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“So your old man is one of them 'Jesus freaks,' eh?” said the balding man to the young woman in the blue dress. 

He spat the words out of his mouth, as if they were something that tasted bad, causing the woman to turn away from the distinguished looking gentleman she’d been talking to. Then he just sat there, leering at her, with a sour expression on his face as he adjusted the wire rimmed spectacles that were falling off the end of his pointed nose. 

“That’s right, he is,” said the young woman as the wheel of the stagecoach hit a bump, forcing all three of its passengers to come up off of the seat and settle back down again. 

She adjusted her blue bonnet and glared back at the man, her eyes sparkling with anticipation, her lips curling up into a smile.  

“He still has a nasty temper, though.” 

“Oh?” said the man, as he adjusted his glasses. 

Then he leaned forward and turned his head sideways to look closely at her, with just a hint of curiosity on his face. 

“He used to be a Texas Ranger, one of the meanest there ever was. And Texas is a lot safer now because of him,” she said, with pride in her voice. 

“Will you be staying here for long, miss?” asked the distinguished looking gentleman who was sitting beside the other man. 

He was dressed in a grey tuxedo, with a top hat to match, that was resting on top of his knee. His friendly smile caused his green eyes to sparkle like two large emeralds. 

“No, sir,” said the woman, as she turned her attention back towards him.  

“I’m engaged to be married, and I will soon become Mrs. Joel Hollingsworth. My fiancé is going to join me here in one week. He’s somewhat of a bookworm, and he’s kind of goofy, too, but I love him dearly. 

“He’s always been fascinated with the west. His grandfather and mine are old friends. We’re getting married right here in Crystal Creek a week from Saturday. My grandfather and Joel’s family aren’t too happy about it though. They wanted us to get married up in Boston, but I insisted that my daddy give me away. So they’re all coming out here for the wedding. Then Joel and I are going back to Boston for a couple of years, so he can work on his law degree. Then, we’re coming back here to live.” 

“Well that’s fabulous, honey,” said the man, with the same warm smile. “I’m very happy for the both of you. And Boston is a wonderful town.” 

“You’ve been there?” she asked, her blue eyes widening with excitement. 

“Many times,” he said. “My daughter, Rebekah, is there still. And she too is somewhat of a Jesus freak, you might say. You remind me of her a little bit. I’m sure that she and your father would’ve had a lot to talk about.” 

“Pffft,” replied the balding man in a rude manner, enabling his spectacles to slide down his nose again. 

“What a pointless conversation that would be.” 

“If my father ever heard you say that, sir, he might forget that he’s a Christian,” said the young woman with an angry frown. “I suggest that you steer clear of him, when we get to town.” 

“Yes, I think that would be a good idea,” said the man with the top hat, studying this rude man with much disdain. 

“My name is Samuel Henson by the way,” he said, as he turned his attention back to the young woman and held out his hand. 

“Sarah. Sarah Blake. I’m very pleased to meet you, Samuel,” she said as she placed her hand inside of his. 

“Likewise,” Samuel said as several gunshots rang out and echoed across the plains. 

They were followed by the sound of thundering hoof beats that grew closer and more intense as the horses pulling the stagecoach began to slow down. Before the passengers knew what was happening, there were riders all around them. 

Two of the riders were wearing white pillow cases, while the others all had brown burlap sacks pulled over their heads; all with cigar sized holes burned into the front of them. The riders hooted and hollered as their horses encircled the stagecoach. Then another gunshot sounded off. This one was close enough to make everybody’s ears ring. 

All of a sudden, the man who’d been riding shotgun fell from his seat and landed on the ground, outside of the passenger window. He lay there next to a half empty bottle of whiskey and a sawed-off double-barreled shotgun. He began coughing up blood as he placed his right hand over the red fountain in the center of his chest.  

One of the riders – the largest one by far – removed his pillowcase and climbed down from the big, black stallion he’d been sitting on. He walked over to the stagecoach and forcibly retrieved the keys to the strongbox from the driver. Then he grabbed hold of the driver’s shirt sleeve and pulled him out of his seat, causing him to do a somersault in mid-air. The driver landed flat on his back and lay there in the grass next to his dying companion. Then, this giant of a man took hold of the strongbox and opened it up. 

“EUREKA!” he shouted in a deep voice, as he removed a large stack of bills from the box. 

Then he turned and walked over to the whiskey bottle, knelt down, picked it up, and brought it to his lips. He took a gluttonous swallow from it before standing back up and walking over to the stagecoach where he knelt back down and stuck his head inside of the window. 

“Well howdy there, darlin’,” he said, smiling in at Sarah. 

His left eye admired her beauty, while his right one appeared lifeless and blank. His long, greasy, brown hair hung down to his shoulders and a thin white scar ran along the right side of his face. His widening smile displayed a mouthful of yellow teeth, and his breath smelled of sour mash and spoiled meat.  

“Lookit all that yella hair,” he said before emitting a long, drawn out belch that intensified the odor coming from his mouth. 

He reached inside of the stagecoach and ran his long, dirt stained finger along the inside of one of Sarah’s curls. 

“Ye’re awful purty! I’m gonna like you,” he said and then he stuck out his tongue and wiggled it around in front of Sarah’s face, forcing a cold shiver to run down her spine. 

“MALACHI! Give 'em some room 'ta breathe,” a loud voice erupted from behind him. 

It was a woman’s voice. 

She had appeared out of nowhere, sitting atop a grey mare. She pulled tight on the horse’s reins and waited there behind the man, as he straightened up and turned around to face her. 

“I wanna have a good look at ‘em, first,” she said in a southern drawl, as the stub of a thin, brown cigar smoldered between her lips. 

She removed the cigarillo from her mouth and flicked it onto the ground. Then she climbed down from her horse and strutted up to the stagecoach, her shiny silver spurs jingling with every step. She was dressed in a tight pair of faded denim jeans and a short, red, polka dot shirt that was tied up in the front and left very little to be desired. 

“Go an’ put that money in my saddlebag,” she said to Malachi as she snatched the whiskey bottle out of his hand and finished off its contents. 

Then she stuck her head inside of the stagecoach window to have a look. All three passengers were overcome with a feeling of tranquility, for she had the face of an angel, and it was complimented by a warm and friendly smile. Her hair hung down from her grey palomino hat, all the way to the middle of her back. It was as black as the sky on a starless night. But her eyes were what held everybody captive, for they were the most incredible shade of grey, and they were amazing. 

“Well, hello there, sweetie pie. I betcha you’ll fetch us a purty penny,” said the woman to Sarah, with a sobering expression that caused her angelic glow to suddenly dissolve. 

Then the woman looked over at the bespectacled little man who was losing his hair and she began to laugh out loud. 

“Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha! What’s yer excuse, needle nose?” asked the woman. 

“Now listen here!” said the balding man. “I demand that you reprobates leave us alone and be on your way. I am Barnabus Claypool, attorney at law, and a man of great importance. And I will NOT tolerate this sort of behavior,” he said to the woman, in a serious tone as he adjusted his spectacles with trembling hands.  

The woman presented him with a foreboding expression. There was nothing warm or friendly about her face, now. She studied the man with an icy glare that caused her eyes to sparkle with vehemence. 

“Malachi, show this peckerwood what you like 'ta do to men of great importance,” said the woman. 

Then she threw the empty whiskey bottle inside of the stagecoach. Sarah could hear it whistling in her ear as it sailed past and struck the window frame beside Mr. Claypool’s head. Then the woman let out a bitter cackle that was so grim and so void of compassion that it turned Sarah’s blood to ice. 

“With pleasure, Delilah,” Malachi said, as excitement lit up his horrible face. 

He walked over to the other side of the stagecoach and ripped the door right off of its hinges. Then he pulled the little man outside and dropped him onto the ground. 

He landed on his buttocks with a thud, causing his spectacles to fall off his nose and land in the dirt beside his brown Derby hat. He looked up at the enormous man through squinted eyes, unaware of the large boot that was headed straight for his face. 

Sarah winced as the poor man’s nose exploded in a crimson burst. Malachi bent down and grabbed Mr. Claypool by the collar of his shirt and the seat of his pants. He then lifted him off of the ground as easily as if he were lifting a bundle of firewood. Malachi raised the squealing man up over his head and carried him over to a nearby tree stump where he pulled him back down again with tremendous force. 

Mr. Claypool’s back hit that tree stump so hard that his spine snapped in half like a brittle tree branch. He lay there on his broken back, choking on his own blood, unable to move anything below his neck, his head flopping around like a fish out of water. 

Malachi was about to deliver another kick, this time to the floundering man’s ribs, when he was suddenly interrupted. 

“MALACHI! Enough is enough, ya big idiot! Cain’t you see that he’s beyond feelin’ anythang? I didn’t want ya ta kill him yet anyhow,” Delilah said, as she unleashed her nickel plated Peacemaker and walked up beside Mr. Claypool. 

“But it’s too late now though,” she sighed, as she thumbed back the hammer and stood over the paralyzed man. 

Five masked riders pulled up alongside of her with the injured driver on the back of the lead horse. He sat there with a painful expression on his face, his right arm hanging lifelessly at his side. The riders made a half circle around Mr. Claypool. Although their faces could not be seen from behind their masks, they appeared to be taking great pleasure in what was about to happen. 

Without hesitation, Delilah, her face all aglow again, aimed her pistol at Mr. Claypool’s floundering head and let the hammer fall. 

Sarah cringed when the gun belched out a thunderous roar as the .44 caliber slug made a large hole in the center of the man’s forehead, causing numerous droplets of blood to spackle Delilah’s face. With an eager expression, she stuck out her tongue, and swirled it around, licking up as much blood as she could reach. When she was finished, her smile vanished, her tongue disappeared, and then she holstered her ivory handled Colt. 

“Let's go, boys!” Delilah shouted, as she retrieved Mr. Claypool’s billfold out of his shirt pocket and turned to face her brother. 

“MALACHI! Grab the damned hostages!” she hollered in response to the dumbfounded expression on his face, forcing him to turn around and walk towards the stagecoach. He unhitched the two horses and escorted Sarah and Samuel outside. He put Samuel on the back of one horse and Sarah on the back of his horse. Then he pulled down the luggage from the rack on the roof of the stagecoach. Two of the masked riders helped him go through it, but they could find nothing of value. 

Delilah smiled as she dropped a note inside of the stagecoach, and then they all rode away from the scene of the crime. 
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“Git over here, darlin, an’ give ole Bulldog a kiss,” said the heavy-set man with the hairy mole to the voluptuous red haired woman, as she walked past him carrying a large tray with many glasses on it. 

He reached for her waist and put his arm around her, pulling her closer, and causing her to lose control of the tray. She screamed as she fell against him, and the glasses went sailing up into the air and came crashing back down onto the floor. 

“I surely do love them little red freckles,” Bulldog said, as something crispy and brown whistled inside of his left nostril. 

“I bectcha you got ‘em all over yer whole body,” he said, as he moved his hand up and down the small of her back. 

Then he planted a sloppy, wet kiss on the tip of her nose. The smell of his breath made her want to vomit. 

“Please let go of me, Bulldog,” said the woman, as she tried to catch her breath. 

Bulldog ignored her request and moved his hand along her back, then he rested it against her buttocks. He squeezed his fingers together and gave her a sudden pinch, causing her to cry out in pain. 

Suddenly, a sandy haired man in a black tuxedo, who’d been sitting alone at the bar, stood up and kicked over his bar stool. 

“That was my drink you just spilled, sir,” he said, with passion in his eyes as he stared nonchalantly into his assailant’s. 

“So what if it was?” the big man roared back at him. “You aimin' 'ta do somethin' about it?” 

“If you use that tone of voice with me again, sir, I shall make you lick it up off of the floor and then you will be buying me another one,” he said, with a serious countenance. 

“Oh, is that so? Bulldog said, his lower left eyetooth protruding from his bottom lip. 

“You have no idea who yer messin’ with,” he said, and then he began inching his right hand closer to his revolver. But before he could reach it, the sandy haired man picked his empty glass up off of the bar and hurled it at the man’s head. The glass struck him on the bridge his bulbous red nose with such force that he fell backwards on the table behind him. His bowler hat fell off of his head as he made contact with one of the men sitting at the table. Then he rolled over and landed face first onto the floor. The four men seated at the table all turned around to look up at this victorious stranger. 

“I think we should be goin’,” one of the men said as he stood up and headed for the door. 

The other three seemed to think that that was a pretty good idea. So they also stood up and followed him outside. 

“Do you know who that was that you just hit in the face with your glass?” asked the woman, as she fixed her hair and straightened her dress. 

“No,” said man. “And I really don’t give a damn, either. I was just passing through town and I thought I’d drop in for a drink or two.” 

“Well, I suggest that you drop out and never drop in again,” said the woman as she studied him with serious green eyes. 

“That fellow layin’ on the floor there, is Matthew “Bulldog” Muldoon and it’s lucky for you that it’s still early and none of his friends are here yet, or you’d probably be dead already.” 
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