
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Black And White Justice

        

        
        
          R.G. Eagleton

        

        
          Published by Outlaws Publishing LLC, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      BLACK AND WHITE JUSTICE

    

    
      First edition. June 4, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 R.G. Eagleton.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8227872302

    

    
    
      Written by R.G. Eagleton.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PROLOGUE 
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Our story begins when Will Boyton, a thirty-year-old Arkansas farmer returns to his farm in Spring Hill, Arkansas. He had been away for more than four years fighting as a volunteer soldier in the Confederacy. He soon found there was really nothing left of his previous farm. His nearest neighbors, the Clarkes told him his beloved wife Emily had succumbed to the dreaded Smallpox virus, which had run rampant through the area during the final year of the war. 

His unattended farm had fallen prey to the Yankee troops. Will didn’t know where to turn. Then the Clarkes offered him a job and a place to live on their farm. He accepted their offer, and for the next few years he got along quite well. But Will eventually tired of farming and especially working on someone else’s farm. It would never be his own. 

Will decided it was time he moved on. So, in March of 1873, he set out on his own in search of a good paying job. He traveled to nearby Texarkana, Texas, where he read an ad in a local newspaper that the railroad was hiring men in Denison, Texas. Will and his faithful horse Saba, set out for Denison, Texas. 

Along the trail, he came upon three strangers who were about to hang a black man. Will took it upon himself to rescue this poor soul from the clutches of these men. The black man was grateful to Will for saving his life. They soon decided to travel on to Denison together and perhaps they both could get hired on at the railroad. They hadn’t traveled together long before they developed a friendship and strong bond. 

In route to Denison, they discovered a small town called Tulsa Valle. They found a liking for the town and its townsfolk. But the town was also a lawless place with its share of rowdy gamblers, gunslingers, and prostitutes. The town had no sheriff or any law. Will and his new black friend soon set aside their trek to Denison after they got hired on as new lawmen in Tulsa Valle. They vowed to clean up this lawless town and find the killer or killers of the town's previous sheriff, Casey Jones. The story takes us through their many trials and tribulations as the fearless duo of black and white lawmen invoke their own brand of Black and White Justice. 
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Chapter 1 

[image: ]




The year was 1873; the long and brutal Civil War between the North and South had been over for a number of years now. Will Boyton had been an Arkansas farmer before going off to fight as a volunteer, to defend the Confederacy. At the end of the war, which had lasted more than four long years, he returned to his farm at Spring Hill, Arkansas, but he found there wasn’t anything much left of it. He soon learned from his nearest neighbor, the Clarkes that his beloved wife Emily had succumbed to the dreaded Smallpox virus, which had run rampant through the area during the final year of the war. The farm had been left totally unattended and had fallen prey to the advancing Yankee troops. 

Will could only imagine how she must have suffered. That surely explained why he’d not heard from her in those final months before his return. Emily Boyton, his wife of six years, had been only twenty-four years of age when she died. Needless to say, he was left completely devastated. 

Now he was finally home, with no wife, no farm, their modest little house and the outbuildings had all been ravaged by fire, burned to the ground no doubt by the invading Yankee Soldiers. He was left with no visible means of support. What was he going to do now? How could he muster the strength to get on with his life and what kind of a life could he hope to have going forward? 

Will’s time spent fighting in the war had left him a little on the thin side and weaker as well, mostly from the severe shortages of food amongst the troops, but fortunately he had otherwise survived unscathed without suffering any severe injuries. He found that some of his neighbors had fared far better than he did. 

It appeared that Ed and Sissy Clarke had prospered well since the war’s end. They possibly felt a little guilt and pity for him as well, so fortunately they were able to offer him a job and a place to stay on their farm. His duties would be tending to their small herd of cows, milking, and helping Ed with maintaining the crops, and other odd jobs. 

He’d also been able to take up housekeeping in one of their outbuildings they’d used for tools and tack. They gave him a bed and some basic home necessities along with a small wood stove to provide him with some warmth during the cold Arkansas winters. His meals were taken with them in the main house so he didn’t have to be concerned with cooking. He found out Sissy was a good cook, too. 

Eating a balanced diet once again, it didn’t take long for him to regain his strength and gain back most of the weight he’d lost during the war. Will was six foot, two, with a handsome chiseled face, square chin, and muscled frame, topped off by a head of wavy black hair. The war had taught him some valuable survival skills, the most important of which was how to shoot straight and fight to kill. Will was put off by the thought of ever having to kill again. No Sir, not him. 

For Will, the next few years went by quickly, but he was beginning to tire of farming, especially on a farm that would never be his own. Early on a brisk morning in March 1873, he packed what few items he owned. Not much really, a couple shirts, an extra pair of pants, a badly worn duster, and the beat-up Stetson he wore on his head. He also took a few staple food supplies Sissy had insisted he take, his canteen, the few dollars he’d been able to save, but most importantly his Bible. He also took a lever-action Henry rifle. 

His former employer and dear friend Ed had given it to him as a departing gift. “You’ll be needing this rifle, not only for your protection, but to hunt game so you can continue to eat proper. A man needs to eat meat for proper nourishment,” he remembered Ed Clarke telling him. 

Will saddled his buckskin horse Saba, then tied down his saddlebags containing his meager belongings, and headed west for Texas territory. After several days on horseback, he reached Texarkana, Texas. He stopped there to replenish his supplies, then stayed the night at the Hoot Owl Boarding House. He also saw to it that Saba got some much-needed rest as well and was fed some extra oats and hay in the livery stable. 

While he was eating his breakfast in the boarding house he spied a copy of the Texarkana Gazette newspaper, and in it he read an article about the Houston and Texas Central railroad. It appeared in the article that the railroad was really pushing to finish the last few miles of track into Denison, Texas. This is good news, Will thought. Suddenly he saw the potential for maybe getting a job on the railroad line. The article said the man he needed to see was a Max Burris, the track foreman in Denison. 

Will was young and strong and certainly not afraid of a little hard work; he’d done plenty of that the past few years on Ed's and Sissy’s farm back in Arkansas. After getting a much-needed hot bath and eating some breakfast, he was ready to hit the trail again. Now he had a little more enthusiasm knowing that the possibility of a good paying job was a few days ride ahead in Denison. 

It would be a long hard ride, but he knew it was what he needed do. Will bought a few needed supplies including several boxes of ammunition for his rifle at the mercantile, then headed over to the stables to fetch Saba. Even his horse seemed anxious to get back on the trail. He headed Saba due west setting his sights on Denison, Texas, his intended destination. Denison was still about a seven-day ride if he pushed it, but at least now he could see light at the end of the tunnel, so to speak. 

After he’d ridden for nearly two days, he came upon a small town called Rio Rojas, a little town just south of the Red River. It seemed peaceful enough as he rode through it, but peace would be short lived. He would soon find that out. As he followed along the river, he stopped momentarily to allow Saba to drink from the cool, clear water. Will was about to do the same, but as he raised his canteen to his lips, his drinking was suddenly interrupted by what sounded to him like human voices, but from where? 

Will jerked his head around, searching for the source of the voices he heard. Sounded like loud bickering with cursing mixed in. It seemed to be coming from just beyond a small rise off to his immediate left. Will wound the straps on his canteen back around his saddle horn and nudged Saba quietly forward. He quietly pulled his rifle from his saddle scabbard and laid it across his lap as he rode up and over the small rise. 

Just ahead of him, about ten yards or so, he could see four men on horseback. A closer look revealed that one of the men was clearly black-skinned while the other three were without question, white men. The black man was sitting astride his horse beneath a sizable Oak tree; a rope with a noose had been placed around his neck. It became abundantly clear to Will that he had come upon a hanging in progress. The men all spoke in loud tones and had yet to notice Will sitting on Saba moving slowly toward them. 

He had moved to within twenty feet of the men, when suddenly one of them did finally notice and spun his mount around to face off with Will. Now the other two men followed suit. The man with the noose draped around his neck still sat quiet and completely motionless. 

The first man who’d noticed Will’s intrusion spoke out in a menacing manner. “Hey, who the hell are you, and what do ya want?” 

“What I want is for the three of you to kindly remove that rope from around my friend there’s neck. The war's been over for quite a few years now, in case you didn’t know,” Will replied in a non-threatening tone. 

One of the other men sneered and spit a slug of tobacco juice toward Will. “We caught this here nigger rustling our cows.” 

“Oh?” Will replied, twisting in his saddle and looking around him, “I don’t see no cows, do you?” 

“Don’t make no difference now, one way or the other we're gonna stretch his neck just the same.” 

Will saw that all three men were large in stature. He noticed too, their hands inching toward the guns on their hips. He also noticed that all three men wore their gun holsters tied down, not exactly what he would have expected to see from just ordinary cowhands. In fact, they appear more like gunslingers, now that he thought about it. One of the men positioned his horse up next to the black man, then slowly reached out and slipped the noose off from around his neck. Then let the noose fall to the ground. 

“Now that’s what I like to see, men getting along even if one of them does happen to be black.” 

The third man, who up until now hadn’t said anything, suddenly went for his gun. He had just barely cleared leather when Will let go with a round from his Henry rifle. A rosy red stain instantly blossomed on the man’s chest. He glanced down at it briefly in total surprise, teetered a bit forward, and fell headlong from his saddle. 

The other two looked on, stunned at what’d just happened, but rather than go for their guns and put up a fight, they both wheeled their horses around and quickly high-tailed it up and over the rise. In an instant, the two were gone from sight, leaving a huge cloud of dust in their wake. 

Will looked all around, but the two men were long gone. With some apprehension, he put his rifle back in his scabbard. The black man still sat motionless on his horse, he had not moved, but had this look of relief on his face. He finally let out a whooshing sound as the air rapidly expelled from his lungs, he could feel his body give off an obvious tremor. 

“Mercy, I thought I was a dead man fer sure, Mister,” he wheezed. “Lucky for me you came along just in the nick of time. I guess I owe ya my life, that’s for darn sure.” Then he extended his right hand toward Will in a gesture of friendship. 

Will shook it. Then he stepped down from Saba and checked over the man lying prone on the ground in a growing pool of his own blood. A gaping hole was evident in his chest where his heart would have been, had he had any heart to begin with. 

“We’d best get out of here,” Will said, “before they decide to come back and fight. Oh, and did they rob you?” he asked. 

“Yeah, they took what little money I had, and my gold pocket watch,” the black man uttered. “Actually, it was the one ya shot that took my belongin’s,” he said. 

Will checked the body over and found a small pouch that contained a few gold pieces, and in the man’s other pocket he found the man’s watch. “Oh, by the way, my name's Will, Will Boyton,” he offered. 

The black man pocketed his money and his watch, then a huge grin spread across his face as he said, “Howdy. I’m Isaac Moses. Mighty proud to meet ya. Mighty proud at that, Will.” 

Isaac wheeled his horse around, then as an afterthought said to Will, “that’s a mighty nice gunbelt that no account feller was wearing,” pointing to the dead man. “Ya might just as well take it now fer ya’self, he sure ain’t gonna be needin’ it. And I noticed all yer carryin’ is that rifle. A man needs a gun he can get to quickly, if he intends to survive in these parts,” Isaac continued. 

Will's eyes went immediately to Isaac’s gunbelt. He hadn’t noticed it before now, but Isaac’s holster was tied down too, but it no longer held a gun. 

Isaac noticed Will eyeing his gunbelt. “Yeah, they took my gun away from me before I had a chance to use it. Took me completely by surprise back yonder on the trail apiece, but no matter, I always carry a spare gun.” Then he reached into his saddlebag and pulled out another Colt revolver and slipped it into his empty holster. 

Will took him at his word and quickly strapped on the dead man’s gun, and then at Isaac’s insistence, tied it around his right leg. It was a Colt .45. Will mentioned that he was pretty good with a rifle, but hadn’t had a lot of experience shooting a hand gun. 

“That’s okay,” Isaac commented. “When we get us a chance, I can give ya some pointers, and with a little practice will make a gunslinger outta ya in no time.” Then both men shook hands once again and each gave off a hearty guffaw. 

Will mounted up and prepared to ride off when he noticed Isaac kinda looking around. “What now?” he asked. “Lose something else?” 

Suddenly Isaac spied what he’d been looking for lying about twenty feet away, partially hidden in the brush. Within a couple of minutes, he came back, having retrieved the item. It was then Will saw that the item Isaac was holding was an old guitar. Isaac was all smiles once again. “Guess I’m ‘bout ready now,” he replied after lashing the guitar down firmly behind him over his saddlebags. “I guess I don’t dare head back to Rio Rojas, I was hoping to find some work there, but what I might find is those two gunslingers instead.” 

“Yeah, probably not a healthy idea on your part, or me either for that matter,” Will replied. “In fact, I’m in search of work myself. I was headed for Denison. I read in the Texarkana paper a couple days back that they’re looking for help laying track and what not on the last leg of the Houston and Texas Central railroad up there. Railroad would pay a pretty respectable wage, I’m guessing. More’n I can get farming or punching cattle.” 

“I reckon it’s still a pretty long jaunt up there, probably further than you’re planning to go, but you’re more’n welcome to join me and ride along. I know me and Saba here would appreciate having the company too, if you’re willing.” 

“Yeah, I think I’d like that fine, just fine.” Isaac said. “What about grub, though? You got enough to help sustain my sorry soul, too?” 

“Yeah, I’ve got enough beans and jerky for us for a few days yet, and whatever else we find along the way, perhaps a rabbit or squirrel, just whatever we can find,” Will told him. “Oh, and speaking of shooting, you said you could give me some pointers on handling this here Colt on my hip, too.” 

“I’m sure we’ll find us a town or trading post somewhere along the river before we run out of grub, I just bought some extra things when I passed through Texarkana,” Will said. 

With that all said, the two weary strangers rode along in silence for a spell, there was more than enough time for them to get better acquainted as they rode along. 
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By nightfall they had traveled a pretty good piece from where they’d gotten into the skirmish with the three gunslingers. Will felt he could finally relax and quit looking back over his shoulder. He no longer felt as threatened. Isaac gathered some loose kindling and got a decent campfire started. 

Will proceeded to prepare some of the dried beans and started a hot pot of black coffee boiling. Isaac had been gone from the campsite for more than a few minutes and he figured Isaac was probably answering to nature's call, when suddenly the sound of a single gunshot rang out through their campsite. He stiffened, his heart rate went up several notches, too. Then he saw Isaac walking back into camp carrying what looked to be a rabbit. Sure enough, that’s what the shooting had been all about. 

After that, they both enjoyed a nice helping of beans and skewered rabbit. With both their bellies full, both men settled into their bedrolls as the last glimmer of evening light faded into darkness. Will fell asleep thinking he had been blessed with a new-found friend in Isaac. Daybreak came early, and after finishing off the pot of coffee from the night before and chewing a couple pieces of beef jerky, both men were eager to get on with their journey. 

As the day slowly progressed, both men learned more about one another. Isaac had, as Will had suspected, been a slave on a plantation in Mississippi for a number of years. The Civil War ending had changed all that for him. Isaac didn’t seem to hold a grudge or ill feelings when Will told him that he had fought on the side of the Confederacy. Will hadn’t had any dealings with slaves before, certainly didn’t own any before or after the war. In fact, he was dead set against the idea of the plantation owners who had owned slaves. He felt it was wrong and went against God’s will for landowners to have slaves in the first place. Isaac was in total agreement. 

Isaac told Will he was thirty years old and had never been married. He’d had a girlfriend for a time early on, her name was Mae Tyson. They had to be extremely careful that their loving relationship would go unnoticed by anyone. Surprisingly one day, she just disappeared. Isaac had really hoped that she had successfully escaped somehow, but in his heart he feared the worst. That she’d fallen victim to foul play. She was only nineteen years old. Just a year older than Emily had been when she and Will had run off and gotten married. 

After his emancipation Isaac wandered from place to place doing odd jobs, whatever he could to keep his health and sanity. Lots of white folk still wouldn’t hire him or even have anything to do with him. He’d had a few run-ins with the law but nothing too serious. It prompted him to get a gun and learn to use it as fast as he could, after all his life could depend on it, that was for certain. He also told Will that he loved music and he’d often sing in church. The pastor of his church had ended up giving him the guitar and showed him how to play. He also learned to play some Mississippi-style blues along the way, and he really enjoyed that as well. He’d gotten a few meager paying jobs playing in some not so honorable saloons back in Mississippi. As their conversation went on, Will shared much of his own life story with Isaac in return. The days seemed to pass by more quickly now and soon they both had begun to develop a pretty good mutual understanding, respect, and caring for each other. 

It was getting late in the afternoon; they had made good progress and were getting closer to their final destination. Isaac spoke up saying, “maybe we should make camp a couple hours early, to give you some time to get in a little shootin’ practice and hone up on your quick draw skills as well.” 

Will was quick to agree to that. 

Within the next thirty minutes or so, they had found a nice area close to a running stream to make camp. They quickly gathered up some firewood and got a nice fire started. Supper would be swift and easy; they would just fill up on beans and tortillas that Will had bought during his last stop in Rio Rojas. 

Isaac was obviously excited. After not more than an hour or so of shooting, Will had shown some real improvement. He had a good eye for shooting, he thought. 

But being quick on the draw was another matter. Will was still a little slow, but that would improve with practice. On the other hand, Will was amazed at how skillfully Isaac handled his Colt. He could draw and fire in the blink of an eye and nearly always came close, if not actually hit what he was aiming at. 

They’d been shooting at a couple of empty bean tins and some large pieces of tree bark. “That’s a much smaller target than a human being, but it’s not a real living soul either, so when you pull that Colt of yer's, ya gotta know that the life of an individual is in yer hands and it’s he, or maybe even you, that’s about to lose it.” 

Each time, after they’d fired a couple of rounds, they would stop and move further away. The quick draw practice was getting a little easier, since much of the time they were simply fast drawing their Colts; after first making sure that they were not loaded. Isaac praised Will for his staunch interest in improving and Will liked that. 

“I’ll get better” he promised. 

“Well you better. Your life could darn well depend on it, and much sooner than you might well expect,” Isaac said, with a chuckle. Then the two men settled in front of a nice roaring campfire as he strummed a tune on his guitar. 

Morning came early. A light wind was blowing out of the west right into their faces. It was going to be a dusty ride for sure. Some gray, menacing storm clouds hung low just above the horizon, threatening the chance of rain, but luckily none came. 

They had been riding for several hours when they came upon a sign nailed on a post. It read “Tulsa Valle 3 miles”. The sign pointed in the general direction they were already headed. It was hard to read, being heavily riddled with bullet holes. Will and Isaac proceeded with some trepidation, wondering what kind of town or situation they would be entering ahead. Or maybe none at all. The population number painted on the sign had been lowered a couple of times from 324 to 274, then the final population tally was totally unreadable. Shortly after passing by the sign, they saw a few houses sparsely scattered across the landscape, at least the houses and ranches that they could readily see. 

Upon entering the town, they saw a couple buildings that looked to have stood empty for a while. One was a large two-story structure, it looked like it could have been a hotel. The other smaller building, they couldn’t be sure exactly what it had been. Both showed some signs of fire damage. As they rode further on, they saw horses tied to the hitching rails in front of two saloons that sat nearly side by side. The sign over one saloon said the “Palace Bar”, the other read “Smiley’s Watering Hole”. Further along they passed a livery, blacksmith shop, tack and feed supply, doctors office, barber shop, sheriff’s office and jail, which looked to be empty. They also passed Boggs’ Mercantile, Bank, Western Union and a small café called LuLu’s Café. 

They were both a little befuddled by the lack of people and activity, then it occurred to them that today was Sunday. They had lost track of the days. As they continued on, they finally counted a half dozen or so people casually strolling along the boardwalk. They also noticed that the front door looked to be open at the mercantile. 

All of a sudden, they heard some loud commotion coming from one of the saloons, back in the direction from where they had just come, but they were too far away now to determine which establishment was causing the loud, unruly disturbance. 

A short distance from town, perhaps a few hundred yards or so, stood a small white church at the edge of town. A couple of buggies sat out front with horses harnessed to them. Behind the church was a small graveyard, a small gathering of a dozen or so people could be seen, perhaps mourners. Will guessed they were singing a gospel song in low somber voices. It was obvious they were having a burial service for some poor departed soul. Will and Isaac didn’t want to intrude so they wheeled their horses around and rode quietly back down the street toward town. 

Once they were back in front of Boggs' Mercantile they dismounted and tied their horses to the hitching rail. A tall, slim gentleman with graying hair, perhaps in his late fifties, met them at the front door. “Sorry, Gent’s,” he said. “We’re closed on Sundays. I was just here getting caught up on some paperwork. If you can kindly come back tomorrow, we’d sure appreciate having your business.” 

“Oh, we didn’t know you were closed,” Will said. “We just rode into town a short time ago. It don’t appear you have a hotel in town, or any place to stay?” 

“No Sir, no hotel any longer, I’m afraid, but they do rent some rooms over the Palace Bar up the street, that is if they’ve got any vacancies.” 

Will and Isaac looked at one another and fought to hold back their snickers. “Well, thanks for the information,” Will said. 

“It’s my pleasure. By the way, my name's Boggs, Carl Boggs. I own and run this mercantile.” 

Will and Isaac introduced themselves and both exchanged firm handshakes with Mr. Boggs. 

“Are you boy’s plannin’ to stay in town long?” the man asked. 

“No, just for the night. In the morning, we’ll come by and pick up some things we’re in need of, then we’ll be on our way.” 

“Where ya boy’s headed, if I might ask?” the store owner asked. 

“We’re heading west, on to Denison, to try and find some work with the railroad laying track or whatever they’d have for us,” said Will. 

“Yeah, we’ve had quite a few of you fella’s through here in the past month or so, headin’ for Denison to find work,” Boggs responded. “Fact is, a few day ago, we had us one hell of a gunfight down at Smiley’s between a fella just passing through like yourselves and a couple of our local boy’s, Jeb Smalley and Ken Holmes from out at the Tanglefoot Ranch just north of town a piece.” 

“Both of them had hired on out there as cowhands I reckon, but they looked and acted more like a pair of gunslingers in my mind. A couple of short-tempered, ornery fella’s they were for sure. Certainly not ones you’d want to fool around with. Anyhow, this stranger, he got too liquored up for his own good, playing cards in Smiley’s. Then he accused Jeb or Ken of cheatin’ 'em at cards. 

“From there, things got a little heated. The stranger jumped up and pulled his gun on the two of them. Bad move on his part. They were more’n glad to oblige him, and when the bullets finally stopped flyin’ across the table, the stranger lay stretched out on the bar room floor deader than sin. Some of our townsfolk’re holding a service for him down at the church right now. They felt obliged to at least give the stranger a proper send off.” 

“What’d your sheriff think about the killing?” Will asked. 

“Our town's lacking a sheriff right now. We’re all kinda on our own 'til we can find someone willing and suitable to fill the job,” Boggs stated. 

“What happened to your sheriff, if I might ask?” Will asked. 

“Our sheriff was found shot to death a few months back, out behind the livery stable. His killer or killers are still unknown”. With that said, the store owner fell silent and just kinda stared at Isaac and Will for a time. “I guess we’ll be seeing you tomorrow morning then,” Boggs uttered. Then he abruptly did an about-face, turned on his heels and quickly walked back into his place of business, shutting the door behind him. 

Will and Isaac mounted their horses and headed back up the street toward the Palace Bar to see if they could rent a couple of rooms for the night and maybe find something to eat, too, if the Palace Bar served food. They’d completely forgotten to ask the store owner. 

As they started to ride away, Isaac spoke up, “That Mr. Boggs fella was a right talkative old cuss, near gave us the history of this entire town in just a couple a breaths,” then he guffawed. His comments made Will laugh, too. 

“Nah, he seemed like a pretty nice fella to me. I think he’s just a might on the lonely side. I wondered if he’s married or might be a widower like me?” Will replied. 

They dismounted and tied their horses in front of the Palace and stepped inside. The place was a little bigger than it appeared from the outside. A bar ran the length of one wall and a few tables were sparsely scattered around the barroom floor. A couple of tables that looked like they were designated for gambling sat in the far corner. No one was seated at the tables at the moment. There were a couple rough-looking characters sitting at another table closer to the front door. They were drinking and deep in conversation. 

A short, burly sandy-haired chap was behind the bar serving up beer and whiskey to a dozen or more men standing along the bar. Will absently rubbed his nose as he and Isaac slowly approached the bar. The place reeked with the smell of stale, warm beer, and cigars. A light, smoky haze enveloped the entire saloon that kinda stung the eyes a bit. 

Will noticed the barkeep kinda giving Isaac a close inspection. His face didn’t show if he approved or not. After they had both stood at the bar for a couple of minutes the barkeep finally approached. “What’ll it be, men?” he muttered, still holding his focus on Isaac. 

“Couple a beers oughtta do us,” Will said, laying some money on the bar. 

A drinking man, standing a few feet away from Isaac, began to stare at him too. Isaac ignored him, taking a big swig of his warm beer. Will tipped up his glass, nodded at Isaac and took a big swallow himself. The beer was a little warm, but it did help soothe and wash away many days of trail dust he had caked in his dry throat. 

The barroom came alive with chatter amongst the many men and sounds of beer glasses clinking and being slammed down on the bar. Suddenly the stranger next to Isaac nudged him with his elbow. “I didn’t know slaves drank beer, ‘specially in a white man’s saloon,” he said. 

Isaac said nothing. 

“Hey, nigger, I’m talkin’ at you. Hear me, or are ya deaf?” 

Now Will took a step back from the bar and looked over at the stranger running off at the mouth. “Excuse us?” Will prompted. 

“I don’t think I was talking to you, my friend.” The stranger's face suddenly changed to a harsh glare. “You just butt out. I was talkin’ to yer slave here.” 

“He’s not my slave, friend. In fact, he’s not nobody’s slave any more, the war settled all that.” 

“Yeah, well not in my mind, he’s still nothin’ but a damn nigger, and I don’t drink with niggers,” the stranger growled in a loud, threatening manner. 

“Well, I’m sorry ‘bout that!” Will exclaimed. “I was just about to offer to buy you a drink on us.” 

A hush, fell over the entire saloon. The other drinkers were watching the confrontation between the three men but no one moved or said a word. 

The barkeep leaned over the bar and addressed the three men. “Hey! I don’t want no trouble in here, ya hear me? Don’t give me no cause to go busting some heads.” 

Now everyone in the barroom was eyeing the three men and the barkeep to see how all this was going to play out. The stranger stepped away from the bar, his hand poised near the butt of his gun. Suddenly the stranger’s hand raised up, holding his gun. 

At that very same moment, Will struck the man’s gun hand with a closed right fist. Deflecting the gun, then with his left, he dealt a crashing blow, striking the man in the mouth. Then without out hesitation, he took a couple steps back and fast as lightning, drew his Colt and pointed it at the man’s chest. 

The man stood there a little dazed from what had happened. A stream of bloody spittle flew from his mouth as he spat out two front teeth onto the barroom floor. The barroom erupted in a mix of loud cursing, shouts, and threatening calls. Fortunately, however no other shots were fired. 

The injured stranger covered his bloody mouth with his hand then fled from the saloon. The barkeep looked first at Will, then at Isaac, as if in utter surprise. Almost as quickly as it had begun, the barroom quieted back down the men resumed drinking and conversing, mostly now about what they had just witnessed. Isaac, too stood just kind of slack-jawed gazing directly at Will in utter disbelief at what had just happened. 

Finally, Isaac spoke. “Will, I can’t believe how well you handled that. I was thinkin’ all the while I was gonna need to save your butt and end up shootin’ that white scum.” 

A grin spread across Will's face. “Well guess you thought wrong, my friend.” 

“Yeah, I guess so, fer sure. I can’t believe how fast you drew your Colt, and after knocking some of his teeth out to boot. I’m just right proud of ya. Guess from here on out, I can refer to ya as gun slinging friend.” 

Will just shook his head, then both men gave a hearty guffaw aloud. He called the barkeep over and ordered him and Isaac another beer, and before the bar man left, he asked him if there were any rooms left that they could get for the night. 

“I’ve only got one room empty tonight, if you fellas don’t mind bunkin’ in together. It’d be on the house, too. I guess as a thank you for not shootin’ up the place. That fella you busted up has a reputation for being a hothead and troublemaker, but he buys lots of beers in here. He’s workin’ on a spread up north of town with a whole bunch of other rowdy, no-account cowhands, just gunslingers really.” 

“Well, we thank you for your offer, and we’ll be glad to take a room. How can we refuse your hospitality? Oh, and one more thing?’’ Will asked. “What about food? Do you serve anything to eat in here?” 

“No,” the bartender said. “And LuLu’s Café down at the end of the street is closed on Sundays.” 

“Yeah, we kinda noticed that when we rode past.” 

The barkeep smiled broadly. “The name's Gus Clegg. I own the joint,” he said. “My wife’s name is Celia. I think I can get her to fix ya’s up with some roast beef sandwiches and coffee, if that’ll suit ya” 

“That’ll do us right fine,” they both chimed in simultaneously. Gus sat their beers down, then turned and swiftly walked back down the bar. 
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The two men finished drinking their beers then went upstairs to check out the room Gus had offered them for the night. The door was standing open as they stepped inside and found the room to be empty. The room was just like any hotel; it held a bed, chest of drawers, wardrobe cabinet and a small table with a large porcelain bowl and water pitcher already filled with water. A small table and a wooden, straight-back chair sat against the other wall. An oil lamp was on one end of the table. 

“I think we’ll be very comfortable here tonight,” Will remarked. 

Isaac nodded his head in agreement. Suddenly both men’s gaze went to the bed. It had two pillows and was covered with a nice quilt bedspread and another folded blanket lay at the foot. 

While they were both staring at the bed, there was a knock on the door. With some trepidation, Isaac opened the door. To their relief, it was Gus’s wife. He’d told them his wife’s name was Celia. It appeared to the two men that she might be Spanish, as her name implied. She was probably in her late thirties, had a modest figure, rather attractive face, dark black hair hung in a long braid down her back. 

She greeted them with a warm, friendly smile. She carried a tray that had four large roast beef sandwiches along with some hot peppers and small bowl of tortilla chips and two big, juicy red apples. She smiled warmly at them and said, “I’ll be back with your hot coffee.” Then she promptly left, closing the door behind her. 

Isaac and Will looked at the tray of roast beef sandwiches. They smelled delicious. Both men couldn’t wait to dig in. Another knock on the door, and Celia was back already with a big pot of hot coffee and two big earthen mugs. 

“Anything else I can do for you gentlemen?” she asked. 

She spoke slowly, but otherwise used surprisingly good English, both men thought. 

“No, it looks like you have taken pretty good care of us for now, Celia,” the two men uttered in unison. 

Her eyes kind of flashed in surprise at hearing them speak her name. Then momentarily, she cast her brown eyes downward as if she might have been slightly embarrassed by their response. “If you need anything at all, just come down stairs and see my husband, Gus. Oh, and our nighttime bar man’s name is Walt.” 

“Thank you, Ma’am,” they both said to Celia. “We will.” 

Then Celia turned and promptly left, closing their door behind her. She no sooner left than both men were diving into the sandwiches and hot peppers. Isaac poured them each a mug of coffee. It was much better than the strong trail coffee they had gotten accustomed to. They ate ravenously, consuming everything that Celia had brought them and even drank every drop of coffee. 

When they’d finished eating, Isaac pulled out his pocket watch to check on the time. It was already after 6:00 p.m., the sun would be setting soon. They decided they had best go down and retrieve their belongings and get their horses secured for the night. Surely there must be someone at the livery, they thought. There was just an awful lot about this little town of Tulsa Valle they didn’t know and probably never would. 

Will and Isaac led their horses over to the livery, then went into the main barn and searched in the dim light for the livery person. They spotted several horses inside which was a good sign. They called out several times, asking if anyone was there. Shortly, a voice answered their call from out back somewhere. They waited a couple more minutes, then they were approached by an older man who said his name was José Pena. He said he would see to it their horses had food, water, and a clean stall for the night. 

Will flipped a couple coins into the man’s hand, nodded and said they would be riding out sometime early the next morning. José nodded in agreement, then took the reins of both horses. The two men grabbed their saddlebags and rifles, and Isaac slung his guitar over his shoulder suspended by its leather strap. Then the two proceeded to walk back up the street to the Palace Bar. 

When they walked into the bar, they saw Gus talking to another man behind the bar. They assumed he must be the night relief barkeep. Gus had also spotted them coming in. It was suppertime for most folk, so the bar had only a handful of men drinking at that hour. Will and Isaac stepped up to the bar and sat their saddlebags, canteens, and bedrolls on the floor at their feet. Gus then introduced them to Walt, they didn’t catch his last name. 

Gus’s eyes went to Isaac’s guitar strapped over his shoulder. “Hey, can you really play that thing?” he asked. 

Isaac’s face flashed a smile. “Sure ‘nuf can.” 

“Ya got time to pleasure us with a tune?” Gus asked. 

“I ‘spose I might, seein’ ya been so kind to Will here and me.” 

They saw Gus turn and gesture with a quick wave of his hand to Walt, motioning him over to the piano. When he got there, Walt followed suit, beckoning for Isaac to come join him. Isaac shuffled over to the piano, pulling his guitar around in front of him. Walt hit a couple keys on the piano and Isaac played a couple notes on his guitar, then he made a couple quick adjustments to the strings by turning keys on the end of the guitar's neck. Both men looked at each other and smiled. 

“What’s your pleasure?” Walt asked. 

Isaac played a few notes and the tune “Cotton-Eyed Joe” became recognizable from his guitar. 

Without further hesitation, Walt did the same on the piano, then instantly both men were playing and singing in unison to the tune of Cotton-Eyed Joe. Isaac began to tap his foot in time with the rollicking rendition. Now both Gus and Will were grinning from ear to ear and bobbing their heads to the beat of the music filling the saloon. Celia even appeared from a door at the end of the bar and enjoyed the entertainment. The men drinking at the bar put their beers down and began to clap. It was a sight to behold. One older gentleman stepped away from the bar and began to dance a little jig right there in front of everyone, his head thrown back in hearty laughter. From Gus’s vantage point it did appear to liven up the place. 

After they had finished the tune, Walt nodded once again to Isaac and Isaac began to strum a nice quiet version of Amazing Grace. The men went back to drinking their beers. Celia still looked on while Gus and Will spoke to one another, but no one could hear their conversation. 

When the music stopped, Gus announced loudly, “beers are on the house for everyone!” 

Walt went back behind the bar and began filling glasses and Isaac rejoined Will and Gus at the bar. 

“That was right nice, Isaac,” Gus said. “You and Walt’s voices blended real nice together, and you can really play that flat-top box, too. Too bad you fellas are planning on leaving us in the morning. Celia and I have been talking about getting some live entertainment goin’ in the place. Walt there is really a musician, too and a sight better at it than tending bar, I might add. Between you and Walt, the two of ya could really liven this old place up a lot.” 

Isaac smiled. “Well, I appreciate those kind words. I’m glad ya liked my music and I mighta been interested, too, but me and Will here got to get on down the road and see if we can get hired on with that thar railroad.” 

“Well, you fellas sleep on it, and if’n ya change yer mind I’d be more’n willin’ ta meet ya half way and pay ya a decent wage and all. The town's started growing again and tryin’ to get a new start and all. It went down-hill a might after we lost our sheriff, and some folks had moved on ‘cause of it, but all in all, it’s a good town. It’s just become a little rowdier and unsettled since then. We got us a lot of good law abidin’ folks here. We just need some better direction, that’s fer sure. I think Will here could surely find some work as well. If the Tanglefoot’s not hiring, there’s several other ranches in the area and always local folks lookin’ fer farm help.” 

Isaac could see Will’s mouth turn down a bit. “Anyhow, I bet you’d both be happy here.” 

With that, Will chuckled and said, “Gus, you sound more like the town’s mayor, or chamber of commerce or something, bragging on the town.” 

“No, that’d be Carl. Carl Boggs down at the Bogg’s Mercantile, he’s currently our town’s mayor.” 

Will and Isaac looked at one another in utter surprise. They finished tipping up the beers Walt had poured for them. “Well I reckon we both best be heading upstairs, before you end up selling us your place here.” 

Then all three men laughed hard and loud at that one. Some men drinking near them at the bar looked over at them, surely wondering what all the laughter was all about. 

They picked up their saddlebags and rifles, and Isaac, his guitar, and both men headed for the stairs when they passed by Celia, still standing at the end of the bar. Will tipped his hat to her and said, “Thank you again, Ma’am, that was a mighty nice meal you fixed for us. We surely enjoyed it. We’ll be leaving you a little something extra on the side table in the morning. Be sure to look for it.” 

Celia smiled and thanked them as the two of them headed on up the stairs. 

Once they got into in their room and stashed their gear in opposite corners, they noticed that Celia had already been there and removed the tray and empty coffee pot. “She’s a mighty fine woman and good cook,” Isaac commented. 

“Yeah and not all that hard on the eyes, either,” Will said. 

Isaac nodded his head in full agreement with Will's comment. “Oh, and not to change the subject,” Isaac said, “but we never got a chance for ya to tell me how ya were able to draw so quickly on that fella at the bar earlier?” 

Will kind of cleared his throat. “Well, to tell the truth, I don’t know that myself. Things just started to get out of hand down there, and I figured that you, me, or the both of us could be meeting our maker if I didn’t react quickly and get things back under control. After that, everything just sort of came natural to me. I didn’t think about it, just pulled my Colt, that is after I relieved him of a couple of his front teeth from that nasty talking mouth of his.” 

“Well, I was just pretty dang surprised at the quickness of your gun hand. It seemed pretty natural and all to me, too.” Once again, the two men guffawed as Will reached out and slapped Isaac on the back. 

“Well at least I didn’t end up having to kill him, but I was just mad enough I could have,” he said. Then the two men began to stare at that bed once again. 

Will unbuckled his gunbelt and placed it atop his saddlebag. Then Isaac did the same with his. Both men took turns sitting on the only chair in the room and removing their boots. Then Will stood and pulled off his vest and shirt and hung them in the wardrobe. Isaac had no vest on, but he did follow suit and removed his shirt as well. Then it was back to them both staring at that bed again. 

Will was first to speak up. “You know? We’re both grown men, ain’t no reason I see, why we can’t both enjoy the comfort of this here bed. I can sleep just fine with my britches on and if you want to do the same, then the way I see it, it’s down to a simple decision as to which side you want to claim for your own.” 

Without further ado, Isaac dropped onto the bed and swiftly laid down. His side was nearest the door. Will took a drink from his canteen, then stretched out on his side of the bed, too. Suddenly Will sat back up. 

“What’s the problem?” Isaac asked?” 

“Well, unless one of us is afraid of the dark, guess we should turn down the lamp.” 

“Looks like yer the one that’s up,” Isaac chuckled. 

With that, Will leaned over to the table and turned down the lamp. The room faded into total darkness. Their room was an inside room and void of any windows. Within seconds, it seemed, the sounds of shallow breathing and light snoring filled the small dark room. 

Come morning, both men had overslept. Isaac was the first to get up, but only minutes before Will. When Will awoke he saw Isaac sitting on the chair pulling on his boots. He’d already put on his shirt. His gunbelt was still on the floor atop his bedroll where he’d left it the night before. No sooner had he stood up, he saw Will yawn and stretch. 

“Good mornin’,” Isaac said to Will. “Did ya sleep well?” 

“Yeah, like a rock, but a soft rock,” Will replied with a chuckle, then he threw his long legs off the side of the bed and reached for his boots. 

Isaac was standing in front of the open wardrobe cabinet taking a long swallow from his canteen and threw Will's shirt to him, then once he had it on, Isaac threw him his vest, too. 

Will walked around the end of the bed, grabbed his canteen and drank from it. He looked at himself in the mirror over the chest of drawers, his black hair was all askew so he brushed it back in place with his fingers and smiled. 

On the other hand, Isaac didn’t share that problem, his hair was wiry and very short. The two men strapped on their gunbelts, checked the loads in their Colts just to ensure they were indeed loaded. There was no reason they shouldn’t have been, they just always checked as a habit. 

Before leaving, each man reached in his pocket, pulled out a gold quarter eagle coin and tossed it on the side table just as they’d promised Celia last night. Then they gathered up their saddlebags, canteens and unused bedrolls and quietly stepped out into the hall and closed the door behind them then headed for the stairs. Isaac pulled out his pocket watch and glanced at it. The time was just about 8:30 a.m., he told Will. 

When they got to the bottom of the stairs, they glanced over and saw Gus behind the bar. Several men were already downing beers and whiskeys. They just shook their heads in disbelief. Gus spied the two of them and waved them over. “Ya fellas sleep well, did ya?” 

“Yep, hated to even get up,” Will replied while Isaac just nodded in agreement. 

“How ‘bout a cup of fresh coffee?” Gus asked. “'less you’d prefer a beer or somethin’ a little stronger.” 

“Coffee’d be just fine,” Will said, and Isaac nodded his approval. 

Gus set two mugs on the bar, then disappeared for a moment. When he came back, he was carrying a big shiny coffee pot in one hand and a plate of something in the other. He set the plate on the bar in front of the two men then filled their mugs to the brim with a brew of steaming hot coffee. 

“What’s that there on the plate?” Isaac asked. 

“Celia, er my wife, baked up some sticky buns this mornin’, and they're hot from her oven,” Gus said. “Should fill yer craving for grub until you can get ya somethin’ a little more substantial. I like ‘em with my coffee in the mornin’.” 

Isaac grabbed one off the plate and shoved most of it in his mouth. Will and Gus just looked on. After Isaac had washed it down with a big gulp of coffee, Will asked, “Well how’s it?” 

Isaac just rolled his eyes back, “Mmm,” was ‘bout all he could say. Then he reached for another. 

Will slapped him on the back of the hand. “Ain’t ya gonna share?” he said, then reached for a sticky bun himself. 

Gus just chuckled and walked back down the bar. Will and Isaac had nearly devoured the entire plate of sticky buns when Gus returned. 

“Well, guess you’re trying to lure us into staying by feeding us them buns,” Will said with a hearty chuckle. 

“They were mighty delicious, too.” Isaac chortled. 

“Must have been, you ate near all of them yourself,” Will said to Isaac. 

Isaac just wiped across his mouth with the back of his hand then turned his mug up and took a hearty swallow. 

Gus then leaned close over the bar, kinda like he wanted to say something in private to them. “Ya’ know that two-story buildin’ the other side of Smiley's saloon?” 

Will nodded. 

“Yeah, that used to be our hotel about a year ago now and the smaller buildin’ next to it was a laundry. The laundry caught fire and it damaged both buildings pretty good in the process.” 

Again, Will and Isaac nodded. 

“I been talkin’ it over with the mayor, seein’ if maybe I could buy the two-story buildin’ from the town. I’d make it a nice hotel again.” 

Will and Isaac’s heads nodded in agreement with what Gus had just shared with them. 

“What’s the problem then?” Will questioned. 

“The problem’s my competitor next door, Smiley’s Waterin’ Hole. Owner’s name’s Lester “Smiley” Burns and he wants to buy the hotel too. He wants to turn it into a gambling house and brothel. He’s got the money to see it happen. It’d be bad for the town. The town don’t need another gambling place and sure the hell don’t need no brothel either. That just means more trouble for the whole town.” 

“The town’s growin’ fast; got at least three or four new families coming in every month and a couple more wagon trains are in route as we’re talkin’ here. New settlers looking for a place to settle down and call home. The mayor said folks have purchased several parcels of land already and more’s bein’ sold every day. A lot of people comin’ and nice folks mostly.” 

“We don’t need no more riff-raff in town. We got more’n enough already, what with all them fellas workin’ for Ray Donley, out at the Tanglefoot Ranch. Nothing but a bunch of trouble makin’ cowhands. More like no account gunslingers, ya ask me.” 
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Will said to Gus, “looks like we’re burning daylight, gotta pick up some supplies at the mercantile, then hit the trail. Denison’s still a pretty good ride from here.” Then both men thanked Gus and Celia for their hospitality. It was plain they both hated to see their newfound friends go. 

Will and Isaac fetched their horses and paid the stable keeper. Then made the short ride over to Bogg’s Mercantile for supplies. Carl was busy with another customer when Will and Isaac came in so they killed some time looking at some new shirts. “We might want to look our best when we meet with that railroad man Max Burris, the first time.” Then both men picked out new shirts to add to their list of supplies. Coffee, dried beans, jerky, some stick candy was on their list, and some extra ammunition, for sure. 

Carl finished up, then came over to fill the rest of the items on their list. “That looks like enough to get us to our destination,” Will told him when they’d laid everything, including the shirts, out on the counter. Carl was in the process of adding up what they owed, when suddenly this tall young fella ran into the store. Will sized him up, thought he looked to be in his early twenties maybe. 

“Carl, just thought you’d like to know, those two supply wagons you been waiting on from Dallas for the past couple of days just rolled into town. They’re over at the doc’s place now. The driver for one of the wagons and two other fellas are all wounded. It seems they encountered a Comanche war party about ten to fifteen miles out. They managed to get away, but just barely.” 

Carl’s eyebrows went up a notch or two, as did Will and Isaac, hearing that news. The young fella said he’d been over to Doc Carr’s getting a couple of stitches in his hand after cutting it good on some barbed wire. 

That’s when the wagon’s rolled in and he heard the news. “Looks like they left some of your merchandise behind for them Injuns, so’s to lighten their load and hightail it for Tulsa Valle,” the young man added. 

Carl just shook his head. “Those damn redskins belong on the reservation instead of lootin’ my wagons and hurtin’ and killin’ folks. Damn them anyhow!” 

Will approached the young man. “I’m Will Boyton, me and my friend Isaac here are getting ready to head that way. How far out did you say this happened?” 

The young man looked at Will, shaking his head. “About ten miles or so, I’m told. Too close to us here that’s for sure. I wouldn’t be headin’ that way any too soon if it were me,” he answered, stuttering as he spoke. 

Will didn’t know if it was his normal speech or he had some kinda affliction. “Just in case, you better give us a couple more boxes of ammo. One for me and another for Isaac.” 

“Expecting trouble then, fellas?” 

“No, but if it’s like this young man says, we best be prepared.” Everyone nodded their heads in agreement with that comment. 

The two of them settled up with Carl and headed for the door with a couple burlap sacks filled with their supplies. “Think we need a pack mule,” Will said. When they’d gotten to the front door, Will turned to Carl and said, “One more thing I’d been meaning to ask you. Gus over at the Palace told us you were the mayor of Tulsa Valle?” 

“Yup, that’d be my official callin’. I guess in addition to running this here mercantile. Why?” Carl questioned. 

“Just wonderin’ about the vacant sheriff’s position the town has?” Will replied. 

“Well, the town needs a good lawman, that’s for certain, growing as fast as we are and all, just haven’t found no one expressin’ any interest in the job. Well, except for a couple of yahoos from the Tanglefoot, but we don’t need any hot head gunslingers shooting just anybody. Hell we’d be buryin’ half the town. We need someone levelheaded to take on the responsibility for keepin’ law and order here. Lord knows we need a lot of that too,” Carl said. “So, it’d just be a matter of the town agree’n on the man and electing him all legal and proper.” 
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