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			Just Bart: Episode 01

			The Posse

			“Episode One, in which Bart finds their posse . . . ”

			Bart had been alone for a while. With a road that had wound between law and outlaw, they’d stopped worrying about the past. The way Bart figured, they didn’t owe an explanation for any of it. Maybe that was their outlaw side talking. Still, there was an emptiness inside. The feeling one gets when they know there’s more out there.

			Bart didn’t know what was out there. But they could use a drink. They moseyed into the saloon, watchin’ just a moment as the doors swung shut behind them, but no one turned to look.

			See, Bart wore a brass pin, hammered into a sheriff shape. It wasn’t a sheriff’s pin, since Bart wasn’t a sheriff. It said they/them on it, which Bart hoped would avoid a few misunderstandings. It didn’t avoid many, to be honest, but they still held out hope. And from a distance, sometimes people thought they were a sheriff. With a sigh, they spun the brown canvas hat from their head and set it on the counter.

			“Hey,” a voice whispered. “Hey.”

			Bart glanced around. The bartender was all the way to the other end, and the few patrons here mid-afternoon were anything but chatty.

			“Hey, Sheriff.”

			Bart nearly lost their boots as they saw what it was, rocking back and forth on the wood shelf, trying to get their attention. A bottle of whiskey. At least it looked like whiskey. The label, which looked older than Bart had seen in a bit, had been torn to one side. All they could read was, in an old-timey lettering, Old. Old something, they figured. But with the label torn, it was hard to say.

			A little face made of black outlines, like they were drawn on with a marker by a cartoonist with a flair for cute, popped above the partial label and bent into a huge smile. “You can see me! You can! Hey, I need your help. I’m almost empty, and then, well you don’t want to know what happens then.” To Bart, the bottle did look empty, but on further inspection, there might have been a few more drops of brown rolled back against the edge.

			“How am I supposed to get someone to fill you?”

			“Whatchu want?” the bartender responded, limping Bart’s way. The face on the bottle grew into urgently wide eyes, confusing really, since Bart had nothing to do with this, and then popped out of sight.

			“I’m fixing for some whiskey,” Bart drawled.

			The bartender reached for a glass.

			“Oh, no,” Bart interrupted. “I’ll buy a bottle off ya, if you’ve got it. Wild, er, wild day I’ve had.” It was turning into one, anyway.

			This perked the bartender up significantly, who tipped his hat, before tilting his smile. “Well, no problem, there, Sir . . . or, er . . . ”

			“Bart,” they corrected. “Just Bart.”

			Bart learned a lesson that day, which was when you ask a ’tender for a bottle of somephin, you best clarify the price range first. And so, Bart handed over about everything they’d earned in the last town, nodding politely at the bartender’s vast grin.

			“Anything else I can get for ya . . . Bart?”

			“Yeah, that empty bottle there. It’s got a charm I like. How much for it?”

			“Huh?” The bartender looked confused, squinting over at the shelf as he walked over. “Well, what’s that piece of junk doing there?” He slid the bottle down the counter, where it slammed into Bart’s outstretched hand. “This ain’t no trash swap. But . . . if ya want it.”

			“Oh, yes, it’s got character.” Bart awkwardly waved the empty bottle around.

			To their relief, the bartender shrugged and went to check on a patron down the way.

			Not wanting any more questions and part worried the bottle would start talking again—while in their hand which would be too weird—Bart slipped on outside and didn’t stop until they were on the outskirts of town, hidden by a wide, sweeping tree. They set both bottles into the dirt in front of them.

			At that point, they started to believe they’d imagined the whole thing, as the full bottle of Doc Ridge Reserve seemed just about as animated as the bottle with the ripped-up label. But, they’d spent that much for a drink, might as well give this a go. Wrestling off the top of both bottles, they kept their hands steady, pouring the one into the other.

			Almost all of it, anyway. They left a small amount in the pricey bottle, because they weren’t putting anything that talked up to their lips.

			Relieved the whole thing had been a fancy, they swigged down the rest of the whiskey that they hadn’t poured out. It may not have been worth the price, but it did go down smooth.

			“Hey!” The worn bottle jumped up into the air and spun around in a most implausible manner. “Thank you!” The corked top zipped through the air and plunked back into place.

			Dang. Bart stared. “Oh, well, you’re welcome. I’m Bart. Uh, what do I call you?”

			“Old.” The eyes pointed down to the label as if that was obvious. “Oh, frog hop. I hope you didn’t pay full price for that.” Old side-eyed the fancy bottle, with its imprinted pattern.

			“Want me to put it back?”

			Old’s face flushed with shock, understanding. “Oh, no! Well, that explains a lot. Not sure the last time I had the good stuff. Again, thank you.”

			Now wishing they’d held back just a bit more whiskey, they stood to leave. “Well, take care.”

			“You too!” The bottle danced mid-air again, and Bart started to walk away, figuring now they’d need to find a job, since they’d spent all their coin. And maybe find another drink, to forget the whole dancing bottle thing.

			It wasn’t long before they realized Old-the-bottle was following. “Yes, um, no need to stay with me. Just glad to help.”

			Old’s face grew thin and wavy. “I can’t go with you?”

			“Oh, I mean sure, whatever.” Bart never liked to hurt feelings.

			“Yay!” Old spun around midair again. Bart realized they weren’t sure how to refer to their new, well, companion.

			“Now, if you take a pronoun . . . ”

			“If I do what?”

			“You know, in terms of how to call you. If you’re, fer instance, a she bottle, or—”

			Old looked at Bart with recognition. “Aww, thanks, pal. As a bottle, ‘it’ works fine.”

			“Oh. Right. Well, I’m off to find some work, and I s’pose you’re welcome to join me.”

			This made it no less surreal when Bart moseyed off, the bottle bouncing around behind them. “Hey,” they cautioned. “Don’t go breaking, ok?”

			Old laughed. “I can’t break! Stuck just like this.”

			“Alright, then.” And it was like this they walked on, Bart trying not to be distracted as they peered into each shop or looked for posted signs offering work. They kept glancing around, for the townsfolk would surely notice the bouncing bottle. No one seemed to, and Bart relaxed.

			As it were, the small dusty town was average enough for around here, and Bart wouldn’t normally notice a neigh. But it was an urgent neigh, the sort that sounded like someone calling out. So Bart went over to check.

			A brown horse with one spot stamped as they approached. Bart turned around to see if anyone was near them. No, it was just Bart and Old. And it sure appeared the horse was looking at them. And calling.

			“Well, let me guess, now a talking horse?”

			The horse said nothing, but Bart had a momentary feeling she, well, they gave a she vibe, was glaring at them.

			“You gonna let Horse go?” Old popped around in the air. “Look what they did to her!”

			Bart saw that the horse—Old had called her . . . Horse, and she seemed happy with both—was saddled and tied to a post. Now, both Old and Horse stood there, staring at them like there was only one obvious choice. And like they made no sense for not getting to it. Then, to the liberation of Horse.

			Soon, Bart and their now two companions were walking down the street together, Horse walking with a peppy gait without the saddle, and Old zipping around her as if the two of them were talking. At this point, Bart wasn’t even trying to figure it out.

			Horse whinnied. Town Hall, the sign read.

			“Well, you may be right. That may be a place to get work.” Bart looked over at Horse and Old. “You’ll, uh—”

			“Sure, we’ll wait here,” Old said with a tip forward. “Don’t want to mess up your chances of getting a job.”

			Bart started to protest, but Old had plastered on a fully cute, innocent smile, and so Bart just gave them both a nod and walked toward the building. What they found, though, was a big ‘X’ made of wood planks, painted over in a shaky hand.

			Don’t enter. Mayor at Bank.

			An arrow pointed left. Bart eyed the sign suspiciously, then turned left to find the bank. Walking in, a man with shaking hands lifted his fists. Bart could tell which people were dressed to clearly indicate being a man or a woman; in these parts the people were strict about that. And this man looked ready to enact boxing moves he’d seen on the pre-show reel. “Whoa!” Bart said. “I’m just here to see the mayor.”

			“I’m the mayor.” A short woman with gray hair pulled into a soft blue ribbon, stood and walked toward them.

			“Hello, then. Name’s Bart.” They tapped their pin. “I’m in town looking for spare work. But I couldn’t help see your town hall is a bit . . . indisposed.”

			“Yes.” The woman didn’t look too frightened, and she nodded for the man to lower his arms. “Since my election, no one has been able to enter. Anyone who tries runs out in such fear they can’t say what they’ve seen inside.”

			“Have you gone in?” Perhaps that was a bit direct, but it seemed an obvious enough question.

			“I was talking them into it. Seems the local security think it’s their job to keep me safe, not the reverse. I was about to overrule them, but if you’re here, maybe you give us a solution. Rita,” she called, and a woman looked over from the counter. “Reward bag.”

			The woman walked forward with a jingling canvas bag, pushing it forward to the mayor. Bart was delighted to see it had a dollar sign painted across it. “For when you’re back,” the mayor said.

			With a tip of their hat, Bart walked back outside. They half expected Horse and Old to rush up for the news, but they appeared to be playing some sort of chase in the back field. Bart sighed, and lodging a boot against the town hall door, wrenched it open.

			Now Bart had read a lot of books in their time, so they had too vivid a’ thoughts of a dead body or a giant drooling spider. So they were actually a bit relieved to see no blood, no destruction—only a transparent shape, changing and floating, wailing in varied tones. The wailing was a bit loud; Bart covered their ears.

			“Hey there,” they said. “Who’s there?” The howling stopped.

			The transparent shape congealed into a wavering blob with a stern face. “Aren’t you scared of me?”

			“What? Annoyed, yes, a bit. Scared?” Bart put their hands down and shrugged, still glad there were no spiders.

			The spirit grew in size and got right in Bart’s face, howling again.

			“Good whiskey,” Bart grumbled. “Stop that.”

			The shape shrunk.

			“Who are you? I’d like to help.”

			Shrinking again, the spirit morphed into a traditional ghost shape. “You could call me Tom,” the ghost finally said.

			“Sure. Lemme know if there’s a pronoun.”

			The spirit grew again, bellowing across the hall. “He!”

			“Oh, fine, then, no need to yell.”

			The shape shrunk. “You aren’t scared?”

			“No, I’m not scared. But the new mayor has work to do here, and I’d like some more cash, frankly, and you’re in the way of all of it. You don’t mind scooting on out, do you? I mean,” Bart scratched their head, “if you need something, we can deal with it out there.”

			A tiny sound, like air from a balloon, wheezed around them, and suddenly Tom was small, a see-through scowl plastered on his face.

			“Well, let’s go then.” Bart walked back out of the door, pleased to see the spirit following without any more howls, until they were both outside. “Now, I need you to stay out of there. Do you promise?”

			“Sure,” Tom said without inflection.

			“Great. Have a nice day.”

			The spirit didn’t answer, and so, several minutes later, Bart walked back to Horse and Old, the bag of coins jingling pleasantly at their side. And Tom was there, just floating in place.

			Old continued to zip around, more animated than before. Horse moved forward and nudged at the bag of coins. Was Horse askin’ for a cut, why . . .  Then they saw she was nudging at something sparkly up top. A little clip, pinning the bag shut, like maybe a couple edges had broken and the mayor had repurposed it. It still caught nice in the late-day light. “This?” They were sure Horse nodded.

			Bart pulled it from the bag and slid it into Horse’s mane. She sure did seem happy about that. Bart cinched the bag shut with its frayed cord.

			This was all getting too strange. But, it had been a nice enough day. Bart drank some good whiskey, met interesting beings, and refilled their coins without too much trouble. “It’s been lovely to meet you all,” they said. “Take care.”

			Old’s face turned to a flat line, and Horse reared. Tom expanded into a wavy shape.

			“What? What’s the issue?”

			Old zipped right in front of Bart, its face again very cute. “Doesn’t a sheriff need a posse?”

			Bart wasn’t sure any of this was real. A bottle, a horse, and a ghost. A need to get more work, but at least a purse of jingling coins. And Bart wasn’t even a sheriff. But, in that moment Bart remembered something important. It’s really nice to have friends. Even if your friends are sort of strange.

			“Sure,” Bart said. “You can be my posse. If you want.” The others moved into place, Tom to the left, Horse to the right, and Old bopping behind.

			“Well, then,” Bart said. “It’s on to the next town.”
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			Just Bart: Episode 02

			A New Sheriff in Town

			“In which Bart meets a sheriff, and the town just ain’t big enough for the two of them . . . ”

			“How are we almost out of coins?” Old asked, peering down into the burlap sack.

			“We?” Bart rolled their eyes. They weren’t sure when their hard-earned money also belonged to the magic bottle. Especially when half of it had gone to refilling Old.

			Every time they turned around, Old was complaining about being low on whiskey again. “If you’re made of magic, you’d think you could hold that stuff in,” Bart complained.

			Old’s little cartoon face twisted into pure incredulity. “That’s how I have magic, Bart. Haven’t you studied magic? It’s got to come at a cost. Mine’s whiskey.” It tipped to the side, like it was one big glass hat. Bart did have to chuckle at that.

			At least Horse made no claims to their money. Well, Horse didn’t make claims to much, really. She walked along, stopping to admire flowers, and sometimes playing games with Old. More than anything, she just seemed to enjoy being in the sunshine. Bart could appreciate that.

			And even Tom, the remarkably huffy ghost, had grown on them a bit. Hard not to grow attached to anything after a while, they supposed. Horse usually kept her distance, but Old didn’t mind at all, always following Tom around and making jokes. ’Course, Bart wasn’t sure how anyone could dislike Old. Especially if you weren’t paying for its whiskey.

			But, either way, they’d need to find more work soon. And Bart thought, tilting their hat back to get a sure view, that there was another town on the horizon. Well, best to head toward it. One boot after another, they tromped on—bottle, horse, and ghost in tow.

			There wasn’t much new to see, just another long dusty road and long stares from inside the windows. The folks probably only saw Bart and Horse, they figured. It seemed as though Old could be seen only when it wanted to be, and though Tom was visible to the eye, as long as he stayed transparent enough, people didn’t pay him much mind.

			“Well, this looks like another of those traditional towns,” Bart mused. “I ’spose we should try the mayor again. Horse, I’ll just be inside.”

			Seeming to understand them just fine, Horse tromped off to a field. With an apologetic bobble, Old floated off behind her.

			“Guess it’s us,” Bart said. They weren’t totally comfortable with the idea of Tom trailing along, but as he never really asked permission, Bart had at least gotten used to him. That said, they’d reached a good level of understanding on basic etiquette. Bart stepped up the creaky stairs and into the building.

			“Ma’am? Looking for the mayor?”

			The woman rose from behind a desk, setting a pair of glasses to the side. “You’ve found her. Call me Billie.”

			Bart tipped their hat. “Yes, hello then, Billie. Name’s Bart. Just moseyin’ through town, wondering if you had any paid work for a capable stranger.”

			Billie tapped her fingers against her lips while a younger woman, one who resembled her a great deal, walked out to meet them.

			“My daughter, Eula,” she said, waving a hand Eula’s way. “Eula, this is Bart. They’re here looking for work.”

			Bart almost lost their hat in delight that Billie had used their pronoun. Then they noticed Eula had a she/her pin on. Not a brass one like Bart’s; hers was embroidered. Bart was real excited about this on the inside.

			On the outside, they just tipped their hat to Eula as well.

			“So you really don’t know what’s going on here?” Billie asked.

			Bart shook their head.

			“String of robberies. Big reward out.” She motioned back to a row of thick bars, behind which sat a hefty sack with a money symbol on it. “We’ve got a sheriff in town working on it, but the reward’s out for anyone who can crack the case.”

			“Oh, I’m not a sheriff,” Bart said, then realizing they hadn’t called Bart a sheriff at all. They shook off a little rattle over it. After all, it was just their pronoun pin, but maybe they’d gotten so used to people mistaking them for a sheriff that, well, anyway, this was fine.

			“Eula here, she was the latest victim,” Billie continued. “They took our family necklace, passed down from generation to generation.”

			“So sorry,” Bart offered.

			“It’s alright,” Eula said. “Don’t care for jewelry. But I was going to sell it to pay for books for school. Mama said that was fine,” she added.

			Bart couldn’t help but turn their gaze to the massive sack of money in the jail cell.

			“Oh, that’s town money,” Eula said. “Couldn’t pay for my books with it. But the townsfolk, they’re tired of the thefts. Pooled it together. It’s yours if you can find the robber. And take care of them!” Their eyes met, awkwardly. “Anyway, my necklace is old and valuable. Laced with sparkly crystals. Pretty hard to miss.”

			From outside, Bart thought they heard Horse whinny.

			“She loves sparkles,” a voice said behind her.

			Dolly Parton! They’d already forgotten Tom was there. But the others, they didn’t react. “Well, Eula, we’ll see what we can find. I mean,” they hastened to clarify, lest they raise too many questions, “I will.”

			“Yes, of course Bart,” Billie said. “We’d appreciate any help. But, you understand, there’s no payment other than the reward. And that’s only if they’re caught.”

			“My reward is helping good folk like yourself,” Bart said, with a little more lilt to their voice than intended.

			Billie raised an eyebrow and Bart cleared their throat, looking off to the side. “Ah, yes, so, uh, where would I find the sheriff? To see what they’ve learned.”

			“Sheriff Dana. You’ll find her yonder, in the building that says ‘Sheriff.’”

			“I do ’spose that would be logical,” Bart said.

			“Big deal sort. From Coppertown. You may find yourself in a bit of competition for that reward, I’ll warn you.”

			“So she’s not been here long?”

			“No,” Eula answered. “Came in for the reward, same as yourself.”

			Bart nodded, then offered another tip of the hat. And with Tom trailing behind, walked to find this new sheriff.

			“Howdy?” Bart offered, rapping at the propped-open door. “Sheriff Dana?”

			A solid woman with a hat much taller than Bart’s swung around into view. “Yes?”

			“Well, hello,” Bart said, removing their hat in full this time. “Was thinking maybe we could work to find the robber together. Split the reward, even.” The way Bart figured, there was plenty in that sack for both of them, and to fill Old up with the best whiskey even—more than a few times.

			Dana smiled. “Oh, no need. I’ve almost got it, actually.” She glanced Bart up and down. “Mercenary type? Hmm. There isn’t much here; I’m just stopping through myself. Just got my badge from a place like this myself, a rough little town in the middle of nowhere.” She tapped her badge, making a dull clink with her nails. “Your best bet is to find a town with better work.”

			“Do you want to talk through it?” Bart offered.

			“No need. Anyway, nice to meet you.”

			Before Bart knew it, they’d been escorted onto the rickety porch and the door closed behind them.

			“There’s somephin’ I don’t care for in there,” Bart muttered, as they and Tom trudged over to where Horse and Old were waiting.

			Horse nodded, like she agreed.

			“Well, you weren’t even there!”

			With a harrumph, Horse tossed her head to the side.

			Beside them, Tom continued to waver. They expected some sort of remark from him, but he seemed . . . fainter here.

			“Are you alright?” Bart went to rest a hand on his shoulder, if the round part near the top of a ghost counted as a shoulder, but as it ran right through, Bart withdrew it, shuddering a little.

			“Hey,” they thought aloud, trying to meet Tom’s eyes. “You could help.”

			Tom flickered a little. “Me? Someone wants me?”

			“Sure, Tom, well are you part of the posse or not?”

			Old clinked in agreement.

			“Well, alright. What do you need?”

			“Go float through the office a little. Nothing weird,” they clarified with a stern squint, “just let us know what she’s up to. She closed that door awful fast. And, hey, I’m not trying to take this from her. It’s just something . . . didn’t seem right. And . . . Horse agrees. Right, Horse?”

			Horse did seem to perk right up.

			A brief while later, Tom came floating back. “She pulled a laptop back out of a drawer and slid it into her bag. Then she put the bag behind a chair. Now she’s just sitting there, peering through the window. It was boring, so I left.” He puffed up a little, his ghostly face coming more into view. “Was that what you wanted?”

			“Sure, Tom,” Bart sighed. He really didn’t have to be so difficult. “Well, if she’s just going to sit there, let’s at least canvass the town.”

			With the others keeping them company, Bart walked down each street in the small town, first the main street, and then a few side branches. House after house, people said much of the same. They’d been robbed, but not of the items they would have expected. Small things. Jewelry and baubles and anything with sparkle, but also tools: garden tools, pickaxes, even fencing stakes and bolts.

			And everyone Bart talked to was relieved that Sheriff Dana was in town, that they had someone here to fix it. Now, Bart wasn’t sure they could trust Sheriff Dana, but they didn’t want to place any doubt with the folks. So they bit their lip, at least until they were finally alone with the others. Then they vented a little.

			“New sheriff without experience, sitting and glaring in their house, wouldn’t accept help . . . doesn’t seem like someone I’d place my faith in.”

			“Where’s she from?” Old asked.

			“Coppertown,” Tom answered.

			“What?” Bart swung around. “What did you say?”

			“She’s from Coppertown. That’s what Billie said. You know, the mayor.” He puffed up a little at that last bit, but Bart ignored it.

			“That’s not right! Dana told me she was from a rough town in the middle of nowhere. Or something like that. I’ve been to Coppertown! It’s huge. They just put in a High Golf.”

			“High Golf?” Old repeated.

			“Yeah, sure, it’s a huge tower and people hit little balls off the top into a net, so it doesn’t seem like they’re just there drinking. You know, an excuse bar.”

			“That sounds great,” Tom sputtered, becoming almost opaque in his excitement.

			“Sure, it is. That isn’t the point. Dana lied to one of us. Either to me or to Billie. Now, what does that tell you?”

			The others stood in silence. Horse tossed her head in annoyance.

			“It means she’s got something to hide. People lie when there’s something to hide.”

			Horse reared up, sounding a huge neigh.

			“You ok?” Bart asked, concerned.

			“She’s spooked,” Old said.

			“Why’s she spooked?” Bart moved in with an extended hand, offering it to Horse.

			“No, not Horse! Dana! Sheriff Dana. Horse says she’s spooked, she can tell. I mean, you said she’s just sitting in her house, right?”

			The idea of being spooked reminded them of their literal ghost. Yet Tom had faded back again after his brief excitement about High Golf.

			“Tom, why are you so faded here?”

			Tom turned away. “I don’t want to talk about it. Honestly, I just want to get out of here.” He floated off, pouting, going right through Horse, who practically screamed.

			“That’s it,” Bart whispered. “Tom, you’re brilliant. And you, Horse,” they quickly amended. “Old, all of you. What a great posse I have.”

			For a moment, the four just beamed. Well, at least Bart and Old beamed at each other. Tom and Horse were still turned away and Bart didn’t have energy to deal with all their fussing.

			“I’ll be back soon. Wait here?” Old nodded, and Bart trudged off toward the sheriff’s office.

			“Sheriff Dana,” they called. “Sheriff.”

			The door creaked open, and Dana’s face peeked around.

			“I’ve talked to the townsfolk, and I just wanted to let you know, you’re right. A sheriff with your credentials is sure to solve the mystery.” Yeah, you’ll hit it right off the top. “Anyway, take care and maybe we’ll meet again someday.”

			Dana straightened up. “Why yes, uh, sure. Take care!” And with no further pleasantries, Bart was on their way back to the others. “This way,” they whispered, walking back behind the millinery, behind which the road led out of town.

			And there they waited. “Tom, you’ll tell us?” Tom nodded, occasionally popping out through the front of the building.

			And finally, he waved them forward, and together, they followed at a distance as Dana, bag over her shoulder, walked out the other way, quickly disappearing into the woods.

			With Tom in the lead, the others stepped behind. Horse made a bit of noise over the ground cover of the forest, but Bart could sense her happiness to be back with the group, so they hoped Dana wouldn’t hear. Besides, if anything, Dana would just see a horse. What could be suspicious about that?

			Finally, they came upon a weathered shed, back in a clearing. An old forge rested under a shelter, its top shiny and new as if it had been recently used. Buckets of water, shelves of instruments, and bowls of metal rings sat around.

			And the door was open.

			“I’m going in,” Bart said. And with a tap at the door, Bart called into the opening. “Hello?” Stepping in. “Hello? Sheriff Dana?”

			They gasped. Displayed around the walls and across the long countertop were pieces of colorful chainmaille. Rainbow bikinis, finely-linked skirts, and a long display of various bracelets. Right in the middle, hung the most sparkly chainmaille bracelet Bart had ever seen, laced with a wide range of crystals. “Eula’s gems,” they whispered.

			“Get out!” Dana yelled, stepping into the space.

			Without warning, Old whipped into Bart’s arms. “Tell her I’m a cell phone!” it implored.

			“A what?”

			“Do it!”

			“Hey now,” Bart started. “Don’t move. I’ve got my phone here, and I’m ready to call for backup.” Hoping it added some effect, they waved Old around. For a moment, Old’s little cartoon face appeared on Bart’s side of the bottle, eyes glaring. “Well, this was your idea,” they whispered.

			Dana’s laptop sat on the desk. “Dana’s Vintage Chainmaille,” Tom read. “Ugh, it’s all the girly kind. Nothing for sword wounds or anything. Though that bikini is—”

			“An Etsy shop!” Bart couldn’t believe it. “You’re running an Etsy shop.”

			“Here, here,” Dana said. “Don’t tell them. Look, it’s all been sold anyway; people love this stuff laced with gems. And I can’t do anything about it now. This other stuff, it’s backstock. Do you know how hard it is to sell a full skirt?!”

			Bart wasn’t so sure. They couldn’t see much use for the bikini, but they’d already imagined themself wearing that skirt. Their eyes rested on the bracelets. “That one’s not backstock.” Bart pointed. “That’s from Eula’s jewelry.”

			Dana stepped back. “What are you going to do?”

			“You’ll transfer everything you’ve earned to Mayor Billie, along with the sales records. She’ll get it to the right folks. And you’ll give back that bracelet.” Bart pointed. “Or—” Bart thought as quickly as they could, “we’ll post your picture on the ‘Sodsy Frauds’ Folkbook group. See?” Bart waved Old. “We’ve already got your picture and . . . it’s already uploaded. And—” Bart had a sense Dana was getting out of something bad in her life, but they couldn’t have folks ’fraid for their sparkle, “you agree you won’t do it again. Sell the rest here; buy your own materials. You’ve got talent. You’ll do fine. And . . . if you try it again . . . posted.”

			Handing Eula’s chainmailled gems back over, Dana’s voice shook as she agreed to the conditions.

			“Well, let’s get out of here,” Bart said. “You know me, never like to spend too much time in one town.”

			But Horse wasn’t moving.

			“She likes the bracelet,” Tom explained.

			“It’s not a bracelet,” Old clarified. “An anklet. She does like it, and I think it’d fit her.”

			Bart sighed. “Horse, come along. I’ll see what I can do.”

			And soon, with the others waiting outside, Bart was back in the Mayor’s Hall.

			“That’s sure it,” Eula said, running the heavy item through her hands. “An anklet, huh? And made by a skilled hand, too.”

			“Eula?” Bart touched their hat. “You mentioned you were going to sell it, well, before. If I . . . let the town keep their reward money, could I have that bracelet? I’m sure then that part of the reward could go toward your books. Right, Billie?”

			Billie thought a moment, then nodded. “That seems fair enough, if Eula is paying the reward herself.”

			“But this is worth less than your reward,” Eula said, her face crinkling.

			“If it helps with your school, it’s well worth it. Oh, and maybe, um, a little more whiskey?”

			“Sure, sure,” Billie said. “I’ll send word right now. You head to the saloon and they’ll take good care of you. But first, one more thing. With Dana gone, maybe you could be our sheriff?”

			Bart felt stunned, barely hearing the floorboards creak as they stepped back. For a long moment, they held the idea, imagined it. Then—let it go. “You didn’t need a sheriff before. You’ve got a great mayor. Go ahead, now, and carry on.”

			Yet Bart felt more than a little wistful as their posse walked down the dusty street together, with the jingling jewels bouncing happily against Horse’s leg, Old full of whiskey, and Tom with a little more color than they’d remembered. “Well, then,” they said, realizing after all this, they were still out of coin.

			“On to the next town.”
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			December 2018

			Just Bart: Episode 03

			Happy Holidays

			“In which merriment is shared . . . ”

			This last stretch of road had been a long one. The posse seemed to be handling it just fine, but Bart was feeling tired. The upside of moving along was finding new adventures and seeing new things, but the downside was sometimes they missed being around other folk.

			Not just folk who gave you a job or said mornin’ to a passing stranger, but folk who cared about you. Who wanted you to be happy.

			Bart didn’t have folk right now, but they did have a horse, a bottle, and a ghost. They ’sposed this would need to do.

			They felt especially wistful about this the last day or so. By the tickmarks in their notepad, it ought to just about be the holidays. It didn’t feel like the holidays, not here on this empty road, where the only snow was the tan dust that coated everything and the only jingle was Horse’s jeweled anklet.

			That jingle seemed to be slowing, and Bart looked over to see Horse was now several steps behind. “You ok?” they asked.

			Horse stopped, peering wistfully at the side of the road. There was a hill there. Bart glanced suspiciously at what seemed to be a soft, green hill with an arc of lush evergreens behind, one they felt sure hadn’t been there a moment ago. It was hard, though, to question a horse who couldn’t speak in human

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

[image: ]		


OEBPS/image/horse.png






OEBPS/image/moon.png





