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Jesse Cole hunched forward in the saddle, his right eye twitching with an insistent rhythm as he entered his second hour of waiting. Beyond the entrance to the gully twilight redness painted a long swath across the western horizon.

With every drop in the light level his irritation increased. He had just decided he would have to leave his hiding-place and risk heading into Prudence after all, when Clyde Kilgore came riding through the gully entrance.

“At last,” he said to himself and urged his horse on to meet him.

As he’d expected Clyde was singing enthusiastically while swaying from side to side in the saddle, showing he’d used his extra time in town to maximum effect.

“Howdy there,” Clyde called out, liquor slurring his speech.

“You’re late,” Jesse said, drawing his horse to a halt.

Clyde rode by him. While waving his hat in the air he leaned from the saddle to keep Jesse in his view. The change in his posture almost made him fall to the ground. With a pronounced lurch he righted himself and then swung his horse around to come to an uncertain halt beside him.

“I surely am,” he declared. His whiskey-laden breath washed over Jesse even from several yards away.

With one bleary eye open and the other closed he fumbled in his pocket and produced a half-empty bottle of whiskey. He held it out, but received only a snarl. That didn’t deter Clyde and, while grinning, he uncorked and then upended the bottle. Jesse was minded to knock the bottle from his grasp, but they had a long journey ahead of them and he didn’t want to waste any more time by starting an argument.

“If you’ve finished enjoying yourself, we have to go,” he said.

“Lighten up and enjoy life.” Clyde held the bottle up to the light to see how much was left, and then pocketed it and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “We could end up dead before the week is out, and dead men don’t get to enjoy whiskey.”

“In my experience men who enjoy whiskey end up dead.”

Jesse moved on, but then drew back on the reins, his warning perhaps proving to be a valid one faster than he had expected. A rider was facing them in the entrance to the gully, his form silhouetted against the twilit sky beyond. The sight silenced Clyde and with a roll of his shoulders he tried to shake off his drunken state.

“What do you want?” he shouted, facing the newcomer. “Why are you. . . ?”

Jesse grunted at Clyde to be quiet as the rider urged his horse on toward them. With the lighter sky behind him Jesse couldn’t discern his features until he stopped ten yards from them. He appeared to be young, his face so fresh-faced Jesse doubted he shaved.

“Like he said, what do you want, kid?” he asked.

“I’m not a kid,” the newcomer said, his voice deep enough to suggest he was telling the truth. “I’m Mike McClure, the deputy sheriff of Prudence, and this man is under arrest for petty larceny and assault.”

Jesse couldn’t help but snort. “You’re no lawman, kid.”

“I have no quarrel with you, but if you don’t move aside, I’ll arrest you, too.”

Clyde muttered to himself. Clearly his excessive drinking wasn’t helping him to think rationally, so Jesse wasn’t surprised when he threw his hand to his gun. Before Jesse had decided how he should react, the deputy drew and blasted a slug that winged Clyde’s hand as he slipped his gun from its holster.

The gun went flying. Clyde cried out in pain and jerked his bloodstained hand to his face to inspect the damage, but long before the gun had hit the ground the lawman had turned his gun on Jesse.

“That was nice shooting, kid, but you just made the biggest mistake of your young life,” Jesse said.

“If you don’t raise those hands, you’ll have made the biggest mistake of your old life.”

As Jesse sized up his opponent, judging whether he was speaking out of bravado, Clyde licked his wound and winced.

“You’re not going to let him arrest me, are you, Jesse?”

Jesse shrugged. “I reckon this trigger-happy kid and his drawn gun gives me no choice.”

“As I told you, I’m not a kid,” the deputy said. “I’m a lawman.”

With a long sigh Jesse moved his horse on to approach him.

“You may be a lawman, kid,” he said, lowering his voice. “But the trouble is, so am I, and you’ve just ruined two weeks of hard work.”
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Mike McClure threw his prisoner into a cell, locked the door and then turned away to find out if U.S. Marshal Jesse Cole was still irate. He got his answer soon enough when the marshal slapped his hands down on Sheriff Simmons’s desk and darted his head forward like an angry rattler.

“How long have you let that kid do this job?” he demanded while pointing at Mike.

Mike started to speak, aiming to clarify his actions, but Simmons raised a hand to silence him.

“Mike’s no kid, he’s just a fresh-faced twenty-year-old,” Simmons said. He leaned back in his chair. “If you’re that interested in his record, I deputized him last week. In that time he’s completed every task I’ve given him and shown himself to be a fast learner.”

Mike relaxed, pleased that even after his unfortunate mistake he had Simmons’s support, but it did nothing to appease the marshal, who stood back from the desk, sneering.

“So I have to have my operation ruined and people have to die so he can learn how to slam drunken yahoos like Clyde in jail, is that it?”

Simmons shrugged and when he spoke he still used his usual level tone.

“If I had a dime for every time a lawman rode into my town and blamed me for his failings, I could retire. You should have told me what you were doing. Then I wouldn’t have sent him off to arrest Clyde.”

Jesse gritted his teeth. With a long sigh he nodded slowly.

“I guess you might have yourself a point,” he said, lowering his voice, “but that doesn’t change the fact that Clyde now knows I’m a lawman.”

“What were you investigating?” Simmons asked, matching Jesse’s more conciliatory tone.

Jesse sat on the edge of the sheriff’s desk, noting that the prisoner in the cell was now sitting up on his cot.

“A rancher called Nyle Adams over in Harmony.”

“Everybody knows of Nyle. He’s the biggest rancher north of Prudence. What’s he done?”

“Nyle’s not content with being the biggest. He wants more land. Six months ago he hired the gunslinger Floyd Kelly to drive away the homesteaders who bordered his territory. Floyd intimidated them so well nobody would talk even after a family burned to death in their own home. Now, with Nyle hiring more guns, his campaign is set to get even bloodier. So I aimed to put a stop to his activities by infiltrating Floyd’s gang.”

Simmons nodded toward the cells. “Is Clyde one of those guns?”

“Yup. I earned his trust and he was prepared to talk me into the gang, but he won’t after that trigger-happy kid arrested him.”

Simmons beckoned for Mike to join them and then got up from his chair to stand beside him, providing an obvious and welcome gesture of support.

“My deputy here has the eyes of an eagle, but he’s not trigger-happy.”

Simmons gestured at Mike, inviting him to speak.

“I’m not,” Mike said, choosing his words carefully to avoid inflaming the situation. “With a fine lawman like Sheriff Simmons helping me, I hope that one day I’ll make a fine lawman, too.”

Jesse frowned. “I guess gun-toting kids like you don’t often choose the way of the law.”

“They sure don’t,” Mike said, smiling and hoping a light joke would reduce the tension. “So you should be grateful that if nothing else, you won’t ever have to face me in no showdown.”

The comment made Jesse scowl, but Simmons turned to him, his brow furrowing. Then he went to the window and stood with his hands behind his back in a gesture that meant he was mulling over something. After a few moments Simmons turned and thumped a fist into his palm with a resounding slap.

“You’re right, Marshal,” he said. “Young men like Mike often become gunslingers. So why not let him become one?”

“What do you mean?” Jesse asked, cautiously.

Simmons went on to outline his idea to the increasingly exasperated marshal, and Mike was disappointed that it rekindled the argument that appeared to have been resolved. With him being forgotten about as the two senior lawmen bickered, Mike busied himself with some paperwork until the softly spoken sheriff talked the marshal around to his way of thinking. The marshal’s acquiescence brought with it news that was even more surprising.

“You want to deputize me?” Mike said, aghast, his heart beating faster.

“Against my better judgment, I do, but that’s only because I can’t think of a better idea,” Jesse said. “Nyle Adams is expecting two gunslingers and even if Clyde isn’t one of them, there’s a small chance he’ll accept you instead, and a small chance is better than none.”

“Well I’ll be a. . . .” Mike gave up trying to appear calm and punched the air with glee. “Last week I got made a deputy sheriff and now I’m a deputy U.S. Marshal!”

“It’s a temporary assignment, kid. I’m making you a special deputy for this job only.”

“I’m not a. . . .” Mike bit his lip. “I’ll be ready to leave within the hour.”

“You’ll be ready to leave within five minutes.”

With that order Jesse headed outside. Sheriff Simmons gave Mike an encouraging smile.

“This is your chance to make amends,” he said. “Take it.”

Mike nodded and as ordered five minutes later he was mounted up and ready to leave town. Full darkness had descended, but that didn’t deter his new boss and at a steady pace they rode out of town.

They’d ridden for several hours and from the position of the stars Mike judged it was around midnight when the marshal deemed that they’d made up for the time he’d lost and let them settle down. Mike had accepted that the marshal didn’t think too highly of him, so he stayed quiet, but when they’d settled down under their blankets Jesse spoke to him for the first time since they’d left town.

“So what made you think you could be a lawman?” he asked.

Mike noted that for the first time he hadn’t referred to him as a kid. So, feeling heartened, he gave him a brief summary of his situation. He had been twelve when while hunting he had found he had a steady and accurate aim.

With both his parents dead, Uncle Bob, the man who looked after him, had encouraged him to hone those skills. For the next eight years he’d employed his ability only to hunt, and even when he’d set out to find work he’d never thought about doing anything with his talent until a chance encounter last week had changed his life.

On the way to Prudence he’d happened across a raider accosting two travelers. The raider had already subdued them and was tying them up, but Mike’s intervention had ensured he didn’t benefit from his crime.

He’d prepared himself, sneaked up on the raider and shot the gun from the raider’s hand. That had been the first time he’d shot at a man. He had found it harder to do than shooting at prey, but the potential victims were delighted.

Then, with their help, he’d taken the man into Prudence. Sheriff Simmons had been so impressed with the tale the grateful travelers had related that he’d offered Mike the job of being his deputy sheriff.

“Having a keen eye gets you nowhere other than being dead real quick,” Jesse said when Mike had finished his tale.

“I’ll back my sure aim to take on anything we have to face.”

Jesse shook his head. “I should never have let Simmons talk me into this, because I don’t back your gun skills to help us none. Experience is the only thing that’ll keep us alive, and you’ve got none of that.”

Mike lowered his head, accepting that Jesse was right.

“If you don’t accept my help, how will I ever get that experience?” he said.

“You’ll get it in the same way as I did – by being lucky and by living for long enough to realize how lucky you’ve been.”

Mike could see that a badly thought-out retort could result in him having a long journey back to Prudence sooner than he wanted, so he acknowledged Jesse’s concerns with a conciliatory smile and tone.

“All I can say is, I may not have much experience of the type of situation we’re heading into, but I’ll do everything you tell me to do, and I’m grateful you accepted my help.”

Jesse snorted. “In a few days you might think otherwise.”

––––––––
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Ten miles out of the small town of Harmony, Mike and Jesse found the trading post in which they’d meet Nyle Adams and Floyd Kelly. The ramshackle building was so dilapidated it looked as if it was awaiting a kindly wind to take pity on it and blow it away, but several horses were outside, making Jesse confident that the rancher and Kelly would be here.

“Keep quiet and follow my lead,” Jesse said as he dismounted. “Then you might live for long enough to be a deputy sheriff again.”

Mike nodded and followed Jesse inside. Wares were piled at one side of the post; a counter was at the other side. Six men were leaning on the counter sharing a whiskey bottle. Five of them turned to appraise the newcomers.

They were all mean-eyed and rough-clad, adding further weight to Jesse’s belief that they were the gunslingers Nyle was recruiting. Jesse walked past them to stand behind the one man who hadn’t turned, he being the only well-dressed man.

“Are you Nyle Adams?” he said.

“Who wants to know?” the man said.

“The name’s Jesse McGiven and this is Mike Shaw,” Jesse said, providing their agreed false names.

“I’ve heard of you.” Nyle turned and nodded to Jesse. Then he sneered at Mike. “I’ve not heard of him.”

“I’d never heard of you,” Mike said, standing tall, “but Clyde Kilgore said you were hiring so I thought it worth my time to come.”

Nyle frowned. “Where is Clyde?”

Jesse narrowed his eyes, warning Mike not to speak again and then spat on the floor.

“The damn varmint couldn’t resist getting himself a whole heap of drinks and then bruising a few jaws back in Prudence. That got him arrested by some snot-nosed kid with a deputy’s star pinned to his scrawny chest.”

“That sounds like Clyde.” Nyle licked his lips. “So that leaves me with the problem of what to do with you two.”

Jesse shrugged. “Pay me well and I’ll join you. Don’t and I’ll leave.”

“Clyde said you were the kind of man I’m looking for, so I’ll pay.” He pointed at Mike. “But not for him.”

“Clyde picked him as his replacement. He said you wouldn’t be disappointed.”

“I already am, but it’s your decision, Floyd.” Nyle nodded at the nearest of his hired guns. “You’re the one who’ll be using him.”

He turned his back on them, dismissing the matter. Accordingly, Floyd walked past Jesse to stand before Mike.

“Are you old enough to be let out on your own, son?” he asked.

Floyd’s sneering gaze convinced Mike that he wouldn’t get hired unless he proved his worth. So he moved to lean on the counter, letting the motion mask him flicking his hand to his holster.

A moment later his gun was in his hand and he’d thrust the barrel up under Floyd’s chin. He pressed in so hard Floyd had to raise himself up on to his tiptoes.

“You’ll say that I am or I’ll be . . . annoyed,” he said.

“Pulling a gun on me was the worst mistake you’ve ever made,” Floyd croaked, his chin held so high he found it hard to speak.

“For you it sure could be. I’ve ridden for three days on the promise of a good pay-off.” Mike edged the gun a mite higher and grinned. “So if your boss doesn’t live up to Clyde’s promises, I’ll splatter your brains all over the ceiling.”

“Take that gun off him or my men will shoot you to hell,” Nyle said, turning to him.

“They will,” Floyd said, and then flicked his eyes to the side. “And my newest recruit Jesse will be the first to tear a hole in you.”

Behind him the hired guns swung away from the counter to flank Floyd while Jesse paced around to confront him, his cold eyes and stern posture appearing to show that he was prepared to sacrifice him to prove his cover. Mike gulped, but he kept his gun hand firm.

“That’s a foolish threat to make,” he said, “when my finger’s on the trigger and what passes for your brains is on the wrong end of my gun. Now tell your boss to pay up or I’ll show him how good I am by blasting these men to hell before you take another breath. Then I’ll do the same to you and Nyle.”

Mike didn’t know what he’d do if Floyd called his bluff, but thankfully Jesse snorted a laugh and moved forward.

“Mike, stop playing the fool. It’s not polite to threaten the man who’ll pay you.” Still feigning a jovial tone and attitude he walked up to Floyd and spoke into his ear. “You see the kid here may look a fresh-faced young greenhorn, but you’ve seen that he’s got a temper. Tell Nyle to hire him and you won’t be disappointed.”

Floyd managed a slight nod. When this made the other men relax, Jesse caught Mike’s eye warning him that this would be his only chance to back down. So Mike lowered his gun and then holstered it. Floyd delivered an audible gulp as he rocked back down on to his heels.

“That was a wise move, son,” he said, rolling his shoulders.

“Don’t make me regret it,” Mike said, figuring he should continue to behave in an arrogant manner.

Floyd nodded, seemingly dismissing the incident, and turned to Nyle. He beckoned for everyone to return to their business, making Mike sigh with relief now that his risky action had worked, but then, without warning, Floyd turned around and hurled his fist backhanded at Mike’s face.

The sudden action caught Mike unawares and Floyd’s knuckles slapped him across the cheek. The blow was glancing and not powerful enough to knock him over, but Floyd’s follow-through punch that hit him squarely on the chin was.

It crashed his jaw shut so firmly it felt as if his teeth had been knocked through the back of his head. He fell, pole-axed. When Mike regained consciousness he was lying on his back and a pail of cold water was hitting him in the face with all the velocity of Floyd’s fist.

He shook himself and sat up. His blurred vision focused on Floyd’s face looming over him.

“That’s the trouble with all the hot-headed young gunslingers I’ve ever met,” Floyd said. “The more arrogant they are, the quicker they die.”

“Does that mean you’re not hiring the kid?” Jesse said.

Floyd laughed as he straightened up. “I didn’t say that. That temper of his will get him killed all too soon enough, but Nyle has given me a job to do and he’s just the kind of headstrong fool I need to do it.”
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