Marshal
May 5th 1901

 Clay Marshall glanced around table at his opponents. He was well aware that he couldn’t read their thoughts but, being somewhat of a natural at this game, he fancied that he could read their faces.  Poker hadn’t always been his game but it seemed to come natural to him and he’d managed to win some handsome pots over the past few months. So far his game wasn’t exactly going to plan, not that Clay was worried. At this stage in his life Clay didn’t exactly have a lot to worry about and gambling was one of things Clay never seemed to worry about at all. Besides, the stakes were low and it was early enough in the night that Clay could see his luck turn around still.  The dealer finished shuffling and dealt the cards. The men at the table took turns placing their bets – one by one choosing to ‘see’, ‘raise, or ‘fold’ – and Clay, fancying his hand this round, bet along with them. Once all the cards were on the table ‘Nifty’ Robinson, sitting directly across from Clay, made the most decisive move of the night by raising the pot $120. Clay glanced down at his cards for a split second before looking up to study Nifty’s face. Clay closed his eyes, smiling to himself on the inside.

 ‘Call’ he said.

***

January 15th 1909
 Sheriff Bart Younger entered the saloon walking purposefully.  The man he was looking for was alone, leaning against the bar with a bottle of what looked like ginger ale at the ready. The Sheriff approached the man.

 ‘You made quite the impact yesterday’ 

 Clay Marshall looked up at the Sheriff 

 ‘I did alright’

 ‘The Thomas brothers weren’t too pleased with your intervention’

 ‘They’ll get over it’

 ‘Either way, that’s not what I’m here to talk about’

 ‘That so?’

 Sheriff Younger smiled ever so slightly.

 ‘I here you’re pretty handy with a revolver’

 ‘I’ve been known to hold my own’

 ‘Well you’re standing here talking to me. And for a fella in your line of work I’d say that’s impressive in itself.’

 ‘Are we gonna come to a point eventually sheriff?’

 ‘I want to offer you some work.

 ‘What kind of work?’

 ‘Law work actually. Seems we got some trouble over in Arizona territory and the federal government are looking to enlist some experienced lawmen as Marshals.’

 ‘Marshal Marshall? You can’t be serious.’

 ‘You wouldn’t think so, but I’m afraid I am. Heard you was sheriff for a while somewhere out that way. Arizona I mean.’

 ‘Yeah well. That was a long time ago. Wasn’t for me.’

 ‘So that’s a no?’

 At this point Clay Marshall finished his ginger ale and donned his hat making to leave, ‘Yes sir, I’m afraid it is.’

 ‘You understand I won’t be the last person to approach you about this’

 ‘I do.’

***

December 24th 1913
 The stagecoach was gathering speed as it made its way through the thoroughfare, the horses clearly spooked by something.  A mild panic started to spread throughout the town as the horses continued to run, a panic that may have been less mild had the towns folk also know that a young woman was still asleep in the back if the un-piloted coach.

 Stepping out of the general store Clay Marshall’s attention was immediately drawn to the commotion caused by the runaway vehicle. A second later he looked to the vehicle and in quick but deliberate manner untethered his horse and clambered up.

 ‘Are there any passengers aboard?’ he shouted to no one in particular.

 The crowd seemed to ignore him, probably in a state of shock.

 Clay yelled even louder this time, ‘Is anyone in the carriage?’

 ‘We don’t know,’ a frightened woman replied, ‘nobody knows what happened.’

 Choosing to waste no more time Clay set off, directing his horse towards the stage coach and working up to a fast gallop.  It was at this point that the sole occupant of the runaway carriage awoke.  

 As she slowly came to, 24 year old Claire Miller looked out the window of the coach to see a handsome man riding hard next to her with a look that could only described as concern mixed with steady focus on his face. A second later Claire understood the look on the man’s face and at the same time the apparent peril she found herself in.

 ‘Open the coach door,’ the man yelled to Claire.

 ‘The what?’

 ‘The door. The coach door. You’re going to have to jump.’

 ‘Are you mad? Claire replied, ‘I’ll never make.’

 ‘Of course you will,’ the man responded confidently, ‘I won’t let you fall.’

 The words of encouragement seemed to be all that Claire needed as she opened the door and steadied herself at the edge of the carriage.  Clay kept a steady pace directly next to the carriage only momentarily looking up to see a large canyon less than a mile ahead.

 ‘Here I go,’ Claire shouted.

 And without waiting for a count Claire made the leap, lading on the rear of the man’s horse, struggling to hold on.  Clay brought the horse to stop and allowed Claire to compose herself behind him on the horse.

 ‘That was a hell of a jump,’ Clay offered.

 ‘You said you were going to catch me,’ was Claire’s response.

 ‘I suppose I better get you back to town then Miss…’

 ‘Miss Miller,’ Claire put in, ‘but Claire is just fine.’

***

September 12th 1921

Clay Marshall awoke with a fright.  His wife of almost 9 years awoke with him.

 ‘Are you alright love?’ Claire asked with the sound of exhaustion in her voice.

 ‘I’ll be fine’

 ‘Nightmare?’

 ‘Not exactly. I think I’ll check on the girls’

 Clay got out of bed, donned a dressing gown and made his way down the hall.  Clay and Claire’s two daughters shared the second room of the farmhouse Clay had purchased nearly 8 years ago. It was a modest 2-bedroom house on approximately 15 acres of land.  Clay made his way to the girl’s bedroom door and was about to enter when he heard a noise down the other end of the house. He thought of his two young daughters – Mary, 7 and Elizabeth, 5 – as walked back past his bedroom, his wife having already returned to sleep, and entered the dining area.  It was dark and as he looked out the window he noticed how cloudy the night was and how the moon was nowhere to be seen.  He was just reaching for a light when he felt something sharp in his back.

 ‘Thought we’d forgotten did you Marshall?’

 Clay fell to his knees. The knife in his back had sapped him of his strength. He tried to focus on the 2nd man, the one standing in front of him but couldn’t make out the face.  He realised that this was it but the thought of saving himself; of fighting the men didn’t even cross his mind. He spoke to the man in front of him.

 ‘I ain’t gonna say I don’t deserve this but you need to leave them be.’

 ‘Don’t worry Marshall, they don’t figure into it. You know what this was about. This’ll be the end of it.’

 Clay lowered his head but the man behind grabbed him by the hair and pulled his head back.  The man in front unsheathed a knife and put it to Clay’s throat. Clay swallowed hard and the man brought the knife across his throat. Clay fell to the floor as the man wiped his knife on his trousers.  The men left without a sound.
