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* * * * *

A Change of Plan is a work of fiction.  Names, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.  All of the characters in this story are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

* * * * *
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Merk Tandy and Hawley Crawford sat in the dimly lit corner of a dingy saloon in a no-name town near the Colorado border.  As Hawley eyed the poker game at the next table, Merk read and reread the piece of paper in his hands.  Ten thousand dollars.  He tried to imagine that amount of money.  Ten thousand dollars.  It was more money than he had ever seen, more than he had ever even dreamed of.

“We could do it, Hawley,” he said.  “We could get us this here money.  You and me, we’d split it fifty-fifty.  This here poster says he might be travelin’ with this Sammey fella, that’s two thousand more for him.  Hawley, this here’s twelve thousand dollars.  Let’s see now...that’d be six thousand dollars for each of us if we took ‘em both.  I could do a lot with six thousand dollars, Hawley, and so could you.  I say we go lookin’ for these two.”

Hawley Crawford turned his attention to his companion.  Merk Tandy was about his own height, which wasn’t too tall.  His stringy black hair needed cutting, something he usually tended to himself.  Merk had a thin face with the biggest nose Hawley’d ever seen.  Had it broke enough times, too, usually after getting them involved in schemes like the one he was thinking about now.  Merk had been pulling the folded poster from his shirt, reading it over and over, ever since he tore it off a wall in the last town they’d come through.  Hawley didn’t rightly recall the name, except it had something to do with direction.  Seemed a nice enough little town though.  They had been low on grub and stopped for supplies when Merk spied the poster and ripped it off the wall; he had talked of nothing else since.

“Where you figure to look, Merk?  It says them fellas could be all through this territory.  It ain’t like we had nothing to do but go lookin’ for ‘em.  We have to get us some money, and I mean real soon.  My last dollar went for those fixins’ we bought back there.  I ain’t got no more.  We need money now, Merk; we need it real bad.”

“I know, Hawley, I know.  But that’s just it.  I’m right tired of needin’ money and havin’ no way to git none.  And this here’s more money than we’ll likely ever see in our whole lives, Hawley, and you know that’s the truth.”

Hawley was a thin man, not young anymore, and not well either.  He’d made his way just drifting ever since he could remember.  He and Merk met on a ranch where they both had hired on to wait out the winter.  The money they made there was more than either of them had had in a long while.  Of course, that was most likely because they had no place to spend it.  As soon as spring came, they both quit.  They took the checks they had saved up over those long wintry months and cashed them in; once they hit town, they quickly made up for any real or perceived deprivations they had endured.  

Now Hawley often thought about their time on that ranch, and as often as he thought about it, he wished he had stayed there.  He and Merk had it good, better than in a long time.  He liked his boss, for the first time in just about ever, the chores were fair, and the grub was mighty good and plentiful, even Merk had agreed on that.

But Merk had heard stories of silver strikes across the border in Colorado, stories that fired him up until he couldn’t stop thinking about trying his own hand.  Merk knew even less about mining than Hawley, which was not much at all, but the thought of all that silver just called to him so strong, he could think of nothing else.  So he and Merk teamed up to see if they couldn’t get a stake of their own.

The thing was, though, they never figured on looking for silver being so much work.  They had pooled their money, at least what they had left by the time they reached the border, and bought a claim.  The fella that owned it told them he had hauled out enough ore to live in style, and figured on taking it easy from then on, so he was selling out to give someone else a chance to make their fortune too.  The fella hadn’t looked all that prosperous to Hawley, who said as much at the time.  But Merk had strike fever; he figured the fella had just been too busy making his money to have spent any of it.

So he and Merk broke rock and hauled dirt for three months and never took out enough ore to buy themselves a beer.  Then Hawley’s lungs just plain gave out.  He got to coughing so bad he couldn’t do much else.  He gave what money he had to a doctor in a small town near their claim.  The doc told him to stay out of the mine or the dust would kill him.  He and Merk just drifted after that, working around wherever they could, earning just enough to get them to the next spread.  Now they didn’t even have that much.

The spirited bidding at the next table caught Merk’s attention.  Looking over at the six men involved in the game, he listened as they raised one another and added their money to the pile in the middle of the table.  He looked at Hawley and saw that the action had caught his attention too.  Several of the players had dropped out of the latest round and a vaquero was the last to bid.  After all the cards had been placed face up on the table, the vaquero and another man each had full houses, hands higher than the others.  But the vaquero was ace high, and as the others shrugged in disgust, he put his hands around the mound of coins in the middle of the table and pulled it in.  

Merk and Hawley exchanged glances; each knew what the other was thinking:  They sure could use that money.  They were also of one mind about how to get it.  

They finished their drinks and left the saloon, but did not go far.  It was late.  The night was starless and the only light was the faint glow from the saloon’s grimy window.  There were only two horses beside their own at the hitching post out front, so most of the players inside had to live somewhere nearby.  Merk and Hawley stationed themselves on either side of the small adobe building and waited, hoping the vaquero did not play long enough to lose what he had won.

It seemed a long time before the saloon began to empty.  In ones and twos the men who had sat around the table drifted out.  The vaquero finally came out alone and turned to his left; he walked past the corner of the building where Merk had been waiting in the dark.  He never heard the footsteps that came up behind him; he just felt a blow that brought him to his knees, and a second one that rendered him unconscious.

Hawley had come around the back of the building when he saw which way the vaquero was headed.  Now they went through his pockets.  Merk found the money the man had won, but they didn’t stop there.  They took the matched pistols he wore along with his fancy belt and spurs.  Hawley wanted his boots, too, but Merk said they’d better git.  The two of them casually returned to their horses, mounted up and cantered out of town.

When they made camp that night, they counted the money.  Thirty dollars.  It would be enough to start them on their way to the much larger windfall they now planned to collect.

*   *   *
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“I tell you, Merk, I ain’t goin’ no more on this here trail.  It ain’t hardly wide enough for a man to pass walkin’.  I thought we was trailin’ rustlers—this look like cattle country to you?  We got to go back.”  

Hawley had gone along with what had seemed like a good plan at the time.  The owner of the only saloon in the last saddle-sore town they’d come through said he recognized the faces on the posters Merk had shown him; said they passed through maybe a month before.  As far as he knew they headed north, at least he thought so, but he wasn’t rightly sure.  Anyway, it got Merk’s blood up just finding someone who’d seen the wanted men.  He figured he and Hawley were sure to be right behind them, even if the trail was a month old.  But somehow they veered off toward mountains Hawley’d never seen the likes of, until some deep inexorable instinct told Hawley that if they were looking for rustlers, they would also be looking for cattle, and there just weren’t no way cattle would be climbing the hills they were in now.

Merk grudgingly admitted that for once Hawley made sense, and reluctantly the two turned around, sure this time that their quarry had also skirted the mountain range, probably heading for the grasslands of Wyoming.  There would be cattle there, and men who stole them, and that’s surely where he and Hawley would find their fortune.

*   *   *
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“Ya know, Merk, I been thinkin’.”

Merk Tandy turned his attention to his companion.  They had camped that night on a grassy plain that seemed to go on forever.  The trail that had once seemed so promising had petered out and grown cold.  No one had seen the faces on the posters in the last two towns they’d passed.  They didn’t really know quite where they were.  They had been drifting alongside what appeared to have been a good-sized stream, if it hadn’t been the middle of a lengthy
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