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The Numbers Game 

The three badmen lived in tough times. James Spalding, Hunter Jeffries, and Ridley Levinson were not men that would run at the slightest sign of danger. No, they were the complete opposite. If anything, the three men never hesitated to run headlong straight towards danger. It was for this reason that the three of them made for such a potent group. Alone, they were already formidable in their own right, but as a single unit, they were almost a force of nature. 

Living out in the west, it was only natural for the three young men to gravitate to a life of bounty hunting. After all, they were no strangers to violence and mayhem. If anything, such things came as second nature to Spalding, Jeffries, and Levinson.  

“A mountain lion's got to hunt to eat its prey. But I figger the coyotes and the hyenas have got one over the mountain lion. That's 'cause they hunt in packs. That makes it easier for them dirty dogs to catch their next meal.” 

Jeffries could still remember the exact words that Spalding used to convince him to join them. It was the same words he used to woo Levinson into the group, as well. Hunter Jeffries could not ignore Spalding's elegant logic. He had to hand it to the man. He was a wanted outlaw in several states and territories, but he no fool. If anything, he was a very smart man. 

“James Spalding. I know you. You look mighty familiar. I've lost count of all the wanted posters that had your face plastered on 'em. You're mighty famous,” Hunter said. 

Hunter Jeffries didn't really need to see any wanted poster to figure out just how notorious James Spalding was. Everywhere the man went, he seemed to carry a target, and a skull and crossbones. Even as he entered the saloon, most of its patrons walked out and kept their distance from Spalding. His reputation did more than a lot to instill fear in just about everyone he encountered. 

Spalding smiled at Jeffries. “It's infamous. Infamous is the right term you're looking for,” Spalding said. 

“Whatever, Spalding. Listen, you're barkin' at a knot here. You sure as hell ain't no English schoolmarm and I ain't in a dang hurry to get shot, on account of riding with you. I appreciate your offer, but I have to respectfully decline.” 

Spalding kept his gaze at Jeffries, as he shook his head. He signaled for the bartender to get him two more shots of whiskey. Within a few moments, the bartender delivered the two shot glasses at their table, personally. 

“Go ahead and take another shot. Don't worry, it's all on me, on account of your being so kind to at least hear me out with my proposal.” 

“Go on.” 

“Listen, kid. You're good. You're really good and a whole lot better than you think. If you've heard about me, I've heard about you too. I know you're not exactly squeaky-clean yourself. You've gotten into your own fair share of scrapes and all. You've made your own fair share of enemies, maybe not as much as I have, but they're there. I figure if we get together, we'll be a whole lot harder to kill, and we can even make some money on the side. What do you say?” 

“Make money? Like rob banks and such?” 

Spalding smiled, and nodded.  

“Depends. We can do that, or we can go bounty hunting.” 

Jeffries guzzled down the whiskey in one gulp. 

“Are you off your rocker, mister? We're wanted men. You said it yourself. How can we go bounty hunting when we've got a price on our heads as well?” 

Spalding motioned towards Jeffries' stationary rifle. It leaned against his chair, and Jeffries could easily use it, at a moment's notice. 

“I hear you're a crack shot with that thing, kid. I never could really get the hang of using them Winchesters. Ask me, I always preferred my two Black-Eyed Susan's. They've always served me right as rain.” 

“This discussion isn't about our choice of firearms, is it?” 

Spalding shook his head. 

“No, of course not. What I'm saying is, that you're young and talented. Ain't no doubt about that. But if you want to live as long as I have, you're going to have to use your head more. Ain't no problem if we're outlaws who want to make a decent-livin' like. You should know by now that the law's all higgledy-piggledy like everywhere. We got a right to make a decent living, even if we're outlaws, and bounty hunting's the way to go. We're not wanted in all the territories, you know.” 

“Yeah? Not all, but most.” 

Spalding snickered. 

“Yeah, that counts for a lot.” 

“It's better'n robbing banks, don't you think? And we can do that too, if we get tired of this gig. Besides, there's strength in number, Hunter. Best that a kid like you realize that while you're still young and all.” 

Hunter smiled at Spalding and shook his head. He waved his hands away in a gesture that was clear as day. 

“The numbers game, eh? Look Mister Spalding. I appreciate the offer. I really do, and you'll see that I ain't as cocky and disrespectful as most people my age. Still, that don't change the fact that I ain't buyin' what you're sellin’.” 

It all happened so fast, faster than Jeffries' mind could even process. In an instant, he saw Spalding's face change expression. The smile on James Spalding's face was wiped out, and an expression of cold, hard steel replaced it. His eyes were cold and unrelenting, as he spoke. 

“Get down.” 

“What..?” 

It all happened so fast that Jeffries didn't even comply with Spalding's direct order. It didn't matter, and Spalding knew that he had to act immediately. He pulled out his revolver, and fired.  

Spalding was sitting directly in front of Jeffries. This placed Jeffries directly behind the saloon's revolving doors. Spalding immediately noticed the man entering the saloon behind Jeffries. The wooden doors swung open, and the man barged into the saloon. Jeffries could not see that the man had a single gun, pointed behind his back.  

Spalding drew his own gun, and fired at the man. The shot whizzed past Jeffries' ear. He felt the heat of the bullet pass his ear. It was hot, and his ear would be red for a few days after, but at least he would still be alive. The bullet passed Jeffries, and struck his would-be killer on the side of the head. The bullet struck him down, and the man collapsed on the floor, dead. 

Jeffries' heart was pounding through his chest. 

“What the hell just happened?” 

Jeffries could see Spalding smiling through a thin and hazy mist. The mist and smoke came directly from the barrel of his gun. 

“Turn around and take a look for yourself.” 

Jeffries turned around and saw a dead man lying behind his chair. There was blood on his head. 

“Saints alive.” Jeffries whispered. 

“Maybe if you were as old as I was, you would have known that it's not a good idea to sit behind the saloon door. Makes you an open target for anyone who's got a beef with you.” 

“Son of a..” 

Jeffries could barely keep his voice from shaking. 

“Know him?” 

Jeffries shook his head. 

“Not from Adam.” 

“You don't know him, but he sure as hell knew you.” 

Spalding pointed towards a crumpled piece of paper beside the man. Jeffries picked it up, and saw his likeness pasted on it. 

“He was after me for the reward.” 

Spalding holstered his gun back by his side. 

“I told you before, Jeffries. Men like us have to stand by each other. It's a numbers game. What do you say now?” 
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Loose Cannon 

It didn't take much convincing for Hunter to ride with Spalding after that incident, and for good reason. It was hard to decline a man who had just saved your life. The two of them rode together and sought out another notorious outlaw, ‘Risky’ Ridley Levinson. They tracked him down to an old mining town, and Spalding used the same hook to lure Levinson into the group. Spalding wasn't surprised when he found him to be a lot more agreeable than Jeffries. After all, there was a reason he was aptly named, ‘Risky’ Levinson. 

“I reckon that's a great idea, Spalding! Together, the three of us can make a minor fortune, and become legends! We'll be unstoppable!” 

Hunter nudged Spalding's arm with his elbow. He tried to speak softly, to keep Levinson from hearing him. There was really no reason to do this, however. Levinson was still quite drunk, and he could barely speak without a hiccup. 

“Are you sure it’s a good idea to bring Risky in with us, Mr. Spalding? After all, he does seem to have earned his moniker for good reason.” 

“Firstly, I told you before, and I'll say it again, Hunter. You've earned the right to call me James. After all, we're riding together.” 

“All right, James. Just can't help but be respectful-like to persons of authority. You're older than me, and that makes you the authority here.” 

“I'm not as old as you think, but I understand your apprehensions. Don't worry. Levinson isn't as unstable as he may seem. He'll prove to be quite reliable in time. You just wait and see.” 

Hunter shrugged his shoulders. 

“I sure hope so, for our sakes. Call me skeptical and all, but I don't trust no half-blood Indian, much less a half-blood with a colorful past. Levinson looks like a real loose cannon, and I can't really blame him for it. Stories say that his mother was Apache, and his father was white. They say his father took his mother after a successful raid on the Apache, and he treated her like absolute dirt. He kept her around as some kind of war trophy and abused her terribly.” 

“I know the rest of the story, Hunter. His father killed her in a mad rage, and it finally sent Risky off. He killed his father, and he was never the same since. Yes, I am well aware of his history.” 

Risky turned towards the two men. He still appeared drunk and his expression of mirth and glee did not change. 

“Gentlemen, I would prefer that you both not discuss my past. It unnerves me.”  

“I'm sorry. I meant no disrespect,” Hunter said. 

“S' all right. We're all going to ride together now, and you'll see that I take care of my own.” 

Risky stretched his arm out and patted Hunter on the shoulder. He smiled at Hunter, but he wasn't sure what to make of the gesture. It barely reassured him, and he still couldn't help but think that Risky was a loose cannon of sorts.  

“All right.” 

It was anything but all right, but Hunter kept his thoughts to himself. 

At that moment, Spalding had made his little band of outlaws. He was more than satisfied with Hunter and Risky, and he did not bother to try to look for more help. This little group would be all that he needed, and for the longest time, it was. That is until a woman came along. Spalding knew that a woman always tended to complicate things, and he made it a point to steer clear of them. James Spalding should have known, however, that you could only stay away from them for so long, until they came to you. 
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Chapter Three
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Trouble 

Everything worked out just as Spalding had worked it out, at least at first. That was until the three of them made their way to Stanton.  

They had made a considerable amount of cash hunting down desperadoes like themselves, when they rode into Stanton. It was a small, nondescript town with a small population. The place looked sleepy and peaceful enough for the three desperadoes to rest their heads, if only for a while.  

Spalding, Jeffries, and Levinson turned no heads their way, as they entered the town. 

“Looks like a nice and quiet town right, Jim?”  

The three of them had encountered their fair share of action together, that Hunter managed to get a lot more comfortable with James Spalding. There was no need to refer to him as the senior of the group, or call him by any title. Even though they had gotten a lot more comfortable with each other, it did not diminish the respect that Hunter had for Spalding. 

“Looks good enough for us to take a breather and such. I reckon it’s a good idea for us to rest easy a bit.” 

“I ain't got no problem with resting, as long as it ain't 'fer too long!”  

Jeffries and Spalding smiled at each other. That was Levinson for you. Of the three, he seemed the one who relished all of this. If they weren't shooting at something, or getting shot at, Risky often got antsy real quickly. 

“Come on. Even ‘Risky’ Levinson needs to take a break, now and then,” Jeffries said. 

“Speak for yourself. I ain't the type to take it easy for too long. If I do that, I might remember that I'm actually mortal.” 

“Can't see what's so bad about that. A man needs to have a healthy dose of fear, now and then,” Spalding said. 

Jeffries chuckled. 

“Well, strike me down and burn me where I stand. Am I hearing things? Is this really the notorious James Spalding here before us? The James Spalding wanted in more states and territories than I care to count? The James Spalding who recruited me into this little group? Pardon me, but I just can't imagine you to be the pragmatic type, Jimmy.” 

“Hunter's right, Spalding. Are you getting soft on us, or something? They call me Risky, but you're the deadliest and most notorious of us. I didn't think you were afraid of anything.” 

Spalding shook his head. Their horses continued to trot through the town. The animals seemed as relaxed as their riders. 

“Ain't nothing wrong with being afraid now and then. You'll both find that it keeps you alive.” 

Hunter winked at Ridley. 

“He's getting soft on us, Ridley.” 

Levinson laughed so loud that Spalding worried that he would fall off his horse. 

“Cut it out you two. We're short on ammunition for our peacemakers. There's a general store up ahead. I reckon we can purchase some lead there.” 

The general store was a short pace from where they were. The three men rode up to the front of the general store, and tied their horses beside it. They entered to find an attractive lady tending to the establishment. 

“Howdy, y'all. What can I do for you three gentlemen?” 

The woman appeared just a shade younger than Spalding. Jeffries estimated that she was around thirty-five summers young to Spalding's forty-four. A brief thought flew past his head, and he thought that they actually looked good together. Jeffries was quick to dismiss it, as he never really imagined Spalding to be the romantic type. 

Spalding saw the woman, and he smiled from ear to ear. The smile was made of equal parts excitement and delight. 

“Hello there, miss. Me and my associates were just wondering if you were selling some ammunition. We're running low on lead, and we still have a long ways to go. Don't worry. We've got a lot of Lincoln Skins to cover it.” 

“What are you packing?” 

“We've got a Winchester, a Colt, and two Black-Eyed Susans.” 

Spalding drew out his two six-shooters and placed them on the table in front of the woman. She examined them, and glanced at Jeffries' rifle. She smiled politely at them, then glanced at Spalding. Their eyes met, and she awakened something that had lay dormant inside of James Spalding. Like some sleeping giant, it lay in hibernation inside the gunslinger for so long, that he never even knew it existed. Her eyes met his, and he couldn't help but smile and tremble just a little bit. 

Hunter nudged Ridley Levinson. 

“Saints alive, will the wonders of the Good Lord ever cease? I do believe that Spalding is smitten!” he whispered. 

Levinson shook his head. 

“What are you talking about, kid? Spalding ain't no different then, as he is now.” 

“Believe me, I know when I see a man in love, Ridley. I'm not surprised you didn't notice. After all, they call you ‘Risky’ and not romantic.” 

“Well, pardon me, but that's how I like to keep it. I just can't imagine old Jimmy to be getting soft on us!” 

“Well, you better start imagining now. He's looking at that lady differently, and I can tell he's smitten with her!” 

“I've got everything you need gentlemen. I can give you all the ammo you need for a hundred dollars. That should be enough to give you enough firepower to take down Geronimo, or Custer. Whoever you please, of course.” 

The little lady had a sense of humor, and it instantly made her even more attractive to Spalding. 

Spalding smiled at her, and handed her the money. 

“Heh. I reckon, it would. Sounds reasonable enough. Load us up then.” 

“Sure thing. Are you gents going to be staying in town for a while?” 

“I reckon we might.” 

The two men could see that Spalding was clearly excited now. Even Ridley could see that Spalding was behaving just a little differently than he usually did. He seemed a little more cordial and accommodating than he usually did. He was also not one to stay in one place for too long. Everything seemed to point out to something very new and unusual in James Spalding. It seemed as if some kind of seed had been planted inside of him. Inside of his heart, specifically. 

“That's wonderful! We've got an inn that's just a stone's throw from here. It's got reasonable prices and you three can get all comfortable there.” 

“Thanks little missy. By the way, I'm James Spalding, and this here's my friends Hunter Jennings and Ridley Levinson.” 

Spalding had no qualms about giving away their real names. After all, they weren't wanted men in these parts. 

“You two are brothers?” 

Hunter nodded and smiled at her. “We sure are. Can't you see the resemblance?” 

Ridley smiled sheepishly at the woman. She was having a hard time to see it, but she nodded and smiled politely. 

“I'm Stacy. Stacy Dales. It's a pleasure to meet y'all.” 

“A pleasure to do business with you Stacy. Maybe we'll see you again,” Spalding said. 

He tipped his hat politely at her, and the three of them left the general store. They left soon enough, but Stacey's eyes followed Spalding, as he slowly disappeared from her view. She could not help but smile, as she watched them leave, and Stacy's heart beat just a little faster. 

“Stacy! Stop daydreaming and get back to work!” 

The gruff voice came from inside the general store. Stacy turned around and saw her father, Hiram Dales. Dales was a balding man with a thick moustache, and a stomach with significant table muscle. Hiram had seen more than his fair share of trouble in his life, and he considered himself more than a little lucky for having survived this long. After his wife died, Hiram Dales settled in Stanton, and put up the general store. Its profits were significant, but Hiram could always count on something to slash his earnings consistently. 

“I ain't daydreaming, Pa!” Stacy countered. 

“Oh sure, you ain't. I swear by Sam Hill, you're just as terrible a liar, as your mother was.” 

Stacy smiled at her father, but he maintained his stern look. 

“And that's a bad thing?” 

Hiram shook his head. “I didn't say it was. What is a bad thing is that little flame that you've got burning for that stranger that just rode into town.” 

“Pa!” 

Stacy looked at her father with disbelief. She couldn't believe how perceptive he could be. She shouldn't have been surprised. After all, he had managed to live this long, on his wits and his sharp eye to see trouble when it was brewing. In Hiram Dales' mind, James Spalding and his boys definitely represented trouble. 

“Don't you even try to deny it, girl! I know you too well by now. I can see how you look at him, and I know you find him attractive, exciting. All of that and more. Let me tell you now that he's all of that, and one other thing; trouble. It's best you stay out of trouble, and away from him.” 

Stacy didn't bother to answer her Pa. She knew better by now than to try to convince him otherwise. When he got this adamant, there was no reasoning with him. She didn't debate with him, but that didn't mean that she would forget James Spalding. There was no way that she could forget about a man like that so easily. 

She bowed her head and counted the day's earnings to keep herself busy. All the money seemed in order, but something caught her attention. Her father had always remarked about how perceptive and observant Stacy was, about the little details. Small things that would have gotten past most people, never got past Stacy Dales. 

“My daughter's got eyes like a hawk. Nothin' ever gets past them baby blues of hers.” 

Stacy smiled to herself, as she remembered Hiram's remark. It was one of the few compliments that she ever managed to milk from out of his lips. She remembered the remark, even as she spotted the small note that was placed right between the greenbacks. It was a note in James Spalding's handwriting. 

“Step outside the store. I left something for the most beautiful woman that I have ever met- James. 

The words were something that came straight out of the dime novels that Stacy used to read. Her heart beat even faster, as she read them, and she could not wait to step outside to see what James had left. 

She stepped outside of the store, her logic completely overwhelmed by the powerful feelings that flooded her heart. Stacy immediately spotted the single rose that was left behind. She bent over and picked it up, and she couldn't help but smile.  

She had never met this man in her entire life, but he had managed to make her smile. Her heart had never beat this strongly for anyone ever before. She knew that her father would simply not approve of any of this, and she was careful not to be spotted picking up the rose. She picked it up, and noticed that there was another note attached to the rose's stem. Stacy unfolded the paper with mounting excitement. 

“I understand that we've only met now, and spoken ever so briefly. That does not change the fact that you are the only woman who has made my heart beat this fast. Ever. If you feel the same way for me, meet me at the large rock under the oak tree just outside of town.” 

Upon reading the note, Stacy's breath was taken away, and her legs felt weak. She could barely stand, but somehow she managed. She could not believe that a man could be so brazen and bold with what he felt. More than that, she could not believe it, but she felt the same way for him too, even if they had only met for the first time. 
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Under the Moon 

“We'll take three rooms, please,” Spalding said. 

The innkeeper was an old man who looked ancient. He sat behind his front desk, and seemed almost sage-like. He left the impression that he had probably spent the best years of his life managing this inn. Life had probably passed him by, but he didn't seem to mind.  

The old man smiled eagerly at the three men.  

“Good to hear. The first three rooms from the staircase are all vacant, and you'll see that they're all quite comfortable.” 

“Thanks, old-timer. We'll be retreating to our rooms then, if you don't mind,” Spalding said with a smile. 

The old man grinned at him. 

“Don't be too eager to turn it in, just yet. You might be interested in what I've got for you.” 

Almost as if on command, three women stepped from out of nowhere, and moved towards the three desperadoes. They were all attractive, and it was clear to all present, what they were there for. 

“Looks like this is the best part of the show,” Levinson said. 

“I don't think we can refuse such a gracious gift. We'll take 'em James. I think I speak for Ridley when I say that we'll just pay for it from our share of the money,” Hunter said. 

Levinson nodded eagerly and licked his lips with his tongue. He clapped his hands together, and he almost appeared no different from a wolf that was about to pounce on helpless prey. The women didn't mind how Hunter and Levinson were only too eager to retreat with them, and responded with knowing smiles pointed their way. 

“All right then. I'll leave you three gents alone with the ladies to retreat for the night,” the old man said. 

Spalding shook his head. 

“That's a tempting offer you've laid out for us, old timer, but I'll have to politely decline,” he said. 

The old man, his friends, and even the ladies looked incredulously at Spalding. 

“What? That's the first time any of the visitors here ever declined my ladies.” 

“Aren't we pretty enough for you?” One of the ladies asked. 

Her tone of voice was hurting, almost as if Spalding had hurt her pride.  

“Sorry, ladies. I'm just not in the mood for it now. If it’s all the same, I would rather rest for the night.” 

Levinson shook his head. He couldn't believe what he was seeing. 

“Looks like you were right on the button, Hunter. Jimmy really has changed somehow. He's just not himself today.” 

Hunter shrugged his shoulders, as he took one of the attractive ladies by the arm.  

“It doesn't matter. Let him mind his own business. The night is young, and I've got this fetching little thing to keep me company. You've got your own companion, so I suggest that you retire for the night with her, as well.” 

Levinson chuckled to himself and stared at the two remaining girls in front of him. 

“If it’s all the same to you Jimmy, I'll just take both these lovely ladies to my room with me. After all, if you're not in the mood for some fun, it would be such a shame and a waste to leave any of them alone for the night.” 

Spalding chuckled and waved Levinson away. He knew that he was more than eager to get to his room, and he would not keep him from his fun, any longer. 

“You go ahead and have your fun, Ridley.” 

Levinson marched up the steps with the two women on each hand, and soon disappeared behind his room. He smiled to himself, as he found himself the only one in the inn's reception area. 

“It's time to get going,” Spalding said to himself. 

He rode his horse and disappeared from the inn. With each hoofbeat, his own heart beat just as fast. Spalding had never felt this way before, and a part of himself was very skeptical. That part of him chided Spalding, and was his harshest critic. 

“You're a fool, Spalding. You've got to be crazy going to all these lengths for a woman you've hardly met.” 
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