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John was a Missouri boy who just wanted to be
a cowboy and join a cattle drive from Texas. He stopped in Ottumwa,
Kansas to visit his grandparents as he headed to Abilene to join
some cowboys headed back to Texas. That's where life threw him a
curve. He met Shorty, who taught him to quick draw a gun. He had a
natural talent for it that he soon developed. Bullies and bad men
learned that even at fifteen years old he didn't back down and they
could expect a lot of misery from the Mizzouri Kid. He and Shorty
made a two man army that destroyed two gangs and rescued the
beautiful Dorothy. Now would the fiery redhead cause friction
between the two partners and destroy their friendship or would she
build John's new reputation?
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This is a work of fiction. All characters or
incidents are a figment of the author's imagination and any
resemblance to any incident or any person living or dead is purely
coincidental.


Chapter 1

The sun was just peeking over the trees
lighting up the long muddy lane. It had been a long wet spring this
year of 1885. John Spencer stopped his horse and turned in the
saddle to look back down the lane. The log cabin at the end of the
lane brought back a flood of memories. His entire childhood had
been spent here and he might have stayed to try to buy the farm
next door if his Dad hadn't died four years ago. Farm work was
never easy but his Dad had shouldered the bulk of the work. He and
older brother Ben had helped out where they could and the farm gave
them a good living. Then the sickness had come to the county and
Dad had died. The work immediately became much harder for a
seventeen year old boy and his eleven year old brother. John hadn't
complained, he just did what had to be done. The long hard hours
paid off and the farm continued to make them a living. Things
hadn't been too bad until last year when Ben started sparkin' the
Douglas girl down the road. The arguments had interrupted the
peaceful times and stirred something within John. He wanted more
than a life on a little farm in central Missouri.

Here they lived thirty miles from Sedalia and
all his life he had heard stories of the herds of Texas longhorns
that had passed only a few miles from their farm. Old Jess Gauge
had seen them with his own eyes. Jess had told stories of the wild
Texas cowboys and how they could ride. John suspected that some of
his stories about their shooting prowess were just that -- stories
-- but he loved every one of them. Jess had even let him work to
earn the McClellan saddle he was riding on. Jess had got it in the
Civil War. He took it off a dead Yankee horse or so he said. The
Henry repeating rifle he carried had come about because of Jess,
also. Jess had talked his neighbor into hiring John to help with
harvest last fall and had paid with the rifle. John had helped Ben
until they were done with harvest and then Mr. Turner really needed
some help, so Jess got him hired.

That's when the trouble really started. Ben
hadn't wanted him to work for someone else but John wanted that
saddle and the rifle. He was fourteen and strong enough to do a
day's work. He stubbornly insisted on hiring out. Ben seemed to
think that sparkin' that girl made him a man. Somehow, John was
just a little boy and couldn't even wipe his own nose or tie his
own shoes. Well, he was fifteen now and could make his own
decisions. He was six-feet one-inch tall with broad shoulders and
strong muscles from years of farm work. He'd had enough fights with
the local boys to learn how to handle himself in a rough and
tumble, so he was now headed to Coffey County, Kansas. Grampa and
Gramma Spencer lived there. He was going to see them and then head
on the short distance to Abilene. That was where the herds were
coming now. Maybe he could ride back with some of the cowboys and
join them on a trail drive back north. It sounded a lot more
exciting than farming here in Missouri.

Ben had married Indiana Douglas in December
and Anna, his big sister, was getting married in May. Ben had made
a room just for Ma and planned on caring for her. So the farm now
belonged to his brother Ben and his new wife. John was headed west
to find his fortune.

John turned the horse onto the road and
headed west. He had a bedroll on the back of the saddle and corn
meal, beans, a side of salt pork, a little salt, some coffee, a
skillet, a coffee pot, an extra shirt and extra shells for his
rifle in the saddle bags. He also had ten silver dollars in his
pocket. What more did a man need to start an adventure?

Some of the creeks and rivers were up from
all the rain they'd had this spring so it took John four days to
get to Ottumwa. His parents had brought him here once when he was a
lot smaller but he didn't remember where Grampa and Gramma lived.
The few letters they received were really the only contact they
had. The street he rode down was drying out and in a few days would
be blowing dust. He spotted the General Store and Post Office. He
headed there to see if they could point him in the right
direction.

John rode up to the hitching rack and stopped
his horse. He swung down and was aware of the eyes of the loafers
sitting on the front porch of the store. They were noting that his
horse was still muddy from the last river crossing. John debated
about taking his rifle in the store with him but decided to leave
it in the scabbard. Surely these loafers wouldn't bother it right
here in broad daylight.

John strode to the door and entered the
store. He always liked the smell of a store. He could smell the
fresh ground coffee, the clean smell of new leather and the hundred
other smells that made up a General Store. He moved to the side and
looked around. He saw the piles of dress goods behind the counter
and the barrels of flour, molasses and pickles. The shelves held
all sorts of treasures for customers to buy. John spotted the candy
jars on the counter and started to walk toward them. He stopped and
told himself, "Real men don't buy candy. Besides, I've only got
$10 and I might need it before I get to Texas." An older lady
behind the counter had been watching him and now she came out from
behind the counter. She came over to him and said, "Good afternoon,
young man. May I help you?"

John didn't know if the "young man" was for a
man or a boy but he said, "Yes, ma'am. I'm John Spencer and I'm
looking for my Grampa James Spencer. Do you know him and where his
farm is?"

"John Spencer. I think I've heard Jim talk
about having a grandson who lives in Missouri. Would that be
you?"

"Yes, ma'am. My Dad, Ben was his son."

"How's your Dad doing?"

"He died from the sickness that came through
four years ago."

"I'm sorry to hear that. How's your
mother?"

"Ma's doing fine. She lives with my brother
Ben on our old place. Ben's making it into a right nice farm."

"I'm glad to hear it. Now, your Grampa's
place is southwest of town. Follow the road…"

The lady gave him directions to the farm and
John thought it would be easy to find. He thanked her and walked
back to his horse. The loafers looked like they hadn't moved but he
still glanced at his rifle to make sure it was still there. It was
so he climbed aboard the horse and turned south on the road. In
less then thirty minutes, his horse was standing in front of the
house the lady at the General store had described. He hesitated
before he got down because now that he was here, what was he going
to do or even say?

He finally stepped down and tied the horse to
the fence. He opened the gate and walked up on the front porch.
Before he could knock, a short gray-haired woman came to the door,
wiping her hands on an apron that she wore. She had a pleasant face
with a big smile on it. She stepped through the door and said,
"Howdy, youngster. What can I do for you?"

"Howdy, ma'am. I'm looking for my Grampa,
James Spencer. Is this his place?"

The woman's eyes grew wide with surprise and
her hands flew to her mouth. She rushed up to John and excitedly
said, "Are you Ben or John?"

"I'm John, ma'am."

She let out a squeal and grabbed John in a
bear hug. She was crying softly and all John could do was pat her
on the back. She finally released him and stepped back wiping her
eyes on her apron. She said, "Let me look at you. The last time I
saw you, you were knee-high to a grasshopper. My, how you've
grown."

All John could say was, "Yes, ma'am,
Gramma."

The woman suddenly realized where they were
at and said, "Lands sake. Look at me carrying on so. Come on in to
the kitchen. I'm fixing supper and it'll be ready in a bit. Your
Grampa is over in the west fields plowing. This wet weather this
spring put him behind in everything that needs to be done around
this place. What brings you out this way? How are your Ma and…"

She asked questions at a mile a minute and
hardly gave John a chance to answer. John's stomach was starting to
grumble because he hadn't stopped to eat at noon. The smells from
the kitchen were making it even worse. His Gramma noticed and gave
him a big slice of homemade bread with homemade butter on it. The
bread was still warm and tasted like a slice of heaven to John.

They kept up a conversation for another hour
before his Grampa came through the door. Gramma told Grampa who he
was and what he was doing there. Before the conversation got very
far, Gramma said, "James, go wash up. Supper is ready and poor John
here is about to starve to death."

Grampa went out on the back porch and filled
a wash basin from a bucket of water sitting there. He proceeded to
wash some of the Kansas dirt off his face, hands and neck. He came
back into the house and sat down at the kitchen table. John joined
him as Gramma started putting the rest of the supper dishes on the
table. She sat down and Grampa said grace. John had to repeat a lot
of what he had already told Gramma as they ate.

Grampa said, "You say Ben is married and
making a go of the farm, so what are you going to do now?"

"I'm headed to Abilene to find someone that's
just brought a herd from Texas and maybe ride back with them."

"What do you mean, ride with that trash?
Don't you know that those herds of longhorns spread tick fever? I
remember how we had all those problems right after the war. Right
over in the country you just came from, the farmers had to get
together to run them off or all of their cattle would have
died."

"Now, James, we haven't had trouble since
they moved the railroad out west. Besides, people back east need
beef to eat," Gramma said trying to smooth things over.

They continued to talk about what John should
and shouldn't do. John felt like déjà vu. He'd had this same
conversation over and over again with his Mom, brother and sister.
They hadn't changed his mind and neither would Grampa. Grampa saw
that his words were having no effect so he tried a different
tactic.

"John, do you know how to drive a six or
eight horse team?"

"Sure, I drove two and four horse or mule
teams all the time around the farm. I helped Amos Gifford a couple
of times during harvest and had to drive six mules. Why?"

"I have a friend down at Yates Center that
runs a freighting business. He's always looking for drivers. He
hauls down to Fort Worth, Texas, so he might be able to use you and
you'd get paid to go down there to look over the country."

"I don't know. I was planning on seeing
Abilene…"

"How much money have you got?"

"I've still got $10 and most of my supplies,
so that should get me to Abilene."

"That'll get you to Abilene but you'll need
more to get to Texas. This here is guaranteed money and you won't
have to buy any food."

They argued about it for another twenty
minutes until John gave in. He agreed to wait for three more days
while Grampa finished plowing. Grampa would ride with him to Yates
Center to introduce him to his friend and get him hired as a
driver.

The next two days went by quick enough and
John enjoyed the visit with his grandparents. He helped around the
place by chopping some wood for Gramma and fixing a couple of
fences for Grampa. Grampa didn't say any more about him becoming a
cowboy but told him stories of his move to Kansas. The trouble
started on the third day. About mid-morning, Gramma called him into
the house.

"John, could you saddle up and ride to the
General Store for me? If Grampa goes with you, he'll be gone for at
least two days and I need some things to tide me over until he gets
back. Besides, it would be nice to see if we have any mail."

John was glad to do it for her and went to
the barn to saddle up. As he got ready to set into the saddle, he
saw the empty scabbard. Should he get his rifle? He decided he
didn't need it for a simple trip to the store. He swung by the
house and Gramma gave him a list and a note for George Mason, the
store keeper. The note told George to put the items on their ticket
and they would settle up later in the month. It also told him to
give John the mail.

John felt good as he headed to town. A lot of
the flowering trees were in bloom and wildflowers were opening
their buds as well. The sun felt warm on his skin and he enjoyed
his ride to town. He could smell spring in the air and it almost
seemed he could hear the grass growing.

John entered town and rode up to the General
Store. There seemed to be a new crop of loafers in front of the
store. They eyed him with curiosity and watched his every move as
he went into the store. The same woman who had given him directions
came up to greet him.

"It's John, isn't it? What can we do for you
today?"

"My Gramma asked me to come in for the mail
and to pick up a few things. Is George Mason here? She gave me a
note for him."

"I'm Virginia Mason, his wife. You can give
the note to me. George is out back unloading some freight."

John gave her the note and wandered around
the store. He saw some things he really would like to have but he
didn't know if he would get the job. He was going to keep the money
he had until he knew he would be earning a paycheck. Mrs. Mason
soon had the items ready and put them in a bag for him. He put the
mail in the top of the sack and told her thank you. He said
good-bye as he walked out the door.

A big man was messing with his horse's head.
The horse was jerking, rolling his eyes and trying to get away. The
big stranger had a bushy black beard and scruffy long hair that
made his six feet three inches and 250 pounds seem even more
sinister. His powerful arms were having no trouble holding the
terrified horse. His hat was tattered and dirty which fit right in
with his stained and dirty overalls. He wore a belt with a large
knife hanging from the right side. He was accompanied by two other
smaller men that were as dirty as he was and dressed much the same
manner.

One of the smaller men said, "Hey look, Big
Al. This here is a Yankee saddle like them soldier boys rode. It
even has a scabbard but it don't have no weapon in it. Do ya think
a soldier boy is riding this horse?"

Big Al laughed and said, "Maybe he's just a
pretend soldier boy and don't got no weapon."

John said quietly, "That's my horse and I'm
no soldier boy. Please leave my horse alone."

Big Al turned and laughed at John. He said,
"It is a pretend soldier boy. What's the matter, boy? Haven't you
ever taught this horse any manners? I'll be glad to give you a
hand."

John angrily said, "Mister, I asked you once
to leave my horse be. I won't be telling you again."

This caused all three to laugh. There was
nervous scraping of chairs and benches behind John as the loafers
moved to a safer location but he didn't look. He was concentrating
on the three ruffians in front of him. He could tell that they had
been drinking and he figured the liquor was talking but he had made
a statement and wouldn't back down. He wondered where they had
gotten it because Kansas was "dry" just like Missouri.

Big Al snickered and said, "Sam, you better
go find a stick to put in that scabbard. This pretend soldier boy
needs a pretend weapon. He's sounding awfully dangerous."

Sam spotted some pick handles on the porch of
the store. He said, "How about one of them pick handles. That'd
make a good pretend gun for the boy."

All three laughed again as Sam jumped up on
the porch and grabbed a pick handle. He jumped back down near
John's horse causing it to snort and try to pull away from Big Al.
Big Al jerked on the reins and used a fist to club the horse. John
didn't wait any longer. He jumped from the porch and used the only
weapon he had. He swung the sack right at Big Al's head. There was
a deep thunk and the clank of metal banging together. Big Al
dropped like a rock. The cans in John's sack along with the bag of
sugar and coffee made enough weight to make the sack act like a
black jack. Big Al wasn't knocked out but he was definitely
stunned. Sam and the other ruffian immediately let out a whoop and
came at John. John didn't have time to swing the sack again so he
jabbed a hard left to Sam's nose. He felt the crunch of cartilage
and saw the blood start. The other one hit John and knocked him to
the ground. Sam let out a squall and kicked John while he was down.
The two soon had his arms pinned and were pounding on him when Big
Al stood up.

They drug John to his feet and were holding
him for Big Al when a quiet voice said in a Texas drawl, "You boys
better think twice 'fore you do that. Three against one is not very
good odds. Especially, when one of the skunks outweighs the kid by
a hundred pounds. What's the matter with the big man? Can't he
fight his own battles or is he a big coward, too?"

Big Al whirled to see who was taunting him.
His hand reached for his knife but stopped at what he saw. A short,
slightly-built man was standing on the porch. Beside him was a man
in a store keeper's apron. The short man had on worn batwing chaps,
a vest over a blue shirt and a big dark felt hat. A bright red
bandana tied around his neck added a touch of color that drew
attention to the little man's hard eyes. A pistol in a holster on
his right side and a knife in a sheath on the left meant the three
wouldn't be rushing him to draw him into the ruckus. Even though
the short man was wearing boots with spurs that had large
wicked-looking rowels, he was still shorter than the store keeper.
John somehow knew that he was seeing a real live cowboy.

The store keeper turned and rushed back into
the store but the little man just stood there with his legs
slightly spread. Big Al snorted, "Do you think you're big enough to
take me on and find out who's a coward?"

"I would but that don't seem hardly fair. I'm
just a little man and two against three just don't look like yer
type of odds. You might say we cheated you somehow. Why don't you
just count yerself lucky and move on."

"Come down here, little man, and I'll show
you who's lucky."

Big Al turned back to John with a wicked grin
and started to pull his arm back for a huge blow. The two smaller
men still held his arms and were grinning at the pounding John was
about to take. John had lost the sack but not his wits. He knew he
would be seriously hurt if that blow connected so he went into
action. He stomped his heel down as hard as he could on top of
Sam's instep. As Sam released him, started squalling and hopping
around on one foot, John drove his left elbow straight up into the
other man's Adam's apple. Big Al fired a punch just then but John
moved slightly to the side and only caught a grazing blow. It was
enough to knock him off his feet but he quickly rolled away from
Big Al. The second man was gurgling and rolling on the ground
trying to get his breath and Sam stepped on him, lost his balance
and fell on his back in the street.

Big Al pulled his knife, intent on carving a
piece out of John. John rolled again and landed on the pick handle
that Sam had brought from the porch. He grabbed it and leaped to
his feet. Big Al swung at him with the knife and John lunged right
back at Big Al with the pick handle held like a sword. The end of
the handle caught Big Al right on the point of the chin. He
staggered backward and his eyes glazed over. John swung the handle
down then and smacked his wrist that held the knife. There was a
sickening crack as the wrist broke. Big Al dropped the knife and
grabbed the wrist, letting out a bellow of pain. His fury boiled
over and he advanced on John, intending to kill him with his good
hand.

Sam quietly pulled his knife and was getting
ready to stand when a shot rang out. The knife went flying from his
hand and he screamed like he was mortally wounded. The other man
lying on the ground looked like he wanted to pull his knife and the
short man drawled, "Go ahead. I'm tired of messin' with you skunks.
The next bullet will take yer arm off. Pull that knife real slow
with the other hand and throw it under the hoss. One mistake and
you'll lose your arm."

George stepped back on the porch just then
with a double-barreled shotgun. He cocked both hammers and said,
"If he misses, I won't. You won't lose just an arm. This double
ought buck will splatter you all over the street. We don't need
riffraff like you around Ottumwa. Start moving or we'll call a town
meeting and see if we can find a rail or three. I know where the
tar and feathers are. Don't ever come back here again or we'll
finish the party."

The three had very sullen looks but they knew
when they were outgunned and couldn't win. The one on the ground
used his left hand to take his knife out and carefully threw it
under the horse. Big Al growled, "Are you going to let us have our
knives back?"

The short man said, "You won't need them. Get
movin' or face the town meetin'."

Sam and the other man got up off the ground
and started walking north out of town. They didn't even bother to
brush off the dirt and mud but it went with the rest of their
appearance. Sam was limping as they left and Big Al was holding his
arm but their mouths still worked. The short man, George Mason and
John could hear angry cursing and threats from them but the three
didn't turn around. They just kept moving down the street.

John stayed on guard until they moved out of
sight. Then he turned to pick up his sack. He said, "Oh, shoot.
Something broke. I hope the mail's not ruined."

There was a puddle of moisture beneath the
sack. He opened the top of the sack and pulled the mail out. The
mail was covered in sugar and coffee beans but didn't seem to have
any moisture on it. John carefully wiped it off and then looked in
the sack. The contents of the sack were a mess. The sugar and
coffee sacks had split open and one of the cans must have sprung a
leak because the bottom of the sack was wet. He walked over to the
porch, held out the soggy bag and said, "I guess I need to get my
order refilled. I'll pay for it. I may have to pay for this pretend
weapon, too. It's slightly used." He turned to the short man, stuck
out his hand and said, "Thanks, mister. I think you saved my hide
there. I was busy with the big one and forgot about the other
two."

"I noticed. In a brawl like that, it don't
pay to forget. Skunks will naturally attack you from behind," he
said as he took John's hand. "I'm Gene Watkins. Most of my friends
call me Shorty."

"Hi, Mr. Watkins. I'm John Spencer."

"John, I'm George Mason. I'll take that pick
handle if you're through with it. You don't owe me a thing for it.
By the time these loafers get through telling the story a time or
two, I'll be able to sell it for five times what I get for the
others," he said with a big grin. "Looks like we'd better get you
cleaned up a little. Come on in, Virginia will get your order
together while I look at your face."

John had a bloody nose and several scrapes on
his face from the two smaller men. The arm of his shirt was ripped
where Big Al had hit him the glancing blow. His arm was already
starting to feel that blow. George led him and Shorty to the back
of the store where he produced a wash basin and some water. John
carefully washed his face and patted it dry. His nose had stopped
bleeding and the water felt good on the scrapes on his face. There
was nothing he could do for the shirt. Maybe Gramma had a needle
and thread so he could fix it when he got back to their place.

John said, "Mr. Watkins, that was some pretty
fancy shooting out there. I'm sure glad you were there…"

"Just call me Shorty. Anybody that'd take on
three skunks like that is a man I'd be proud to call friend. What
started that ruckus in the first place?"

"That big one was messing with my horse. I
asked him right nice to stop but he didn't listen. When he clubbed
him, I had to stop it."

"A man that takes care of his animals makes
you even more desirable as a friend."

"Shorty, how did you know that one called Sam
was going to pull the knife?"

"I didn't. When I saw him with it out, I just
pulled my Colt and let him have it."

"Did you aim for the knife?"

"Wal, I didn't exactly aim. I shot from the
hip. There wasn't a lot of time to aim."

"You did what? How could you hit a knife
without aiming?"

"Oh, I've had a little practice."

"I didn't notice that you had your gun out
either."

"No, I didn't. I drew it and fired. I didn't
see the knife comin' out until he had it out. I didn't want to give
him a chance to use it. You were at enough of a disadvantage the
way it was without being stuck with a knife."

"Wow, I'd like to learn how to do that but I
don't even have a pistol. All I have is an old Henry that I worked
for."

"Wal, you might not need a pistol around
here. They're part a yer wardrobe out where I come from."

"Where are you from? What are you doing here,
if you don't mind me asking."

"I'm runnin' a freight wagon for awhile 'til
they head for Texas. I came up with a cattle drive to Abilene a
couple a months ago and decided to drift east to Illinois to see my
family. When I was through, I met Jake Carter over in Yates Center.
He said he was workin' on a big order to go to Fort Worth. One
thing led to another and I'm drivin' for him and will go to Fort
Worth with him when he's ready."

"That's interesting. My Grampa knows Jake. We
were supposed to leave tomorrow to go see him. I want to go to
Texas to go on a cattle drive."

They started talking and John lost track of
the time. George made up his order again and when he handed it to
him, John realized how long he had been gone from his grandparents.
An idea came to John.

"Shorty, where are you spending the
night?"

"I'll do like I always do. I'll roll out my
bedroll under the wagon."

"How'd you like a good home-cooked meal?"

"That sounds wonderful. My cookin' gets
pretty tirin' after while."

"Why don't you come on out to Grampa's place?
You could stay there and maybe I could ride back to Yates Center
with you."

"Sounds good to me. Let me finish with George
in here and I'll follow you in the wagon. I wouldn't mention the
gunplay to yer grandparents. Some folks round here don't hold with
it."

"I don't think they would mind, especially
since you saved my life but I'll keep my mouth shut."

Shorty finished his business with George.
John went back to his horse to tie his sack of goods on. The
loafers looked at him with a lot more respect. None of them were
willing to make any disparaging remarks now. George had prominently
displayed the pick handle and the loafers looked from it to
John.

Shorty pulled out from the rear of the store
in the big six-horse freight wagon. He expertly wheeled it around
the corner and stopped beside John. "You might as well tie yer
horse on the back and ride up here with me. That is, if you want
to."

John jumped at the chance and it didn't take
very long before he was on the seat beside Shorty. It took longer
for the wagon to make the same distance but John didn't notice. He
was busy asking Shorty questions about being a cowboy. He was so
busy talking that he almost missed the lane to his Grampa's
place.
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