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PROLOGUE
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Luke Harmon, an ex-lawman turned bounty hunter, rode into the small town of Sansabe, Arizona. It was a small farming and ranching community situated not far from the northern border of Mexico. It had been a stage stop early on, but now a lawless haven for outlaws, gunslingers and anybody wanting to evade the law.

It was just such a place for Luke Harmon to come to in search of a man wanted for murder. The wanted poster gave his name as Jim Dandy. A gambler by trade, but now cold-blooded killer was added to that repertoire. He had gunned down two fellow gamblers in a saloon in Tombstone, Arizona after they had accused him of cheating them in a poker game.

Luke’s search for Dandy would ultimately ensnare him in a horde of other problems that he had never expected to encounter and at the same time bring his past into play which involved some of the residents living in the small community, most notably the town drunk by the name of Gillian Rawls, and a special woman, whose name was Suzanna Barnes.
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Chapter 1
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On a hot, dry, dusty day in 1881, Luke Harmon rode into the border town of Sansabe, Arizona. The town with about four hundred inhabitants was located just north of the border with Mexico. It had its early beginning as a stage stop, but had since become a small farming and ranching community. It was also notably a lawless haven for outlaws and gunslingers, with many of its residents having migrated from the nearby wild town known as Tombstone, Arizona.

If anyone could go about unnoticed in a town such as this, it was Luke Harmon. He was every bit the embodiment of the town he had just entered. A man of few words, he could be one tough hombre. He was better known for his decisive and deadly actions. He was tall and lean with deep-set blue eyes and a square jaw. Still, at age thirty-two, he was ruggedly handsome. A mop of unruly, sandy blond hair was a perfect contrast to his ruggedly deep sun-tanned skin from so much time spent out in the hot Arizona sun. 

He was always on the alert and mindful of his surroundings, having acquired from his time spent as a lawman. He could be hard as nails up against the men he tracked down and brought in dead or alive when he turned them over to the law for justice, and in turn, collected the bounty on their heads.

The man he was currently searching for was last seen in Tombstone. Luke assumed he was probably headed for Mexico to hide out in an attempt to escape the law. The man’s name was Jim Dandy, a gambler by profession, but now killer could be added to his trade as well. It had been about a month or so back when he shot and killed two fellow gamblers in a shooting rampage at Big Nose Kate’s Saloon in Tombstone. 

It was the same old story. His victims accused him of dealing from the bottom of the deck and cheating them at poker. The poker players made the fatal mistake of calling him out on it. Now they were both taking up residence in the cemetery on Boot Hill. The Earp brothers, Virgil and Morgan, had tried to arrest him, but he’d gotten away from them somehow and then managed to hide out. That’s when Luke heard about him and stepped in to take up the search to find the man himself. For sure, Luke could use whatever bounty had been posted on this gambler and now killer.

As he looked over the wanted posters he held in his hand, the name Jim Dandy appeared on one of the posters, along with a brief description of the man. Male, age twenty-nine, six-foot-tall, brown hair and hazel eyes, distinguishing ugly scar down his left cheek. But it was the name that jumped out at Luke. Was Jim Dandy, indeed, his real name? 

The poster read, ‘Wanted Dead or Alive.’ That made little difference to Luke either way. He’d bring the man in. Seeing the thousand dollar bounty was all that mattered to him.

He tied his horse at the hitch rail in front of the Branding Iron Hotel, then walked inside. He saw a rather thin lady with her grey hair pulled back in a tight bun standing behind the registration desk of the hotel. He could see her name was Mildred on her name tag. She turned the register around and had him sign it, then she handed him a key to room nine. From appearances, she looked like a spinster and didn’t appear to be the friendly outgoing type either. But then again, in a town like this, who could be? He went up to his room and dropped his saddlebags and rifle off in the room.

He’d get a bite to eat at the local café, then go in search of this fella Jim Dandy. He walked over to the café. The sign above the door read ‘Good and Plenty’, so he hoped for the best. Once he was inside, he looked around, eyeballing the patrons in the establishment. Offhand, he didn’t see anyone matching Dandy’s description eating at this hour of the day. The occupants appeared to be mostly ranchers, cowpokes and a dirt farmers mixed in, and perhaps even an outlaw or two among them. It was typical in a small town like this. 

A couple fellas just walked in behind him. From the appearance of them, they looked like they might be prospectors. The area was known to be rich in silver, but cattle ranching was the mainstay for livelihood around here.

He chowed down on a good-sized steak and beans, cornbread and coffee. At least the café seemed to live up to its name. While he sat there drinking a second cup of coffee, three men and a rather attractive looking woman, perhaps close to his age, came in and sat down at a table not far from where he was sitting. Two of the men seemed to be in deep conversation about something or other. When the woman spoke, Luke could almost detect a little animosity and even fear in her otherwise pleasant-sounding voice.

He tried his best not to stare at her, but then, he couldn’t help but find her to be attractive and she was dressed attractively as well. He thought she might have even been an entertainer at one of the six saloons he’d counted on his way into town. Although, he doubted she was a saloon whore or a dove, as they were called. Once she even looked over his way and had given him a cursory smile. Luke liked her smile. 

The three men she was with were nothing out of the ordinary. One man was older and looked to be the fatherly type. The second man looked to be a businessman of sorts. And the third man could have passed for a gun hawk perhaps. He wore his gun slung low on his hip and tied down on his thigh.

Luke finished his meal and coffee, then paid his bill. Looking back at their table, he caught the woman eyeing him again, then he quickly left the café. He went back to the hotel, got his horse and took him over to the livery stable just behind the hotel. 

The liveryman was a Mexican and said his name was Delberto Aguilar. He assured Luke he’d take good care of his horse and see that it was fed and watered proper. Luke slipped him a gold piece, then he left the stable. He walked toward the first saloon called The Silver Spur. The image of that woman flashed fleetingly through his mind.

He entered The Silver Spur through the batwing doors. It was like all the rest of the saloons he’d been in; smoky, and loud with dim lighting. A throng of men stood up at the bar drinking beer and whiskey. A cacophony of loud music filled the air as a small stoop shouldered man pounded on the ivories. Poker tables were scattered about the room. A few players were sitting around some of the tables with their bottles of whiskey. 

As he observed the players at the tables, he was looking for a specific man known to be a card shark. He wondered if Jim Dandy might be one of the men seated at one of the tables. A couple of doves were sashaying around the floor plying their trade or looking for one of the gamblers to buy them a drink. But the gamblers only had one thing on their minds at the moment, poker.

Not seeing who he was looking for, Luke ambled up to the bar and ordered a beer. The barkeep set a beer in front of him before he’d even had a chance to speak the words. “How’s that for service?” he thought. The barkeep’s name was Rudy. Luke asked if he knew a man that went by the name of Jim Dandy. 

The barkeep cast him a wry smile upon hearing the name. “I got two or three tables filled with them. Take your pick,” he said. 

Luke had to laugh; the barkeep was right. He saw several men sitting around the tables, all decked out in fancy suits and ruffled shirts. One gentleman even sported a silk top hat. Their attire was just a little bit too fancy in a place like this.

He took a big gulp of beer. At least it was cold. 

“You’re new in town, I take it?” the barkeep mumbled. Luke nodded and took another pull on his mug of beer. “Are you a lawman, by chance?” the barkeep asked. 

“You got something against lawmen?” 

“No, no, but look around. You don’t look to be a cowpoke or a gambler.” 

Luke downed the last of his mug of beer, wiped foam from his upper lip on the back of his hand, then turned and walked out of the saloon, ending his short conversation with the barkeep.

He repeated his actions in the next two saloons he came to. One saloon was called Clancy’s. The other was so non-descript he couldn’t remember the name of it. In any case, he was pretty sure he wouldn’t find Dandy tonight. For all he knew, the man may have bypassed this rat hole town all together and already snuck his way over the border. Right now, Luke was too tired to look any longer. Tomorrow he’d make a concerted effort to look for the man. At the moment, a bed and a good night’s sleep seemed more important to him, so he headed back to the hotel.

He didn’t see anything of the grey-haired lady. It was probably too late for her to still be up. He headed for the staircase. Mid-way of lobby, he saw a fella older than dirt stagger down the stairs. Luke caught him, just as he was about to stumble and fall. 

“Whoa, take it easy, old fella,” he said, as they passed on the stairs. The man flashed him a grin and belched, then continued on down the stairs. “Hope I never get to be that old,” Luke thought. But then, for any man in his line of work it wasn’t so likely, he chuckled. 

Room nine was nothing to brag about, but it did at least look and smell clean. He wondered if the crotchety old desk clerk was responsible for the cleanliness of the room. He pulled off his boots, hung his gun belt on the bedpost and tumbled into bed. He was sawing logs as soon as his head hit the pillow. 

Sometime after that, it sounded like a herd of cattle were being driven down the hallway outside his door. He raised up on one elbow briefly, listened and then fell back to sleep. After that, he didn’t hear another thing until morning. 

It was then a streak of sunlight shone in his eyes. As tired as he was last night, he had completely forgotten to close the window shade. He yawned and stretched, then sat upright on the side of the bed. All in all, he’d had a pretty restful night’s sleep. Right about now, he was thinking about needing a cup of strong coffee. The three beers he had last night, had left him with a bit of a headache, since he wasn’t much of a drinker to begin with.

He pulled on his boots and splashed some water on his stubbled face, then headed for the Good and Plenty Café. As he passed by the registration desk on his way out, he still didn’t happen to see the desk clerk. Maybe it was still too early yet. 

The café was doing a brisk business that surprised him. He looked about for sign of the woman he’d seen at dinner last night. When the waitress appeared, he ordered the breakfast special, and coffee was what he needed most just now. When he finished eating and was about to leave, out of the corner of his eye he was surprised to see her enter the café. She was only with the older gentleman this time. They sat down just a few tables away.

He wished they had sat closer so he could have maybe eavesdropped on their conversation. She had long flaming red hair, green eyes and a fair complexion. She appeared to be dressed in the same outfit she had been wearing the night before. She was still mighty pleasing on the eyes. The old geezer with her was suited up the same as the day before, too. He could have been a businessman or her banker for all Luke knew.

Luke got up and passed by their table. He tipped his hat to her and she flashed him a nice smile. He paid his bill and left the café. Out on the boardwalk, he headed in the direction of another saloon, this one was called Lucky’s Casino. 

Inside the casino, the clientele looked much like what he’d seen in the previous saloons. It was still a bit early for him to be drinking beer, but out of courtesy, he bought a mug of beer anyway and carried it around the saloon. This place also had poker tables and gaming. 

As he approached one table of card player’s, he thought he might have hit pay dirt. A gentleman stood out, giving him pause. The man bore a slight resemblance to Jim Dandy. That is, until he stood up and grabbed his cane to walk over to the bar. He had a slight problem walking, so Luke ignored him and passed him by.

By now, he had been in four of the six saloons in town and was no closer to finding the man he was looking for on the wanted poster. Not to be discouraged, he continued on. 

The next stop was the Ace’s High Saloon. He was just about to enter, when the batwing doors flew open and a body came tumbling out onto the boardwalk. To his surprise, it was the old fella he had helped the night before coming down the staircase at the hotel. He could hear the uproarious laughter coming from the crowd of patrons inside, aimed at the man who had just been inside the saloon. 

“Hey this is getting to be a habit, old timer,” Luke said to the man. He chortled as he helped the man to his feet.

The man looked at Luke with a big grin spread across his red face. “Well, I reckon it is, young fellar,” he replied. 

“What’s the problem in there that landed you out here on the street?” 

“Aw shucks, they said I was mooching for beer and threw me out on my rear.” 

“Well, if it’s a beer you were after, I was just about to have one myself. Come on, I’ll buy us both a beer.” He grabbed the old man’s hat off the boardwalk and plunked it back on his head, then urged him forward through the doors.

Luke could see several sets eyes following them as they stepped up to the bar. “Barkeep!” Luke yelled out. “Two beers here for me and my friend. What’d you say your name was?” 

“Gillian Rawls, but you can call me Gilly,” the man stammered. 

“Okay, Gilly it is. Pleased to meet you.”

The barkeep set two mugs of beer on the bar, and just as Gilly reached for his, a man grabbed him from behind, nearly causing him to spill it. 

“Hey, didn’t I just throw you out of here a minute ago?” a deep voice blared. “Do I need to repeat myself?” 

“No, but you can throw me out if you think you can manhandle someone beside my friend here,” Luke challenged the man. 

That got the stranger’s attention as he looked the bounty hunter up and down. “Hell, I’ll throw ya both out of here,” he bellowed. The saloon suddenly got deathly quiet, not knowing what was about to go down.

The man jerked the big hog leg from his hip, but he was no match. He found himself starring down the barrel of Luke’s Colt .45. 

“You best think it over, friend. That is, if you don’t feel up to dying today,” Luke admonished him. 

That brought uproarious laughter from the other patrons in the saloon who were standing nearby. In an instant, the belligerent troublemaker hustled out through the batwing doors. Luke holstered his .45, then raised his mug of beer to the old man, who just stood there wide eyed, not believing how fast the younger man had gotten the drop on the mouthy stranger.

They stood drinking their beer in silence. Gilly told Luke his name was Gillian Rawls and that he was a retired shop owner from Tucson. “How ‘bout yerself?” he asked. “Are ya a lawman? I’m guessin’ because of the way you handle that shootin’ iron.” 

“I was a lawman some time back, up in Durango, but like yourself, I’m retired now.” 

“Yer a mite young to be retired, aren’t ya?” 

“Yeah, but like you, I’m still breathing.” 

Both men had a good laugh over that comment. Luke bought Gilly another beer, then said he had to be moseying on. “I’m looking for a friend here in town. Goes by the name Jim Dandy.” 

Gilly let out a snicker upon hearing the name.

Luke left the saloon and made his way up the boardwalk. He could see the last saloon down at the end of the street and he hoped he wouldn’t find the stranger with the big .44 drinking in there. 

With some hesitation, he entered the saloon. The place was a carbon copy of the Ace’s High Saloon he’d just left. The sign out front was riddled with bullet holes; that should have told him something about the place. It was called The Last Chance Saloon. If he were to find Jim Dandy inside this saloon, that would be exactly for him what the saloon’s name implied.

When he slowly entered the saloon, he had to give his eyes time to adjust to the dingy smoke-filled interior. It appeared to be busier than the other saloons he’d been in. If he were looking for gun hawks or trouble, this was likely the right place to find it, hence the bullet-riddled sign out front. The place was somewhat smaller, but far more bodies were inside. They were all still breathing, for now at least. 

He made his way up to the bar and ordered another beer. He hadn’t even taken his first sip when he heard an outburst at one of the poker tables. Three men were in a heated argument over a card cheat, no less. Luke turned around and stood at the bar, taking it all in, just waiting for the bullets to start flying.

He saw three doves quickly scurry away from the poker table. The air above the table was filled with cigar smoke and foul language. Out of one eye, he saw the barkeep lay a scatter gun on top of the bar. “Any time now,” he thought. He waited and watched, still nothing happened. 

Then he heard, “Jim, you best keep your hands on the table. There’ll be no killing in my place today, unless it’s me doin’ it,” the barkeep barked, in a loud menacing voice. With that said, a man with his back to Luke pushed his chair back and stood up, throwing his cards on the table, along with some cash he was holding in his left hand. Then, the man calmly turned and walked out of the saloon.

There was a flurry of activity at the table after that. Luke turned and looked at the barkeep, who had just withdrawn the scatter gun behind the bar. 

“You know who that was just walked out of here?” Luke asked. 

“Yeah, calls himself Jim Dandy, but I just call him trouble. It happens every time he plays poker in here. I swear, I shouldn’t let him come in here.” 

The barkeep was talking to himself now. Luke had already rushed out the door, leaving his beer sitting on the bar untouched as he raced outside to see which direction the fella called Jim Dandy had gone.
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Chapter 2
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Out on the boardwalk he quickly glanced around, looking up and down, left and right, but no sign of Dandy. The man had seemingly vanished into thin air. Luke scoured the immediate area, but to no avail. The gambler was nowhere to be seen. Once again the man had eluded Luke. “The gambler was a slippery devil,” Luke thought. 

If any good had come of it, knowing the man was still in town, was something. At least for the time being, he hadn’t fled to Mexico, as Luke had suspected. He decided to head over to the café. He’d likely have to continue his search in the other saloons again, but at the moment, the beer on his stomach reminded him he needed to get some lunch. His stomach was feeling a bit queasy.

Luke chowed down on a big plate of beef stew and coffee. He was a bit disappointed. Not with the meal, of course, it was pretty good. He was just disappointed at not seeing the pretty lady in the café. Oh, well, right now he had too much else to contend with to be thinking about the pretty lady. And to think, he had come darn close to being married awhile back in Durango, but in the end, the lady he was going to marry had opted for another man. She wasn’t keen on the idea of marrying a lawman, or widow maker, as she called it.

He left the café just as a gusty wind was kicking up, nearly toppling his Stetson. A dust storm was rolling through town. No surprise. It was a common occurrence in the summer in these parts. He pulled his bandana up to shield his face from the gust of the blowing dust. It gave him the look of an outlaw. No doubt, the town had its share of outlaws, too. He was sure of that, although they weren’t apt to be walking around like him with a mask pulled up over his face. 

That raised a couple of questions in his mind. He didn’t remember seeing a bank, or sheriff’s office, since he’d arrived in town. Was it possible there wasn’t a bank or any law in this town?

When he went into to the hotel, the stern little lady behind the registration desk gave him the evil eye as he reached up to pull his bandana down. He asked her politely if there was a bank in town. 

She cast him a look of suspicion. “Why do you ask? Are ya thinking of robbing one?” 

Luke had to chuckle at her comment. “I don’t suppose you have a sheriff’s office either?” he asked. 

Now she really gave him a suspicious look. “A bank we do have, but you’re safe, there’s no sheriff in this town.” 

He tipped his hat politely to her and headed for the staircase. He would need to go to the bank with a couple of large banknotes, but that could wait till later, he thought.

Back in his room, Luke washed up and shaved, then laid down on his bed to think about Jim Dandy. He awoke with a start; he hadn’t intended to drift off to sleep. Just then, he heard a commotion coming from out in the hallway. He jumped off the bed and opened the door a crack, just in time to see a man arguing with the little old desk clerk. The man was a rather large burley-looking character and she was blocking his exit from what must have been his room across the hall. She demanded that he pay up and now.

“She was a feisty old broad,” he thought. Being the little woman that she was, the man was arguing with her, but she was standing her ground and wasn’t taking no for an answer. Luke opened his door and stepped out into the hall. The man looked over and gave him a menacing sneer. “Is there a problem here ma’am?” Luke asked. 

“You might want to mind yer own business!” the man yelled out. 

“Ma’am?” Luke said. 

“He owes me money. He’s been here over a week now and hasn’t paid anything yet,” she said in an exasperated tone of voice. 

“Well, I reckon the lady is right. She’s running a hotel here, not a charity,” Luke reprimanded him.

The big man pushed his way past the desk clerk, nearly knocking her over. Luke grabbed the man by the scruff of his neck. The big man raised a balled-up fist to strike Luke, which was a big mistake on his part. Luke pushed him up against the wall, grabbing the man’s wrist with his balled-up fist and twisting it painfully behind his back.

Luke pressed his forearm into the man’s neck, smashing his face against the wall. That angered the man and he blurted out a mouthful of profanity at the bounty hunter and the desk clerk. 

“You better pay her now. Don’t make me break your arm,” Luke warned him. 

The man settled down, then said, “Let me settle up my bill.” Luke released his grip on the man at that point. The man dug into his pants pocket and came up with a handful of dough. He handed her the amount of money he owed her. 

“Now get out of my hotel,” she told him, in no uncertain terms. He wasn’t about to argue with her, so he nodded as he was leaving.

The man went in and grabbed his belongings out of his room and promptly headed for the stairs. Luke and the desk clerk watched him leave, she locked the room then turned to Luke. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I guess I might have misjudged you, mister. Thank you for your help. I don’t think he would have paid me otherwise.” Then she gave Luke a friendly smile. He returned the gesture. She turned and headed for the staircase and Luke went back into his room.

A little while later, when he came down the stairs, she was standing behind the registration desk with a smile on her face. “The bank’s at the end of the street, on the other side of Floyd’s general store,” she said. 

He thanked her for the information and went on his way. The bank and the sign over the door read Cattlemen’s Bank. It, too, had its share of bullet holes. Luke went inside. There was only one teller in the cage. A large vault was set into the back wall, and off to one side was a big mahogany desk. On one corner of the desk, sat a black silk top hat.

Behind the desk, sat a short little rotund man with white hair and bushy, muttonchop sideburns. Luke recognized the man. He was the same gentleman he’d seen in the café eating with the pretty lady, along with the other two men.

Luke stepped up to the cage and handed the teller one of his large bills to change into some gold pieces. The man sitting behind the mahogany desk never looked up, he was busy shuffling through some papers on his desk. Of course, Luke didn’t expect to see the pretty lady or the gun hawk in the bank. When the teller handed him the gold pieces, his business in the bank was finished. He thanked the man and walked out of the bank.

His next stop was the Last Chance Saloon. That was where he’d just missed Dandy the day before. 

The barkeep said, in a chipper voice, “What’s your pleasure?” Luke ordered a beer, then turned and looked around the barroom. “If yer looking for Jim Dandy, he’s not here,” the barkeep said, setting a mug of beer on the bar in front of the bounty hunter. 

“Have you seen him, today?” 

The barkeep shook his head no. “I don’t know if he’ll show up. But I got my scatter gun right back here if he does come in making any more trouble.”

Luke believed the barkeep. Just as he was about to bring the beer up to his mouth, a pert little blonde with big blue eyes sidled up beside him. “Are you lonely, mister?” she purred. 

Luke had to chuckle at her. “No, ma’am. I got me the toughest barkeep in town right here. That’s all I need for company.” 

She sighed and batted her baby blue eyes at him, and said, “Well, if you decide you need some company, I’m your girl.” 

Luke gave her a wink as she sashayed away.

He sipped on his mug of beer, keeping a look out to see if Dandy might show up. The next thing he noticed the pert little blonde was climbing the staircase with a tall rail-thin cowboy on her arm. He guessed now he wouldn’t be bothered by her; she had found someone to take her up on her offer. 

He looked over and saw a table where only three men sat quietly playing poker. They were all drinking beer from what he could tell. He had the barkeep bring him three mugs, which he carried over to their table. 

“Howdy fellas,” he said. “I don’t want to interrupt your game, but I’m looking for some information. Thought you might be able to help me.”

The players paused and looked up at him. 

“I was looking for a friend, actually a poker player like yourselves.” 

“What’s his name?” one of them asked. 

“His name’s Jim Dandy.” Luke thought he detected a snicker coming from one or all of the fellas. 

“Yeah, we’ve played poker with him a time or two, when he’s not stacking the deck, that is,” one of them hissed. 

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Luke chortled. 

“There’s a small boardinghouse just up the street, not far from the Emporium. It’s called Lizzie’s. He told us he stays there.” 

“Is he in some kind of trouble?” another man at the table asked. 

“If you mean am I the law, the answer would be no.” With that said, Luke turned and walked out of the Last Chance Saloon.

He hustled down the boardwalk with new vigor in his stride. Hopefully, he was going to finally find his man. He hoped it wouldn’t turn into gunplay, but that would be up to Dandy. He stopped as he reached the Emporium. It looked to be a specialty shop, more or less suited for the ladies, from what he could tell as he took a quick glance in the window. It had a lot of fancy, frilly things, from what he could surmise. Anything a woman might desire. “A strange location for such a store in this town,” he thought.

He was about to pass on by and head around the back of the building when the front door of the Emporium opened and there, standing in front of him, was the pretty lady he had seen in the café. If ever a man’s thoughts could be derailed, at that moment, his were. Up to this moment, he was focused on meeting up with Jim Dandy and now here she was, beaming a big smile at him. Of course, he couldn’t help but reciprocate. 

“Well, hello,” she said, with a sweet-sounding voice. “How nice to see you again.” 

He was speechless, at a complete loss for words. 

“Were you going shopping for a lady friend perhaps?” she asked. 

“No, not exactly,” he said, his throat suddenly feeling dry as kindling. They both just stood there looking at one another for what seemed like the longest time. “I was just passing by,” he finally managed to say. 

“Well, then allow me. I’m Suzanna Barnes,” she said as she extended her hand. 

“I’m Luke Harmon,” he said in return. 

“I’m pleased to meet you, Luke Harmon.” Her big green eyes sparkled when she spoke.

“Can I buy you a cup of coffee, if you’re not in a big rush?” he said. “I wouldn’t want to delay a lady.” 

“Why, yes, I’d like that very much,” she replied, with a lovely smile on her ruby lips. 

He noticed the scent of her perfume. It was pleasing to the senses, too. 

They walked across the street together. In no time, they were at the Good and Plenty Café. They walked over to a table near the back of the dining room. Luke pulled out the chair for her to sit down. When they were seated, he asked if she would like something to eat. 

“Oh, no,” she said. “Coffee is just fine. A girl needs to watch her figure, you know.” 

“Yes, and so was I,” he thought. He looked intently at her, and as if she could almost read his thoughts, she blushed.

“Do you live in town?” he asked. 

“Oh, heavens no. My father and I run the Tumbleweed Ranch, just south of town,” she smiled. 

“The three men I saw you with in here the other day, was one of them your father?” 

“Yes. The older gentleman was Mr. Perkins from the Cattleman’s Bank. The other man is my father and the younger man is Sid Larkins, our ranch foreman.” 

“Yeah, right. He looked like a gun slinger,” Luke thought

“What about yourself, Luke?” 

“I’m an ex-lawman from Durango, Colorado.” He decided not to tell her anything more. 

“And what’s a handsome lawman, who is retired, doing in this town?”

Now it was Luke’s turn to blush. “Actually, I was on my way down to Hermosillo, Mexico to visit with an old lawman friend,” he lied. 

Looking directly him, she said nothing. She just sat there watching him. “Well, before you move on, I hope you’ll ride out and see our ranch and meet my father,” she said. 

Luke nodded, “I’d like nothing better,” he said. At least he was telling the truth.

“Well, I really must be getting back to the ranch,” she told him. “It was really nice meeting you and I hope you take me up on my offer to come visit us soon.” 

“I’ll do that,” he promised her. 

They walked out of the café and he followed her to her buggy, helping her climb aboard. She leaned down and gave him a little peck on the cheek. “Hope to see you soon,” she said again, then slowly rode off in a southernly direction out of town. 

Luke was on cloud nine just. He hadn’t been close to a woman since his breakup with his bride-to-be in Durango. He could understand his attraction to this woman. In his eyes, she was beautiful. And being so close to her, she smelled heavenly, too. It nearly took his breath away.

He watched her leave town until she’d driven her buggy completely out of sight. Then, he turned around and headed back toward Lizzie’s Boardinghouse. 

The boardinghouse wasn’t as he had expected. Three women were sitting on the porch, talking and giggling. Two of the women were quite young, the third appeared to be older and looked to be twice the other two women’s age. “Strange,” he thought. He approached them on the porch, being ever so vigilant of his surroundings, all the while keeping an eye out for Jim Dandy. 

“Hi ladies,” he said, turning his attention directly at the older of the three. “Do you have any rooms for rent?” he asked. 

“We sure do. By the hour or longer, depending on your stamina,” one of the younger women giggled loudly.

Luke was a little puzzled with what he heard at first, then suddenly it came to him. This was no ordinary boardinghouse. It was more than likely a brothel. 

The older one chimed, “Take your pick. We got these two young ladies here and more inside, if you prefer.” Then, she hefted her rather large bosom and said, “I can be yours, too, if you ask in a nice way, that is.” 

“Sorry ladies, actually, I was looking for a friend. He told me he lived here.”

The three women looked at one another with disappointment on their faces. “And who might your friend be, if I may be so bold?” the older lady asked. 

“He goes by the name of Jim Dandy.” 

There it was, that little telltale snicker that emanated from their painted-up lips. It seemed whenever that name was mentioned, everyone had to snicker.

“And what did you say your name was?” the older one asked. 

“Gilly, my name’s Gilly,” Luke uttered. “That’s all they needed to know,” he thought. 

“Jim told me he was taking the stage to Camp Huachuca on business, but he’ll be back in a couple of days.” 

“You’re sure he’s coming back?” he asked. 

“Oh, sure. He always does. He lives here permanently, and all his clothes are still here, too. He’s away at some kind of gambling shindig,” the lady said, rather matter-of-factly.

“Well, thank you ladies. I’ll stop back and see him when he returns.” He gave them a subtle wave and slowly walked away. He just hoped they were telling the truth. He was a little disappointed just now, not finding Dandy. But at least it hadn’t been a total loss, running into someone much more to his liking earlier. Miss Susanna Barnes, who lived out at the Tumbleweed Ranch. Thinking about her brought a little added vigor back in his stride.
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Chapter 3
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Luke went over to the barbershop for a nice hot bath and shave. He told the barber he wanted to look his best for when he rode out to the Tumbleweed Ranch tomorrow to visit Suzanna Barnes. The barber’s name was Ralph. He was a rather likeable fella and certainly wasn’t at a loss for something to say. He told Luke the town had sprung up from a mere stage stop about ten years ago. The folks then, like now, were mostly ranchers, with a few farmers sprinkled in, but they all got along just fine. At the time, they didn’t see an immediate need for a lawman, until a few bad elements began moving in and by then it was a little too late. “Yup, it was a right nice quiet little town back then,” he chuckled.

When Luke finally got a word in, he asked the barber what he knew about the Tumbleweed Ranch. 

The barber scratched his thinning pate. “Well, I can tell you that Sam gets his hair cut about every six weeks, and his daughter comes into town with him now and then. She’s a wonderful young lady; they both are.” 

“Anything else, you can tell me?” 

More head scratching, then Ralph said, “Sam’s wife, Anna, died several years back and his daughter runs the household and pretty much the ranch as well. Sam isn’t as active as he once was.” 

“What about their foreman, Sid something?” Luke asked. 
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