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Buck Langley was a rather imposing man at six two, brawny with broad-shoulders, a mop of unruly blond hair and piercing blue eyes. He lived and worked on a farm outside Benton, Missouri. At twenty-eight years of age he acquired a wanderlust for living in the west. On a warm day in early spring he saddled his big sorrel gelding named Ranger and headed due west. During his arduous journey he found work at a number of odd jobs, cowhand, storekeeper, farm laborer, he even did a short stint as a deputy sheriff in Colorado territory. Whatever work he could find along the way to keep food in his belly and Ranger’s.

His journey west proved to be both long and tiring. Three years later he was in Nevada territory not far from a cattle town called Stanton. The town was just a few miles south of Winnemucca, Nevada. He hoped the town or one of the outlying ranches might provide him with some work, he was beginning to run short on funds.

Stanton was surrounded by cattle ranches with a smattering of farms as well. It was founded about five years earlier by Horace Stanton a wealthy businessman. He was a short stocky man, in his late fifties with a wisp of thinning grey hair. Much of his wealth, had been acquired a good ten years or so earlier. Some, but not all had come from mining silver near the Comstock Lode in Virginia City.

Buck rode along at a leisurely pace, his goal was to reach Stanton before sundown. Suddenly out of nowhere he heard the sound of gun fire off in the distance. The shooting sounded to be relatively close, perhaps just over the next hill? Spurring Ranger he headed in the direction of the gunfire. He quickly topped a ridge to have a better look at where and what the shooting was all about?

In the distance he could see a farmhouse and a small barn surrounded by freshly plowed ground. But it was the house that caught his attention. Whoever was in the house was under attack from several men on horseback, four in all Buck counted. They were circling the house and wildly slinging hot lead in that direction. He didn’t know how many might be inside the house, but they were doing their best to return fire, trying to fend off the aggressors whoever they were.

Finally, he’d seen enough; time to lend a hand to whoever was in the house and even up the odds. He spurred Ranger and rode hell bent down off the ridge toward the farmhouse. When he was between the house and shooters he pulled his rifle from his scabbard and fired several rounds in their direction. He continued to do so until he reached the house. The four men on horseback seeing the stranger firing back at them turned tail and rode swiftly up over the crest of the hill and were soon out of sight.

The occupants in the house must have seen the stranger coming to their aid shooting at the attackers. They withdrew their fire allowing Buck time to safely reach the house. He reined Ranger to a halt in front of the house and leapt from the saddle. The front door opened just wide enough for Buck to see a man holding a rifle and peering out at him.

The man cautiously stepped onto the porch, his rifle at the ready. He was older and smaller than Buck in stature. Buck noticed the man had a slight limp as he walked out to the edge of the porch. “Howdy mister,” he piped in a friendly tone of voice. 

“Who might you be?” the man asked. 

“Name’s Buck Langley, I mean you no ill will. You looked to be a bit outnumbered. It appears you had more than your share of trouble when I rode over the ridge. I figured I might throw a little lead back their way to even things up bit. I think I might have winged one of them fellas too, not entirely sure though?”

“We’re mighty beholding to you for coming to our aid. The Lord blessed us, you coming along when you did. I’m Sven Nilsson, I own this place, my wife and daughter are hunkered down inside. We’d be pleased if you would come in and have some coffee or a bite to eat with us. I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.” 

Buck came forward and shook Sven’s outstretched hand. They went into the house without saying another word. The man seemed to relax a bit now with his rifle down at his side.

He introduced Buck to his wife Ebba. Buck guessed her to be about the man’s age. Then he introduced Buck to his daughter, a rather attractive young woman. “Her name is Astrid,” Sven said, proudly. She looked to be in her twenties? She had long corn silk blonde hair like her mother. The two women timidly shook Buck’s hand with a look of trepidation on their faces. 

Buck glanced about the room, but saw no one else inside. “Is it just the three of you?” he asked. 

Sven nodded.

Buck repeated his name for the two ladies. It put a smile on Astrid’s face and a sparkle in her big blue eyes. “Could we interest you in a cup of coffee, Mr. Langley? I have a fresh baked rhubarb pie, I took out of the oven just before all the commotion ensued,” Ebba said. Sven hung his rifle in a rack over the fireplace. The two men sat down at the kitchen table and Ebba served them coffee while Astrid sliced some pie for them.

Buck watched Astrid move about thinking what a beautiful young woman she was. She stood about five feet tall, had a slender body and long graceful fingers. He watched her dish up the pie, all the while giving him a warm smile. He thanked her as she set the pie in front of him. 

In a deep baritone voice Sven said, “Mr. Langley, we’re mighty grateful you showing up when you did. I was feeling a bit overwhelmed with those hooligans shooting and riding rampant over our property. I feared for my wife and daughter’s safety.” 

“Please call me Buck. I don’t feel I was much help, but maybe just having another gun aimed their way was enough to drive‘em off?” 

“And your pretty dang good with that rifle too,” Sven chuckled.

“It was by the grace of the good Lord you came along when you did. Where are you bound for?” Sven asked. 

“I was headed for the town of Stanton.” 

“Well, you’re not far, we’re about four miles south of town, as the crow flies. Do you have family or business in town?” he asked. 

“No, but thought I might find some work there?” 

Sven shook his head. “I’m not sure what that might be? I guess you’ll figure that out once you get there.” 

Buck nodded. “Reckon I will,” he replied.

“Those men, do you know who they are? Have they bothered you before now?” 

“I can’t say as I know any of them, but they have been here a couple other times. I think they’re trying to intimidate us. They’re getting a little more persistent in their actions as of late. They wanna drive us off our farm. I don’t know why, but it’s the best way I can describe it, Mr. Langley, or Buck.” Sven fell silent as his wife poured more coffee for them. 

“More pie?” Ebba asked. 

“No, but it was delicious and thank you,” Buck said. “Who do you think is behind this attack on you folks?” Buck asked. 

“More than likely it’s Horace Stanton, he owns most of the businesses in town and has bought up most of the surrounding properties as well. He’s an unscrupulous man that’s what he is.” Sven’s eyes began to tear up, his voice sounding a little raspy when he mentioned the name. He blew his nose and wiped his eyes.

“Nearly six years ago, we came out here in a wagon train with others like us from Lawrence, Kansas. All we wanted was to farm and raise our families and worship God in peace. The others who came out here with us were tired of the draught and financial hardships we all faced in Kansas. It was becoming more and more difficult trying to survive under the extreme conditions there.” The man was struggling to get the words out. “We made a decision to move west and make a new start. This valley seemed a promising change in the beginning with fertile ground to grow our crops, wheat, barley, potatoes and the like,” he continued.

“As more and more folks began to settle in the area, the cattlemen regarded us a threat to their livelihood. They told us in no uncertain terms this was cattle country and called us sodbusters and much worse. Before long they were trying to force us out. Little by little they’ve done just that,” he said with a snort. I blame old man Stanton for most of it, him and his band of hired thugs he calls wranglers, have caused us, nothing but trouble.”

Buck felt bad for the predicament Sven and his family were in listening to all Sven had to say. “What does the sheriff in Stanton have to say about your predicament?” 

“I hate to say it, but Stanton owns the sheriff too. He’s just another one on old man Stanton’s payroll,” Sven said sadly. 

Buck shook his head, sad situation, he thought. 

Sven said something that put the icing on the cake. “It was maybe a couple weeks back when one of Stanton’s men tried to cozy up to my daughter. He caught her alone while she was gathering eggs out in the hen house. He tore her dress and roughed her up a bit. I heard her scream and rushed out just in time to run him off with my shotgun.”

Hearing all Sven had to say made the hair on the back of Buck’s neck stand up. Just the idea of someone trying to force their bad intentions on Sven’s daughter didn’t set well with him. He had to help this family out with their dilemma, he wasn’t sure, just how? Astrid looked over at him giving him a pleasant smile. It was as though; she had read his mind?

Buck didn’t want to wear out his welcome, so he got to his feet and told Sven he should probably get moving if he was going to get to town before sundown. Sven extended his hand once again and the two men shook hands, their friendship now established. Buck thanked Mrs. Nilsson and Astrid for their hospitality and the pie and coffee. As Buck headed to the door Sven said he hoped to see Buck again soon. 

“I’ll be back,” he assured them. He detected a little smile come across Astrid’s lovely face.

It was already late afternoon when he rode into the town of Stanton. His first stop, the Stanton Hotel to get a room. A thin balding desk clerk eyed him warily as he signed the register using his own name. Leonard was the name of the desk clerk. He handed Buck a key to room seven and told him it would be the first room on his right at the top of the stairs. Buck nodded and headed for the stairs.

The room smelled a bit musty from stale cigarette smoke, but otherwise appeared to be neat and clean. The bed looked comfortable enough. The bedspread was a colorful patchwork quilt. He stowed his saddlebags in a cabinet standing against one wall. Another wall had a four-drawer chest. A pitcher of water sat on top with a bowl for washing and shaving. The night table with an oil lamp stood alongside the bed and a straight-back chair were the rooms furnishings.

Pouring some water into the basin, he washed his face and smoothed down his unruly mop of hair. He was getting hungry and decided to check out the café and get some supper he’d seen riding into town. The desk clerk gave him a fleeting look when he came back downstairs. He approached the desk and asked for directions to the livery. “You can’t miss it, it’s just behind the hotel,” the desk clerk chortled pointing in the direction of the livery.

Buck took his horse to the livery to arrange for his boarding. No surprise, it was called the Stanton Livery. After getting Ranger settled in Buck walked over to the café. He couldn’t help but notice most of the buildings along the main street were all named Stanton, Sven was right, Stanton did own just about everything in town. In the café he was approached by a bouncy redheaded waitress. She was holding a coffee pot in one hand and a menu in the other. He sat down and ordered the daily special as she poured coffee into his cup. She returned a couple more times offering him a refill batting her big green eyes at him seductively.

He finished eating and went outside. The sky was slowly fading into dusk. He decided to walk around the town a bit and get familiar with the businesses lining the street. Stanton was a typical small town. It had a newspaper office, general store, barbershop, bath house, sheriff’s office and jail. He looked at the bank, no surprise, it was the Stanton Bank. The street was quiet except for a few folks milling about as he passed by them on the boardwalk. He heard loud music coming from at least a couple saloons down at the end of the street. The first saloon he came to was the Lively Saloon living up to its namesake. He went inside to have a look around and decided to wash his supper down with a cold beer.

The place was lively, a cloud of smoke filling the air. Music was coming from a man at the piano banging out a tune on the ivories while a couple of scantily clad ladies sashayed amid the drinking crowd peddling their wares. One gal reminded him a little of Astrid. She too had blond hair, but not near as attractive as Astrid Nilsson. He sauntered up to the long mahogany bar. 

“Howdy,” a pudgy balding barkeep drawled. “Are you new in town, don’t recall seeing you in here before?” 

“New,” is all Buck said as he ordered a beer. Two rather tough looking cowpokes standing to his right gave him the once over, but said nothing and went back to smoking and drinking the beers in front on them.

Buck glanced around the barroom, then downed his beer. The barkeep asked if he wanted another, but he just waved him off. One beer was all he came in for, it did taste mighty good though. 

Just then a petite little blonde, sidled up next to him. “Buy me a drink mister?” she asked, in a sexy voice. 

“I’m sorry I was just on my why out,” he said as he turned and walked out of the saloon. Across the street were two more saloons. He’d save them for another day. He was getting tired; it was time to call it a night. The Hoot Owl and Bottoms Up, saloons would still be there tomorrow. He was a bit surprised, these two saloons had different names, was it possible Stanton didn’t quite own everything in town?

When he entered the hotel, all was quiet in the lobby. The desk clerk must have already turned in for the night? Buck headed up the stairs to his room. He hung his gun belt on the bedpost, pulled off his boots and stretched out on the nice patchwork quilt. For a few moments he thought about the Nilsson family. They were nice folks and he wanted to help them if that was possible? Not to mention he was rather drawn to their daughter Astrid. She looked like a real fine young woman and easy on the eyes. Pleasant thoughts of her were still swirling in his head as he drifted off to sleep.

It was just shy of daybreak when he was awakened by the sound of loud voices outside in the hallway. He pulled his bulky frame out of bed and stumbled to the door opening it just a crack to peek out. Three men were engaged in a heated argument in the hallway spewing obscenities at one another along with pushing and shoving. 

“Hey can we hold the noise down, fellas,” he said in a low tone of voice. “I’m trying to grab a little more sleep here.” 

The men cast him a disparaging look. One fella stepped forward, a rather imposing hulk of a man. He said in no uncertain terms, “go back to bed and mind your own business.”

Buck wasn’t looking for trouble this early in the morning, he just wanted to get a little more shut eye. The hulk had other ideas wanting to impress his two cohorts, showing he was a tough guy? He threw his bulky frame against Buck’s door to force it open. That was a big mistake. Buck countered his move jerking the door wide open taking the big fella off balance and sending him headlong onto his knees into the room. Buck kicked him in the ribs and dragged him out into the hallway. The two cohorts just stood there slack jawed without offering any assistance to their friend.

The hulk struggled to his feet making a grab for Buck’s outstretched arm. Buck gave him two swift punches to the side of his head causing him to nearly fall, then Buck slammed him against the opposite wall followed by two more blows to the hulk’s mid-section. The man hunched forward and Buck gave him another blow to the side of his head sending the man tumbling to the hallway floor. Buck was ready, but the man threw his hands up in mock surrender he’d had enough. His two cohorts grabbed him under his arms and steered him toward the stairs and out of the hotel.

Buck closed his door and crawled back into bed. He tried in vain for the next half hour or so to get back to sleep, but he was to keyed up to sleep. He got out of bed and put his clothes on, then washed his hands and face. Who were those trouble makers, he wondered? It was the hulk who decided to throw his weight around to impress his two pals. His pals assumed the hulk could easily handle what he’d started given he was nearly twice the size of either of them.

It was time to get breakfast, he hoped he wouldn’t run into those three fellas again, but he’d be on the lookout. Chances are he might never see them again even so he’d not forget their faces. He walked over to the café; it wasn’t busy this early in the morning. He looked around the café, but the bouncy little redhead wasn’t there, instead it was a crotchety older waitress with short grey hair. She had a less than pleasant disposition, must have gotten up on the wrong side of the bed. What’s with the people in this town? He was starting off two for two, already this morning, he chuckled.

He had a touch of indigestion when he left the café despite the good breakfast. The general store had just opened and the proprietor was busy moving some items for sale out onto the boardwalk. The gentleman, smiled, when Buck approached him. “Good morning,” he chimed flashing a friendly smile at Buck. “Otto Cline’s the name, can I help you find anything.” 

“Guess there are some friendly folks in town after all,” Buck responded. The proprieto, gave him a puzzled look.

“I’m Buck Langley, just got into town last night. I’m hoping to find some work around here,” he said emphatically. 

“Things have been a bit slow; I can’t use anyone just now, maybe you should see Horace; he owns most of the businesses here in town, he might have something you’d be suited for?” Otto said eyeing the gun slung low on Buck’s hip tied down like a gunslinger. 

“Thanks, I appreciate the information. Where might I find this Horace? I’m assuming his last name must be Stanton? I’ve seen his name painted on nearly all the store fronts,” Buck chortled. 

The proprietor nodded with a wary smile on his face. “More than likely he’s at his ranch this early in the day. You can’t miss it, just a couple miles south of town. He lives in a big two-story white house, sits just off the main road a piece.” 

Buck extended his hand to the store owner. “I appreciate the information Mister Cline.” 

“Oh, please call me Otto,” the man said returning the handshake, noticing Buck’s bruised knuckles. “I got a good salve inside might soothe that hand a bit,” he said. 

“I scrapped my knuckles on a stall over at the livery, unsaddling my horse last evening.” 

Otto went inside the store and returned with a small jar of salve and handed it to Buck. “Here,” he said. “You might want to try this with my compliments.”

Buck thanked Otto for his generosity. “I will,” he assured him. He gave Otto a friendly salute, then headed back up the boardwalk. I reckon I was wrong about the town, there are some friendly people here after all, he thought. He opened the jar and rubbed some of the salve on his knuckles. It did seem to sooth the soreness right away. He wondered if Otto had believed him about his injury?

Then he headed to the livery and saddled his horse, climbed into the leather and followed the main road out of town. By his calculation it seemed to be a bit further than two miles, but no matter, in no time at all, he saw the two-story white house, looming in the distance. As he entered the property through the main gate he spied two fellas on horseback making their way down toward him out of a copes-of trees off to his left. Within a matter of minutes they were reining up next to him. Neither man had a welcoming demeanor.

“Howdy there,” Buck called out to the two men in a friendly tone of voice. 

“Who are ya, and what’s your business here mister?” one of the fellas asked him. He was a rather large man, holding a Winchester rifle in his right hand. He straddled his mount wearing a pair of worn chaps and a high crown Stetson. 

“My names Buck Langley, Otto Cline from the general store told me I might find work out here and that I should see a Mister Stanton. I told him I was looking for work. Would either of you be him?” Both men looked at one another and guffawed. “Well, I reckon not,” Buck said. He continued to move forward, the other man up until now had remained silent prodded his horse and moved out in front blocking Buck.

“Since neither of you are Mister Stanton I just need to go to that big house and speak to the man himself.” 

The big man spoke out, “no one sees the boss without going through me.” 

“Fair enough then. With or through you, I guess we’ve already established that, so what’ll it be fellas. It’s your call.” 

Both men looked at one another a little astonished. Was this man serious, hadn’t he heard their warning?

“I’m not here to start a ruckus. I came out here looking to see Mister Stanton about a job, that’s all.” 

Both men threw their head back and guffawed aloud. “Ruckus he calls it,” the big man said. 

“Okay, a fight if that’s what you’d rather call it,” Buck said. He was getting a little irritated with the two men. “Neither one of you, look like the two bad asses I had to teach some manners to in the hotel this morning,” he said holding up his bruised knuckles for them to see. Buck stretched the truth a bit he knew these men wouldn’t be the wiser.

“I’m Ben Gurly, Stanton’s ranch foreman, this here is Tyler Betts,” he said. “I reckon we all got off on the wrong foot here.” 

“Seems the two of you did?” Buck said, the comment going over both their heads? 

“Come on, I’ll take you to see the boss.” The three men rode up to the main house. The foreman went on ahead into the house. A moment later he returned, saying, “the boss will see you in his study,” he motioned for Buck to follow him. The other fella Tyler, circled his mount around and rode back out toward the main gate.

Gurly and Buck walked into the study, Horace Stanton was sitting behind his deck smoking a cigar. Ben introduced Buck to him. Stanton was short and stocky, his face deeply tanned with hard leathery features and greying hair. Buck guessed him to be in his fifties? He offered Buck a drink which he declined. “Ben tells me you’re looking for work,” Stanton said in a gruff voice. “Where do you hail from and what brings you to my little town?” 

“I’m from over Elko way,” Buck replied without elaborating on when or how long he’d been there. “I’m running a bit short on funds and hope to head on down to Reno or Carson City eventually?” 

Stanton listened to him talk, but didn’t press for any additional information. “Young fella you strike me as being a gun hawk. A man your size with a six-gun tied down, can you handle ranch work?” 

“Yes sir, I’m good working cattle, mending fences, whatever the job calls for,” Buck assured him. 

“Does that mean a good fighter too if need be. Judging from those hands of yours, reckon, I already know the answer to that question,” he chortled. 

“Yes, sir, that too,” Buck responded.

“Reckon we can use an extra hand around the place just now, one of my fellas got into a little scrape a couple days back and took a bullet from some stranger interfering. Nothing serious, mind you, but he’ll be a bit useless to me for a spell,” Stanton said, coldly. 

“You say one of your men took a bullet? If you don’t mind my asking, how did that come about?” Buck asked, not wanting to act like he was prying. 

Stanton just waved him off. “He and a couple of my hands got into a little fracas with some dang sodbuster and he ended up getting himself shot. Damn dirt farmers making trouble, but that’s none of your concern,” Stanton said leaving it at that. 

Buck nodded, “I reckon not.”

Stanton lit up a cigar and took a healthy puff. He told his foreman; “take him to the bunkhouse and introduce him to the fellas. You can put him to work first thing in the morning. I pay thirty dollars a month, includes your board, for you and your nag. His feeding and care are your responsibility.” 

“Sounds fair, Mister Stanton,” Buck responded, offering his hand to the man as a token of politeness and thanks, but got nothing in return. Buck knew their conversation was over. 

“You fellas clear out of here and leave me to enjoy my cigar,” he said exhaling a big plume of pungent smoke.

Ben introduced Buck to several fellas in the bunkhouse. Two or three fellas were still out on the job. Buck would meet them at a later time. Ben told him he had eight men working for him not counting himself. Ben had mellowed some since their previous meeting, he was grateful for that. Buck knew all too well he’d likely be butting heads with Stanton’s hired hands before long especially if it came down to showing any interest in helping the Nilsson family out with their dilemma. Buck had an uneasy feeling in his gut. Horace Stanton was likely the root cause of the Nilsson’s troubles, but he’d learn more about that soon enough.

In Buck’s new living quarters he was shown a small bunk with a foot locker at the foot. His bunk sat off to the side against the wall away from the other bunks, a little more private and hopefully quieter too, that suited him just fine. He put the contents from his saddlebags into the foot locker, his razor, shaving cup, comb and brush, small mirror, along with a couple pair of socks, long johns and spare shirt, inside the trunk and snapped the lid shut. Home Sweet Home, he chuckled to himself.

There was little left for him to do now. His first day on the job would begin at 6 am in the morning. He sat on his bunk trying to decide his next move. His options were few, simply relax in the bunkhouse, the remainder of the day or take a ride into town. He’d prefer go to the Nilsson’s and see Astrid, but for now that was out of the question. It was probably best if he kept his distance from them, at least in the short term. He didn’t dare risk having Ben or one of the other men seeing him head out in that direction, not just yet anyhow.

He finally decided a ride into town would be best all around, he needed to get better acquainted with the town and the folks in it. He headed into the barn to saddle Ranger, he saw two of Stanton’s hands apparently talking as they brushed down their horses. The one fella, Toby, he had met earlier, the last name escaped him for now. The other gent was wearing a sling on his left arm. He was probably the one Buck had shot at the Nilsson farm, a couple days back. His suspicions were confirmed when he saw the fella lead a two-tone appaloosa out of a stall. Buck remembered seeing the man he’d shot riding the same horse that day out at the Nilsson place.
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