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“You killed my brother,” the man stated in a flat voice.

“Did I?”

Eldridge watched the man reflected in the smoky hazed mirror behind the bar. He was a head shorter than the Marshal, but that wasn’t saying too much.

Hell, everybody was a head shorter than Eldridge Sample, most more than that. He had an average build that tended toward slightness, as if there were a hollowness to his bones.

His eyes were dark, with dark smudges under them as if he longed for a good nights rest, and he wore thin whiskers on his upper lip and chin.

He was a young man, early twenties as for as Eldridge could tell and carried the same look as a hundred other men he had seen. Nothing to set him apart, other than the utterance.

Eldridge rested both arms on the polished dark wood of the bar top, his face bathed in the flickering light from two oil lamps resting beside the mirror.

“It was cold blooded murder,” the man said again in his flat voice.

“Revenge is a complicated thing,” said Eldridge.

He took a longer look at the reflection the mirror.

Truth be told, he probably had killed the man’s brother. He’d killed a lot of men over the past two decades of his life, some in the war, most after in his line of duty.

More still since coming to Fort Smith to clean it up for the railroad and bring civilization to the eastern frontier of the Indian Territory.

“Can’t recall that I murdered anyone,” he said as he set his empty glass down. “Not that wasn’t trying to murder me.”

“He was a soldier at the Fort.”

“You sure I killed him?”

“Hell yeah, I’m sure.”

The man was beginning to sound heated, and Eldridge knew as sure as the sun rises, that heat led to pistol work.

He wasn’t too worried, because he was one of only two men armed in the parlor bar of the Avant Guard, and that was by design.

The second man with a gun sat beside the heavy oak door with the stained glass inset.

He rested in a high back wing chair with a puffy velvet stuffing and a sawed off shotgun across his knees. His job was security and Eldridge wondered if he would shift the bulk of his weight toward to two of them at the bar and grab this young hot head before he was forced to shoot him.

The Marshal shifted so he was facing the man instead of looking him in the mirror. The move let his coat fall open to reveal the shiny silver star pinned to his chest.

“You aim to do something about it?”

The man tapped the bar and motioned for a drink, then pointed to the glass in front of Eldridge too.

The pretty brunette bartender, Rose, slid down and topped off both of their glasses.

“Thank you Rose,” said Eldridge.

He lifted the glass with one hand and kept the other resting on the butt of his pistol as he watched the man.

“Eldridge,” Kitty called from the parlor next to the door. “I don’t want you killing nobody in here tonight.”

“You hear that, boy?” Eldridge said. “The boss has given orders from on high. Ain’t nobody getting killed in here tonight.”

“I’m not armed, Eldridge Sample,” the man spat.

He took his own refilled drink and sipped the fine whiskey.

“What’s your name?”

“Cole Swanson.”

Eldridge waved for another drink.

“Let me give you a warning, young Cole Swanson.”

“I don’t want no damn warning from my brother’s killer.”

“I’m gonna give you one, none the less,” Eldridge said. “You’re thinking in your head that you’ll get the jump on me. You think that your quest for revenge is justified, that the good Lord above is shining down on your righteous cause.”

He shifted closer to Cole and lowered his voice.

“Friend, I’m here to tell you the simple truth. Ain’t gonna happen.”

Cole drank the rest of his drink and slammed the glass on the top of the bar.

“I don’t need the Lord’s blessings to kill you, Marshal.”

“That a fact?”

“It is. I hired a man to do it for me.”

Cole turned his back on the Marshal and stalked to the door.

“Well, shit,” Eldridge turned back to the bar.

“He mean that Marshal?”

The tall man shrugged as he lifted the fresh filled glass.

“I suspect he did.”

“You don’t seem too worried,” Rose said.

“But I am,” he confessed.
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Eldridge Sample, US Marshal had a very simple philosophy that had served him well in his thirty six plus years on earth.

If a man was a threat, he was eliminated.

Many a bravado had offered to ventilate him with an extra hole, or end his existence in some form or fashion, and all of them had met the same fate.

A bullet for their trouble.

It didn’t matter to him if they acted upon their threat. The simple fact they made it turned them from a neutral party to one that he must be rid of.

It kept things easy.

Any threat, implied or otherwise was met with the same black and white, yes or no answer.

He killed it and thus the threat was gone.

Cole Swanson had left him in a loop.

The man made a threat, and walked away.

The Marshal considered shooting him in the back, but that wouldn’t solve the larger problem.

He had no compunction against attacking a man unawares, but the bullet meant for him had been released.

He just didn’t know when it would hit.
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“What are you going to do about it?” Kitty asked.

She traced a wrinkle across the chest of his shirt as she leaned against his shoulder.

“Nothing,” he said.

“I’ve seen you kill men for looking at you the wrong way.”

“That doesn’t sound quite as close to the truth as I’d like,” he answered. “Sounds like you been talking to those book writer fellows that come out here searching for tall tales.”

“The only thing those book writing fellows want when they come in here is a woman.”

“A different kind of tail then.”

She gave him a playful punch across the shoulder.

“I don’t blame them for being distracted,” he caught her hand and laid a soft kiss on the inside of her wrist. “You built a fine establishment here.”

“We built it.”

He shrugged his thin shoulders again.

“I didn’t have much to do with it.”

“As a silent partner, you’re good at keeping your mouth shut.”

“I just know what I like.”

“As do I,” said the pretty auburn haired woman next to him. “I like you and I ain’t quite ready for someone to go killing you yet.”

“Nobody is going to kill me,” he said, somehow not sounding quite as convinced as either of them would like.

“Eldridge,” she said his name in a particular way and he pulled her close and held her tight.

“This thing you’re worried about ain’t happened yet, and it ain’t happening right now. This is what you should concentrate on.”

“Now?” she whispered.

“Here and now,” he laid her back on the bed in her private room.
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Eldridge paused at the door of the brothel and stared through the stained glass window.

The damn thing was a work of art, but it was no good when it came to scoping the exterior for a potential ambush.

The sconces on either side of the door bathed the porch in flickering torchlight that danced in the nighttime breeze.

“Damn him for a coward,” he cursed Cole Swanson.

The man made him hesitate and it was a feeling that was unfamiliar.

He would have scoffed at the fear when he was younger or less sober, but tonight, he missed the warm bed he had just left and the aching comfort of the woman in it.

He debated grabbing another bottle, swigging up a little courage, but he had promised Pete a night of relief with a shift at the Jail.

The Marshal had been busy, and though his preference tended to lean to the dead part of bringing them back dead or alive, Rufus had no objections to the yammering’s of outlaws once they were caught.

Dead men lay across the back of a horse and didn’t interrupt his reverie of thought, and allowed the Marshal to enjoy the scenic countryside.

“It ain’t the right kind of Justice, we don’t bring ‘em back.”

“String ‘em up or shoot ‘em down,” Eldridge answered. “Don’t make a lick of difference to the coffin maker.”

The overcrowded jail house had shift pulling double duty, and with Rufus on the trail, Eldridge opened up his big mouth to offer help.

His sobriety might not matter to the dozen or so men under current incarceration, but Pete might consider it a dereliction of duty, or worse, a broken promise.

He didn’t want to do that to him.

Plus a night spent with his wife would do the deputy good, Eldridge told himself.

He cracked open the door and stepped onto the boardwalk beyond. He darted through the torchlight to the darkness of the hard packed street and walked the center where he would be difficult to see.

A bark of raucous laugher escaped through the batwing doors of Shelly’s Saloon, and he almost answered.

He had spent little time inside since his two main reasons for leaving had opened up the Avant Guard, whiskey and Kitty.

He considered going inside for a brief moment, just because it would piss Shelly off.

The faded sign above the black doors creaked as it shifted in the wind, and he didn’t like the feeling it gave him, creeping up his spine.













