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Chapter 1 ~ The Deadwood Stage
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July 24th 1903

The hooves of the six mules heroically pulling the famed Deadwood Stage flashed across the verdant grass as the driver attempted to keep the animals on track and the coach from careering out of control. The animals were breathing hard and sweating heavily and the whites of their eyes flashed in the sunlight as they were whipped by the driver into an even greater speed, causing the coach to swerve from side to side in a precarious manner.  The frightened passengers inside the stagecoach clung on to the leather hand grips and open window frames for support as the stage hurtled along, seemingly out of control, the solid India rubber springs doing nothing to alleviate their being tossed around inside their wooden cabin. Tommy reached over, pulled down and fastened the leather curtains covering the windows, shouting to everyone to “Stay calm” and that, “it would all be over soon.” His whole frame bounced upwards slamming his head into the roof as the stage went over an object. Their eyes met each other’s in anxious glances, fear and excitement showed in equal measures on the faces of the six occupants. The sounds of gunfire echoed around the small compartment containing the men as the passengers on the roof of the stage were discharging their revolvers, rifles and shotguns between trying desperately to gain some semblance of balance and retain their positions safely on the top of the stage.

“Why are you fiddling about with the damnable curtains,” yelled a scared sounding voice.  “You Liberals are all the same, fiddling with the curtains while Rome burns!  Just hold on and leave them alone; hang on for dear life!”

“These savages attacking us are reputed to use arrows, firing them with deadly accuracy from the backs of their galloping horses,” shouted Tommy in response. “What they can’t see they can’t aim at, and if one of their arrows should happen to go astray, the leather curtain will afford us some small protection,” reasoned the twenty-four year old.

A grizzled looking older cowboy, who looked like he had seen everything before, sat bouncing around in his seat just smiled. “Just sit the tarnation down, it will all be over before you know it!” He continued lazily chewing his wad of tobacco, pulling his hat down a little tighter onto his head. “Just enjoy the adventure,” he drawled in his Texan accent.

The war party of Lakota Indians were a safe distance behind the stage and keeping up a barrage of devilish sounding whoops and undulating yells, designed partly to put the fear of God into those being pursued and partly to raise their own spirits. The warriors were glistening with sweat in the sun as they raced along steadily behind their prey, waiting for the mules pulling the stage to tire and slow down, allowing the occupants to waste their ammunition, making the capture of the Deadwood Stage seem almost inevitable. The displays of horsemanship shown by them was astounding, some of the braves had no saddles and with just a highly decorated woollen blanket separating their buckskin and hide trousers from their mounts back, one even kneeling on his horse’s back as the blue smoke from his discharged rifle was carried away on the wind as he tore along. Others showed great dexterity and proficiency as they stood high in their stirrups and held on to the saddles pommel as they leaned out and away from their horse at a daring angle whilst aiming and firing their rifles at the stage. Another brave even performed a breath-taking leap from his stirrups down onto the grass at the side of his galloping mount, and landed with both feet, and immediately sprang back up into his saddle in an acrobatic feat worthy of the greatest of horseman. 

One man led the charge, standing high in his own stirrups, proud faced, with his feather ladened War Bonnet streaming behind him, striking an imposing yet terrifying figure. Chief Flying Hawk was a man not to be trifled with. He had excelled himself under Chief Sitting Bull while fighting alongside his cousin Crazy Horse at the Battle of The Little Bighorn twenty-seven years ago in 1876 and now, aged fifty, his body ached, oh how it ached. How much longer could he keep doing this, he silently mused to himself.  Flying Hawk looked around him and wanted this all to end so that he could have a drink and go and lie down for an hour. He saw the Deadwood Stage thundering off about twenty yards in front of him and about to turn a corner, he mentally thought to himself that they should slow down or else they might overturn on the bend, he glanced to his right and left and saw that his braves were anxious to press on even quicker, he shouted to them to slow down and keep in closer behind him. He was gratified to see that the men did so almost immediately. He was pleased that he still garnered their respect, even with his advancing years. The coach made its turn successfully and he could tell the mules pulling it were getting tired. It would soon be over he thought, they would have no option to slow to a halt and defend their ground. The blue puffs of powder coming from their weapons still came at a furious rate, and his own braves returned the fire with equal enthusiasm although they all knew that ammunition was running low and that it was difficult to reload while on horseback. Where the hell was he? Wondered a concerned Chief Flying Hawk. He was late as usual. 

The older cowboy inside the coach moved one of the leather curtains to one side and gingerly stuck his head out to look at the trailing Indians. He could see Chief Flying Hawk mouthing commands to his menfolk and he guessed he was telling them to drop back a bit. He looked up at the rest of the passengers inside the coach and smiled a toothy grin, and said, “Don’t you panic none now you folks, we’re nearly done - just a few more minutes and then you can all get out and stretch yer legs!”

“If this chase is about to come to an end,” Tommy exclaimed above the rattling noise of the stage to the old cowboy, “Then may I have the pleasure of discharging a weapon in the direction of the savages?” he asked politely.

“Not a good move boy,” advised the old man. Still calmly chewing on his wad of tobacco, but looking Tommy squarely in the eye.

“I have handled many weapons before and I am a serving officer in His Majesty’s Army, I know how they work!” he replied indignantly. The other passengers in the cabin of the stage nodded in agreement and uttered words of encouragement to the cowboy to let Tommy have a “pop shot” at a pursuing warrior.

The older cowboy, who had told them all to call him Tex, smiled at Tommy and replied, “Sure, fill yer boots.” He waited for Tommy to raise the rolled down leather curtain and move into position by the window before handing him his Colt 45 revolver. Tommy braced himself with his legs against the violent movement of the coach and took careful aim through the window; he could just make out one of the savages riding wide of the pursuing group of Lakota warriors. He selected one who was whooping and riding in one stirrup, a great horseman but a bloody show-off thought Tommy as he raised his gun and got the Lakota tribesman in his sights. There is no way I can hit him he thought but I might be able to get his horse and put a stop to his ridiculous posturing pondered the Englishman. 

He lined up the gun as best as he could from the bouncing, jostling firing position of his seat and slowly squeezed the trigger. All hell broke loose. The first thing that happened was the deafening noise, everyone’s hands immediately went to their ears, including Tommy’s whose instinctive reaction whacked the metal revolver he was holding straight into the side of his head slightly cutting his temple. Everyone in the cabin was opening and closing their mouths trying to regain their hearing which had immediately been reduced to an awful ringing in their ears.  While doing so they started to cough and gag as the interior of the coach was full of discharged cordite from the retort of the weapon and the smell was overpowering in such a confined space. Their eyes were watering, and everyone’s senses were reeling at the mayhem instantly caused as a result of the discharged weapon. Well not quite everybody. Tex was sat as impassively as ever, eyes closed and smiling to himself as he still chewed his wad of tobacco. 

Chief Flying Hawk clearly heard the discharge of the revolver from inside the stagecoach, recognisable due to its muffled tone, and he saw the blue-black smoke filtering out through the open windows. Fools, he thought, but I hope no one is hurt, he idly reflected, some people will never learn to take advice from those who are wiser. Now he was beginning to worry about his own part in this action, this had gone on for too long and his braves could only keep up this charade for so long. The mules pulling the Deadwood Stage and its passengers were tiring quickly, the animals slowing as he observed them. It was at that point that he heard a barrage of gunfire from behind him and knew that at long last the moment had come. Turning in his saddle he saw the American Calvary troopers led by their Chief Scout galloping towards them. They appeared to have come from nowhere. Their bugler sounded the charge and the pursuers now became the pursued. Their blue uniforms stood out clearly in the sunlight as they inched their way inexorably towards the war party of Lakota warriors following the stagecoach in the afternoon heat. 

The man leading the charge wore a smart buckskin shirt and light Stetson hat tied beneath his chin. His long fair hair streamed out beneath it, as his knees braced themselves against his magnificently tooled, leather-crafted saddle. The reins to his horse were gripped in his mouth as he raised and cocked the hammers on his two revolvers firing repeatedly at the Lakota war party in front of him. The sound of the hunting pack of cavalry was overwhelming in the afternoon air, leaving a blue smoke riddled trail behind them as they renewed the chase with added vim and vigour.  Rifles were being discharged at an alarming rate behind him as he urged his horse on with ever increasing strides. He recognised Chief Flying Hawk leading the Indian attack and watched him carefully as he realised he and his men were trapped between his troopers and the stagecoach which was luckily only holding six people inside the cabin and a mere six people on the top of the stage, well below its capacity. Those hanging on and attempting to fire in their direction were unlikely to hit the war party, most were just travellers, a couple of cowboys and others were businessmen and the well to do, with little or no firearms experience. More likely they were aiming for their mounts. 

Chief Flying Hawk shouted to his men and told them to follow him. He then proceeded to ride up as close as he could to the rear of the racing stagecoach, in the hope that the troopers would not fire at them for fear of hitting the passengers, then at the last moment the warriors swerved to the left of the coach, blind siding the driver and galloped at break-neck pace past the cabin of the coach and level with the coach’s flagging mules. Then with a wave of his arm in a salute to the driver, he and his men peeled off sharply to the left and in a wide half circle they retraced their pathway back towards the following troopers. The two sets of mounted men passed each other racing in opposite directions at a distance of no more than twenty feet; a huge volley of gunfire from both parties ensued amongst the cacophony of flailing hooves pounding the ground, cursing, yelling and shouting, then, just like magic, Flying Hawk and his braves were gone. 

The driver of the coach had been keeping an eye on the proceedings and slowed his grateful team of mules pulling the renowned Deadwood Stage, to a slow trot. Although the Deadwood Stage was built back in 1863 by the Abbott-Downing company, it still performed well and lived up to all of its manufacturer’s claims. The scout leading the charge of troopers reined in his beautiful white stallion, bringing him to a halt alongside the grand old coach and shouted towards the men on top of the vehicle, “Is everyone alright up there?”  He was answered by a combination of whoops and smiles and waving of hats and rifles in the air. He then shouted to the passengers inside the coach, “Tex, how is everyone in there?”

Tex stuck his head out of the window with a huge smile on his face and yelled “Just a few jars and bruises here Bill, no one died!” he laughed loudly as he shouted this to the horseman and raised all the blinds on the windows. “I think they sure got their money’s worth!” Bill could see the faces of the occupants; some had gone pale at the unexpected fierceness of their journey. One young man was smiling broadly and had a small trickle of blood running down his cheek from his temple.

Tommy Agar-Robartes looked at Tex and laughed and said, “You knew what would happen if I fired that gun from inside the coach didn’t you!”

“Well son, I had a pretty good idea!” he drawled slowly in his thick Texan accent. “I guess you ain’t never fired a double charged gun in such a confined space afore. If you ever do this ride agin just make sure you lean out of the window, and rest your arm down the side of the cabin, then you can brace yourself properly and when you pull that little ole trigger, you won’t deafen and blind everybody.  Always aim for the horse, it’s a much bigger target and if you git the horse, the man will be on the floor in seconds and is out of the chase.”

“Thank you for the sound advice Tex. I have little fear of repeating this exercise or manoeuvre in the future. Tell me, why was the gun double charged, is that safe?”

“Sure is Tommy, there is no bullet to compress the explosion and we wanna give everyone a good loud bang. Scares the women folk and the little ‘uns. That’s why they come, to see us, to jump out of their skins!” 

The troop of Cavalry slowly escorted the Deadwood Stage into the distance, just leaving the scout who led the charge all alone. Suddenly, in the distance, across the grass and out of nowhere galloped the single figure of Chief Flying Hawk, his war bonnet streaming behind him and his blood curdling whooping filling the air as he once again stood high in his stirrups astride his charging horse, tomahawk raised high above his head, a look of savagery and confidence on his face as the honed edge of the war axe glistened in the afternoon light. He expertly reined back his horse from a full gallop to come to a halt right next door to the scout. Both men looked at each other, the scout slowly removing his two revolvers and the Indian Chief removing his rifle from its saddle holster and at the same instant both men’s horses reared high up unto their back legs, front legs hysterically pedalling in the air and both men firing their weapons high above their heads into the air. Smiles spread and broadened across their faces. Then both men galloped off into the distance side by side, still firing their weapons until they were gone.

The solitary man on the tower boomed out loudly over everyone’s heads. “And that Ladies and Gentlemen is a faithful enactment of how Buffalo Bill and his party of United States Troopers saved the Deadwood Stage from perishing at the hands of Chief Flying Hawk and his war party of Lakota braves.” Applause and cheering rang from the multiple rows of seating around the arena. The noise from the thousands of spectators was overwhelming. “Well folks, that just about winds up our show for today. On behalf of the living legend that is Buffalo Bill and of course his world-renowned Congress of Rough Riders, I thank you all for coming out to see us and for learning a bit about the Old Wild West and its ways. You folks from the Bath, Westbury, Trowbridge and Frome areas have been a wonderful audience and we wish you Godspeed and a safe journey back to your homes.”
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Chapter 2 ~ The Long Leat
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The light from the candelabra combined with the fire in the hearth of the dining room, danced into the very corners of the room as the company of friends and acquaintances sat down for their meal together. Introductions had been made after the three house guests had arrived and gone straight up to their rooms to “freshen up” as they called it. Stephen Willcox, the butler had been appointed to the three American visitors and had been instructed to ensure the men wanted for nothing. They had been shown to their appointed rooms, each having splendid views at the front of the house across the lawns. Willcox, a local man from the village of Clutton, had the footman Webb deposit the luggage by the bed and he promptly began to unpack it. Bill Cody looked out of the window and admired the beautifully appointed lawns and garden.

“Tell me Willcox, what is the name of the lake by the side of the house?”

“Sir” said Willcox, answering the question in his soft Somerset accent, “That is the Long Leat. A leat is an area of water, usually artificial, and it normally supplies water power for a Mill. It is believed this one is particularly long and wide and is referred to as the Long Leat and that is from there that the House took its name.”

“It sure is a pretty fine House Willcox.” commented Bill.

“Yes Sir. The House was originally purchased in 1541 for £53.” Willcox coughed and said, “Will that be all for now Sir?”

“Thank you Willcox.”

“Sir,” said Willcox with a deferential half bow and nod of his head. Then he continued, “Please make your way to the Dining Room when you are refreshed Sir.”  Webb and Willcox both turned and left the room, closing the door silently behind them.

Thomas Henry Thynne, 5th Marquess of Bath had just passed the milestone of his fortieth birthday and was looking forward to dining this evening. He was used to playing host to the great and good from Wiltshire and the surrounding counties, as well as Political figures of consequence from the capital. After all he himself was an important Conservative politician, destined for higher office, but this time he was playing host to the living legends that were Buffalo Bill Cody and Chief Flying Hawk. The Chief was accompanied by his son and interpreter, Felix Flying Hawk. William Cody and Moses Flying Hawk had been present at so many significant events in the fledgling life of the United States of America. This had been a busy day for the three men of the plains as they had arrived last night by train from Bristol and had found themselves this morning in the Wiltshire town of Westbury on this fine July day in the year of our Lord 1903. Thomas had been introduced to William Cody a couple of days ago during the Congress of Rough Riders Show at Gloucester Road in Bristol. The two men had an immediate mutual respect, each knowing the other by reputation. The Congress of Rough Riders had uncharacteristically spent four days in Bristol after performing at Weston-super-Mare on the eighteenth at the wonderful Recreation Grounds there. Next, they were off to the Agricultural Showground at Yeovil before travelling on with the show to Barnstaple in North Devon. Thomas had invited William, Chief Flying Hawk and his son Felix to be guests at his ancestral home at Longleat House. Initially Bill declined as the entourage had to move on to keep to their contracted schedule, but Thomas made Longleat and its environs sound so enticing he decided they would agree to stay for one night.

Buffalo Bill Cody, Chief Flying Hawk and Felix Flying Hawk appeared in the Great Hall at eleven p.m. precisely, to join the other guests at the supper party. The ever-present Willcox stepped forward from beside the door and announced the three guests to the other people in the room. The other guests who included the estates head gamekeeper, Tobias Whitty and Tommy Agar-Robartes from the Cornish estate of Lanhydrock, were taken aback when the three men all appeared wearing what were obviously hand-made patent leather shoes and beautifully cut Saville Row dinner jackets complete with waistcoats and fob watches. The only noticeable and very dramatic untraditional element to the men’s attire was the white Stetson hat which William “Buffalo Bill” Cody was wearing, from underneath which, flowing blonde hair tumbled down over his shoulders. It was elegant attire, which was totally appropriate for the occasion, but no one was expecting or anticipating this dress sense from the invited Plainsmen. Thomas ensured that drinks were dispensed to his guests and personally poured the beverages requested by William Cody, Moses and Felix Flying Hawk.

“Your whisky William. Sir, I hope it is to your liking, oh, and please, all of you, call me Thomas,” declared their host, Thomas Thynne, handing a generously filled cut glass tumbler to his honoured guest. William Cody took the glass and smelled the contents before raising it to a nearby candle to inspect the colour and then gently proffering the crystal glass to his lips to take an appreciative sip. Then he took a mouthful, “Now that sure hits the spot Thomas, ‘though please call me Bill.” Thomas Henry Thynne looked to the two Lakota warriors, impressive in their Saville Row suits and long black hair, shining in the lively candlelight and smiled. Bill turned to his two friends saying, “May I formally introduce you to Chief Flying Hawk of the Oglala Lakota tribe and his son Felix Flying Hawk, the Chief’s translator and interpreter as well as being a fellow Wild Wester and Photographer of renown.”

Felix stepped forward smiling and proffered his hand to his host. His accented but solid voice added, “The honour is ours Sir, my father and I thank you for your gracious invitation to your magnificent home.”  Felix Flying Hawk stood to one side and introduced his father by saying, “May I introduce to you my Father, Chief Moses Flying Hawk, leader of the Oglala Lakota tribe from Pine Ridge, South Dakota, a part of the Sioux Nation of the United States of America.”  Chief Flying Hawk stepped forward when his son had finished speaking and held out his right hand and said the word “Hau.”

Tommy held the Chief’s hand and vigorously shook it while looking towards Felix Flying Hawk, who told Thomas that the word “Hau” was a traditional greeting between men in the Lakota language. “Well, “Hau” to you too Sir, welcome to both you and your son.” Felix Flying Hawk almost simultaneously translated the words of greeting to his father who immediately replied with a smile and words which again Felix Flying Hawk translated. “My father asks that from now on you call him by his first name, Moses, and you may of course call me Felix.”

Various introductions were made around the room, and the atmosphere rapidly became both warm and convivial. Canapes were served and glasses were replenished. Bill Cody was heartened to notice that his old friend Moses was in deep conversation with Tobias Whitty the head gamekeeper on the Longleat estate and from the snatches of conversation he heard between Tobias, Moses and Felix, could tell that the three men were asking each other about the different animals and methods of tracking in their respective countries. Moses seemed particularly interested in various English species and was engrossed when Tobias started to tell him about hunting foxes and deer using hounds. Bill’s attention drifted from their conversation as he was now engaged by the young man he had been introduced to as Tommy Agar-Robartes. Tommy seemed to be a charming and interesting young man full of refreshing questions that Bill had not answered a hundred times before. This intrigued him. He seemed really interested in the nuts and bolts of Bill’s show itself, how did he get his bookings, where were his troupe of performers from, how was everything moved and set up so quickly. Who choreographed the action, how many times did they perform in a year, how often did everyone manage to get home to the United States to see their families, who treated their injuries, how many people were in the company, who looked after the animals, the young man had an endlessly inquiring mind. Buffalo Bill Cody answered the young man’s questions as concisely as he could but was aware that his time was being monopolised by this inquisitive young man. Bill felt Tommy was a young man that he would like to talk with some more.

“Well Tommy, I would like to chat with you further about this, perhaps you could join us one day to see how things really work, as my guest of course, and watch the whole operation from start to finish. That is of course if you could find time in your schedule.”

“I will make time Bill,” he said happily, “Perhaps you could bring your whole show on tour to my home town of Bodmin next year and after you have performed you could stay on at my Cornish estate at Lanhydrock House, just outside of the town, as my guest for few days. Mother and Father would be thrilled to have you as a guest.”

“That sounds like a splendid idea Tommy, I will sort it out with Webster, my business manager, he’ll write to you shortly. Will you be able to arrange introductions to the local people and authorities who can help us to make this happen?”

“Absolutely my dear man!” exploded Tommy with excitement. “Nothing would give me greater pleasure.” He beamed, holding out his hand to be shaken. “There is a small village school on the estate, would you think it might also be possible for one of your men to address the school children for an hour or so and talk to them about the United States and the legends of the Old West?” he asked tentatively.

“An honour, I am pretty sure we can get a couple of real-life cowboys and Indians to come along and say Hi!” This was something which Bill’s travelling group of Westerner’s were used to doing as publicity and goodwill gestures for their tours. “The kids love trying on a set of six guns and firing arrows from a real bow.” 

“Splendid!” exclaimed Tommy. I have always fancied myself as a bit of a horseman. I play Polo for Oxford University myself and am on the team to play against Cambridge this year. Have you ever played Polo Bill?” inquired Tommy expectantly.

“I’m afraid not Tommy, all my time is taken up with the show and performing.” He smiled and deftly changed the subject. “Tell me Tommy what is Bodmin like? Is there anything there I should see when I visit?”

“Goodness, yes there is Sir,” grinned Tommy Agar-Robartes. “We have many productive farms, forests, three railway stations around the town, some lovely civic buildings, the county prison, a military garrison, shops, banks, hotels, public houses, Inns and of course the huge and bleak Bodmin Moor, just outside the town.”  Tommy said proudly.

“A moor, now that sounds kind of interesting, I would like to see some of that, it might remind me of the plains back home.”

“Our lovely moor has some wonderful spots including high Tors like Rough Tor and Brown Willy as well as open ground, crisscrossed with rivers. There are lonely, desolate, rocky, forlorn places along with gorse covered deserted old villages, stone circles and cairns all long abandoned from the iron-age, well before America was discovered.” Thomas Thynne gave an involuntary smile as he listened to his young companion talk with such obvious relish and pride about his home. “The great Moor of Bodmin is believed to be haunted in places and of course being a remote spot has its fair share of legends and myths, not to mention some rum types that live up there.”

“Rum types?” queried the American.

“Sorry Bill, I mean the sort of people who live on the edge of, or outside of the law. Smuggling alcohol, tea and tobacco is the sort of thing that goes on in some of the more desolate and secluded properties. People up there on the Moor have their own set of morals and rules. There are footpads and robbers who take advantage of the isolation and loneliness of the terrain. Many people have set out on a journey to cross the Moor and have never made it to their final destination. The weather is also a natural terror. Rain, mist and fog can descend in minutes, disorientating the most seasoned of travellers, leaving you confused. Some silly, but unwary folk leave the paths and roads and get swallowed up in the marshes and bogs forever. There is also the local legend of a great Beast that lives and hunts on the Moor, some people have claimed to have seen it but personally I think it is an old wives’ tale.”

“The Beast of Bodmin Moor, that sure has a nice twang to it! Sure sounds like an interesting place to go see, Tommy.”

“I will take you up there Bill when you come and visit, at the very least the views and hunting is second to none!” laughed Tommy.

“Hunting you say?” asked Bill Cody perking up. “It has been many years since I went out shooting Buffalo on the great plains of America for the Railway Companies.”

Tommy Agar-Robartes let out an involuntary laugh, “I’m afraid the only prey we hunt nowadays on Bodmin Moor are rabbits, foxes and the occasional deer. Have you ever ridden to Hounds Bill?” asked Tommy, raising a glass to his lips.

“I can’t say that I have, Tommy.” 

“What a magnificent sight Bill, a pack of hounds in full cry, chasing down a fox as it is being followed by a string of red-coated huntsmen galloping in pursuit of them. Imagine the cacophony of sounds, fox hounds baying, hunting horns blaring, men shouting and hooves thundering across open moor land. It is a sight to warm and quicken any Englishman’s heart.” Bill smiled to himself as he saw the look on the face of his young companion as he was transported to another place by his own imagination and words. 

“I would be interested in trying that for myself Tommy.”

“It may not be the sort of game you are used to stalking but it can be every bit as thrilling and exciting! Of course, Felix and Moses would be very welcome to join us.”
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Chapter 3 ~ Tex and Webster
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William Cody’s mind drifted away, and he often thought of pictures from his own youth. It now seemed like a lifetime away when he had once raced across the American Midwest plains, balancing precariously in his saddle while both his hands gripped his Henry Martini rifle. Holding it steady as he carefully took aim at the buffalo he was pursuing. Leather reins gripped firmly in his mouth and knees solidly pressed into the rib cage of his horse. Controlling the flight of his horse with a combination of knees, mouth and the shifting of body weight in his saddle was something he had taken a while to master, but master it he had! He’d had a fantastic tutor and mentor called Tex, who had remained with him throughout his life sharing in all his adventures. 

He had first met Tex while working at a rail head as a young scout and they had sort of teamed up. Neither man could recall how it had happened, but it just kind of did. Neither Bill Cody nor Tex Cook imagined this bond would prove to be a friendship that would endure many decades into the future. The two men had worked together for the railway companies and the Army. They both worked as bronc peelers in their youth. Tex had even been instrumental in helping Bill start his own travelling Wild West show as the two men had gotten older. Even now, Bill was unsure how Tex had got his nickname, as he had sworn to Bill that when people started calling him Tex he had never been to the state of Texas in his life! He was from Dakota and damned proud of that fact, but after all these years he was now used to being misnamed. As his full name was Simon Cook, with a surname like Cook he always thought as a young ‘un that he would end up being called Cookie or Cheffy or Simple Simon or something in that vein. Since those early days on the Great Plains the two men had worked together pretty consistently, travelling throughout the United States, Canada, Great Britain, Germany France and Italy. Just two cow pokes and a few red Indians who had travelled the world. Bill smiled to himself, after all he was just a boy from LeClaire in Idaho and he felt he had had a pretty darned interesting life up until now!

Before Bill had left the show site at Freestones Field in Westbury that evening to travel to the estate at Longleat to be the guest of Thomas Thynne, he had had his usual “after show” rundown on the day’s two performances. This was a ritual the two men did every evening in Bill’s splendidly appointed private railway carriage at the railhead while the second performance was being broken down and loaded onto the rolling stock. Bill thought it prudent to find out what went well and what had gone wrong with the day’s shows. Anyway, it was always a good excuse to have a glass of whisky reclined in a comfortable, leather, wing backed armchair with his oldest friend. Tex had filled him in on the story of how young Tommy Agar-Robartes had let off a round from the revolver within the confines of the stagecoach, deafening everyone and putting the fear of God into the occupants with the violent and totally unexpected explosion from the firearm. Bill had laughed when Tex relayed the story and then Tex added “ Aww shucks Bill, I know I am not supposed to let the paying guests take pot shots at people but he was so insistent and confident, I wanted to see his face redden and feel like a damned fool for not taking heed of another mans advice.”

“Some folks just have to learn the hard way,” smiled Bill Cody at his old friend, “Even so Tex, rules are rules and he could have done someone a mischief, in future if ever one of the guests is insistent on taking a shot or two, make sure the blanks they use are not double charged!”

“Will do Bill, he does seem like a personable enough young chap though, he also took a long time lining up his aim, plenty of time for me to stuff some protection into my ears!”

“I guess they pay enough for the experience of being chased around a bumpy field in a rickety old coach by a bunch of weary Indians. How did everyone else perform?”

“All was fine Bill, Moses and Felix were as terrifying as ever and the men were a whooping and a hollering as if Custer’s ghost was a chasing them all. They certainly gave value for money. Pretty well made me piss my pants! Oh by the way, I think the left rear spring on the coach might need some attention, I mentioned it when we come off and the boys said they would check it out and take care of it.”

“So, no major problems then?”

“Not a one pardner,” said Tex reassuringly as he raised his tumbler to his lips. “Tell me, what do you reckon to this fella Tommy Thynne?”

Buffalo Bill Cody eased himself up out of his leather Chesterfield armchair and went to his walnut desk and retrieved a file from on its top. Seating himself back down, Bill opened the manila file and quickly scanned its contents. After a minute or so he raised his glass again to his lips and looked at Tex. “Thomas Henry Thynne, 5th Marquess of Bath, KC, CB, JP and on and on. Until recently he was also known as Viscount Weymouth blah blah blah, these Brits and their titles, he is about forty, well-heeled and very well connected both socially and politically. This guy knows the right people. Thomas Thynne is just the sort of guy we want on our side, someone who can help us at all levels. He was an M.P. and now sits in the House of Lords. He is a good friend of Arthur Balfour, the British Prime Minister. He is a puller of strings with both power and money. He’s the real deal Tex. Aristocratic and understated. Webster’s report on him says he is exactly the sort of person we should be friends with; he has influence and sway people in all sorts of circles and areas. He is the right sort of person who can make things happen for the Wild West show, a facilitator as Webster would call him! So, when we stay there tonight, we must do our damndest to impress the guy and get him to support the show. Best bib and tucker all ‘round. Make sure Felix and Moses are up to speed.”

“Well, we kept him fed and watered with the best victuals and hooch we have in stock and Webster sat between him, Lady Violet and the three kids and gave a personal running commentary to them all, answering all the usual questions that came up. They seemed to love everything they saw. You know how good that darned Scotsman is at schmoozing and pressing the flesh. I let their boy, young John, fire a colt although he is only six or seven or so. Don’t worry, the blank was only half charged so there was no real kick, and I helped him hold the piece. His Mommy and Daddy were very proud of him.”

Webster was what they affectionately called David Webster. He was Buffalo Bill Cody’s tour, business manager and social secretary, whose duties were legion, from organising and negotiating fees and dates to overseeing the operation, transportation, finances and welfare of people. No easy task on a touring show with over six hundred personnel. Dave Webster had carefully built up a spider’s web of various heads of different departments who did most of this work for him while, he sat in the middle pulling on the fine strands and passing along Bill’s instructions, wishes and on occasion, demands to them, each in turn to relay to their own teams. Webster was a master planner and tactician. He was usually to be found during show times entertaining and ensuring VIP’s and dignitaries were being looked after during the show. He excelled at this vital role of public relations. Webster always did his homework on the local area they were visiting and knew who was who. He was the engine room behind the Wild West Show. Bill Cody was the iconic front-man. Dave also had a library of information on the people they may encounter at their various stops. These files were always available in Bill’s private suite on the train for his perusal. He updated them every few days or so. Yes, the way Webster manipulated and handled the operations of the business meant he was aptly named.

“According to Webster’s report on Thomas Thynne, he accepted an invitation on my behalf to spend the night at his mansion, someplace called Longleat about half a dozen miles from here. The show goes to Yeovil tomorrow, we should get there for the evening performance, so have my stand in ready for the matinee. I will take Moses and Felix with me; real life Lakota Chiefs always impresses the hell out of the British aristocracy. Tex, you look after things ‘till I see you tomorrow.”

“Sure thing Bill. I guess the horses, coaches and drivers are outside by now and they have maps and directions to Longleat and then tomorrow afternoon it’s on your way to the show ground at Yeovil fer tomorrow night’s show. Have a fine chow down and sleep well tonight boss.”

The two men shook hands and left the railway carriage together, Bill mounting the steps to the adjacent coach where Moses and Felix were sat chatting, patiently waiting for him. Tex could be heard yelling instructions to people as he walked away down the edge of the rail track. The two waiting coaches and horses started off in the opposite direction towards the forest and grand stately home of Longleat House in Wiltshire.
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Chapter 4 ~ Tricks and Skill
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Buffalo Bill Cody had retired late after partaking of both the whisky and the hospitality of his host, the 5th Marquess of Bath but by six thirty am he had packed and was dressed, ready to go down to join any other early risers for breakfast.  This morning he was dressed as his hosts would have expected to see the legend of the Wild West, in his boots, buckskins, six guns and ever-present Stetson hat. All for show of course, but this morning Bill knew that he had to play the role for which he was now world famous, that of scout, frontiersman and buffalo hunter. He heard movement outside of his bedroom door, swiftly followed by a firm knocking. He quickly responded and opened the door ajar and saw Felix stood there, “Come on in Felix and take the weight off.” he said opening the door fully and nodding with his head towards the two seats placed either side of the unlit fireplace. Felix was also wearing his show clothes along with a pistol holstered on his waist. “You and the Chief sure brushed up well last night. You both looked dandy in your best bib and tucker.” smiled Bill approvingly; “They say a fine tailored suit from Saville Row turns any man into a Gentleman!”

“It felt nice to dress up in something other than my old Levis or tribal costume, although it don’t come natural to me or my Pa. So what are the plans this morning Bill?”

“The usual kind of thing, we ride up and down a bit whooping and a hollering, do a few riding tricks, you and the Chief can show us how good you are with your Tomahawks and bows, I’ll shoot at some balloons and a target or two, we press the flesh and move on to Yeovil for this evening’s show.”

“Sounds like a plan Bill.” Felix Flying Hawk stood up from his chair and crossed to the window and said, “This sure is a mighty fine spread Thomas has got here. “He told me last night that he has about nine thousand acres of land here, about half of it woodland.” 

“Well I guess that makes my ranch back home a little better, although it is only eight thousand acres, it is all productive land, not cluttered up with forests.” Bill Cody had purchased a ranch located on the south fork of the Shoshone River about thirty-five miles from Cody, a town he helped set up, which was named after him. When he acquired the property, he stocked it with cattle sent from Nebraska and South Dakota. He now owned about a thousand head. Bill’s travelling show had been profitable for him. “Mind you I hear there is plenty of money in lumber, but these English trees have limited uses.”

“The men have started setting up the shooting range and equipment outside for our little show later.” Felix commented, turning away from the window towards Bill. “I guess we had better go and get some victuals.” 

The four men accompanying Bill, Moses and Felix were indeed busy unloading equipment from the second wagon that journeyed to Longleat last night. The show horses were neatly saddled and tethered and the boys seemed in good spirits after a restful night in the servant’s quarters at the rear of the house. They had also had a late evening socialising with the servants in their quarters. Most were in awe of the showmen. Many of the staff having read in the press and the popular “Dime” novels by Ned Buntline about the exploits of their distinguished boss and these men had stories of their own to tell, no less exciting and thrilling. Most of the men had worked on the Wild West Show since its inception back in 1883 in Nebraska. They were proud to be associated with Bill Cody, who they referred to as The Boss. One of the men, known only as Oregon, walked with a prominent limp and when a young local footman from the town of Westbury, where they had performed that day, asked over dinner how he had gained the injury, the others laughed and told him a story about how Oregon had “Wrassled with a bear” deep in the Oregon backwoods as a boy. After the tale, Oregon added wryly that the bear had come off second best! The truth was a bit more sobering. Oregon had been a rider and wrangler with the show from the beginning and while the show was touring the United States a couple of years ago in 1901 a terrible railway accident occurred near Lexington in North Carolina. The show was usually transported on between two and four trains with many coaches and freight carriages required to haul the men, animals and equipment between performing venues. This particular show was travelling on three freight trains on the evening of October 29, 1901, when another freight train (which had pulled into sidings to let the show train pass safely) crashed into one unit of the train carrying Buffalo Bill's show from Charlotte in North Carolina towards the town of Danville in Virginia. The offending freight train's engineer had thought that the entire length of the show train had passed by, before throwing the points and returning his own to the main line, not realizing the Wild West show was in fact being transported in three separate train units. Disaster happened; 110 horses, including Bill’s personal mounts Old Pap and Old Eagle, were killed in the crash and many had to be destroyed later by the shows travelling vets.  Three young Indian performers in the show were also tragically killed in the head-on train collision and many others injured. Oregon had sustained a badly broken thigh, knee and shin which left him with a pronounced limp. Many other performers and crew members were injured including the world renowned sharp-shooter Annie Oakley. Her injuries were so severe that she was told she would never walk again. Like Oregon, Annie did recover and continued performing later on. Bill ensured that everyone put out of action by the accident was found employment when they were fit enough to return to work. The incident put the show out of business for a while to give the opportunity for people to heal and the time needed to replenish and retrain the stock of performing horses as well as replacing damaged equipment. Oregon always conveyed the story of being mauled by a bear as it was a good yarn and far more exciting than the mundane truth, which was that it was suffered in a rail accident while he was asleep!

Bill, Felix and Moses joined a full complement of guests for breakfast in the dining room at Longleat House. The men took seats around the extensive table, full of conversation and laughter. The servants began their tasks swiftly and efficiently asking them their requirements for drink as they settled into their chairs. The table was adorned with silverware, cut glass and bone china crockery. Flower displays, freshly baked rolls, bread and toast were laid out along its length, interspersed with ketchups, jams, marmalades and decorative butter pats. Bill noted that there was no mention of food nor were there any signs of a menu. He hated moments like this when he and his friends might make a “faux pas” with local etiquette. William Cody, recipient of the United States Medal of Honour felt a slight pang of fear as he stared the length of a formal English breakfast table weighed down with the aristocracy and the rich. He looked at the other seated guests who had various breakfasts in front of them. Thomas Henry Thynne noted the look on Bills face and said “Our breakfasts are very informal here at Longleat Bill, please go to the sideboards and help yourself to whatever you like. I recommend the Kippers and the Kedgeree; they are highly regarded here.” The talking around the table did not miss a beat and no one even stole a glance in their direction which made him feel at home once again.

“I do apologise, Thomas, but Kedgeree is a new one on me, what the heck is that?”

Putting down his own knife and fork he continued, “Not at all Bill, Cook has a reputation amongst our visitors for this dish. It comprises of cooked, flaked fish, Cook usually uses smoked haddock, accompanied by boiled rice, parsley, hard boiled eggs, which she halves longwise, curry powder, lemon juice, salt butter and cream, oh, and on special occasions she adds sultanas. Always a winner!” he said proudly.

“Thanks for the recipe Thomas, not too sure Kedgeree will be conducive to my riding in our little show later.” Felix had been quietly translating the conversation to his father.

“Don’t worry old chap, there are plenty of other things to choose from.” He motioned his guests towards the sideboard with a sweep of his hand, “Please feel free to help yourselves.” Thomas picked up his cutlery and resumed eating.

Bill, Felix and Moses, now wearing their show attire advanced to the sideboard which was full of decorative china serving dishes, laden with food and silver plates mounted on stands supported over lit candles with low domed covers keeping the food warm. Each man picked up an empty plate and led by Moses, Chief Flying Hawk, his Son Felix Flying Hawk and Buffalo Bill Cody the three men each piled their plates high with just sausages, rashers of thick cut bacon and three eggs each, everything else was studiously ignored and the three Americans returned to their chairs. 

“Breakfast is the main meal of the day Bill, glad to see you Moses and Felix are making the most of it!” smiled Thomas Thynne.

“Couldn’t agree more, gone are the days when I could go a shooting and a riding and a travelling on an empty stomach.” remarked his guest while savouring the bacon reared and cured on the Longleat estate. “We would like to thank you for your first-rate hospitality last night Thomas, it makes a change after a show to have fine wine and food and then lay our heads in a freshly pressed comfortable bed. We are used to having a bed rocking and jumping on the train as it rolls through the night towards our next showground.” Bill dabbed at his lips with a freshly laundered napkin before re loading his fork with sausage and bacon.

Felix leaned towards Tommy Agar-Robartes and confided “My father and I look forward to visiting your estate next year in Cornwall. I understand that it is the closest part of England to our home shores. We were talking last night about your offer to let us hunt with you using a pack of dogs; that is not something we are used to.”

“We will make sure that you and your father and any others from your tribe are taken to Land’s End, the most westerly point in Cornwall, you never know, on a clear day you may even see your own homeland!” Felix and Moses both laughed at this joke. Both men had made the transatlantic voyage many times before. 

Moses spoke to his son who translated his father’s words for Tommy, “Father was very intrigued by something you mentioned during our conversation last night and he has been thinking about it overnight.”

“I am intrigued Felix, what does Chief Flying Hawk want to know?”

“You mentioned a Beast that might live on the Moor near your house. In our culture we have many such legends and tales, and the tribal Shamen talk of them often. Some beasts gather the souls of the departed and some protect our lands from enemies while some others are just made up tales we tell to the young children to make them behave!”

Tommy laughed and told him that he was often warned as a young boy that if he was not good, the Beast of Bodmin would drag him from his bed and gobble him up. “It looks as if that is common to both our childhoods,” he smirked. “Actually most people don’t believe the story but it surfaces every now and again when the body of a sheep, calf or pony is found on the Moor with its throat or stomach slashed or ripped open. People immediately blame “The Beast of Bodmin” and the tales start up once more. Personally, I think the answer is far more mundane than people’s imaginations would have them believe.”

“That is usually the way with these things,” agreed Felix. “This Moor of yours sounds intriguing though to two American boys from Pine Ridge South Dakota. We would love to take a ride around it and see for ourselves.”

“Bill told me to expect a letter from a man called Webster who will organise the logistics and timings for a visit.”

“Webster is surely the man who can sort it out for us. He has safely taken us around a goodly hunk of the world, so this Bodmin Moor of yours should be a piece of cake for him!”

Bill noticed that Felix and Moses had finished their meal and that there appeared to be a lull in their conversation with the polite young man from Cornwall he was talking to last night. “OK boys it’s time for us to saddle up and earn our bacon and eggs by putting on a show for these kind folks.” Bill and his companions rose from the table and the three men headed for the door, “Give us about a quarter of an hour to get ready.” Bill said over his departing shoulder to the people around the table as the trio left the room. 

The house guests, about twenty in number, stood on the steps by the front door to the grand house and equally as many servants thronged to the side at ground level. There was a buzz of excited anticipation amongst everyone. Before the intimate crowd were six men in a line each astride beautifully turned-out horses. Three Indians dressed as warriors of the Lakota tribe and three men lined up as cowboys from the Wild West in clothing which everyone recognised from the novellas and photographs they had all seen in the papers and on the show posters. These men were the authentic Cowboys and Indians they had all been expecting to see. 

Various bits of equipment had been set up in front of the house by the seventh member of the visiting party, Stan Swabey or Swabes, Bill’s most trusted show-hand. Swabes had been with the Wild West Show for only five years or so but knew his way around a horse like no one else. He had been a sailor in his youth and knew how to rig ropes, equipment and the canvas used to cover the show’s thousands of spectators. Knots were his speciality. Swabes had been busy while the others were at breakfast grooming the horses and preparing the small performance area in front of Longleat House, his duties included rigging the various balloons and plates attached to posts and an archery target next to a large board which was made up from planks of wood and was about ten foot high and six feet wide. Probably the most important part of Swabes job was acting as armourer for the Wild West Show and he had a small team making and supplying hundreds of specialist rounds of cartridges, pellets, shells and bullets of all calibres, all carefully charged, loaded and primed with differing amounts of powder to achieve the desired effect from the multitude of performers. The Wild West Show had to look authentic, scary, noisy and dangerous but performing almost daily during the touring season and with private shows, it demanded the highest standards of safety. Swabes and his team of armourers and gunsmiths had pride in the fact that their safety record was second to none and they had never been involved in a serious accident. Even the most dangerous and daring of firearm stunts had built in safety features.

One lone rider moved his horse forward a couple of paces and all became silent. He introduced himself as Buffalo Bill Cody. He told everyone how proud he was to be here at Longleat in Wiltshire as a guest of Thomas Thynne, 5th Marquess of Bath. He gestured to his right and introduced the closest cowboy to him as Oregon one of the best horsemen in the Wild West and his other companion as the famous Mountain Dulcimer musician and sharpshooter John Crocker from the states of Oregon and Nevada respectively. He then turned to his left and introduced Chief Moses Flying Hawk of the Lakota tribe and his son Felix Flying Hawk. He then presented William Sitting Bull, whose father was the great leader, Sitting Bull, who defeated Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer at the Battle of the Little Bighorn in June 1876. William’s mother was the beautiful Four-Robes-Woman. He also added, “I can also tell you folks that William and his wife, Scout Woman became proud parents themselves last year to little Nancy.” This garnered applause from the onlookers.

The seven men went into a perfectly rehearsed and staged private performance for their hosts. It started with the Indians riding around to one side of the house out of view and the cowboys to the opposite side. On the signal of a gunshot, Felix and William galloped around the side of the house into view, both standing high in their stirrups and firing arrows from the backs of their dashing horses into the balloons that Swabes had tethered to the upright posts. Each balloon popped and emitted a shower of red coloured water. As quickly as the two men had appeared, they disappeared from view around the opposite side of the house. Within twenty seconds, the two horses galloped back into sight once more, but this time Felix Flying Hawk was standing upright on the saddle of his horse, amazingly keeping his balance as the horse thundered along in front of the house, he even managed a quick wave to everyone as he controlled the reins of the horse with just the one hand. The second horse had an empty saddle and was flying along behind Felix. As if by magic the rider, William Sitting Bull appeared. He had been holding on somehow to the stirrup and saddle that was facing away from their audience and then miraculously in one graceful moment swung his whole body up from the blind side of his mount into a sitting position on the horse. It was like a magic trick: William Sitting Bull appeared from nowhere, accompanied by a triumphant Whoop! Every person watching spontaneously broke into rapturous applause at the dexterity, strength, skill and horsemanship of the two riders. As the two Lakota tribesmen rounded the house out of sight of the spectators, John Crocker on his mount casually walked to the front of the steps where the house guests had gathered and stopped and faced them. He was strumming his Mountain Dulcimer and the song he was playing was recognised by all as the “Blue Danube Waltz” by Johann Strauss. The sweet sound of the Waltz being expertly played on the delicate instrument filled the morning air with beauty. As John Crocker pulled his horse to a halt in front of the house, Oregon made his own appearance with his mare walking around the corner into view but in an odd gait, in a one, two, three waltz timing with its front legs raised abnormally high as it proceeded, perfectly in time with the music. Everyone clapped, when the horse heard the applause it pricked up its ears and stopped and did a half turn to face its appreciative onlookers and stretched one leg out in front of itself and raised the other one while lowering its head and performed a perfect equine impression of a bow. This drew gasps and laughter from everyone. After holding the pose for a second or two it continued walking towards them in time with the music in the waltzing one, two, three motion. In a well-choreographed moment, the music ended with a flourish as Oregon pulled back on the reins and his horse stood erect, stretched high up on its rear legs and executed a perfect pirouette and the final musical note finished as the horse dropped to all four legs and bowed deeply to the audience a second time. No one had ever seen anything like this masterclass of perfect unison between horse, rider and musician. The show continued and included more fine horsemanship from Oregon. 

Buffalo Bill replicated the Indians stunt of galloping across the front of the house but this time firing and cocking his 1895 lever action Winchester rifle which allowed rapid fire of five shots. Each one smashing a dinner plate attached to one of the upright posts. Seeing Buffalo Bill in his buckskins, long fair hair flowing behind him as he galloped by firing with deadly accuracy was a dream come true for everyone. It is not often you get to see a real-life living legend and hero parading his skills before your very eyes. 

John Crocker then enthralled all and sundry with a masterful display of sharp-shooting which dazzled everyone. He shot at moving targets and coins which were tossed into the air by volunteers. The climax of his section was when he called for a volunteer from the audience, someone who could not only hold his nerve but his hand steady, everyone looked at each other to see which brave soul might step forward. Tommy Agar-Robartes raised his hand and announced he was a willing participator. John Crocker strode forward to meet his helper and shook him by his hand declaring that he, “Sure had a fine grip.” John Crocker walked with Tommy out towards the decorative fountains in front of the house for about thirty paces and both men turned to face the house guests and servants who were all waiting with anticipation at what was about to unfold. John then reached into his pocket and produced a clay pipe a silver dollar and a playing card. He told Tommy that he had to be absolutely still during this trick. He had Tommy face his audience front on and hold out his two arms away from his body at right angles, like a cross shape and turn his head to the right as far as he could. Tommy did as was instructed. John then took the clay pipe and put it into his mouth and the silver dollar coin into his left hand and the playing card facing everyone in his right hand. He asked Tommy if he was comfortable with this position and Tommy nodded yes. John Crocker told him to stay perfectly still and then he walked back to the bottom of the steps below where the guests were all gathered. “You have a very brave man in front of you Ladies and Gentlemen. For this demonstration I need absolute silence. The card that Tommy is bravely holding is the Ace of Spades, known as the death card. Tommy,” he shouted, “you must be absolutely still. I am going to count to three and when I do, at any time after that moment I want you to drop the silver dollar to the floor from your left hand, do you understand?” Tommy gently and almost imperceptibly nodded his head. “Ladies and Gentlemen, when Tommy drops the silver dollar, I will fast draw my Colt revolver and attempt to fan fire it. This is a revolver shooting technique in which I will use one hand to hold the gun and pull the trigger, while using the other hand to cock back the hammer repeatedly in a slapping-like fashion without touching any other parts of the gun. I will attempt to hit the clay pipe in Tommy’s mouth and the death card he is holding before the silver dollar reaches the ground.” There was an involuntary gasp from the crowd. “I must repeat two things; you must all remain totally silent and Tommy you must remain motionless. Do you understand your instructions Tommy?” Tommy gave the slightest of nods in acquiescence. “If you wish Tommy you may close your eyes.” Tommy gratefully closed his eyes and took a long steadying breath. “One... two... three...” Tommy waited for about a second and released the silver dollar from between the forefinger and thumb of his left hand allowing the coin to fall from his grasp. John Crocker’s hand moved like lightening as soon as he saw the coin start its descent to the ground. Two rapid cracks echoed around the house as the revolver sprang into life under the control of a master marksman. 
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