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PROLOGUE 
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Our story begins when a tall lanky stranger named Jake Slade travels north on horseback from the small (fictitious) border town of Millwood, Texas where he’d worked as a deputy sheriff. Jake, now a widower, having lost his wife to an unfortunate illness. They had no children. He was thirty years old, and was seeking a new start in life. He had accepted a position as sheriff in yet another small (fictitious) Texas town called Grisom. It was located in the badlands of West Texas about a four-day ride from his former home in Millwood. But unlike Millwood, the town of Grisom was nothing but trouble. 

A once quiet, sleepy town was now overrun with outlaws and gunfighters. In short, a town running rampant with lawlessness. Jake would be replacing the former elderly sheriff, Wilbur Hayes. The sheriff had been ruthlessly murdered by one or more persons still believed to be residing in Grisom. The townsfolk were scared for their own safety and well-being. Jake Slade would hopefully be able to find out who was responsible for killing the sheriff and bring his killer or killers to justice and in doing so also return the town of Grisom to a decent law-abiding community. 

Upon his late arrival in the darkened community, he would find a café that was still open for business. Jake entered the café seeking some much-needed nourishment and rest. What he would also find there was the café’s owner and waitress Sarah McCullough. She was an attractive, single 27-year-old woman, who’d never been married. She would become what Jake had never dreamed possible. The second love of his life. He would find in her the inspiration, caring and motivation to clean up this lawless town. 
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CHAPTER 1 
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Grisom Texas September 1875 

He leaned forward in the saddle, the brim of his weather-beaten Stetson pulled low over his brow, shading his eyes from the blistering sun and relentless clouds of blowing dust. His throat parched and dry, his stomach growled with hunger. How long had it been since he’d slept in a real bed, had a hot meal or drank a beer? Nearly four days now. Jake muttered to himself, his horse, Rowdy snorted too, almost as if his horse had read his thoughts, and agreed with him. But his journey was nearing its end, only three more hours, maybe four if the strong winds prevailed. In any case, by nightfall he’d surely be at his destination. 

Grisom, a small Texas cow town just north of the Mexican border. The town was once a quiet community made up of cattlemen, ranchers, and farmers, but now it has become home to a mixed population of outlaws, would-be gunslingers, army deserters, and prostitutes, gamblers and just rowdy cowboys. Dodge City or Tombstone aside, this was one hell of a lawless place. 

The newly appointed Sheriff Jake Slade would be bringing some much-needed law and order to Grisom, Texas. The previous sheriff had been allegedly killed in a shootout involving a gang of despicable low life’s, which were suspected to also be residing in Grisom. 

Jake shifted his lanky frame in the saddle trying to work the numbness out of his sore haunches. He began gnawing on a strip of beef jerky he’d pulled from his saddlebags; it would have to quell his hunger for the time being. It did leave him a mite thirsty though. He loosened his canteen from around his saddle horn and put it up to his dry parched lips and took a long swallow. The dust and grit at the corners of his mouth mixed with the water and saliva forming a mud-like paste in his mouth. A hot bath, he thought, sounded almost as good as a hot meal right now, but then again, not anywhere near as good as a swallow of beer. Jake laughed to himself, the hot sun was beginning to make him just a little punchy too. 

Jake hoped a hotel or boarding house in town would provide him with a clean bed, a bath, and afterwards maybe even a good time with one of the local whore’s when he felt the time was right. Women hadn’t had much appeal to Jake. Nearly three years had passed since he’d been with a woman. I had been happily married to the very best of them, he thought, letting his memory creep back to those much happier times. Rebecca had been perfect in his eyes. She was well-educated, damn smart actually, and God knows she was pretty, real pretty. Jake and Rebecca had met, fallen in love, and been married nearly seven years earlier in Millwood, Texas. Where just a chance meeting, at a town gathering had paired the two up. 

But it wasn’t to last, it had been over four years now since Rebecca had fallen ill and after several days of high fevers and unbearable retching, Rebecca had passed on. Jake buried her on a hilltop overlooking the small ranch house they’d built together, where they had intended to raise cattle, and eventually children too. But that was far behind him now, Jake sold the house and small plot of land to a young couple fresh from Kansas, who like Jake and Rebecca, had a lot of big plans, to farm and raise a family of their own. 

Three years had slowly passed, then Jake had tried his hand at several different jobs, before finally taking a job as deputy sheriff in Millwood, a small Texas town about 180 miles southwest of where he was now. But it would prepare him for his newly acquired position as the sheriff in Grisom, Texas, after serving a year or so as deputy sheriff. It had been more promising than any of the prior jobs he’d done. 

Jake was tall and wiry, very agile, and most would probably describe him as being ruggedly handsome. During his short tenure as a deputy sheriff, he’d proven to be very good with his fists. He could scrap with the best of them big or small, and always come out on top. His quickness with a six-shooter wasn’t bad either. He’d learned to draw fast and shoot straight, from an old friend, who oddly enough had been a rather rowdy character himself early on, but had long since become a much liked, law abiding member of Millwood, and of the clergy. Tom had been the minister before whom Jake and Rebecca had pledged their love and spoken their vows. 

Jake’s thoughts began to fade away into the late shadows of early dusk. Another hour slowly passed and suddenly he was there, standing high on a hilltop, beside his weary horse Rowdy as he peered down at the dim glow of light from oil lamps that dotted the streets in the small town of Grisom. 

Nightfall had descended. Jake arched his leg into the stirrup and swung his tired lanky frame back into the saddle. Right now, he just wanted to get cleaned up, and settled in. Jake figured he’d rest up a couple of days before assuming the official duties as sheriff. 

The town wasn’t expecting him, or anyone else on the side of law and order for that matter. Jake wasn’t sure what kind of reception he’d get once they found out who he was, and why he’d come to Grisom. Will Travers, the town’s only doctor and a handful of the townsfolk had sent a letter to Millwood explaining how disorderly and unsafe Grisom had become. Asking the Circuit Judge J.T. Penberthy to appoint and send them someone who could restore some law and order back into their community. The judge had approached Jake with the job offer and after a few days of soul searching and mulling it over Jake had finally accepted the position. 

His first stop was the livery stable, where he asked the stable boy to tend to his horse. He told the toe-headed young man his horses name was ‘Rowdy’, give him a well-deserved extra bucket of oats. Then tossing a gold piece into the young lad’s hand, he swiftly turned about, slung his saddlebags over his shoulder, grasped his Winchester rifle and bedroll, then strode wearily out onto the street to find a place to eat and board. 

Jake passed a barbershop along his way, but it was dark at this hour, a closed sign hung in the window. A haircut would be the first thing on his agenda tomorrow. After all a sheriff should look presentable when he introduced himself to the fine townsfolk for the first time. 

Walking down the boardwalk, his eyes and ears took in all the sights, sounds, and smells from a sundry of activities going on around him. He passed by two gambling halls and saloons. Men, many of them were in various stages of intoxication, loitered around or near the front entrances. A bevy of whores strolled up and down the boardwalks displaying their wicked flesh and beckoning any man who was willing to look in their direction. A little further on, Jake abruptly sidestepped as two men rolled from the boardwalk onto the dusty street, their fists pummeling one another, and all the while loudly verbalizing what one thought of the other. 

All of the stores were closed, the barbershop of course, a saddlery, mercantile, and several other nondescript buildings that he couldn’t quite make out what they were in the darkness. Near the end of the street stood a boarding house, by appearances, it too seemed a bit run down, but Jake was too tired to care just as long as they had a clean bed available. Suddenly, out of the corner of his eye, he saw yet another shop. It too appeared to be in an advanced state of physical decay. Over the door, a bullet-riddled sign or at least what was left of a sign, read “Sher” the rest had long since been torn away. Iron bars on one of the front windows gave him his next clue that this was where he’d be spending most of his time in the coming days and months. The town’s jail. 

Crossing an alleyway between the next row of buildings and the boarding house, Jake’s nostrils were instantly filled with the smell of something cooking, and it smelled pretty damn good. Jake turned in the direction of the ominous smells wafting up his nose. He caught a glimpse of light gleaming from the windows of a little café just across the alley. He guessed the room and bath would just have to wait, right now his nose was telling him it was time to satisfy his hunger. 

Jake reached into his pocket to check his finances, when he became suddenly aware of something other than loose coins. The object's pointed edges stabbed into his fingers. From his pocket, he withdrew a shiny tin star embossed across its smooth surface, the word ‘SHERIFF’. Jake slipped it back into his pocket and stepped through the door entering the small dimly-lit café. On the inside it was clean, there were perhaps eight or more tables, each covered with red and white checkered tablecloths and each having two to four chairs. 

Jake sat down at the first table nearest the door and removed his dusty Stetson. Just across from him, perhaps a dozen feet or so was a table, with a man and a woman occupying it. A closer look revealed to Jake it was one of the whores he’d seen on the boardwalk at the first saloon, and she was sitting eating with one of the men Jake had seen fighting in the street. So, that was it, the men, he was sure now, were probably fighting over the favors of this street whore. Suddenly he was brought back into the moment when the café’s waitress approached him and asked if he’d like more coffee or a glass of water. Jake told her he’d like both, “please, and thank you.” 

The woman left momentarily, when she returned she set a fresh steaming mug of black coffee in front of Jake. He said, “Well, thank you, Ma’am,” and smiled. She smiled back at him, and without further words passing between them, she turned and was gone again. The coffee tasted damn good going down his dry, parched throat. He had only taken perhaps four or five sips of this strong brew when the waitress reappeared, this time with a large plate of meat and potatoes in one hand and a plate stacked high with hot oven-baked bread in the other. She set the plates down in front of Jake and asked him if he’d like more coffee. Jake smiled at her and said another cup would be fine. 

She looked down at him kind of half returning the smile, though to him her smile seemed a bit forced. She is not all that bad to look at, Jake thought to himself, as he slowly looked her up and down. He liked her voice, at least what little he’d heard her say so far. It reminded him a bit like Rebecca’s. He was sure that she too, had some education, the way she’d enunciated each word. What was a fine-looking woman like her doing here in a place like Grisom? He wondered, and also had a fleeting thought as to whether or not she was married, surely the answer to that was probably yes. 

Jake finished his meal and downed yet another cup of coffee; he’d begun to get a little sleepy. He knew it was time to head back and find that boarding house. He thanked the waitress before he left, and complimented her on the great meal. This evoked a little more of a smile from her this time, he thought. He asked her name. 

She chewed her lower lip, hesitating for a moment before saying “my name's Sarah, Sarah McCullough.” 

Jake offered her his name in return, but not seeming to really care, she slowly turned and walked away. He left money on the table to cover his meal and then got up to leave. 

Another couple sitting not far from him had just finished eating, and now seemed to be arguing over something. Jake couldn’t quite get the drift as to what they were squabbling about, it didn’t have anything to do with him, and besides, all he could think about now was getting some sleep. 

The sun had finally set when Jake entered the Ormsby, a combination Hotel and Boarding House, as it turned out, it was the only one in Grisom. By appearances on the outside the place looked shabby and a little dilapidated but once inside it was nicely decorated, simply warm and cozy. A large stone fireplace graced the long wall across from the registration desk. It was burning brightly to ward off an early evening chill. Texas was like that, unseasonably warm by day, and yet the nights could get pretty doggoned chilly in the early days of September. 

Jake was surprised at the size of the combination hotel and boarding house; it was a two-story structure, with six rooms at ground level and eight more on the second story. It had a small parlor just off the registration desk area and just adjacent to the fireplace, which did an adequate job of warming the entire area. The hotel and boarding house did not offer meals, but the desk clerk told Jake there was a nice little café just up the street. Jake told the desk clerk he’d just come from the café. 

The desk clerk’s name was Homer Runn, a rather portly man with thinning red hair. Jake guessed him to be in his late forties with a glowing smile on his cherub-like face, surprising for his age. Jake took a room on the second floor, which had a window that overlooked the main street and was almost directly across from the sheriff’s office. Perfect, Jake thought as he dropped his bedroll and saddlebags on the floor next to the bed, then leaned his carbine in the corner nearest the window. His thoughts were interrupted by a soft knock at his door. 

“Who is it?” Jake spoke out. 

“It’s Homer,” was the reply. 

Jake opened the door to the portly man standing there holding a couple towels, a wash cloth, and bar of lye soap. “Your bath water is hot,” Homer said. “It’s in an ante room, second door on your left.” 

“Thanks, Homer, that was quick,” Jake offered back. The little man turned on his heels and quickly disappeared down the hall. Jake grabbed the towels and soap and walked down the short hallway to his awaiting bath. A small wash tub filled with steaming hot water sat in the middle of the floor. A small wood stove burned hotly in the corner of the room, not much bigger than a closet really, Jake thought. 

Jake stayed in the bath scrubbing four days of sweat and grime off his body until the water began to cool down substantially. He then promptly toweled himself dry. Once he had thoroughly dried off, he wrapped the second towel around his otherwise naked body, gathered up the wet towel and headed back down the hall to his room. Jake hadn’t gotten but a few feet when he was startled by a whistling sound from behind him. Jake paused and turned toward the sound. To his amazement, he saw a woman in the hallway. Needless to say, he was taken aback by her sudden appearance. She just gawked at him in all his nakedness, a broad smile spread across her attractive face. 

“Well, hello cowboy,” she uttered, a soft giggle emanating from her ruby red lips. Jake just stared in utter amazement, stunned at being there. It was then, he realized he’d actually seen her before. She was the woman in the café he’d seen arguing with the older man. 

“Ah, hello,” Jake managed to say feeling just a bit self-conscious of his condition. She just continued to smile broadly. “Well, if you will excuse me,” he stammered, never feeling more embarrassed. 

“My pleasure,” she replied. 

With that said, Jake hastily turned around and swiftly retreated to the privacy of his room. Soon after, Jake heard the sound of a door closing. She must also be staying in the hotel boarding house, he thought to himself. Jake turned down the oil lamp beside his bed, then slipped hastily into bed and soon after fell into a restful slumber. 

He awoke early the next morning; dawn was just breaking outside his window. He dressed in the same clothes he’d worn the day before, then looking in the mirror, he quickly decided he would need to add a few things in the way of a new wardrobe. Looking down at his attire, he guessed a new pair of boots might also be a nice addition. Now where did he see that mercantile store last night? 

He looked out from his window and scanned the street and buildings below. Ah, there it was, about twenty yards or so up the street. He saw a man in front of the mercantile loading some supplies into his wagon. Two big black horses were hitched to the wagon, each idly pawing in the street, patiently waiting to take the big burly man wearing a coonskin cap on their way. 

Jake decided he’d better pay a visit to the mercantile himself and purchase a few essentials so he’d be ready to assume his duties as the town’s new sheriff. Jake made his way over to the mercantile just as the sun was peaking over the rooftops. The man and his wagon were no longer visible as Jake crossed the street and entered the store. 

Roy Driscoll, the general store’s owner ambled over where Jake was looking at a selection of shirts hanging on a rack. “Hi,” Roy said. “Can I help you find your size? I’m guessing you’d take an extra-large,” he offered. “You must be new in town? Don’t recall seeing you around here before.” 

“I rode in late yesterday evening,” Jake replied. “Guess I could use two or three shirts, and I’ll also need a couple pair of pants. I saw a pair of boots in your window that caught my eye if you got a pair that’ll fit me.” 

“Okay, let me have a look in my back room, I do appreciate your business, and by the way my name's Roy Driscoll. I’m the owner here, along with my wife Lizzie. She’ll be along a bit later, after she gets our two young’uns’ off to school. She’ll be mighty glad to see a new face in town, and by the way, are you married by chance?” Roy added. 

“No, no I’m not. I lost my wife a few years ago, so I’m kinda’ lookin’ forward to makin’ a fresh start here in Grisom.” 

“Oh,” said Roy. “Sorry to hear about your dear wife’s departing, but on the other hand, we got us a lot of mighty fine women here in town that would be glad to make your acquaintance, I’m sure,” Roy said, his mouth curling into a sheepish grin. 

Jake shopped until he found suitable attire and after trying on several pairs of boots, finally settled on a pair that felt pretty comfortable. 

“Where ya stayin’ and what line of work are ya in, if I might ask?” the owner questioned, as Jake gathered up his purchases the owner had bundled up in some brown paper and tied with cotton cord. 

Jake was hesitant to answer the full question, only saying he was temporarily staying down the street at the Ormsby and hoped that would suffice for an answer. 

Roy looked at Jake in a quizzical manner, but said nothing further, while at the same time asking himself why Jake had not fully answered his question. Roy thought that on the surface the man seemed like a pretty decent fellow, and he was hopeful it didn’t mean Jake was there for nefarious reasons. 

Jake left the mercantile all decked out in his new clothes and boots, just one more stop and he’d be lookin’ and feelin’ pretty good. Luckily for Jake, since it was still early morning, the barbershop was empty of customers, in fact the barber was sitting in one of the two chairs in his shop reading the newspaper. He looked up when Jake strode through the door hanging his Stetson on the hat rack near the front door, then dropping his big lanky frame into the other vacant barber chair. 

“Hey, what’ll it be young man?” the barber called out from the chair he was occupying. 

“A haircut, and shave will do me nicely,” Jake said in reply. 

The barber wasted not a second more. He grabbed his barber shears and promptly began to trim away the thick growth of curly black hair that had grown over Jake’s ears. Now as a rule, barbers are pretty talkative fellows, but in this instance, he’d trimmed off nearly all the excess hair on Jake’s head before uttering another word of conversation. 

It was only then, he asked Jake if he still wanted that shave? But before Jake had a chance to answer, a big grandfather clock began to chime on the opposite wall. The clock read 10:00 o’clock. Jake’s all-important meeting was scheduled with Henry Jones, the Mayor of Grisom at 10:30 am. If the barber could hurry that shave up a bit without cutting my throat in the process, then everything would work out just about on schedule, he thought. 

Jake would have to forgo having breakfast until he’d met with the mayor. Their meeting would take place in Mayor Jones law offices which was conveniently located next to the sheriff’s office, but still Jake should not dally long if he was going to make it to the mayor’s office on time. Timeliness was next to Godliness someone once told him. 

Luck was on Jake’s side apparently, here he was, and on schedule, sitting in the mayor’s law office. The mayor took his time as he ran through a list of duties and expectations the new sheriff would have to both perform and fulfill. 

It was not so surprising to Jake, however, his having been a deputy sheriff in Millwood prior to his being hired to serve the good people of Grisom, was pretty similar in nature to what he’d already been doing. A different time and place, he thought. What he would come to learn, and very quickly, is the two towns were as different as night and day. Millwood was a cakewalk mildly speaking, compared to the many challenges he would have to face each and every day in this “Hell Hole” they called Grisom, Texas. 

Circuit Judge J.T. Penberthy had sworn in Jake before leaving Millwood. J.T. had an unspeakable jurisdiction when it came to upholding the laws in this vast area of west Texas. He also was revered as being fair, while at the same time not tolerating anyone, anyone attempting to run afoul of the law. He often said he had a rope waiting to be put around the neck of anyone, man or woman alike, that dared to challenge the criminal justice system. Precisely his “criminal justice system.” Jake would have his work cut out for him; there was no denying that. Now he was more than anxious to get the job started, cleaning up the riff-raff that for so long had lawlessly resided in this town. It would not be very long before all the inhabitants of Grisom would find out that “There’s a new Sheriff in town and his name is Jake Slade.” 
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CHAPTER 2 
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After his meeting with Mayor Jones had concluded, Jake returned to his room. As he walked to his room in the Ormsby he wondered if he might come in contact with the woman he’d seen in the hallway on the previous night. He was still feeling a little uncomfortable and embarrassed by the whole incident, brief as the encounter had been, and he hoped that he wouldn’t be put in that predicament ever again. He was able to get back into his room without any more unwarranted incidents. 

Once back inside his room, Jake pulled his saddlebags out from under his bed, opened one bag and removed a worn brown leather gun belt and Colt .45 revolver. Without hesitation, Jake buckled it firmly around his waist. He pulled the .45 and checked the cartridges in each cylinder, it was an important tool of his trade. Once satisfied it was fully loaded, he placed it back into the low-slung holster on his right hip. Then he grasped the rawhide thong hanging beneath the holster and tied it firmly around his right leg just above the knee. This prevented the holster from rising up in the event he had to draw his gun quickly. This action was termed a ‘fast draw’. It could mean the difference between life and death should he be confronted by a person wanting to do harm to him by gun or knife, whichever the case may be. In any event, he had to be ready. Time was usually of the essence in these situations. Jake hadn’t worn the holster since arriving in Grisom until now. 

Suddenly the pit of his stomach let out a disquieting growl. Jake didn’t know if it was because of his actions in the last few minutes or perhaps nervous jitters, but more than likely because he simply hadn’t taken time to eat yet today. As Jake turned to leave the boarding house, he suddenly remembered something. Reaching in his pocket, he retrieved the tin star with the words ‘SHERIFF’ emblazoned across it, and pinned it on his shirt over his heart. In his other pocket, his fingers brushed over the two brass keys on a ring that the mayor had just given him in their meeting. The keys to his new ‘home away from home’, the sheriff’s office. Jake pulled his Stetson down over his brow, took a quick glance at himself in a mirror hanging on the wall next to his door, then satisfied with what he saw, he stepped out into the hallway. Jake seemed to go unnoticed by anyone until he reached the boardwalk in front of the Ormsby Hotel/Boarding House. His nose immediately picked up the scent of food cooking. He decided to follow his nose. 

The little café was the same one he’d eaten in the night before upon arriving in Grisom. Jake went inside. The place was fairly busy, he thought compared to the other night, but then again, the clock on the far wall read 1:15 pm so it was still lunchtime in Grisom. He noticed that a couple of people seemed to stare at him as he walked in and sat at an empty table just inside the café. He felt their eyes boring into him, but more importantly the star pinned on his chest. Neither person said a word to him, but simply nodded. He hoped it was a nod of approval. Before his eyes had fully adjusted to the bright sunlight outside, he found himself face to face with the waitress, the same one who had waited on him before. He could feel his heart take a little skip beneath his badge as she gazed down at him, he felt a little flushed at that moment and hoped she wouldn’t notice. She asked if he’d like a menu. 

Jake replied, “What would you recommend, Sarah?” to let her know that he had at least remembered her name from their meeting the night before. 

Remembering names was another important “tool of the trade,” he thought to himself. 

She remembered, as evidenced by the sudden warm smile that washed across her attractive face. “The lamb stew is on special today,” she said, the smile still lingering, her watery blue eye’s sparkling as she spoke. 

“Lamb stew huh,” was his response. 

The smile briefly waned as she questioned if he didn’t like lamb. 

“Oh, no, I do, in fact that sounds pretty good to me. I haven’t eaten yet today and I’m famished. I’d also like another cup of that excellent coffee like I had last night as well.” He could see the smile returning to her face. 

“I’ll get that up right away, can’t keep the sheriff hungry, that’s for sure, or should I call you Jake?” 

With that Jake broke into a smile as well, she had remembered his name too, and sheriff had not been lost on her either. 

Jake was beside himself with the anticipation of perhaps getting to know her better. Much better, he hoped. Very quickly he was served a steaming cup of coffee, and the meal was delicious, lamb stew, collard greens, and a couple of fresh baked biscuits with creamery butter. Wow, he was really impressed and he ate as though he was starved, and he was. He couldn’t wait to see her again and compliment her on the wonderful meal. He felt much better now, his stomach was full, and he hoped he had truly made a new friend in Sarah. 

Jake could see she was busy waiting tables, and bringing meals in from the kitchen to those seated around him. He motioned to her that he was leaving money on the table for his meal. She acknowledged his action with a smile and a nod. He would just have to thank her later when she was not quite so busy. 

He left the café and headed up the street toward the sheriff’s office and jail. He passed several people as he made his way up the boardwalk. They all appeared to be aware of him and greeted him in a respectable, friendly manner. Both men and women alike seemed to know who he was, at least by his new title rather than his name. It appeared that perhaps his new position had preceded him. 

When he passed the Lawyer’s office, Henry whom he had nearly collided with earlier, had just stepped out onto the boardwalk. He told Jake to hold up for a minute. “I saw you were headed toward your office and I wanted to catch you and warn you that you will find the office is nearly empty. I had pertinent documents and paperwork that was in the sheriff’s desk moved over to my office for safe keeping. In fact, I also have a shotgun and four other rifles that belong in the office. If you have a minute, I can help you get everything moved back into the jail.” 

“Well thanks, I appreciate that Mr. Mayor.” 

“Oh, no problem, Jake, except please call me Henry from here on, no need for that Mr. Mayor formality between us.” 

“Well thank you for that, Henry. Just allow me to get the sheriff’s office unlocked, and I’ll come back for whatever else it is that you have. There’s no need to tie up your valuable time any longer than is really necessary,” Jake replied. 

Jake got the office opened up. The mayor wasn’t kidding; the place hadn’t been touched in quite a while, probably not since the previous sheriff occupied the office you might say. The office was in need of a good sweeping and dusting, there were cobwebs hanging down in the corners and as Henry had already mentioned, the rifle case behind the desk was empty. One file cabinet drawer was left partially open as well. The desk itself was empty, save for a couple pencils and some scraps of writing paper, a bottle of ink, probably dried up by now, Jake thought. Oh yeah, and two pair of handcuffs and keys were lying in a bottom desk drawer. Aside from that, a few mice droppings littered the floor and a coal oil lamp was turned over near the wood stove. The jail was comprised of two cells; a ring of keys hung in the lock in one cell. The cells were quite small, two bunks in each. Jake could just imagine that those two cells could become a wee bit crowded if he had to round up too many rowdy characters all at the same time. 

Jake heard a noise behind him, turning around he saw Henry entering, carrying an armload of rifles, including a belt and holster with a gun inside. Henry spoke, “here’s the rifles I mentioned, and also a gun belt which belonged to our dearly departed Sheriff Hayes.” With that, he dropped the gun belt and holster on the desk. Then he leaned the rifles and shotgun up against the desk. “You can store these to your liking,” Henry said. “The office files are in two boxes in my storage room. You can pick them up at your leisure,” he told Jake. With that Henry turned and walked out the front door. 

Jake closed the door behind him. He thought to himself, I guess now I’m officially open for business. Jake picked the holster up off the desk and removed the gun. Sheriff Hayes had carried a Remington .44 caliber hog-leg. A gun not commonly used among lawmen or by gunslingers alike. Jake opened the cylinder and noticed that two cartridges had been fired. Sheriff Hayes must have fired these two rounds before he was killed. Had he hit his assailant? Jake wondered. Probably not since he was gunned down, and perhaps he had encountered more than one assailant. One thing he vowed to himself then and there, to find the man or men responsible for taking Wilbur Hayes life and bring them to justice. 

Jake did a little straightening up in the office; he found a broom and a dustpan in a closet near the two jail cells. The floor certainly was in need of sweeping. Jake started in the back, in the cells and worked his way out into the office area. When he had reached the front door, he was distracted by the sounds of two men, maybe more. It sounded like they were brawling in the street, and right in front of his office no less. Guess they are unaware that the sheriff’s office had a new proprietor, and was open for business, he thought. 

Jake set the broom and dustpan aside and ran into the street. There he saw two men fully engaged in fisticuffs, one man bleeding profusely from the nose and mouth. Both were down in the dirty street, swearing, biting, punching and gouging one another. They had drawn a small crowd of spectators watching the action. 

Jake yelled at the two men, “Hey you two, get up, and knock it off before I haul the both of you into jail.” But they paid Jake no mind, and the skirmish seemed to suddenly intensify. 

One shouted at the other, telling him he was gonna kill him for sure. Then Jake saw the knife in the younger man’s hand. He was about to inflict some serious harm on his adversary. 

Jake didn’t hesitate any longer, he grabbed the younger man around the neck and yanked him away from the other one, grabbing his wrist holding the knife, he twisted it sharply behind the man’s back, and heard him wince in pain. The other man seized the opportunity to roll away, then scrambled to his feet and charged the sheriff and the younger man. Jake raised his foot and kicked him hard in the head. The man went down with a loud grunt. Jake rolled the younger of the two onto his stomach, kicked the knife away, then came down hard with his knee to the back of the man’s neck. The man lay there, his face flat in the dirt, breathing heavily, snorting and spewing vile language. The other man still hadn’t moved. Jake grabbed the younger one by his waistband with one hand, his other hand grabbed hold of the man’s long unkempt hair. With that Jake dragged him out of the street, onto the boardwalk, and then marched him straight into the jail. 

A crowd of onlookers had assembled and watched in disbelief of what was happening. One man against two, but he seemed to have matters under control. Once inside the jail, Jake shoved the young man into a cell and closed the door. Then quickly he grabbed the ring of keys from his desk drawer and locked the man’s cell. He tossed the keys onto the desk, and retrieved a pair of handcuffs out of the bottom drawer and moved quickly back out to the street. 

When Jake got outside, the older man was attempting to get to his feet. Jake ordered him to stay down, the man looked up at Jake with unbridled hatred, but he complied. Jake stepped behind the man and jerked his hands behind his back, securing both wrists with the handcuffs. The crowd appeared to like what they had just witnessed, talking amongst themselves, in low tones, nodding their approval; some were even smiling gratefully. 

Jake picked up his hat, which had fallen off during the melee. He nodded to the crowd, then told the crowd, “The show’s over folks, go on about your business.” The crowd began to disperse. Jake’s first official encounter as sheriff had gone well for him, and apparently satisfied the onlookers as well. Within minutes Jake had the second man locked up in the adjoining cell, then he went back to his sweeping chores. 

It was late afternoon when Jake thought he’d done enough cleaning for the day. The two men he’d locked up earlier had remained pretty quiet. He decided to look in on the two. Soon as he went through the door into the cell area to check on them, the older man jumped up and grasped the bars. 

“By the way, what’s your names?” Jake asked. 

“I’m Curtis,” said the older man, “and he’s Michael.” 

“I can speak for myself,” said Mikey, rubbing the dried blood under his nose onto his dirty sleeve. 

“And who might you be?” questioned the older man. “Don’t think we’ve made your acquaintance,” he said. 

“I’m Jake Slade, the newly appointed sheriff here in Grisom.” Both men reached through the bars to shake the new sheriff’s hand. With some trepidation Jake shook each man’s hand in return. 

“Well, hell,” Jake said, “I guess you’ve both messed up my jail long enough, I’m gonna let you both out. But you both better head home. If I catch either one of you in the saloon tonight I’ll drag you back here for another stay.” 

Both men shook their heads in agreement. Then Jake grabbed the keys out of his desk and unlocked their cells. The two men gathered up their hats and quickly left the jail. 

Jake looked at his pocket watch, it was getting on towards evening now so he decided it was time to take a little stroll through town, the saloons in particular, to make sure everything was orderly. Then, maybe he could grab an early dinner at the café, would I be lucky enough to see Sarah, he thought. He certainly hoped so. He grabbed his hat, tucked a pair of handcuffs in his gun belt, just in case, and he headed for the street. The sun was beginning to set in the west; it would be dark before too long. He walked down the boardwalk; wherein a few passersby, eyed him with curiosity. 

There were two saloons in town; The Golden Horseshoe, and the Emporium. Jake would make it a point of checking both of them out. As evening fell, he walked on, he could see the crowd of rowdies were also beginning to gather in and around the saloons, in particular. He noticed the noise level on the street had also increased a lot as well, compared to earlier in the day. He was glad the day was drawing to a close. His first day on the job had been uneventful, save for the two drunks he’d had to jail earlier in the day. His eyes were being vigilant of his surroundings, while his mind was thinking of Sarah and getting another good home-cooked meal. 

When he approached the Golden Horseshoe Saloon, he saw three prostitutes standing outside talking and laughing. They smiled broadly at him as he tried his best to ignore them. He noticed the one girl who was the same one he’d had a brief encounter with his first night in Grisom. If she recognized him, it wasn’t apparent to him. He walked up to the saloon's swinging doors and stepped inside. There was probably a dozen or so drinking inside. Some were seated at tables and others gathered at the long mahogany bar along one wall. There were two tables in one corner, one was empty at the moment, the other had three men playing cards. Whiskey and beer glasses sat on the table in front of the men in addition to money and poker chips spread about. 

The men looked up briefly at him, then went back to their game. Standing at the end of the bar nearest to him a bar patron raised his glass and said, “Hey, Sheriff let me buy ya a drink.” 

Jake responded, “Thanks, but no thanks, I don’t drink.” 

Another man standing nearby spoke out in a loud boisterous tone. “You don’t drink, or yer’ too good to drink with us?” 

Jake looked directly at the man, shook his head and replied, “No, I said I don’t drink.” Jake could tell the man had had too much to drink already. The man slammed his empty whiskey glass down on the bar, the place suddenly got real quiet. Jake stepped within a few feet of the obnoxious man. The bartender called across the bar for the man to go home and sleep it off. The man stepped a couple of feet away from the bar, his hand slowly lowered to his gun belt as his fingers twitched nervously. 

Then he spoke again “I don’t need no bartender, or Sheriff, for that matter, tellin’ me when to stop drinkin’ and to go on home.” His hand inched closer to the butt of his gun. In less than a heartbeat Jake’s gun was out, and pointed directly at the man’s chest. The three prostitutes that had been standing outside gasped loudly. Other’s in the bar murmured and groaned aloud expecting the sheriff to shoot. 

The man looked on wide-eyed at the gun pointed directly at his chest, he choked on his last swallow of whiskey as it dribbled down his chin, he knew he was about to meet his maker. Then Jake surprised everyone by holstering his gun, and said, “Hey friend, I said I don’t drink, but you can buy me a cup of coffee.” 

It seemed as though you could hear everyone in the bar let out a big sigh of relief. The bartender quickly set a mug of hot coffee on the bar in front of Jake. The prostitutes exhaled loudly as if each one of them had been holding her breath. A nervous chuckle was heard around the saloon. 

The men in the corner resumed their poker playing. The obnoxious man nodded at Jake then teetered away through the swinging doors. Jake drank his coffee as the noise level in the place resumed. Jake heard two men nearby discussing the event they had just witnessed. One said to the other, “Geez, did you see that, he was mighty fast drawing his gun.” 

The other man just nodded in agreement. “Don’t know if I ever seen anyone faster,” he continued as the two men ordered more beers. 

Jake was two for two today, and he’d come out on top without having to kill anyone yet. He was kinda reserving that moment for the ones that had gunned down Grisom’s previous sheriff, Wilbur Hayes. Jake had a grin across his lips as he walked out of the saloon and continued his journey past the other businesses on the street. The mercantile, bank, barbershop, feed store, doctor’s office; everything appeared to be closed and shuttered at this hour. Jake continued on down the street to check out the rest of the establishments including the other saloon. 

The Emporium had its share of prostitutes, gamblers, and drinkers milling about too. The place fell deathly quiet though when Jake pushed through the doors, as if word of his actions at the Golden Horseshoe had preceded him once again. He just stepped inside, took a quick look around and then moved on down the street. When he reached the end of the row of buildings he crossed the street. Jake peered briefly into the livery and blacksmith shop, then steadily made his way back up the street to the jail. When he was back in the jail, he lit the oil lamp, then quickly washed his hands and face in a basin of water. He left the oil lamp aglow in the outer office and headed off to the café in his anticipation of seeing Sarah, and the evening meal that awaited him. Supper was foremost on his mind now, as his little jaunt through the small town came to a close. 

Jake entered the café, then reached up to remove his hat, but discovered he must have left it back at the office when he had washed up. He spotted a table at the back near the kitchen. This would perhaps put me closer to Sarah, he thought, although he hadn’t seen her yet. He sat down and began scanning the café trying to spot her. 

The café was doing a bustling business at this hour, guess people gotta eat someplace, he thought to himself. He was so distracted by all the people, he failed to see the young prostitute approach his table. The same one from the boarding house, whom he’d seen earlier outside the saloon. With his back to her, she called out, “Hey cowboy, or is it Sheriff now, where’s your hat?” 

He looked up at her momentarily, startled by her high-pitched voice. “It’s neither cowboy or Sheriff, the name’s Jake,” he replied. 

“Mind if I sit down then?” she said, there was that high-pitched voice again. Before he had a chance to reply, she lowered herself into the chair next to him. He was somewhat taken back by her boldness. “I’ve already eaten, but you can buy me a cup of coffee,” she said in her high-pitched voice. There was that boldness coming out again too, he thought. She is an attractive looking lady, he thought, but not as young as he’d remembered her being when they’d met by happenstance at the boarding house. She was probably in her early thirties he guessed. She wore a nice gingham dress, rather low cut, displaying lots of ample cleavage. But he wasn’t surprised, after all, she wasn’t no school marm, that was for sure. 

Several other women had looked their way when she sat down at his table, but only for that brief moment. Still, she had a seductive look about her. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted Sarah making her way toward his table. Then Sarah paused momentarily when she realized he was actually sitting with the prostitute. He waited. 

Finally, Sarah came over to his table. “What can I get for you?” she said, looking straight at him. 

“I’ll take whatever the special is tonight and coffee, and bring the lady here a cup as well,” he stammered, a little embarrassment sounding in his voice. 

“Fine,” is all Sarah said then she turned abruptly and was gone. 

Jake couldn’t believe the coldness in her voice, certainly not what he had anticipated, and waited for all day. It seemed like it took quite a while to finally get served. He wondered, if just maybe she’d kept me waiting on purpose. 

Meanwhile the prostitute introduced herself to Jake as Candice Kane, but folks around here, mostly men, Jake thought, just call me Candy, ‘cause I’m so sweet I guess,” she said laughing, with that high-pitched nasally whine. His meal finally came, but it was the other waitress named Rosa that served him, along with a cup of coffee for Candy, who didn’t seem to be anxious to leave any time soon. Jake ate while he talked to Ms. Kane. His meal was not disappointing. It was venison steak, sweet potato, pinto beans, a small salad, and fresh biscuits and he drank two cups of coffee, too. Again, Rosa served him, no Sarah in sight. Jake seized the opportunity to prod his table guest for more information about Grisom and its inhabitants, since she apparently had no intention of leaving. 

Candy, it turns out, was a real talker. She knew a lot of people, again mostly men, but he was able to get a pretty fair sense of the town and what had transpired before and after the time Sheriff Hayes had been murdered. Sheriff Hayes had no living relatives in Grisom according to Candy. It seems the good sheriff had been a real thorn in the side of the Jenkins clan. There were about six of them in all, she said. She named them off for Jake. Cal Jenkins was the owner, Toby Karn, Artus Means, Jeb Holcomb and the two Krall brothers. She didn’t know the two Krall brothers by their first names. The six men lived on a small spread about four miles south of Grisom. 

None of the men worked, or had any known means of income as far as she knew. But Candy said that some, if not all were frequently in town, spending freely, drinking, arguing, and fighting with other residents in Grisom. Sheriff Hayes had probably arrested all of them at one time or another for fighting, public drunkenness, or disorderly conduct being the lesser of the many charges. On a more serious note, they had all been suspected even of cattle rustling. Then there was the matter of a Butterfield stage holdup that had occurred somewhere between Laredo and Grisom, whereas a sizable railroad payroll had been taken, the driver seriously wounded, and his guard was shot to death. Some of the reported stolen bank notes had actually turned up afterwards in Grisom. This all transpired just a very short length of time before the sheriff was found murdered, according to Candy. She had heard around town that the sheriff had been out to the Jenkins place more than a few times regarding various criminal infractions. 

Candy said the worst of the bunch though was the elder Cal. She said he had had the pleasure of her company a couple nights earlier. Then afterwards he had followed her down to the café where he accused her of stealing from him while he slept in a drunken stupor. Now Jake understood what all the ruckus was about at the café, involving her and a man, who Jake now learned from Candy was actually Cal Jenkins. This all happened on the very night Jake had arrived in Grisom. 

After Candy finished drinking her second cup of coffee she told Jake she was sorry, but she had to leave, she had an appointment. Jake wondered if the appointment was with another john, and if it might even be Cal Jenkins? Candy thanked him for buying her the coffee and then she left. 

Jake looked at the clock on the café’s wall and it told him he had been in the café for more than an hour. He saw Rosa standing two tables away pouring coffee for a customer; he motioned for her to come over, which she did. He paid for his meal, but before she left he asked her what had become of Sarah. 

“Oh, she had to leave,” Rosa answered. “She told me she wasn’t feeling well and was going home.” He looked at Rosa; she just kinda shrugged her shoulders and then walked away. 
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CHAPTER 3 
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Jake walked back to the jail; he’d close the jail up for the night, and head over to the Ormsby to try to get a hot bath before turning in. When he walked out to the street he could hear the loud obnoxious sounds emanating from the two saloons further down the street. As he approached his office, he paused a moment before entering. Something wasn’t right. He had left an oil lamp on in his outer office area, he was sure of it, but now the office was shrouded in darkness. How strange, he thought. The lamp couldn’t have run out of oil when he’d just filled it and another lamp in the jail earlier in the day. 

He cautiously crossed the boardwalk and noticed that his office door was left ajar, he knew for certain he’d closed it before going to the café. He drew his Colt and slowly pushed the door open just far enough to squeeze through. The office was dark and quiet. He moved slowly toward the desk. Feeling around for the lamp, he found it exactly where he’d left it sitting. He hated to light a match; it would bring in light, making him an easier target, but still he needed to be able to see. There wasn’t any other option far as he could see. 

Jake holstered his gun and lit a match. The oil lamp provided ample light needed to see in his surroundings. The office appeared to be empty. He listened carefully, then pulled his gun once more and slowly opened the door into the cell area. Still, no one, the office was indeed empty, much to his relief. He went back to the outer office area. A pan of water he’d heated earlier to wash up still sat on a table next to the far wall and beside the pan lay his old weather-beaten Stetson, right where he’d forgotten and left it before going to the café. He picked up his hat to hang it back on the rack, but to his surprise, someone had slipped a note under the hatband. He removed the slip of paper, then stepped closer to the oil lamp on his desk to read it. The note read: “It might be better for your health if you were to pack up and leave Grisom. We sure as hell don’t need no tin star sheriff snoopin’ around, buttin’ into somethin’ that’s none a yer’ business. The last sheriff learnt’ that the hard way. We won’t be warnin’ ya again.” The note wasn’t signed, but Jake had a strong suspicion who might have left it. He wondered if someone might have seen him talking to Candice Kane. He grabbed his hat, turned down the oil lamp, made sure to lock the office door behind him, and headed over to the Ormsby boarding house. 

He’d just entered the boarding house, when suddenly he heard what sounded to him like a couple of rifle shots followed by loud screams and shouting. All the commotion appeared to be coming from the Golden Horseshoe Saloon. Ah hell! There goes my bath, Jake thought. With that, he pulled his gun and ran up the street where a crowd of onlookers, mostly men, were standing around outside the entrance to the Golden Horseshoe Saloon. Jake pushed his way through the crowd and saw several men hovering over someone lying on the boardwalk. It was a woman, dressed in a long fancy gown. She lay prone just outside the saloon doors. 

“Let me through here,” Jake demanded. The crowd parted to let him in. Jake holstered his gun and knelt beside the victim. 

He was taken by complete surprise when he saw the face of Candice Kane staring weakly back at him. She wasn’t moving. Jake listened for a breath, then placed his hand on her chest, he could feel a heartbeat. She was still alive. Blood flowed freely down the side of her face and neck. 

“Get the doc over here fast!” Jake yelled, in an excited tone. Someone in the crowd shouted back that Doc Travers was on his way. Jake saw her eyelids flutter then oddly enough saw the corners of her mouth turn up in a half smile half grimace. She recognized me, he thought. She attempted to sit up, but he didn’t let her. “Don’t get up,” he told her. He pulled off the bandanna from around his neck and applied pressure to the wound on the side of her face. 

“Do I look bad?” she asked, her eyelids fluttering again. Jake shook his head, he had to almost chuckle to himself. 

The doc came running, then kneeling down beside her; he checked her pupils, breathing and then pulled the bandanna aside to get a better look at the wound. After several minutes the doc said, “Come on men, let’s carry her over to my office, so I can get a better look at her.” With that a couple of the men that had been there when Jake first arrived lifted her gently and carried her down the street to Doc Travers’ office. 

Jake stood there for a moment, looked around then asked, “Did anyone see where the shots might have come from?” 

The crowd milled about still in somewhat of a confused state. One said, “Over there by the livery,” yet another pointed off toward the roof of the mercantile further down the street. Clearly, no one was sure where the shots had come from. 

Jake pulled his hat off, and ran his fingers through his hair with nervous frustration more than anything else. The crowd finally began to disperse. The piano music from inside the Golden Horseshoe started back up again. The onlookers as a whole, most had resumed their previous activities, just another night playing out in Grisom. Jake put his hat back on, then looked around at the remaining few bystanders who by now were showing no real concern. He shook his head with utter amazement. Then Jake crossed the street and walked briskly toward Doc Travers’ office. He was hoping when he got there he wouldn’t hear any bad news with regard to Ms. Kane’s condition. 

Will Travers and his wife Emily lived in a small five room dwelling above the doc’s office. Jake entered the office; he could see a couple people in the next room standing quietly around an examination table. Doc Travers was at the head of the table working on the patient’s head and face. Doc’s wife was by his side handing him what looked to be gauze pads or bandages of some kind. 

Jake stepped in between the two men who’d carried her over to the doc’s office; he’d not met either of them yet. Jake looked down at Candy laying on the table, just as he had on the street, only this time her eyes were tightly closed. He shuddered, he was thinking the worst that perhaps she had succumbed to her wounds. Doc Travers paused and looked up at Jake’s worried face. 

“She’s going to be alright,” doc said. “The bullet just grazed the side of her head and tore out a piece from the top of her ear. I’ve cleaned and sutured it now. Her hair will cover that area of her ear. With luck, it might even grow back.” 

Jake breathed a big sigh of relief. Then he looked down, he hadn’t even noticed he was holding one of her cold hands in his. 

Doc Travers thanked the men who had assisted in bringing her over to his office, then they left. Jake hadn’t even gotten their names. Emily was cleaning up the area, towels, and bandages and other instruments the doctor had used. Doc Travers mopped his brow with a clean towel and then handed it to his wife. 

“Sheriff Slade, we haven’t had a chance to meet you yet,” the doc said, extending his hand to Jake. “And this is my wife and nurse Emily.” Emily smiled timidly at Jake. “I wish we could have all met under better circumstances,” Doc Travers said, shaking Jake’s hand. 

Emily left to ready a spare room in the doctor’s office for Candice. “She can stay here a day or two for observation,” Doc Travers said to Jake. “I’d expect she should be up and around okay after that,” Doc added. 

“She was pretty lucky to get just a flesh wound. If the shooter had been a better shot we’d be burying her tomorrow,” Jake replied. 

“Any idea who the shooter might have been?” Doc questioned. 

“No,” Jake said, I have my suspicions, but thought he’d better keep that to himself for the time being. 

“Well I think Emily and I will turn in then, she will sleep fine now. I’ll look in on her in the morning.” 

Jake thanked the good doctor for all he had done then he left for the boarding house. It’s a little bit late for a bath now, he thought. 
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