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He heard the bootsteps pound on the wooden floor before he saw the man and looked up from a box of his personal effects. A soldier in uniform, a private by the insignia on his arm, stood gasping for breath.

“Mr. Parker,” he barked.

The man would make a good Sergeant one day, Parker thought as he set a desktop journal into the orderly contents of the box.

“You have found him.”

“Sir,” the Private saluted, though it wasn’t required.

Although he had been an officer in the War between the States, that commission was far behind him, a memory he sometimes shared over beer at the pub, or drinks with his colleagues in Congress.

Former colleagues, he amended.

“What may I help you with Private?”

“Sir, the President asks for you to join him.”

Parker pushed the box to one side of the desk and hurried around the expanse of mahogany.

“Lead on man,” he ordered, and then had to rush to keep up with the bustling Private though he would not stoop to run.

The carriage ride through the streets of DC was quick. There were few people out this late in the night. That the guard knew he was still in his office did not surprise him.

President Grant had patterned his network of spies after his hero, George Washington and hidden eyes and ears were practically on every street corner.

They passed the gate that led to the back entrance to the building. He could see lights burning in several windows, though no one was about.

The carriage stopped at a door, and Parker didn’t wait for it to be opened.

Some men demanded those types of services from the servants, but the Congressman did not.

Former congressman he amended in his head as he stepped out onto the cobblestone walkway. He was going to have to get used to referring to himself as such, though another run wasn’t out of the question.

Perhaps seeking a governorship of Missouri or even in Arkansas.

It would depend on his relationship with the President of course, which he had little concern about until called to this nighttime meeting.

Clandestine, he thought.

A butler met him at the door, the man still dressed in finery. He had been expected.

The man turned without a word and led him not to the Oval Office, where the President held larger meetings, but to a smaller room off the kitchen.

He ushered Parker into the room where a meal of simple sandwiches was set on a desk in front of President Grant.

“Took you long enough,” Grant smiled and waved Parker over to a seat next to the table.

“Mr. President.”

Grant slapped two sandwiches on a plate and passed it to Parker.

“I don’t eat at the state dinners,” he explained as he tucked into a warm roast beef, ignoring the juice that dripped into his beard.

He held a crystal decanter out and splashed two fingers worth of bourbon into two glasses and nudged one toward Parker.

The two men ate in silence as the Judge waited for the President to kick off the meeting.

He had never been in the inner sanctum before, though rumors of it spread across the legislature like a wildfire on the prairie. It was a hallowed place where the real decisions were made, and Grant only brought his most trusted associates behind the door.

Add to that a shared meal like two soldiers on campaign and Parker was almost afraid of what would be asked of him.

They finished the meat and bread, and Grant wiped his face with a fine linen napkin, removing most of the tracks of grease from his facial hair.

He flipped open a box of cigars on top of the desk and offered one to Parker.

They bit off the ends and spit them into the fire, then Grant lifted a branch and held the flame to his guest first. He lit his own stogie and tossed the branch back into the flame.

“Have you heard of Fort Smith?”

“In Arkansas?”

“On the edge of the Indian Territories.”

“I know it on reputation.”

“That’s all it seems to have these days,” Grant cleared his throat and spat into the fire. He drew on the large cigar and let curls of blue smoke drift to the ceiling of the White House.

“Did you do much rail busting in the war?”

Parker nodded and swirled the drink in his glass, though he was reluctant to drink it in the presence of the President. It wouldn’t do to lose his wits in such august company.

“We ran upon some busted rails but did not do much of the action ourselves.”

Grant nodded.

“We tore up a line or two in my day too. Bad business for the Rebs, but good business once the war was up and we put people to work rebuilding the railroad.”

“My district saw some of that.”

“I wish there had been more to spread around, but now that I’m in the canary seat,” Grant indicated the desk in front of the fireplace. “I can see the limits in the budget.”

Parker maintained his silence.

Grant was a dodgy old fox and would get to his point soon enough. There was no need for him to ask questions.

“Those limits can be overcome,” the President said after a moment of reflection. “Through partnerships with private industry.”

There it was.

The talk of railroads, Fort Smith and enterprise. The fox had something up his sleeve.

“Fort Smith does not seem a place worth growing,” he swirled his drink in the opposite direction and pretended to take a sip.

“As it stands now, it is not,” Grant agreed. “However, there are rumors swirling that expansion into that area can only serve to help our nation rebuild.”

“Indian territory?”

“A rail line that runs a southern route out to the Pacific Ocean.”

Parker nodded.

“Much like the TransAtlantic that was just completed.”

“A network of commerce that crosses the nation,” Grant beamed.

One not under control of the rail barons, Parker wanted to add. He had voted on a bill to limit their power and been on the losing side.

Grant chose well in this selective conversation.

“Commerce can help our country grow,” he said in a careful voice.

“It can indeed,” Grant rose and paced around the desk, the cigar jutting in the air and puffing smoke like the rail engines he had just mentioned.

“If a suitable launching point can be arranged, and a safe city built.”

“Fort Smith,” Parker said.

“Fort Smith.”

Grant stopped to lean against his desk, the military training still evident in his bearing. He stared down at Parker through the manicured bush of a beard that hid his jaw, dark eyes boring into him.

“I’m offering you the Judgeship of the Western District.”

“I accept,” he said without hesitation.

“Your job is to clean up Fort Smith and the territories.”

“You have sold me, Mr. President,” Parker smiled. “No need to keep selling.”

Grant let a tight smile peek out of his beard.

“They killed the last judge.”

“Killed him?”

“In the outhouse. Shot him dead.”

“They haven’t brought indoor plumbing to Fort Smith yet?”

“You can bring them that along with justice.”

“I’ll pack an extra trunk.”

“One more thing,” Grant said as Parker prepared to depart the Oval Office.

“Mr. President?”

“You’re granted authority to deputize a Marshal service to help in your endeavors, but I’m assigning the first man to you.”

“Sir?”

It was highly unusual.

“His name is Eldridge Sample,” the President watched Parker as he said the name, studying for a reaction.

“I know him by reputation.”

Grant nodded, as if he expected this.

“Much like you know of Fort Smith, Mr. Parker. Mr. Sample awaits you in the foyer.”

“He’s here?”

“I hired him for your protection, which began the moment you said yes.”

Parker gulped.

“Sir.”

“There are many men Mr. Parker, many powerful men opposed to what we are about to embark upon. Those men may go at great lengths to have their way.”

Grant sat behind his desk and stretched his polished boots toward the glowing embers, basking in the warmth of the fire.

He picked up a paper and dismissed the newly appointed Judge with a casual wave of his hand.

Parker nodded and departed the room. He stood for a moment outside of the door to compose himself.

A judgeship, appointed by the President, and tasked with cleaning up a frontier town in a backwoods territory.

No matter that it was only several hundred miles from where he called home, and had served for years, the lands south of the Ozark Mountains had a reputation, and the edge of the Indian territory carried the worst of those.

Add to that the dangers that a potential bounty put upon him by powerful men in a railway conglomerate, for who else could the President have hinted at that would warrant a bodyguard, and Parker found he needed to hold to the molding on the door a moment.

Luckily, the secretary’s chamber was empty.

It had truly been him and the President alone for a conversation, and for some reason that bolstered his confidence. The most powerful man in the United States had trusted him enough to be alone with him, unguarded.

On second thought, maybe he wasn’t exactly alone. Grant had two soldiers stationed outside of his office windows, and there was a third, hidden in the shadow just outside the door to the hall. Pragmatic trustfulness.

He pushed off the wall and marched past the guard, giving him a perfunctory nod that was returned.

He made his way down the hall, admiring the painting of George Washington on the wall, a personal hero of the President.

The edges of the canvas still held scorch marks from a march on Washington, but Parker could not recall which war it belonged in.

His mind was too busy spinning at the sight of the man waiting for him in the doorway.

Eldridge Sample, U.S. Marshal.
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Eldridge Sample towered over the men around him at six foot six inches tall. He added two more inches with dingy cavalry boots, scuffed and battered, on his large feet. A worn ten-gallon hat perched on top of a distinct brow adding another few inches.

His hands were long and slender, like the rest of his limbs and at first, Parker had the impression that the man was a scarecrow come to life.

All arms and elbows, legs and knock knees.

Until he moved.

He had the grace of a dancer, light on his feet, and effortless.

Parker had seen a man move like that once, a Russian visiting Washington for a ballet. There had been many women on the stage, and the audience fell into a hush at the sight of such a rarity of a male performer.

Dancing at that.

But the Russian twirled and leaped, seeming to defy gravity as he floated across the stage, and strong as he lifted one ballerina after another over his head again and again.

Eldridge moved like that as he strode toward the judge, long leather duster whipping behind him like a flag.

“Congratulations, your honor.” He extended a massive hand that seemed too large to be natural. Huge knuckles popped out, a network of scars creating a map across the flesh.

The Judge shook it.

Calloused palms, soft fingers. A working man’s hands. Parker could see the instruments of his job strapped to his left leg and a second holster under his arm.

“Marshal,” Parker nodded.

He came to Eldridge’s shoulder, more solid and substantial after his term in the Senate, but not fat. Thick, he called himself.

He did not go armed, though he had the right. After his time in the war, he did not want to carry a weapon.

He was glad enough for the Marshal to do it.

Especially where they were going.

“It’s not official yet,” Eldridge reminded him. “I’m just along for the ride for now.”

Parker knew that wasn’t quite true.

He had seen the men shadow his carriage once he left the White House and join two others as he walked on the platform to meet the train.

Eldridge flicked his eyes over the Judge’s shoulder, and Parker appreciated the assessment.

The eyes never seemed to stay in one place too long. They roamed over the platform, the people on it, the train and surroundings, as if taking constant measurements. They landed back on the Judges eyes long enough to let him know the man was paying attention to him. To him and the world around them.

He had noted the men that shadowed them.

“First stop, St. Joe,” Eldridge said.

He stepped back to let the Judge get into the rail car first and then climbed after him.

They made their way to a private room in the middle of the third car and settled across from each other.

The Marshal reached into a saddlebag he carried as a valise and pulled out a tattered copy of Marcus Aurelius.

“That’s is a weighty tome.”

Eldridge glanced at the cover, a sheepish look in his eyes.

“Habit I picked up before the war,” he said.

Parker rooted in his valise and removed a new copy of Herodotus to show him.

“Old habits die hard.”

The Marshal held out his book and the two men tapped them together as if in a toast, then settled in to read as the train whistle blew and they rocked in their seats as the big engine fought for speed.
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The door to their carriage opened with the squeak of a hinge. The Judge glanced up from his book to see the Marshal with a pistol in hand aiming at the door.

The portly conductor stepped back, bounced off the frame, both hands up in surrender.

“Tickets?” he almost begged.

“Marshal,” the Judge chided.

Eldridge slid the Colt back into the worn leather holster and reached into his pocket for two tickets.

He passed them to the conductor who clipped the corners, licked his lips and passed them back before stepping out into the corridor.

Three men pushed past him and moved into the car. They stepped over the Marshal’s outstretched legs and flopped into the seats next to the window where they studiously ignored the other two occupants.

“Tickets,” the conductor announced with more authority this time.

The man next to the Judge passed him three pieces of paper, the edges were clipped and passed back, and he leaned away from the doorway.

The look on his face did not seem happy, as if the order of his day was set awry and he was struggling to regain balance.

It wasn’t every day a man drew a gun on him. In the ten years he had been a railway man, it had never been done.

He avoided the war due to an abhorrence of violence that masqueraded as indignation at the brutality of conflict. Eldridge would have labelled him a coward, as he had served with many men during the war between the states who also hated combat.

They provided doctoring, and support structure to the combat troops in a rally to the cause, no matter which side they were on.

Refusing to fight was an affront.

Neither man shared their opinion with the other, for had they begun a debate, sides would have been quickly claimed and others might have joined in.

The war was ten years past, but the wounds and scars were still evident.

The Judge settled his book upon his lap and nudged Eldridge’s boot with the toe of his own.

“I am delighted to see you are prepared,” he said. “But perhaps some restraint is in order.”

The Marshal answered by reaching into his coat and removing a silver flask with initials that weren’t his own etched on the side. He used the pad of his calloused thumb to spin off the top and took two deep swallows.

The railway car filled with the intoxicating scent of whiskey.

He didn’t offer any to the Judge nor to the men in the seats around them.

He just sealed the flask and stuck it back into his coat.

The Judge noticed the man closest to him raise an eyebrow.

“He pulled his gun on the Conductor,” he explained.

“What are you carrying?” the man addressed the Marshal.

“Colt Navy.”

The man pulled a double barreled derringer from his own coat pocket and pointed it at the Marshal’s face.

“Let’s keep it in the holster,” he instructed.

Eldridge marked his place in his book and set it on the seat beside him. He studied the man pointing the gun at him, and his two other companions who had yet to produce a piece.

“What’s the meaning of this?” Parker demanded.

“Just sit there and be quiet Judge,” the man next to him grunted. “We’re going to meet us some important people who want to have a word about your allegiance when we get to St. Joe.”

Parker glared at the man, but the black barrel of the derringer swayed him to silence.

Eldridge sighed.

“I’m going to ask you boys to retire to another car so we can continue in peace.”

The men stared at each other with confounded looks before breaking into chuckles.

“I like that you were polite and all, but you didn’t say please.”

“Please.”

The derringer didn’t waver.

Eldridge moved. His speed was whip fast as he slapped the derringer away and toward one of the other men.

The finger on the trigger tightened and blew a small hole into the chest of the man next to the Marshal, filling the car with cordite and gun smoke.

Eldridge grabbed the outstretched gun arm and leveraged the man out of his seat. He kept the movement going, spun him into and through the window.

It shattered under his weight as he pitched out, the scream lost in the receding night.

Eldridge kept moving, his giant frame reaching and shoving the other man through the window before he knew what had happened.

That left the bleeding man in the seat, mewling and grasping at his punctured chest.

The Marshal lifted him up and tipped him out of the window as well.

He sat back in his seat and picked up his book, ignoring the rush of the wind through the shattered window.

Parker leaped to the window and stuck his head outside to what end he couldn’t imagine.

Men thrown from the train at such speed were not likely to survive.

“You just killed those men,” Parker stared out of the broken window at the landscape as it raced by them.

“I plan to kill a hell of a lot more, Judge,” Eldridge opened the door to their car and waved down the conductor.

“We’re going to need a new place to sit,” he explained. “This window has broken.”

The rotund conductor pushed past him and studied the broken window, the clean floor with no shards of glass on it. He turned to stare at Eldridge.

“What about those two men in here with you?”

“What men?” Eldridge smiled.

“I took their tickets,” the Conductor explained. “The men who joined you in Washington.”

Eldridge changed the pitch of his voice and stared at the conductor, eyes unblinking.

“I believe you are mistaken.”

The Conductor shivered.

“They must have moved further up the train,” he said. “Let me lead you to a different car until we can get this fixed.”

He led Eldridge and the Judge down the tight corridor of the corridor and into an empty berth. He rushed away without checking to see if it would satisfy them.

Eldridge settled on the hard-cushioned seat and stretched his impossibly long legs to the bench across and covered his eyes with the brim of his hat. He rested bony large hands onto the butt of a pistol tucked under his arm.

The Judge wished he could be so relaxed. He had not killed in the war, and violence had never surrounded him before in his career.

The assassins, for what else could they be called, had shook him to the core. He realized as he watched the steady rise and fall of the lawman’s chest beside him that he was in real danger.

Danger that could not only claim him, but claim his wife and their child.

As Eldridge slept, Parker decided. He would go to Fort Smith alone and leave his wife and on in the safety of St. Joe, at least for as long as it took to make a difference in the frontier town.

He would make it safe for them, as he would for all families who wished to move there.
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They rode to the top of a hill and looked down at the small town that ran several hundred yards along the mud colored river. There was no order to the layout except for two main streets that ran like a cross, one beside the river, one that ran away from it and turned into a trail before disappearing into the Indian Territory.

His wife had not made an easy go of it. She was a strong-willed woman and used to getting her way while her husband attended to affairs of the state in DC.

He was glad to bid her farewell after a cold loveless night together as she saw them off on another train in the morning.

This one did not reach Fort Smith yet, though the line was being surveyed, and the crews moving at a pace of five miles per day over the rugged terrain as they worked south.

The Marshal and Judge were obliged to move to horses for the remainder of their journey, which took one more day. There was the option to take a stagecoach, but the Marshal balked at the suggestion when there were horses readily available.

They were there.

Fort Smith was a frontier town on the muddy Arkansas River, four hundred yards from its namesake behind a palisade facing the Indian Territory.

“Is this about what you expected?” the Marshal took a draw from his flask.

“I expected more,” Parker groaned and shifted in his saddle.

The miles had beaten his buttocks into a quivering soreness and he marveled at how far he had fallen off the horse, so to speak.

When he was a younger man, either the soreness didn’t matter or he was used to it.

Used to it, he suspected.

The Marshal seemed to have no such trouble. That or his flask full of bourbon acted in a medicinal capacity that left little room for caring about how the saddle treated his posterior.

Nor did it seem to affect his eyes.

“Company.”

Parker followed his hawk eyed gaze to the bend in the river below.

Indeed, a group of four horsemen galloped across the shallow waters of the sand bar, kicking up white splashes of foamy water that sparkled with miniature rainbows off the horses legs and hooves.

“I suspect they are here to welcome me,” Parker mused.

“They do not look to be the welcoming type, Judge.”

Parker looked closer as they topped a small rise and dipped out of view into a small vale that led up to the hilltop where the two of them waited.

No, the men did not look welcoming, if judgement could be made by the bearing of their face.

Hard scowls creased wrinkled brows, bushy eyebrows crinkled under battered hats.

Of what he could see, the men did not look like a welcome party.

They looked like men off to war, a face he was familiar with.

They drew their nickering mounts six yards short of the two men on top of the hill and glared, hands resting on the butts of their pistols.

No one had drawn yet, which made Parker wonder if they had been sent to intimidate or scare by the evil men who ran this town.

One of the men to the left of the group leaned over the side of his horse by shifting in the saddle and shot a stream of brown spittle between his teeth to splatter on the earth.

He was above average height, if things such as that could be judged proper about a man in the saddle. He had a young face, burned hard under the sun and miles on a trail, thin as they all were. As most men were who spent their lives working and living off the land.

He wore a red shirt and brown breeches, but no coat even though the slight breeze must have been cold for the men on their wet clothes.

“You him?” the spitting man queried.

Parker shifted in the saddle again and wondered for a moment if he could dismount to stretch his legs.

“It depends on who you mean by him,” he said instead.

“You that Judge.”

A statement instead of a question. Parker turned his head to glance at Eldridge and gawked.

The Marshal drew his pistol and shot them with no preamble.

Parker barely had time to gasp before the cloud of gun smoke enveloped him, and drifted across the top of the hill, the echoes of the gunshots bouncing off the trees and stirring up the dogs to barking.

The men lay about them in various stages of death, legs kicking as nerves died, the smell of piss and shit wafting up as muscles relaxed.

Their horses neighed and whinnied and whipped around to race back to town.

Eldridge glanced around to be sure there were no others lying in wait, then reloaded his pistol and slid it back into his holster.

“You killed those men,” said Parker.

“Judge, if you’re going to say that every time I shoot an Outlaw, you’re going to wear your voice out.”

“But that was a Marshal,” Parker indicated the silver star on one of the dead man’s chest.

Eldridge swung off his horse, bent down and unpinned the star. He polished it with the sleeve of his jacket and pinned it to the lapel.

“You never got me one.”

“Duly commissioned,” Parker shrugged. “I fear you haven’t made our job easier.”

Eldridge nodded his head in the direction of a town.

“I suspect I haven’t.”
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There were six men in a huddle, bunched together like a herd, following the lead of a mustachioed man with dark hair and mean eyes. He had a tin star on his chest, the words Sheriff etched in the center.

He glared at the two men as they rode down the street and put his hand on his pistol.

“You men are under arrest,” he said in a voice too high for his body.

Eldridge couldn’t help but laugh and that seemed to make the man angrier.

He pawed for his gun and froze as the Marshal whipped out his pistol and cocked back the hammer.

“Marshal,” the Judge intoned.

“I got six shots Judge,” the tall man shrugged. “Seems fitting there is six of them.”

One of the men at the rear took a few steps away from the group, both hands scrabbling for the blue sky.

“I ain’t with them. I ain’t with them,” he pleaded. “I just came to see what

the shooting is about.”

“Stop right there!” Eldridge barked in a voice that made even the Judge stand still and hold his breath.

No one on the street moved. It seemed even the dogs went quiet.

Eldridge didn’t want the men to spread out and catch them in a cross fire.

He knew from experience that the best way to move things along was to take control.

He stepped forward, shoved the barrel of his pistol up one of the Sheriff’s nostrils to push his head back until he whimpered and relieved the man of that gun that seemed to bother him so much on his hip.

He glanced around at the others, watched them shrink under his gaze and pegged them for local business owners. None of them were armed, so perhaps they were just coming for a look.

He stepped back, Colt still aimed at the Sheriff.

“I’ll give you this back after we’re done talking,” he said and stuck the pistol into his gun belt. “Judge.”

Parker watched the enigmatic Marshal for a moment.

He had been with the man for less than forty eight hours and already he had killed almost a dozen men, and saved his life twice.

For all his reputation, Grant had indeed chosen the bodyguard well.

“Sheriff,” he said to the newly unarmed man. “I’m the Judge.”
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The Sheriff walked with a pace he would normally reserve for frog hopping a prisoner to the small jail cell where they were kept.

His pace was his own, but set by the two men following after him as he led them down Garrison Avenue. He wanted to be ahead of them, and feared falling behind them, for the long barreled piece of iron resting in the giant Marshal’s hand had him worried.

Samuel “Lank” Williams had been a man outside the law before landing in Fort Smith and the cushy job of keeping the town safe at the behest of the saloon owner.

In his time as an outlaw, a highwayman and cattle rustler from Texas, he had seen fast men who claimed to know their guns.

Men with names and reputations that preceded them.

He had heard of Eldridge Sample as well. The man’s exploits in the war, and in tracking down Bushwhackers after bordered in the realm of fiction and myth.

Yet he had seen the man move, and Lank feared the man’s reputation did not exceed him. In fact, he reckoned it undersold the truth by a great measure.

Lank had figured he was a fast man with the pistol, but the Marshal moved with such fluid grace, it seemed as if the Colt was a mere extension of his already long fingers.

And that made Lank nervous.

Because if the man was faster than any other he had known, then what else had the stories played down would he discover?

There was a mention of meanness. And stubbornness. His stature even exceeded the talk.

Lank almost shrugged in the middle of the boardwalk that tracked along the rutted road and held still. He feared the Marshal might mistake it for a signal of some sort and kill him out of turn.

They passed the saloon where Shelly stepped out of the door to see them pass. He hooked large thumbs under his suspenders and kept them there as he watched in dark eyed silence.

His mustached trembled as if he longed to say words, or ask questions, but his full lips remained sealed.

“Friendly,” Parker muttered when he was sure they were out of earshot.

“He’s just measuring you Judge.”

“Measuring you perhaps. I don’t look as dangerous by half.”

“By three quarters maybe,” Eldridge grinned. “Rumor was you were a big shot back in the war.”

The Judge snorted. He had been no big shot, just a small-town Missouri lawyer that signed up with the militia to protect his city from roving bands of bandits from the North and South.

The border state bore the brunt and ravages from both sides.

He had left the army a corporeal, disappointed he hadn’t made lieutenant but it seemed to have no impact on his career.

After the war, he was sent to the Senate, and from there to a judgeship of the Western District by order of the President himself.

Maybe the Marshal was on to something, he smiled to himself. No big shot in the war, but a name to be considered none the less. He puffed up in pride, his chest sticking out a little further.

“Here you go,” said the Sheriff.

He stopped them in front of a simple square building that looked as if it were in need of repair. Or razing.

“Here?”

“This is the courthouse.”

Parker wasn’t sure what he had expected. Certainly, no grand stone structure, but perhaps brick. Or more than one room.

Eldridge laughed at the look on his face.

“Frontier town, Judge.”

Parker sighed.

There was God at work and he could see his hand. He had too much pride at the title, and hadn’t even put in the work yet, but the Almighty made sure to remind him of his place.

That thought and the laughter of the Marshal brought a smile to his face.

“It shall do.”

The Sheriff wondered what they were laughing at. The building looked as if it was about to collapse, the porch canted to an uneven level and dipping almost to the street.

He had shown it to them with a vindictive pettiness in his heart, yet here they were laughing like two mad men at what should have sent them back to their wagon.

Parker looked at the building on this street.

It was the main road, consisting of a jail, the courthouse, a general store, the Saloon and a café for those who didn’t want to eat in a brothel.

A corral occupied one end of the street, two barns for tack and horses, and on the other end the fort sitting behind wooden barricades and log gates.

He could glimpse houses scattered behind the street, a semblance of order working to be imposed. The land where the city would grow had been cleared of trees all the way to where the train would run, and the skeleton of a depot house was being built.

There was work to be done in Fort Smith to be sure.

“This going to be a problem?” the Sheriff spit.

Parker shook his head.

“The best way to handle a problem, Sheriff, is head on.”
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  CHAPTER SEVEN

  
  



Eldridge opened the door to the jail and slipped inside.

The top of his hat snagged on the rough lumber of the ceiling and he removed it with one hand. He kept the other on his belt above his pistol.

The Sheriff was tipped back on the two rear legs of a wooden chair, feet up on the edge of the desk, whisker covered chin on his chest.

“You always sleep this heavy?”

The Sheriff snorted but didn’t budge.

Eldridge took two steps across the floor and kicked the desk. It shoved Lank over backwards and he fell to the floor in a clatter of wood and grunts.

Lank came up off the floor sputtering as he pawed at his pistol. He stopped as he recognized the Marshal in his sleep fogged eyes.

“What the hell did you do that for?”

“I couldn’t find a rooster.”

Lank brushed the dirt off his pants and picked the chair. He placed it carefully behind the desk.

“What can I do for you Marshal?”

Lank had been glad to be rid of the two men yesterday at the courthouse, leaving without being dismissed.

He knew that he would see more of them, unless this Judge sent his Marshal over into the Indian Territories like the last one was supposed to have done.

Then it would just be Parker and Shelley would take care of him, as he had the last Judge.

Eldridge scanned the wall behind the Sheriff and found a small notice board with a sheaf of wanted posters nailed to the side.

“This all of them?”

Lank glanced at where he pointed and jerked open a desk drawer.

Eldridge ripped out his pistol and clicked the hammer.

Lank froze.

“It’s just more paper,” he explained.

Eldridge let him stare at the gun a moment, then motioned him to move with a slight nod of his head.

The Sheriff fished a couple dozen more pieces out and placed them on the desktop.

He nudged the drawer closed with his legs and kept his hands out in the open.

“You haven’t done much peace keeping around here.”

Lank shrugged.

“It’s a frontier town.”

Eldridge picked up the pile of notices from the desk and ripped the rest from the board.

“Not for long,” he warned the Sheriff.

Lank watched him leave. His fingers itched to draw and shoot the Marshal in the back.

The only thing that stopped him was the fear Eldridge would hear and shoot him dead first.
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  CHAPTER EIGHT

  
  



Eldridge stamped along the boardwalk, eyes on the move as he studied his surroundings.

He saw the shadow of a man standing in the open doorway of the saloon and stared at the figure with a questioning expression on his face.

The shadow stepped forward into the light falling through the opening and Shelly, the proprietor, nodded. He was a stout man with black hair that curled around his head, and lines around his eyes that highlighted dark circles underneath.

He had the look of a man who preferred the night, and environs of the saloon house, ill suited o daytime hours, but curious.

The Saloon was a two story affair, a simple construction as were most of the buildings on the main thorough fair, except for the new bank being constructed of brick.

Dirt and rutted streets branched off in a grid pattern from Garrison avenue, dotted with cabins and the beginnings of new homes.

The Marshal stopped and stared at Shelley for a moment. The man simply nodded again and backed into the darkness of the saloon.

Eldridge could hear the clinking of glass and the whisk of a broom coming through the door as unseen people cleaned up from the night before.

He kept going down the street until he reached the one room building that served as the Federal Courthouse.

He stepped into the cool interior and was surprised to find it empty. He was not surprised at the spartan environment.

The Marshal had been in several military courts held inside canvas tents, and so the addition of a wooden floor and four walls meant this courtroom was a veritable palace by comparison.

Judge Parker sat in a plain wooden chair behind a plank table with splinters still on the top. A United States flag dangled limp on a pole behind the Judge, and four chairs were set on the opposite side of the table.

It was a far cry from the courtrooms in the East. Eldridge bit back a smile and laid the sheaf of wanted notices in front of Parker.

“Where are the lawyers?”

“There’ aren’t any.”

“Is that legal?” asked Eldridge.

“We don’t need them for this part.”

Parker shuffled through the papers and passed a handful to Eldridge who proceeded to study the pictures on the wanted posters.

Every so often, he would grunt or make a committal noise as he leafed through the collection of outlaws, killers and scofflaws.

“This is a wild bunch,” he finally said, slipping five out of the stack before he passed it back to the Judge.

“Your first job is to go out into the Territory and collect them.”

Eldridge shook his head.

“Nope, my first job is to keep that Sheriff from plugging you in the back. Then that Saloon Keeper after that.”

“Anyone else?”

“I’ve got a round of suspects. Someone killed that Judge.”

Parker waved him off.

“I think you made an effective demonstration at the depot when we arrived.”

“Sometimes you got to repeat lessons like that to make them stick, Judge.”

“I understand the position you think we’re in Marshal. I assure you that when you are successful in your mission, the men here in town will fall in line.”

“I hope you don’t fall in a grave before you can get them lined up.

“Then you should make haste. How are your hunting skills?”

“I’m pretty good at catching rabbits,”

Eldridge showed a mouth full of large teeth.

“Let us hope you are just as good at catching bad men.”

“I’ll head out in the morning.”

Parker fished a gold watch on a chain from his vest pocket on his chest and stared at the time.

“There is still time today, Marshal.”

Eldridge glanced through the windows.

“Guess you want to get at it?”

Parker nodded.

“The sooner the good people of this town see how serious we are in the discharge of our duty, the sooner the riff raff will get in line.”

Eldridge grunted. In his experience, the riff raff did not usually get in line of their own accord. But the Judge was right. Sooner started, sooner done.

He tipped his hat to the Judge and opened the door, standing to one side in case someone was waiting out there to waylay him.

When no shots rang through, he peeked first, then stepped into the light to get his horse and do his duty.
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  CHAPTER NINE

  
  



Ned Brimley liked to carve wood.

Some folks around here called it whittling, but he knew that was not the proper name for it.

Whittling was just making kindling, shaving off the ends of sticks into sharp points, adding sawdust to the street that helped dry out the mud, and spit and piss.

Whittling was what old men did as they sat on wooden chairs by the boardwalk and passed the time until they died.

Ned carved.

When he was a boy, his family had travelled through Nashville on their way to Fort Smith, his father bound for the promise of land and glory out west.

Ned had seen a statue in Nashville, carved from marble and looking like a real woman. She had been clothed in a sheet that his mother told him was called a toga, from the Greeks, which she then had to tell him was an island over by Italy.

He barely listened, which was his habit as a young boy, a habit most young boys had.

Ned instead was entranced by the figure of the statue. That a man had carved it from rock fascinated him.

The smooth texture, the flowing lines, even tiny niches in the eyes to look like pupils. He was fascinated.

At his heart Ned was an artist.

The death of his father in Fort Smith from an illness left his mother a widow with two sons to feed.

Ned and his younger brother.

When his brother got sick and died
















































































