a cougar out here.”  

She shrugged, “You never know it might have been an animal, but I doubt it.” 

“The nearest town is Quitaque; it's about two miles over there. Go back to the 

barn and there’s a trail. Just head east; you can't miss it.”  

“I’ll find it okay,” Gina said. 

“The local sheriff is a man named Matt Hunter,” Bodie said. 

“I’ll have a word with him.” And she began to ride away. 

He chuckled, “Good luck getting help from him; he hates Rangers.” 

“Wise old sheriff?” Gina speculated. 

“Actually, he’s not much older than us.” Bodie volunteered. 

“Good, I hope he’s more reliable than you,” Gina went on the offensive. 

Bodie, “Well, I’m better looking than him I can guarantee that.” 

“No one is better looking than you, Bodie,” Gina retorted. 

Bodie snickered, “If he ain’t cooperating, I reckon you could always give him a 

little… if you can remember how.” 

The Rangers chuckled until Gina’s gaze quieted them and they tried to cough 
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and clear their throats. 

“Only you would come up with something so vulgar,” Gina said. 

“It's a gift I have,” Bodie said. “Well, don’t just sit there hating men; if you want 

to go traipsing around alone, knock yourself out. We are manhunters, not animal 

control.” 

She lowered her voice, “You've heard the rumors floating around about the 

Tonkawa.” 

“You can't be serious,” Brody scoffed.  

Gina mirrored his expression.  

Bodie his face twisted, “You're talking about a tribe nearly 500 miles away from 

here and practically extinct. It's just a story passed around by bunch of Indian 

haters. Propaganda next thing you'll tell me it was Chupacabre.” 

“That's wrong,” Gina said. 

“Why?”  

“'cause Chupacabre was is a religious myth, a demon, and the Tonks are entire 

tribe of cannibals,” she explained. 

“And you want my approval in running around like a chicken with its head cut 

off,” he threw his arms up in disgust.  

“Merely suggesting alternative theories.” 

“Heck I don't believe this; I'm not surprised however since you spend your time 

conversing with your horse like he's a real person.” 

“My horse is a person?” Gina confused him. 

“Oh, hell no.” 

“But you just said,” Gina pressed him. 

“Forget that. I’m writing this but as an animal attack. Probably a wolf. Maybe a 

big cat,” Bodie decided. 

“Sell it to Nash, he writes all your reports anyway,” she said.  

Gina glared.  

The troops were pretty much riveted on the woman's exposed genitals. 

Bodie shouted, “Animals. Case closed. Nash write a report.” 

“Not so fast,” Gina objected. 

“Gina, come on you're just burning daylight here.” Bodie begged. 

“There's something wrong about this whole scene,” Gina waved her arms to 

point. “Nash, check the area out for fur and dropping piles. 

With perfect timing, the only a Ranger not gawking at the woman’s body shouted 

and held up a dress he’d found about fifty yards out. 

“What was I just saying?” Gina confronted Bodie. 

“I don’t know, I wasn’t listening.” 

“Animals tore her clothes off? And left them way over there?” Gina was 

indignant.  

Gina yelled out to the only married Ranger, the one holding up the dress, 
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“Bloody?” 

He waved his rifle sideways left and right, signaling no. 

Gina looked back at Bodie, “Okay?” 

Bodie was struggling for an answer. 

Gina continued, “There's not any hoof or footprints either and this rock's not 

going to give us any clues.” 

“It's the perfect place for a killing.” 

“Seems more like an animal attack. In this draught, there isn’t enough game. 

Maybe this animal was desperate. See what I mean?”  

“Well, what was she doing out here in the first place?” Gina asked. 

“People just come out here to ponder God and marriage and undetermined 

questions,” Bodie offered. 

“This town ain’t got a church?  

“There’s a church in every Texas town. Sometimes there a church and there ain’t 

even a town.” Bodie answered. 

Gina continued, “Somebody dragged her or tricked her out here. Ain’t anything 

that's worth pondering that ain’t possible right next to where are you live. There 

ain't nothing religious about this place.” 

“Sorry but being a stupid girl isn't a crime,” Bodie said. “You might not like it 

but this looks like animals; that's an order, you know one of those things you refuse 

to follow.” 

“I’m goona go find her family. What if it wasn't predators; you'd be letting a 

murderer, and probably a rapist go scot-free.” Gina protested. 

“You don't even know she has a family,” Bodie objected. 

“Well, now when we go to Quitaque, then we’ll know.” 

“When you go to Quitaque, I’m not going anywhere but Austin.” 

“Bye,” Gina was blunt. 

“Find me some evidence it was murder and I’ll have Nash change the report,” 

Bodie gave in. 

He grabbed her arm as she turned back to the nearly burnt down barn. Bodei's 

expression had cooled. Sometimes. Rarely, he could be decent. 

“Sheriff Hunter is probably up at the barn by now, run your theory by him and if 

he wants to entertain you, well that's fine, but you'll have to do it on your own time. 

This troop isn't wasting anymore time chasing a pack of wild animals. That's for the 

locals.” 

 

FIVE 

Located in what used to be central Texas grasslands, the white pillars of the 

Texas Ranger headquarters rose like giant live oak trees. The building rose out of 
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the prairie 110 feet. A massive stable, which housed 100 or more horses, jutted out 

the back for easy in and out. The building faced East and the stable symbolically 

exited toward the West. A peculiar looking brothel. And nobody is ever surprised 

to hear about the six saloons. Around the headquarters sprung up an assortment of 

houses, apartments and hotels. Officers, administrators and trustees and the 

Rangers all called West Austin home.   

Rose bushes, expertly maintained, decorated the entire complex and helped 

mitigate the harsh public image of the men that worked in the buildings. The roses 

were only public relations, the idea of Noah Freitag the commander; the black man 

that worked with them had been his cook and general hand about camp for the 

entire thirty-seven years of his Ranger service. The plants were carefully cultivated 

with plenty of horse manure and watered with water from the Colorado. With all 

the horse droppings and water, they bloomed almost perpetually and made it seem 

that the building housed “civil” or maybe even Presbyterian activities.  

However, from the rear, the building was an imposing military structure (a 

canon, gun ports, and water well inside in case of siege). Gina didn’t know any 

Ranger that would sit still for a siege but still, the building was designed for it. Gina 

entered through the stables. Wayfair was famished, of course, and the oats she fed 

him seemed to positively hit home. That was one encouraging point about coming 

to the new Ranger headquarters -- the quality and quantity of the oats provided 

were excellent. Wayfare belched. The new improved condition of the horses 

allowed Rangers to get anywhere days quicker than only years before.  

One week with Bodie bitching in her ear all day, Gina rolled her neck, trying to 

ease the tension knotting her shoulders, as she walked out of the stables toward the 

main offices. Gina’d learned that the man just loved to hear the sound of his own 

voice. For days, as they rode, it got so she wasn't even listening.  

Starting in the year 1835, from the very beginning, the Texas Rangers were in 

their thirty-seventh year of existence. Gina was twenty-six in 1973 and the way she 

had been brought up, the organization's mission was to curtail open aggression 

with the Comanche and the other tribes. However, she realized fully that this 

position was the minority. Most Rangers felt the opposite; that it was the 

organization's job to instigate hostilities; it meant fame and pay. No one paid taxes 

as eagerly as a frightened population. When she first enlisted she had hoped her 

enlightened philosophy, taught to her by her grandpa would rub off on her 

coworkers, but it hadn't and probably never would.  

With over 800 miles between Port Arthur and El Paso and over 700 from 

Amarillo to Brownsville, the equine force were as important as any troop’s human 

content. The state was so dangerous and expensive, half the Rangers budget went 

towards being mobile, mobile in a fast and reliable way. Due to the constant threat 

of upheaval, Texas was constantly in the market for quality horseflesh. Now this 

didn't help the Ranger's popularity across the state. Rangers would ride up on 
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amazing mounts strong and healthy, perhaps tired but compared to the average 

citizen, whose horse might be underweight or perhaps non-existent, there was a bit 

of animosity over horseflesh. Horse breeders liked the Rangers plenty, but nearly 

anyone with a brain felt the only thing Rangers were worth was driving up the price 

of horses. But on the other hand, if anybody was having Indian or outlaw problems 

the complaining died down, never mind who instigated it.  Gina watched the 

gelding eat. They had employees in the stable for that and anything else, but she 

groomed the horse personally.  

It was the same with weaponry; pistols and rifles were not cheap and the Rangers 

always had the newest models. And I’m probably telling you something you already 

knew. But given some other western opinions, let me ask you, when did any 

government ever skimp on transportation or weaponry? So I didn't want you to 

have the impression Gina was neglected or her horse emaciated due to lack of 

support. Pretty much, her only disadvantage was that she was female and a second 

handicap was that given a mirror and about thirty minutes she could be down-right 

attractive. Butch women that liked to fight were one thing, but a woman with a 

pretty figure like Gina’s was an entirely different and incendiary matter.  

Along with peacekeeping duties, Gina was also responsible for patrol and 

investigation of the more “unusual” criminal cases. Typically, unusual meant 

“political” in nature. Murder or animal attacks were not political at first glance, but 

Texas was in and always will be a political powderkeg and (so after about a week 

ruminating on it) suddenly the dead girl could easily have been orchestrated to 

affect elections. But until politics reared its ugly little hand as far as the Rangers 

were concerned a girl's murder on the caprock was a local matter until the 

politicians (or newspaper reporters) decided otherwise. 

Gina walked to her desk. Note that with the new building the Rangers were all 

now given workspaces. It wasn't any particular treat that she knew about, but the 

desks were there. The Rangers were growing and she wasn't unworried about that. 

She knew about government from her grandfather who argued with every Texas 

governor, except Sam Houston, and was now in an epic battle with Edmund J. 

Davis. 

Gina began to disarm. She laid her pistol and rifle down first on the desk, 

followed by her Bowie knife, brass knuckles, three throwing knives, derringer and 

bullwhip, and horse squirt. She sat down leaning back to relax but still another 

weapon was taken from her belt it looks something like a manufactured snare or 

small animal trap. 

She had ordered the snare from a catalog on a whim, thinking Wayfair might 

falter and she might have to eat prairie dogs ‘till she could find a horse. She always 

tried to think ahead. But she hadn't tried it out yet. Yet it was store-bought and she 

was susceptible; sometimes she bought things in an instant.  

She slipped all the weapons except the rifle into a large drawer. 
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And she picked up the papers already laid out on her desk. She scanned the 

documents. Her blood pressure spiked when she read about the girl’s death. The 

girl shouldn’t have been out there and she shouldn’t have died. She hated that 

newspapers would profit from the sensational story the Rangers were building. The 

girl was dead and no election rhetoric, “should” or “ought,” would bring her back.  

She glanced down at her boots; most anyone wouldn’t notice anything about 

them. The blood had long ago worn off the leather, but she'd still need to have the 

boots burned immediately. Gina denied the true number of pair of boots she had 

ruined, but she knew pretty soon the commander, grandfather or not, would dock 

her pay. However, every Ranger had a line they didn't cross; it might be shirts, or 

mounts, or weapons. Bloody boots were where she drew the line. And if her pay 

was docked in order to have clean boots, well then, so be it.  

She removed the boots carefully not to actually touch the worst parts (where the 

blood had been) she dropped them under her desk, to be disposed of later. She 

removed the well-worn socks and replaced them with a pair she kept on reserve 

from the very bottom drawer. She slipped them on and finally felt comfortable 

enough to sign the reports. The filing clerk walked by and without a word or even 

looking him in the eye, she handed him the documents.  

Any conscientious reader of western novels could recognize the occupants of the 

room. There a few professional killers, with badges, were sitting at desks, drinking 

whiskey. Most of the desks were empty; however, the ones who were there were 

watching the clerks who were milling about. Rangers think everyone is guilty of 

something, always; even clerks in their own organization needed to be watched. 

Neither Ranger or clerk spoke, but everyone understood everything.  

Gina heard someone snickering behind her. It was Nash, “Gina your feet! You're 

in your socks.” 

Gina rolled her eyes. “I'm aware of that,” she said shaking her head at the kid’s 

old fashion ideas. Entirely goofy, he kept staring at her feet. When she realized 

maybe Nash had a foot fetish, she sat up nervously and hid her feet under the desk. 

She thought and then reasoned the kid probably had never seen a woman in any 

state of undress, so she let it slide.  

Gina used her keys to open a special desk drawer. She was looking for an item 

that no other Ranger dared to used as consolation. Maybe some chocolate would 

help her relax. She opened the drawer and looked deep into it; she pushed aside her 

personal items, combs, brushes, safety pins. Gause wrap, blotting paper, for kegs of 

soap (all different manufacturers), a single pearl, Aquaphor, two zippered pouches, 

sassafras hard candy, peppermint breath freshener, and a package with four of five 

white hankies. Under all of that, she was moving all that to the side to see if she 

had buried a bar of chocolate.  

“What you looking for?” Nash just wouldn’t drift on. 

“Someday I figure everything's gonna be against the law,” Gina philosophied. 
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“How's that?” 

Gina explained, “Look the legislature meets every other year, but every time they 

get together about ten things come out of there illegal.  

“Bodie says it means more jobs in law enforcement.” 

“Maybe so, but I figure out about 1973 at this rate… they’ll be coming for 

people‘s chocolate!” 

She put her hands on the bar of “her whiskey” and prize at the end of a long 

ride. 

“But, we'll be arresting or shooting just about everybody?” Nash asked. 

Gina savored her chocolate and finally answered Nash, who wouldn’t go away. 

“Well, we can't shoot everybody there won't be enough people to pay the taxes 

and there ain't enough jails for the arresting part,” Gina did the math. 

“Well, what are we gonna do, we’re sworn to uphold the law?” Nash asked.  

“Well, I figure when it comes to that, us Rangers if we like you we'll just let you 

go and if we don't like you then we won't,” Gina explained how it might work.  

“Hum? Maybe,” Nash thought. 

“Look at these men,” Gina commanded. 

Nash looked at the cold hard faces of the other Rangers. 

Gina, continued, “Can you imagine the grandsons of Cap Arnold over there or 

Doug Lee Wallin, judges, juries AND executioners?” 

Nash pondered the notion and felt uncomfortable. He knew the Rangers in the 

room were only there getting a buzz before work ended and they could float over 

to a saloon and really tie one on. 

Nash had always suspected but this was from Gina; she definitely was a 

thoroughly modern thinking woman. He wouldn’t mind if she voted. But, he’d 

never admit it, not in this particular room. 

“You think I’m wrong?” Gina asked? 

“No. Of course not.” Lying. 

There was an awkward pause, as Nash had no idea how to respond. 

“So what you were looking for was the chocolate?” Nash deflected. 

“Chocolate ain't against the law, yet. Is it?” 

“You probably are right about the way things are going,” Nash simply agreed 

with her philosophy.  

“Sure gonna put us in a bind, if that comes true.” Nash said. 

She knew he was just being polite. 

“You wanna explain, why I’m right?” 

“No… Yeah. Sure. I will.” Nash stumbled on the idea of elaborating. 

“It’s just that you’re a glass-half-empty type.” Gina stated. 

“And you’re you’re a glass-half-full type?” Nash asked. 

“I’m the sort of fellow that can just refill the d--- glass if needed. Ain’t you got a 

pitcher in your house?” 
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“Yep, but it won’t fit in my saddlebag.” 

“Well, I’m just saying I’m a fullest. As opposed to a nihilist.” 

“Diggety, you’re full of wordplay today,” She quipped. 

“I guess, I’ve been writing reports all morning.” 

Gina finished the chocolate and she closed and re-locked the drawer. 

A clerk brought a note and put it on her desk, not daring to look in her eyes. 

Gina considered ignoring the note but thought better of it. Ir might be something; 

might be something important and some legitimate order (not from Bodie) and she 

did follow orders, given the right circumstances.  

Gina asked, “Nash, would you do me a favor. Take these boots down to the 

burn pile.” 

“I reckon I can do that, for you.” 

Nash gestured to the note on the desk. 

“If them’s orders for an investigation, I'd like to go.”  

“Oh Nash, I don't know.” 

She constantly was breaking his heart; you could see that. 

“Well okay, I'll take the boots but one of these days you're going to need me.” 

“I know you're right, but this is probably nothing. I’m not near as important as 

you think I am.” 

The note was from her grandfather upstairs, “I want you to come by my office 

so we can talk sometime today; you're not in trouble. I'd just like to see you.” 

Gina weighed her options: she could sneak out and go to her dorm to sleep. 

Claim exhaustion, of course, she’d done that before. And the male Rangers would 

never admit they had done the same either but Gina wasn't pretentious that way. 

She was a female sure but she was also a genuine Texas Ranger. She felt she was a 

struggling female but a real Texas Ranger. Anyway, why pretend to be a tired? 

Being a female didn't affect her job performance. So, she wouldn’t nap.  

So she wouldn't be lying to her grandpa, the man that raised her. She stood up 

eyeing the hallway to the dorms maybe if she moved quickly. She might make it 

unseen.  

She was still at her desk. She wasn't prepared to talked to the topman about the 

case, even if he were a close relative. He probably would only agree with Bodie. She 

wasn't in the mood, but she groaned and let out a sigh. The other Rangers in the 

room looked up at the sigh and then quickly down as Gina made eye contact. What 

did they think? Was she a porcupine? She didn't have that kind of power. 

She jumped up and chose not to put off the inevitable. Gina climbed the stairs 

and entered the long haul that lead to her grandfather’s office. And she froze, her 

eyes walked on country butter. A blonde man shaking Bodie's hand. Was that 

Randy McCormick? Senator McCormick? What was he doing here at Ranger 

headquarters? It might be something for him to leave the campaign; to stop 

campaigning and stop by. She took a deep breath and pulled her shoulders back. 
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She grew about an inch or more. Shoulders back, she didn't want to slouch in front 

of McCormick as he was in her mind, “cowboyastic.” 

One of the best shootists to ever be a Ranger, McCormick had single-handedly 

changed the training and then helped build the Ranger legend. His accuracy record 

was 99 of 100 wasn't even approached. Handsome and a terrific speaker with 

charisma enough to win three or four landslides. McCormick had used his success 

as a Ranger to move into politics; he was the state senator from Galveston, but 

everyone knew he was presently running for governor.  

McCormick’s blonde head bent toward Bodie as they shared hushed and a 

private joke. The laugh he expelled rumbled like a thunderstorm in Gina. If any 

Ranger could rise to governor it would be him. McCormick didn’t have Gina’s 

vote, as Texas wouldn’t let that happen until 1920, but he did have “her VOTE” 

and she wouldn't mind if he'd exercise a little law and order on her.  

She tilted her chin higher and squared her shoulders even more before walking 

down the hall toward her the commander’s office. The two men didn't notice her 

yet. 

“You have my support,” Bodie said releasing the politician’s hand.  

“I appreciate that, Captain. The continuation of proper funding for the Rangers 

is a top priority for me. I won't forget you. If I'm governor some things are going 

to need changing around here if you know what I mean.”  

Was he promising Bodie her grandfather’s job. Instantly, that changed everything 

for Gina.  

“Thank you, sir.” 

Evidently, Bodie had dreams of becoming himself the commander when Gina’s 

grandfather retired, but he seemed to be looking to speed things up. 

“Power-hungry buffalo pile,” is what Gina thought about Bodie. 

Gina’s stomach clenched as something close to rage worked its way up her spine. 

She walked down the corridor, her footfalls whispering softly without the boots. 

And in her socks. Randy McCormick looked up at her up and down and addressed 

her properly, “Captain.”  

She smiled and replied, “Senator.” 

She blamed Bodie entirely; McCormick was just a politician in an election and 

probably had promised the command of the Rangers to twenty individuals. It 

didn’t mean he would actually do it. He just needed their support. And the Senator 

had always been cordial to her and she had no real vote; and how could she bring 

herself to blame such a handsome man and a good shot? 

Bodie, of course, tried to ruin everything, “nice socks.” 

Gina flushed. She'd forgotten all about her boots.  

“So much for being the first lady Ranger, wearing socks in the headquarters; I’ll 

just resign.” 

“Oh well. Nice knowing you.” Bodie had to continue. 
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“I love rangerin’ but might be a better life, if I ain’t gotta ut up with the like a 

you.”  

She smiled confidently she’d won, and she continued down the hall without 

another word. 

There was an oversized pecan wood door at end of the hall. Her grandfather 

often spoke about how prevalent wood was back in Germany, the Black Forest 

area before he immigrated to Texas. Bodie and the Senator both still watching her. 

She ran her hand over the smooth surface and the feeling was comforting and she 

didn’t care if the men watching her knew it.  

She had spent so much time in West Texas; the door was outlandish at the same 

instant it was comforting. What would the West look like covered in trees? She 

closed her eyes a moment and tried to picture it. Palo Duro Canyon was a Mecca 

full of trees all that wood. It was a wonderful sight, but those trees were about the 

only ones for 200 miles. 

Gina straightened her shirt and then raised her hand and knocked on the door. 

“Come in, Gina.” 

Her grandfather was of strong German stock and had survived several battles in 

the Texas Revolution and after that had cheated death in countless Comanche raids 

and Mexican army forages into the Rio Grande Valley. Everyone considered him 

one of the ablest of Rangers. xxx 

The door swung open with a barely inaudible swish, which is how Gina judged 

doors. The quieter the better and the higher the quality. She knew her Grandfather 

had reached the top, even his door hinges suggested success. She glanced around 

the commander's office, admiring all the stuff trophies hanging on the walls, even 

though she had seen them 100 times. So many species of deer, wolf, coyote, beer, 

buffalo bobcat, ocelot, a jaguar, and even a stuffed Peregrine falcon.  

Her grandfather’s hobby wasn’t so much the murder of animals but the 

taxidermy. It was technically a waste of wildlife, but she never ragged on him.  Now 

the other collections interested her less. She cared little for the insects and grasses 

preserved there. But there is an exception to every rule and in this case, she made 

an exception about the butterflies behind glass. That was more of a waste than the 

mammals that had been killed. 

About the floor-to-ceiling shelves of books, she couldn't look at the insects or 

grasses for hours like she could the books, and fortunately, even though she was 

living in Fort Worth, he didn't mind loaning them to her wholesale.  

She loved the smell of the modern books. Except for the ancient species, it was a 

living breathing modern room and an extension of her grandfather and his 

devotion to knowledge and science. And because he was her kin, that meant it was 

an extension of herself and she fully realized it. She feared the day he would no 

longer be the commander. She felt that she might could handle his retirement, but 

probably she would fall apart at his death. But it would be her responsibility to 



GINA AT QUITAQUE 

 

33 

preserve and care for the man's things. She had a house but it was smaller than this 

entire office and it certainly wouldn’t frame the collection well. This morbid future-

speak worried her every single time she entered the office. All that stuff would 

someday be hers. 

Commander Noah Freitag sat behind another oversized piece of pecan wood, a 

desk, his silver-haired head tilted down in the documents he was holding. He 

inhaled and his chest filled; she loved being in his company, the man who gave the 

world’s best hugs. Not that he was free with his embrace while on duty in front of 

Rangers. Contrary, when he was in public he regarded her like any other Ranger. 

She always had to calculate. She calculated mathematically that he was holding her 

to higher standards; eight reprimands and only two promotions in eight years. 

He looked up as she strolled closer, “Where's your boots girl?”  

“I left them downstairs when they had blood on them.”  

“Well that was more than a week ago; didn't it fall off?”  

“Grandpa, I just can't wear bloody boots.” 

“They’re the property of the Rangers, I just loaned them to you. You’re gonna 

have to use them for another year, at least.” 

“I can't; I sent them down to the burn pile if you don't mind.” 

“Again?” 

She moved to one of the windows.” 

“I'll holler down for them, but they might be burned up by now.” 

Gina looked out the window and sure enough Nash was watching the boots 

burn. Yep, it’s a foot thing for him; she felt certain. 

Noah looked concerned but eventually smiled at his granddaughter’s 

idiosyncrasy, which knowing over 200 Rangers (most personally) wasn't a problem 

or even really all that expensive in relation to the entire budget he oversaw. He did 

not take the funds out of her pay. 

“Is there anything else you'd like to tell me?” 

“No, sir,” Gina answered. 

“You know if you take your boots to Amos he's probably got something to clean 

them up. You know he's a chemical genius; you notice the roses?” 

“I came in through the stable,” Gina answered. 

Her grandfather was a little letdown. But she pointed to the door leading to the 

hallway and mentioned Randy McCormick. 

“What's McCormick doing here?” Gina asked. 

“Same thing every ambitious politician is doing here, looking for votes.” 

“He's better than most,” Solitaire said, “at least he supports the Rangers and he 

won't let them disband us. I don't trust the other guy.”  

“I don’t trust anyone,” was Noah’s answer. 

“You think they will ever let women vote in Texas,” Gina asked. 

“Nope,” was his answer. 
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She digested that for a minute, still watching Nash watch her boots burn. 

“You don’t like McCormick?” Gina asked. 

“Sure, McCormick? I like him. He was a Ranger.” Noah said. 

“I think I just heard him promise Bodie your job,” Gina confessed. 

“No shocker there; I guess I better not endorse him then,” he said.  

“That’s not the reason you haven’t endorsed him,” Gina said. 

“Well, not in good conscience,” the commander said. 

“McCormick’s still the law-and-order candidate. His aggressive Indian policy 

makes people feel safer,” Gina stated. 

“I'm well aware of his politics,” Noah Freitag released an exaggerated sigh, “but 

let me put it this way, I have my reasons.” 

“I don't understand the Texas Rangers backing would practically hand him the 

election. How can you withhold that? The other guy wants to shut us down and 

leave law enforcement to the sheriffs. It would be anarchy,” Gina worried. 

Her grandfather chuckled, “I don't know about that. Maybe a better argument 

might be chaos. But. Let's talk about this report.” 

“Okay sure, what about it?” Gina agreed. 

“Bodie, he seems to have a different account?” the commander questioned. 

“He was an over… he has an underactive imagination if you ask me.” 

“You mean overactive?” Noah wanted to know. 

“No, he has no imagination, none,” Gina pouted. 

“At one time you had the imagination of a New York newspaper,” he arched his 

bushy silver eyebrows. “I remember when you were five, you were convinced there 

was a chupacabra living under your bed. I tell you, I'd kill it but in the end you said 

I should let it live.”  

He chuckled and shook his head, “those were the days.”  

“Grandpa.” 

“Sit down, Gina,” the commander gestured to the chair. 

She sat in the leather monstrosity her grandpa point to. She sank a full two 

inches into the cushions. Her socks dangled above the rug,  making her feel like a 

child. The chair made her feel like a child, the same kid who had invented a mangy 

coyote monster and then persuaded her grandpa to spare its life. The chair was so 

comfortable she wished she could curl up and sleep.  

Gina didn't want to send anymore controversy that would naturally come his 

way. Her grandfather had made her Ranger both figuratively and literally and she’s 

rather to nothing to ever bring question or embarrassment to him. 

“Are you awake?” the commander asked. 

Gina jerked at the sound of his question.  

“You know you are the only Ranger ever to fall asleep in that chair,” Noah said. 

“I'm sorry I'm just tired.”  

Then she sat a little straighter  
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“I just need to understand what happened,” the commander said. 

“Are you trying to protect me again?” Gina asked. 

“I can't run this place forever,” he said looking older then his seventy years.  

“You're not going anywhere, gandpa,” Gina chuckled. 

Noah Freitag had been grooming his granddaughter to be a Ranger since she was 

three. He had pulled, pushed and cajoled and threatened and fought two men for 

her to make the training and just for a chance she might become a Ranger. This 

pleased him that she might have a niched to fit into. And not only that she had 

pushed herself to the limit. He was her only family and he had always promised 

himself that as soon as she was firmly a Ranger that he would step down. But there 

was a problem; he wasn't ready to step down and he was seventy. 

Had her grandpa lost it?  Old-timers disease? It really wasn't her dream to sit 

inside an office and read reports and he was hinting about something that would 

NEVER happen, a woman at the head of the most powerful department (army) in 

all of Texas. 

Not that she would ever admit that to her gramps; it meant too much to him and 

the truth would probably kill him. Not that he was sickly but it was just something 

she refused to divulge. She would just put the other ideas she was having off for as 

long as she could. Deny, delay. Deny and delay. 

Her expression betrayed her apprehension because he added, “Please tell me 

what happened. You know how I love a good story and particularly when it comes 

to my only family.”  

“I'm not making anything up or imagining things. The evidence tells me there is 

more to it than just a pack of wild animals,” Gina summed It up. 

“Why do you think so?” He leaned forward.  

“First, what was she doing out there in the 1st place? Second, the location of the 

body, the best possible place in all of Texas not to leave tracks. Finally, well you 

read the report.” 

“I did but?” 

“The animals took her clothes off one item at a time,” Gina explained. 

“Clothes? I don’t remember reading that.” 

“What? That Bodie is a real piece of work,” Gina said. 

“Funny business, being a Ranger. This case is on the border with the 

Commanche nation,” Noah stated the obvious. 

“Well, I've seen enough murder scenes to know what I'm looking at and it just 

doesn't seem right for animals.” 

“Trying to save your mother and sister again?” Her grandfather was the very best 

at asking a loaded question calmly, but have been all the time he spent around 

loaded guns, perhaps. 

“I resent that,” Gina pouted. 

“So what are you thinking?” 
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“Well, I might thinking every bloody body is a murder, but when I see 

otherwise… I know how to lay off.” Gina explained. 

“I know, you know.” 

“The girl deserves some resolution or at least some effort at it.” Gina pleaded. 

Noah Freitag sat back, “You can't save them all, Gina. You never could, there 

dead and we're moving on.” 

“Exactly, forward,” Gina chanted the mantra. 

“This just happens to be the next one on the list, moving forward?” he grandpa 

asked. 

The words choked her in her throat.  

“If I find anything it will be for her family, nothing to do with ours. See?” Gina 

explained. 

“So you're going back?”  

“I told the Sheriff I'd be back,” Gina stated. 

“And what did he say?” 

“Well, nothing really. What’s he gonna say, I’m a Ranger,” Gina wasn’t afraid of 

much. 

“It is your job, you tell him that?”  

“Yes, but there might be some space for cooperation. He’s supposed to be 

obstinate but he was very polite to me,” Gina said. 

“Well, he better be, if he knows what’s good for him,” her grandfather growled.   

“Ok, it's about finding the truth? Screw the politics?” 

The commander nodded. 

“So it's okay to go?” Gina asked. 

“Okay.” he held up his hands in surrender. “Of course, but before you make any 

rash decisions, there's one more issue.” 

Gina gestured for him to continue. 

“Bodie says you think an Indian might have done it.” 

“Son of a…” Gina nearly fell out of the oversized chair.  

“I didn’t say an Indian!” Gina exclaimed. 

“Well…” 

“He wrote that in the report?” Gina asked. 

“Bodie, he was just in here…” the commander informed her. 

“…and he told you that? I said it was a man.” Gina restated her position. 

“Well, an Indian technically can be a man.” He grandfather admitted. 

“Might be a debate about that in some circles,” Gina scoffed. 

“Yes. And I think the state is about to vote on the issue,” her grandfather 

warned. 

“What morons would vote an Indian isn’t human?” Gina steamed. 

“Well, you would be surprised. The leader of that position… is he still standing 

out in the hall?” Noah asked? 
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“Probably,” Gina turned her head to the door. 

She turned back to her only family. “It was just a theory anyway about it being a 

man. In any case, there we’re trained to speculate and think outside the corral.”  

“Yes, ma'am,” her grandpa smiled. 

Gina continued. “Experiment. I can’t just let him write it off has an animal attack 

without listing all the considerations.” 

Noah asked, “You know Tonkawa cannibalism is just propaganda. If it ever 

existed. They are dead now; even Indian tribes progress and some disappear. And 

well if you run around making wild statements in well… an election year. I don't 

have to preach to you about politics. You've got a good brain.” 

“Grandpa, just because the Tonks are thinned out and we’re using a few as 

trackers don't mean there isn't one of them somewhere out there smoking peyote 

and chasing and then killing white girls for sport.” 

“Or for political gain perhaps,” grandfather suggested.  

“It’s that bad you think?” 

“Look, I don't know but it's a hot potato; even McCormick has hinted in the 

press at a Comanche connection to the murder. Said was assimpaion was 

impossible and Comanc’d need to be dealt with.” 

“Assimilation,” Gina guessed. 

“Is that the word? Where’d you hear that?” the commander wanted to know. 

“That book you loaned me,” Gina answered. 

“Okay, good. Take anyone you like,” he gestured to all the office. 

“He said that? Another good reason for you not to endorse him; the last thing 

we need is a return of the red scare.” 

“Yes, people don’t need to be voting scared,” the commander reasoned. 

“There has been relative peace out on the Comancheria and especially in the 

border area. And that will end if we allow the public to get upset. They elect that 

walking-talking war-resolution your heart's been pounding for and it will be the 

Rangers who have to go out there and force a peace… and you know that ain’t easy 

for the boys downstairs.” 

She was shocked, “Grandpa, I don’t have any romantic notions for him.” 

“Oh, sorry. I thought every woman was pinning for the Senator.” 

“Well, not me. I don’t pine and I’m far too busy to start,” Gina was adamant. 

“So you’re saying you're going back?” he wanted to know. 

“So you're saying let sleeping dogs lie?” Gina asked. 

“Pretty much. I know you understand.” Her grandfather looked kindly at her. 

Gina was in deal-making mood. “Ok here's the deal. I can't turn my back on this 

poor girl and keep my job here.”  

“Seriously?” 

“Let me just look into it; if anything points to a Tonk or Comanche or any 

shamanism, well we will all know it. The final report can concur with Brody's 
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animal theory, but at least (you and I) ’ll know what happened. Nothing public and 

nothing will influence the governor's election unless you want it to.” She looked at 

him for permission. 

“You’re a great kid,” he beamed. 

“Thanks, grandpa,” Gina smiled back at him. 

“But, that's easier said than done,” the commander was always realistic in his 

expectations. 

“I understand that. It's your job to look at the big picture,” Gina admitted. 

“Your job to turn over the rocks,” he admitted. 

“That is my job, Grandpa. Right,” Gina needed assurance. 

“But not alone, the Rangers use teams, troops and units,” he said. 

“So given we don't want to raise any alarm and flags that can be used in the 

election… we can’t take an enire troop out there.” 

“I see what you are saying.” 

“I have some break time coming to me don't I?” Gina asked. 

“As far as I know you ain’t ever taken off a day in your eight-years. You certainly 

are long overdue; you must have a couple of months or more.” 

“Good, I'll take two weeks. No reports, we don't wanna help McCormick,” was 

Gina’s idea. 

“Well, if he gets elected, you’ll have to deal with it, cause I’ll quit,” her grandpa 

warned. 

“You’ll never quit,” Gina teased him. 

“Hey still, we're not thinking of doing anything rash are we?  

“Grandpa I was reading that same book; the phrase we're talking about is 

‘plausible deniability.’ If something breaks it wasn't us; impossible when we’re just 

on vacation.” 

“You learn all that in that one book? You are progressing well,” he was proud of 

her. 

“Well, I'm your granddaughter. You might have rubbed off on me a little. God, 

you have a lot of dead animals in here.” Gina surveyed the room, not just the 

books.  

“Yes, well. They will all be yours someday.” 

“Don’t say that,” Gina cautioned him. 

“Well, you don't say anything that might help McCormick and you are sure you 

aren’t pining for him?” the commander asked. 

“I’m not some nieve school girl, grandpa,” Gina protested. 

“I know you aren’t darling. I was just joshing ya,” her grandpa admitted. 

“Well, I wish you’d stop. You are the only one entertained by it. I promise,” 

Gina pretended. 

“Okay, but be careful on your vacation and don’t believe everything they say 

about that county sheriff,” Noah warned. 
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“Yes, but he’s not that bad,” Gina had already met him briefly.   

“I know and you stick close to him, I’ll have some peace of mind that way.” 

“I will, grandpa.” 

“Please be careful, honey. Gina Freitag isn't so imposing or intimidating as 

Captain Freitag,” the commander warned. 

“Just a quick look see and I'll be right home.” 

“I doubt that, but you know you can take care of yourself,” Noah smiled 

confidently.  

“I learned from the best,” she beamed.  

“I didn't teach you everything, couldn’t. Only knew you twenty six years, now. 

Ain’t been time to teach you all I know.”  

“Very funny,” she chuckled. 

“Well, maybe, but you were born with some special skills. Traits.” 

“I don't want to be special. I don't know how it makes me feel… I want to be 

effective. I want to do my job.”  

“There are worse things you could have than skills.” 

The old man pondered his granddaughter working outside and independent of a 

troop of Rangers, alone. But he understood that's how she preferred it.  

Nervously, she extended her hand to shake the boss’s hand. 

“Well, come over here and hug your ol’ granpa. Shaking your grandpa's hand, 

why would you offer to do a fool thing like that.” 

 

SIX 

Sandwiched between a lush prairie and the most feared horse-warriors in history 

and only a few miles from the escarpment up to the staked plain, Quitaque sported 

a brand new railroad. Solitaire smelled the train before she caught any sight of the 

buildings. The odor of steel and lubricant wafted in the air and burned her nose 

and throat. Located a short thirty miles east of the Comancheria, the city of 

resembled every other small dusty border town within sticking distance of the 

warrior tribe. Rifle ports in all of the windows. They lacked jobs and cash but had 

potential because of the railroad. It literally was the Native word for the proverbial 

“end of the line,” but Quitaque could become an important stop someday, but not 

quite yet. 

Someday Quitaque would be in full swing with a park and the streets would be 

crowded with people of all shapes, sizes and skin color. Laughter would spill out 

into the streets from church socials and gospel music would spill out of the 

churches. The train would bring newcomers eager to settle West Texas. The 

Comanche land would someday be practically free for the taking but the town 

wasn't quite there yet and the Comanche were still in place.  
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Not much gave the place any appeal. Several of the buildings sat empty, closed 

signs on their front doors. A few windows had been shattered but probably by 

boys. All the town was missing was a rattlesnake or two. But Gina felt if she 

stopped her horse and listened really hard, she’d be able to hear one. She didn't 

stop. Until recently there weren't any trains anywhere near the Comancheria. 

Border towns, like Quitaque, had been left to fend for themselves, which explained 

why the people developed an almost paranoid fear of attack. But Gina felt for some 

unexplained reason, this town might be different. 

Gina was amazed they’d manage to survive the last Indian war with so many of 

the original buildings intact. Not many towns in West Texas could claim that level 

of success; it was like the Comanche had forgotten about them, passed them by in 

numerous retaliatory raids.  

All the houses appeared antiquated with their white wood frames and walls, 

nothing seemed burned and then rebuilt. The commercial buildings were entirely 

whitewashed and not a board in the entire town was left bare. Quitaque's new rail 

station was very traditional (just like in the East) and painted forest green which 

plain ol’ stuck out like a sore thumb on the mostly brown plains of Texas, or in 

Quitaque’s case, red.  Gina couldn't really blame them if they were excited about 

the future and painted their new station green. 

Quitaque didn't have all that many industries; three families were making tequila. 

But because of the railroad, most of it was being exported to the outside markets. 

Gina hadn't been able to find much information about the town before she left 

Austin, the library in the Ranger headquarters was practically useless. Quitaque 

proper didn't exist on any map and the state legislature apparently never approved 

it’s city charter. But it was the county seat with half a courthouse built, judge, 

commissioners and most importantly for Gina an elected sheriff. So it was legally a 

county but not legally a city, but that wasn’t too uncommon, the librarian had 

warned her; the small towns popped up overnight and faded away just as quickly, 

so why bother with the legislation. Counties however, remained. And on the 

border, it was a waste of time to keep up with charters for towns, especially when 

they were raided and burned often or when often the inhabitants just suddenly 

packed up and left. But this wouldn't happen here yet. Gina felt it. All Gina saw 

was stability.  

The heat was oppressive, but that was everywhere, not just Quitaque, and the 

sweat was trickling between her breasts but Gian didn't so much care. Her 

grandfather has raised her to feel at home in this place; she could almost picture the 

two of them walking hand-in-hand down the sidewalks, a Ranger enforcer and his 

sidekick granddaughter (eyes in the back of his head) as they had done for years in 

a dozen similar towns. The blissful smile brightened her face as she took in the 

ambiance and it was in her daydream, who was anyone to judge a small town she 

reasoned. 
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In fact, her grandfather had taken her to hundreds of similar border towns -- 

Fredericksburg, Llano, Dublin, Jacksboro. Now the boundary between the 

Comanche and the Anglos was about 100 miles west of these towns. Slow 

methodical encroachment. And she had learned that in a map study. A slow 

marching pace of about a hundred miles per generation was the speed of 

encroachment of the Comanche lands. 

While wholly unorthodox for a working Texas Ranger to bring along a child, 

Noah Freitag had done it. He had not really had a choice; he could give up his only 

granddaughter or he could train her to come along and to stay out of the way. It 

wasn’t impossible. She could ride a full-size horse at the age of eight. And for ten 

years they rode patrols and even chased bandits and renegade Indians without 

incident to the young girl, without Gina ever being harmed. As proof, Gina wasn't 

mentioned once in any Ranger's official report until she was 18 and by then her 

grandfather was beyond reproach and because she was a trainee Ranger.  

About her being the first female Ranger, how did that ever happen in a backward 

state, totally sold on the “proper” roles of the two sexes? It was explainable; every 

Ranger had a significant other somewhere, somehow. Perhaps the Rangers were 

married or had hidden away a woman, who and would get pretty much “nothing” if 

they were discovered giving the only lady Ranger any difficulty. So Gina had grown 

up around the job and then, fortunately, was allowed to earn her job. Any 

controversy was largely suppressed by the Ranger’s women at home. 

At some point, a few had calculated Quitaque might soon be a booming 

economy, they meant the railroad executives had invested hundreds of thousands 

in the construction of track to the town. They were counting on the railroad 

extending someday across the Comancheria to New Mexico and even Arizona. 

Gina figured someday the line would even stretch to California, if the right number 

of politicians could be bought and she suspected as one traveled west the 

politicians came cheaper and cheaper. 

Gina understood the situation as follows -- surely the Comanche, rather than 

lose all their land in prolonged wars with the whites, they “ought” to be persuaded 

to lease a path for a railroad through their land. But that was pie in the sky wishing; 

she knew they would torture and kill anyone and think nothing of it. So, how 

would any accommodation ever be reached? It was impossible at present. So the 

rail line stopped at Quitaque. 

Removing hostiles and/or persuading them to lease wasn’t her job. The railroad 

owned the issue now. It wouldn't be long before things picked up and maybe even 

things were in the works. Of course, in the end, it would be at the expense of the 

Comanche. Perhaps negotiations had already broken down, because the railroad 

was in love with Randall McCormick's aggressive Indian policy, was contributing 

heavily to his campaign coffers. And it was all overtly done; the company was 

loaning him a private railroad car and pulling it around the state as he campaigned. 
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Gina confided to her horse they needed a law to prohibit such showy forms of 

bribery. Bribery was naturally gonna take place, Gina felt. But she also reasoned 

that if it was going to happen it shouldn't take place in plain daylight. 

She rode into the heart of Quitaque, bypassing the quaint side streets. The wind 

blew sand in her and Wayfair’s face, making sightseeing difficult but she did glance 

at what was there. Main Street was interesting. Shops lined the street and sold their 

products to locals, but curiously aimed their marketing to travelers. But on the edge 

of the Comancheria and at the end of the line, she doubted there were many 

travelers. Why would there be carefully hand-painted signs hung above every single 

building telling visitors “welcome” and what they could buy inside? Either they 

expected visitors soon or they were purposely trying to look like a prosperous town 

should. Banks, railroads, who were they marketing themselves to new citizens. 

Either way, it didn't look like any other boundary town, basically unburned.  

Gina dismounted and walked beside her horse and she pulled the hat from her 

head and felt peered at by the townspeople. Several folks passed by and smiled 

nodding their heads in acknowledgment; she nodded in return. She looked behind 

her on the sidewalk, there's was no one there. Confused about the welcome look 

people were giving her, she turned back to face them. She had never entered a 

town where the residents smiled at her this affectionately. The last time she had 

entered a town on a case, immediately a pistol shooting contest had resulted. She 

had won, of course, but the two wannabe outlaws certainly hadn't and no one so 

much as gave her a grin or “well done.” Entering a town she had always prepared 

herself for outright hostility, but this smiling border town and the welcoming 

faces… she felt like no one might shot at her.  

How did they know she wasn't there to upset things?  

“Oh,” she remembered her Ranger star. She’d taken it off and placed it at the 

bottom of a saddlebag.  

She glanced at her clothing and new boots, which screamed “Ranger!” The 

durable saddle and reliable strong horse, especially, made her look like she worked 

for the government. Nothing concealed the rosewood pistol grips on each hip; yet 

people didn’t seem threatened. It was like they use were used to Rangers, which 

wasn't even possible this far out. There had been a murder. Lily Simpleton, auburn 

hair blue eyes, and sixteen. Not counting her disappearance and tragic demise, the 

last Ranger report was a brief battle with Comanche warriors west of town 20 years 

before that was 12 years before Gina became a Ranger. But this greeting wasn’t just 

puzzling; it was nice, so long as it lasted. Maybe the friendly welcome had nothing 

to do with the Rangers. She was there as a civilian on vacation.  

A couple walked past her at close range and their faces were equally as friendly. 

Something must be in the water, she thought. She knew a few towns that could use 

a drink or two if it were the water. Dressed in typical frontier clothing, definitely 

handmade, they looked perfectly healthy. Pleasant but strangely happy. Gina 
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slipped her hat back on and strode down the sidewalk until she reached the tiny 

courthouse at the town center. She had passed a park two blocks away, benches 

with three struggling trees. With a play area for kids and two picnic tables for family 

outings; it looked like something they had in Austin. And she’d been told in Austin 

that they had them in New Orleans and that is where they appropriated the idea. 

Which she knew from one of her grandpa's books and that New Orleans had 

gotten the idea from New York City and they, in turn, had gotten the idea for a 

children’s area from somewhere in Europe. Probably.  

She had never been East, but she had seen hundreds of illustrations in the 

granpa’s books. Maybe the citizens of Quitaque had seen the same books or had 

been to Austin? Either way, they had an inclination (or motivation) to bring a 

civilization there. The people slowly seemed to disappear. But she reasoned that if 

they had such a nice modern park they might even have running water in that 

courthouse. The sun was intense. No one was around and it was hotter than hell. 

Normal.  

She passed the park and thought she could hear kids laughing but it was, of 

course empty. She was about to reach the court house when she had the sensation 

someone was watching her. The skin at the back of her neck pricked as she felt a 

heated gaze up and down her body.  Gina immediately remounted, the tension 

arrived and her hand reached for her left pistol; it was her weapon of choice, but 

she didn't draw it. She wasn't in hostile Indian territory or chasing any outlaw and 

she knew no outlaw would be balls enough to chase her. She was in a town of 

people that had knocked themselves out to smile at her.  

She knew death could cheat a Ranger in a hundred ways, she felt the 

townspeople were peaceful and most importantly law-abiding. Her intuition told 

her that no matter what had happened to the murdered girl, she needed to 

remember these people were a lot like her. 

But somebody was watching her, following her probably since she entered the 

city. She took a deep breath, but only smelled baking bread. Whoever it was had 

wisely remained downwind. It might be one of the people she had passed on the 

street and now were just curious and wanted a longer look. She let whoever it was 

see that she released the hammer strap on her pistol and she let it hang from her 

gunbelt. 

But this felt different; she felt stalked. Male eyes were on her. A mule in a corral 

behind her suddenly let out an unreasonably loud and frightful, “bray.” Gina 

startled; she spun and drew in a fraction of a second. Now had she genuinely been 

a “shootest,” like some claimed, that would have been one dead mule. She didn’t 

fire. Of course, the way the mule was stomping around; it had probably just been a 

rattler.  

She re-holster her pistol and moved on, all the while swiveling left and right in 

her saddle letting the predator know she was aware of his presence. Maybe the man 
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wasn't a threat, the world was full of lustful men afraid to act on anything they 

wanted. At least he wasn’t acting on anything there and then. Maybe later, she 

reasoned.  

After a week of boredom on the trail just to get there, she fought the automatic 

response to turn and confront the individual, but her exhausted body rejected the 

work that would be required. He might bolt and then she’d be required to chase 

him down. And, he might not run and the last thing she wanted was a skirmish; 

that would look bad and it would get back to Austin. “Within ten minutes of her 

arrival…” The sheriff would be hacked if she started shooting people; they always 

had been. One thing her grandfather had always preached to her was, “not to piss 

down someone's water well” and she knew the value of that. She would be 

impotent (or infertile), at least until she checked in with the sheriff. 

Gina pressed on reluctantly; she felt the urge to glance back but she didn't want 

whoever was staring to get the impression she was rattled. She refused to give 

anyone that impression, besides she needed to find a roof and a bed and a sheriff. 

She had plenty of money so that former probably wasn't going to be an issue. Even 

small boundary towns had a variety of boarding houses. 

After she secured a room she’d track down, Matt Hunter. If there were murders, 

or more bodies discovered, since Lily Simpleton, he could update her. After 

meeting him briefly at the burning barn, she was looking forward to seeing him 

again. She judged him to be competent and professional. Moderately handsome.  

Some Rangers considered county law enforcement officers inferior to their state-

wide counterparts, but not Gina. She knew better from early experience. The very 

best Rangers she had known were recruited from small towns, both deputies and 

full-blown sheriffs. Matt Hunter had been recruited by the Rangers after the War of 

Northern Aggression, but ultimately he’d turned down the job, something you 

hardly ever heard. Instead, he returned to Quitaque and was elected to the position 

of Sheriff. He had been re-elected ever since. 

On the way, she’d pulled Matt Hunter's file out of the saddlebag. She had looked 

at it for hours, but now that she’d arrived needed to know more. She knew what he 

looked like and how he acted, but she needed some sort of an edge. His file listed 

that he had the job of cavalry scout in the war; four years was a long time in a war 

without any chance for promotion. 

Along the trail Gina dropped the photograph twice and had to stop Wayfair to 

retrieve it. He had never looked like an “uncooperative territorial bastard,” not his 

photo or the way she remembered him from the barn. He was exotic in a battered 

warrior way, younger and yet rougher than the photos. 

Gina stared at the image, dark wavy hair and a stern no-nonsense expression, 

typical in photos of lawmen. His nose had been broken at least once and reset by 

someone probably not a doctor. Gina’s pulse quickened’ this was a real law 

enforcement type. 
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She rubbed her sweaty palms along her pants then looked at the black and white 

photo closer. She remembered his deep dark eyes, about the color of Texas ebony. 

There was no way he was going to turn out to be a dud.  

Appealing. Strong. The words came to Gina’s mind before she could put up the 

file and put it out of mind. Odd she had never thought of a man in that 

combination. She knew appealing men but she couldn't say they were strong, and 

she worked with hundreds of strong men but could say any of them were 

appealing.  

What made this man different? Other than Senator McCormick, Gina tried to 

remember noticing a man. Her mind went blank and she tried to recall; she 

couldn't remember the day or even the month of her last romantic samba. The 

fellow’s name however was Jake. 

But she counted back two, four, twelve outlaws ago it was 12 outlaws ago since 

she had killed the buffalo, floated the Frio or drew true spades. Whatever they called it; it 

had been more than a while ago since she’d had a man. Not that the men she came 

across weren't good enough; they were all Rangers and ever inch law enforcement. 

There was something nice about having a man on top of her, but she couldn't just 

go with any Ranger. And on top of that the risk was something that made her balk 

most of the time. She quivered at the thought of discovery, or worse pregnancy. It 

made her extra cautious. 

After Bodie's dumbass comment urging her to sleep the information out of the 

sheriff, Matt Hunter was the last person she'd needed to be lusting after. She would 

just have to delay anything in that direction until this case ended. More deny and 

delay. She promised not to compromise herself until after the governor's election; it 

was an arbitrary whimsical day so far in the future the situation would probably 

rectify itself before then without complication. And it was presumptuous anyway. It 

was capricious on her part and appealing man, or not, he might be otherwise 

engaged or simply not be interested in romance or even a poke. Sometimes that did 

happen. 

She chastised herself for having such foolish thoughts in the first place. A fellow 

ought to send a few signals before a lady entertained any idea of relenting. She was 

here to find out who or what had killed Lily Simpleton. Nothing more. Vacation be 

damned. That was just a ruse an excuse for her to work alone, and not permission 

for grazing the male folks. She would solved the case tomorrow, right after a good 

night's sleep.  

Gina was forced to explored the town, found a well and drank with Wayfair. She 

missed spotting any hotel or boarding house; she did find a doctor’s office and 

chose to take a chance. She didn't expect to need a doctor, but the office looked 

neat and prosperous, and whoever knows when they'll need treatment. Checking in 

with the local doctor wasn't in the Ranger training book, but it might ought to be 

she figured. “Check out and determine the location of the nearest physician, 
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midwife.” She would suggest it. “Midwife!” No scratch that she had would not be 

suggested anything like that. Why had that occurred to her? She was horribly hot 

and the sun and the travel and the prospects of the sheriff had her riled and not 

thinking straight. 

Living like a Ranger was gonna keep her free and clean. But now after about a 

week in the saddle, her skin felt like iron, and she frightened her breath was hard as 

kerosene. And, she had not found a suitable bed yet.  

The first two she did come across had mice and were simply not suitable; male 

Rangers might not balk but she could. One was a communal place to sleep. Living 

in the field, she felt more comfortable sleeping in a camp with Rangers but a 

border town room of strangers didn't seem like a good idea. She had a daydream 

she was asleep and someone woke her up and she shot them. What if she had 

another sleepwalking episode and beat another cowboy? In Fort Worth, that sort of 

thing was pretty much ignored as part of the cattle trade, but that didn't mean she 

would get away with it in Quitaque. 

Gina found a medical office. The entrance was plain with gray letters indicating 

the doctor's name “Kenneth Hunter, MD.” For a moment she watched the people 

exiting. Naturally, they smiled as they passed her. 

Gina walked in and a Native woman coldly asked her, “what's your ailment?” She 

looked Gina up and down. It was very odd for a doctor to hire what looked to be a 

Tonk woman but Gina smiled, “I'd rather speak directly to the doctor if I can.” 

“You and every woman in West Texas,” the woman said. 

“What?” Gina was a bit shocked.  

“I'll get him,” the woman said and then returned to a room behind a curtain. She 

returned in less than two seconds. 

“You can wait here. The doctor will be only a moment.”  

She pointed at some chairs. 

“Thank you.” 

Ten minutes later a dark wavy haired handsome man with perfect posture 

approached. He had been dealing with a young boy, his arm in a sling. Tall and 

broad shouldered with a big deep voice, the man looked more like a Ranger than a 

doctor. And then she realized his last name was the same as her sheriff, clearly they 

were related or probably brothers. The man stopped in front of Gina, standing 

stood just far enough not to intimidate her, but he was very tall and she craned up 

at him. 

“You asked for me?” He smiled giving her a close look.  

His gaze stopped at her breast a little longer then needed, before looking her in 

the eye. 

“You look in good health,” the doctor summarized. 

She looked surprised and the man was a frontier doctor. 

“I am,” she stepped forward and invaded the space he’d granted her.  
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Most young medical doctors hadn't killed enough people yet to be banished this 

far out and were still in the big cities. 

“Your doctor Hunter?” Gina asked.  

The man was definitely handsome, but Gina felt he was probably too good to be 

true and this probably a quack. Glass-half-empty. She wondered what city he had 

been run out of.  

Gina opened her mouth about to contradict her assessment of him, but he cut 

her off before she could do that. 

“Please call me, Ken.” 

“Okay, Ken. Gina Freitag,” she said, extending her hand.  

They shook and they shook and it lingered just a fraction of a second too long 

for Gina’s comfort.  

“Nice to meet you,” Ken grinned, “What can I do for you?” 

“I'm just here…” Gina tried to finish saying. 

“Hey, those are Ranger boots,” The doctor exclaimed. 

“They are,” she admitted. 

“Really? A lady Ranger, how refreshing,” Ken said not any less interested and not 

any more interested either. 

“Thanks.” 

“You shot someone?” the doctor asked. 

He smiled but it wavered, “You planning on shooting someone?” 

“We don’t do that unless we’re shot at first,” Gina tried to explain. 

“Thanks. I thought it a good idea to meet you,” Gina said. 

“You never really know… when you might need a good doctor.” 

“True.” Gina answered nervously. 

“I know, I was just kidding,” The doctor smiled. 

Gina felt a bit dumb, but covered it well, “I knew that.” 

“Well, I’m a real doctor but if you wanna play doctor...” 

The nurse giggled at the line.  

Gina figured there probably weren't too many eligible females in Quitaque that 

would probably account for the attention she was getting from him. And, Gina was 

used to Rangers saying silly things to her, especially be before the fistfight she’d had 

with Bodie, considerably less after the brawl. 

“Actually, Doctor Hunter…” 

“Ken,” he corrected her. 

“I'm sure I should call you Ken, I'm here not in an official capacity.” 

“Quitaque is an odd choice for a vacation. But if you're trying to get away from it 

all, you found the right place. There's absolutely nothing complicated here, 

including me.” 

“That’s quaint, but I just wanted to meet you in case I needed patched up.” 

“Then you are expecting trouble.” 
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“Probably not, but I am here,” Gina felt trouble followed her everywhere. 

“I suppose that’s smart, in your line of work… I imagine it's part of your 

precautions when you enter a new town?” 

“No, but maybe it should be. Mind if I bring that back to Austin? They'll be 

more receptive to adding that to the official procedures if it comes from a doctor. 

A medical professional.” 

That's not what she meant to say, she meant that they'd be more receptive if the 

idea came from a man. But she didn't say that. 

He laughed, “fair enough. I’ll take credit but I think it was your idea.” 

“Well, nice to meet you,” Gina turned to leave, but stopped short of the door, 

“you wouldn't mind recommending a good hotel would you?” 

“Try Jodie Cottee’s place, Hotel Buffalo. It's down a couple of blocks, turn right 

on Second Street and then left on Jones. She's not the friendliest person in town 

but her hotel is clean and well kept. Eggs, she’s always got eggs.” 

He gushed a bit more, “Honestly, it's okay, but the best we have.” 

“I like eggs. Sounds great, thanks for your honesty. Maybe I'll see you around,” 

and she did leave. 

He called out after her, “it's a small town, very.” 

She had no idea what he was trying to say; she realized it was a small town. 

As handsome as doctor Ken Hunter was, for a few seconds there she had been 

thinking about Matt Hunter. Funny, a lawman and a doctor in the same family?  

Jodie was a butch and cantankerous woman and a former fur trapper who, as 

recommended, did run a fairly clean hotel. She sold tequila and eggs along with 

rooms. She looked sixty with silver-hair pulled back in a ponytail. She clearly had 

nearly been scalped and had a scar across the top of her forehead and she had an 

eye patch and Gina had wondered why the doctor warned her that Jodie wasn't so 

friendly. She probably wasn't overly friendly, but it looked like the woman had seen 

a lot. Gina wasn’t there for smiles and giggles anyway, so what did it matter. 

Jodie agreed to rent her a room for five dollars a week. Gina didn't haggle, 

grandfather insisted that excessive bargaining undermined the people’s confidence 

in the Ranges, that they wanted a well-funded army able to respond to any 

emergency. And Gina figured the old woman had been through enough without 

her climbing on as well. And finally, she was just too tired to argue about the price 

of anything. She just wanted off her feet. Jodie took the horse to the barn and the 

and five dollars included grain and board for the horse.  

Gina climbed the stairs and walked down the hall to her room. The room was 

covered from floor to ceiling with the prettiest wallpaper, yellow, pale blue and pale 

pink flowers. When she bought her tiny Fort Worth house she had priced 

wallpaper available through the mail order but balked at the expense, but evidently, 

Jodie hadn’t. Several thick animal hides were thrown on the floor; Gina looked at a 

leather for a second and admitted she had no idea what species it was. Gina refused 
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to walk on leather, until she figured what it was. For now, she’d negotiate around 

the room without disturbing the rugs. The place wasn't easy for her navigate but it 

did have a rule. Later, if she could solve the mystery, she might take her boots off 

and walk on the hides. 

A murmuring voice came from below; it barely reached her ears. Several of 

Jodie’s clients were gathered on the first floor and Gina eased downstairs to gather 

information, but the guests, for some reason, were only asking questions. Quicker 

and better ones than Gina had in mind. Gina figure she was just tired and that she 

shouldn't try to work a case at the end of a long ride without resting. She thought 

she just wasn't up to her job at that particular moment. 

But it wasn't her job. This wasn't a sanctioned investigation, only a vacation, a 

fishing expedition. It was an election year; so, what did it really matter when she 

started. And why should she knock herself out when nothing would ever be 

official. She could start tomorrow fresh. There wasn't any rush and whatever 

happened would stay there anyway.  

 

SEVEN 

Matt Hunter smelled her long before he could lays eyes on her. Like a blue 

norther actually, she dispersed the odor of death and embalming fluids. Gina 

brought the smell of a luscious and sultry woman into the undertaker’s business. 

All Matt could do was stare, jaw dropped, standing there he forgot what he was 

telling James Thompson.  

After that, the tension in the funeral parlor really thickened considerably as his 

look and her look locked. All four eyes had an unusual color the same color as 

Texas ebony.  

Fresh out of shock, Matt told her, “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.” 

She told him at the crime scene that she had been back but he thought it was just 

more Ranger blather. But she was there now (clearly) looking delicious and 

smelling like flowers, and not wearing her badge. How long had it been for him, 

Matt couldn't remember. He inhaled there was something more than tantalizing 

about her. 

“I say… I see you made it out here,” his voice trembled.  

Matt nearly forgot to shake her hand, surprised by the lack of calluses he felt in 

her palm, but she was a working Ranger and not a desk clerk at the headquarters. 

Reluctantly he released her. 

“So you remember me, who I am?” Gina asked. 

“Of course,” the sheriff stepped closer. Gina held her ground showing no sign of 

intimidation.  

“I spotted you coming a mile away. Even if I hadn't, half the town was has been 
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by to call on me since you got here. You're the biggest thing here since beans,” the 

sheriff said. 

“I have no idea why?” Gina wondered. 

“You’ll figure it out soon enough,” Matt said.  

“It’s a nice town. Friendly.” Gina said. 

“You’re here about the problem?” Thompson interrupted them. 

“Oh, no. I’m just happy to be here. Nice town.” Gina said. 

The sheriff gave Thomson a certain look and he lead Gina to the other side of 

the room. 

“So, where do you want to start, Miss Freitag? We normally don't get much 

attention from Rangers? You have some leads?” 

“Not hardly; actually I'm just looking around. I thought maybe talk to some 

ranchers; see if they have had some livestock lost?” 

Matt followed Gina’s line of sight. Something had distracted her. She looked at a 

newspaper lying on a table. Randy McCormick again; he was pushing his platform 

of protecting the frontier by removing the last remaining unassimilated tribe, or in 

other words, begin a final war. Matt also detested the politicians willing to use 

racism to invigorate voters, frightening them half to death. A war with the 

Comanches might be the end of the town’s sweet little setup.”  

“I guess the people living out here on the border, they'll vote for McCormick?” 

Gina wanted to know. 

“Hardly,” Matt man shot James a sharp glance. Neither could support such a 

monster. But James had left the paper out and he was the target of Matt’s rebuke, 

“why would you leave that newspaper out?” Matt snapped at the funeral director. 

Gina flinched. A second later James had thrown the newspaper in the trash and 

tense silence preoccupied occupied the room.  

“Is there something private where we can talk?” 

Matt was not sure what to make of this lovely unattached, as far as he knew, 

Texas Ranger. Finally, he nodded toward the door and then out on the sidewalk, 

toward the Sheriff's Office. 

“We can talk in my office,” He suggested. 

They began with her on the outside, on the side of the street. 

But then she quickly maneuvered to the inside of the sidewalk. It was less than a 

smooth transition and his heart jumped. He tensed with the maneuver and several 

pictures jumped into his head from two manners and etiquette books he’d read. 

Apparently, she’d been reading the same books? 

“So this is the way they do it in Austin?” He asked. 

“Well, I don’t know but that’s the way I do it,” Gina responded. 

It also popped into his mind that she was amazingly obvious and aggressive. He 

knew perfectly well she was a woman. He wasn’t any puritan. There weren’t any 

puritans west of Fort Worth at that time; that wouldn’t happen for decades. 
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However, there was no mistake; if she could race his heart with a simple polite 

(social) signal then what if… well if it became something less than polite and less 

public? 

“Now that we can talk, is there anything of interest back there I should know 

about?”  

He realized that Gina had been looking at the curtain obscuring the embalming 

room. The question was direct and made him think, she might cause trouble for 

him in the end.  

“No that I know about,” he said. 

In the funeral parlor, he had noticed that had shifted and positions, clearly so she 

might get a peek. What did she think she could see around the sides of the curtain? 

But he was fairly sure the curtain was completely pulled. 

“Are you sure?”  

If Austin wouldn't send ten Rangers to replace her, he’d run her cute… he would 

run her cute a-- out of town this very minute.  Ha! Matt would never do that. But 

he nearly always took these bazaar positions in his mind that he never acted on. 

Like always, Matt quelled the urge. 

“Not unless you're interested in tracking wild animals.” 

“Not especially,” she answered. 

“Let's talk inside.” 

Matt lead Gina further down the street. She half expected him to walk her to her 

horse she wouldn't have blamed him if he had. She might have wanted him out of 

town if their roles were reversed.  

They walked across the street and passed a couple of outfitting shops before 

reaching his office. She barely glanced at the storefronts as they passed, but they 

were on her side and that is all that was important.  

Matt was a lean man but not skinny. His dark black hair hung to his shoulders in 

a wavy disarray and blatant violation of the unwritten rules of law enforcement. 

Gina figured he’d violate a few other less obvious standards and maybe a few laws 

if needed.  

The glances he gave her breasts as she walked in made Gina decidedly nervous. 

What was it about these Hunter family men? Their momma never taught them 

manners? She wasn't used to men looking at her that way; of course, half the men 

she met she was shooting at and the other half feared her grandfather. New 

Rangers might glance at her that way, but only until they found out who she was. 

At least the two Hunter men weren't traumatized by the sight of a woman with a 

little power and authority. As far as she knew, they didn't know or care who her 

grandfather was. 

Neither Ken or Matt Hunter had any problems with strong-willed females, but 

she didn’t know that at the time. And she did see herself as a strong-willed female. 

And they paid far too much attention, far too quickly. So much attention from the 
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doctor, Gina worried Ken (a trained medically observer) might see too much. Same 

with Matt, a trained criminal investigator, always looking at her, mouth wide open.  

Matt opened the door and politely waited for her to step inside. The show of 

manners reminded Gina of her grandfather opening doors for everyone and 

gesturing them inside. Hardly anyone ever did that anymore in 1873, but she was 

26 and old-fashioned. 

Once they were inside the sheriff’s office, Matt’s expression had changed. “Dad 

burn, politics. I hate it.” 

She wasn’t sure what he meant, but there was a deputy there obviously listening. 

“It's a pity but what are you going to do?” She gave a bland and meaningless 

answer. 

Whatever had bothered Matt it wasn't an issue long, because he dropped it. And 

the deputy knew when to leave and did. She was sure if he hadn’t exited then the 

sheriff would have signaled him to get.  

“Please take a seat, Miss Freitag.” He drew out her name, Freitag. “Can I get you 

some water?”  

“Sure, that would be great,” she agreed. 

“Freitag, that’s German for Friday?  You were born on a Friday?” he wanted to 

know. 

“Thursday. Christ died on Friday,” She reminded him. 

“I see. I didn’t know you were Catholic.” 

“We’re not. Lutheran.” 

His heart stopped and he spilled a bit of water. She sensed why he was suddenly 

nervous and felt it was about the sweetest gesture shown her to date. She’d need to 

fix that. She wasn’t cruel and she was interested. 

“Grandfather. Grandfather and I, we’re Lutherans.” 

“Okay. I see. It’s just that the Catholics and Good Friday.” 

“Lutherans observe that day too, only we don’t grieve about it. We celebrate it,” 

she explained. 

“Yes, of course. I see. But you are German.” 

“My grandfather was.” 

“Mine too. Hunter was Jaeger.” 

“Okay. Makes sense. You’re a politician… and you’re here now.” 

Awkward moment. She’d called him a politician.  

Gina immediately felt the need to apologize, “I’m sorry. I just meant to say… 

obviously you were born here and you have to face popular elections. You have 

every right to maximize your chances.” 

“So you are part German? What else? 

“Don’t rightly know. I always assumed everyone in back of was German.”  

“But your first name isn’t German?”  

“That your rufname?” He speculated. 
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“No. Gina is my real legal name.” 

“No offense but it sounds Italian.” 

“I have no idea about that. Maybe my mom and dad just liked Gina.” 

“But that’s strange, I think.” 

“Everyone died. Murdered.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t be. It was a long time ago.” 

“Did they catch the killer?” 

“Killers. Nope.” 

“And your skin is darker than most German stock.” 

“This might come as a shock to you, but I’m a Ranger. I’m out in the sun 

constantly.” 

She sat in the chair farthest away from the door so she could keep her back to 

the wall and her eyes on the door, an acquired trait that had kept her alive more 

than once. Matt clearly noticed her choice of chairs. He looked at the empty chair 

and the better position chair and he nodded his approval to her and poured her the 

water he’s promised. He felt maybe she knew what she was doing. 

Matt's office was minimalist, something like the man. There were no personal 

touches and only the bare minimum furniture. Functional and not much more. 

Natural wood made up the walls, window frames and the door frames. Two padless 

wood chairs left little to be comfortable about. An ancient couch might or an 

uncomfortable sleepover for a deputy, if things required it. Either Matt didn't want 

his visitors to be comfortable or he was never there himself to entertain anyone. 

She thought maybe he preferred to be out and about the county rather than 

holding up waiting for a complaint. She hoped that was the case. Matt didn't look 

like he spent his days inside. Gina preferred a man with an outdoor inclination. 

Matt poured her a glass of water and their fingers brushed. 

“Thanks,” she nodded and took a very masculine gulp, she immediately wanted 

to take it back. 

Matt watched Gina drink and couldn't help it. It was more than attractive 

drinking than even walking downt he sidewalk. And unattached, she was available, 

a very rare phenomenon for a young woman in the Texas. One might say she had 

was more valuable than water. 

Matt had telegraphed three other sheriffs to try to learn something about her. 

“Competent, grandfather powerful” and “Solitaire shootist”  were the responses. 

He was still waiting on the third opinion. She did wear her dark brown hair in an 

extreme ponytail and had never worn blush or color of any type. Never in her life, 

but she didn't feel diminish, the man she needed would need to care about that. 

He inhaled again. Yep, she smelled as nice as she had five minutes before.  

Her clothing said, “Ranger.” The brown and beige fabric was a natural 

camouflage for the West. And he liked the way she filled those beige pants and her 
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muscled arms. But he was a law man, also, so it was also the pistols and the horse. 

It was a dead giveaway of her work, those boots Ranger she had been issued. This 

pair was new and still had a shine. She must have polished them before visiting 

their city. There wasn't a scuff mark one yet clearly she wasn't a dandy or a rookie. 

Nothing about her explained the “solitaire” telegram. He assumed “shootist” 

meant that she shot first and investigated second. Actually, it was an admirable trait 

in most law circles but it was an unheard of characteristic in a unmarried woman. 

Why had the sheriff used this term “solitaire,” the card game? or had he meant 

“solitairy”?  

Watching her drink, Matt panicked when he realized he must be drooling. He 

wiped his chin with his arm. This wasn't good. Gina Freitag in his office was a 

major distraction, not now in the middle of a case, in the middle of two 

investigations. He needed to get rid of her either marry her and take her out of the 

equation or quickly get her out of town. Either roughly or maybe he could send her 

on a wild goose chase.  Any other Ranger might have sent out her might have sent 

out into the Comancheria. He worried he'd do something stupid, so he did nothing. 

“So what interest does the do the Rangers have in this case, in our little town?” 

“None,” Gina shook her head. “I'm here unofficially.” 

“Come on what gives.” He smiled at the polispeak. 

Matt's hands tightened on the arms of his desk chair, “What's really going on? 

Come on, we’re on the same side.” 

Gina leaned forward, giving him an accidental look at her modest but still 

evident cleavage. “You were there, thirty minutes after we found her. West of here 

and in a location perfect for the concealment of tracks. The woman appeared to be 

attacked by animals, her name was Lily Simpson does that ring any bells?” 

“Yes, of course it does.” 

Matt tensed as her words sunk in; the drooling and his lust for and Gina was 

forgotten. Back to work. Good fine. He could deal with this. She wasn't there 

about Rainy Foster, the first victim. He and the undertaker were doing their very 

best to complicating the election, Matt more than anyone knew exactly how close 

the Commanche were to Quitaque. That Gina didn’t know there were two victims 

ought to have made him feel better, but it didn't.  

She shrugged, “I thought I'd check.” 

“Okay well I’m on it.” 

“I thought I'd just ask if there was any other similar attacks, but you would have 

telegrammed me that.”  

“Oh well next time I will. In the mean time, you rode out here on your own 

time?” 

“I'm an add odd peach I guess.” 

“You think I'm leaving this uninvestigated?” He challenged her knowing full well 

that the Rainy Foster death was between he and Thompson, but admit that. 
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“No, you might investigate it after the election.” Gina said. 

“If a Comanch’ did… well I’m on it,” Matt smiled.  

“I don’t want us to have a falling out, and we miss something,” Gina said. 

“And I don’t want for you to figure me for an idiot,” Matt said. 

 

“If anything unusual had happened you'd have told already, right?” 

“I'd have wired you.” 

“No one is saying that a murder took place.” 

“No?” 

“The Rangers have no jurisdiction here unless a murder has been committed and 

we don't hunt animals. And so if you think it's animals well that's fine. I just want 

to make sure. So there isn't anywhere we need to look than a coyote den or two?” 

“I'm not trying to get rid of you Gina, er… Miss Freitag.” 

“Good, I didn't come here to fight. I came here 'cause you might be able to help 

stave off a war. Austin already closed the case and I'm a little out on a limb here. I 

think there's more to her death than being eaten by animals.” 

“Well, you want to stick around for a few days, talk to people and explore this 

part of the state you're welcome. I'll help. You are a professional and you're allowed 

a little professional curiosity.” 

“You mean courtesy.” 

“For you, I can afford a little of both.” 

Gina smiled at him, maybe for the first time. It took him a bit more than a 

second to understand that. Now, that triggered something and he did grabbed her 

water glass and was filling it again from the pitcher. He wanted to see her drink 

again. She was a real woman. 

Matt watched her Adam’s Apple bob as she swallowed the second glass of water. 

He poured a glass of water for herself as well. She couldn't say why but she found 

watching him drink fascinating, as well. He was reaching her mind and she seemed 

to be mocking him; neither seemed to be shy the other was obviously watching.  

Was he flirting with her? It all seemed so primal. She’d had a guy flirt with her 

about Shakespeare’s "It would cost you a groaning to take off my edge" but this 

thing with Matt watching her drink water was wholly unsophisticated. It didn't 

bother her things with Matt were primal or nothing out of book; he was none-the-

less flirting. Maybe the sheriff just wanted congress to divert attention from the 

case. Something to throw off her senses, that might, and the thought chilled any 

desire she might have felt that instant. 

 

EIGHT  

The town's cafe was on the corner of Loving and Goodnight and took up half a 
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block.  The sound of the crowd eating inside caused Gina’s stomach to flutter. She 

touched the spot on her shirt, where the star used to be. She shouldn't feel naked 

without the star. She didn’t feel it with Matt, but without the badge, she did feel 

naked walking into a crowd. And Gina took a deep breath and corrected her 

posture. She still couldn't believe she let Matt bring her there this was a foul-up. Far 

too public for her taste. 

The building itself wasn't unique but the inside walls were full of prints -- bird, 

flowers, and thoroughbreds. The prints were taken directly from books and 

framed. It was identical to a cafe she frequented on Congress Ave in Austin. It was 

eerily similar. No, it was suspiciously identical. Gina wasn't in the habit of naming 

particular birds, flowers, or horses, but she was sure her grandfather knew them. 

Dinner with Matt, she thought. Dinner with a man that seemed more pressure 

than a roll in the hay. No thinking, no commitment, no wordplay or conversation. 

Binner on the other hand involved a lot, too much maybe. Personalities would 

come into play, social graces. She’d have to look him in the eye and she’d be 

expected to say something intelligent. And she probably wouldn't be chasing, 

shooting anyone; she wasn't sure she was up to that quite yet.  

They passed their way inside. The doors opened and close, people coming in and 

out. The place was busier then she'd expected. Diners gathered around a dozen 

tables, talking and eating and laughing. Between the tables were squeezed the wait 

staff dressed in cute 10th cavelry uniforms handed. This was a border town, with 

the Comanche nation only a few dozen miles away, being served by pretending 

soldiers. It sounded and felt and looked like something on might see in Austin. 

Standing waiting on a table, Gina overheard someone mocking Randy 

McCormick, “The Comanche are being aided and encouraged by the others and I 

intend to prevent any coming together of the bands. We all know what might 

happen. We can't allow an entire nation to continue to live in such close 

proximity.” The others at the table roared with laughter.  

“I only wanted to assimilate the "savages" to "citizens" they don’t need seven 

bands together in one location. And I want to say they don’t need to compare 

notes to become civilized.”  Soon the comedian had the entire café laughing. 

Gina considered mocking and laughter bazaar and of course, there were a few 

not laughing. For example, there was an Anglo man that looked disgusted. The 

Anglo man stood up so rapidly that particular table dishing out the mockery, fell 

silent as if the Anglo man had said something taboo. It was an odd moment and 

Gina felt several eyes on her judging her reaction. Would she take sides?  But the 

Anglo left the cafe and the comedian changed the topic to dumb horses and then 

to how the rattlesnakes were vexing the town's dogs, who knew they were 

outnumbered and in a open retreat. Matt's gentle touch to her elbow brought her 

out of her eavesdropping. Politics and satire faded and she seemed to return at the 

Sheriff. 
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Gina glanced around for a table, it doesn't look like there was anything available. 

She stood in the door hoping Matt would take the hint and they could leave. She 

wanted to leave and go somewhere less public, even if… well there was just too 

much attention there. 

“Let's eat,” he said. 

Matt thought she was about to turn and leave, but she gave him a firm nod and 

they left the entry for an open table.   

“Follow me,” Matt said leading her to an empty table near the kitchen was this 

here a minute ago? Gina asked. 

“She hadn't seen it.” 

“They can add tables from the back,” he nodded at the cafe manager who had 

just brought it out. 

“Just that easy?”  

Matt grinned, “Yeah this is okay for you?”  

Curious glances shot their way and all the tables grew silent. She thought the 

crowded disapproved of her but suddenly he moved nearer to her and it reassured 

her. Matt didn't respond instead he looked about the room until the diners all 

began speaking again. 

Gina thought the whole town following her and Matt creepy, but it was a border 

town and not Austin or Fort Worth. They were obviously interested in her. Maybe 

they thought she and Matt were a romance to be gossiped about. The Sheriff 

obviously had a lot of control of the city and he mentioned they probably wished 

him well in the romance department. At least now she would be able to enjoy a 

meal since they found a table.  

Gina glanced down at his hand totally unaccustomed to the polite gesture that 

she almost forgot what to do, she nodded and then sat as he scooted the chair 

under her. That had never happened to her in her 26 years, not even her 

grandfather had pushed in a chair for her when they ate once at the Moon Palace in 

Austin. She loved her grandpa but he had pretty much treated her like one of the 

boys when it comes to stuff like that. Not that she minded, she didn't. Most of the 

time she had rather been a Ranger. But here she was suddenly thrown into the big 

time. Clearly different game she was playing that night. 

“Why are you doing this,” she asked without thinking. 

“What? Eating?” Matt asked. 

Matt stopped at his chair, his face looked on her face. 

“Maybe I'm worried about you what you think about us.” 

“You mean you're worried what they think about you?”  

“Well, I’m a politician but someone told me once I had the right to maximize my 

chances,” Matt answered. “You make us both look good.” 

“Okay, I’ll play along. Peppermint for the peepers.” 

“I appreciate that.” 
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Matt took his seat. 

“I don’t mind helping, but I doubt it really helps.” 

“Well, if it does, can we do this everynight?” 

“Yeah, maximize your exposure to the voters?” 

“You don’t just look good, you’re a smart lady.” 

“Okay, okay. Enough of that. Who’s your opponent in the election. Is he in 

here?” Gina wanted to know. 

“No.” 

“Who is it?” 

There was along pause and Matt chuckled. 

“No one.” 

“You got them scared?” Gina asked. 

“Maybe.”  

“Who ran against you last time.” 

“No one.” 

“You’ve never even had an aoppent have you?” She chuckiled. 

“Sounds like they’re gonna vote for you if you are here or not. Then what do you 

need me for?” 

“You aren’t here for them to look at silly. You’re here for me.” 

He shrugged but Gina didn't think for a moment the dinner imitation was 

entirely heartfelt. He was turning out to be just too witty. But she smiled anyway. 

A list of offerings were written on a small chalkboard that was brought around. 

They perused the menu. 

“Does anything look good to you?” He asked. 

“I'm not picky I'll eat what you eat.” 

“Okay, I’ll have the Turkey and potatoes.” 

She laughed, “Perfect that's what I had wanted to order.”  

He smiled and spoke to the waiter but his gaze lingered on her.  

“How long have you been a Ranger, Miss Freitag?”  

“Gina, please call me Gina.” 

“Okay Gina, are you gonna help me out here?”  

“You trying to size me up?” 

Matt looked around the café, “just making small talk.” 

“Sure, is that what it is?” She looked around the cafe herself. 

“You are not gonna tell me about your career, are you?” he chuckled.  

She chuckled, “You telegraph about me so you tell me.” 

He felt embarrassed for having spied on her and weak for needing to in the first 

place.   

“Two word telegrams rarely tell you anything useful.” 

“Two words? That’s all I got?  Did they spell charisma with an H. What about a 

a—hole? That’s one word right?” 
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Matt snorted, “wow that's a good one. I didn't expect jokes.” 

“What is it Rangers or women that don't joke?” 

Matt grinned; she was determined to prove herself queicker than he was. 

“There still aren't many women on the force are there?” 

“I'm the only one; they recruit some every year so I won't be alone but they get 

run off, quit. God bless women, but most of them can’t do this.” 

“That's a shame.” 

“Grandpa's enemies want me to be the nepotism argument, plus the woman 

can't do the job thing. That’s about all there is to Ranger politics.” 

“But it seems like it. You do the job.” 

“How do you know that? I might just be for show. I mean you drug me in here, 

for show.” 

“One of the telegrams said you were was competent.” 

What was the other word?  

Matt hesitated but answered, “shootist.” 

Gina looks surprised. 

Matt frowned, “Why are you surprised?” 

She shrugged, “I just didn't expect that.” 

“I expect you’re a pretty good shot.” 

“It's not that; I know I can shoot. Someone said I was competent? A man?” 

“That's what the man said.” Matt testified. 

“Funny the only thing I hear from people about is the favoritism or the way I did 

this or that.” 

“But you get the bad guy?” 

“Sure, but evidently you have a certain appendage or it doesn't count in their 

book. But I'm used to it by now.” 

“Truth is I wanted to know less about your job and more about the you.” 

“Sound better?” 

“No not at all. I've been with the Rangers eight years?  

You can start by telling my me why they call you “solitaire.” You play cards?”  

“No it's not like that,” The knot in her stomach climbed up an inch. “You know; 

it's in the file.” 

“Now how am I going to get a file ut here. Actually out here we don't have files.” 

“Fine but you want to know before the food arrives? Might ruin your appetite.” 

She begged he put it off. 

“I'll take my chances.” 

“Okay I spill a lot of blood; very few outlaws wanna surrender to me, a woman.” 

“They’re imbarrassed?” 

“Imbarrased to death, you might say.” 

“Wow. Doesn’t seem very smart.” 

“Who said they were smart?” 
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“Yeah, thank Goodness.” 

“So with all the bullets flying, I've lost three partners. It wasn't anyone's fault it 

just happened.” 

“You don't miss.” 

“Not yet. My grandfather says that I'm a natural.” 

“Where's your partners when all this shooting is going on?  

“Well they’re usually catching up.” 

“I figured that.” 

“I doubt…” 

“No. I understand. I can see you charging into a room first.” 

“Been there for sure.I've lost two deputies. Both standing behind me when it 

happened.” She was about to tear up. 

“Stuff happens.”  

They sat in silence for a few minutes, neither willing to speak. Finally Gina gave 

in. Sharing that didn't mean they’d be able to cooperate on investigation, so she 

went into male ego repair mode. 

“How do you get into law enforcement?” She asked. 

“I guess you could say I just fell into it,” 

There was something weird happening here when she looked at people in the 

room they smiled really big and didn't look away  

“Is anything wrong?” he asked. 

“Do your dinner guests always get this reaction from the townspeople?”  

“No,” he said, “this doesn't happen when I'm alone.” 

“I guess all the attention is part of being new to a small town.” 

“Well, you know.” 

“I wouldn't know I've never lived in a small town.” 

“Really? You should try it.” 

“I lived in Austin, but recently I bought a house in Fort Worth. You always lived 

here?” 

“Born and raised,” he raised his hand gesturing to the audience watching them. 

“There literally are my people.” 

“I like it when you do that.” 

“What?” 

“Gesture with your hands,” Matt was about to say something more but the food 

arrived and he gestured to it; she chuckled and he gestured acknowledgment to the 

server. 

“So where were you born?” He asked.  

“I was born in Austin, but I grew up in various cities. Grandpa was a Ranger and 

when I was young we moved around a lot. When he got to be the commander we 

lived in Austin. She cut into the thick Turkey breast and took a bite. “This is great.” 

“Glad you like it,” Matt smiled, “You lived with your grandpa, Commander 
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Freitag.” 

“My parents are dead.” 

“Yes, I'm sorry you told me that.” 

“I’d love to tell you all about them but I don't really remember them.  

“So you were raised by a Texas Ranger and not just any Ranger a legendary 

Ranger? That explains a lot.”  

“Well, he’s the commander now.”  

There was a moment  

That's not bad, I'm not being mean a woman had to be a Ranger sooner or later 

sounds natural to me for her to be you someone like you. Raised around it. Oh 

listen to me I should just shut up I mean Freitag’s granddaughter that he raised, 

who wouldn't be more qualified?” 

“You nervous?” 

“Yeah, you can tell?” 

“No worries” 

“Just don't hate me?” 

“I don't what to do with you. This is it; we just rode from one end of the town to 

the other and you've seen it all.” 

“That was you watching me when I first arrived? 

“Guilty as charged.” 

“You watch every female that arrives here alone?” 

“Pretty much; it's my job.” 

“Doctor Hunter?  

“My brother. I came from an extended large family. I'm related to a lot of people 

around here. We've been here a while.  

“Afraid to move out on the high-planes? 

“And if hostilities break out?” 

“These people don’t wanna live in Austin.” 

“What about Fort Worth?” 

“I guess we like living here.” 

“…in the shadow of the Comanche?”  

Gina could barely understand what it meant to live in one spot. With her parents 

dead, she only had her grandfather and he had never been in one place longer than 

a few days until she was seventeen. That was when he became the commander. As 

a kid, it seemed like every time she got someplace he would make an arrest and that 

leave with a man in chains or dead and headed for boot Hill. She never saw her 

grandpa form any sustained relationships. 

So she had learned never to get attached to anyone she meant. Her heart had 

been taken once by a little captive boy they’d rescued in Palo Duro Canyon deep in 

the Comancheria. He was only three and she was eight but her material maternal 

instincts took control. The kid was blonde and German and didn't even speak 
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English yet, or German and Gina almost persuaded her grandpa to adopt him. That 

is when a train showed up with an aunt and uncle. After that should never held 

anyone’s hand nor combed anyone's hair. 

The way they lived all those years is the reason she clung to Noah Freitag too so 

desperately. If he ever passed then she'd be alone. Not that she wasn't alone 

already. The commander of the Rangers was the loneliest job in the state by 

necessity and a Ranger’s survival required a level of isolation as well, or so she kept 

telling herself. 

She shared nothing with him, but she watched Matt Hunter's face as he regaled 

her with lies about his ideal childhood while they finished dinner. In actuality, he 

had been the son of a captive woman who had managed to escape; his father had 

been Kiawah, but his mother's uncle had raised him. His mother couldn't stand to 

remain and be reminded of the ordeal and went back East. His life wasn't idyllic 

but he would never admitted to Gina. She envied the life he was preaching and 

thought the stories about growing up with cousins in a small town were idealic. 

In the middle of another story, Gina caught a movement out of the corner of her 

eye. Her head whipped around out of instinct and at the same time she had 

dropped her fork on the table. Matt stopped mid-sentence and she quickly picked 

up the fork.  

“Sorry that was clumsy.” 

Matt raised his hand to the man who just entered the cafe, then he nodded to the 

town's doctor. Gina watched the woman in the room as Ken Hunter walked 

between the tables. He was without a doubt one of the most handsome men she'd 

ever seen. She had thought so since meeting him in his office and it appeared that 

town’s women agreed with her, they were all watching him. He was prime. 

Too bad he wasn't Gina's type. She had seen plenty of handsome dandy men in 

Austin, but she preferred the handsome rugged men she tended to see in Fort 

Worth. She had never fallen for a guy, she had met indoors and she probably 

wouldn't change. But for this doctor she decided she might make an exception. The 

men in Austin seemed a bit too self-centered and wanted nothing more than she 

was willing to give. Those Fort Worth fellows typically were sweethearts and 

gentlemen, even when you didn't want them to be. Ken would be demanding too 

much probably too soon. She thought pretty men were pretty much all that way. 

Gina looked at Matt and then back at Ken they had similar facial features and 

skin tone. Matt was a little rough around the edges; his look was scruffier and didn't 

even know how to primp. Ken was all training and preperation. The real difference 

would come to light if she could get to know their personalities better. And that 

would be tricky. 

Ken flirted without shame. Matt was nothing but a gentleman but a bit aloof. 

Why did she prefer Matt?  

Ken slowed as he neared the table grinning as he glance from Matt back to, “You 
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work fast, Sheriff.” 

Gina’s eyes narrowed; she wasn’t taken and she looked at Matt to respond. 

 “Miss Gina in town for a short visit,” Matt said reverting to a formality. 

“So I heard.” 

“I didn't think you had time for dinner?” Ken asked Gina. 

“It was my idea. Practically forced her,” Matt interjected. “I thought a little inter-

governmental relations was called for. Purely professional. Why if you were a 

lawman I’d have invited you as well.” This was a clear blow to Ken’s inflated ego 

and a signal to Gina that Matt felt he had the advantage. 

“I'm not so lucky, I guess. But a baby here and there a bit of suffering eased, I’m 

not without some value.”  

Ken extended his hand to Gina, “Nice to see you again, Gina.” 

“You too,” Gina shook the doctor's hand.”  

Yuck, no telling where it had been. 

“I didn't realize you two knew each other,” Matt teased but smiled. 

“We met briefly when I was finding my way around.” Gina said. “Ken pointed 

me to Jolie Cottee’s boarding house.  

“I should thank you.” 

“I would have recommended the same.” Matt said awkwardly and defensively. 

“The room is really plush. Dead animal on the floor.” Gina chuckled. 

“She was a trapper for a time.” Ken stated the obvious. 

“So I understand.” Gina answered. 

Matt loved his brother and they had not fought over a woman ever but that 

didn't mean they wouldn't. A long cool drink of water like Gina might require a 

fight. 

The waiter came by and removed the plates.  

“I think Quitaque is lucky to have you both,” Gina the peacemaker said. 

“Are you sure you'll only be here a day or two?” Ken asked.  

“I’m sorry; outlaws to chase and they generally don't malinger around waiting.” 

“Well brother, you sure got one up on me here.” 

Gina’s mood changed; why was the doctor conceding? This wasn't over; there 

hadn’t even been a contest. She wasn’t taken. Why would anyone assume this was 

anything but a draw?  

Gina, however disappontd, she did smile. Ken seemed happy he’d stumbled 

upon his objective, which probably had been to make Matt say the dinner was just 

“professional”. 

Refreshing, Ken hadn’t given up, “Then you don't mind if I have a chance to 

show you Quitaque from my perspective. What do you say?”  

Matt wanted to step in, but Rangers and women both like to speak for 

themselves. Women never turn Ken down for anything; he hoped for a coup that 

Gina would politely or rudely decline. He didn’t care which. 
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“I have no doubt that you would be a good tour guide and great 

conversationalist, but there really isn't that much time. I hope you understand; 

thanks anyway,” she said. 

Relief flooded Matt and he felt he could relax a bit. He didn't care if Ken wanted 

Gina, because (apparently) she didn't want him. Her answer had been very 

important to him. They might, if he played the cards right, have a future.  

“Don't you have any patience? Babies or the elderly,” Matt asked. 

No not at the present. Life goes on, but at the moment it seems we are all sort of 

between living and dying.” 

“That’s not a bad place to be,” Gina observed. 

Matt offered, “Well, you want the table? We're done and we need to get going, 

but here it's all yours.” And Matt ran his hands across the tablecloth. A hand 

gesture, especially for Gina, and she did notice. 

“Enjoy your evening, Ken.” 

“You too brother,” Ken gave Matt a curt nod. 

Ken found his table, however, and a raven-haired beauty joined him almost 

immediately, before Gina and Matt were out of the café. 

Matt walked Gina outside. The night was warm but not miserable. They had a 

nice evening stroll. He had forgotten all about Ken; he could worry about keeping 

him out of Gina’s hair later.  

“Thanks for dinner,” Gina said, bringing him back to the present. 

Matt smiled, “my pleasure.” 

“I'm sorry,” she said but she wasn't sure what she was trying to say. Ken caught 

me a little off guard. I'm not used to men flirting like he does. I hope I handled it 

well enough?” She shrugged looking for a reaction. 

“Don't worry bout it, Ken’s a big boy and he has always had an odd approach to 

things. I have a different philosophy.” 

“Like not flirting?” 

“Well, not all women like that, maybe. I'm more subtle?” 

“I noticed that and I appreciate that.” 

“I have to say this is the first time however; I've ever seen a woman stand firm 

and not fall at his feet.” 

“Really?” 

“Oh yes,” he nodded. “Can I ask why you turned down his offer of a tour? I 

mean it's obvious that women think he's biscuits and gravy.” 

“He is certainly handsome; there's no debate there. And he genuinely seems like 

a nice guy. He's successful; most women would want to settle down with a man like 

that. But…” 

Her teeth tugged at her bottom lip. 

“But…” 

“But he's not my type,”  
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“So what is your type?” Matt persuce his obvious advantage. 

He's a dandy and my priorities are different, that's all. I took a oath to preserve 

serve and protect; men like ken, they take their oath too, but well they think their 

oath is more important. Why would a woman would that? For example, he thinks 

his job is more important the than yours… ours?” 

“Probably.” 

“So for me, it's just easier to just avoid any entanglements, no complications and 

especially no complicators.” 

“I understand.” 

“I'm perfectly happy now; why would I go out looking for man problems when I 

have so many outlaw problems.” 

He thought about what she said and she was sincere, “true words.” 

And he flat-out told her, “Truer words have yet to be spoken, not in this town 

anyway.” 

Gina was unique and not just because of the blood running through her; she had 

chosen a rough profession and an impossible profession for a woman and she had 

even exceled at it.  Not only that anyone gave her her due. But she knew she could 

do the job and that is what was important.  

No one had ever called Matt a dandy; he was a rough and dignified, but nothing 

fancy.  He respected Gina’s tenacity and honesty. Matt had been nervous around 

women, but not this nervous. He thought Gina might be attracted to him at least a 

little and she’d proven a thing or two in the café. She had chosen him over Ken but 

then she hadn't chosen him yet. His heart had little tiny hiccup. He would need to 

close the deal, but he wasn't sure exactly how to do that. Marketing perhaps would 

be better than sales, but other than that he had no clue. 

They walked towards Gina's hotel. Matt sensed Gina growing nervous and he 

then felt someone stalking them as they walked. His head was up and alert ready to 

fight. Suddenly Bird Nose appeared. The Tonkawa tracker stepped out from a 

shadow. Matt had come accustomed to such surprises from his Indian tracker and 

scout. Gina jumped out of her skin into a defensive position, but she didn’t draw.  

“It's okay,” Matt assured her, only half convinced his employee had not meant to 

frighten them. 

Bird Nose was right up on them and smelled like a week’s walk around. His crow 

like eyes moving from Matt to Gina and back. He inclined his head, “Sheriff,” he 

said in a way of a greeting. 

“Bird Nose you’re back already?” Matt's question was cordial but his tone 

exposed a rift between them. 

The Indian ignored his question, “aren't you going to ask me what I found?” 

Gina looked at Matt; she doubted this Indian already. 

Matt exhaled loudly, “Gina Freitag, this is Bird Nose; he's my tracker, scout and 

general unofficial deputy.” 
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Bird Nose didn't move. Gina held out her hand hoping to make inroads with the 

man and maybe learn some information. The native hesitated and looked as if this 

had never happened to him before. Awkward moment.  

When he did work up the nerve to take her hand, “no what to say.” He looked at 

Matt. 

“Tell her, it's a pleasure and welcome.” 

“Please and welcome, lady.” 

Gina smile increased, “So what did you find? 

Matt knew Bird Nose wouldn't say anything about his mission. Many times other 

men in the community required hours of detailed questioning to reveal the story, 

even after Matt urged the native to speak freely. And Gina was a woman, he’d be 

even shyer. If he shared anything with a woman on the sidewalk he’d eat his hat.   

“She’s a member of the Texas Rangers,” Matt said casually. 

Bird Nose dropped Gina's hand like it was a yard long rattler. 

“Found nothing,” Bird Nose said. 

Matt scolded his tracker, “I shouldn't have expected anything in those rocks, but 

at least have some manners when you’re in town.” 

And to Gina Matt turned, “You'll have to excuse Bird Nose; we're working on 

his behavior, on his manners. He says he wants to be civilized. But I wouldn't be 

surprised if he doesn't warm up to you tomorrow or in a month or two. Maybe 

next year.” 

Gina laughed, “No worries; actually, I'm used to this sort of response. It goes 

with the job.” 

“Well that's no excuse for rude behavior,” Matt’s tone showed that he was 

displeased.  

She turned to Bird Nose and tried to explain, to be friends, “But, Bird Nose, I’m 

not the Texas Ranger people expect.” 

Matt turned back to the Indian, “Nothing? For how many days?”  

Bird Nose didn't speak; instead, he held up four fingers and pointed South. 

“We'd better get going.” 

Bird Nose pointed West and held up three fingers. 

“Well that would take you out of this county; good, thank you. I appreciate your 

help.  

Bird Nose turned to Gina  

“I do apology, lady Ranger. Sheriff taught me civilization and rules of conduct. 

Team plays with fire but gentle at heart.” 

“Well tell me more I'm intrigued.” 

“There's a lot he knows… but he won't be sharing with anyone anytime soon.” 

Matt interjected. 

“Bird Nose forgot another meeting and must walk,” the Indian spoke and 

turned. He disappeared into the shadows. 
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“What was that all about? He has the credibility of a lizard.” Gina tilted her head 

back to get Matt’s reaction. 

“Well, I think he’s gonna get shot; he won't walk down the road or even the the 

sidewalk, but He’ll sneak around hugging every building until he gets where he's 

going. I'll hate to see that happen but sure as a dust storm…” 

“I hope not.” 

“Send him out South and West routinely once a month, but since the girl was 

found, once every two weeks.” 

“Really and he finds nothing?” 

“So he says.” 

“Where does he live?” 

“In what they call the Sheriff’s shack; it's about a mile east of town on county 

land. I live in a house that I built on my own land out in that direction,” and he 

pointed west. 

“That was very kind of you, what did you do for a tracker.” 

“If he gets shot…” 

“What will I do? I don't know.” 

“It’s a rare skill.” 

“I used Jodie before Bird Nose came to town.” 

“You have a lot of eccentric people living here.” 

“They like the idea they can be themselves here.” 

“Nothing wrong with that.” 

“To an extent, yes.” 

“The railroad brings in all types?” 

“Oh yeah, but these people have been kicked out of nearly every county in 

Texas. I mean who wants to live this close to the Comanche but choice?” 

“Can I ask Bird Nose some questions?”  

“Absolutely not.” 

“He's noble enough and you said he could track.” 

“He's not reliable and there's no such thing as a noble Tonk, that's a myth. A 

Comanche you might find one, but not Tonkawa.” 

“I don't know about; that we might have to agree to disagree. I can still have 

your help right?” 

“Of course.” 

They continued for a block in silence. 

“You gonna try to get rid of me?” she said. 

“Absolutely not.” He denied it. 

“If I can’t talk to Bird Nose then I need to talk to people living outside the city 

and to the west, please?” 

“Okay, since you said ‘please’ but I can tell you they've seen nothing unusual.” 

“Well, I need your help. You and I both know no one is going to talk to me. I'm 
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a stranger and outsider here, and a Ranger and we've run down so many outlaws, 

relatives of these people, and some of them just people trying to get by. Look what 

just happened with Bird Nose; you call him unreliable but he’s got the good sense 

to be afraid of Rangers. You saw the way he dropped my hand.” 

“Well, you don't talk like any law enforcement I know, and he's not noble; trust 

me.  I pay him to and I have no idea why, but what you said, it's…” 

“I just call I just tell the truth and they say it's lightning striking.” 

“Enlightened you mean? 

“Yeah, same thing.” She said. 

They arrived at the hotel. 

“Okay, here we are.” Would he kiss her on the street? 

“You're gonna have to answer one question,” Matt asked.  

“Okay, I'll try what's the question.” 

“Bird Nose, that idiot, appears out of the shadows, you jumped inches but don't 

reach for any weapon? Why?” 

“Silly, you're with me?” 

 

NINE 

“Took you long enough,” Senator McCormick said looking up from the 

document he held as his assistant carried a locker into his office.  

Oily black hair characterized Monty Levy’s scalp, giving sharp relief to his lifeless 

face. Obscenely deep eyes that absorb half the light of the room peered under 

almost absent eyebrows. His suit clung barely to his bones just above his saggy 

skin. The fact that his skin was white as his lips crimson struck McCormick as 

strange but Levy seemed to get the job done and more importantly knew where the 

bodies were buried. So he kept his job.  Monty stiffened and hated his job.  

“Take a seat,” McCormick cleared his throat, “any word where these halfbreeds 

are hiding?” 

Levy sat. “No Sir. But we have narrowed it down to three counties. McCormick 

was worried and tugged at the cuffs on his shirt. He rolled his stiff shoulders, 

ignoring the ball in his throat at his assistance girl-like finding. If he didn't need the 

man's unscrupulously nebulous morals, he’d fire him and make sure he never 

worked in politics again. Despite the senator’s distaste at being in the same room as 

Levy, he'd decided to keep him around until after he was safely in the governor's 

mansion. There was an election and he meant to win it.  

“Are you gonna tell me which three counties they are or do you want me to 

guess?”  

Levy automatically responded, “Uvalde, Maverick, or maybe Galveston Island.” 

McCormick setback, his fingers rubbing his chin to form some judgments. I 
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think we can safely rule out Galveston. They are not on and island, would you? 

There's no way to escape in the event of an attack, unless they grow gills and fins.  

“Boats,” Levy offered. 

“Sail sailing boats? Ridiculous. They're smart enough to avoid being surrounded, 

but operating a complicated sailing vessel? No chance. 

“Yes, sir,” Levy said. He scratched Galveston from his list. 

McCormick rocked back in his chair his look focused on the squirrely man. It 

was next to impossible to find competent people, who looked competent. The war 

between the states had done a lot to thin out the ranks of employable men. All that 

remained were vultures like Levy who had managed to escape being shot at. 

The senator was amazed he'd put up with the man all these years, of course, it 

helped that Levy had murdered six people for him. That loyalty was the only thing 

that kept him employed. But once elected governor, that's would be an entirely new 

story, Levy and people like Levy would be expendable.  

Once McCormick gained office, he would introduced needed settlements into 

the high planes thus breaking the treaty. They could then run the final bands of 

native resistance off the plains. Senator McCormick had introduced legislation to 

protect pureblood White individuals and expel mixed-blood natives who he knew 

were hiding in plain sight and were rumored to be gathered in one location. 

McCormick reached into his desk and pulled out a few maps. He looked over 

them, running his fingers over invisible lines. 

“The other two locations are more probable. They are on the boundary, which 

will give people the impression they are aligned with the Comanche and once the 

citizens see that; it will be all that much easier to finish them off.” 

“I suppose that sounds reasonable.” 

“Of course, it's reasonable. How many times have a told you it's foolproof all 

perfectly logical?  

Levy opened his mouth closed it and then opened it again several times.  

“I want you to start here,” and McCormick pointed it Vernon in the North…” 

“Are sure you don't want to start in the South with Tom Green County?”  

McCormick rose like an angry grizzly behind his desk, “Are you questioning my 

orders Levy? I won’t tolerate that.” 

Levy cowered in his chair, “Understandable, sir; I'll get right on it.”  

Levy quickly scrambled out of the private railcar. 

McCormick waited and a knock came from the other end of the car. Normally, 

Levy entered an exit forward on the train, but this guest was knocking on the rear 

door. And generally, Levy screened everyone the senator came into contact with, 

but this was far too important for a lackey to be trusted with, and besides he might 

need Levy to testify he had nothing to do with it. It would be more convencing if 

that were true. 

McCormick told himself he shouldn't risk the meeting, but insubordination and 
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unease in his assistant worried him. Even though the killer came in in the guise of a 

partly drug-addled Tonkawa, the politician felt, whatever it was, it might need his 

attention. Right now McCormick needed some good news. He opened the door. 

“Everything going as planned?” McCormick asked. 

Silence 

“Well don't just stand there get in here.”  

More silence but the man did enter the railcar. 

“We say something,” the Tonk said. 

A cat screamed outside the car and both men jumped. 

“I told you too never contact me, unless it was an emergency. Your pitiful nerves 

don't count as that.” 

The Indian growled in frustration. “I don't need your permission to visit railcar. I 

run the risk do not forget.”  

There was a long pause. 

“Did you hear me?” McCormick asked the heathen. But then he backed down; 

he didn't need to make and assassin mad. That’s always sound advice; whoever 

hires an assassin obviously they he need him. At least for a while longer, after 

McCormick was governor no Tonk on the planet would matter.  

“I hear word,” the Tonk snapped.  

McCormick’s pulse jumped. He stacked papers on his desk to fool the man into 

thinking that he wasn't rattled. When he was done, he asked the killer casually, 

“Why haven't any bodies been discovered?” 

“Two bodies found but sheriff not admit what Comanche did. Claim was 

animal.” 

McCormick frowned, “how do you know?”  

The Indian laughed, “I there. I watch.” 

“I haven't heard a thing through my Ranger connections.” 

“Eyes, better than politics.”  

“Did you ever think maybe instead of bothering me you should have worked to 

make the authorities understand?” 

I come. Good faith. Tell warning. No cross me or people.”  

“Are you threaten me?” McCormick rose. 

“Why every white man child?” 

“We have a deal,” McCormick said, “or are you reneging?” 

“Still agree, but problems?” 

McCormick dropped the documents had been holding, “What kind of problem?” 

“Ranger problem.” 

“Rangers? That might be a good thing.” McCormick.  

“He’ll to find no animals and blame the Comanche.” 

“Not he person.” 

“Oh, the woman? Freitag’s granddaughter?” McCormick asked. 
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“I snuff candle.” 

“No, if she finds anything… well… that will be good. We want a Comanche, 

someone red, to point a finger at.” 

“Me kill.” The Tonk insisted. 

“No. Listen to me. We want a Ranger interfering. See?” 

“No kill woman called Alone?” 

“No!” 

“But more bodies will be?” 

“Well, now that’s more like it. Knock yourself out there.” 

“No problem.” 

“Thank you.” 

“Comanche land, Tonk land now?” 

“Five moons, we’ll all vote and then yes. You’ll get your land.” 

“I need rock promise.” 

“My word, I’ve already given it.” McCormick explained. 

“White man word is a crooked River.” 

“Well, you remember if I'm caught I'm taking you and your people with me.” 

McCormick’s voice rose. 

“I do plan but need land.” 

“I'll be the governor and you'll get your land. Your people will be rich as the 

grass will allow.” 

“Better true,” and the Indian left rail car  

 

Monty Levy held his ear against the door of the private train car straining to hear. 

He had heard people say it was wrong to eavesdrop but they also said almost 

everything thing was wrong. And who are they to say anyway? 

His boss, the senator, had been looking at him with hate and was acting strangely 

since announcing his campaign. He felt loathed so he listened in on conversations. 

Simple math. 

At first, Levy had figured McCormick’s behavior was run of the mill election 

nerves, but he had been around through enough to know it was more than just 

your normal level of plotting.  

He slide down and put his ear to the bottom of the door to see if that it made it 

more clear. The voice grew fainter and muffled turn it Marnie stood and placed his 

ear to the door. He glanced out into the train station platform to make sure no one 

was coming. The last thing he needed was for the senator to catch him spying.  

He couldn't hear what the person on the other side of the door was saying but 

the aggravation in randy's voice was clear. Who was he talking to? Why hadn't the 

senator told him what the plan was?  

McCormick rarely did anything by himself, enjoying the thrill of ordering 

subordinates. Levy played the part of the timid assistant to perfection, he might not 
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be such a meager man in a different situation. But his acting was so believable that 

he had persuaded himself several times. On the other hand, he had killed for 

McCormick, and yet now he was being locked out. McCormick would try. Why the 

secrecy? Strangers entering the railcar from the back and not going through him?  

Well the only reason this was he felt that he was becoming expendable.  

This change in procedure made Levy incredibly uneasy, five months more and 

the election would be over. Six more months and he did reach full vesting, allowing 

his state retirement. In retirement, he did no longer have to assassinate, sabotage, 

or intimidate. He could fish and read. Sweat poured from his underarms and his 

heart began to pound he pressed his ear harder against the door. 

“Is everything going as planned,” the senator asked. 

Levy had long wondered what foul-plan was McCormick giving going to dump 

him before the election; they were on the edge of final thrust for power. But now 

there was someone else working for him. Was the senator contracting with another 

hired killer? One that might get rid of him? Rage built until spreading the kerosene 

of suspicion through his veins.  

Had given this man fifteen years of his life. That was rather expensive the prime 

years of his life. Levy recalled his brother's lamentations, at him tortured then 

burned by the. His heart clenched. Not a day went by that he didn't mourn his 

brother's death. They both had been captured, but younger Monty Levy had 

survived to be traded; his brother had been tortured to death. 

The pain was so great that he had entered government service to “make a 

difference” which was code for revenge. All that was left were the politics. Without 

his brother; he had no family. He poured his soul into eradicating the Comanche, 

and he wasn't about to let Randy McCormick ruin the nightmare he had planned 

for them. 

His jaw clenched, causing his head to ache and Levy’s gums to bled. A year living 

on a train, in the service a maniacal's egotist, was not it was not so bad, after all 

he’d been held a Comanche slave. But the pain in his head was replaced by a start. 

The cat screamed at the other end of the station  

Monty Levy wouldn't put up with that kind of behavior from Randy McCormick 

or anyone else. It didn't matter if the senator had been a Ranger, not now; he was 

only a politician and in his eyes. McCormick was the one expendable. Levy felt he 

had worked far too long and very hard to get where he was and he wouldn't be 

nudged out with his goal insight. The Comanche nation would fall eventually, with 

or without him.  

Levy got up off the floor and pulled down the front of his suit jacket. His hands 

had been curled into fists his nails ripped the skin of his palm's. Levy ignored the 

blood as he entered the next railcar, his car. He entered what was actually the 

baggage car, but he maintained a small office there and he slammed the door. The 

walls vibrated the energy rolling off from the door frame.  
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Levy took a few breathes and tried to calm down, but he couldn't see beyond the 

purple haze clouding his good judgment. He was frozen; he didn't know any path 

to even consider. But no one would be replacing him at his at this point in time, no 

one. He’d eliminate the competition and he ran out of the station platform and 

would identify the competition when he exited the senator’s car. 

But, “Levy get in here!” Randy McCormick bellowed the sound. It carried out 

onto the platform and Levy forced himself back inside, missing his quarry. He 

entered his boss’ car looking only a bit rattled.  

“What the heck have you been doing?” McCormick was scowling. 

Levy kept his bleeding hands behind him, wishing he could ask his boss the same 

question.  

“How the fuck did you people make it out of the desert to begin with?” 

McCormick leered at him. 

And Levy reverted to his old cowering act, “ research like you asked and I was 

straightening up.” 

McCormick frowned, “well forget all that, I need you to do something else. I 

want you to find out how many women are Texas Rangers.”  

“Sir? What are we looking to do?”  

McCormick ignored the question and repeated nothing after that I want to know 

everything about the commander's granddaughter. I want to know who her family 

is , where she was born, rank, responsibilities, weaknesses, strengths her name is… 

I forgot.” 

“Gina Freitag. I'll get right on it, sir.” 

“And, I want it now!” Randy demanded.  

“Are you sure this is more important than finding colony of half-breeds? There's 

a few loose ends there still.” 

McCormick’s face fell flat and said, “And if you were ever questioning my 

orders, you're fired.” 

Levy swallowed hard then gave a curt nod. He didn't know who McCormack was 

anymore but this was the way most assassinations began.  

Levy, never really a sentimentalist, but since nearing retirement, he was beging to 

lean into the grenzfrauen.  

He felt worry for the Freitag woman. He’d seen her and of course everyone 

knew who she was. And however unlikely, Levy was immediately conflicted. She 

was a Ranger but as far as he was concerned Freitag was a marvelous woman. He 

had been taught the Comanche's enemy was his friend  

 

TEN  

Gina arrived at the sheriff's office at six the next morning. She wanted to talk to 
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the rural folk before the heat of the sun cooked the comfort the way and sent the 

people running inside. She wanted the sheriff to have plenty of time to get her out 

there and it was a considerable distance. 

Gina tied her horse in front and stepped up on the sidewalk, not sure if they'd be 

taking Wayfair. It was possible the sheriff had rented or perhaps owned the buggy 

parked there on the side. The sun was already nearly and it would be blinding; it 

was a good thing they would be riding west. 

Matt Hunter exited his office carrying a picnic basket. This man was full of 

surprises, Gina realized. She showed her a wicker of bread, cheese, jerky and a soft 

pair of peachs. Dressed in his sheriff's gear, fully armed, he gestured for her to get 

into the buggy.  

“I thought we could have some lunch as it's going to be a very long day. He 

smiled as he slipped the basket under the seat. Gina noticed two rifles were already 

stowed there, under some flour sacking.  

“Wonderful idea,” Gina agreed. 

Why did he have to be so romantic? Except for the weapons, it looked like he 

was sparkin’ her? At least ten people saw him show her what was inside and where 

would he find a tree to eat under. They drove out to the homesteads and Bird Nose 

brought Wayfair to the hotel's barn. They left the city's gravel roads and found 

themselves on dusty dirt roads. Miles separated the homesteads. Out near the 

Comancheria they were exposed and unprotected, yet somehow the settlers had 

survived. 

A well-traveled Ranger for eight years and the granddaughter who traveled with 

her Ranger guardian, solitaire was still amazed at the vastness of the caprock. How 

could anyone live so near the Comanche and face every morning not knowing 

whether they'd survived to see the next? But a strange peace came to her mind 

when she realized that yes they could survive, they had survived. The settlers had 

endured and the law was sitting right next to her. He had survived as well. 

Gina put her life on the line every time she put on her pistols and stepped 

outside. At some point, she had become used to it and nothing seemed abnormal 

about any days work. This day wouldn't be any different. But the space was 

desolate, really desolate, and got worse as a person moved west. 

Matt pulled into the first ranch; a cloud of dust trailed in their wake. They got 

out and dusted themselves off. A woman in her mid-twenties exited the house. She 

held her hand above her eyes to stave off the morning sun. She wore what looked 

like a blood stained coveralls over a blouse, with tattered brown boots, her hair was 

long and black. If Matt hadn't stopped at her ranch Gina would have thought the 

woman had Indian blood in her.  

“What can I do for you Sheriff?” She asked. 

“Natalia, this woman is with me and she has a few questions for you. I'd be 

grateful if you would give them a go, to the best you're able.” 
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The woman only had to glance at Gina’s boots and she instantly stiffened; those 

were Ranger issued boots.  

“What do the Rangers want with my family? We’re law abiding folks and we own 

this land free and clear.”  

“Nothing ma’am. Ranger aren’t involved,” Gina replied. 

“And they won’t be either.” Matt reassured the woman.” 

“I just have a few questions about your animals.” 

Her look went from Gina to Matt and back again. “Well Matt, I suppose you 

should come inside and get out of the sun.” 

They followed the woman up the steps onto the porch and into her simple four-

room house. They house was clean and well kept. Modest east coast furniture filled 

the inside. 

“Nice Furniture.” Gina said. 

“When I was a kid, my folks found it dumped out on the prairie, a little warped 

by the sun but it polished up pretty well. It ain't stolen if that's what you're asking.” 

“No I didn't think it was,” Gina tried to smile. The woman refused to smile in 

return. The woman had done what she could to add color by sewing red curtains 

and white pillows. It actually changed the building from a hovel into a home. If she 

hadn't just traveled the miles from town, she might forget that she was so near the 

border next to nowhere. 

Living on the fringe of civilization left almost everyone existing on bare 

necessities, food and water. But this woman had six books and an assortment of 

watercolor paintings and not torn from books and framed. There were at least six 

original paintings on the wall. Her husband had 7 rifles hanging on three different 

walls, ranging from a Spanish-era muzzleloader to the third most modern repeater. 

Gina counted back three models. They appeared to be functional, she imagined 

they were. The couple had done a good great job with what they had. Gina insited 

on smiling.  

Woman motioned for them sit on a faded sitter. Gina and Matt did and took 

some water when offered. The woman's hands were trembling. Gina wanted to 

ease her fears, but she had no idea how to do that it would all be just talk if she 

tried.  

“Gina, this is Natalia. She and her husband own this section. They run cattle 

which if you're looking for a murdering pack of animals, they’d be perfect prey. 

This is a good place to start looking.” 

Matt's look shot to Natalia and she fumbled getting into her own chair.  

Gina leaned forward, “I'm happy to meet you. I have just one question for you; 

have any of your stock come up missing?  

“The woman’s face went red and she looked at Matt.” 

“It's okay, Natalia. You can answer. Nothing is going to happen.” 

The woman shifted. Her feet were wiggling in her boots.  



ALAN NAFZGER 

76 

She set up and announced, “a few steers have gone missing and someone left a 

bunch of tracks at our well, left the bucket out. We don't never do that. We expect 

the Comanche come over the rocks in search of food and water. I can't say I blame 

them they're just like anybody else an’ gotta eat.” 

Gina fround, “You don’t think that’s odd?” 

“Nope, that's the way it is out here,” the woman didn’t budge. 

Natalia shrugged, “what are you looking for?”  

“Mauraouding animals.” 

“It’s just that we had some problems with a girl.” 

“How old?” 

“Sixteen.” 

“There are all kinds of animals around here -- wild pigs, coyotes, wolves and the 

latter are rare but there still a few. Even seen some of the cats the big ones, but 

they ain’t gonna stalk no girl sixteen.  

“You sure.” 

“That's just how it is out here. They’re gonna stay out of your way, if you are 

human.” 

“Honesty,” Gina said. “These animals I'm looking for might have just ate her.” 

The color drained from the woman’s face, “don't know nothing about that.” She 

rose, wiping her hand on her dishtowel still. “Somebody killed a girl and wild 

animals ate her?” 

“We don’t know, but yes the animals did .” 

“I can’t…” 

“You're sure you can't help?” Gina insisted, “you haven't even seen a photograph 

of her yet.” Gina tossed a photograph on the table. 

“I don't want to see any.” 

The woman jumped back as if she'd been hit in the face. 

“We don't know anything about that woman.” She shook her head, “you'll have 

to look somewhere else.” 

“You want me to just tell everyone animals killed a girl? I can’t do that.” 

“I wish you would leave. My husband will be home for lunch.” 

“Lunch? It's nine in the morning,” Gina said. 

Matt explained, “Most folks around here work real early to about tenish, so you 

can avoid this heat. Matt answered and the woman gave him half a smile and 

relaxed a bit.” 

“If you let them say a Comanche did this… Please Matt, don’t let them do it.” 

“No one's accusing anyone of doing anything,” Matt said. 

“Just go,” the woman almost in tears then walked him to the door. 

“Thanks for all your help, Natalia,” Matt said. “Tell Sam I said howdy.” 

Outside, Gina couldn't help rethink the woman's reaction. She knew what it all 

meant to everybody, immediately, but she would never get the woman to open up. 



GINA AT QUITAQUE 

 

77 

The woman had made things perfectly clear about that. Gina didn't want to think 

about a war, but she was basically there to prevent one, if she could. And Matt did 

not even back her up. He refused to exert any pressure at all on the woman. 

Gina turned to the sheriff after they stepped off the porch, her hands rested 

firmly on her hips. “Why didn't you help me? She clearly knew something. She was 

lying. Didn't you see her body language? You didn't do a thing.” 

“What? Maybe I missed something she said.”  

They were nearly face to face and she ground her teeth and clenched her fist to 

keep taking a punch for him. A few more inches and they'd be kissing lips to lips. 

The woman, watching from the window, put her hands on a rifle as it looked like 

they might come to blows. Out of pure temptation, Gina jerked away, and it broke 

the strange tension drawing them together. 

“The instant I told her about the woman's death, she suddenly remembered she 

couldn't talk to us. Her body language changed.” 

“I'm not surprised; you were practically climbing down her throat. Is that how 

the Rangers operate when questioning a potential witness?”  

Matt held up his hand to prevent Gina from answering. 

“What happened in that house is not the way to go about this. People out here 

are sensitive about this sort of thing war and peace. Anyone shown that 

photograph wouldn't be upset. Just 'cause these people live on the edge of 

civilization doesn't mean they are rock hard. What are you doing She’ll have 

nightmares for a month. 

Gina paled. Had she caused Natalia's reaction? Gina grimaced at the thought she 

had done more harm than good, which was entirely possible. And it had all been 

witnessed by a man she was relatively attracted to. She was mortified with herself. 

She knew what her her main weakness was. She figured she'd have to work on 

improving her people skills. It also didn't help that she had never interrogated a 

woman before and only a few male outlaws had lived long enough to answer her 

questions.  

“Bulls in china shops just can't close cases, I know what you are thinking.” 

But to be honest, she remembered that a bull in a china closet had saved her life 

a few times. Gina reasoned that she just needed to learn to turn it on and off. 

Gina hated to admit her weakness. She didn't want Matt to lose respect for her, 

but she also knew that if she didn’t apologize and it happened again he did know 

another weakness. Maybe if she trusted him with her insecurities, he had began to 

trust her. After more then an odd second or two, she said reluctantly, “I'm sorry if I 

was out of line in there.”  

Gina pause knowing that she would do better if she just leveled, “I’m a wreck 

such a bull in a china shop, always have been. I just never questioned woman and 

unless there’s gun play, I always just approach things the wrong way.” 

And then to the woman inside looking out it turned into a lovers spat. She 
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chuckled and put the rifle back in its rack started on her husband’s lunch. 

Matt blinked at the confession and his expression softened. HE thought that was 

a little ironic, the Ranger's only female officer had that sort of a particular hole in 

her experience?  

“What?” 

“You heard me.” 

“Well, a male Ranger would have done the same or worse I reckon.” 

 

Even with the Sheriff doing the questioning, the rest of the day, things were 

pretty much like that first visit with Natalia. People ran away from the topic of 

Comanche involvement; it was maybe wild animals and everyone had missing 

livestock. Gina wasn't sure why she had expected anything different. 

On a couple of occasions, she had thought he had signaled the settlers what to 

say with a tip of his hat, or a slight nod of the head. He was always subtle at 

everything he did and she couldn't be sure. The question that puzzled her this there 

wasn't any obvious reason for the sheriff too obfuscate; he didn't run with a pack 

of wild dogs. She hadn't a clue.  

Gina and Matt a picnic in the oppressive heat in shade of a tanner’s shed and 

then drove back to town. She appreciated the fact that he hadn't said, “I told you 

so” and he hadn’t even implied it.  After the last interview, Matt was gracious far 

more gracious than if the shoes were reversed. She couldn’t understand why he 

hadn’t pressed is advantage over her. 

“I'd like to commend your competency; it's just that most men… well are 

intimidated and defensive.” 

“With you?” 

“Yeah.” 

“I’m not intimidated.” 

“Well you should be.” 

“Woman, you are in West Texas, about as far west as you ca get and keep your 

hair. It’s pretty hard to intimidate us.” 

“Well, I thought I might try,” Gina jested. “You know see how you reacted.” 

He leaned over so he could look at her directly, “That why you never got 

married? Never could find a man to deal with it?” 

“Deal with what?” 

“The intimidation. Your ambition.” 

“Pardon me, but I don’t feel inclined to discuss my private life with you, 

regardless how civil you’ve been with me.” 

Gina however swallowed with difficulty. 

“I was engaged to be married once.” 

Matt pondered that for a long while.  

“Really? When?” 
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“Several years ago when I was living in Austin. He was a Ranger too; we worked 

out of the headquarters. 

“What happened? Who broke it off you or him?” 

She evaded the question. “He came sparkin’ for several months before we were 

engaged. He was very nice, smart, laughed a lot and was a good shot.” 

“But you weren't compatible in the sack?” 

“We were very compatible.” 

“That's hard for me to figure.” 

“What a nice thing to say,” she said implying the opposite. 

“I guess you had a lot of callers in Austin?” 

“Nope, not really.” 

“Why didn't you marry him?” 

“Didn't love him. The week before I was at the dress shop for my fitting you 

know the gown. I looked in the mirror and it was gorgeous,  my grandpa had gone 

all out, but it just wasn't right. 

“Why?” 

“Come on are you kidding me?” Gina protested, but then she relented. 

“Okay, I tried to imagine walking down the aisle and promising it all undying 

love and devotion to this man. I was fond of him but something in the back of my 

head just told me it just wouldn't work in the long run. As you can imagine it 

caused quite a commotion, a nightmare, canceling everything the gifts had to be 

returned, notes of apology to everyone.” 

What about him, how do you take it?”  

“My grandpa, he supported my decision.” 

“No, your fiance?”  

“He was embarrassed and tried to talk me out of it, but in the end what could he 

do?” 

“He didn't raid into the Comancheria or shot a few hundred buffalo?” 

“No he was a perfect gentleman about it.” 

“That was a hell of a move, Gina.” 

“I didn't say I was proud of it.” 

“No, I mean it was a hell of a thing to do; it took real guts to break it off at the 

last minute.” 

She shook her head. “No Matt, if I had any guts I'd have admitted I wasn't made 

for marriage in the first place and not gotten involved with an innocent well-

intentioned fella in the first place.” 

The buggy creaked along the clay road, jolting the two silent lawmen. They 

passed to a small farm with a tiny mud-brick house and a few thrown together 

barns all covered with a fine patina of red dust. A thin tired woman carrying a small 

child and on her hip came out from a cabin and rang a small bell summoning her 

husband and sons in for dinner. It was a lonely sound. The woman shaded her eyes 
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and didn't smile and Matt and Gina passed by. 

Gina felt sorry for the woman whose life undoubtedly consisted of scratching 

out a living on the prairie fearing Comanche raids and not only that but being 

subjected daily by her husband, probably unreasonable demands. Silently Gina 

renewed her commitment to keep her career to live independently and do as she 

pleased. She only hoped that the man sitting beside her wouldn't prove fatal to her 

ambition; he seemed to be making inroads. 

They returned to town at dark; except for four kerosene lamps the place was 

pitch black. Gina was no closer to discovering an answer then she had been the day 

the body was discovered. She’d never get an answer, if today was any indication of 

the progress she’d make. And, if she did find an answer, it might not be the one she 

wanted. 

 

Gina’s vacation break had come gone without even a straight response from the 

settlers. As soon as they saw her coming, people suddenly remember work that 

couldn't wait or places they had to be. They couldn't justify any theory and gave sad 

answers. It was like they all knew what to say. 

Worst of all, the worst indignity of all, she had had to telegraph her grandfather 

and extend her leave for another week. Judging from his response he was probably 

leaning toward the animal theory, he was always a long-range planner. It broke her 

heart to go against his wishes but for the first time, she wanted to do something in 

spite of her grandfather. Gina wanted justice. 

Standing up to her grandfather had been both chilling and exciting here in 

Quitaque. She was cutting her own path, making her own choices without having 

to worry her grandfather would bail her out; Austin was a bit for any of that. He 

had not bailed her out of any trouble ever but the specter had always loomed. But 

if she found a Comanche responsible for the murder, he might ever forgive her. 

In two weeks, she’d seen a twister and well over a hundred tumbleweeds. She’s 

driven a hundred and forty miles with Matt and they’d never seen a single tree.  

He’d complained about eighty days with no rain and now back in town, she could 

smell the cattle pens. The wind was just right. Moving in Fort Worth hadn’t done 

much for her skin, but this was climate was murder. But she felt okay. Frustrated 

yes but not with herself.  

It ate at her as she climbed out of the buggy and for the 112th time; she dusted 

off her clothes. If she didn't find anything tomorrow Gina would need to drop the 

case. She played it all over her mind, and she didn’t want to leave Quitaque. 

Reports of animals were the fabricate and it would be a way out of this mess, but 

she knew the killer was human. And that was the rub. 

The idea of giving up and leaving Lilly Simpletons killer walking about free 

sickened her. She never had learned defeat; she didn't want to give up. The truth 

was here somewhere, just out of reach, hiding out on the caprock like a 
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diamondback. Fear. Ambivalence. Gina wasn't sure which rock the solution was 

hiding under. All she knew was that she needed to find something and soon.  

She left the buggy and headed into the hotel. 

“You forgot to dust off your… uh hum… backside.” He said before she got too 

far. Stepping up the steps into the hotel, she could feel the heat of his eyes, even 

after she’d done what he suggested. She swallowed hard. 

Matt never seemed impatient, but the reason wasn't entirely clear. She had given 

him her word that she'd leave after a few days, if she didn't find any clues. Gina 

knew she had passed that grace period, which meant she’d gone back on her 

promise. Yet that didn't seem to cover everything. Gina realized that he was never 

impatient for any reason; it could have been just a personality trait. Several cheerful 

and nonchalant looks he had given her left her unsettled. This was becoming 

complicated; there was absolutely no pressure for her to leave. It was like she never 

needed to solve the murder and get back to Fort Worth. 

Matt watched Gina sashaying until she was inside. He was losing it, he had 

almost grabbed her and kissed her that first day out interviewing people. He didn't 

know what to say. The longer he escorted her, the worse it was becoming. 

It didn't matter the entire town was watching them, and rooting him on. He 

figured the town were all hoping he'd make his move but that seemed risky and he 

hated rejection. And she would sure as h--- reject him and leave. He knew he could 

have always assigned one of his deputies to accompany Gina even Bird Nose might 

have worked; course she might have killed him, the way she was wound up. Gina 

wasn’t the only one frustrated. 

 

They agreed to make one last long all-day excursion; and if that didn’t lead 

anywhere, then she and Wayfair would mosy back to Cowtown and the animal 

theory would reign. They made the trip and, as usual, found nothing. 

The lights were off in the hotel and the place appeared empty but Gina could 

feel that it wasn't. She opened the door and was headed up the stairs when 

mumbles came from Jodie’s parlor. Gina paused; Jodie has a gruff mountain man 

voice, but these were men. Men she didn’t recognize. 

“She not here about him; she's here about the murder. Asking questions about 

animals but she tells the commander, but she thinks the Comanche did the 

murder.” 

“There was a silence and then a strange voice I was shot too. Rumor has it a 

woman was killed out on the caprock. Perfect place for a murder you know. I can't 

track anyone or anything.” 

“My thoughts exactly, but the Comanche never worried about tracks. I didn't 

think they cared if anyone knew they did it because they wanted to send a message, 

stay away.” 

“How come they would kill this kid then?”  
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“'cause they didn't do it.”  

“My mind's just not what it used to be, I can't get a handle on this.” 

“The sheriff will do what needs to be done. He'll save us; he's done it before. 

He's a part of this town. We’re his people.” 

“Once he stops thinking with his thingy and starts to think with his head.” 

“Men think about women, until the very last minute. Sheriff Hunter is that way, 

when the real accusations appear he'll think clearly.” 

“I've never seen a man so rattled. He can’t even walk straight.” 

“She's a good girl, she’s like us. 

“But she's still a Ranger.” 

Gina leaned forward to maybe get a look who it was.  

However, a plank under Gina’s foot squeaked. The conversation stopped.  

One of the two said, “It's not safe to talk here.” 

And whoever said that led, whoever he was speaking with, out the back door. 

Gina couldn't follow; it was just too obvious. She ran for some windows but they’d 

escaped. What had they done? Reading her telegrams? Nothing really. But if she 

knew who they were, then she might know if their opinions were credible. 

something strange was going on in Quitaque and she wasn't about to leave without 

discovering exactly what it was. 

 

ELEVEN 

She is beautiful in her unique way. Not like Lily or Rainy. Red hair like copper, 

green eyes. I have seen her here with an old woman, washing clothes on a 

washboard. Lavishing the linens with store-bought soap. They have the same color 

eyes, reminds me of grass beside the Navasota River. 

I stare; can't stop. I listen to her voice singing words love. Wish she were singing 

to me; she will soon. 

She jiggles beneath her blouse. The sound of the cotton rubbing over sensitive 

parts whispers in the air. I close my eyes and a lump comes to my throat. I can 

almost taste her. 

I set my eyes on her loveliness once more. She hasn't noticed me yet but she will. 

They all do eventually. I'm good at what I do.  

She's bending over now, washing clothes bashing well; her haunch rises high in 

the air. It's an offer as old as time. I recognize and except the invitation. She stands 

and glances left and right.  

I know her name is Memphis Campbell and she wasn’t born here. Her blood is 

from outside these people. She tells everyone she came here on a ferry boat in 

Tennessee. She doesn’t know how she got here. 

She flits around the bed fluffing the old woman's pillows. The old woman still 

breathes but will soon be dead and buried. Can't the young woman smell the death 

and decay coming from the old woman? That nearly chokes me and I’m outside 



GINA AT QUITAQUE 

 

83 

looking in. 

Memphis this time would be better spent satisfying me an whelping my pups. 

What can I give her? Can swell her belly. Feed her with a good portion of the 

Comanche lands. I can lead my people to a new place. I inhale. It's nothing but 

death and Memphis under all that soap. No other can expand my lungs to this 

extent. 

She glances over her shoulder and smiles at me. She thinks I’m there to help with 

the old woman?  Not likely. I can't take her now. The sun is too high, there are 

hours waiting on the moon. But truth be known I don’t always work by the moon, 

the fickle moon, the inconstant moon as bad as her cycle. It is a gift from above, 

the perfect time will come. It always does and I am patient.  

I return her smile and wave the rest of my day is a blur and I can't wait for 

Memphis and I wait for Memphis to leave. She hangs her wet clothes on a line and 

then cares more for the old woman.  

I rein him in when I reach her wait until she exits the house coyote chanting and 

speed and a good horse I leave the comfort of my horse and approach her period 

she starts but then smiles in recognition as I come to her rescue. Love this part of 

the game, noble civilized Tonk. Hero.  

“I'm so glad to see you; my grandmother, I think she's dead.” 

I ignore my needs for now and pretend to look at her grandmother's dead body. 

We use a candle to look for breath; the truth is already clear. But best for candle to 

speak and not me.  

Memphis’ face looks sad and the invitation seems open. I accept her enticement. 

The despair on her face begins to fade morphing into teenage lust for me. It's 

either that or maybe she wants me to help her drag her dead grandmother outside 

into a hole. Regardless hot change. 

I’ve smoked all that’s necessary change. 

Then, “please!” 

The muscles feel drawn and quartered. Pain splits my head into. But I'm not 

weak in front of the girl, what sort of warrior would I be if I couldn't handle a little 

pain. 

She takes a step back and screams, second before looking for escape but it's too 

late. We both understand that. In a second or two I'll be in my animal form, she'll 

like it better that way. 

I go to speak to tell her about our new life on the staked plain, but only a growl 

comes out. She runs and misses out on the beauty of the act. I step forward but 

Memphis is gone. Ran away. Why do they do that? Where are they going to go out 

here? Where are they going to hide in all of the rocks, doesn’t she know I can smell 

her miles away? After we've gone this far? 

I watch her run to my horse and frantically searching for a way up on him, but he 

spins around in circles. She throws herself away from the horse and races to a 
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nearby draw. There are no ranches near here. I know the area. It's one of the most 

remote areas and its where I run wild. I change there and I kill there. She doesn't 

understand the mating ritual yet.  

I follow the path Memphis took, only to find her lying in a crumpled pile at the 

bottom of the draw. She's ruined herself. Her twisted body points toward Quitaqu. 

HE still alabster body in her legs are useless and her eyes are staring at the moon.  

“Oh lovely Memphis, what have you done?” 

She whimpers as I come into the draw.  

At least, she's still alive. At least, I've not wasted my time here tonight. I 

crouched down beside her and strip away her clothing and clean her entire sad and 

broken body. Above the neck, she's trembling. We both know what must be done 

someone must ease her suffering. 

But her feminine folds are covered with the matching copper curls. I must have 

her. Broken and lifeless as she is she still wants me. Pity she’s so broken. I'd love to 

rule my people with her and her get. 

Memphis isn't whimpering anymore and I’ve not felt her move since we reached 

my end. I looked down confused Memphis abdomen is gone. 

Just as well, I picture a better choice and a dark-haired she warrior. The sure 

footed Ranger woman would not likely to tumbled down a draw clumsily. She been 

my fantasy of late. I have tried to figure her attraction to me, but it's like trying to 

prolong the night. 

“Lena Freitag can you hear me?” 

I thought the others were perfect but they fallen to the wayside  

“I'm coming for you.”  

 

“I close my eyes and dream of Gina. Stout legs and bare breasts her ponytail 

brown hair. What a brood bich she would be?  She’s special and I sense a victory. 

She'll carry my pups inside her womb and repopulate my people and the people will 

grow fat on the Comanche land. Our new land.  

I hear the coyotes waiting for me to finish, their yelps and howls perked my ears. 

Don't mind disappointing them, not with these lovely. So I gorge myself, devouring 

Memphis’ teenage corpse. I especially love the crunch of her fingers. I eat until I'm 

full. The lower creatures can come; they have their niche and I have mine. 

Gina, Texas Ranger or not, can you hear me coming for you?  

 

TWELVE  

Gina woke with a start, rocketing up in bed. Her body burned and her face 

ached. She wiped the sweat from her palm on the sheet and tried to be calm. 

Nothing moved but she listened. Something had startled her out of a sound sleep, 
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but now no footsteps and no breathing. What could possibly explain her rush of 

adrenaline? She felt like maybe she had a fever? Was it a dream that she had quickly 

forgotten? Had she beaten another cowboy and never woken up?  

She lit the lamp and looked at her face in the mirror. No bruises, no cuts evident 

in the lamp light. Her hands, her torso, no blood, no bruises. No thank God she 

whispered the movement throwing off the covers, brought something to mind. 

Maybe she’d had an erotic dream, but she couldn't recall any of it. Not Matt or the 

doctor, not a single image came to her. 

Yet her body, if Matt was there right … well she would know what to do. But he 

wasn’t there. He was out on the balcony, unable to move until she turned out the 

lamp and went back to bed; she thought about confronting him, but it would 

probably ruin any chance of solving the case. Either she’s kill the sheriff or 

compulat with him… and by her calculations that would probably end up in 

pregnancy. Gina chose the safest and least violent solution. She opted to ignore 

him and turned out the lamp.  

Gina listened while keeping her breath calm so it appeared she slept. Under the 

covers her hand gripped her pistol. She felt like it was Matt hiding in the shadows, 

but she wasn't willing to bet her life on it. Regardless of who it was, she wasn't 

alone. 

Matt knew he shouldn't be there, that he had crossed the line from professional 

to pervert. He had heard her say his name, tussling under the sheets before sitting 

up in bed. Standing in the shadows of a room only feet from her he felt a fool, but 

there he was acting like a fool. 

Gina wanted, waited for him to make a move – to fight or … and he didn't. Matt 

instead stared at her through the open window, his face was contoured in pain. He 

put a hand over his face disgusted with what was wrong with himself. He never 

behaved this way before he had climbed the trellis not sure why or what he 

expected to happen he just stood there waiting. Gina's body remained motionless 

in the dark, she was perfect but she was always capable of playing possum. She 

could be listening for him to move.  

Finally, Matt moved easily easing his way toward the trellis and down, out of the 

entire situation. All the while Gina was chuckling under her sheets. 

 

THIRTEEN 

The sun shone into the room, waking Gina from her restful sleep. Her eyes felt 

like someone dumped hot coals in them. Matt's visit and whatever had kept her 

awake. She swallowed her mouth tasted funny; she never woke up with fresh 

breath but this morning was especially foul.  

She rose and walked to the mirror in the day-light she wanted to make not of the 
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damage left by Matt waking her in the middle of the night. She hated that, being 

disturbed. She thought maybe she had made a mistake letting him escape. It sure 

wasn't her style to lay there and pretend to sleep as he weaseled away. She relieved 

herself then stood looking into the mirror. Her teeth were bleeding; that was the 

taste in her mouth. She backed away from the mirror to get the entire picture. 

She froze, her mind refusing to accept what she saw. Not again! Dried blood 

covered the front of her shirt and half her face was swollen, her hands were now 

bruised. She had heard him leave; had he come back? Had she been forced to 

defend herself?  

Is it possible she had hurt him. She barely knew her conscious thoughts about 

the man; what was her unconscious position -- friend or foe? She searched the 

room and found no sign of a struggle. But given cowboy she’d beaten in Fort 

Worth, no telling what had happened. Standing inside the room on a balcony didn't 

mean much. She ran to the window and looked out into the street left and right no 

sign of blood or Matt or any cowboys laid out drunk, beaten, or otherwise. 

She slipped off the shirt and bathed. She dress and pulled on her boots. Surely if 

she had hurt Matt she would have remembered but then she didn't remember the 

incident in Fort Worth either. 

Gina pulled her hair back into her ponytail and headed out the door. She didn't 

stop for am egg burrito downstairs. Instead she walked into the sheriff's office and 

barged in without hesitation. One of Matt's deputies sat at the desk. 

“Is Matt here? I need to speak with him.” 

Sure hope I didn't hurt him; it was her silent prayer  

“Hey, I'm here at the moment. Would you want to leave a message?” 

 He smiled. 

“You've seen him this morning?” 

“Yes.”  

At least she hadn't killed him. Gina released her breath. 

“And he seemed okay?” Gina asked. 

“Seems to be, yeah,” the deputy said. 

“I need to talk to him.” It was important if only to see for sure if he was in one 

piece. She looked at the rifle case and noticed a single rifle missing. 

“Where is he?” 

“Sheriff Hunter was called out early.” 

“To were?” 

“I can't tell you that.” 

Gina’s eyes narrowed. “I have not slept well; I've had a crappy morning and I'm 

too impatient to begin with. I would appreciate it if you tell me where I can look 

for him.  

He simple paused… jaw open. 

“The Rangers don't need to be involved it's personal, but it don't have to be.” 



GINA AT QUITAQUE 

 

87 

The threat went over as she intended, even though it was idle.  The kid had no 

idea she wouldn’t telegraph for a pasel of them. There was no way she needed to 

contact the Rangers. Not unless she really needed them (live and death) and maybe 

not even then.  

The deputy’s face turned and he stumbled for the words.  

Gina now had the information she needed.  She hopped on Wayfair and pointed 

the horse in the right direction and she headed out of town. Quitaque was the end 

of the railroad but the road into the desert stretched on for miles. 

 

Matt had been sleeping well, despite his guilt. To begin the day his brother sent 

Bird Nose to fetch the sheriff. A drunken cowboy had been beaten and then fell 

off his horse trying to get out of town. He had banged his head pretty well on the 

sidewalk. Matt went to talk to him at the doctor's office. He had no recollection 

who did the damage or else he wasn't telling. 

That was an hour and a half ago, now he was standing over Memphis Campbell's 

body, lifeless and of course half-eaten. He had not even managed to grab coffee 

before he left to interview the cowboy.  

Matt glanced around the murder scene. Memphis had suffered like Rainy Foster 

and Lily Simpleton and clearly, it was the same perpetrator. He didn't know how he 

knew but he felt as sure as Gina did. The sheriff’s dog couldn’t find a scent nor did 

Matt find a trail. It was almost as if any trace had been erased, which is impossible. 

Not even an Indian had that ability. That narrowed the list of suspects down to 

absolutely, no one. 

Matt knew he needed to get the photographer out there and then the body back 

to the funeral parlor before the sun further ripened the body. The minister, out to 

see the grandmother, had found the body and then was sent to town for the 

undertaker Bird Nose and the photographer. 

Gina found Matt's horse, a bullet casing, and dog tied near where the deputy had 

said he'd be searching the area.  She didn't immediately spot Matt? She was about 

to walk up to the ranch house, when she heard rusling coming from down inside a 

draw.  

“Thank goodness, she thought maybe it wasn’t Matt that had caused her sore 

knuckles. 

As she crested the ridge, the odor of death hit Gina in the face nearly knocking 

her back. She swallowed hard but didn't vomit. 

Matt stared at her from the bottom of the arroyo with about half the woman's 

body lying at his feet. There’d been another one. The idea entered her head she that 

she needed to walk down a bit before dipping into the draw. She didn’t want to 

disturb anything in the way of evidence. They communicated perfectly without 

saying a word, and Matt pointed down the draw. He gestured for her to walk down 

a certain place.  
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Matt looked closely at her as she neared.  

What happened to you? He asked his voice. 

Gina didn't know what to say; her face must have bruised up since she looked in 

the mirror. Matt stood there and figured the cowboy must have followed seen her 

and had tried to molest her.  

“Nothing to do with this,” she hoped.  

Matt hesitated to press the issue. 

“Who is she?” Gina uncovered the tarp and peeked under. 

Her name is Memphis Campbell; I figure she fell down the hill in the dark and 

broke her neck, imagine she couldn't move when the coyotes closed in to feed. 

Gina grimaced, “there's a moccasin track down that way a bit.” 

“That's Red’s department, but he can't get a sent.” 

“You had him down here?  

“Tried but I took him back up; he okay?”: 

“Yep, just waiting on you it seems.” 

“Blood scattered everywhere. Bite marks of various sizes over the body? Animal 

tracks between the rocks.” 

“Animals you say?” She asked circling wide and studying the array of tracks. 

“Yes, that's what I said,” Matt said. “When red and I arrived there were still 

scavengers feeding on her.” 

“There’s a bullet casing up on the ridge.” Gina pointed out.  

“I had to fire a shot to frighten him away.” 

“Again, if it was a pack of animals then how come there's her clothes over there, 

and frankly it looks like she was maybe violated.” 

“Her grandmother is dead up in their cabin. In bed, looks natural enough to 

me.” 

Gina took a deep breath. He seemed mad; why is he mad at her? She ignored it 

and just focused on the crime.  

“Okay. Her fingers are missing.”  

“Animals tend to like bone…” Matt suggested. 

“… with a bit of marrow in them,” Gina finished his sentence.   

“I never saw anything like this,” Matt was flustered. 

“James Thompson, you met him, Bird Nose, you met him as well, and the 

photographer will be here soon. I hope. Well run the fingers by them. Thompson 

knows might have something to say.” 

“I reckon help also have a look at grandma, too.” 

“I suppose you call in the Rangers now?” 

“Probably not, I think you're making leaps and bounds here. I'll be on the trail 

pronto now.” 

“Does that mean you trust me?” 

Gina didn't need to think about it but for some reason she did trust him. He was 
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a good man and she'd have to face what was happening between them. She didn't 

plan on ignoring him after all he had watched her sleep in the middle of the night, 

apparently just to look after her. Maybe there was some threat she didn’t know 

about. 

“What do you figure you'll do then he wanted to know?  

 

FOURTEEN 

James Thompson arrived 15 minutes later in his rumpled black embalmer’s coat. 

His disheveled hair poked out in all directions, odd for a funeral director. He 

squinted against the bright morning sun. He was visibly surprised seeing Gina and 

he shot Matt a lool. Gina noticed Matt frown back, but she didn't speak up.  

“Exactly what I expected to find,” James said as the photographer set up his 

experiment. “I got here as soon as I could.  

Matt replied, “Why rush; nothing is gonna change what happened.” 

“Looks like another animal attack?” James said and pulled on a pair of thick 

leather gloves.” 

“We thought that was the case but we just needed you to confirm that,” replied 

Gina. 

She was thinking about Matt’s “why rush” comment.  

“Of if she was violated then, of course, it might not have been animals.” 

Had he rushed out here to clean this up before she got word of it? The thought 

didn't sit well with her. Promising to leave if she didn't find evidence only would 

encourage them to hide things from her.  

“Oh, I need to get her back to the lab where I can do a full examination on her.” 

“I'm sure you'll find something to help us; you useful almost always do.” 

“You've had cases like this before?” Gina asked. 

“I've buried my fair share of settlers half-eaten by coyotes if that's what you're 

asking.” 

“Any killed by men and eaten by coyotes?” 

“If you don't mind…” 

“You've had other murders, I don't know about?”  

“Me and Red are just gonna give it another go. You finish surveying the scene,” 

Matt told her. 

With the photographs taken, James brought out a canvas bag and slowly began 

moving Memphis’ body into it.  

“I'd like to learn more about what happens to a body. I'm thinking Mr. 

Thompson you might share some insight? Insects what kind of insects come 

around. And does that tell you anything about the time of death?” 

James his eyes bulged he took a rag from his pocket and wiped his sweaty brow, 
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then gave a telltale glance at Matt. James needed his permission but he was walking 

away. 

“Well, the insects aren't going to show up until after the coyotes are done. A 

coyote’ll eat anything.” 

Gina understood something was odd.  

Matt returned and spoke to her, “I thought maybe you'd want to help me here, 

until this is done? Make sure I don’t miss anything.” 

Gina forced a smile, “I trust you; remember?” 

Matt arch is an eyebrow, “I thought you were kidding.” 

“Funny,” she smirked. 

“Wanna go with me and Red?” 

“Mr. Thompson is going to tell me what time this happened here.” 

“Okay, I can handle that; you stay then. Don’t forget Grandmother up in the 

ranch house.” 

She was unwilling to believe Matt's invitation and when Matt returned with Red, 

she surveyed his face for sincerity.  With the body, they walked out of the draw. 

Matt watched Gina’s rear end as she climbed out of the drop.  

His mind was in disarray, but he was pretty much decided he wanted Gina 

forever. He had a choice to let her go or stay and help with the investigation. It 

would complicate and risk everything but if he wanted her he’d have to submit. She 

could help maybe help find the truth about the murders, but she might expose a 

little too much truth. But he wasn't fooling himself, he knew the real reason for 

keeping her around, selfishness.  

Logically, he knew that there was no reason to suspect Gina of beating the 

cowboy, but there was blood on her boots and her face was bruised. So far enough, 

she had gotten the best of the cowboy because nearly all of his body was bruised. 

He would have to get Gina naked to see if her body was bruised as well; it looked 

like maybe only one side of her face. The cowboy may have gotten in at least one 

lucky shot.  

So far he had officially been unable to come up with a believable theory to 

explain what happened to the cowboy. Nothing made sense. Unless she did beating 

the kid maybe in her sleep? He had heard of sleepwalking but… if she was the 

guilty party would he be able to arrest her? The idea shook him and he was choked 

up in his throat. 

Matt heard James, his team and the wagon wheels roll over the rough ground. 

James, Gina and the photographer would reach Quitaque you within the hour if 

nothing happened. When was the last time a single female was interested 

meandered into his territory? He considered the idea for a minute and then 

calculated never. 

Yet it wasn't Gina shared interest in the law that made her fascinating to him. 

Nor was it her confidence or good reputation. Or her connections in Austin. It was 
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probably her tenacity he thought. Ranger would have walked away, when a few 

facts pointed to animals. Gina must care to demand justice when no one else really 

would. 

Now that Gina had chosen to stay and had his blessing, there was worry about 

her safety. Matt knew Gina could take care of herself; she had been a Ranger for 

years, but that might not much matter to the townspeople who had a vested 

interest in keeping the town's secrets. It hadn't been a problem under with her 

plans were to stay a few days have dinner and then leave, but now she had become 

more involved. There could be trouble; the town had worked too hard for any 

Ranger to come and upset things. Quitaque had established a basic rule long ago to 

protect the city from outsiders both native and Anglo. Outlaws, crimes, even 

murders really didn't figure into the equation, it just never came up. The unspoken 

rule prevented the city from outside interference. 

They were in a unique situation and couldn't afford to take sides unfortunately 

they were, literally, between a rock and a hard place and everyone agreed an 

independent Sheriff's Office was necessary for their survival.  

Matt couldn’t offer Gina a ring or any promise because he knew damned well, 

that until this was settled, he would throw it right back in his face. A kiss or even an 

innocent embrace would be risky as well. And let's pretend she agreed, he’d fell 

obliged to share the town’s secret. If Matt ever decided to get married he would 

need to share everything. But the intention was there nonetheless whether they'd be 

married or not. He knew he would have to tell and so did seven-eighths of the 

population. That was one of the reasons he had taken her to dinner the other night. 

Matt hoped to show off her off in hope of curtailing any rebellion. It had worked 

this far, but if it looked like the Rangers from Austin might come in and began 

looking into everyone's background things might change. 

If anyone thought to challenge his decision to let her stay and investigate he 

would be forced to propose marriage and divulge. And if she declined he would 

have to run her and any other Ranger out of town. He wasn't happy about the 

dilemma he had worked himself into. 

“Forget it,” Matt reeled and his heart pounded. The most primal part of Matt’s 

brain wanted someone to step up and question his handling of the situation. The 

mayor or councilman, the businessmen the OR the deputies or his brother the 

doctor so just so he could get down on a knee and propose. 

If he proposed and she returned to the Rangers, he had been scared for life. Matt 

understood marriage and what the ramifications of that act would mean for him 

and Gina and the town. If Gina left he would probably never find a woman to 

marry. He would never leave Quitaque and another woman like Gina would never 

just happen by on vacation. Not that he had wanted to have a passel of kids, but it 

would mean he would never probably have an heir.  

He only hoped that it didn't come down to a proposal; It was too soon and too 
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iffy. He'd have to tell her why and how they had survived the Indian wars, If he 

didn’t and she found out another way, it would mean divorce. And he wasn't sure 

how she would react; she just wasn't the type of Rangers to let anything slide. 

Matt watched Red as he criss-crossed the crime scene relying on his nose, but 

Matt was also replaying in his brain the savagery of the attack. With his ring on her 

finger he had never be able to harm her and that meant he might not be able to do 

his job which was to protect the city. And, what if she was the one who laid up the 

drunken cowboy at the doctor's office? If she brought a troupe of Rangers here 

he'd be expected to die protecting the town. As long as he had had his job, he had 

never pictured himself dying noble, or otherwise. 

 

Gina follow James Thompson back to the funeral parlor. She hadn't exactly been 

lying when she said that she was interested in the inner workings of the job but she 

wasn't entirely honest either. She needed his help. 

She considered various ways to approach him about her bloody shirt. The 

Ranger way would be direct. She watched as he drove the wagon around the side of 

the building. He backed the wagon up until its rear merged with a loading dock and 

then he stepped off of the wagon.  

Gina dismounted, put her horse at the shade and she grabbed the bloody shirt 

out of her saddlebag. The sun was already a stove. Thirty minutes ago riding into 

town; it was bearable but that time of day was over.  

Thompson used a cart to roll Memphis body into onto the dock stopping at the 

door. He took the keys out of his pocket and unlocked two padlocks on the back 

door. Cool chemical air rushed out to battle the desert warmth. It was a cool 

sensation on solitaires face. Gina realized there must have been a ton of ice inside. 

Gina followed Memphis' body as it was wheeled into the building, Thompson 

returned to the wagon and brought in grandmother. The back room was more 

spacious than Gina had expected. Tables were spaced about 5 feet apart and yes 

huge blocks of ice were spaced always 2 feet apart and along two of the walls. 

Lamps hung above each table illuminating several remains. On the far side of the 

room were two table covered by sheets. They were thin sheets and it looked like 

under them were papers or even photographs.  

That was odd Gina thought, Matt had ordered seven photographs of the body 

just discovered. And there appeared to be seven objects under each thin sheet. Was 

their another victim, because she doubted the county suffered the expense of seven 

photographs for every death. 

Gina was about to ask, when James arrived with Grandmother she was put on 

the bare table closest to the door. The bag holding Memphis was opened and her 

remains were laid out. Bones stuck out of the wounds like Mesquite twigs. The 

stench of urine lingered on the white flesh remained. It even drowned out the smell 

of chemicals and death in the room. 
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“The coyotes evidently marked the corpse.” Thompson said. 

There was the same horrified expression on her face.  

An erie silence swept into the room hushing both James and Gina. Whatever had 

happened out in that draw remained permanently engraved on Memphis face death 

had not come quickly enough. 

Gina’s stomach flipped and she swallowed hard. Memphis’ face would remain in 

her mind's eye and she figured she would never get it out of her head. Gina was 

always able to remember things, even detailed. Bitterness filled her and she wish 

she would be able to forget this. She couldn't remember a thing about a large 

portion of last night. It was as if someone had marked out her memory. She would 

remember the face of the dead girl on the table, but what happened last night she 

could not recall for certain. She remembered Matt entering her room and watching 

her period, but she could not remember anyone she might have attacked. 

Was she physically capable of ripping a woman into two parts. And if she’d done 

this to the Campbell girl; then she’d done the Simpleton girl as well. Gina glanced 

down at her knuckles her fingernails didn't seem clean. She had beaten a cowboy 

half to death in Fort Worth. Was she beginning becoming a vigilante? And if she 

could beat a cowboy in Fort Worth, then might she kill and dismember a girl in 

Quitaque? The thought terrified her, she might marry Matt settle down and have 

kids but he might not not be possible if she were killing people in her sleep. 

“James, er… uh… Mr Thompson, could you do me a favor, before you get 

started on this body?” 

He turned and smiled until he noted her shaking condition. Concern overcame 

him, “Are you okay?” 

He stopped putting on his gloves. 

“I'm fine just cold,” her teeth chattered so badly he could hear them. The sound 

of Gina’s teeth clanking was followed by a body tremor.  

“This ice all the way from Wichita Falls. Quite an expensive undertaking but 

entirely worth it if you ask me, but it takes a while to get used to it.” 

“About the favor,” Gina asked.  

“Yes, what do you need?” He asked. 

“I have something I'd like you to look at,” she produced the shirt and held it out 

for him to take a look. 

“What's this?” He never liked complications. He liked death and preparation and 

then quick burial and then cash in the bank. These prolonged cases only delayed 

things or make them impossible. He didn't know how he had ever collect on 

Rainey Foster's case. 

“Is this blood?” 

“Yes.” 

James's face was pale. 

Gina took a deep breath. 
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“Can you tell whose blood this is? I need for you to tell me whose blood this is, 

please.” 

His eyebrows furrowed, “where did you find that? Was it out in the draw? Matt 

didn't mention it to me and he would have. I you found this out there, then 

Red…” His voice showed a high level of concern. 

“No, I didn't find it out there,” Gina said.  

“Then where did you get it?  I need to know. Matt will need to know.” 

She pulled the shirt back and clearely regretted the decision to bring it up, but 

she wasn't a coward and she forced herself to hand it back to the man. 

“I need you to keep this between us for the time being can you help me?”  

“Im not sure even the greatest scientific minds… Why? You suspect Matt? This 

town will explode if you bring in a troop of Rangers.” 

“This has nothing to do with the Rangers I'm not after Matt. It's not Matt’s shirt. 

I woke up in it.” 

“This town can’t afford the Rangers around in everyone’s business, looking into 

their personal affairs.” 

“I'll take all the weight for this you have my word as a Ranger.” 

Why would saying something like that make James looked even more uneasy? 

“Matt doesn't know?” 

“If he suspects me, then the real killer might escape,” Gina knew he didn't 

believe her. The Rangers had less and less credibility. She’d seen it begin to erode. 

She doubted they would ever become the respected agency that they were before 

the Indian wars.  

Clearly, Thompson suspected a trick, a setup. Everyone in Quitaque knew the 

Rangers had a huge public relations arm that essentially covered any impropriety. 

Half the population believed that the Rangers had lied cheated and stole their way 

into history into legend. Many, Indians, Mexicans, and even Anglos had died in 

front of the Ranger train to immortality. The shame had been going on years and 

began long before her grandfather had become the commander. She had never 

been with her grandfather doing or learning of massacres or anything shady but 

obviously people didn't forget  

“I need your help and I'm desperate.” 

“Whose shirt is it?  

“Mine,” she said.  

“And you woke up in it this morning.” 

 

FIFTEEN 

Randy McCormick sat behind the desk in the private railcar staring out the at the 

North Texas Mesquite. The Prairie was all gone, with the Buffalo. The only thing 
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left of significance were the Longhorns and a few cottonfields and the Mesquite. 

If everything went well he'd soon be sitting in a luxurious Austin Govornor’s 

mansion, executing his plans to conquer the western reaches of Texas. He swung 

away from the window and stared at the documents before him, all of them could 

wait. At that instant, he wanted only one document; what was Levy doing that took 

so long? 

Levy entered. 

“Levy, I'm waiting for that report.” 

“I have it now, Sir.” Levy said.  

Levy fumbled through his briefcase and the senator glanced at the map on the 

wall which held all the counties to the East and the Comancheria to the West. A 

smile came across his face when he fantzized it would all be Texas, and to his 

credit.  

It had been his lifelong dream to complete Texas and undisplace as many natives 

as was possible. Maps meant things; he had grown up hearing stories about 

revolutionaries, patriots and Rangers. His father and grandfather had worked 

building Texas, that's why when he was old enough Randy had joined the Rangers. 

He had excelled in the rigorous environment. It had made a man out of him. What 

bugged him to no end was that commander Freitag refused to endorse him. He 

intended to use his Ranger fame to win a the governorship in a landslide but it 

wasn't coming so easily now. 

Finally, Levy produced the needed document.  

“Here is the report you asked for, Sir,” he said handing the papers to the senator. 

Mccormick's eyes narrowed; what was this idiot up to? First insubordination and 

now bumbling for documents. He didn't like this in any assistant. He might have to 

let him go then and there. But he let it drop for now and look down at the report. 

He scanned the documents quickly he didn't look up until he reached the name 

of the Ranger in Quitaque. 

“Is this correct,” he asked. 

“Is it really Freitag granddaughters poking around?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Is it an official investigation? Where is that report. Who's her partner?” 

“Levy frowned, “no one; she's alone and it’s just a follow up on an animal 

attack.” 

McCormick was furious; this was a perfect foul up she could be portrayed as 

coving up a series of Comanche agressions, actually what he needed to win over the 

Ranger endorsement and push the public to the right. The Rangers only female 

employee in a remote boundary town with a maniac killer on the loose and the 

Ranger position, her position, was that it was animals?  

“How long does she plan to stay?” He wanted to know. 

“That's the odd part; she should be back by now.” 
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“I wonder what's keeping her? Had his assassin already got her or raped her or 

whatever he had been doing to women. Not that he cared; she was simply a bonus 

say 1000 extra votes if she were murdered but 10,000 if it got out she was raped. If 

the rape produced a child… wow his political career might (forget Texas) end in 

Washington DC.  

His patience was getting a work over. If she wan’t going to expose a Comanche 

as the murderer, Gina Freitag needed to be headline news, beaten, raped or dead; it 

didn't matter. What did matter is that it looked like a Comanche had done it. 

Anything along those lines would push his election nearer to a foregone conclusion  

McCormick glanced up from his desk and saw Levy waiting; he had forgotten 

about the man. McCormick thought he might compliment his aide on the job he’d 

done, but he didn't want to give him the idea he would be needing him after the 

election. 

“That will be all, Levy. Next time don't take so long.” 

Levy gave a slight nod, “Yes, sir. Won't happen again. I'm more organized now.” 

Levy turned to leave; McCormick took a deep breath and a knock came at the 

back door of the railcar. 

Levy hesitated; did the senator want him to address the situation? McCormick 

waved him out of the room. 

A Tonk entered the railcar. 

“Here’s the man I needed to see,” the senator exclaimed. 

“Yes it's good.” 

“It's lucky for your people that we met. 

“Okay, if you say.” 

“Well, nearly all human interaction is mutually benfitial but in this case we have a 

unique opportunity.” 

“I understand,” the Tonk said. 

“I help you and you help me,” McCormick explained. 

“Stop; just tell me what you want me to do. I won't do it but I'll consider it.” 

“I do have a job for you,” McCormick said. 

“I thought you should not telegram and we would not meet unless it was an 

emergency. 

“We did agree; has the war to end the Comanche begun?” the Tonk wanted to 

know. 

“No,” said McCormick. 

“Has someone discovered our plans?” 

“Not that I'm aware of.” 

“Then I'm going,” and the senator’s guest turned to leave. 

“Wait,” Randy gripped the arm of his chair. “I have some important Intel for 

you. The Ranger that you have you have nosing around out there is Gina Freitag; 

she's the granddaughter of Noah Freitag the Ranger commander. 
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The Tonk stopped dead. Silence. 

McCormick continued, “if something should befall her, I'm sure that the Rangers 

would rally around me and do whatever to finish the Comanche dogs off.” 

“That does change things slightly,” the Tonk said. 

“Revenge is a powerful political tool. Her grandfather has been reluctant. With 

her out of the picture and he’ll be forced to fall into place, granting me instant 

backing. After all, I'm the candidate most qualified to…” 

“So you want me to kill her?”  

“Is that going to be a problem?” 

“Is that an order?” 

You want me to say it? Already did  

no you alluded to it it's not the same  

sweat broke out on randy's 4 he had  

I'm ordering OK I'm ordering you to kill Gina Freitag  

I was thinking it is impossible to tell the difference between a baby with a Tonk 

father and a baby sired by a Comanche. At least until the child grows up and his 

value as a man can see.” 

“What is the h--- are you talking about?” 

“Her not possible.” 

“What?” McCormick asked. 

“Wasteful and evil.” The Tonk would not be cooperating. 

“That won't work for me.” 

“Can I ask why not?” 

“I have other plans for her?” 

“Rape?” 

“The best possible timing will result in a child.”  

“Oh, I see. Please tell me your record fathering children…” 

“Yes, I'm like any other man.” 

“But you have a proven record? Right? Plenty of young Tonks in a village 

somewhere?” 

“That’s a very slow approach and it’s iffy… an embarassing pregnancy might not 

happen.” 

“Of course it will,” the Tonk was confident. 

“You know about the correct timing right?” 

“Oh?” the Tonk hesitated.  

“Well, here take this calander.” And he reached into his desk and pulled out one 

the “McCormick for Governor” calandars. 

McCormick continued, “A woman has her time of month and anywhere from 10 

to 16 days afterwards…” 

“Oh well, I generally use Tonk methods. 

really? What’s that? 
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The Tonk sniffered the air. 

“And you can smell a woman ovulating?” 

“Of course; I'm Tonkawa.” 

McCormick scoffed; that couldn’t be true, but smiled anyway, “Well, regardless if 

Gina Freitag was raped by a Comanche, and people knew about it, regardless of the 

consequences, it would be in the best interest of your people.” 

 

FIFTEEN 

Who does Randall McCormick think he is, already the governor?” Snapping at 

me like an angry pit dog? I don't work for him. I work for no white man. I take 

orders from no one. Uneasy allies maybe. The senator should know that by now, 

but he clearly needs a reminder. I thought we had a contract but I was wrong.  

The Tonkawa struggles to rise and I must push it down. The pony no longer 

seems required but it wouldn't be wise to show my new nature at this time for I 

need to play the role of protector. I will mate with Gina. It might seem tempting to 

the politicians to renege on displacing the Comanche. 

Repeating in my mind is our conversation. I told McCormick that I'd take Gina 

out of the situation and I will, not the way he originally suggested. My word 

shouldn't be questioned and my people have more honor in one paw then he has in 

his entire body. A weak man refuses to do his own dirty work. He prefer someone 

with darker skin to act in a place, snippy worthless excuse for a man. I can't wait to 

feed upon him but politicians are so bitter. 

I don't want to worry about politics. He’s taken far too long as it is. My thoughts 

should be on the more pleasurable Gina lovely Gina Freitag. 

The other three women were bogus substitutes to Gina. Her strength and 

cunning make her perfect to rule by my side. Given the vastness of the 

Comancheria, I don't think it will take long to persuade her. All she needs to know 

is the truth, I’m the wild animals she’s looking for; then she'll more than willing. I 

can sense a woman's lust for power and suitability to a state of nature. 

Why would she hold up in a room full of death? Why does the smell of death not 

sicken hurt? No matter soon she will return to the place Gina consider safe that's 

when I'll own her prey  

I have a cloth bag to slip over her lovely head. I made sure it was cotton and not 

burlap and I promise, it's and I won't tie it too tight around her neck. I want her 

alive. I want to mate with her and for her to live, I need her offspring too 

repopulate my people. 

Initially, I tried to capture her smell only to meet with the sterilized odor of 

death. I wait, but the disappointment is intense and straightforward. People pass by 

giving me friendly nods and smiles they are aware how revolting I can be.  

My people expect me to solve their problems; no one suspects how tired I am of 

them looking to me, if they weren't strong enough to survive on the Brazos then 
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they should consider death and not lust over the high plains. Yet, here I am outside 

of this half-breed’s house of death. I bide my time. 

The photographer comes and goes. The sheriff the same. Gina remains. Time 

passes slowly as they study their bodies, the blood and the photographs. The sun 

begins it's descent it'll be difficult to get away unnoticed, but I manage. My 

anticipation grows with the length of the shadows. And then the shadows are gone. 

I continue with the waiting, for a chance to make my move. The moon comes on 

finally and I’m free to do what is needed to ensure my people’s new land. I'll need 

to depart quickly, gaze at the stars and take her.  

Excitement burns as I plan our union. The journey seems to take forever as I 

weave through the town, when I know it's only been minutes. I huge the buildings 

and enter the hotel around the back. I can't afford someone to notice. 

The moon is nearly full; soon Gina I will share a litter of pups. We'll worship the 

moon, smoke peyote, and feast on whites. Glancing around once more, no one can 

see me enter the building. It isn't difficult. Eggs line the cabinets waiting to be 

cooked in the morning, the baskets are numbered in the order they were received 

not that eggs ever have a chance to go stale. Egg eaters! 

The hotel is empty. I don't smell Jodie or Gina; it's not the end of the world. 

There's still plenty of time, I'll settle into the dark and wait for as long as it takes. 

I'm a patient Hunter. An hour passes. Where could she be? How much moon 

remains? 

A few hours passed and I must face the fact that someone has delay gina's 

arrival. Disappointment. I have an idea of where Gina is and who she's with; it will 

not work out well in his future. 

I turn to leave out the back when the front door opens and the sweet, the sweet 

smell of ovulation, finds me in a second. Her scent hits me like the desert after a 

rainstorm, her musk. Fate comes calling, but I need to do this quickly. Pity the 

moon is ebbing. 

I see her. Gina her lovely brown hair slipping out of its loop. The urge to run my 

claws… fingers through it. It’s silken mass is healhy.                                                                                

My canines began to shrink, but the moon is signaling she's the one and she's 

ovulating. My people have waited 100 years for a woman like her. She'll not escape 

and I'll not let this chance slip away. 

Gina looks about; she always does. I’m behind a support beam before she 

notices me. I send she is half but I’m whole. Her senses are keen but mine are 

better. My steps will be silent for minutes more (the moon) there's the piety and the 

moon in my favor. I'll wait till she passes she's getting closer  

Her body is tense, the bag is open and ready for her head. The timing must be 

perfect. I’m silent; I don't want to upset her surprise. I expect her to fight back, 

certainly. A true mating can't take place without a little violence. Will she claw? Will 

she bite? I can only hope. 
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I feel like a juvenile when she gets his first whiff of a b---- in heat. Her hips sway 

and she walks towards the stairs, I drool. I stepped out from my hiding place Gina's 

head snaps up alert.  

“Jodie is that you?” 

But she's too late; she's mine. 

 

SIXTEEN 

Gina heard a creak and looked around the hotel. Her scalp pricked. “Jodie is that 

you?” she called out. 

The slight sound was the only notice she'd had of the coming attack. Gina hit the 

pillar with enough force she thought it was the stallion she had tried to ride as a 

teen.  

The air excited her lungs and her ribs were taxed to keep from breaking. She 

tried to bring air in repeatedly but wasn't able to catch your breath. Her knees 

buckled and she fell hard to the floor.  

Gina couldn't see who had hit her, but she could feel him his body weight held 

her down. She shifted deliberately so she might learn who was in control. This 

could not be happening; didn't this idiot know every Ranger in the state would be 

after him now?  

She strained to look over her shoulder and saw a glimpse of dark straight hair 

before he pressed her face down into the floor. There were a lot of dark-haired 

men in Quitaque. It could be just about any of them, but she felt it was a familiar 

man someone she had met.  

He pushed harder. Gina cried out. Her cheek and nose scraped the floor. She 

tried to reach her pistols but he managed to pull them from the holsters and throw 

them aside. She wished she had not put her knife in her boots; now it was too far 

to be of any use.  

“Release me now and you can still get out of this. I'm a Ranger and they'll be 

hunting you.” 

No response. She struggled wildly, her fists slamming the floor as she tried to 

wiggle out from under him. He didn't answer but pressed harder and in a way to let 

her know what he planned. 

“Fine have it any way you want,” she clenched her teeth. 

“I'm going to kill you when I get up do you hear me? You're a dead man.” 

Something soft came over her head blinding her. 

“No!” she screamed but the cotton absorbed most of the energy. 

His teeth brushed her shoulder. Panicked, she fought harder. Her nails biting 

into the floor as she tried to crawl out of his grasp.  

The strings around her neck tightened and choked her. She gasped for what 
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might be the last time. She fought to stay conscious. She could only guess the 

man's game, but she wouldn't make it easy for him. Her lungs were burning from 

lack of oxygen. 

Whoever had her was stronger than she was. Her head spun and she kicked back 

connecting with the man's groin; she heard a grunt, but she didn't hear anything to 

give up his identity. Smart not to betray anything. That realization sent fear running 

down her vertibrae and turned it to ice. 

“You sorry sack of feces; get off me,” she coughed. She attempted again to get 

out of his grasp, but that had only made him pull the bands tighter around her 

neck. 

“Be mine,” he whispered but the sound was muffled in her ears and she couldn't 

place the voice. 

Blood vessels burst behind her eyes and her limbs began to tingle. Gina felt 

herself rising in the room, a foot and then two feet above the struggle but floating. 

The fight left her body she couldn't focus, but she knew this was death and it was 

not agreeable.  

“What the hell is going on in there?” Jodie Cottee’s voice boomed. The simple 

phrase destroyed Gina’s peaceful death.  

Gina opened her mouth to answer but no words emerged, but breath did enter 

her lungs and she felt herself living. She hefslef falling to the ground and she hit. 

Another breath rushed into her lungs; she heard the sound of a struggle happening 

around her. Jodie let out a fierce war cry. Gina heard the scream, furniture crashing 

and thump something fell across her legs but she was too oxygen starved of it to 

move. Then there was quiet.  

 

Gina awoke in the doctor's office with Matt standing over her.  

“Are you alright?” He asked, his voice generally strong, this time cracked. 

He moved the tangled hair off her face. He held a white bag, his knuckles white; 

it was the same bag someone shoved over her head. 

“What happened?” She wanted to know. 

“I was gonna get you to tell me,” he dropped the bag on the bed and helped her 

sit up. She winced. 

“Sorry,” he grimaced.  

“Where's Jodie?” Gina ask trying to focus. 

“I heard her yell and fight with him. Reckon she saved my life.” 

“She's in a bed right over there, on the other side of the cowboy.”  

“What happened to him?” Gina wanted to know. 

“Fell off his horse, best I can tell.” 

“Oops,” Gina admitted.   

Matt only chuckled and his hand gestured to the unconscious odd mountain 

woman. “Ken is doctoring her now. He's had to give her opium after she wouldn't 
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rest. She was trying still trying to fight.”  

Gina tried to stand and grasped in pain clutching her side. Her ribs hurt and all 

the rest of her body as well.  

“I need to go to her; she might have seen who attacked me.” 

“She's pretty drugged up and won't be able to talk for awhile. She's beaten worse 

than you are I figure, and her jaws broken and well it's bad.” 

“Crap,” she murmured. Gina laid back down and said a silent prayer to Jesus. 

Jodie had to recover; she refused to have her death on her conscience. 

“Who found us?” 

“Man taking care of the horses came in to be paid and he found the two of you. 

The door was open but whoever did this was gone. He went and fetched the 

doctor and Ken brought you here.” 

Matt gestured to wildflowers to a vase. 

“Bed your going to have a few bruises. Ken is here to take care of you,” Matt 

said. 

“Wild Flowers?” 

“A course.”  

“Thanks for the flowers but I'd rather have a bottle of whiskey. I'm not 

particular about the brand name.” 

Matt chuckled. 

I'm okay, Gina got to her feet. Matt reached out to grab her arm. 

“If it's okay with you I’d rather hear that from a doctor,” and she lay back down. 

Matt’s heart pounded. The assault on Gina had been too close for his comfort; if 

Jodi hadn't gotten there. They might be standing over her body out on the caprock 

like the three other women or she might be laid up in the undertakers. He wobbled, 

it was very hard to think about. His muscles fluttered and all the protective instincts 

where kicking in. He needed to go ahead and marry her and end all this drama.” 

Whoever was out there killing these women didn't care if he brought attention to 

their community, it was almost as if he was trying to invite the Rangers to come. 

Matt couldn't imagine anyone in Quitaque being so stupid, malicious or insane, but 

there was no doubt this would expose the town’s secret. 

Concerned, Ken approached a few minutes later. “I have Jodie out of danger but 

I have to get her jaw wrapped shut. When she wakes up, it's gonna hurt frightfully 

to talk. Gina, how are you doing?” 

“You're lucky that Henry was coming to care for the horses. Another few 

minutes and you might have even more complications.” 

“I'm fine.” Her breath wheezed out of her lungs. 

Ken's expression was of increased concern, “I hate to contradict a Ranger and a 

lady, but I don’t like the sound of your breathing. And you have a huge lump on 

your head and it's not generally there I'm guessing. He looked into her eyes and 

pulled the lantern nearer, “I think you probably have a concussion and you'd need 
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to stay in this bed a day or two maybe even a week.” 

“I appreciate your concern, but it's just a headache. I've had plenty worse and 

I've kept working.” 

“Is that regulations. Are you kidding me; Rangers have that rule?” 

“Not exactly,” Gina said, “but when you're on the clock…” 

Ken looked at Matt. Matt answered Gina, “if we had a suspect I’d say get up and 

lets go get him, but we don't have any idea.” 

“Understood,” she looked at Matt.  

She was battered and bruised. He reached out and took her hand. 

“I'll just wait here for Jodie to tell us who we're looking for.” 

Matt wasn't going to let Gina out of his sight. He had failed her once; there 

wouldn't be another foulup. Anything could happen here in town at the doctor's 

office, if even if he posted deputies there might be another attack. Probably that 

would happen what would happen is Jodie would wake up in the middle of the 

night, somehow communicate the attacker to Gina and she'd run off half-cocked 

hunting him and where would he be? At home in bed like a dolt? 

“I think it's best if I take her home with me,” Matt said. Gina and Ken’s head 

spun around. Any other time it would have been a joke, Gina frowned. “I'll be okay 

here,” Matt. 

“I want someplace safe. Somewhere so that I can see when coming. If there's 

gonna be a fight I'd rather do it not do it in town.” 

“Matt, she'll be fine here.” 

“I'm not asking,” Matt’s look at Ken went h--- bent… 

Matt knelt over and whispered something in Gina’s ear. Whatever it was; she 

nodded that she understood. 

“If Austin hears about this…” Gina hinted. 

“… and the Rangers will be here in force…” Matt realized. 

“…and they will tear this town apart.” Gina warned. 

“Not good. Not good at all.” 

“You better get over to the telegraph…” Gina suggested. 

“Surely he’s got enough sense not to…” 

“Do you feel like you need the Rangers?” Ken asked Gina. 

“I don’t need any stinking Rangers. I don’t; I have Matt.” 

Matt explained to Ken, “I think everybody will be safer if she’s at my place. I've 

built a fort, whoever assaulted her won't dare come there it would be suicide.” 

Ken put on an uneasy smile, “She’ll be fit to travel in a week, Sheriff.” 

“Bull shit, I’m ready now,” Gina sat up. 

Ken argued but it was futile and she got her up and fell into Matt’s arms. They 

began for the door. 

“Is she going to be okay?” Gina asked gesturing to Jodie, her entire body 

trembling. 
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“I assure you she'll be okay and she's tougher than half the men in this town 

combined and I've hired a Tonk woman to be here when I'm not able. I’m more 

worried about you leaving.” 

Matt spoke up, “I won't let anything happen to her; trust me.” 

Matt lead Gina outside to the buggy. 

“I have a good piece of land and a house up North of town. Someday, if this job 

don't kill me, I'm planning on turning it into a horse ranch. Mr. Colt may have 

made this Ranger legend, but they could use some better horses,” Matt said. 

“Yep, I've seen more than a few good men having to use farm plugs against 

Comanche's,” she agreed. 

“Bird Nose was standing outside watching the office. Matt signaled to him to 

look for tracks in and out of the hotel and to look for tracks in and out of town.  

But too many people came to the hotel for eggs and there'd be many that 

morning. Already too many people to distinguish tracks. A duputy had been out 

with the sheriff's dog, but he only picked up Jodie and Gina and led the deputy to 

the doctor’s office. 

On the buggy ride to Matt’s, Gina managed to put on her gun belt. Matt had it 

on the floorboard. While he did protest, in the end it comforted him to know that 

even injured she was prepared and alert for a battle. She wouldn't be done in so 

easily. He felt really badly about her condition but beamed with a lawman’s pride. 

Matt drove them back to his place slowly, extra slowly, taking care not to hit the 

bumps in the road. Dust blew up behind them despite the care and it obscured 

Quitaque as they drove.  

Gina would have put her head on his shoulder and dozed but every jar of the 

wagon caused her pain. A bandage covered her skull. Matt noticed a newly forming 

bruise on her cheek and now in the buggy, the beating seemed worse than he had 

originally figured. He worried he had made a mistake asking Gina to travel even a 

short distance.  

His grip on the reins tightened and his knuckles whitened. He was enraged but it 

was useless. He too was bewildered and weary. How dare someone come into his 

town attacking women and threatening everything?  

Matt's body spasmed and throwing him back against the seat; the pain sliced 

through his skull as his problems mounted. Not only was Gina injured, but this was 

an attack on his sworn office and a htreat to the livelihood of his people. The job 

of a border county sheriff, any sheriff for that matter, was sacred. There would be a 

reconning. And then he felt funny, his head hurt? But was nothing compared to 

Gina's pain; he was embarrassed for being so weak. 

Gina had been through enough already. She didn't need more complications; 

there had been the three murders and her own attack. Something had told Matt, 

she was prepared for the town’s secret. He could relate to her, but he hoped it 

hadn’t been silly or reckless for him to tell her anything.  
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Matt pulled into the front of his fortress home, the rainbow of untended but 

watered wildflowers grew in profusion beside the single leading up to the door. The 

cloud of dust caught up with them. He glanced at Gina who looked weak, horribly 

weak; she needed more than several glasses of water and then the bed.  

What would she think of his adobe home? Would the modest size bother her? 

He had built it himself, but she didn't automatically know that. His nerves erupted 

again and he jerked. 

“Don't just stand there jerking your neck. Can you help me down? My ribs are 

busted.” 

He shook his head at his own foolishness; it wasn't as if she had been living there 

or in Quitaque, so why was he even exploring that line of thinking?  

“I know; let's get you inside. It's much cooler inside. You can use some water 

too.” 

It took a second or two for Matt's offer to click in her brain. “I'm sorry,” she said 

painfully brushing the hair out of her face. Her ponytail had come apart in the hotel 

fight and was even coming loose of the bandages on her head. She looked at the 

tiny Adobe house which was clearly a fort of sorts. It looked well maintained.” 

“It's certainly looks sturdy. Let's get inside out of this heat.”  

Matt's home was in West Texas minimalist which meant the owner had spent all 

their cash on the walls thick enough to stop a bullet. Less was spent on the roof 

because a good rain would be less likely than bullets. After the walls and roof came 

the expense of a good horse then a good gun. 

Matt had a strong horse and all the guns they would ever need but in Matt's case 

he had done more; he had imported a Redbone hound all the way from Alabama, 

so the furnishings were at a bare minimum, but the walls were eighteen-inches 

thick and cool in the summer and warm in the winter. 

“Can I get you something to eat?” he asked, moving to the kitchen. He was 

about to cut some bread. 

“I could use some whiskey.” Gina stated. 

Matt had a whiskey bottle on a kitchen shelf. 

“My throat's sore; I guess I was screaming… and a tooth is loose. I don’t wanna 

eat.” 

He thought it odd but he nodded. He poured them both a glass of whisky and 

handed her handed one to her. 

“You think of anything else that happened?” 

He asked and took a long swig of his whiskey. 

Gina shook her head in pain, “I've told you everything I can remember. It was all 

so fast, I barely heard him coming and by the time I realized it was too late.” 

“He was waiting for ya.” 

“I think he knows something about your town’s situation.” 

“I doubt it was random; he knew where and when to find me.” 
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She sipped her whiskey; it felt good in her bruised throat, 

“But why?” 

“Most people find out I'm a Ranger an they steer clear.” 

Matt was puzzled, “I don't know he must have been waiting, watching you for a 

while, waiting for the perfect time and …” 

“And maybe he wants the Rangers here?” 

Matt was filled with fear 

“Or maybe I was getting too close to something?” 

Matt’s jaw tightened and he finished his whiskey in one gulp, “You can take your 

whiskey to bed?”  

She wouldn’t be doing that and she finished her’s in a gulp. 

Gina looked through the open door at the rumpled bed beyond. Even this brain 

fog she was experiencing couldn’t keep her from picturing Matt’s naked body 

under those sheets. She turned red, she tried to clear her throat and winced. Where 

are you going to sleep?” she asked, not sure what answer she wanted to hear. 

Matt answered, “I think you've had enough excitement for one night. I'll take the 

chair, I won't be able to sleep anyway.” 

“You can't do that,” she protested. “I don't need someone to stand watching 

over me. He may have gotten the jump on me once, but it won't happen again a 

second time.” 

She put her left hand on her pistol. 

Matt showed her the bathing room and she cleaned herself up the best she could, 

what her grandpa called a spit bath. She was surprised he had a nice modern bath 

and a pump but she just didn't have the energy and she couldn’t ask him draw an 

entire bath. 

Matt was at the front door. Bird Nose had brought Red back home and had 

news from town, no tracks to follow. Jodie was still not able to give anyone a 

description of the attacker. Matt told his tracker promised to ask if Ken would 

allow it the next day. 

“That was Bird Nose?” 

“Yes, how's Jodie doing? Any tracks?” Gina asked bracing for the answer.  

Matt said, “Nope, maybe tomorrow. Nope nothing.” 

Gina thought. Matt reached for her hands, “why don't you get some rest and heal 

up? Then we'll hunt down this lowdown curr. No sense punishing yourself with 

what you've already been through.” 

Gina pulled her hands out of Matt's hold. His grasp was distracting. She had 

never seen this side of him, if he’s shown it, she’d missed it. It was confusing and 

interesting. It would be easy to walk right out of there and hunt the jackal herself. 

She would have but there was a puzzle in front of her. Was he really beginning to 

care for her, or was he just doing his job and keeping the Rangers out of town? She 

didn’t mind pulling a weapon on any man, but asking Matt about his intentions… 
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well she wouldn’t be doing that. 

Matt's vigil was disciplined without interruption or distraction; he watched 

geniously. It occurred to him that instead of wielding her femininity as a weapon or 

lure, like other women, she hid it but not when she slept… He was overwhelmed 

with the need to protect. He smiled when she murmured.  

 

SIXTEEN 

Monty Levy had reported something near the truth, but too entirely. He reported 

only what the senator needed to know. As far as the senator knew Gina’s parents 

had been killed, father in a wagon accident and the mother by murder. Her sister 

had died with her mother, murdered, leaving Gina an orphan. 

Shortly thereafter she had moved in with her grandfather, Noah Freitag. Levy 

had said nothing about the Texas Ranger changing her last name, but Levy made it 

clear that she was and always had been protect and under her his wing. Levy knew 

almost better than anyone that a women without a man was easy prey. 

The only thing the senator knew about Gina’s parents was that her mother was 

Noah’s only daughter. Her father's records were very sparse, basically only his 

name and date of birth. There was no listing at all of his parents. Officially it was 

already odd; the government was already recording everything. However, the reality 

was there were plenty of people floating in and out of Texas without birth 

certificates or even family bibles. Even Noah Freitag son-in-law might not have a 

record. Levy argued it wasn’t odd, the senator scoffed at that.  

The senator knew nothing about her. She was an anomaly and he hated that. 

Randy McCormick knew only where she grew up and what she did for a living and 

that he grandfather had been a violent man. It all would enrage him; he felt 

impotent.  

 

SEVENTEEN 

Gina flopped over and twisted violently; a whimper came from the bed. Sweat 

covered her body. Matt sat up and leaned closer. Her arms flailed in an attempt to 

fight off an invisible attacker; she was having a nightmare and in a second or two 

should find her pistols. Matt reached out to touch her to wake her before she 

injured herself or him. 

Gina lurched up in bed in a panic; Matt caught her. He pulled her close. She 

fought till finally, she realized. 

“It's okay; I got ya,” he soothed her. 

Gina grabbed his arm as if he were a life preserver in the middle of the ocean. 

“I had a dream,” she gasped. 

“I know,” he said, brushing the hair out of her face. 

“Thanks,” she said. She wiggled out of his arms. 

Every move she made was clearly painful, but she took the bandage off her head 
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and threw it on the floor. She pull her hair back but stopped there… too much 

pain. 

“Can you get in her bag and pull out a string and the brush?” 

“Are you sure want the bandage off?” Matt asked. 

“Well, I can't stand this hair in my face,” she replied. 

He followed instructions and then kissed her. She was sweet as he had imagined 

and more. The kissing increased and he grabbed her shirt into a fist. But Matt's 

common sense stopped him. 

“Why’d you stop?” she asked. 

“You're hurt; it wasn't because I wanted to you know.” 

“Obviously.” 

“Will you at least be staying? I don't want to be alone.” 

“Oh, I haven't left. I'll be right there in that chair,” Matt  

Pointed. 

Gina shook her head, “no here with me.”   

She gestured to the bed. 

Matt closed his eyes; it wasn't good idea but how could he refuse? She evidently 

would feel better and best not to disappoint.” 

“Sure,” he said. 

Gina fell asleep quickly and he was about to doze off as well when he heard a 

wagon out front. Exiting the bed with great care, but with gun in hand, Matt went 

to the front door. 

It was Ken. 

“How's Jodie doing.” 

“She's as well as can be expected the healing has begun, so I reckon she'll pull 

through. How's Gina?” Ken asked. 

“She's fine; a few nightmares but nothing major. She's sleeping.” 

Matt shifted in the doorway, turned to look at Gina and Ken’s eyes followed.  

“Yeah looks like it,” the doctor said.  

“I think maybe I should have a look at her?”  

“She's sleeping.” 

“Yes but…” Ken wanted to argue. 

“No.” Matt was  

 

SEVENTEEN 

Anger grows on me until I can barely breathe. The doctor's office smells like 

disinfectant. The cowboy is there in a bed and there is an empty bed and then there 

is Jodie. Both are asleep. The Native woman the doctor hired comes in to check 

them once every fifteen minutes. She's of my very own tribe, but she’s completely 
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unaware of my presence. 

Jodie still should be under the influence of opium, but she'll awaken and realize 

who's come to visit. I'm sure when she opens her eyes she'll want to scream and 

judging from her the bandage under her jaw, it will hurt her a great deal. The pain 

will make our visit more memorable.  

Glancing up and down at the those at the three beds, I take a second to listen. 

No footsteps. No caretaker woman, only the distant chaos of a burning rail station. 

I smell the smoke and step into up to Jodie's bed. Her eyes are closed and her 

jaw is bound. Blue bruises are forming on her face. I slide a chair in front of the 

door; it won't stop anyone determined but it will slow them and give me time to 

escape. Not that I'll need to escape quickly. I was standing right behind the nurse 

woman and she couldn't spot me. 

I lean over Jodie. I inhale. I would welcome her into the new Tonk lands; her 

experience and strength would be an asset, but of course there is the missing eye 

and now she's lost her opportunity when she attacked me and spoiled my fun. 

It's hurtful that the sheriff has my woman in his adobe fort. He's probably poked 

her several times by now, which means he'll be a dead father soon. How could I let 

this happen? I was so close. I look down at the old mountain woman lying on the 

bed. Who knew she was so strong. 

I curl my hands around her throat, it takes only the slightest force; all I have to 

do is squeeze. Jodie begins to turn to a delicate shade of purple. It's a wonderful 

color. I'd like to see more. She’s dying but she still hasn't moved, which tells me the 

drugs are working in my favor. As her lips turn blue, the sound of the chaos 

outside is like a symphony. 

Just ten seconds more or twenty more and I'll be finished. I release my hold. 

Why finish so quickly?  The election isn’t for months still. There is time for all my 

justice; I'll finish this sheriff. 

It pains me to do so but he took Gina anyway.  

The door behind me bangs as it hits the chair, the screech of wood rubbing over 

the floor fills the room. I only have a second to release Jodie and only now does 

she gasp, as the nurse enters appears by my side. 

“How's she doing?”  

“She seems worse.” 

“I hope not. Ya think I ought to wake the doc?” The nurse woman asked.  

“You can if you want,” Bird Nose said. 

She hesitated and observed Jodie's breathing. 

“The doctor asked me to watch Jodie. It's late but he wanted to know the second 

she woke up. He didn’t say anything about if she began to turn purple.”  

“Same here the sheriff sent me. I don't think she's going to make it. I don't 

wanna tell have to tell the sheriff this news.” 

“If you're going out there tell him that the train station burned. Everyone's over 
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there fighting the fire but our new station is gone.” 

“You know the sheriff he wants to be kept informed.” 

“Don't worry the world won't end if you tell him tomorrow.” 

“Are you sure?” 

 

EIGHTEEN 

Monty Levy stared at the document in his hands and blinked unable to move, 

unable to believe what he just read. He loosened his shirt collar. Monty glanced 

around the room and out into the hall. This was big. There illegally and in the 

middle of the night, he needed yet a second layer of privacy. He was an intruder, a 

cat burglar of sorts, in the most secure building in the state. He reread it; his eyes 

greedy for the information stored on the pages. 

Shock was spreading through him; it wasn't the news that the Ranger in 

Quitaque was Gina Freitag, the granddaughter of the commander. The shocking 

news was something additional he had found in the commander's office safe. 

For years rumors existed that a community of halfbreeds, mixed natives and 

anglos, had existed for generations. The document used the word “generations” 

because this was the shocker. They had prospered and multiplied and no one 

outside a small group knew they existed. Levy had dismissed the rumors, like 

everyone else, after the preachers all denounced the gossip as outlandish fantasy 

with a ridiculous following. God wouldn't allow such a city to exist. Ad at the 

ministers, almost all of them, took that position then if a citizen showed too much 

interest in the story they were considered a kook. In the current political climate, 

who knew what would happen if the community were exposed. 

Levy read the report again, his hands shaking in an effort to remain calm and 

undetected. Her father's name had been Lipantitlan or Marcos but to most, He’d 

been killed in a wagon accident. He had died of a broken neck, according to the 

public newspapers, but the wagon was never found. The horses had dragged the 

wagon out into the desert to die. Fat chance there.  

Levy found evidence that investigators suspected homicide but no one had been 

willing to put his career on the line to prove a Native was murdered. It was all too 

common after all the troubles with the Comanche; no one had time or inclination 

for such. 

Gina’s sister and mother hadn't been so lucky; whoever killed them hadn't 

bothered to hide it. The scene was a Comanche slaughter house, Gina’s mother was 

dismembered like a Buffalo. Gina’s sister had been raped. The people behind the 

rape and slaughter probably wanted it to look like the Comanche.  

Noah Freitag and Gina had discovered the scene. He had taken her away 

shooting, but after that he changed her name to match his own. He had spent years 
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building up a reputation as a Ranger that could be trusted. And he wanted to pass 

something down to Gina . At that time he owned two horses and a shack on the 

Tinity. The only thing of value that could really help Gina was the name and 

reputation for tenacity. 

Monty Levy was amazed her grandfather, not only rose to the top of the 

Rangers, he had managed to protect her all these years without a soul single soul 

even suspecting. Levy sat back, knowing that she was half-blood. Randy 

McCormick, lowdown and corrupt, would expect a full report. If Levy presented a 

little information, the politician would be suspicious. If he gave him a full report 

then he'd probably start a war by and profit from it politically. That just wouldn't 

work, he’d save some ammunition for later. 

Monty Levy knew all about secrets, first hand. Government secrets had changed 

his life. Why the Rangers did nothing for himself or his brother. But at the same 

time, his and other government secrets provided him with a ladder up.  

Yes, he knew what men would do for secrets to be kept. He later knew what they 

did pay to be divulged and this information he had was his to keep or sell as he 

pleased. The sun would be up soon and he knew that Rangers started early. He 

needed to first get out of the commanders office without being detected. He then 

need to get out of Ranger headquarters without being detected. 

But before leaving, he needed a drink and the commander had a mini bar with a 

very large bottle of bourbon. Instead of exiting the open third floor window, Levy 

poured a healthy glass portion into a glass. He sat back in the commander's chair 

and stared at all the dead animals. He hadn't realized how thirsty he had become. 

Sitting in the commander's chair, Monty Levy remembered his mother's angry 

words two decades ago at his final goodbyes in Philadelphia. They came back 

hauntingly clear, “you'll regret going to that godforsaken desert.”  

Ruth Levy had warned Montey’s father, “Texas will milk you dry and if you 

aren't killed by Mexicans or Natives; you’ll wind up beaten by the land. Beaten by 

the politics. The day you were born I promised the Brandeis’ you'd marry their 

daughter and our family business would merge. I know how you feel about that 

now, but Texas will kill you and you’ll thank me if I don't let you go.” 

But she really had no pull with either of her sons and they’d gone to Texas. Of 

course, his father had been outright killed by the Comanche and his brother had 

been tortured to death. He’d managed to escape, but it had always been just 

consolation. 

 

NINETEEN 

Gina woke from a simi-erotic dream. She tried to get up, but a strong manly arm 

pinned her down. 
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“Matt?”  

Matt woke up. 

“No it's someone else,” the joshing tone surprised her  

“I uh.” 

Something tickled the back of her neck; Gina knew it was his breath. She 

swallowed hard and tried to ignored the response she was having. 

Matt inhaled and froze; he wasn't going to let her up. She had to leave that 

instance. Something stupid was looming  

“You are gonna need to let me up,” she said to Matt. 

“I know,” he said releasing her, “but you're hurt.” 

“Actually I'm better. Gotta urinate and go into town.” 

She rose to her feet and the pain shot through her entire body the attack 

returned to her in a flash. Her knees buckled and he found himself pulling her up, 

off the floor.” 

“Are you okay?” He wanted to know. Gina was too dizzy to respond. 

“You just thought you were better,” he speculated. 

“I still have to urinate.” 

“Rangers don’y say piss?” 

“I'm fine just a little shaky; I need to get to the doctor and check on Jodie.” 

“Okay, go urinate and I’ll get the buggy…” 

Gina wasn't convinced that was even the Matt she knew; she had her six 

weapons all within sight, but he had apparently left his four in the front room. And 

he was a joking and a comfortable version of himself? He wasn't nervous or 

refuting everything she said. He’d certainly gotten the drop on her; or was he even 

aware and if he was, it could be some sort of a trick?” 

“I'd say you can take a bath in the horse trough, but I'm afraid you'll drown. You 

can hardly stand up,” Matt observed. 

 

“Well, I'm not taking a bath with you to watch.” 

“I'm not saying that.” 

“I do have a bathtub. It’s in the tack room  .” 

“In there?” Gina gestured to what could be the back door, but evidently, behind 

it was a tack and storage room. 

“Yep.” 

“You know most people don’t have a tack room   in their house.” 

“I do.” 

“Well, that’s less of a spectacle. Maybe I will.” 

“I'll pump you up a bath.” 

“What a gentleman. Thank you.” 

“I gotta warn you. It’s best to get it up here and then let it sit. It gonna be cold.” 

“Is it wet?” 
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“Well ya. A course.” 

“I’ll be fine.” 

“You shouldn’t kiss me like that, unless you mean it like that,” and she gestured 

over to the bed the’d been in. 

“I know okay.” 

“Kissing is just to make things clear between two people.” 

“I'm not arguing with you,” and he disappeared into his tack room. 

He couldn't explain what had induced him to sleep in the same bed with Gina 

but not make love to her, the night before. It was bad enough that she had been 

beaten literally and figuratively; he had not meant to complicate things. But 

something about Gina’s agreeable attitude had challenged him. Perhaps he had 

wanted to show her that contrary to what she believed he could be trusted. 

It had taken every ounce of restraint to not…, just when she would have given 

herself to him, but he knew she was ready. It didn't matter; she was responding. 

She was about to bathe under his roof and she didn't even have her outlaw yet. 

And as far as he could tell, she was coming to her senses just soon enough.  

So, Matt was pumping up the water. And thinking if he had jumped her, she 

might despise him for taking advantage of her. She was just that sort of woman 

rushing things would only be counterproductive. 

Gina watched Matt at the pump. She had embarrassed him, but she wasn’t 

entirely ashamed. She knew full well he’d be back around.   

He pumped the water into the copper bath and let her sit. It was cool, or even 

cold, but it was still water. She had dried blood in her hair still and she detested the 

smell of blood, but it all was quickly washed away. Matt sat outside the tack room -- 

waiting, listening, and praying she wouldn’t pass out and drown. 

Gina wondered whether it would seem as if she would be giving into Matt if she 

took advantage of the inviting water but convinced herself so what if it did. 

Sighing, she looked at it for a moment. She had maybe 100 baths in tubs; it wasn't 

exactly steaming like one she had in Galveston once, but there was a cake of 

honeysuckle soap and a pile of cotton linens nearby. She shed her clothes and 

stepped into the tub submerging herself up to the neck. 

The luxury of basking in even tepid water overtook her. She forgot her troubles 

and pains she lifted a languid hand and watched the droplets run down her arm. 

The soap was magnificent; how was it possible that Matt had -- no impossible, it 

was pure coincidence – he’d found her favorite.  

She noticed a cut-glass decanter and glass on a small table directly next to the 

bath. She removed the stopper and she sniffed the Sherry. Gina poured herself a 

glass and drank it quickly. It tasted so nice that she had another. By the time she 

had enjoyed her third glass the warmth pervaded her and made the bath that much 

nicer. 

Matt sat outside the tack room. Waiting.  
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Outside the house for no reason other than the heat and crazy chance a red-

shouldered hawk swooped down and crashed into the tack room window; 

miraculously the glass didn't break or even crack. Gina startled and jumped up, her 

weapons were in the other room. It had sounded like someone looking to gain 

entry, but nothing happened. When nothing happened she walked to the window 

to see. She was standing at the window looking at the stunned bird, maybe a sick 

bird, when Matt kicked in the door with her pistols in hand. 

Of course, she was more beautiful than he’d imagined her. It had been hell not 

making love to her the last night. Gina glanced over at Matt standing there 

evidently expecting to shoot an attacker.  

He motioned for her to get away from the window and that he’d have a look. 

She looked at him with a strange mixture of humor and cold calculation. But 

instead of trying to hide herself, she just watched out the window at the hawk 

shaking it’s head. And then the hawk flew off.  

“What was that?” 

“A red shoulder hawk. Didn’t even break the glass.” 

“Well, I heard it clean in there. I thought…” He set her pistols down on an 

empty saddle rack. 

“I see,” she looked at her two .40 pistols in his huge hands. 

“Well, give me a little credit, I thought…” Matt thought he needed to explain; he 

was touching her guns. 

“I know what you thought.” Gina grinned, “You were protecting me.” 

“And, he just flew into the wall or what?”  

“That window. 

“Kill him?” Matt asked and he walked over beside Tina and also looked out the 

window. 

“No, he just let out.” 

“Lucky.” Matt labeled it. 

“I never seen or heard of anything like that before.” 

“Well, what sort of bird just flys into a building?” 

“Well, I hope he ain’t sick.” 

“Maybe he was just looking for shade and didn't know about windows or glass.” 

Gina speculated. 

“Or maybe he was eying a rabbit.” Matt guessed. 

“I expect it's getting hot outside,” Gina concluded. 

“You’re feeling better,” and Matt swept her off her feet and delivered her into 

the bed. 
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TWENTY 

Gina and Matt drove the wagon to the doctor's office. The room was fairly quiet 

Jodie Cottee’s eyes were closed as they entered and her breath rattled they both 

looked highly disappointed. 

“I don't understand,” Gina whispered, “I thought she would be better today.” 

“You’re better,” Matt said evasively. 

“She doesn't look any better to me, what do you think?” Gina questioned him  

“I expected her to be awake,” he admitted. 

“Gina’s brows drew nearer. She had hoped Jodie would be awake because she 

needed answers but also she needed the woman to live. She couldn't bear more 

responsibility. Death seemed to be following her everywhere and even on vacation. 

All that had happened and Jodie looked like she was clinging to life barely.  

“Maybe there is something we can do to help,” she said, wringing her hands. 

Matt considered saying, “if there was anything Ken could do he already would 

have,” but he didn't. 

“I'll be right back,” and Matt began to leave. 

“Where ya’ going?” Gina asked. 

“To find Ken and get some answers.”  

Gina glanced at Jodie, “I'm going to wait here just in case she wakes up.” 

Matt squeezed Gina’s hand in reassurance and left. The second Matt was out of 

the room Jodie's eyes flew open; Gina gasped and took her hand. 

Gina questioned the ailing woman rapid fire, “How are you feeling? Are you in 

pain? What can I do? You want water?”  

Jodie tried to open her mouth and speak she winced. 

“Your jaw is broken,” Gina told her. 

“Matt went for the doctor.” She added. 

Jodie held up her one good hand and pointed to her nose; Gina didn't 

understand. 

“How's your nose? Hurts? Well, I imagine it does.” 

Josie shook her head, no. 

Gina left the bedside and searched the drawers in the several cabinets in hopes of 

finding some paper and a pencil. 

Josie couldn't speak but maybe she could write or could she? Gina found the 

items and return to Jodie, putting the pencil in her hand Gina held it to the paper. 

Gina found a book would be needed, so she placed a big medical book under the 

paper. Gina was excited when she quickly scribbled something, but it turned out to 

be something she couldn't make it out. 

“What's this? I don't understand,” Gina asked trying to decipher what Jodie had 

written she looked at Jodie and right off, “I can't read your writing, or is this a 

picture?”  
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Gina studied it some more, but she folded up the paper and put it in her pocket 

when she heard Matt and Ken entering the front door. Gina turned see them enter. 

She looked back at Jodie. Why was Jodi afraid of the men? Both of them and even 

Matt? Was she out of her mind? 

The mountain woman moved fast, clenching Gina's forearm. In a solid grip her 

gaze went back to the men and then to the pocket where she’s shoved the paper. 

“Okay everybody is awake now?” 

“Gina you're looking better,” Ken mentioned and moved over to examine Josie. 

“How she doing?,” Gina asked. 

“She was still struggling. It's the pain I need to give her something.” 

Josie shook her head, no.  

Matt turned to the doctor, “I might want to ask her some questions first hold off 

on that opium stuff.” 

Ken was angered, “look at her state clearly the Ranger here has been grilling her 

when you were fetching me.” 

Matt was about to argue with him but the doctor administered the opium, “you 

people have no idea how delicate delicate life really is. You think people only die of 

bullets? Well, stuff like this will do it too.” 

Gina felt it funny it had happened so fast. And when Matt turned to leave Gina 

felt Ken or both of them didn’t want her talking. 

“I'd like to check you out before you leave,” Ken said to Gina. 

“She’s been checked out,” now Matt spoke up. 

“Thoroughly,” Gina added. 

“Okay so you two are an item, I’d still like to make sure you are okay.” 

She looked at Matt, who didn’t seem to object. 

“Fine but you're burning daylight,” she shrugged. 

“If it's all the same to you, I'd like to see for myself.” 

“Make it fast,” she demanded. 

“Don't you have someplace to be brother? Ken prodded Matt with a wink.  

Matt grinned but didn't budge. It sounded like just a lot of banter between them, 

but Gina felt there was also a healthy amount of distrust. 

“Change my mind, I want to see that Gina’s okay first,” Matt said. 

“I won't let anything happen to her.” 

“I know but I'll feel better if I'm sitting here.” Matt responded.  

“Suit yourself,” Ken replied. 

The exam only went on for a couple of minutes. The doctor knew that he’d been 

beat; he rushed through it with Matt glaring over the entire process. Generally 

speaking, Gina would have been annoyed by Matt's protectiveness, but Ken knew 

now she was off limits and she didn't want Ken to get fresh or flirty. And Matt 

being there helped speed things up. 
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Later as he and Gina reached the sheriff's office, Matt asked her, “Are you sure 

you'll be okay by yourself?” 

“I'll be great, I'm only going to the funeral parlor.” 

He pouted. 

“I promise,” she added. 

Matt didn't appear convinced by her smile, but he nodded in agreement anyway. 

“James, no telling what new he’s found.” 

“I'm coming over there as soon as I finish my reports, if I have to go somewhere 

I’ll leave word with the deputy. Don't go anywhere else without telling me.”  

Gina’s temper flared, “So need your permission sheriff, now?” 

Matt’s face contorted, “If you won't let me protect you then I'll just have to 

assign one of the deputies or Bird Nose to stand over you all the time.” 

Her eyes parted, “You wouldn't dare.” 

“I will if you don't calm down,” he grinned. 

“I’m more than able to take care of myself. I don't need a… babysitter.” 

“Funny. I thought you was gonna say, ‘husband.’” 

“You wouldn’t know what to do.” 

“Oh really?” Matt chuckled. 

“Well, yes. You might. But I might have to give you some pointers.”  

“Start pointin’” Matt came back at her. 

Gina thought either continue the banter or just say what he wanted to hear. She 

capitulated, “Okay, I'll stay at the funeral parlor with James.” 

“Good idea; now I can worry a lot less,” he said with a winning smile.  

Gina rolled her eyes. 

 

James Thompson was in the back of the funeral parlor washing down the empty 

tables with sanitizing solution. Covering his body was the usual protective clothing, 

a mask covered his face as well. Gina walked into the room and gagged as the odor 

bludgeoned her in the face. Her eyes blurred and watered. 

“Sorry dear, I didn't see you there. You're up and about. That's an 

improvement,” James said through the mask. Leaving the bucket, he looked her up 

and down. Gina wiped her eyes, “stinks doesn't it?” 

Gina coughed, “I think that attack, my recent condition, has made me 

susceptible.” 

“No, it's gotten worse. Some ladies even complained, “they could smell it out on 

the street. Me? I've gotten used to it barely notice it.” 

Gina cleared the frog in her throat, “I don't know how you can miss it.” 

James shrugged and smiled under the mask, “thirty years of doing this job and 

you're smeller gets fried.” 

“I'm sure that’s just your body protecting yourself, cause if you smelled that 

everyday, you’d likely shot yourself.”  
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James was charmed but said, “now I know you haven't come down here to talk 

about the mortuary business and the odor what goes with it.” 

“No,” Gina breathed through her mouth, “I've come about that shirt I gave you 

the other day.” Her stomach soured. 

“Yes, of course, I took some notes. Just one minute.” 

Gina watched James head towards his office, she paced. She looked around the 

embalming room the tables were perfectly clean. The bodies were gone. She was 

about to turn and follow the man, when she spotted an extra table sheet covered 

with a sheet… and she figured it would have with papers or photos under it as well. 

Last time she was there, there had been two tables with objects that looked like 

photos under sheets. Now there was a third table covered with a sheet. Gina 

stopped. 

Two had been covered the last time she had been in the room. Obviously, the ice 

had only slowed the process, but it couldn't stop anything. The bodies must have 

been buried. So what were the photos, all that remained for evidence, what were 

they doing under those sheets still. The man had an office and cabinets that is 

where he was… two victims, but the photos were still under the sheets on three 

tables.  

Curiosity was a talent Gina always had. Investigating gave her peace of mind, but 

it also gave her mind something to do. No sign of James, she listened for his 

footsteps none. She tried to look thought the sheet on the farthest table.  

“Forget you people. I’m not pussy footing around anymore,” she said and she 

pulled the sheet off. She saw the horrible figure of a woman she’d never seen 

before. She looked at this victim’s eyes clouded over and she was obviously a third 

victim. Remembrances of Lily Simpleton’s thrashed body came into her brain. The 

similarities were too close to be coincidence. Whatever had killed Lily and 

Memphis had also killed this woman.”  

She took a deep breaths and was almost ill again. In the photos, the woman had 

been dead quite a while. Gina had no was no undertaker but she had seen enough 

dead people to know the basics. This was the youngest of the three victims. Matt 

had lied. He knew all along women were being killed. He had known since before 

she arrived. 

Gina dropped the sheet. She’d trusted Matt with her life. Now she vomited. She 

remembered Josie's beaten face was that was so frightened when Matt and Ken 

entered the hospital? One of them or they both were behind the killings?  

Gina pulled out the crumpled piece of paper in her pocket and stared at it. Why 

would Jodie write nonsense, or was it a picture?  

“Oh, no,” she gasped. Jodie probably couldn't even write. It was a drawing and 

now it looked like a man's face with a very large pointed nose, it could maybe be a 

man of Jewish persuasion. It could be almost any man with a nose. 

Rage shook Gina’s body, she came close to letting Matt have his way last night, 
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and earlier that morning she had let him have his way in light of the Hawk flying 

off. What if Matt was the man in the picture?  

Footsteps were approaching. Matt, Ken and James Thompson were all clearly 

involved. Hysteria waiting. Figuring on her feet, Gina was squarely focused on 

hating Matt. She rushed out the back door of the embalming room and out into the 

alley. She needed to hear an explanation for the lies. If he had lied about this, no 

telling what else he had lied about. He had been pretending to care about her for at 

least twenty-four hours, that’s all the time it had taken. She cursed herself for being 

so weak. 

Gina ran harder it was about to overwhelm her; she needed to understand and 

with everything that happened. She needed a good fight to clear her head. Gina ran 

toward the sheriff's office glancing at townspeople following her progress down the 

sidewalk. More than one citizen looked behind her to assure she wasn't being 

chased. She could care less what they thought. The only thing she was thinking was 

find Matt, wound him and get the information. 

Gina ran herself down for kissing him for, recovering in his bed and then for 

allowing him… Giving into him! How could a trained Texas Ranger, hard to the 

core, be so naive? He was a scamp. And from the beginning. Okay she had been 

attracted to him, but that should have been a warning itself. Quitaque had made her 

brain soft. If she killed him, there would be a report to write but she could be back 

in Fort Worth by Sunday church meeting. 

Well, not much longer and Matt wouldn't know what hit him. But her head felt 

like it has come completely off and she couldn't go any farther. She sat in a chair, 

on the sidewalk; she had broken stride and collapsed. She had not even made the 

threshold, but she was looking at the hitching post in front of the sheriff's office, 

his horse wasn't there. It hadn’t just disappeared.  

She got her head feeling okay enough she could barged into the office.  

“Where is he?” she gasped, pressing her hand against lump on her head.  

The deputy's eyes flared, “What's wrong? Again? Another attack?”  

He looked past Gina on to the street. And even put his hand on his gun 

searching for any pursuer. 

“You wanna tell me who I’m looking for.” 

“Where?” Gina asked stumbling forward. 

“I was gonna ask you that. Where was it at?” 

“No, Matt.” 

“He's not here,” he stated the obvious. 

Thinking she’d been attacked again the deputy was frightened out of any 

hesitation, “he had to ride home for some papers he forgot. Said for you to wait.” 

“Is my horse here?” She asked and she wasn't in any mood to wait. She never 

waited and had been trained not to wait since before her Ranger days even. Her 

grandpa never waited.  
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They needed more than a few words and Matt’s house would be a far better and 

more private place for a fistfight. If she kicked his ass in the middle of Quitaque, 

he’d never get reelected again and as badly as he’d behaved, she didn’t know it 

warranted him losing his career. 

The deputy pointed, “he's around back. I went and got him this morning. He lost 

a shoe and I had him shod.” 

Gina gnashed her teeth. Why hadn't she seen to that? She had always been 

attentive to his needs, but she had been preoccupied. She was going to make sure 

Matt would remember this foul up and she meant to hold it against him. 

“Are you gonna tell me what happened so I can tell the sheriff?” asked the 

deputy. 

“No,” Gina answered and she walked to the door. “It won't be necessary I'll fill 

him in when I get there.” 

The ride took a little longer than she had remembered. Her head throbbed and 

she was so angry that she didn't notice the horse and rider at the edge of town. She 

rode hard but stopped when she saw it was Matt. 

“Hey,” he said, “I thought you were gonna wait in town; I'm on my way now…” 

Gina balled her fist and swung out of nowhere catching Matt unawares. His head 

snapped back and his bay tried to bite Wayfair. He nearly fell off his horse. Six 

townspeople witnessed that, but they only chuckled. 

“You lying sack of s---! I can't believe I bought your horse s--- painting.” 

Matt licked the trickle of blood off his lip, “What?”  

Gina’s voice was loud, “The photos under the sheets at the undertakers. You've 

known all along that women were being murdered. I bet you could hardly contain 

your laughter at how dumb I’ve been. The jokes on the Ranger right?” 

Matt's one cheek was turning rosy and he was holding it like it was aching. 

“Smartin’?  Well good.” 

“Why’d ya hit me?” 

What else have you been concealing? How many more women are there? And 

are you involved?” 

Matt gestured, begging for her to calm, “settle down.” 

“You're a confidence man with a badge. I can't believe I almost let you… I did let 

you.” 

Matt jerked his head as if he had been hit again.  

“You aren’t gona hit me again are ya?” 

“No. The next time you lie to me, it’s pistols. You S.O.B.” 

“Now hold on; that’s too much. James Thompson told me about the shirt you 

brought him. Seems like I'm not the only one keeping secrets.” 

Gina calmed. She had been keeping that one secret, but that was different.  

“I’ve woke up in bloody clothes before and no girl was kilt.”  

“Now how am I supposed know that and the next time you sleep with a fellow I 
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thing you might aught to tell him that. Reckon?” 

“You think I killed them girls?” 

“Who said that?” Matt was shocked. 

“That's got nothing to do with this.” 

“I know that you was chasing them train robbers the entire week before we 

found the first body.” 

“And how do you know that?” Gina wanted to know. 

“Well, I telegrammed. A fellow… a Nash fellow at your headquarters answered. 

He said he’d vouch for that.” Matt explained. 

“You send a telegram to Austin about me?” she wanted to know. 

“Are you nuts? You want every Ranger in the state up here?” 

“That cowboy could have been serious and you know it,” he snapped. 

“Cowboy? Are you accusing me of something Sheriff?” 

“Red got a good whiff of the shirt and led me to the hospital directly to that 

cowboy.” 

“What cowboy?” 

“The cowboy up at the doc’s; you probably put him in that bed.” 

“You said he fell off his horse.” 

“Don't be ridiculous you don’t get that pulverized even if a herd of horses then 

walk on ya.”  

“I got nothing to say.” 

“He wouldn’t say either. What did he do anyway?” 

“I don't know.” 

“Come on; there had to be a reason.” 

“I don't remember.” 

“Buffalo balls.” 

Gina was in a panic mood and she was all out of patience. She held her fist back 

and swung again that time Matt's horse, wary theat Wayfair might bite back, took a 

step back. Matt up top was ready and caught her fist and he didn’t let go. Rather 

than be pulled off she edged Wayfair closer. 

Absurdly, Matt found himself wondering how she had gotten the small scar on 

her left cheekbone. It was very faint and shaped like a crescent. 

“Enough of the rough stuff, you already hit me once.” He flashed her an 

arrogant smile, then grabbed her belt and pulled her and the Wayfair over to him.  

He pressed his lips to hers. There was no time to protest and she pulled her 

pistol and put it under his chin.  

 

The kiss lasted and lasted a time. She didn't kiss back but didn't pull the trigger 

either and then when he did release her it was Wayfair being obstinate.  

He’d not let go of her belt and Wayfair was backing away. She struggled to stay 

on top and felt she needed to holster her gun and keep control of Wayfair. 



ALAN NAFZGER 

122 

Matt laughing at her, “Stop fighting me; you're gonna fall off your horse.” 

“Stop trying to pull me off,” was her response. 

And the horses mutually agreed to play nice and not bite and Matt’s lips were 

insistent demanding her submission; he still had hold of her belt. This was a mutual 

and passionate kiss. 

Forty-three townspeople witnessed that. 

“You're gonna be the death of me,” he smiled.  

“Damned, if I care,” Gina quipped. 

 

TWENTY-ONE 

Gina is angry as she rides toward the sheriff's fort. Her Auburn hair is pulled 

back and her face is flush. I see her pull her tiny fist back and let him have it. Man's 

head snaps back and his bay half bucks. He's almost dislodged, and I can't tell you 

how much joy the blow brings me. He had that come coming for as long as I have 

known him. 

This is better than the traveling troupe that were here last, two years ago. And I 

can help her pick up the pieces. She's too smart and too pretty to waste much more 

time with him. Her voice rises and I hear her mentioned the first of the bodies. No 

wonder she's angry. He had not told her about my first feast. And he did find it.  

Matt kept his silence and that didn't help the senator. Probably that infernal 

undertaker helped with this talk of wild animals, I should have finished him that 

long ago, but who would have buried his his remains? He is the only one who 

regularly buries people with chemical treatments anyway. Everyone else just digs a 

hole and rolls the carcass in. 

Give my love, the others meant little to me. They are pale competitions with you 

a woman that will knock the ant piss out of a sheriff and in front of his entire 

constituency. We are destiny.  

The fight escalates, but I can no longer hear them now that Matt has pulled her 

near biting her face? Pull the trigger girlm don’t let him bite your entire lip off. 

Tension flows out of the road and into the prairie around me. Perhaps I should 

ride up and intervene. Now would be a good time. 

Matt's next move stops me dead in my tracks; my mind blocks it as I understand 

something in the road has changed. 

The sheriff still has her and her horse and she’s put away the pistol. And I 

thought he was threatening her very person. The man in him must have been 

provoked or perhaps it was the sheriff in him warning her. This was his county his 

territory and his jurisdiction.  

No! This can't be happening but I know it to be true. Half the town is out. His 

head descends and every male knows what he's doing before he even tries it. 
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Gina should fight. She's not struggling very much. Now is her chance to escape. 

She should spur the horse and call his bluff he would be forced to release her. He 

won't let her go and she won’t bolt. Her fists are ineffectual. She manipulates the 

horse but her lips remained attached to his. 

No! Rats!  

I want to burst upon them, separate them. But without the cover of night, the 

influence of peyote, and the power of the moon, I wouldn't stand a chance. If I 

shot him, she would shot me. IF I shot her, he will shot me. Even with optimal 

conditions (moon and medicine) against both their guns I surely would falter.  

Gina will pay for her betrayal with loss of someone she holds dear. Taking Gina 

from me will cost the Sheriff his life  

I have to wait for the sun to set before I can and sneak into the doctor’s office. 

There were too many people on the streets to enter undetected. But now that I'm 

here; it's quiet and smells very clean. The smell sickens me. 

The Tonk woman is making rounds between the patients; once she passes then 

I'll be free to work. I told you Gina would pay for her infidelity she must learn the 

consequences. 

I will not be denied. 

Footsteps in the hall, foretell the Native woman's arrival. I step behind the door 

a second before it opens and she looks inside there are no patients in the room but 

Josie now that I've disposed of the Cowboy his drunken carousing is over. 

The woman slips back out of the room. She won't check on her again until long 

after I'm gone. I stop and listen as her footsteps fade. Cracking the curtains, I look 

at the cowboy’s blood. It certainly smells sweeter than the cleaning fluids. It's dark 

and musty.  

It doesn't take long to reach Josie Cottee’s bed. The room is dark except for a 

sliver of moon light coming through the window. I see a quick breath on the part 

of Jodie she’s awake but won’t be unable to scream. 

“I want you to know that I'm here because somebody went back on our 

agreement.”  

Jodie shakes in confusion. 

“She spread her legs for the sheriff now you must pay.” 

H--- what? This mountain woman has the shameless balls to smile and wink at 

me. 

“You think that's nice?” 

She nods  

Therefore she's done; I backhand her. She reaches for a vase of flowers, but I 

catch them before it hits the floor. There's a bit of fight in the b---- still but no one 

can help her now.  

My fingers reach around her neck and again to squeeze the lifeout of her she 

struggles pounding at my wrists. It'll do no good we both know that. Her throat 
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feels comfortable in my hands. The grip is entirely fitting. When her eyes rolled 

back in her head, I shake her awake. 

The game need not end too early. I want her to suffer. Chock a bit and smoke a 

bit and watch the moon rises. My new improved nails score her skin. The familiar 

pair takes over me. Everything is reshaped thanks. Jodie’s struggles increase and 

then cease. 

When Gina arrives at the doctor’s office she'll know the truth. She'll accept the 

punishment that I've made. 

My body contorts too it's human form the Tonk women enters the room and I 

jump through the open window and disappear into the night. 

 

TWENTY-TWO 

Gina awoke shortly after dawn, wrapped only in a quilt, she found Matt caring 

for the horses. 

“What?” He asked brushing her gilding. 

“Why did you lie?” She asked. 

“You should have asked me that last night, it’s morning now.” 

That stiffened Gina and bought a pause to the brushing. 

“I see you're back on your feet.” 

Gina looked down at her bare feet. She wasn’t in any condition to fight. 

“Just answer the question, please.” 

“I didn't think it was necessary. I thought at the time it was an animal.” 

“Do you still believe that?” 

“No, but at the time…” 

She searched for any sign of deception, but found little. 

“You didn’t want any Rangers here snooping around.” 

His face was plane, “you came looking for a big case to investigate, move up to 

colonel, not only the first woman Ranger but have eventually commander.” 

“Look I’m just a plane old Ranger.” 

“When you meet a Ranger, how do you know how ambitious they'll be? Plant 

evidence, shoot before asking questions. Well, you know over half the people in 

our little community if the truth is known can be killed with impunity.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“You Rangers can and do whatever you want and you always manage to justify in 

the end with a report. 

“I don't want to be commander; that's my grandfather’s thing I just want … and 

you're not helping.” 

“With what?” Matt asked. 

She flustered, “With my line of questioning.” 
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“I thought I help you in every way I could, answered all of your questions. I 

drove you around near a week and we questioned pretty much everybody in the 

county. We got along and suddenly…” 

“There's one thing you haven't answered yet.” 

“Okay, let's hear it.” 

She took a deep breath and released it, “If you thought I did that to the cowboy 

why didn’t you arrest me?” 

“What and get shot? No thanks.”  

“Well, are you a lawman or not?” 

And Matt heard that as something profound and he pondered it.  

“ 

“I guess I’m just a man.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

It was Matt's time to be confused. 

“Look, all you did was beat up a cowboy.” 

“James gave you the shirt?” 

“Well, technically he gave it to red. I mean that's Red's job around her and he’s 

pretty good at it too. He is my dog though.” 

“How can I forget?” 

“Well, you probably were the one who laid him up.” 

“I don't even…” 

“But I'm not sure a crime was actually committed, like I said earlier. I got a 

complaint he was drunk and making lewd comments to women he passed on the 

street. I was looking for him but I figure you found him first. His bad luck, I 

reckon.” 

Gina listened to man's explanation, attempting to judge its validity. He knew 

more than what he ever said, local sheriffs were just that way. Maybe he was 

covering up for his investigation or protecting her like law enforcement generally 

do for each other.  

“He was making lewd comments? Sounds like a Ranger report to me.” 

The thought might that he might alter some facts for her benefit only caused her 

more suspicion. He had known her just a short time. What might he do for a 

woman someone he intended to polk?” 

She was about to speak when James Thompson drove up in his buggy.  His face 

was beet red in his eyes huge. 

When he drew near enough to realized that Gina was there wrapped only in a 

quilt and they had been having a serious discussion, “Excuse me,” he said. “I don't 

mean to interrupt, Matt but I thought you'd want to know Ken just brought Josie 

Cottee’s body over to my place. The cowboy too.  

Pain slash through Gina’s brain at the news and she collapsed to the floor. Matt 

moved over to help her up, but she pushed him away. She sat there in the quilt 
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unable to move. 

“How?” Matt asked the mortician. 

Her head hurt too bad to even participate. 

Matt stepped away from Wayfair. 

“What the hell happened?” Matt asked again.  

“She was choked out. His throat was cut.” 

“Okay, why do you move the bodies?” 

“Your brother, I guess needed the room maybe?”  

Gina's head jerked. Josie had survived the attack only to be killed in her hospital 

bed. The paper with her drawing came to mind. She mentally compared it to Ken's 

face. She needed a profile of Ken to accurately compare. 

Was it possible? Had Ken killed them? In his own medical practice? That was 

convenient. Had Ken been the one who was attacked her in the hotel. Handsome 

doctor, the brother of the sheriff. It didn't make any sense. Why? And why would 

the doctor move the bodies so quickly? 

And what about Matt, covering for her and withhold information about the first 

victim. Yet, Matt hadn't left her side the night before, as far as she knew. Of 

course, there were nights she’d been involved in possible crimes and she didn’t 

recall anything. So there was a possibility he had gone and killed Josie and the 

cowboy. Matt looked worried, but he might be covering for the doctor his brother 

and a respected and vital member of the community. 

Gina recovered from her episode, “This is my fault and I need to settle this.” 

“Okay James, thanks let me know if you find anything about the bodies. We'll be 

in town as fast as we can.” 

One more thing Bird Knows got on the train again. 

The conductor complain again, just before they left this morning. 

“Yep?” Matt asked. 

“Your Indian is crazy.” James said. 

“No, the conductor's just afraid to even ask him for a ticket?” Matt explained. 

“Maybe he doesn’t want his throat cut?” 

“Thanks for telling me.” 

“I'm just saying.” 

“I'll talk to him when he gets back.” 

James turned his buggy and headed back to town. 

Matt advanced to help Gina again and she allowed him to help her up.  

He said, “I don't want any big debate. I know the area and these people far better 

than you do. Nobody this brazen can hide here for long without me finding them.”  

Gina responded, “wish that was true, more than anything.” 

She couldn’t speak to him frankly. But Matt wouldn't be looking for a stranger. 

She knew the town’s secret, but it was possible that Matt probably being blinded by 

something else, something she didn't know about yet. He wouldn't suspect anyone 
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close. If she was right the news would rock the town, break the sheriff's heart and 

confidence and probably in his ability to be reelected. Gina meant his own brother 

was doing all this killing and right under his nose. People would think he knew or 

ought to have known. 

“Maybe let me handle this?” Gina requested. 

“Gina, please listen to reason. I've had this job a long time. I've had to do a lot of 

distasteful things over the years and to my own people. If one of my people has 

figuratively gone off the reservation I’m not going to let them get away with it. I 

take this all very personally; I'll get him. 

She retreated a bit away and she shook her head (causing her to wince. She held 

out her palms signaling him to keep back. 

“Not if I get him first.” 

 

TWENTY-THREE 

She had beat Matt getting dressed and hadn’t even watched him dress. She was at 

his desk staring at documents on Matt's desk. No dummy, Matt wasn’t about to get 

in her way. He hoped she would have more success later in his office. He hoped 

she would have some sort of resolution. There was no moving forward with their 

relationship with her in this state.  

Gina had taken over the single desk in the sheriff's office and had been working 

for two hours. Her eyes watered profusely. She had found no connections between 

the three dead women, mostly because she was grieving over Jodie. She’d been to 

the morgue and couldn't get her expression off her mind.  

Her eyes kept filling the tears and she couldn't make heads or tails of any of the 

women's lives. Matt kept coming in and out of the office, checking on her each 

time but pretending not to. His concern for her only made her brain injury worse. 

Matt had assembled every document he could. She looked more at the interview 

notes, family bibles, legal documents, doctor’s records, family relationships, jobs. 

Nothing matched different, hobbies different beaus. Homes miles apart, but all 

were single but too young to marry. sShe was missing something. She dug deeper. 

Nothing popped out. With a baffled sigh, she stood up and turned one last 

document. Rainy Foster had a grandmother who recently passed.  

It took a minute or two to find but Lily Simpleton and Memphis Campbell both 

had grandmothers living in the area. 

Matt came back in, “There's a Western Union boy coming with the telegram for 

you it's from Austin.” 

“Commander Freitag? Listen, he probably wants me back. I’ll be leaving this to 

you.” 

The boy arrived and handed the envelope directly to Gina, she gave him a nickel 
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and he ran off to spend it. Gina read the message  

“Yep,” she nodded to Matt. 

“You don’t have to go, you know.” 

“I know.” 

“You gonna answer him?”  

“Not yet. I'll do it later. 

“I've got something to look into. All these victims had grandmothers.” 

She avoided contacting her grandfather because she didn't want him to get 

involved. She had no idea how to justify her saying in Quitaque. If he found out 

about the attack on her and the murders of a witness he'd send in a Ranger troop 

and the killer might simply leave. Not to mention what would happen to the town. 

Simple as that. the less Austin knew the better.  

Four-fifths the force favored more fighting with the Comanche, despite a long 

war that seemed to have just paused. Started up again would be no problem for 

most of them.  

Without really connecting it to anything or defining who “they” were, she told 

him, “H---, they’ll find some dumb Comanche responsible before they even got 

here.” 

Matt understood; she had gotten hit on the head relatively badly.  

“Okay, you okay Gina? Why don't you lie down?”  

“Want me to find the grandmothers?” 

“And…” 

“Okay, I can bring them here.” 

Thank you. You are an angel, but I just need some fresh air.  

Sure, get out a bit. A good ride will help clear your head.” 

 

He was wrong about the ride. Wayfair was a remarkably well put together and 

smooth horse, but the bouncing and jarring pounded her brain. Her brain felt like 

the cream sloshing around in a butter churn. But she needed to visit the two living 

grandmothers who undoubtedly would be under Ken’s care. She did not confront 

Ken but she intended to get to the bottom of things. The pretty boy doctor had 

probably killed Josie, the cowboy as well as three young women. 

Matt watched her leave and yelled after her, “everybody has a grandmother two 

in fact,” but she was long gone down the sidewalk  

Gina had heard him but she just didn't stop. 

Gina smiled. Matt had grown a bit. Ever since they had been intimate, he’d 

hovered over her and now he was letting her walk out onto the sidewalk. It was too 

much like her grandfather hawking over her, but letting her go on her first Ranger 

mission. She'd be kidding herself if she didn't admit that little freedom affected her 

deeply. 

Matt hesitated he looked like he might protest, but thought better of it. He had 
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grown in the last twenty-four hours. When she realized he’d not followed her, Gina 

wanted to return and hug him.  Gina figured, she’d made some inroads and Matt 

would be manageable. 

 

The doctor’s office was empty when she arrived. Gina kept an eye out for Ken, 

she sure didn’t want him sneaking up on her, possible again. She spoke to the Tonk 

woman who helped him. 

“Is doctor Hunter here?”  

“He's delivering a baby.” 

“Oh, that might take some time.” 

“Generally does.” 

“Could you direct me to the home of Janet Simpleton?”  

“Certainly.” 

 

TWENTY-FOUR 

“Mrs. Simpleton? Your granddaughter is Lily?” 

“Was.” 

“Do you mind if I have a word with you?”  

Gina had no idea how to talk to a grieving grandmother and she’d just used the 

wrong verb tense. I’m sure Matt had done a wonderful job giving her the bad news; 

he wanted to be sheriff and that surely had been part of the job. She would 

telegram the dead Cowboy’s family in Kansas if she had time later, but this 

grandmother needed to help her now.  

“Oh, dear for a minute I thought you were the sheriff’s new wife. But you aren’t? 

Are you?  

“Uh, I have no idea,” Gina paused.  

“They said, she’s a Ranger you know.” 

“We are sort of… occupying each other’s time. I guess.” Gina wasn’t sure. 

“Come in; this is Wanda,” the women said. 

The two women were quilting; oddly, there was an empty chair there and it 

signaled something to Gina. 

“My name is Gina Freitag.” 

“So you are the lucky girl.” 

“It's nice to meet you both. That's a lovely quilt you're making.” 

The woman beamed, “It was a surprise for Rainey, we decided to finish it 

anyway. Maybe you and Matt…” 

“No, well, maybe Everything is up in the air…” 

I am the woman frowned and looked at Gina. 

“Do you mind if I sit?” 
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“Of course not.” 

“Thanks can you tell me when you last saw Rainey,” Gina asked. 

“Me? Hum no. I can't remember. The quilt we just had started.  

“About how long ago does it take to make one?”  

“Well, we're old and don't work very fast anymore.” 

“Why don't you go see Ruth Campbell and ask her?” Wanda asked. 

Gina froze. 

“Wanda, don’t you remember? She died. You were at her funeral.” 

“Oh, she was murdered too?” 

“No, who wants to murder an old woman. She died in her bed.” 

“That's good,” Wanda replied. 

Wanda leaned forward to Gina, “there's something you're not telling us? My 

mother's mother taught me how to listen. And you're one of us but you lie. Why?” 

Gina’s face blushed red, “I don’t know what you mean.” 

Wanda kept one, “somethings not right here.” 

Gina wanted out, the women with Mrs. Simpleton appeared to have old-timers 

disease. “Well, thanks for your time, I'm sorry I bothered you.” 

Gina walked to the door and stop she turned and looked at Mrs. Simpleton, “just 

one more question.” 

The woman blinked in surprise. 

“Did you ever try to match Rainy with the doctor?  

“Well, how is that any of your…” Wanda was defensive. 

“Sush.” Mrs. Campbell told her. 

 

“Doctor Hunter?” 

“Yes.” 

“He's met her if that's what you mean. I thought he and Rainey might pair off. 

Really a pity, it didn't work out. It would have been nice to have a doctor in the 

family.”  

“And certainly cheaper too,” Wanda chimed in. 

“Yes, ma'am.” 

“Someday, maybe after November, you'll tell me what happened to my 

granddaughter?” 

Wanda couldn’t help getting in the way, “Wild animals like the other two girls?” 

Gina closed her eyes she blurted out, “I want you two ladies to know that I'll 

catch him, the man who's done this.” 

The women smiled. 

“That what you wanted to hear?” 

Gina turned back around, “and before November; I promise.” 

 

A visit with Memphis’ grandmother was different, but revealed much of the 
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same information. Edith Campbell had always believed her granddaughter was 

killed by a man but Ken had only showed a passing interest in her grand-daughter. 

Riding back to the sheriff's office she contemplated. So far her quiet and small 

investigation had yielded only circumstantial evidence. Ken knew all the dead girls 

through his connection to the grandmothers. He was literally eveeryone’s doctor 

and might have sparked every women's granddaughters for a short time period. 

Gina thought it might be easy if he wanted to get them out of on the caprock 

alone. 

Ken along with everyone else in town was familiar with the hotel and could have 

been in wait to attack her. He was the owner of the building where Jodie and the 

cowboy had been killed. 

But all this wouldn't add up to probable cause; it didn't add up to much maybe 

twenty or thirty-percent of what was needed to do anything legally. She just needed 

more evidence. 

Gina couldn't figure any motive for the murders. Josie’s murder, of course, was 

to keep her quiet . The cowboy might just have been in the way, but the senseless 

death of three young women was the puzzle, and no one was that good at murder. 

No one she’d ever met. Every murder had evidence, she’d been trained, even a 

murder out on the caprock. Ought to have been; all you had to do was look. They 

had looked and found zilch. 

Gina ran her hand through her hair pulling your ponytail out; she rubbed her 

head trying to soothe her brain. It couldn't take this much suspicion and wild 

speculation. Two men? Matt would laugh and probably never kiss her again, or 

anything else for that matter and who would blame him, if she proved to be such a 

lame investigator.  

Gina hadn't come out to tell the women that there granddaughters were 

murdered, but she might as well have. Matt would hear about it and she was a 

horrible liar. It was very naive at best and unprofessional at worst. 

The sun was setting over the Comancheria. Sweat broke out all over her. A dust 

devil had put enough grit and sand in the air and a lot of it was sticking to Gina. 

She stopped Wayfair in the street and bent over her hands resting on her knees. 

She wept. She was picturing her mom and little sister. The violence in West Texas 

never seemed to end.  

 

TWENTY-FIVE 

Matt looked up from what he was doing as Gina entered the office. Her eyes 

were red and swollen; her complexion something was wrong. She sniffed and 

wiped her nose on her sleeve; she looked like a little kid after her first fist fight, but 

she was twenty-seven and she’d been in twenty-seven fist fights. Matt pulled out his 
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hanky and handed it to her as he came around the desk. 

What happened? He asked running his hands up and down her arm and trying to 

determine if she’d been injured. 

“I'm fine,” she said take take a step back. 

“Your eyes are a little red.”  

“I haven't been cryin’ if that’s what your implying.” 

“I’m not,” said Matt. 

“It's from the dust; you can hardly see across the street for it.” 

She was fibbing, but he didn't pursue it. He wouldn’t press it. 

He would have liked to hug her, but obviously she didn't want that; she'd taken a 

step back from him.  

“You weren't gone all that long.” 

He didn't want to let her see how worried he had been and he surely didn't want 

her to find out he had sent a deputy to watch her back. It was just that he hadn't 

heard back from the deputy before Gina returned. 

Gina stood in silence so long he thought she would not answer. 

“I needed to follow up on some information found in their backgrounds. 

“Oh yeah?” 

“I went to see the grandmothers.” 

“I didn’t think of that.” 

“Ken’s the doctor to five of the six grandmothers.”  

“He's a doctor of everyone in this County. Wears out two horses a year.” Matt 

said. 

“He could also have been involved in the death of Josie and the cowboy.” Gina 

persisted. 

“I don't see it.”  

“The three women were young and unmarried.” 

“Sounds silly to me,” Matt answered. 

“It's not.”  

“So you suspect my brother? What motive would he have for killing the women; 

why would he attack you?” Matt’s eyes narrowed. 

Her expression dropped, “Well he was on top of me. It was a man.” 

“Oh you were?” Matt hestitated and then asked. 

“No thank God but I'm telling you.” 

“You don't have anything. You don't want to go there Ken’s name is gold here. 

The only doctor and mud just won't stick. The whole damn town counseling need 

him for their health. Babies gotta be born and people gotta die,” Matt said. 

“I shouldn't have mentioned it now, I'm embarrassed,” Gina said. 

“Don't be; I'd like to get so we can bounce ideas off each other.” 

“Really? You don't think I'm crazy.” 

“I think you're wrong,” Matt said. 
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“Matt, I'm sorry but I have to do this.” Gina said. 

“Oh, save it; you don't have to do anything.” 

“These people deserve justice,” Gina said.  

“Well, just make sure when you're getting your man that you get the right one.” 

“Well, I’m not done yet,” Gina argued. 

“You need to leave this to me.” Matt suggested. 

“I can't do that,” Gina insisted. 

“It's a mistake.” Matt stated. 

“No this mistake is yours; you and every single Ranger’s dead wrong about me. 

It's going to take more than ringing my bell to turn me into a meek little 

homebody. I'm not backing down.” 

“Why? I’m not asking you to back down.” 

“You don’t have anything to prove to me,” Matt assured her.  

“Grandpa will be disappointed; he'll never trust me again when he learns that you 

… and I. but I've probably botched everything but if I succeed…” 

“You have proven yourself,” Matt finished for her. 

Gina nodded. 

“There is only one thing wrong with that; you've been a Ranger how long? 

You've solved plenty of cases. You've already proven yourself.” 

“Now that's where you're wrong. I'm the only female Ranger and I'm the 

granddaughter of the commander. Proving it is an everyday thing.” 

“Every time without exception?” 

“Yes. You’r ethe law here and your brother… well he’s…” 

“A conflict of interest,” Matt finished for her. 

Matt had grown to appreciate Gina's good looks. She could never be termed a 

great beauty of the west, not nearly heavy enough. But for her work, light and 

adgile seemed more useful. She has an intense face and lean almost sparse body. 

Sure. She had what every other man looked in a woman, but there was something 

about her that he found incredibly appealing. It was more than the pale perfect 

vision he had glimpsed when he had burst into her bath. It was her spitfire, her 

quick witt, and even her sharp tongue that thrilled him.  

And although Gina was fiercely independent, he knew that her bravado hid a 

wealth of love. This mixture of grit, self-reliance and femininity made Gina 

different than any woman he had ever known. He wanted nothing more than to 

solve these murders and get on with some big big plans. 

There was only one thing Matt could think of to do to persuade her  

“I'm going to share something with you that I've never shared with any other 

soul,” he said. 

“What?” 

“There is something that I need to say. I should have told you along time ago, 

but I didn't know how. Now you're leaving me no choice.” 
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“Matt, don’t say it. I’m not sure I can…” 

“I'm half Swiss and half Comanche.” 

“I thought you were gonna… What? You said the town…” 

“I need you to understand the fact or two before you rush off to telegram 

Austin.” 

“Why would to say something like that,” she said  

“Well I need your help…” 

“Well, I can't report this. The Rangers will ruin you.” 

“Not asking you…” 

“I'm sorry but this is too much. It's my duty to report this kind of thing” 

What about my duty? It's my job to protect the people of Quitaque. I can't do 

that if you report me. 

“Is the entire town mixed race? What about Josie?” 

“Not everyone. Josie yes. She was nearly famous for her exploits. Best trapper 

East of the Rocky Mountains. Does being mixed make her death any less 

important?” 

“No, of course not,” Gina glared. 

“Then why in tarnation are you holding it against me?”  

Gina wasn't sure, “I don't know what you're saying.” 

“Sure you do, when you thought I was white, we were making love and now you 

can't even look at me.” 

“Yes I can.” 

He moved to kiss her and she held her position until the last moment and she 

balked. 

“Just like I thought,” he whispered, “you’re not interested anymore.” 

He started to turn but she impulsively caught his elbow and of course he turned 

and she pressed her lips his. It was simple, a touching of lips. She felt something it 

wasn't the same as before but it wasn't bad she released him quickly  

“I have to go,” she said  

“Where?” Matt asked. 

“Western Union,” Gina answered. 

“Well before you go…” Matt said. 

This whole town was crazy and she wished she had never heard of Quitaque or 

Matt Hunter. It wouldn’t do her heart any good, but she had to protect herself the 

way she had been taught in Ranger School. She didn't love this man; she couldn't 

and he couldn't possibly love her. 

“There’s just one small issue you should be aware of.” 

“Look I don't remember anything about any cowboy. If you think I’ll back down 

because of that you’re joshing yourself.” 

“That's got nothing to do with it,” Matt explained. 

Long pause. 
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“You're one of us,” he said quietly. 

“What did you say? You heard me you're half Native too. Just like me and Ken 

and Jodie and James. You know it as well as I do. The whole town knows it too. 

Your skin tone everything about you but your hair. You see and smell better than 

most. They say you walked 100 miles with a canteen and no horse.” 

“I did but you're crazy I'm Noah Freitag's granddaughter.” 

“I wouldn’t telegraph him that particular question.  

“Well, I'm nothing like you think and I think this town is full of Scots, Germans. 

Mexicans and Americans, Confederates and Yankees, mostly purebloods.” 

Matt chuckled, “I'm sure you wish that were true. But it's what it is. There's 

reality and there's caprock reality. You're no more a purebred than I am and I can 

tell. 

 

TWENTY-SIX 

“I gave you a chance and you blew it,” Randy McCormick said. “We agreed 

you'd rape and impregnate her; you said you could. You said you’ve be glad to and 

if that was impossible at least you should have killed her.” 

“I never agreed to that, in fact, I told you I wouldn't harm her that I had plans 

for her.” 

“Well? Hows that working out for you?” 

“Nothing has changed; it's just been delayed.” 

“I don't care what you have planned; the election is near and nearer every day 

and I need word of all this to spread. We need some violence and Rangers in the 

border regions and you're insubordinate.” 

Nothing but insolence came from the man standing in front of the senator. “I 

thought I explained what you could do with your orders; you only hear what you 

want to hear.” 

McCormick bristled at the attitude, “Don't lecture me, I'm done playing semantic 

games with a Native. Understand? Done!  Her demise is the only way to hit the 

Rangers where it hurts. They all have mothers sweethearts, mistresses, the few 

unlucky have wives. I know they won't support my election or a new war against 

the Comanche without a good swift kick in the pants. Don't you want them 

brought in?” 

“I want land for my people. You've taken it in the East and you owe us land in 

the West.” 

“That's the plan and you'll be leader.” 

McCormick sat back surprised at the man's stubbornness. 

What could this woman, a Texas Ranger, legitimate or not, mean to a man who is 

essentially a cannibal and a hired killer. Sure, she was attractive in a law 
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enforcement kind of way. No one will ever be elected in Texas this way. This Tonk 

was just crazy; are’t they all? McCormick was panicked; his entire campaign rested 

on the shoulders of a delusional killer. 

“What is she to you?” the senator asked. 

“She's not just a woman to kill to make political points.” 

“What's that mean? Politics is all you have. It’s the only way you will ever step 

foot on the high plains.” 

“She’s not what you think.” 

“She's the ultimate victim. Ranger, granddaughter of a powerful man who's likely 

to seek revenge. And she’s out West and they means she’s vulnerable. Perfect.” 

The Tonk scoffed, “You wouldn't understand.” 

“Well I don't speak animal, if that's what you're asking.” 

“You forget your place.” 

McCormick laughed, “You forget you don't have a place at all. Maybe that’s to 

harsh. I have plans for you your people, a place in the West. I hoped we could 

work together to displace the Comanche but obviously that's not your priority.” 

“You forget I might have plans myself. She's mine and don't interfere.” 

McCormick laughed even harder. “You’re in love. A Tonk in love with a Texas 

Ranger. Amazing. How in Hades does that happen?” 

“It happens.” 

“It's too late I've already sent someone to take care of the job. Someone political 

that understands demagoguery and the attentive public. And he follows orders.” 

Senator McCormick rocked back in his chair. 

“What have you done?” 

“I tried to warn you in Wichita Falls. And he'll be in Quitaque tonight and you 

are here arging with me.”  

“I wouldn't do that if I were you.” 

“Already did.” 

“Send a wire to stop it.” 

“I can do that, but you'll have to tell me how you'll take care of it.” 

It was always a risk sending Monte Levy in, not that the man had done it half a 

dozen times in the senator’s climbed to power. Still there was a good chance that 

his Levy would play out. But with all this delusional talk from the Tonk, obviously 

in love the senator was thinking now there would be a need for Levy. Also 

lingering in the back of the senator's mind was an image of Levy singing his guts 

out to a sheriff or Ranger. And even if he didn't rat, the shadow over the campaign 

would roll him under. If Levy were caught the progressives the supporters of 

Comanche rights and sympathizers would win the election people voters wouldn't 

forgive him.  There wasn’t any risk sending both killers and whatever happened, 

happened. 
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TWENTY-SEVEN 

The senator drank whiskey. 

“You called for me, sir?” Levy arrived carrying a stack of papers. 

“Yes,” McCormick said putting down the glass, “I have a job for you.” 

Leny listened. 

“I need you to go to Quitaque.” 

“Interview Gina Freitag?” 

“Yes.” 

“What I do best?  

“Thank you. I can always count on you can't I?” 

“Of course.” 

Monty Levy slipped from the senator’s railcar his thoughts not on the future but 

in the past. He had thought about all the progressive Hebrew school teachers he’d 

wanted to impress. One in particular had predicted that one day halfbreeds would 

be treated with more distained then the natives. If the town of Quitaque was 

exposed, his teachers prediction would probably come true. And a Ranger's death, 

especially this particular Ranger, would burst the watermelon wide open, 

And how could he kill a woman. His mother would be mortified. How could he 

kill a half-breed when his teachers had expected him to be sympathetic. He knew 

McCormack had already sent someone else to do the job if and maybe he had 

failed; that would mean the woman might be expecting him. Or perhaps the 

senator’s first messenger had refused. Levy felt also that McCormick would do a 

job on him after his inauguration. He didn't necessarily fear death but preferred 

retirement of course.  

He didn't want to kill a woman. She was a Ranger, but that didn’t matter so 

much, but it did mean that it might not be so easy. But he had little choice, just like 

most things in 1873.  

He had return to his tiny place in the next rail car and pack a few things. If 

forced he felt that he could make sure her death was quick and as painless as 

possible and but while he was in Quitaque he’d need to see what he could hidden 

learn what the senator was up to and disrupt that. 

 

TWENTY-EIGHT 

Gina left Matt's office with his heart pounding in her head. She walked directly 

by a drunken cowboy, who called her a whore, and without even so much as a 

twitch she walked past the Western Union office without slowing. She bought a 

ticket and waited four hours. The hot breeze from the prairie rushed across her 

face. It was dry and did little to clear her head. She never wanted to feel that dry 

again. And everyone in and out of the station made eye contact with her.  
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How could she be wasting time waiting on a train out of town? How had things 

deterorated to this point? How could she be in this pitiful condition? For as long as 

she could remember all she wanted to do was be a Ranger. She knew she had been 

good, from the time she found a Mexican arsenal stored in the San Antonio 

catacombs when she was fifteen, before she was a Ranger. There was enough 

ordnance there to not just disrupt the March 2nd parade but to bring down half the 

city. After that she’d spied, playing a bell at a Mexican ball. She’d delivered 

dispatches and scouted in the Indian wars. And now she’d been pretending to run 

down wild animals. She felt extremely rundown but had for eight years she had 

thrived as a Ranger. 
How could she be one of them? She wasn't even aware of an entire community 

and she’d considered it just another tall tale of the West but that was as far as she 

had taken it. Now Matt was attempting to force it as a reality, something that just 

couldn't be true.  

How could she leave Texas? If it were true she’d have to leave for Oklahoma. 

She loved her home, the land her grandfather had fought for. The state that had 

given her the freedom and power to do as she pleased, forget that meant shooting 

or beating pretty much anyone she wanted. The rugged culture had chased off or 

destroyed many, but she had always felt at home. Of course, wearing a star made it 

much more bearable. And she was there waiting for a train, honest about 

everything. 

She finally stepped on her train, ignoring the conductor when he greeted her. She 

barely managed to hand him the ticket. She felt the train was incredibly slow, but 

she didn't care. Let it drag out. She needed to put distance between her and 

Quitaque. Nothing was going to improve until she arrived home and she could hug 

her grandpa. Noah Freitag, he would know what to do and say. Tears rolled down 

her cheeks blurring her vision. She wiped them away and kept looking out the 

window.  

This couldn't be happening. She ran back to the platform and vomited. She 

kicked the chunks that had landed on the platform off the side. Anyone might still 

notice someone had up chucked but she'd done her best to clean it up. A duely 

elected sheriff and a half-breed Ranger. What a laughable combination?  

Gina recalled the crime scenes and it smelled to high hell of an Indian trick. She 

continued to throw up periodically. As Gina’s train pulled into Waco station she 

was throwing up and if that wasn't enough she spotted the most excessive public 

stunt; it was a private railcar with at least, count them, three political signs on it, 

banners that read “McCormick for Governor,” “Weed the Garden” and “ALL of 

Texas for Texans”.  

He would probably have a slick explanation for the hate slogans, but Gina knew 

they would be effective. But to Gina it meant encroaching on the Comancheria and 

another war. McCormick winning the election meant reneging on yet another peace 
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treaty and it would clearly endanger the townspeople of Quitaque. If the Comanche 

didn’t wipe them out the Rangers certainly would.   

She was perhaps mentally ill preyed upon by a manipulative Sheriff, worried out 

of her skull and physically week from the beating she’d endured, stress, travel and 

well the romance.  

She thought she was hallucinating, but it was Bird Nose and he was climbing 

down from McCormick's rail car. She did a double take; it wasn't a specter or a 

figment of her imagination. She’d had the worst couple of days in her life, but she 

was a trained observer. She was experienced. She collected information like barns 

collected flies. It was the Tonk who tracked for Matt, several hundred miles from 

Quitaque and meeting with the politician least friendly with the Natives, in the dark 

and on the downlow, or lowdown. Scratch that, “least friendly” and make that 

“downright hostile.” 

Why was he meeting with the tracker? Did he sneak in there and slip 

McCormick's throat? The Tonk did look anxious and climbed down rather quickly. 

No McCormick just raised a shade. Did Matt know about this?  What possibly 

could explain such an out of place meeting? It could have been totally explainable 

and totally innocent but still this Native worked for Matt and she'd needed to let 

him know what she'd seen. 

She couldn’t help A key observation might be her watching a slightly, older 

Jewish looking gentleman, the politician's aide. He was out on the platform. She 

didn't know what it meant, but the Jew got a good look at Bird Nose. Gina thought 

it cler that the clerk was stalking him, if only for thrity seconds. Bird Nose had no 

idea he had been observed by at least two observers. 

Gina reached Austin shortly after midnight. She didn't stop long at headquarters, 

but borrowed a horse and sent a telegram. She rode directly to her grandfather’s 

home. He would be asleep but she couldn't wait until morning. Noah Freitag’s 

house was one of those newly built Victorian the political establishment were 

building at the edge of Austin. It had all the features of a smart home an ice box, 

running water, bathing rooms with tubs, natural gas lamps. Cicadas buzzed their 

endless night song. 

Gina knocked on the door; it didn't open. She banged harder and finally her 

grandfather, yawning, unlocked the two deadbolts.  

“Gina?” he squinted at her over his nose. His body was bent over from age. He 

had always straightened up as the work day progressed. But for now he looked very 

old. “What in the world are you doing here at this hour? What's happened?” 

“Oh grandpa,” she cried and lurching into his arms. “I need your help” 

His strong arms grasp her, “What is the matter?”  

He glanced behind her scanning the street. No one but he noticed she wasn't on 

her horse, not on Wayfair. 

Gina sensed him looking over her shoulder, “It's okay, I'm alone.  So I just need 
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to talk to you. Sorry to wake you up like this.” 

“Are you harmed?” His eyes scanned her. 

“No, I'm okay. Can I please come inside?” 

“Of course,” he looked all the way down the street once more. He pulled her 

inside and shut the door locking it twice. 

Noah walked her into the kitchen and sat her at the table. She had no idea where 

to begin her story and nothing was said until she had a cup of hot tea. He would 

probably send a troop to Quitaque when she was done and she did be put on 

probation and that meant desk duty or worse, ridicule.  

“Drink” he said. 

Gina’s fingers trembled as she lifted the tea to her lips. The tea cleared the dust 

from her throat.  

“So what happened? How did you get here?” 

“Train,” she answered. 

She nodded. 

“You’ve been here ten minutes and you haven’t told me why.” 

“Oh, grandpa,” she cried the sheriff told me so many lies. I don't know heads 

from tails.” 

“Matt Hunter?” He perked with interest  

“That's him.” 

“What did he say that upset you so,” he patiently waited for her. 

“This is going to sound crazy,” she looked directly into his eyes, “but I need you 

to help me.” 

He took her hand for encouragement, “go on.” 

“You have to understand, we're talking about more than half the town.” 

Noah Freitag blinked, “half the town what, Gina?” 

She shook her head, “they’re all, he says. I am too. I know he's lying and I’m sure 

he wants me to just let it go. He doesn't make any sense why would he… and then 

lie to me about such a horrible thing? Cruel that's what it is.” 

“Sweetheart, I don't know what you're talking about,” the commander said.  

“I need you to help me make sense of all this.” 

“Well, you’re not helping me; now slow down. Think about what you want to say 

and then tell me. I'll help but I have to know what happened.” 

Gina stood up and walked around the kitchen her boots skipped over the floor 

planks like rapid fire.  

“I’m nothing like them. I can't be; I wouldn't be a Ranger. I would have known 

my place; don't you figure? That's not something you can keep quiet is it?” 

“Keep what quiet?” 

“He's lying Matt Hunter is lying why Did I sleep with him? I’m sorry grandpa, I 

let you down. I must have been out of my mind,” she stopped, “scratch that; he's 

out of his mind.” 
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“Okay you slept with the sheriff, you are a grown and it ain’t against the law.” 

“It ought to be.  

“When did this happen?” 

“That's not important,” she threw her hands up in despair. “I don't know 

anymore; it doesn't matter that was a momentary lapse and has nothing to do with 

this. At least not that I can see.” 

“Gina, please sit down; you're making me crazy and I have no idea how to help. I 

still don't understand.” 

“That's because I've lost my mind, obviously. I can't communicate and what's 

real and imagined. The whole town and for how many years?” 

“Enough. I mean it. Sit down.” He reached out and pulled her wrists to the table 

top. “Now we're not getting up until you've told me exactly what happened and 

what the sheriff saying. Start from the beginning.” 

Gina calmed, but only a bit, and told her grandfather the entire story of Matt 

being a half-breed. She spilled the beans on Matt to the commander of the Texas 

Rangers, he deserved it. She couldn't protect Matt, didn't want to protect him. She 

detailed the attack at the hotel. She informed him about the death of Jodie, but 

omitted everything about the cowboy. She saved for last the accusation that she 

was mixed.  

She hoped he’d say that was, in fact, crazy. Hopefully he would only be 

disappointed that she believed the lies. Her granpa had always been understanding 

and patient with her, but he also taught her to have thicker skin then all this. Gina 

worried she did pushed him beyond the limits on this one. 

“Can you believe it?” She asked. “The man's delusional telling me that he just 

smelled it on me, see it me. Really? Someone would have, you would have told me 

before now surely.” 

She needed her grandfather to denounce the “corrupt lawman”and tell her 

everything would be okay, send a troop to persuade Matt he had been in error. But 

Noah Freitag just sat at the table with his hands calmly folded in front of him. He 

listened intently and didn’t denounce anyone or anything.  

“So you love this, fella?” 

“Can we be serious, here?” Gina asked. 

“Well, I know Matt. Some women might call him handsome, tall and broad 

shoulders with great hair. Good teeth. He’s established there. His family. The 

community backs him. His job is for life.” 

“I heard him say about his family and the job that’s clear. Now he says he’s tired 

of the law work. He’s planning on starting a horse ranch. You would probably 

approve. If he weren't half breed.” 

“That's what not what I asked you, dear. You love him?” 

“What does that have to do with anything?” 

“Well I thought ...” 
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“I don't know maybe. It doesn't really matter anyway because I'm never going to 

go back there.” She leaned forward, “Grandpa, I need you to tell me he's run off 

the tracks.” 

The old man remained so still, that Gina grasped his hand to make sure he hadn't 

fallen asleep. He looked up. 

“Grandpa?”  

He finally said, “I can't,” shaking his head. “I can't; I'm sorry. That's what you 

want to hear but I can't.” 

Gina stood up so fast she turned over the chair and the tea.  

“What do you mean, you can't? He's made a mistake. Why are you coving for 

him grandpa. Why is everyone lying? The election?” 

He shook his head, “I would never lie to you.” 

She totally crumbled. 

“No not you too. But why?” 

“I'm not.” 

“Nothing makes sense.” 

“I should have told you a long time ago. I just didn't know how. You were so 

young and just bound and determined to be a Ranger. He looked into her spilled 

teacup.” 

“Told me what?” 

“About your father,” he said. 

“What about him?”  

“What do you remember about him?” 

“Not much, I know he died in a wagon wreck.” 

“That's what people think.” 

“What really happened?” 

“Your mother and I…” 

“What happened? He was killed I know that…” 

“He was murdered.” 

“Who?” 

“Who knows.” 

“But my documents.” 

“Forgeries.” 

Gina's niche in the Rangers crumbled. Everything she knew, everything she 

could do now would be 10 times harder. Everything was a lie.  

“Are you my grandfather?” 

“Yes, of course. I'm your mother's father. Sure of it.” 

She reflected. She had always been different than the few kids she did met while 

traveling with Noah. He grandpa had discouraged her from racing on foot or on 

horseback and say he didn't want her injured. But sitting at the kitchen table now 

she was thinking he hadn't wanted people noticing too much of her natural 
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abilities. But people did notice how strong agile and tough she was. They'd call her 

an “excellent horsewoman” and say she was “close to the land.”  

“So who killed him?” 

“Don’t know.” 

“Well who might have.” 

“Provaocators.” 

“The same people killed Mama and Deborah?  

“Maybe.” 

“They’re gonna kill my entire family?” 

“We don’t know what.” 

“I know that.” 

“Who knows politics maybe they wanted to start a war  

“Well, it's about to get involved.” 

“Your mother was kidnapped while she young by Comanche, I looked for her 

for years but she escaped and your daddy, a Kiowa, he found her walking East out 

somewhere West of Brownwood.” 

“So she was raped?” 

“I doubt it. Your father went against his own tribe and brought to Fort Worth. 

You were born two years later. It wasn't ideal or even acceptable to people, but 

what are you going to do, but deny it. We got some documents together. My 

brother did married them. All legal and everything. 

“Everything but his papers.” 

“Don't worry; you're legally white.” 

“Why would someone want to kill me  

“What did you learn out there?” 

“It wasn’t animals.” 

Someone needing to exploit the issue. 

“Randy McCormick,” she burst out.  

“War monger.” 

“That's why you refuse to endorse him even though he's a hero and former 

Ranger,” Gina said. 

He's clearly looking to use anyone and anything to propel his campaign.  

“I’m not gonna let him become governor.” 

“I need to warn you, he can be ruthless. He's got an aide quietly going around 

asking questions and telling people he has documents. McCormick thanks I don't 

know but rhe Rangers have ears everywhere.” 

“Documents? My documents.” 

“Yes, but like I said the documents are technically legal.” 

“You're sure?” 

“I don't think he can prove much of anything. Your Uncle Sam and I were pretty 

slick about burying the past. But you can't be sure. I wouldn't put it past them to 
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forge new documents. Better watch your back.” 

“I can’t let this comes out. Your position.” 

“Gina, I'm 70 years old. Don't worry bout me.” 

“Okay. What about the town? They'd be wiped off the face of the map. You 

have to remain Commander to keep that from happening.” 

“Well, there isn't much the we can do about me living forever. that now the 

amount of firepower would be able to save them if it gets out there all halfbreeds.” 

“Did you know?” 

“I knew they were out there, somewhere.” 

“That they existed?” 

“Didn't care to look and reports get lot all the time. Rangers shot first and file 

reports maybe never.” 

“I see.”  

Gina looked into her grandfathers face he was loving and strong. She had 

traveled halfway across Texas to have this conversation and it seemed to have 

helped. 

She leaned towards him and kissed his weathered skull. 

“I love you, grandpa; you know that right?” 

He kissed her forehead, “You know I do. The feeling is mutual.”  

“Then you understand why I need to go back?” 

“Back?” His brow narrowed. “Why?” 

“I gotta get Wayfair. Remember; I came on the train.” 

 

 

TWENTY-NINE 

Matt pulled his hands across his rough unshaven, before washing them over his 

face. He scratched a spot of his leg, He set the telegram aside and ran his fingers 

through his hair and he stood up to stretch. Vertebrae popped and muscles ached. 

He had slept in a jail bed not bothering to go home. He had not wanted to be in 

that bed figuring Gina’s scent would haunt him. Turned out the bed bugs and the 

solid wood pallet hurt him worse.  

Instead of going home he’d stayed in the jail and read over all the information. 

When he had finished, Matt put all the documents in his safe. He wasn't sure he 

had done the right thing by telling Gina about the town and, judging from the 

telegram, maybe even it wasn’t a mistake to tell her they were half breeds. 

However, her heinous expression remained edged in his brain. 

But it was too late to worry now. He and the entire town would have to live with 

whatever Gina decided to do. She might bring a troop and ended it all or she might 

just disappear never to bother them again. Hell, she might write a book and buy 
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ranch. That would end it all. 

Of course, if Bird Nose was guilty of murdering the girl it would end it all as 

well. Like it or not Gina’s suspicion of Ken had begun to unsettle on him. But, she 

was Ranger. And she had been raised by a legendary Texas Ranger. How could she 

ignore her up-bringing?  

There had been several incidents lately where Ken had disappeared a day or two 

at a time. And she’s seen Ken had shown him disrespect and more then once. Ken 

was his brother and a smart man in, but things had changed since Gina arrived. 

Ken developed a short temper and was clearly irritable, but it didn't mean murder. 

Matt wished Gina would come back and help him solve the case.  

He needed a second opinion from someone he trusted. Gina's brain wasn't 

around to pick. Matt looked at his pocket watch. James Thompson who had woken 

him up plenty of times, so he wouldn't mind if he called on him now. 

Matt road two the tiny house behind the funeral parlor. Blackness filled every 

window as the sun refused to give way to dawn. On the 10th knock Matt heard 

through the door a pistol cock. The undertaker call out, “who's out there?”  

“James, get dressed will ya?”  

“What time is it?” The man squinted his face out the window before facing the 

door again  

“Probably about four in the morning,” Matt said. 

“What? What's wrong?” 

“Need your help.” 

“Now?” 

“You’ve woken me up twenty-times you little pipsqeak.” 

“You’re the sheriff.” 

“And you are the understaker.” 

There was a pause. 

“Where?” 

“Your parlor.” 

“Ten minutes.” 

James Thornton arrived at his funeral parlor fifteen minutes later and he carried 

two cups of coffee. Matt liberated one of the coffees and his friend opened the 

door. The coffee scalded his throat but he didn't care because it would jolt him 

awake. 

James watched him take his the appearance as it came.  

“You look like hell. You don't didn't go home last night, or tonight, either did 

you?  

Matt answered, “you called it.” 

“Working?” 

James glanced around, “Where's your Ranger friend?” 

“Austin, Fort Worth, Galveston for all I know,” Matt said taking another drink 
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of coffee. 

“You ofley thrown; want to tell me what happened? I thought you'd have that all 

tide up about now.” 

“I figured you'd listen without wising off.” 

“Of course, sorry. Come into the office have a seat.” 

James carefully moved a jar with a nice-sized rattlesnake in a formaldehyde from 

his desk to a shelf, so they could have eye contact. Matt didn't seemed to notice the 

clutter. He sat a little bewildered. 

“Now tell me everything.” 

Matt took a deep breath and let it out, “I told her the truth the truth about me.” 

“The whole truth?” James asked. 

“And the truth about her,” Matt said. 

“Why? That's insane.” 

“I knew you'd say that. She left me no choice. She was going to send for a 

warrant for Ken's arrest.” 

“Why would she do that?” James asked. 

“She thinks he killed your last five clients.” Matt explained. 

“She tell you why she thinks that?” 

“He was around.” 

“Ridiculous. He's a doctor for christ's sake.” 

“Okay those Rangers are nuts about maintaining their reputation. All of them. 

She'll get to filling out the reports and she'll pull back and let it go something to do 

with justice.” 

“It’s not justice, they’re just looking for legitimacy. No one will fear them unless 

they always their man. It doesn’t matter if they get the right man, so long as they 

get “their” man and that it appears in the papers.  

“Ultimately you are right.” 

“So, you think these are our last days?” 

“Might.” 

 

THIRTY 

Gina collapsed on the northbound train; she didn't plan to sleep the entire trip 

back to Quitaque, but she did. 

She woke up and she knew she’d be there within the hour. Her thoughts went 

automatically to Matt. He’d never treat her well again; she shunned him. She wasn't 

proud of her behavior, but what did Matt expect after throwing everything at her at 

one time. She thought was bad enough learning of his heritage but hers as well and 

in the same visit. Her world had tilted and sh’d not handled it well. Certainly not 

like a Ranger ought. 
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At first she had been angry with her grandfather when he had admitted the truth. 

Always practical, she was over that now, but the shock had drained her of every 

ounce of energy. She had spent her adult life with the Ranger feeling like an outcast 

despite that that she could shoot and track better than many men . The first female 

Ranger that was one thing but this was on a whole new level. 

The truth would come out now. She figured that was why Bird Nose was 

meeting with Randy McCormick. They probably knew her secret and were only 

waiting until the optimal time, just before the election, to see it published. What 

was the average delay in a newspaper being delivered to the most remote voter?  

They’d wait until that many days before acting on the information. She had not 

remained a Ranger long; but that would be over. She couldn't let that happen. To 

be a pawn in a political race was more repulsive than anything she’d seen in 

Quitaque.  

 

Matt spent the morning going over the files yet another time. Rainy Foster, Lily 

Simpleton and Memphis Campbell. It had been hard to keep his mind off Gina, 

but he had managed. He worked on the murders all the morning except about an 

hour spent brushing Wayfair. He had stalled long enough and needed to go find his 

brother. He wasn't looking too forward toward the conversation no matter how it 

went. The talk could be forever changed their dynamic, brother to brother.  

Maybe he needed to tie his horse in the back. He did and walked in the back 

door. He checked the doctor's apartment upstairs and he came down. 

“May I help you, sheriff,” the Tonk woman asked. 

“I need to speak to Ken; have you seen him?”  

“I have not.” 

“He wasn't upstairs.” 

“I just walked by; I didn't work unless he tells me, he'll be out and he didn't tell 

me.” 

“Nobody sick in bed?” 

“No,” she answered. 

“Okay, thanks appreciate you.” 

Matt went back to his office to make sure Ken or Gina didn't turn up. He half 

expected to find a Ranger troop waiting for him in the street. He wasn't sure if he 

was relieved or disappointed that no one was waiting. At least Gina would have 

been with the Rangers. But no one. He knew how pathetic he was. He missed his 

cowboy fighting Ranger and he shook his head and he still needed to find his 

brother  

After waiting around the jail until dark, Matt gave up and went to check ken's 

office again. Matt stared in dismay; the upstairs apartment windows and were 

broken. Ken's upstairs living space was trashed, he reached for his weapon and 

investigated. 
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Matt inhaled, but didn't smell anyone nearby he half expected to find Ken’s 

remains as he glanced in the bathroom door. He stepped on glass as he made his 

sweep through the flat. There was no sign of Ken or blood just signs of a struggle.  

Matt went to the town’s only reading chair and sat down. Why would 

someone… something like this happened? Had a vigilante learned of Gina’s theory 

and acted before he could intervene? Had Ken found the true killer and been 

silenced? Gina thought he was responsible but he really couldn't say.  

Matt dropped his face into his hands and he took one last deep breath before 

leaving. He grabbed one of Ken’s shirt and brought it to Red who was waiting at 

his office and he brought the dog out into the street and in almost no time, not ten 

seconds, the dog bayed. It was a loud and confident, “I'm on the trail” and “follow 

me,” Matt knew immediately Red had something. Ken and or the killer. 

Matt mounted up and followed the baying. It was a full moon but the chase was 

entirely auditory. Red move out of town to the West. Nothing had changed. Matt 

needed to find Ken; with his apartment trashed it might need to be fast. He knew 

Red and Red knew where to look. The dog should lead him right to his brother. 

Soon the dog found himself out on the caprock. Red hesitated and was on the 

sent, impossible for any man or many beasts to trail but Red was baying away and 

his excitement grew more intense as they neared. Matt knew soon his dog’s work 

would be complete. 

Matt slowed as he approached the caprock. The doctor's buggy came into view, 

giving him a clear indication the dog was right. Matt stopped and dismounted. He 

glanced around but didn't see anyone. He didn't see any blood or anything odd in 

the buggy.  The horse looked okay. It was as if Ken had driven into the ditch and 

then left out on foot. Matt pulled his weapon and followed the sound of his dog 

out onto the caprock. What was his brother doing?  

The baying changed. Visual. The dog was on the mark, a “get here” and “I got 

them” Red was saying. 

Matt ran; unfortunately, he knew from experience that the situation like this the 

mark if human might want to silence the alarm. Matt looked out in the direction of 

Red’s howling, but didn't spot anything. His visualalarm was three howls and two 

barks and then he would repeat. Matt ran harder, making his footfalls heavy and 

loud on purpose. The villain might not harm Ken or the dog if he thought the 

chase complete.  

Bird Nose, it was his own tracker, just as Gina's telegram had suggested it might 

be. The telegram was concise and clear 28 words, about $2 worth at least, on the 

Ranger dime three observations. Three solid reasons it was Bird Nose and motive. 

Politics damn the whole process. Assassins and Indian wars. 

Bird Nose was facing a path into the rock. Ken was tide up and laid out on the 

rocks. 

“The end of the Comanche is near soon a war will begin and the Tonkawa will 
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no longer be pushed into the shadows,” Bird Nose mumbled. “It's time for me to 

take my rightful place at the head of my nation. And the Ranger woman is mine,” 

he shouted.  

Matt listened to the dog as he continued to Bay, but he was in shock at the 

Tonk’s delusional ranting. Matt’s mind focused in on his mentioning Gina. He 

might never see Gina again, but that didn't change what was happening.  

Then Bird Nose produced a Bowie knife and a force fierce war cry. He walked 

toward Matt who smiled hoisted his gun and then dropped the gun. Matt pulled his 

own Bowie knife. 

“Sheriff, I've been hearing that damn dog of yours for miles bellowing like a sick 

Buffalo.” 

“I've been expecting you too Bird Nose. I heard you were behind all this.” 

“The other women were nothing compared too the Ranger. She's perfect and 

soon I'll have her.” 

“How civil of you,” Matt told him. 

The two men squared off and an owl now screamed in the distance and Red 

continued howling and barking at the men began to circle each other. 

 

THIRTY-ONE 

Gina arrived at Quitaque at sundown. First thing she noticed when exiting the 

train was nothing new about the town, but the burnt station where she exited the. 

Mccormick's red, white and blue rail car. She scanned the horizon for Matt but he 

didn't seem to be there. She waited but not for long, to see who would emerge the 

Jewish aide or perhaps McCormick himself. She needed to find the Sheriff and 

then together find Bird Nose. 

Gina walked into Main Street. The streets were as quiet as Christmas. She had 

not expected anything less than a riot at her return. But nothing had developed. 

Most town folk had going home for the night. But in the far distance, Red was 

baying and and she knew Matt's dog was probably trailing the tracker. She retrieved 

her horse from the stable behind the jail. He’s been cared for and obviously 

brushed. 

With Wayfair out in the street, a man the mysterious McCormick's assistant 

appeared also on horseback. He simply rode up beside her “Gina Freitag?” he 

asked his Yankee accent stuck out like the sore thumb. Different from what she 

had grown up around, she'd only heard one New Yorker before in a bar telling a 

story about how he had caught a fish. She couldn't understand a durn word he was 

saying but no it was a fishing story judging by the hand gestures.  

“Who's asking?” Gina asked. 

“My name is Monty Levy and I've been sent here to kill you. Gina's gun was out 
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of the holster and pointed at him before he had the chance to finish the sentence.  

“Thanks for the warning,” she said. 

Levy watched her carefully as they rode together in the direction of the baying 

dog. “I wish you wouldn't do that,” he said. 

“I wish I was rich too but I'm not…” 

“You're a Ranger and you wish you could solve the murders and put senator 

McCormick in his place.” 

“Insightful and you're going to tell me how to do that?” 

“The Tonk doesn’t unnerve, you.” 

“And I was the next woman to die?  

“He wouldn't kill you.” 

“Or he hasn't yet.” 

“No, I'm pretty sure he could have. These Tonks are relatively talented as far as 

that goes. Seems like he has some sort of romantic inclination towards you, thinks 

you're half Native.  

“So you want to tell me why you're letting me know all this? You just told me 

you were going to kill me?” 

“I didn't say I was going to kill you; I said I was sent. Big difference.” 

“So you thought I might why not save the trip if you wanted to warn me a 

telegram might have might done that.” 

“My boss hires his dirty work done but let's just say my education an old friend 

has made me sympathetic…” 

“I'm surprised Randy McCormick hired you.” 

“Let's just say in the past I've gotten the job done.” 

“Yes should have realized McCormick climbed the ladder a bit too rapidly.”   

Now it was Levy’s turn to sweat. 

Well, what are you gonna do? She still had her pistol aimed at his belly.  

“You’re be losing your touch. We’re almost out to the camp rock and you've not 

made your move, so if you're not going to draw me as ordered then what do you 

want?  

Job security.  

“I can't let you go on assassinating people. I'm a Texas Ranger.” 

“What? I don't want to assassinate anyone not anymore anyway. I have six 

months to retirement and the election is in three months.” 

“So?”  

“I need to keep my job so I get a pension.” 

“And what do I get out of it?” 

McCormick has someone working for him other than me. 

Who?  

It's a Tonk called Bird Nose, about six foot three, a professional tracker. He 

meets with your boss on and around trains. He's killing women torturing them and 
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leaving them for animals to bring attention to the area. It has to do with the 

election. The man stands to benefit if McCormick wins.” 

“We have a bigger issue to worry about?  

“Such as?  

“An election that's when your demise would come into play.” 

“I don't follow you.” 

“He wanted me to kill you to push the Rangers into an endorsement.” 

“And probably some raids into Comancheria?” 

“Well he would probably be satisfied with just their endorsement… but maybe. 

I’m not gonna suggest it.”  

“That's hilarious. You know no Ranger would weep. I just ruin the image they've 

so brutally won for themselves.” Gina was sarcastic. 

“Your grandfather…” 

“Oh, he's far too shrewd for any trick like that. He as much told me electing 

McCormick would mean another protracted war with the Comanche. He's not 

going to touch that with a ten-foot pole.” 

Gina holstered her gun. 

“I have one more question. Okay the dog's cadence has changed; it's right up 

here. What are we going to find?” Gina wanted to know. 

Will this mysterious Indian I hope and it's the sheriff's dog so maybe… We can't 

go out there together. McCormick might be out there as well.  

“His rail car is in town.  

“He’s out there then.” 

“And you might want help his lose this election.” 

“I need to keep my job.” 

Levy could be very helpful the next three months. 

“I’ll walk out there and then you follow.” 

She climbed off her horse and glanced up at the moon. The dog was onto 

something and was barking and baying. Barking and baying. 

The sound of a struggle and steel clashing with steel grew. Gina was shocked at 

the scene she came upon. Even in the moonlight, she could see that blood covered 

the already red rocks. The two men were fighting. She recognized Matt instantly. 

He looked in pretty bad shape his head was bleeding profusely and his back was cut 

to pieces. 

She glanced at the other figure, Bird Nose, who was equally injured. Matt was 

circling the Tonk, preparing to strike. Bird Nose lifted him but Matt stumbled to 

the side and took a glancing blade to the side. Gina screamed before she could stop 

herself, it distracted both the combatants for a few seconds.  

On her right Gina noticed Ken who was hog tide and flailing about but there 

wasn't anything she could do now. If she’d tried to untie him, the Native might stab 

him before she could manage to get up up. 
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Someone was approaching and Gina saw McCormick step near to the fight; he 

stood watch watching the fight like a spectator at a paid match. He looked at her 

when she cried out. Monty Levy appeared behind him. 

Bird Nose took the chance to strike again. Matt bellowed as the blade went deep 

into his right arm it now hung nearly limp at his side bleeding and useless Gina 

considered intervening but it was a fight probably to the death and a few Rangers 

would have stopped it. Gina however considered it a professional courtesy to let 

the sheriff have every opportunity. He just wasn't a tin badge. He was a leader of 

the town and certainly more to her. 

If the fight ended badly and she‘d kill Bird Nose and then she probably not stop. 

She’d kill McCormick and Levy too if anything happened to Matt. Gina needed to 

communicate her support for Matt. She raised a hand as if she were holding the 

knife and she made a twisting gesture. Matt let out a war cry and jumped at Bird 

Nose with new vigor. Matt landed on the Tonk’s back. Matt's weak arm wrapped 

itself around Bird Nose’s neck and he stabbed let his chest with his good arm The 

Indian cried out in pain. Matt kept up the attack. The sound of knive on breastplate 

and ribs rang out in the air.  

Matt was going to win. A spark of motion from the corner of her eye drew her 

attention away from the fight McCormick was raising his rifle into the air and it was 

aimed at her. Randy McCormick’s skill with a gun was legendary. Gina didn't have 

time to think or even breathe; and the panic caused her to fumble for her pistol. 

She was a dead Ranger. 

But Nash, out of nowhere, but standing on the next outcrop of rocks apparently 

had his rifle trained on the senator. Nash fired first. She had imaged the report that 

came from behind her was for her, but there wasn’t the sharp pain in her chest 

they’d warned her about. Nash’s rifle shot impacted McCormick’s hand, passed 

through it and bent the trigger guard. Three of the senator's fingers were hanging 

on by skin. 

Monte Levy fired twice at a spot about five feet over Gina's head and she 

returned the favor her bullets flew over his head. She had no idea how she would 

ever explain how she had missed or why. She never missed but of course there was 

an election to win. 

Gina turned in time to see Bird Nose’s body drop and twitch four times. She 

glanced back at Money Levy who was helping the senator back to his horse. Within 

seconds they were gone. Within a half-hour they were on the train out of Quitaque. 

Within hours McCormack was in Wichita Falls telling people that he drew his rifle 

to kill the Indian when Gina Freitag interfered and shot off most of his hand. 

Blood covered every inch of Matt. Gina untied Ken and they had trouble getting 

Matt’s body off the coprock. They dropped him twice before they got him to the 

buggy. is breath rattled; he was going to die? 

“Can we get him to the surgery?” 
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“We need to quickly.” 

 

THIRTY-TWO 

Ken had Matt in surgery sewing everything sewable, leaving Gina to pace. 

Outside the surgery and in the street half the town waited. The two deputies argued 

over who would stand first guard. Gina let them bicker. The doctor told everyone 

if Matt lived the night he would live. Gina sat in a chair next to his bed visualizing 

his heartbeat and lungs to breathe. 

 

Four days later Matt watch Gina get on a train. 

“I’ll be here when you get back.” 

She laughed, “you'd better I'd hate to instigate a statewide Ranger manhunt.” 

She’d come be back to Quitaque. Even after learning the truth; she had come 

back. He only remembered a bit of the fight he’d had with Bird Nose but one thing 

was clear. Gina had solved the case and she had only momentarily left his side.  

 

THIRTY-THREE 

Gena strode into Ranger headquarters, not in bear socks on her feet but boots 

that looked like hell. She walked to her desk in open the drawers looking for 

anything she might want to keep. There was nothing either sentimental or valuable, 

so she strolled down the hall everyone's eyes glued to her grandfather’s office.  

Ahe stopped at the door and contemplated for the 200th time what she had to 

do. She knocked and entered her grandfather was behind his desk. As usual she 

glimmered at the preserved animals and especially to the butterfly collection, the 

map of Texas. She’d miss this office not so much she would miss seeing the man 

who raised her.  

Her grandfather glanced up from his papers. 

“Gina,” he said beaming, “you're looking sure fire an’ keen.” 

She laughed. 

“Yeah,much better than the last time you saw me.” 

“Problem solved?” 

He waved a report.  

“Take a seat, I've got your report and Matt Hunter and Nash. I approved it and 

it's part of the public record now. You don't even need to be here. I figured you'd 

be in Quitaque you a bit longer.” 

She took a deep breath and placed a letter on his desk. 

“What's this?” 

“Just read it, please.” 
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“Gina is this your resignation?” 

“I know grandpa.” 

“I can't accept this.” 

“I'm afraid you're gonna have to.” 

“But why.” 

She smiled confidently, “you know why I can't stay.” 

“I honestly don’t.” 

“I shot a candidate for governor and well…” 

“That will blow over.” 

“Maybe but the truth of who I am won't remain a secret forever McCormick 

doesn't know but he'll be digging. It's only a matter of time and more public I am 

the sooner it will happen. I love you and respect the Rangers too much to take a 

chance then I might damage its reputation. Your reputation.” 

“Still…” 

“You know I'm right, grandpa.” 

“But…” Noah argued.  

“and then there's the institution, and oh Matt.” 

“Hello, that well. I figured that would happen eventually.” 

“So you know, I'm right?” 

He sat still he seemed to be memorizing her features  

“What are your plans?” he asked. 

“Would you believe I don't have any?” 

“Now, you always have a plan.” He commented. 

“Not today. She stood up.” 

Noah Freitag, her grandpa, came around his desk and was standing next to her. 

“Are you sure about this? Really positive?” 

She raised her arms and hugged him tightly, “no but I'll be in touch. It’s not alike 

I’m leaving the state or anything.” 

He pulled back to look at her, “You always have a job here as long as I'm here 

and you know where the house is after that.” 

“Thanks, grandpa. I love you,” she said. 

“Love you too,” he answered. 

 

Gina stepped out after taking one last long look at her grandfather’s office. Her 

body shook as she grasped the immensity of what she had just done. The Rangers 

had been her life and a dull ache throb behind her eyes. She had no idea what 

would become of her. She didn't know how to be a wife. All she knew was the 

uncertainty of a Ranger's life, endless days in the saddle, stealthy observations, the 

tingle of imminent danger, the sense of accomplishment at running down a bad 

guy. There wasn't any more of that for her. She squeezed her eyes shut. 

Tears in her eyes, she almost walked by a press conference being held on the 
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Ranger headquarters steps Randy McCormick and Levy McCormick were standing 

there in front of at least a dozen journalists. McCormack was trying to spin the 

story in his favor because he said, “There she is; there she is gentlemen. The fastest 

gun in the West, believe me. Shot first and ask questions later. She shot me before I 

could shoot the savage. 

The reporters all turned to her for her retort, “how's your hand?”  

“Fine. Fine. It's just a minor thing,” he held up a hand wrapped in gauze so thick 

no one could tell he was missing three fingers. 

“I know what you've been doing and I know what you're planning.” 

“Why, I'm planning on being elected governor.” 

The reporter’s hands scribbled notes frantically to keep up with the banter. 

“I think the Texans I know are far too smart for a bull shit artist as governor.” 

“Gentlemen of the press, I'm shocked did you hear that you heard what she said? 

The female cursing in public.” 

 

THE END 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


