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ONE
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John McCall rubbed a finger across his now smooth jaw.

“I think that’s the best shave you’ve given me David,” he said taking the towel from around his neck and wiping away the excess lather.

“Well, you looked like you needed it.  That had to be over a month’s growth sitting on your face,” David replied as he wiped his hands on a barbers towel tucked into his apron band.

“Should have left it there, it made you easier to look at,” said a deep voice from behind the barber.

“Frank!” John said tossing the towel on his chair as he got up.

Frank Evans, Sheriff of Coyote Falls leant causally against the door jamb of the small barber’s shop, arms folded across his chest.  “Saw that black monster you call a horse tied outside.  Thought I’d come in and see if you’re still breathin’.”  

“Well, that monster has just become a father nine times,” John laughed.

“Morning Sheriff, need your whiskers trimmed?”  David Thompson asked as he finished cleaning his cutthroat razor and began to sharpen it on a leather strop.

“No thanks.  Just came in to see John,” Frank said pushing himself from the door jamb and stepping into the shop.

“Need a drink?” Frank asked as John dropped coin on the counter to pay the barber.

“Sure,” John replied.

Both men walked out into the afternoon light, the chuckling of the waters in Coyote Creek could just be heard over the sounds of the town.  At least the wind had died down a little.  

John stepped down from the boardwalk and untied his horse from the hitching rail.

“That sure is a monster of a horse John,” Frank said stepping down beside him.

John reached up and slapped the black stallion on the neck.  The horse turned and snorted at him.

“Coal’s pulled me through a lot of hardship Frank.  His foals will make me a lot of money.”

“The horses that have been comin’ out of your spread lately are some of the best seen in the territory,” Frank said as they began to walk slowly across the street towards the jail.

“Had a rep from the army around last week.  They want to start buying,” John said leading Coal behind him.

“That’s good news.  An army contract will have you made,” Frank said.  “Though it helps that you know the Army Reps pretty well from your time with them.”

“Yep.”

This part of the street was virtually deserted.  In the quiet could be heard the bubbling of Coyote Creek that dissected this part of the town of Coyote Falls.  Thompson’s Barber’s Shop and Bath House, the Jail and the Town Hall were the only buildings that sat on the street near this side of the creek.  

From the small wooden bridge that crossed the creek, John could see a line of dusty horses hitched outside the Lincoln Saloon.

“Hitch your horse here,” Frank said when they arrived out front of the Jail.  Cupping hands to his mouth, Frank called into the Jail, “HEY GELSTON!”

A shaggy blonde head appeared at the door.  “Yeah Frank?”

“John and I are goin’ for a drink.  You’re in charge ‘til I get back.”

Rick Gelston nodded.  “Okay Frank.”

John tied Coal close to the water trough and then walked with the Sheriff passed the small wooden bridge that crossed the creek, towards the Lincoln Saloon.

“Back in for supplies?” Frank asked while fishing a piece of chewing tobacco from his pocket and biting a piece from it.

“Yeah.”  John shook his head when Frank offered him a bite as well.

“How can you eat that stuff?” he asked the sheriff.

“You get used to the taste over time and it seems to stop me eating my weight in food every day,” Frank laughed out loud.

“Doesn’t seem to stop your thirst none,” John replied.

As they came over the bridge, Frank nodded in the direction of the line of horses.

“They belong to your boys?” the sheriff asked.

“Some of them.  We’re staying in town for a couple of days while our supply wagons are repaired.  The Carson’s said that they will have them ready for me as soon as they can.  Then the boys can start loading the wagons for the trip home.  I’m also taking the boys back a surprise.  I’m going to arrange with Yosef Schroeder to have several boxes of his best whisky delivered to the Kimberley at the end of the month.  A reward for the boys for the busy time we’ve just had.”

“Let’s go join them in the Lincoln then,” Frank said slapping John on the back and quickening his pace to the saloon.

Inside the Lincoln Saloon John saw the regulars, the hard drinkers and the hard gamblers, ringing the tables at the back of the saloon.

Frank gave them a cursory glance as they approached the bar.

John threw a wave at the shout of welcome that his men gave him as they played a game of poker with some of the locals.

“Hello Bob,” John said to the barman as he approached the counter.  

The gamblers on the back table looked up briefly from their game to see who had entered.  One man touched the brim of his derby to Frank as the Sheriff glanced over them.  Frank ignored the man.

“Who’s that Frank?”  John asked as Bob Henderson came over to them.

“Just some interloper from out of town.  Seems to think he can make his riches playin’ poker.  Been very lucky lately, I’ve got my eye him.”

“You think he’s a card shark?” John asked in disbelief, glancing again at the table.  The man was slight, John thought he looked half-starved but his clothing is made of the finest materials and the amount of money he was throwing around that table was enough to make even an honest man think of robbery.

“Maybe,” Frank said after a moment’s thought.

“I’ll ask my men to keep an eye on him,” John said.

Frank nodded and turned to the bartender.

“How’s it going Bob?”  Frank asked.

“It’s been quiet, which is bad for business. It doesn’t help that that fellow over yonder keeps taking everyone’s money,” Bob said nodding his head in the stranger’s direction.

“Come on Bob, he can’t be that bad?”  John said.

“Bad enough to hear some of the miners speak,” The bartender said shrugging his shoulders in a ‘what can I do’ sort of way before asking, “What will it be?”
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It was near sunset when John came out of the Lincoln.  Frank had left to go back to the jail after three drinks but had promised to see John again at the Loch Lomond Restaurant that night.  John had spent most of the afternoon drinking and talking with his men.  He had warned them about the stranger’s luck of winning at cards and was amused when the man came over to their table to see if they wanted a game and was politely refused.  John knew that the man had noticed that his boys were a little drunk and John did not like to see his men diddled out of their pay.  The man introduced himself as James Hugo and had an oily voice that slid its way into their conversation without seeming like an interruption.  

John McCall took an instant dislike to the man.

McCall made his way back to the Jail to get his horse in the darkening twilight broken only by patches of yellow lantern light thrown from building windows.

Unhitching Coal, John mounted and slowly rode to the northern outskirts of town to the main stable, Watson’s Livery, where he had arranged to keep his and his men’s horses.

As he rode he saw that many of the local businesses were closing for the night and that both men and women walked the wooden boardwalks, either going home or coming out to enjoy the coming evening.  Children scampered in and around the walking adults, occasionally being yelled at by a knocked pedestrian.

Coyote Falls is a growing town.  Gold had been found in the hills nearby and cattle and other livestock was now being herded on surrounding ranches.  Miners’ tents surrounded the northern side of the town closest to the hills and the closest of the surrounding ranches was to the east.  This was John’s ranch, which he called the Kimberley, after his mother.

The Watson Livery was a large building with a spacious corral attached to the rear of the building for horses to stretch their legs.  At the rear of the corral was a smaller covered area that was capable of holding more horses.  This was where the Livery’s stock of horses for rent was housed when the main stable was full.

After settling Coal into his stall, John checked on his wagon team, making sure that they had enough grain, fodder and water for the night.  Not that John mistrusted the Watson’s not to do the right thing; it was just a habit with him to make sure his animals were comfortable.  Satisfied that they were settled he left the Livery to go to his hotel.

The Franklin Hotel was just down the street, so John didn’t have to walk far.  It was an impressive two-storey wooden building that dominated the corner of Main Street and West Street.  It was also the largest and best hotel in Coyote Falls.  Jonathan Franklin and his wife Catherine ran it.

John had arranged to meet Frank after sunset at the Loch Lomond Restaurant for a hot meal and to catch up on more of the local town gossip.  Once in his room, John quickly washed his face and hands in the wash basin, raked a comb through his hair and gave himself a good pat down to get rid of whatever dust remained on him.  He then fished out of his saddlebags a small object that he had wrapped in blue cloth and tucked it in his shirt pocket.  As an afterthought he grabbed his coat, which was long enough to cover the six-gun that he wore at his hip.  No use in inviting trouble he thought to himself as he closed his door behind him.

Coming down the stairs from his room, John waved a greeting at Jonathan Franklin, who was busy behind the Admissions desk handing out room keys to people newly in off the stage, and walked out of the front door.

John stood a few moments outside.  The dusk was just beginning to disappear and he was the only one on this section of the boardwalk.  Across from him stood a row of businesses and beyond that were lines of tents barely seen in the dying light.  On the evening air John could sniff the smell of wood smoke and cooking.

A flicker of movement caught John’s attention and he turned in time to see a young man and a young woman step up onto the boardwalk.  They froze when they saw him.

“Hello Luke, Carlene.”  John dipped his hat to the young lady.

Carlene Franklin was the only daughter of Jonathan Franklin and is doted on by both her parents.  Luke Carson was one of four brothers who had come to Coyote Falls around a year ago to set up businesses around town.  Luke and Justin run the Wainwright shop, their brother Mark runs the Smithy and their older brother Matt runs the Coopers shop.

“Hello Mr. McCall,” Luke stammered.  “We were, we...” the boy looked to Carlene for help.

“You were just enjoying this nice evening, same as me,” John said.

“Yes Sir.  That’s right.” Luke heaved a sigh of relief.

“Carlene, you better go inside now while your father is busy dealing with the new arrivals from the stagecoach.”

The young girl nodded, smiled at Luke and quickly disappeared through the double doors of the hotel.

John was left standing alone with Luke.

They stood in silence before John asked, “Does Mr. Franklin know that you are seeing his daughter?”

Luke paused before shaking his head.

“He doesn’t approve of me.  Thinks being a Wainwright isn’t good enough for his daughter.”

“Obviously she thinks differently,” said John.

“Yes she does.  Are you going to tell Mr. Franklin?” Luke asked nervously.

John shook his head.

“If anyone should tell him it should be you and Carlene.”

“Thank you, I’d better go and help Justin finish the work on your wagon.”

With that Luke dashed quickly up the street.

Sighing to himself he strode off to meet Frank.

Frank was waiting for him outside the eating house and met John with a smile.

“You picked a good night to stay in town,” Frank said as John came up to him.

“Why is that?” he asked curiously.

“Because a few of the boys from the nearby cattle spreads had come into town just before dusk and are now mostly drinking at the Lincoln.  It seems that some of your men don’t like some of Tunney’s or Whellum’s boys.  Gelston and me have already broken up three fights,” Frank said before spitting out the last of his chewing tobacco onto the dirt street.

“Sorry about that Frank.  I’ll tell the boys to play nicely next time,” John laughed.

“There was no damage done, apart from a few broken bottles.  The warning of a night in jail with Gelston for company was enough to quiet them down,” Frank said as they entered the eatery.

John laughed.  “Yeah, the threat of Gelston’s cooking and his habit of singing like a tortured cat is enough to stop anyone in their tracks.”

Plonking themselves at an empty table by the window, both men looked about them to see who else was dining.

Seated around them were a few miners that John vaguely recognized, some cowhands that worked for Albert Tunney and Yoesef Schroeder who ran a liquor wholesaler shop that supplied the Saloons and the surrounding ranchers.  John noticed with amusement the wide berth the other patrons had given Schroeder, preferring instead to cram themselves around tables as far as they could from him.  Schroeder had a habit of big noting himself; he also has an abrasive personality and an incredibly thick Dutch accent that has caused many a fight is some of the Saloons around town.

Both John and Frank gave acknowledging nods to many of the men who stopped eating long enough to greet them.

Scooting amongst the tables were two women, thick white aprons covered their voluminous skirts and were already stained with food.  In their hands were huge white plates filled to brimming with meat and vegetables that they delivered and deftly exchanged for empty ones.

Mary and Helen Murray, part owners of the Loch Lomond restaurant.

“You hoping to see Joan?” Frank said noticing John’s stare.

John turned his gaze back to Frank but said nothing.

“Suit yourself,” Frank said shrugging his shoulders.  “She told me the other day that if I saw you, to ask you to come and see her.”

“She did?” John asked.

“Yep, said she had a surprise for you.”

“Should I go out back and see her?” John asked uncertainly.

“Of course you should go out back and see her you big oaf,” said a Scottish voice from behind him.  

Frank smiled as John jumped in surprise.  Turning he saw Helen Murray standing behind him, hands on hips.

“Frank you could have warned me,” he said under his breath.

Helen Murray is the youngest of the three Scottish sisters and was nearly as good a cook as Joan.  Her light brown hair was caught back in a loose bun and she wore a green dress that complimented her green eyes.

“Hello Helen,” he said slowly, noting the angry glare in her eyes.  Frank began to chuckle.

“Don’t you chuckle Sheriff Evans,” she said angrily pointing a pencil at the man.

“What’s wrong?” John asked her.

“What’s wrong he asks,” she said raising her eyes to the roof.  “Men!”

John looked uncomprehendingly at Frank who only shrugged.

“What have I done?  I haven’t been in town for over two months and the only welcome I get is a tongue lashing.”

“And that’s the problem right there John McCall,” another voice said from behind Frank.  Both men turned to see Mary Murray standing in exact imitation of her younger sister.  A few of the cowhands that sat at a nearby table began to chuckle but was silenced by a glance from Mary.

“You get in there and apologize to our sister right now.”  Mary pointed an angry finger in the direction of the kitchen doors.

“Better go John before they get violent, I would hate to throw these lovely ladies in jail.”

“It would take more than you to lock us away,” Helen said.

John took this moment to hightail it away from the table, as he went through the kitchen doors he heard Frank shout to him, “Don’t forget to order, I want steak.”

A quick glance around the kitchen revealed that Joan was busy working over the oven with her back to the door.  He could hear the sounds of frying meat and bubbling pots.

John stood staring at her with his back to the door, not knowing what to do.  Joan was nearly the spitting image of her sister Helen but with Dark brown hair instead of light and she had a way of looking at a man as if he was the most important person in the world.  Or the least.

“If you have nothing to do then get stuck into those dishes,” she said not looking up from her cooking but pointing a wooden spoon in the general direction of the washing tub.

“Okay then,” John said and began to unbutton his sleeves.

Joan spun around at his voice and nearly dropped her spoon in surprise; her face quickly turned a bright shade of red.

“I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said as he began take the dirty dishes from the nearby table and scrape the food remains into the scrap trough before stacking them ready to be washed.

“I thought you were Helen or Mary,” she said quickly brushing her skirts and patting her hair while still holding the wooden spoon.  He continued his scraping.

“There’s no need to do that,” she said sounding scandalized that he was actually doing the dishes.  Joan quickly came forward and removed the knife from John, as he was about to scrape down another plate.

“Helen and Mary seem to think I need to apologize for something,” he said taking another plate and knife and beginning to scrape again.

“Helen and Mary should mind their own business,” Joan’s voice turned to annoyance.  “Those girls need to pay attention to their own lives before they butt into mine.”

John said nothing but picked up another dirty plate.  Joan stood glaring at the kitchen door.

“Have I done anything to upset you?” he asked after a few minutes of silence.

Joan broke out of her glaring and looked at him.  She then realized that he was still scrapping and snatched the plate from his
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