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Chapter one

Jersey girl
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Tom Banister, Sheriff of Stallion Springs, Nebraska, was sitting in a chair out in front of the jail, when a young boy of about ten, or twelve years of age came running up. The young boy tossed him a rolled up, four-page newspaper.

“Here’s your newspaper, Sheriff.” he said, excitedly.

Catching the paper as it bounced off his lap, the sheriff replied, “Thanks, Frankie.”

Frankie, the news boy, bounced on down the street, yelling out his business amidst the noise and clatter on the street.

“Paper! Paper! Get your paper here! Two copper pennies will get you your paper! Come and get your paper! Get your paper!”

The farther away he got, his voice trailed off, and then finally faded. Just then, Tom's deputy, Jim Iverson, sat down in the chair beside him.

Jim said, “It's going to be very warm day today, Tom.”

Tom was barely listening to his deputy because something in the newspaper had caught his interest.

Tom, then said, “What was that ‘bout a warm day?”

“I said it's going to be a very warm day today.” 

“It's starting out that way.” Pause “Have you read the paper today, Jim?”

“No, I haven't. Never got around to it,” 

Tom rustled the paper for a better view at its contents, “Well, if you had you would a been a little bit more concerned, I think. We almost suffered an Injun attack.”

“Here in Stallion Springs?” chuckles “I find that hard to believe.”

“Yeah, well, it did come close. It says here the Cheyenne, Sioux and the Arapahoe started raidin’ along the Elkhorn around Ewing, then went south towards Stratton, then on down to Winslow.” scoffs “Over 80 miles of death and destruction. The Army finally chased them off, but they left 135 dead, 42 wounded, and 18 captured, mostly women and children and one old man. With much pow-wow between them and the Army, those captured were finally released.”  

“Didn't it say those Injuns headed south? Ewing is what, a hundred miles, or better east of us? So, what’s to worry ‘bout?”

“Yeah, I suppose you're right. There’s nothin’ to worry about.” 

Tom stood from his chair and went into his office. Jim followed. Tom sat down at his desk, while Jim took a seat in a chair at the front of the desk. Tom was still reading the paper. Again, he shuffled the paper for a better look.

Tom, then said, “Now, if that don't beat all.”

Jim asked, “What's ‘at.”

“There are no church services for an unknown amount of time because the Reverend, Carter Stokes, has come down sick with an unknown illness. Doc Keller put him and his house under quarantine.” tossing the paper onto the desk “Now if that don't take the cake?” pause “How ‘bout some coffee?”  

Jim replied, “Oh, no thanks. I’ve had too much.”

Tom stood from his desk going to the potbelly stove. He picked up the coffee pot and the bag of fresh coffee grounds.

Jim picked up the paper saying, “Let's see what else is in this here newspaper.”

“Good luck. I didn't find all that much.”

“You gotta have a nose for news, Tom.” Chuckling “I can sniff out a story. Matter of fact, at one time, I almost became a newspaper reporter.”

“You, a newspaper reporter? That's not only funny, it’s hilarious.”

“Oh, I wouldn't say it was all that funny.” pause “Yes, sir, I nearly became a reporter, then, the job of deputy came up and- - - Say, how was I picked to be your deputy, anyways?”

Tom messed with the bag of coffee and coffee pot, saying, “You were the only one who applied.”

“I was?”

“Uh, huh, you were.”

Then, Tom looked out the window facing the street. He had a blank, but stern 

expression on his face, but somewhat surprised at what he sees

Tom turned towards the door, saying, “I'll be back.”

Jim, asked, “Where ya goin'?”

Tom, replied, “I'll be back.”

Tom left the jail leaving Jim to watch after him. Across the street near the Assay office, there were three men milling around on the boardwalk, and that was where Tom was going.

When Tom walked up, one man stepped forward, saying, “Well, what 

do you know. It's Tom Banister. How you been doin’, Tom?”

Tom replied, “It's been a long time, Colby.”

No handshake was offered by either man.

Tom asked, “What brings you and your friends to Stallion Springs? Lookin' for work?”

“Uh, uh. Looking for a man.”

“A man?” scoff “I heard of doing that sort of thing for a purdy lady, but 

never a man, unless you’re a lawman, or...”

“A bounty hunter?”

“Yeah. A bounty hunter. You should know I hold a dim view on bounty hunters, Col.”  

“Even if he's a friend?”

“Even then, Colby. I thought you had better sense.” He smiled.

“Well, what ‘bout you, Tom? They've even pinned their brand on you. I bet that tin star gets real heavy on ya sometimes, don’t it?”

Ignoring the question, Tom asked, “Who you are lookin’ for, Colby?”

“Me and those with me are looking for Cordell

“Lane Cordell?”

“That’s the one.”

“Of course, you know just how dangerous he is?”

“Uh, huh, and he has a very healthy sum of money attached to him too. Dead, or alive.”

“Yes, he does. Five thousand dollars is quite a sum of money.”

“That amount of money will go a long, long way, Tom, and, well, me 

and those with me, we want a piece of that.”

“I wouldn't mind gettin’ a piece of that reward myself. I shor’ly wouldn’t, but as I said, I hold a dim view of bounty hunters, but if it does happen, and Lane Cordell does come to town, make shor’ all gunplay is done anywhere out of town, and not on the streets of Stallion Springs. You got that, Colby?”

“You sound as though you're afraid, Tom.”

“I’m not afraid for me, Col. I'm afraid for the citizens of Stallion Springs. There’s a chance of people gettin’ hurt from a stray bullet or takin’ a bullet just by bein' in the way, especially kids. I'm here to make shor’ neither one of those things happen.” 

“Well, just in case you're in'trested, Cordell is runnin’ with a couple new men now. A man called, Jonas Pickett, and another man called, Henry Weaver. You know either of these men, Tom?”

“Henry Weaver, I know. He and I rode together some years back. He’s competent and deadly. I have no idea who this, Jonas Pickett is. I’ve never heard of him till just now. Cordell is a dangerous man by himself, as well you know, but you add these two men to the mix, then what do you have? Three sticks of dynamite ready to explode. You try to take Lane Cordell it is bound to get messy. You might end up on the wrong side of the stick.”

Colby replied, “Yeah, well, we'll take our chances. Who knows? We may get lucky.”

Tom, then said, “You heard what I said, Col.”

With that being said, Tom turned and walked back to the jail. Tom went to his desk and sat down as Jim eyed him, curiously.

Jim asked, “What was that all about, Tom?” no answer “Come on, give.”

“Bounty hunters.” came the reply.

“Well, how did you know they was bounty hunters?”

“I know one of ‘em. Colby Reeves.”

Pawnee Bill, then said, “I don't like that man, Col.”

Colby said, “Aw, he's all right.” chuckling “Just don't try him, Pawnee. He'll ruin your whole day.”

“Then, he won't ruin whole night, will he?”

Colby stared at Pawnee Bill with raised eyebrows, and slightly chuckled in disbelief. 

He turned to Dobie Nichols, saying, “You thirsty? I’m thirsty. Let's go get somethin’ to drink, shall we?”

Dobie replied, “Yeah, I’m thirsty.”

Colby, then said, “First round is on me.”

All three men started walking to the saloon.

Pawnee Bill reiterated, “I don't like that man, Colby.”

Colby replied, “I know, Bill.”

Pawnee Bill, then said, “Can't wait till sun goes down.”

Colby said, “You'll be dead before midnight if you go after that man with a knife, Bill. He's also a man you can't face in a gunfight.” pause “It’s gotta be from behind.”

Deputy Jim Iverson sat at a small table a few feet away from Tom's desk, cleaning his six-gun. He turned to see Tom enter the jail.  

Jim said, “The look on your face said trouble of some kind is comin’, and you knowin’ one of those yahoos it could mean only one thing- - - the man, or men they're after could be headed this way and things are ‘bout to start poppin’. Well, I for one will be ready for it.”

“If it does happen here, it'll happen fast. Real fast. No matter how prepared a man thinks he is, it catches a man off guard even when he knows it’s comin'. Not knowin’ when, chews at a man's guts, and it’ll eat at a him until it does happen.” pause “After a while if it doesn't happen, and a man hears diff’rent why then, he can rest easy.”

“That may be true for some men, Tom, but not for me. I'll be ready and waitin’.”

Tom finished making his coffee and added more sticks of wood to an already hot stove.

Tom sat down at his desk, saying, “Can you back that kind of talk up with that?”

Turning, Jim replied, matter of factly, “Yes, I can.” 

“That's good. You're gonna need all the gumption you can muster, and then some.”

“Don't be worry’n ‘bout me, Tom. I'll be more than ready.”

“Uh, huh. Well, I honestly don’t think they’ll come this way, Jim. Just don't see that happenin’, but God knows I've been wrong before.”

With that said, Jim loaded his revolver, then, put it back in his holster, He stood from the table and walked over to the gun rack and pulled a twelve-gauge shotgun from off the rack and checked for loads. He, then put the shotgun back and pulled another shotgun from off the rack, checking it's loads.

Placing the shotgun back on the rack, Jim said, “I smell coffee.”

Tom, then said, “I don't think it’s done yet. I'll give it a couple more minutes to boil.”

On the street outside, the sound of many horses and the rattling of a wagon was heard coming down the street.

Finally, the driver pulled hard on the reins, hollering, “Whoa!! Whoa, you dad-blasted mangy Cayuses!”

As the stage came to a gut jolting stop in front of the stage station, dust and gravel flew up around the wheels as the stage rocked back and forth like a baby carriage.

Jim said, “I would say the stage has arrived.”

Tom replied, “I heard.”

Both men stepped out onto the boardwalk to see who came in on the stage. Three men and two women got off the stage. A woman of eastern finery and a woman dressed in western attire got off the stage. Both men’s eyes automatically went to the woman dressed in eastern finery.

After sizing the woman up, Jim, then said, “Now, that is a purdy young, handsome filly. Best looking fluff ‘n stuff I've seen in quite some time.”

Tom, said, “You just may get your ears pinned back if you trifle with that young lady.”

“Aww, she just may need a good tamin’ is all.”

“And you think you’re just the fella to do it, huh?”

Of the three men who got off the stage, the first one was dressed well to do. Possibly a gambler, or man of business. The second man looked like he could be a hired hand on some farm, or ranch somewhere. The last man didn’t appear to be of any concern. The woman dressed in western attire, minus the gun belt and pistol, was not very womanly to some men who look upon womanhood as something to protect and revere. To them - - she was hardly the type. Sheriff Tom Banister didn't see the woman as these men did. To him, she conjured up a vision of a woman who had strength, self-esteem, and maybe even a man-sized grit when things got tough. This woman walked up to the stage driver.

She asked, “Excuse me, Sir, but could you direct me to the Ace in the hole ranch? You see I...”

Butting in, the stage driver replied, “I’m sorry, Ma'am, I just drive the stage.” pointing “The sheriff would be the one to talk to ‘bout what you want to know, Miss.”

The driver had pointed to the sheriff's office. The woman thanked the driver, then turned and walked briskly towards Sheriff Tom Banister. Tom smiled.  

“Perk up, Jim. We’re ‘bout to have comp’ny.”

“Comp'ny?”

“Uh, huh.”  

As the woman walked up, she asked, “Are you the sheriff?”

“I'm Sheriff Tom Banister, and this is my deputy, Jim Iverson. How can we help?”

“I’m lookin' for directions to the Ace in the hole ranch, Sheriff.”

Sheriff Tom replied, “Five miles northwest of Stallion Springs, Ma’am, but how do you expect to get there?” tipping his hat back on his head “You have no transportation.”

“If you must know, Sheriff, I plan on getting a horse from the Livery and riding out to the ranch after I have directions. I now have directions, so I'll be on my way. Thank you.”

She started to walk away, but Jim asked, “Excuse me for askin', Ma'am, but just why are you wantin’ to go to the Ace in the hole ranch?”  

She replied in a perky, snappy attitude, “I've come to surprise my aunt and Uncle. You see, I haven't seen them in quite some time. I am the niece of Lee and Ivy Matheson. My name is, Maureen Davis, and I've come from New Jersey, and if I say so myself, it has been a long and tiring trip, as well as a bumpy ride.”

Jim said, “And, you came all this way by stage?” he paused, shaking his head “Why, that’s just plain ludicrous. No one can ride all those miles by stage.”

Maureen, then said, “You’re quite right. I came by train for the first few hundred miles, then by stage the rest of the way. As I said, it was a long and tiring trip, as well as a bumpy ride.”

Tom said, “No doubt, miss, Mrs....?” 

Maureen replied, “I’m not married, Sheriff, so it’s, Miss.”

“Uh, huh. Well, anyway, please allow me to show you where the Livery is, then we can get you a room at the only hotel we have. It’s the, uh, the, Overland Hotel.” He Smiled.

“I had meant to go out tonight and surprise them, Sheriff.”

“Let’s be reasonable, shall we? There’s only a couple hours left before dusk, so, I suggest I treat you to supper, after you find your mode of travel, of course. Then, a hotel room where you can get a full night's rest before you go out and surprise your aunt and uncle.”

“That's very kind of you, Sheriff, but I do wish to get to my uncle’s ranch tonight.”

With concern, “But, Miss Davis...”

“I am quite excited to see them both, as you may well understand.”

Tom smiled, then said, “I do understand, Miss Davis. As soon as you get your means of transportation, I'll be glad to see you out to their ranch, so you don't get lost. It’s not healthy to get lost in this part of the country. We have unfriendly Indians who like to make things a little dangerous, if you know what I mean.”

“Then, allow me to go get my, transportation.” She smiled.

Both chuckled.

Deputy Jim Iverson went back into the jail and sat in Tom’s chair behind Tom’s desk. He took up the newspaper again and began to read. He began to whistle softly. After a while, the smell of coffee changed his mind about having a cup. He stood from the desk and went to the potbelly stove. He grabbed a rag and picking up the coffee pot, he poured coffee into a cup. When he took a sip, his face contorted into a sour face. Reluctantly, Jim swallowed the coffee. 

Jim, then said, “Ugh, this ain’t coffee.” smacking his lips “As thick as molasses.” pause ‘I wonder if Tom had a cup of this coffee, he’d even notice the difference, seein’ as how he seems lost in the eyes of that young lady.”

After pouring out the molasses coffee, he cleaned the pot and made a decent pot of coffee. Allowing the coffee water to heat and boil, Jim wandered outside and sat in one of the chairs on the boardwalk in front of the jail. Jim smiled when he saw Tom come walking up to him.

Jim asked, “What happened to miss, uh, what’s her name?”

Tom replied, “Her name is Maureen. Maureen Davis to be exact. She’s the niece of Lee, and Ivy Matheson of the Ace in the hole.”

Jim replied, “Yeah? She told us all that. So, what are you doin’ here?”

“I’m waiting for her to wrangle some kind of transportation from ol’ man Grady Kimble, then I’ll show her to her uncle’s ranch.” “On the premise she might get lost.”

Tom chuckled, then said, “That’s the general idea.”

Jim chuckled, saying, “I think your general idea has holes in it.”

“What makes you say that?”

Jim chuckled, as he pointed, saying “There goes the general.”

Tom turned to see Maureen riding a horse out of town at a high rate of speed.

Tom chuckled, saying, “Why, of all the nerve.” 

“It seems your romance-capade has turned to naught, Sheriff.”

“Only for the present, Deputy. Only for the present. I am a man who never says, never. Tomorrow shines like a brand-new dime.”

Jim looked to the heavens, and even when seeing a partially clear, yet darkening hue just before dusk, he chimed, “Hmm, looks like rain.” He smiled.

“Your attempt to dampen my success in wooing that young lady will not succeed, Jim. My quest is waterproof in a never ending down pour. Not barrel water.”

“As I said, Tom, there are holes in your idea. You just might end up gettin’ wet.”

“Yeah, well, I was goin’ to treat her to supper, but seein’ as how...” turning “How ‘bout I treat you to supper in her stead?”

“Me?” scoffing ‘I don’t come in second to no one.”

“Is ‘at so?”

“Yeah, that’s so.”

“That does seem mighty peculiar, since you come in second to me by bein’ my deputy.”

“Oh, yeah, huh?” chuckling “Let’s eat.”

Just as darkness fell upon Stallion Springs, Maureen rode up to the Ace in the hole ranch. She hitched her horse to the hitching rack in front of the house as her Uncle Lee came from the house brandishing a Winchester.

As the screen door slammed shut behind him, Lee hollered, “Who’s there?” pause “If you don’t want a 44.40 putin’ daylight in ya, you better answer me.”

Stopping where she was, Maureen replied, “It’s, it’s me, Uncle Lee. Maureen Davis.” Swallowing the lump in her throat, Maureen continued, “I, I’ve come to visit.” 

Just then their son came running out of the house, and he was also brandishing a Winchester.

He whispered, “Who is it, Pa?”

Lee answered, “It’s your cousin from New Jersey. Maureen Davis. She’s come to visit.”

The son rattled off, “At this hour? She crazy?”

Taking offense, Maureen answered, “The name’s Maureen Davis, Cody Matheson, and I am not crazy!”

Cody chuckled, then replied, “Yep, it’s crazy, Maureen alright. Leave it to her to show up this time of night.”

Maureen said, “I wanted to surprise you, that’s all.”

Lee replied, “Well, you certainly have done that, young lady.” pause “Well, don’t just stand there gawkin’. Come on in the house.”

“Yes, Sir.” she went to move, but stopped, then asked, “Is it safe?

Lee Matheson looked at his niece with raised eyebrows, confused, then he looked at the guns. 

He handed Cody his Winchester, saying, “Here, son, put the guns away.” Pause “I’m sorry, Maureen. It’s safe now, my dear. Come ahead on.”

“Thanks.”

Maureen walked towards the porch as Cody took the rifles inside the house.

Maureen, then said, “It has been one long, and tiring trip from New Jersey, Uncle Lee, let me tell you.” 

Lee replied, “Well, talk with your Aunt Ivy ‘bout it. She'll be more than happy to hear all ‘bout it, I’m sure. I'm just plain tuckered out, myself. One more glass a whiskey to mellow me out, then it’s upstairs to bed. It's been a long, tiring day.”

As that was said, they had entered the front room.

“I hope I haven’t come at a wrong time.” she said sincerely.

Lee replied, “Why, no, honey, but...”

Ivy butted in, saying, “But, nothin’, Lee Matheson.”

Ivy rushed over, taking Maureen in her arms, saying, “My child, what are you doing here at this hour?” Ivy held her at arm’s length, saying, “Oh, but it is so good to see you, Maureen.”

Ivy embraced Maureen again, then kissed her softly on the cheek. 

She released the embrace asking, “But, Maureen, how did you get out here? I didn’t hear a buggy.”

Maureen replied, “I rented a horse at the Livery Stable, Aunt Ivy, and rode out from town. I got here just as the sun went down.”

Ivy, then asked, “Well, what kind of an outfit is that you have on?” pause “Stand back a little so’s I can see, please.”

Maureen did as was requested.

Ivy chuckled, then said, “I’m sorry for chuckling, dear, but it seems like ages since I’ve seen a New Jersey girl try to look like a western magpie.” chuckling “I hope you don’t think too terribly rotten of me for saying so.”

Maureen replied, “Absolutely not, Aunt Ivy. Why, I would never think of such a thing.”

Lee bellowed, “Oh, the most piddly things you women talk about. Have you eaten anything today, young lady?”  

“I had what looked and tasted like some kind of sandwich earlier this afternoon.”  

Ivy said, “Oh, you poor thing. You must be famished. Let’s go get you something to eat right now.” taking Maureen by the arm “Come into the kitchen with me while I reheat what we had, and we’ll talk of old times. Won’t that be fun? And you can tell me all about your trip.”

Maureen smiled wide, then said, “That would be lovely, Aunt Ivy.”

Both women walked into the kitchen, arm in arm, chatting, with Ivy doing most of the talking.

Chuckling, Cody said, “They shor’ do go on, don’t they, Pa?”

“Uh-yep, but that’s woman folk for ya. They say the Same thing in a different way, over, and over again. I think they talk just to hear themselves talk,” sigh “but I must say, there ain’t any other woman folk for Ivy to talk to who live close by. She may, at any time, start havin’ long conversations with the stardust and the moon beams.” scoffs “God forbid should that ever happen.”

Cody replied, “Ma’s purdy tough, Pa. She’s strong enough to keep to her own self and not suffer mighty from it. Nothin’ shakes Ma. Why, I seen her...”?

“I have too, son. I’ve seen your ma take on a bunch a heathen-savages and come out amongst the ruin with a smokin’ gun in her hand, just a smilin’. Ah, those were the days.” 

A fond memory had been shared. He smiled and poured himself another glass of whiskey. 

Then, filled with concern, he added, “But, times is diff’rent now.”

Cody replied, “How do ya figure, Pa? We still get raided by every injun what passes by, chasin’ off our milk cow, stealin’ our eggs, killin’ our chickens, not to mention scatterin’ our stock...”

Lee butted in, saying, “I know, I know, Son, but it’s not as often as it used to be.” up ending the whiskey glass “Time for bed, Son.” placing the glass on the end table “We got a busy day tomorrow, so good night.”

Cody replied, “Good night, Pa.” he turned, then turned back “You gonna wait for Ma?”

“Nah. That gab fest will probably last most of the night. I'll go to bed directly. Good night, Son.”

“Goodnight, Pa.” he walked away, but leaned towards the kitchen “Good night, Ma. Good night, Maureen.”

Lee remarked, “I highly doubt they heard ya, Son, so, off to bed with ya.”   

“Okay, Pa.”

Lee went into the kitchen where he found Maureen sitting at the table eating warmed over supper and drinking butter milk. Ivy was just chatting away, hardly giving Maureen a chance to speak.

“I'm callin’ it a night, ladies, so I bid you both a good night. Tomorrow is another long day for Cody and me. Don't stay up too late.” Scoffing “What am I sayin'?” As he turned to leave, he said, “Goodnight you two.”

As he walked out of the kitchen, both Ivy and Maureen had said their goodnight.

Over in the saloon, Colby and his friends are having a good time downing whiskey and dancing with all the painted ladies, jumping from one, to another. They were having a grand old time sashaying around the room, and swinging the painted ladies around the saloon floor, bumping into tables, and pushing them aside. They soon started arguing amongst each other about who dances with who. The piano player was pounding out a raucous tune on the piano, and he would toss his head back and bellow out a song not meant for children’s ears, much less the ears of the painted ladies in a thunderous voice. A few towns people began to complain to the sheriff about the noise. They were not happy. No, not at all. They were unable to sleep because of the noise, plus their school aged children can’t sleep because of the noise. Something had to be done and done now. Sheriff Tom Banister said he would try and put a stop to it. So, he and his deputy headed for the saloon. They went through the batwings just as Colby swung a painted lady, unexpectedly, into the arms of Deputy Jim Iverson.

As Jim caught her, the woman laughingly said, “Hello, Jimmy.”

Surprised, Jim replied, “Hello, Doris.” he looked at Tom rather ashamedly.

Colby laughingly, said, “Oh, no you don’t.” pulling Doris back to himself “She belongs to me, Mister.” laughter “Find your own gal to dance with. Yee-ha, ha, ha.”

Tipping his hat back on his head, Tom said, “I kind a hate to put a stop to this, Jim. It’s not in my nature to put a stop to folks havin’ a good time, and they really are havin’ a good time. The only thing wrong with this, is the noise.”

Jim replied, “Seems reasonable. The only one who’s causin’ most of the noise is, Harvey, bangin’ on that ol’ piano. Guess I’ll go over and tell him to quiet down some.”

Jim walked over to Harvey, the piano player, being careful to stay out of the way of those dancing. He stood beside the piano, smiling, and watched as Harvey tossed his head back and bellowed out a song as loud as thunder, though I must say, greatly off key.

Deputy Jim Iverson, then said, “Harvey?” no response “Harvey?” still no response, then louder, “Harvey!?”

With an element of surprise, Harvey looked into the dancing eyes of Deputy Jim Iverson.

Harvey stopped playing, smiled, saying, “Hello, Jim. What song can I play for you?”

Jim said, “Must you be so loud, Harv?” complaints from Colby and friends for no music “Me and the sheriff are receivin’ complaints about the noise coming from the saloon. Why, it’s enough to keep some folks from gettin’ any sleep, especially the kids who have school the next day. Just keep it down to a low roar, will ya, Harv?”

At this opportune time, Pawnee Bill shoved the painted lady he was dancing with away from him. He became serious in his actions. Colby saw the look on Bill’s face, and it was a dangerous look. A look between life and death.

Colby hollered, “Bill, don’t do this. You’ll be dead in a matter of seconds.”

Pawnee Bill replied, “Or, he will be.”

Tom stood perfectly still as he eyed Pawnee Bill. His gun hand rested just above the butt of his revolver. The dancing had stopped. Jim and Harvey turned towards Pawnee Bill, and then Tom, who was standing just inside the saloon with the batwings at his back. Just then, Tom did something to cause both Colby and Jim to smile. Tom stepped away from the batwings, keeping an eye on Pawnee Bill. He meandered through the tables and chairs till he reached Colby. Coming along side Colby, Tom, then said something to cause Colby to laugh heartedly.

Tom, said, “You should keep a tight rein on your friends, Col. They might get hurt.”

“They’re a loose lot, Tom. I have no reins on them. What they do is their own worry, or their own demise.”

“Uh, huh. Well, if you want to collect that $5,000 reward for Lane Cordell, you won’t be able to do that alone, and with this lot, well, as I see it, you still have no chance.”

“Your concern for my well-being is a comfort, Tom.”

“There's no need for gunplay, is there?”

“He don’t like you, Tom, and I’m afraid he means to kill you. I can't stop him.”

“Maybe I can.”

“A bullet will stop him, but, Tom, don’t kill him. I like havin’ him around.”

“As you said, Colby. Their worry, or their own demise.”

“Ah, jeez.” turning to Pawnee Bill, screaming “Pawnee, stop! Don't do this!”

Colby seen the hate in Pawnee Bill's eyes, and right away he knew it would soon be over. 

Then, it was over. The sound of guns blasting a fiery hell, echoed in the saloon. In a matter of seconds. The painted ladies screamed, covering their ears from the noise. Pawnee Bill lay dead on the saloon floor with his shirt front staining crimson red. Dobie Nichols stood to the rear, and off to the right of Tom. He pulled his pistol with intent to back shoot. A second later, the sound, again, of a gun blasting fiery hell, echoed in the saloon. Again, the painted ladies screamed, covering their ears. Dobie grabbed his right wrist as his pistol skittered across the room, sliding on the floor away from him. All heads turned towards Jim. 

Jim then said, “You have gun happy men with you, Colby. I hasten to think it was deliberate on your part.”

Colby let out a heavy sigh as he sank down into a chair near him. He removed his Southwestern broad brimmed hat, slamming it on the table, crown up.

He then said, “Pawnee Bill? Dead. Dobie Nichols? Wounded.” pause “I can't go up against Lane Cordell alone. That'd be suicide.” breathing erratically “I, I don’t know what to do, Tom.” All eyes centered on Colby Reeves. “One minute we was havin’ all kind’s a fun, and then the next minute, Pawnee Bill lays dead, and Dobie, he, he’s wounded.” pause “Why, and how did this happen?” he screamed.

Finally, Tom said, “Go home, Colby. Just, go home.”

Colby began to get mad, and the madder he got, he began to shake a little.

Colby said, “No, I won’t go home, Tom. There's a $5,000 bounty out on that man, and possibly more with his friends. So, I ain’t leavin'. Not just yet I ain’t.” standing from his chair “I'll take Dobie here to see Doc Keller, but I ain’t leavin'. No, by God, I ain’t leavin'. Not yet, I ain’t.”

Colby and Dobie, still holding his right wrist, left the saloon in search of Doc Keller.

Then, Jim, said, “Just pure bull-headedness.” 

Tom replied, “I know. And one of these days it’ll get him killed.”

Jim said, “It could be sooner than later, Tom, if Cordell and friends do show up.”

“Like I said before, I just don’t see that happenin’. Could be I’m wrong, but I don’t think so. Besides, what is there in Stallion Springs Lane Cordell would ever want? Nothin’. Absolutely nothin’.” 

Tom stood over the body of Pawnee Bill. The smell of death entered his nostrils. An acrid aroma he had known many times before but didn’t care for.

Tom, then said, “Well, Deputy, let’s go tell the fine citizens of this... prairie villa that there will be no more noise from this establishment. Shall we?”

Jim noticed Tom had used a tad bit of sarcasm, but for what reason though, he didn’t know.

Jim turned to Harvey, saying, “No more piano playin’, Harv.”

Harvey closed the piano key cover, saying, “Business is dead anyways.”

Jim turned his head to one side, looked at Harvey through his peripherals, with raised eyebrows, then replied, “You could say that, couldn’t you?”

Harvey just said, “Literally.”

Tom exited the saloon by the batwings. They slapped back and forth until Jim grabbed hold of them. He stopped, looked back over his shoulder, then walked through them to the outside. A crowd had gathered wanting to know what the shooting was about.
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