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Just a Friendly Conversation

Clint stepped into the room, listened, and heard the even breathing of a sleeping man. He waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness in the room. When he could make out the man in the bed, he moved to it and pressed the gun to the sleeping man's forehead. The man woke up immediately.

“Move and I'll blow your brains out, Cooper,” Clint said.

The man stayed still.

“Where's my wife?”

“Upstairs,” Clint said. “She's all right.” He saw the man's gun on the night table next to the bed. He grabbed it and tucked it into his belt.

“Light the lamp,” he told Cooper. “We're going to have a talk.”

“About what?”

“Light it,” Clint said. “We'll get to that.”

He allowed the man to sit up nervously and light the lamp by the bed.

“Now what?” Cooper asked.

“Now you tell me who you work for.”

“If I do that,” Cooper said, “I'm dead.”

“If you don't tell me, I'll kill you right now,” Clint told him. “Your choice.”
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ONE
As Clint Adams rode from Texas into Louisiana, he looked behind him again. Still there, and still not hiding. It had been weeks now that this tail had been on him, but never any closer. Just a figure off in the distance, sometimes sitting a horse, sometimes just standing, watching.

It had been weeks, states, and many milesÂ .Â .Â .

Â â€¢Â â€¢Â â€¢Â 

It had begun in Arizona, the first time he'd noticed the manâ€”and he thought it was a manâ€”on his back trail. Not tracking, because that implied trying to catch someone. This rider kept the same distance between them at all times.

He stopped in Jennings, Arizona, and waited, but the man never rode in. Days later when he left Jennings, there he was again, still the same distance away.

All the way to New MexicoÂ .Â .Â .

Â â€¢Â â€¢Â â€¢Â 

New Mexico was much the same, so he decided to take a more active pose. He tried to wait for the man to catch up, but he never did. He attempted to circle around behind him, but the man was too good for that. Too good for Clint to be comfortable about it.

In a town called Runnels, New Mexico, he bought a high-powered spyglass. Outside of town he picked out a high bluff, got comfortable on his belly, and watched through the spyglass. It was as if the man knew the range of the piece. Clint could see he was wearing trail clothes, a holster and handgun. He was not carrying a rifle. Clint could not see the man's face.

He tried again several times over the next few days, but the range never improved. He was never close enough to make out the man's features.

His tail seemed very content with the way things were. Maybe he was just trying to get under the Gunsmith's skin.

He was succeedingÂ .Â .Â .

Â â€¢Â â€¢Â â€¢Â 

As he crossed into Louisiana from Texas, Clint wondered how long the man was going to keep this up. At some point he must have intended to close the distance, either to take a shot or to make some sort of contact.

He wondered how much patience this mysterious man could possibly have.

Â â€¢Â â€¢Â â€¢Â 

He noticed something new the next time he used the spyglass. A cigar in the man's mouth. He was a smoker. That was new. Still not holding a rifle. Still no apparent interest in doing anything but watching.

Clint could have taken some sort of evasive action. He could have outrun the man with Eclipse, gotten away from him. After that, the man would have had to actually track him, and Clint could have avoided him.

But he decided not to.

He decided to let the man follow him all he wanted. He could have taken a shot at any time, and didn't. If he'd wanted to kill him, he could have tried by now. So let the man follow for as long as he wanted to. At some point he'd either quit, or make contact.

He stopped trying to get a look at him with the spyglass. Every so often he'd turn his head and look back, but that was all he was giving the man now.

He rode on, Baton Rouge his ultimate destination.

Â â€¢Â â€¢Â â€¢Â 

The man following the Gunsmith looked on with satisfaction. Adams had put away his spyglass and stopped trying to get a look at his face. That was good. For a while he thought he was getting under Adams's skin, but now the Gunsmith seemed to have accepted him.

It took long enough.


TWO
Clint had not been to Baton Rouge in some time. Normally, if he was in Louisiana, it was to spend some time in New Orleans. Baton Rouge, though, was like a smaller version of New Orleans. There were beautiful homes, thriving businesses, and a lively riverfront.

He rode into town, realizing that it was more city than anything else these days. It was late afternoon and the streets were still teeming with people.

Clint decided to put his tail out of his mind. He intended to be in Baton Rouge for a while. If the man eventually decided to come in, that was his business. He directed Eclipse down the main street until he came to a livery stable.

“Things have changed around here since my last visit,” he told the hostler.

“How long's it been?” the man asked.

“Can't remember,” Clint said. “I usually go to New Orleans.”

“Hell,” the man said, “we got everythin' New Orleans got.” He stroked Eclipse's neck. “Ain't got no horses like this around here, though. How you doin',
cher?
” He rubbed Eclipse's nose, and the big gelding withstood it.

“You got a way with horses,” Clint said. “He's not usually that patient with people touching him.”

“You got a beautiful animal here,” the man said. “They's need to be touched, and talked to.”

“Well,” Clint said, “I guess I'm putting him in good hands.”

“You can bet on that,” the man said. “How long you stayin'?”

“A few days, at least,” Clint said. “I want to see all that Baton Rouge has to offer.”

“You have yourself a good time, and don't worry none about this here big fella,” the man said. “He is in good hands.”

Clint retrieved his saddlebags and rifle from his saddle, then gave Eclipse an affectionate slap on the rump as the man walked the big gelding into the stable.

With his saddlebags over his shoulder and his rifle in his left handâ€”leaving his right hand freeâ€”he started back up the street, looking for a likely hotel. He didn't want the best place in town, but neither did he want a dive. He found the place he wanted after a couple of blocks, on Government Street. It was called the Cajun House and had an appearance that made one think of mint juleps on the veranda. It was small, well appointed, looked to have been built just over the past few years, but then a lot of the buildings had that look.

He entered the lobby and was greeted effusively by a young, well-dressed desk clerk.

“Good afternoon, sir,” the man said, “welcome to the Cajun House. What can I do for you on this fine day?”

“I'd like a room, please.”

“Of course, of course,” the young man said. “Please sign the register. We have a few rooms left.”

“Anything overlooking the street?”

“Let me see.” The man turned, examining his keys. “Why yes, I do have something.” He turned with the key, reversed the register so he could read the name. “Mr.Â .Â .Â . Adams. Clint Adams?”

“That's right.”

“WellÂ .Â .Â . it's a pleasure to have someone of your stature staying with us, sir.”

“Thank you. My key?”

“Yes, sir,” the man said, suddenly noticing that he was still holding the key. He handed it over. “Room six, gives you a nice view of Government Street, sir.”

“Thanks.”

“Is there anything else I can do for you?”

“Yes,” Clint said, “don't hit the street with the word that I'm staying here as soon as I go upstairs.”

“Um, well, no, sir,” the young man said, “I wouldn't, uh, do that.”

“Good,” Clint said, “because that wouldn't make me very happy.”

“No, sir,” the man said.

Clint smiled, then took the stairs to the second floor.

When he got to his room, he leaned the rifle against the wall in a corner and dropped his saddlebags on the bed. He walked to the window and looked out. The clerk was rightâ€”he had a good view of the street, both ways. At the moment it was alive with people, probably most of them returning home from work.

Clint needed a bath and a good suit of clothes. The places he was planning to visit would require a certain manner of dress. He should have told the clerk to draw him a bath. He'd have to go back down and do that. Maybe the young man could also assist him in getting a shave and a haircutÂ .Â .Â .

Â â€¢Â â€¢Â â€¢Â 

“Certainly, sir,” the clerk said when Clint reappeared at the lobby desk. “I can have the barber come in and take care of that for you before or after your bath.”

“Let's do it before, thanks.”

“Yes, sir.”

“How soon can he be here?”

“No time at all, sir,” the clerk said. “I'll have him come directly to your room.”

“Okay, thanks,” Clint said. “After all of that, I have to go out and find a good suit.”

“I can help you with that, as well, sir.”

“Oh? How so?”

“I can also have the tailor come to your room. He can take your measurements and have your suit ready for you by tomorrow.”

“That soon?”

“Oh, yes, sir,” the clerk said, especially after the tailor realizes you're a, uh, special guest.”

“Special guest?” Clint said. “Does that mean my room is cheaper?”

The clerk looked puzzled, then he laughed and said, “Oh, sir, that's a good one.”
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