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In the early spring of 1877, five people boarded a Star Line stagecoach in Santa Fe, New Mexico. The stagecoach was bound for Prescott, Arizona just over five hundred miles to the west. The trip was expected to take about four days that is barring any unforeseen obstacles or delays. The weather was near perfect, a clear azure blue sky, warm sunshine and a slight breeze prevailed in a westerly direction.

John Sawyer, the stagecoach driver, was a short, stout man with a balding head. He had been employed by the Star Lines for five years. His shotgun guard was Micah Hunt, a young fella formerly an army soldier from Fort Whipple near Prescott. The passengers on this journey were Reverend Paul Donnley and Sam Crenshaw, a dentist. The other passengers were Lydia Talbot, a rather attractive redhead recently hired to teach school in Prescott. Louise Hart and her daughter, Elsie Mae, two years old were coming home to rejoin her husband on their ranch outside Prescott after visiting her parents on their ranch in Santa Fe.

As the stagecoach rattled and swayed along, the passengers got better acquainted. The two women hit it off immediately. Lydia was drawn to the two-year old, she loved children, no matter what their age and hoped one day soon to marry and have children of her own. Louise was a mother for the first time herself. She coddled her child as could be expected. Sam and Paul had something in common, both about helping people. The dentist from a health standpoint and the Reverend Paul Donnley was in the business of saving souls, spiritually speaking.

After three long tedious days on the road, they were all beginning to get weary and anxious for the trip to draw to a close. Up to now it had been just an uneventful hot dusty trip, but that was about to change. The morning of the fourth and final day of their journey, things suddenly began to go from bad to worse.

As the stagecoach came out the other side of a pass with high rock walls, they suddenly came under attack. Four men on horseback that had been lying in wait, converged on the stagecoach. They started yelling and firing their guns into the air, then at the driver and guard atop the coach. The passengers inside were at the outlaw’s mercy, since neither the doctor nor the clergyman were armed.

The shotgun guard toppled from atop the coach. He had been wounded, a victim of their merciless onslaught. The driver tried to outrun the marauders, but his effort was short lived. He finally braked the coach to a stop. Coming over a distant ridge a stranger heard all the gunfire, he spurred his horse and raced to offer whatever assistance he possibly could. He could see the stagecoach had been forced to stop. He pulled his Winchester and began spewing hot lead at the would-be attackers.

They were caught completely off guard by the stranger suddenly appearing and shooting indiscriminately at them. One of the outlaw’s had climbed up onto the box to retrieve the strongbox. He fell headlong off the coach and plummeted to the ground. The stranger had managed to take him down. Now the remaining three outlaws turned their attention to him. Who in God’s name was he? Folks on board the stagecoach wondered too. Josh Taggert, they’d soon learn was their saving angel’s name. He could shoot, that was for dang sure. The outlaw’s circled the stage once, firing back at him as he bore down on them, his rifle blazing away. The outlaws finally called it quits and swiftly rode off headed back to safety beyond the pass.

The stranger on horseback took chase after them until he came upon where the stagecoach guard had fallen. He reined his horse to a halt, dismounted and checked the fallen man’s condition. The guard was wounded, but at least, he was still alive. He stuffed the man’s bandana into his shirt to slow the bleeding from his shoulder wound. Luckily, he was able to drape the man across his saddle and mount up behind him. He rode as swiftly as he dared, hoping not to add to the man’s injury. Up ahead he spotted the stagecoach in the distance getting back underway.

The driver looked back and saw the stranger riding up from behind waving his hat for him to stop the coach. After coming to a stop, the men passengers helped lay the wounded man down and Doc Crenshaw, a dentist by trade, tried to quell the bleeding in the wounded guard’s shoulder, as best he could. It wasn’t until he had finished that he and the others found out who exactly their avenging angel really was.

The driver questioned who the stranger was that had intervened on all their behalf. “Howdy stranger, I’m John Sawyer, the driver, and you’d be who?” 

“I’m Josh Taggert, Deputy U.S Marshal, Arizona Territory,” he said, pulling his vest back to reveal his badge pinned to his shirt. Then he extended his hand to the driver.

“Well, we’re all mighty beholden’ to you Deputy Marshal Taggert for coming along when you did. You saved all our necks that’s for dang sure.” 

The passengers nodded and thanked him as well.

“How’s the patient Doc?” 

“Oh, he’s doing okay I reckon, won’t be guarding any stagecoaches for a spell.” Micah Hunt looked up at the two men bleary eyed. “His laudanum is kicking in; he’ll probably sleep till we get to the way station?” Doc said. After introductions by everyone were out of the way, John, the driver, said, “we’re burning daylight, so let’s get him in the coach and be on our way.” Then the driver and Marshal Taggert lifted him into the coach. The two women had already switched places to the other side of the coach and were sitting side by side now.

“I’ll follow you close behind and keep my eye out for any more trouble.” 

“Do you expect there will be some?” the attractive redhead sitting next to the mother and baby asked, forcing a smile. 

“I don’t think so, not from those owl hoots anyhow,” the marshal told her. “But time will tell.” 

“What about the fella you shot?” the driver asked. 

“Not much we can do for him now. I’ll pile some rocks over him to keep the buzzards off him,” the marshal answered. With that said, the driver climbed back into the box and with a crack of his whip the stagecoach began to roll on.

Josh went back and dragged the dead outlaw’s body off the trail and covered him as best he could with what large rocks he could find. Overhead, the buzzards were already beginning to circle waiting their turn. Josh pulled his canteen off his saddle horn and took a big swallow, then he poured the rest of the water onto his hands and rubbed them briskly to remove as much grime as he could. He quickly mounted up and raced after the stagecoach which had a good lead on him now. He scanned the area around him as he rode, watching for any more signs of trouble.

He had ridden hard and fast for more than a mile, when he spotted the stagecoach just ahead of him. He reined his horse back to keep pace with the coach. What he had just encountered back there was exactly the reason he had come to the Prescott area. In recent months, there had been a, steady increase in bank and stagecoach robberies in the area. Not to mention, shootouts and killings in an area teeming with an abundance of saloons, gambling halls and brothels.

After a short time, the stagecoach pulled into the way station to get fresh horses and give the passengers on board some much needed food and respite. If all went well when they resumed travel, they should arrive in Prescott by late evening. 

Josh entered the way station and found the wounded man, Micah Hunt, awake and being fed some broth by the attractive redhead, Lydia Talbot. 

The young mother Louise Hart was tending to her child seeing that it was fed too. 

Doc Crenshaw and Reverend Donnley were busy eating. 

Josh took a seat next to them and was quickly served a plate of, beans, boiled beef and corn bread.

“So, Marshal, will you be staying in Prescott long?” Sam asked. 

“Can’t say for sure Sam, reckon that depends on the town council there and how soon they can appoint a new sheriff. The Sheriff, Simon Godfrey, was killed in a shootout in one of the saloons. Reckon I’ll be helping out until the mayor names a suitable candidate to fill his position?” 

“You suppose you’ll be finding out who tried to rob us?” 

Josh shrugged, “can’t say John, till I get there to handle priorities.” Josh looked over and noticed the school teacher had finished feeding broth to the wounded guard and was listening now to every word that he and John Sawyer had been saying.

When she saw Josh look in her direction, a slight blush glowed on her attractive face. After about an hour, John announced the coach was harnessed with fresh stock and it was time to resume their journey. A rather sleepy looking Micah was helped out to the coach by Doc and the reverend, as Josh devoured the last few bites off his plate. He got to his feet and hurried outside where he helped the mother and child aboard. Then gave his attention to Lydia Talbot. Her hand felt small and dainty in his, as he helped her aboard. She gave him a nice warm smile. 

“Well thank you sir,” she said politely. 

“You’re welcome, but please call me Josh,” he told her.

A crack of the whip sounded and the stagecoach lurched forward the horses were raring to go. Josh followed the coach on his horse keeping a safe distance. His thoughts wandered to the school teacher. He felt oddly attracted to her and wondered if she might be about his same age? The stagecoach rumbled on for the next few hours. John was really working the team hard, making up for lost time and trying to get into Prescott without any more delays. Micah, the guard, was needing to have that wound he’d sustained looked at proper, soon as they hit town.

The Arizona sun was finally giving some respite. The sky cast long shadows across the barren landscape. Nightfall couldn’t be far off. Josh had already been in the saddle a couple of hours when he came upon the plight of the stagecoach. He was used to long hours on horseback but still, it was beginning to wear a bit thin. He couldn’t wait for a hot supper and good night’s sleep in one of the hotels. He wondered about the folks in the stagecoach. In particular the new school teacher. Had she been awake all this time too, or had she gotten some sleep?

Dusk was beginning to fall. The stagecoach pushed on. It wasn’t long after, he saw a dim glow on the horizon. The lights of Prescott were illuminating the evening sky. It was about eight thirty pm, when the stagecoach pulled up and stopped in front of the Star Line stage depot. Josh reined his horse up to the hitch rail out front and quickly darted into the depot. The Star Line agent was a bit startled to see Josh enter. 

“Howdy, I’m Deputy U.S. Marshal Josh Taggert, we’ve got a wounded employee on your Santa Fe stage out front. We need a doctor,” he blurted.

The Star Line agent said “no problem, I’ll fetch Doc Shumley.” In an instant he was out the door. 

Josh went back out to the coach. The driver, John, was already helping the mother and child off the coach. Josh saw the teacher just behind her. He quickly offered his hand to help her down. Likewise, the two men passengers Sam and Paul had already exited out the door on the other side of the coach.

Josh turned in time to see the ticket agent coming, with the doctor in tow. “I’m Doc Shumley, where’s the injured?”

“He’s here inside the coach.” 

Just then Sam the dentist came around the coach and introduced himself to Doc Shumley as well. Then, the men saw to it that the wounded guard was gently taken off the stage. “My office is just up the boardwalk a few doors,” he said. The doctor and the dentist led Micah off to the doc’s office. He was a little shaky on his feet, but with their support, he managed to walk okay on his own.

Josh turned his attention to the school teacher. He saw her sitting inside the depot waiting calmy for her valise and a small carpet bag. John had the boot open and was removing them. Mother and child were also inside the depot, she was holding the sleeping child in her arms. 

Suddenly, a man appeared next to John at the boot. “I’m Richard Hart, my wife and daughter were onboard.” 

“Oh, yeah Mr. Hart, your wife and child are inside the depot. I have her two bags right here,” he said, handing one bag to him and setting the other down on the boardwalk. The husband looked momentarily at Josh. “This is Deputy U.S. Marshal Taggert,” John said. 

“Oh, was there some trouble?” 

“No, well some, I’m sure your wife will tell you all about it.”

In an instant Richard Hart had taken the two bags and disappeared into the depot. 

Josh looked at John. “It seems he’s rightfully anxious to see his wife and child,” he said. Then John and Josh walked into the depot. It was then, Josh saw the teacher still sitting there with her bags beside her. 

“Is someone meeting you here?” Josh asked.

“No, not until morning. I was told in Santa Fe I would have a room waiting for me at the Crescent Hotel, if one of you could kindly direct me there?” 

“Better than that, I’ll walk you there if you don’t object,” Josh said, with a smile on his handsome face. 

“I would appreciate that,” she told him.

Josh bid the stage driver a good night as he picked up the valise and carpet bag and led her out of the depot. “Oh, and John, I’ll be making a report of the holdup first thing tomorrow at the sheriff’s office, if you want to meet me there at say nine o’clock if that’s suitable for you.” 

“Yeah, I’m bedding down here in the depot tonight and will be driving the coach back to Santa Fe, soon as I can get another guard onboard. Hope to leave here by eleven o’clock tomorrow morning, if I can?”

“Okay, Sorry Miss for the slight interruption, but business first you know,” Josh chortled. 

She gave him a warm smile. “Please call me Lydia, Marshal Taggert.” 

“Yes, and forget marshal, I’m Josh Taggert to you,” he said, tipping his hat respectfully to her. “Now, let’s find that hotel,” he retorted. Josh knew where the hotel was, he’d stayed there before and would again now, especially since he knew she was going to be a guest there too.
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The Crescent Hotel was just a short jaunt down the boardwalk. On the way there, Josh asked her if she was hungry? “I know a nice little café close by,” he said. 

“No, I think not, I’m rather tired now.” 

“I understand. Perhaps you’d allow me to buy you breakfast then and from there I can help you find whoever it is you were going to be meeting?” Boyfriend or? he thought. 

“That would be kind of you, I need to get my bearings now that I’m here,” she said, with a smile.

When they entered the hotel, Lydia Talbot was rather taken aback, the place was very nice inside and above all clean. She went up to the desk and registered. 

“You will be in room eleven,” the desk clerk said, handing her a key. “Josh you’re just down the hall, room fourteen.” 

Josh followed Lydia up the staircase to her room. She unlocked the door and let him bring her valise and carpet bag inside. “Well, I guess I will bid you a good night and hope you get a good night’s sleep.” He was shocked when she gave him a gentle hug and thanked him for his kindness and help.

“I’ll call on you about seven o’clock,” he said, then he gave her a wave and left.

He had left his horse back at the stagecoach depot. He picked up his pace and briskly walked the couple blocks back to retrieve his horse. He noticed John must have taken the coach off to the livery for overnight. There the horses could be fed and watered as well. Again, his being familiar with Prescott, he knew right where the livery was and in a few short minutes he’d dropped his horse off. Casey the livery man lived above the livery, so he took care of Josh’s horse even at this late hour. A big clock out on the boardwalk was sounding eleven o’clock as he headed back to the hotel.

In his room, he pulled some items out of his saddle bags. Hung a shirt up, it was a bit wrinkled of course, but he’d have to make do and hoped Lydia Talbot wouldn’t be offended by his unkempt appearance? He filled the wash basin in his room, washed off a bit of trail dust, then crawled into bed. He went to sleep nearly as quickly as his head hit the pillow.

Despite how tired he’d been the night before; he awoke at the crack of dawn. He quickly washed, shaved and put on his clean wrinkled shirt and combed his hair. He was just pulling on his boots when he heard a light tap on his door. He opened the door and there stood Lydia Talbot in all her loveliness. Her lustrous red hair had been pinned up during the stagecoach journey from Santa Fe, but now it fell gracefully over her delicate shoulders. 

“Hope I’m not too early?” she asked. 

“No, your timing is perfect,” he said.

“Well, I do have a few things to accomplish today and I know you had told John, the driver, to meet you at the sheriff’s office, so thought we should get an early start.” 

Josh just smiled at her appreciatingly. He had known a few women, but this one really suited him. She was intelligent, soft spoken, articulate and above all pleasant on the eyes. He grabbed his hat, locked the door and they headed for the café.

Over breakfast in the Sawmill café, they got a little better acquainted, though time was of the essence getting an earlier start, thanks to Lydia, they had more time for conversation. He learned she had gone to a private school in Kansas City to earn her teaching credentials. When she came home, teaching jobs were few in Santa Fe, so she had looked elsewhere and had gotten a job offer in Prescott. “And so here I am,” she chortled. 

“Not much to tell you about myself,” he said. He told her his father had been a lawman in Missouri and got Josh into the business there. Josh told her both his parents were deceased now, but he didn’t elaborate when or how.

After they finished breakfast, Josh said, he guessed he should head over to the sheriff’s office and meet John. Lydia said, she had to find the school and meet the folks who’d hired her to teach. Josh told her, he wished he could take her himself, but it wasn’t possible just now. 

“Oh, don’t worry, I’m pretty resourceful and I’ll find everything okay. I have some shopping to do as well for clothes and other necessities and that would bore you to death, I’m sure?” she said

Josh being the gentleman he was, paid for her breakfast and gave her some general directions where he believed the Babcock School was located? “It’s not terribly far from the hotel, just a short walk.” 

She was grateful for that. “Perhaps we can get together tonight for supper, that is if you’re available?” She said.

“I’d like nothing better.” With that said, they parted company.

Josh had no trouble getting to the sheriff’s office, he’d been there a few times in the past on official business of course. When he got there, John Sawyer was outside smoking a cigarette. Then after shaking hands and greeting one another, they moseyed on inside. Deputy Sheriff Cliff Hadley sat behind the desk. He was probably early forties, Josh guessed, but he was very fit and his premature greying hair on his pate and mustache made him appear older than he was. He had serious penetrating eyes black as coal.

Josh filled out an incident report as the deputy called it, explaining the nature of the holdup. He also gave the sheriff’s deputy a verbal account of the event and of his shooting and killing one of the bandits. John put in a word of his own here and there of the incident. 

“Was there any means of identifying the deceased?” Deputy Hadley asked. 

“No, aside from just a vague description of the outlaw.” 

The deputy pulled some wanted posters out of the desk and the three men looked them over. Posters of seven men wanted for bank and or stagecoach holdups. Only one or two of the men fit the general description of the one Josh had killed.

After they finished their reporting. He told the deputy he was going to be in town to lend him a hand by filling in for the late Sheriff Godfrey until the town had designated a new sheriff. 

“Yeah Marshal, I’m hoping that will be me when the mayor and town council finally makes a decision,” Deputy Hadley said. Josh liked deputy Hadley right off, but wondered if the deputy would be capable of handling the sheriff’s position?

After their meeting with the deputy, Josh and the stagecoach driver walked back to the livery. The driver said he was anxious to get on his way taking any new passengers that were bound for Santa Fe. Josh asked, “if Star Line had found him a new shotgun guard?”

“Yeah, I reckon they have.” Earl, the Star Line agent, said, “the new guard is a fella name ah Elmer Clay, don’t know any more about him or where he hails from.”

Josh helped him harness up the stagecoach, then the two with Josh up in the box riding shotgun next to him for the next mile or so back over to the Star Line Depot. “Wish you was going to be my guard going back, what with all your fine shootin’ ability and all,” John chortled. 

“Nah, I’ve got bigger fish to fry. I’ll have my hands full here in Prescott,” Josh told him. 

“One of those fish might not be that pert little redheaded school teacher now, would it?” John teased. 

“I don’t think she’s a mind to be courted by a lawman,” he replied. John rolled his eyes and gave him a slap on the back. 

“Maybe so young fella,” he chimed.

In the depot, they were introduced to the new shotgun guard, Star Line employee Elmer Clay, he was a jovial chap who said, he’d had many occupations. Riverboat pilot on the Mississippi, Blacksmith, a miner and the list went on. 

Josh didn’t know if he believed the man or not, but he seemed honest enough. He wished them a safe journey. Not long after, the stagecoach with John and Elmer onboard rolled away from the depot with just three passengers. They departed just shy of their scheduled time of eleven o’clock.

Josh wondered if Lydia Talbot had found the Babcock School House? She was not only very attractive, but a caring and gentle soul. He was standing there on the boardwalk, contemplating his next move, when he was face to face with Micah Hunt, the prior wounded stagecoach guard. He’d come to the Star Line office to pick-up his pay for the last run from Santa Fe to Prescott. Micah learned that Elmer Clay was his replacement and he wouldn’t be working for the stage line any longer. Nice they took his job away just for being wounded.

Josh said, he was glad to see him up and about, “and what will you be doing now that the other job had been short lived?” 

Micah gave him a shrug, “can’t say for sure, I’m gonna have to find a job I can do while my shoulder is healing.” His left arm was still in the sling, Doc Shumley had put on him. “I don’t think one arm men are too much in demand, leastwise not as a stagecoach guard” he chortled. Josh liked the kid and his sense of humor.

“I was about to get myself a beer,” Josh lied. “What say we take a stroll down to the saloon. I’ll buy you one.” 

“Nah, thanks I don’t drink, but I appreciate your offer.” 

“Well, it’s about lunch time too, if that sounds any better?” 

Now the kid’s eyes lit up. “Well yeah, I need to take my laudanum tablet, it’d be better on a full stomach.” The two men ambled over to the café to eat.

With their bellies full, they left the café. Josh said, “reckon I’ll go have that beer now to wash down that tasty meal.” 

“Mind if I tag along?” Micah asked. 

“You said, you didn’t drink?” 

“Still don’t, but there’s some fine looking, women in the Nugget Saloon, if that’s where you were a mind to go?” With his arm in a sling and gunshot, Josh thought, but it wasn’t for him to judge. “Sure, if they have cold beer, sounds okay to me.”
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When they entered the saloon, the place was busy for early afternoon. They stood at the bar shoulder to shoulder with the likes of twenty other men it seemed. Josh ordered as Micah ogled all the doves fliting about from man to man trying to drum up some business. A short blonde, a little on the chunky side, but displaying her wares, proudly sidled up alongside Josh and grabbed him by his large biceps.

“Buy me a drink mister she purred,” in a sexy tone of voice. 

Josh was trying to ignore her. A young man standing on the other side of him and Micah was trying his best to get her attention too though. “Hey baby, over here,” the man drawled. Josh tried ignoring him as well. “You don’t need that old man or his crippled friend there.”

Now that got Micah’s attention. He turned to the man, “just who you calling a cripple,” Micah bellowed out at him. “I been gunshot, there’s a difference,” he said. 

“Well, you raise your voice to me again and you’re likely to get shot dead this time,” the man challenged. Then he took a step back away from the bar glaring at Micah. 

Josh was just about to tell him to ignore the man, he had obviously had too much liquor.

Josh saw the man go for the gun on his hip. But the next instant the man was staring-down the barrel of Micah’s .44 and the man hadn’t cleared leather yet. This kid is mighty dang fast on the draw, maybe even faster than me, Josh thought. 

The man backed further away from the bar and for a moment, Josh thought the man was going to try again? Instead, he turned and high-tailed it out of the saloon. 

Micah holstered his own gun then looked over at Josh. “Good call my friend, you had him dead to rights, but you didn’t fire, I commend you for your good judgment.” 

“It wasn’t that man’s day to die nor mine either I reckon,” Micah said.

“Let’s get out of here,” Josh said. He left half a glass of beer sitting on the bar and they walked out. As they strode down the boardwalk, Josh said, “you’re pretty dang fast with that gun. Lucky your wound is in the opposite arm, so you could still defend yourself.” 

Micah nodded. “Reckon so,” he replied. 

“You ever consider a job in law enforcement?” 

“Nah, reckon not, never shot anybody, don’t know if I even could.” 

“Well, you nearly had your chance back there,” Josh said.

As they neared the Crescent Hotel, Josh asked where he was staying? 

He said, “I’m staying at a boarding house not far from the Star Line Depot, cheap rent.” 

“Well, it’s possible the sheriff’s office might have a deputy job, if you’re interested, the pay would be descent I reckon.” 
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