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​The sky was clear, not even a cloud floated in the never ending blue. Ponderosa Pine trees stood straight and tall, dwarfed only by the Appalachian mountains of eastern Kentucky that stood tall behind them. This is a place of natural wonder and beauty. The coyote and the fox live here. As does the wily bobcat and a variety of woodland birds.
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A small herd of black-tail deer stopped their grazing long enough to watch as a wagon, leading a Hereford bull and heifer, made its way down the narrow road towards the town of Little Creek. 

A big man, named Morgan Oats, who nearly took up the entire wagon seat and his wife, Ada, drove the wagon. In the back, with all of their worldly goods, sat their two sons, eight-year-old Willy, and six-year-old Adam, along with rags, the family dog. And bring up the rear, rode Joe Oats, Morgan’s younger brother.

It had been a long, hard trip from Indiana, and now it was nearly over. They had started out with one bull and five heifers. They lost one heifer to wolves, and they lost another one crossing a fast-moving river, and two were stolen in the middle of the night during Joe's watch. 

The boys got excited when the town came into view. They were full of energy and tired of riding in the wagon all day. Like most boys their age, they were ready to get down and run around. 

People looked at them as they drove through town, more out of curiosity than anything. Morgan paid them no attention. His eyes were scanning the shops and stores on both sides of the street. 

His eyes lit up, and he looked at his wife. “There’s the bank.” Morgan pulled up in front of the bank and came to a stop. Morgan jumped down and tied the reins to the wagons brake lever and helped Ada down. He looked at his brother, Joe, and the boys. “We won’t be gone very long, so don’t wander off.” The boys nodded. They knew better than to disobey their father. 

Morgan gave his brother a hard look and took his wife by the arm and walked into the bank. Joe waited until Morgan and Ada were in the bank before he dismounted. “You boys listen to your pa. I’m gonna have a look around.” The boys looked at each other. They knew what that meant. Uncle Joe was looking for the saloon. 

A teller looked up as the door opened and the biggest man he had ever seen stepped inside and closed the door behind him. “Can I help you?” asked the teller, looking up at Morgan. “We are here to see Stanley Herch, the bank manager,” said Morgan. “Yes, sir. Just a moment.” 

The teller walked to a door behind him and knocked. A gruff enter was heard. The teller stuck his head inside and told the bank manager that a giant was here to see him. Ada looked up at her husband and covered her smile with a hand. 

The office door opened, and a clean shaved older man with silver hair stepped out. He almost stopped in mid-stride when he saw Morgan. “Yes, I’m Stanley Herch. May I help you, sir?” “I’m Morgan Oats, and this is my wife Ada. I believe you are expecting us.” “Yes, yes, of course. Please come into my office.” Stanley directed Morgan and Ada around to the side of the teller’s cage and opened a door for them, and led them into his office. 

After the office door was closed and they were all seated, Morgan looked up at the bank manager. “Before we get started, I need to ask a few questions,” said Morgan. “Certainly,” said Stanley with a smile. 

“The lawyer that contacted us about the ranch, um, what was his name?” asked Morgan, looking at his wife. “Lee Whitney,” said Stanley. “That’s him. He was extremely vague on several details.” “Such as?” “What happened to Richard and his family?” 

The smile slid off Stanley’s face, and he nodded. “I truly wish I had the answer to your question, Mr. Oats. Truthfully, I don’t know, and neither does anyone else.” “Somebody must know something,” said Ada. “I’m afraid not,” said Stanley. “Then tell us what you know,” said Morgan.

“Alright, I knew Richard. I’ve done business with him many times over the last twenty years, and I counted him as a close friend. He came in here roughly eighteen months ago to ask for a loan.” “A loan for what?” Asked Morgan. “He wanted to buy two hundred acres on the other side of the river,” said Stanley. 

“Did you give him the loan?” “Yes, I did. He made his payments on time, just as he did with his other loans. And when he didn’t show up at the usual time to make his payment, I rode out to the ranch to discover that it was totally deserted.”

“Deserted?” “Yes, deserted. I didn’t find Richard or his wife Marie or the children or even any of the ranch hands. Even the cattle were gone without a trace,” said Stanley. “Did anyone try to find out what happened to them?” asked Ada. “Yes ma’am, the sheriff even brought in a Cherokee tracker, the best around and even he couldn’t find anything,” said Stanley. 

Morgan looked at Ada. She saw worry and frustration swimming in his dark eyes. “My last question is why are we meeting here at the bank instead of the lawyer’s office?” “Well, there is a simple reason for that, Mr. Oats. The bank is holding the deed until the loan Richard took out is paid off. Until then, no one can even step foot on the property.”

“How much?” Asked Morgan. “$485.00.” “That’s half of what we have,” said Ada. With a sigh, Morgan reached inside his coat and took out his billfold and counted out the required money, and gave it to Stanley. 

Stanley counted the money and, with a smile, he wrote them a receipt and then took the deed to the ranch out of his desk drawer. “If you would like, I can have someone show you the way to your ranch,” said Stanley. “That would be much appreciated, sir,” said Morgan. 

They got up and followed Stanley out of the office and out the front door of the bank. “If you will wait here with your wagon, I know a man named Teddy Swanson who can take you to the ranch.” Morgan nodded. He looked and saw Joe’s horse tied to the wagon, but not Joe.

“Where’s your uncle, boys?” “He said he was gonna go look around,” said Adam. “He went that way,” said Willy, pointing. “Wait here with the boys. I’ll be right back,” said Morgan.
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He hadn’t gone very far when a man stepped off the boardwalk and stopped in front of him. Morgan was about to step around him until he saw the star on his chest.   

“Morning stranger.” “Morning,” said Morgan. “Just passing through, are you?” “No, I’m Morgan Oats. I own the Harris ranch.” “Well, nice to meet you, Mr. Oats. I’m Jim Kolson, the sheriff.” “It’s nice to meet you, Sheriff. I wonder. Have you seen a fella about six feet with a salt and pepper beard wearing a sheep-skin coat?” “No, can’t say that I have. Is he causing you problems?” “You might say that, sheriff. He’s my brother.” “Well, I hope you find him.” “I just might, if you have a saloon in town,” said Morgan. “I see your brother’s a drinker.” “Yeah,” said Morgan with a slight flush. “The saloon is down the street. Take a right at the next corner.” “Thank you, sheriff.”

Joe took a right turn and spotted a small building at the end of the street, with a sign above the door that simply read “saloon”. He pushed his way through the batwing doors and looked around the room. It was small. There were only six tables and only two other customers. The bar was a couple of thick planks set on top of barrels. 

There was a fat man wearing a dingy white shirt with a fat cigar between his teeth, standing behind the bar. “What can I get you?” asked the bartender. “Whiskey,” said Joe. He set a glass on the table and poured a clear liquid out of a jug into the glass. “That’ll be a dollar.” Joe looked up at him. “Kind of steep,” said Joe, digging in his pocket and pulling out a silver dollar and set it on the bar.

The bartender grabbed the silver dollar and slid the glass towards Joe. He picked it up and downed it. “Whoa, that’s got some kick to it,” said Joe. “I’ll have another.” “We don’t like drifters in Little Creek,” said a deep voice. 

Joe turned his head to see a big man with a heavy beard walking through the front door. Joe set another silver dollar on the bar as the big man walked up to him. “Didn’t you hear me? We don’t like drifters in Little Creek,” said the big man. “I’m not a drifter. My brother and I are starting up a ranch.” 

The big man leaned closer to him and sniffed him. Joe looked at him sideways and took a step to his right to get away from him. “You smell like shit. So I’m guessing that you’re either a sheep herder or a pig farmer,” said the big man. “Neither one, cattle,” said Joe, waiting for the bartender to pour a second drink. “I think you just lied to me, pig farmer.” He grabbed Joe with his left hand and raised a huge right fist. A powerful hand grabbed him by the wrist and pulled him around. He saw stars. He felt himself lifted off his feet and was slammed down onto a table before he knew what was going on. 

One of the other customers ran out the door and disappeared down the street. Joe looked up at his brother. Rage twisted the normally calm looking face. Both heard a sharp metal click and looked to see the bartender holding a double-barreled greener. And it was pointed right at them.

“Alright Ty, put the gun down,” ordered the sheriff. “What’s going on here?” asked Kolson. “That big guy knocked the hell out of Phil,” said the bartender. “Is that so?” asked the sheriff, looking down at Phil, still lying on top of the broken table. He picked up a half-empty mug of beer and poured it on Phil’s face.

Phil sputtered and cursed. He glared up at the sheriff with hate-filled eyes. “I told you if you caused any more trouble, I was going to close you down, Phil.” “It’s not my fault, sheriff. This pig farmer was causing all the trouble.” “We are not pig farmers,” growled Morgan. 

Phil pushed himself to his feet and opened his mouth,  a heated retort rising to his lips, and stopped when he saw dangerous anger swirling in the eyes of the giant man in front of him. Phil took an involuntary step backwards. He was used to being the biggest and toughest man in the room. But this stranger made him look small.

Sheriff Kolson hid a smile behind his hand and then cleared his throat. “Alright Phil. You can either shut your doors for a week, or you can pay a $50.00 fine for disturbing the piece.”

“That’s highway robbery, sheriff.” Phil whined. “You can’t say I didn’t warn you, Phil.” Phil glared at Kolson for a moment before lowering his eyes. “Alright Ty, give him the money,” ordered Phil. “That’s not the way it works. Bring the money to the office and I will give you a receipt.” Phil’s face and ears turned red.

“Mr. Oats, you and your brother can go about your business,” said the sheriff. Morgan nodded and motioned for Joe to get moving. Joe followed his brother out of the saloon. Neither of them said a word all the way back to the wagon. 
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