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For Sherrie and Max



	

The Sword and the Gun

			In 1865, the American Civil War comes to an end, and the United States enters the Reconstruction era of postwar rebuilding and industrial development.

			In 1868, Japan establishes a more modern, centralized government, and the feudal era, during which dozens of independent states had been at war with one another for hundreds of years, also comes to an end. The samurai class, without masters to serve or battles to fight, is abolished a few years later.

			The transcontinental railroad is completed in 1869, connecting the United States from coast to coast. This starts a race between railroad companies to extend miles of track across open land and introduces immigrants and their culture from Asia and the Pacific.

			The big expansion of the American West welcomed everyone bold enough to make the journey and strong enough to survive. Many moved to the vast wide-open territory to chase fortunes in gold and silver, while others sought to own land for ranching, farming, and other natural resources. And others just wanted a new life.

			It was a time of opportunity and lawlessness, with stories of famous cowboys and gunfighters. But some of those stories have remained untold… until now.



	

The Forgotten Way

			Although it stands to reason that a samurai should be mindful of the Way of the Samurai, it would seem that we are all negligent. Consequently, if someone were to ask, “What is the true meaning of the Way of the Samurai?” the person who would be able to answer promptly is rare. This is because it has not been established in one’s mind beforehand. From this, one’s unmindfulness of the Way can be known.

			Negligence is an extreme thing.

			The Way of the Samurai is found in death. When it comes to either/or, there is only the quick choice of death. It is not particularly difficult. Be determined and advance.

			Yamamoto Tsunetomo

			Hagakure: The Book of the Samurai



	
		
			Chapter 1

			Dusty Trails

			The lone rider approached from the east, facing the setting sun.

			He couldn’t remember how long he’d been riding, as hours faded into days when traveling through wide-open country. The end of those days offered little to be grateful for when his destination was unknown, and exhaustion and the tightness in his belly were a poor measure of the miles he was trying to put behind him.

			The lazy clouds spread thin against the sky were the color of fire, and the hues served as a painful reminder that traveling across the high desert prairie in late summer could be deadly. And without any rations or supplies, survival was all that mattered now. He could taste the pain of thirst and hunger in his mouth, like the metallic flavor of blood that was absent of anything resembling real food or whatever bitter water he’d been able to find.

			He had also been careful to stay away from heavily traveled routes. This was something he learned long ago to avoid any unnecessary entanglements. But now he was desperate enough to put caution aside, and when he came across a well-trodden horse trail, he decided to follow it, knowing that trails led to roads, and roads led to towns. A town would have food, water, and a place to rest.

			Twilight was creeping up behind him when he crested a small hill and was duly rewarded with the welcome sight of a soft glow on the horizon. But as he drew closer to the small cluster of buildings, he pulled gently on his horse’s reins to slow the approach.

			There was something foreboding about this town, and he could sense that time had not been kind to it, whatever its name was. Like so many other places he’d experienced, it looked as if it had sprung up quickly and then eroded along with its population when the money ran out. But he didn’t need the town to be anything more than a place to get some rest and supplies before continuing on––and so he advanced, cautiously.

			He rode straight up the main road that led through the middle of town while a mangy-looking hound howled its distrust of his arrival. The rest of the welcome committee must have been less concerned, as the few people milling about seemed unbothered or unaware of his presence until he stopped at the corral on the corner.

			An old man with a stained white beard, who was shoveling hay, stopped to look up and suspiciously acknowledge the stranger now parked at the entrance to his stable.

			“Welcome to El Rey, young feller… your horse looks tired and hungry,” the old man said while wiping his forehead. “For two bits I’ll bring some grain and fresh water. For four, I’ll give him a brush, too.”

			The rider gave a nod and dismounted his black stallion. “Thank you kindly,” he replied with the raspy voice of a parched throat. “I could use something to eat myself. Does that hotel over there serve food?” he asked, pointing toward the largest building in town.

			“If that’s what they call it,” the old man said with a laugh. “That hotel also happens to be one of the only places still open after the war. Everyone else moved west to get away from the new government or chase the gold rush. But you can still get a hot plate and a bed.”

			“Thanks again,” the rider said, gesturing with the tip of his hat and with the utmost sincerity of someone in need of sanctuary. “I’ll be stopping by in the morning for my horse.”

			“I expect you would,” the old man replied. “He’s a fine-looking animal. By what name should I call you, Mister?”

			The rider hesitated, then drew a quick breath and uttered a name he hadn’t been called in years.

			“Cade. Cade Wilson. And I love that horse, so you better take good care of him.”

			The old man smiled through broken teeth and gave a nod. “See you tomorrow… Mr. Wilson.”

			Cade nodded back and looked to the large white building across the road. An overhead sign on weathered pine read the Dixie Hotel & Saloon.

			As he made his way slowly up the steps to the entrance, the feeling that something bad might happen returned. At the very least, he might bring some unwanted attention to himself, and attention was something he didn’t want. The old man didn’t seem to care who he was or why he was here, but one old man didn’t account for the whispered opinions of others.

			Cade paused for a moment at the two ornate doors of the saloon to survey the situation. There weren’t that many people in the room, and the air was thick with the smell of cigar smoke and stale booze. Two musicians were playing a plucky little tune with a guitar and a fiddle, but if the song was supposed to inspire a good time, it wasn’t very believable. This town seemed to be on the bad end of a losing streak, and only the unlucky were stuck here to play it out.

			Whatever instincts might have convinced him that this was the last chance to turn around weren’t able to fight something stronger compelling him forward. The faint aroma of food wafting through the prairie saloon haze was imposing its power over him, and he was too hungry to turn back now.

			•••

			The Dixie Hotel & Saloon

			Cal Shelby had owned and operated the Dixie for the past eight years. Long enough to pay a high price for it when times were good, and long enough to see the business roll away with the population that left town.

			Tending bar was his trade, and he’d seen plenty of strangers passing through over the years. But these strangers making their way further west were about his best customers these days, as the locals were just dirt ranchers and cheap drunks with no place else to go.

			It was a slow night, and he was already counting the hours to when it would end when something caught his attention. And while he was always suspicious of strangers and anyone else who he didn’t know or recognize by affiliation, he certainly didn’t know what to make of the man who had just walked in the door.

			This fella looked lean and strong and stood about six feet tall. His brown leather coat with a buttoned front was mid-length, and the reinforced tailoring and padding that were sewn into the shoulders and forearms made it very unique. And the broad-brimmed hat that fit carefully down to his piercing eyes was the only distinguishable part of his face, as an unkempt beard and the curious cut of his collar was either intentionally hiding or protecting it.

			At first glance, he looked like a bounty hunter. A lot of work was available these days for a well-armed man willing to track down dangerous outlaws, and this man was well armed.

			The belt around his waist was a custom-made two-gun rig with a Colt Peacemaker holstered on his right leg and a double-barrel shotgun pistol holstered on his left. There was some kind of sword strapped across his back, but the elegant handle was of a craftsmanship he couldn’t recognize, which the knife sticking out of his right boot seemed to match.

			Cal was too long in the tooth to be fearful of whoever this man was, as long as he wasn’t here to cause trouble. The old sheriff had left town months ago, leaving him as one of the last business owners, and as the unofficial mayor and town representative. But as far as he was concerned, everyone was welcome at the Dixie as long as they had money to spend and didn’t shoot up his place.

			Cal approached him both curiously and cautiously as the stranger stepped up to the bar. “What can I do you for, Mister?”

			“Wilson,” Cade replied. “I’m looking for food and a place to sleep. Can I get a room for the night?”

			“Sure, Mr. Wilson, we have a couple rooms, but only one with a bath,” Cal said as politely as possible while catching a whiff of his customer and assuming he’d been long on the trail. “That one is extra. We can fix you up with a plate of beef, beans, and biscuits if you like. And we’ve got some warm beer, but the whiskey is quicker.”

			“Thank you kindly,” Cade replied with a polite smile. “That will do just fine. I’ll take the room with the bath, and the plate of food, but save the whiskey. I could go for some water. Will this be enough?”

			Cade produced two gold coins from his pocket and laid them on the bar. If nobody else in the room seemed to notice the weight of the coins hit the wood, Cal certainly did, and he stared at them before gathering himself and covering them with his hand.

			“Is that Yankee gold?” Cal asked quietly, and Cade gave a nod.

			Cal was a shrewd salesman, and he knew how to negotiate. He could sense that the gold was less valuable to this customer than the food and rest he was trying to buy. “This is too much, and I can’t be making change. This ain’t no bank.”

			“Tell you what,” Cade said, just loud enough for Cal to hear, “I’d appreciate some supper tonight and a little breakfast tomorrow. And if you can have someone bring the food to my room and fill that bath with soap and water… I’ll take a few dollars back for the stable owner. You can keep the change.”

			Cal nodded but was already thinking this deal was too good to be true when he heard Mr. Wilson ask for the last part that seemed well worth it to him whatever he was paying. “And if someone comes around asking about me, tell ’em I was heading southwest toward Mexico.”

			•••

			The Welcome Committee

			Cade sensed that the bartender was dumbfounded but agreeable. Customers paying in gold were likely few and far between, and after he pocketed the coins, he pulled a brass key from a series of hooks and served up a glass and a pitcher of water. “Your room is the last door down the hall at the top of the stairs. It’s the only suite in the hotel.”

			Slowly at first, Cade took a small drink of water, and from the corner of his eyes, he watched the bartender walk down to the kitchen window and negotiate the details of this arrangement with someone who seemed very unhappy about their occupation. No matter. He could immediately feel the restorative power of the water as each sip hit his parched throat. And now that the first order of business was done, Cade took notice of the others in the room and the three burly cowboys who seemed very interested in him.

			To Cade, every town had its share of tough guys needing to prove themselves, and this one was likely no exception. At first glance, the three men at the end of the bar looked full of piss and anger about whatever wasn’t going their way in life, and they’d be happy to find someone new to take out their frustrations on. They probably would not be content to mind their own business, and this meant that the welcoming committee might finally arrive.

			But the funny thing about tough guys was that there’s always strength in numbers. One man might let something pass without getting involved, while two might raise a voice. But three was the perfect number to stir up some trouble, and there was always a leader––which meant the other two were along for the ride whether they liked it or not.

			The leader of these three appeared to be the tall one in the black hat, as he said something to the others and pointed in Cade’s direction. The biggest fella definitely had some weight behind him, and the third one, the short one, had a twitchy, unpredictable way about him. But they all nodded in some form of agreement, and so their plan was hatched. The next move was theirs.

			After one more drink of water, Cade closed his eyes to let his other senses take in the room. He tried not to be too dependent on his vision when sensing a conflict. He was also incredibly tired, and the knots in his stomach were enough of a distraction. It was time to take a deep breath and become fully aware of the moment at hand.

			He could feel the room’s energy shift as the three men surrounded him. They smelled like dust and sweat mixed with whiskey and tobacco. He could hear their footsteps and feel the creaks in the floorboards that supported their weight. Cade was facing the bar with the weight of his gut up against it, and so he also knew his back would be vulnerable. But when two took up position on each side of him, their off-balance threat created an advantage.

			Cade also sensed the tension in the saloon beginning to rise as he heard others shifting in their seats. Whether they were moving out of the way or trying to get a better view, they needed to be ready to save themselves if a fight was inevitable. Either way, nobody else seemed interested in joining these three, and that meant the odds hadn’t changed.

			The floorboards sagging under the weight of the big fella indicated he was standing on Cade’s left but leaning against the bar and in no position to make a move. When the tall one spoke, it revealed his position about three or four feet to the right. And with those two accounted for, Cade sensed the short one was about six feet directly behind him.

			The tall one in the black hat had started to ask questions, but Cade had been tuning him out until the man asked louder.

			“I said… where are you from, Mister? Is that a sword on your back? Where did you get those gold coins?” When he wasn’t getting his questions answered, the leader of three gave Cade a firm poke on the shoulder. “Hey, Mister… I’m talking to you.”

			Cade opened his eyes. He could abide the curious stupidity of the locals, but they were getting pushy, and that crossed a line. Feelings of resentment and regret passed through his mind as his pulse quickened and his muscles tightened. This situation was quickly becoming everything he was trying to avoid in this miserable town.

			“Hey, Hank, what do you think this guy’s problem is? Do you think he can’t hear, or is he just stupid?” said the big fella on Cade’s left with a hearty laugh.

			“Maybe he doesn’t speak English,” the short one replied, and Cade could see him getting a little shifty in the dusty reflection of the mirror behind the bar.

			“Only two kinds of people pass through this town. Those who are heading somewhere, and those who are running from something,” Hank said while leaning further into Cade’s ear. “I think you’re running.”

			Hank pulled back slightly to address his friends. “Maybe he robbed a bank or something?” Then Hank turned back to Cade and said something to provoke him in a low deliberate tone. “Maybe there’s a reward for you? What do you have to say about that?”

			Cade still wasn’t biting. This man and his friends were nothing to him. But he was still thinking through any scenario to avoid a fight when he suddenly appreciated that the bartender was trying to intervene, too.

			“C’mon now, Hank… how about you and your boys settle down and have another drink?” Cal Shelby said. “We don’t need any trouble tonight. You can’t be breaking up my place every time some stranger passes through town.”

			“Shut up, Cal, and mind your business,” Hank interrupted. “All we want is for this man to respect our questions and give us some answers.”

			From his peripheral, Cade could see the man in the black hat sliding his hand toward his holstered pistol as the man spoke again.

			“Now how about it, Mister. What are you running from?” Hank asked impatiently.

			Cade closed his eyes as he spoke, but this time it was just to focus on deescalating the situation. “I’m not looking for any trouble,” he said very intently to the men surrounding him. “I’m just here for a plate of food and a warm bed, and I will gladly be on my way tomorrow.”

			“You hear that, boys? He can speak. And he’s not looking for any trouble,” Hank said with a laugh. “Well, Mister, if you tell us where you got those gold coins, maybe we’ll just leave you be. But if you don’t, well, maybe we’ll just have to—”

			Cade didn’t wait for him to finish. He didn’t have the energy to fight, but he was in no mood to be pestered with idle threats either. In one swift motion he pulled the shotgun with his left hand and the sword with his right as he spun around to face these misfits.

			The sharpness of the blade sliced off the top of the short one’s hat before coming to an abrupt halt at the neck of the big man now on his right. And with both barrels of his shotgun pistol pointed in Hank’s face, Cade addressed them with a proposal that offered them one more chance to change their mind––or whatever happened next was up to them.

			“Is this the fight you want?” Cade asked intently. “Because if it is… you’ll be dead before you hit the floor.”

			Cade could see that the short one was pissing himself while coming to the realization that the top of his hat had been cut off in one stroke. It would probably be a little longer before he’d notice that he’d lost some hair up there, too.

			Now Cade turned his steely gaze to the leader of these three, who still had a gun in his face, and he repeated his warning. “Is this the fight you want? Otherwise, I say you move on and let me be. My business is my own, and none of yours.”

			Hank finally spoke up in a trembling voice that said everything his mumbling words couldn’t express. As it was, hearing him say “Let’s get out of here” was the only thing that mattered.

			Suddenly, the big fella with the edge of the sword still slightly pressed against his neck spoke up for the first time. “Who are you, Mister?” he asked in a shaky voice.

			Cade didn’t immediately honor the question, but instead pulled the blade away and uttered the words that had been repeated so many times during his training.

			“I am a student of the forgotten way.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Rest and Reflection

			After a warm meal and a bath, Cade was looking forward to sleeping in a bed for the first time in days. No matter how many days he had spent in the saddle, he had not developed an appreciation for the cold hard ground.

			Since the suite was a good-sized room, he could also take advantage of this opportunity to meditate. For Cade, meditation was an exercise he had learned in order to focus his thoughts and honor his teachings.

			As he laid a small blanket on the floor and sat on it with crossed legs, he tried to put himself at ease and open his mind to the path he needed to take. But the first thing that came to mind when he closed his eyes was the memory of recent events, acts of friendship and loyalty, and his belonging to an elite team of warriors in servitude to their Benefactor.

			•••

			Cade’s Tale: Three Samurai Cowboys

			On that miserably hot day, there were seven of us on the hill overlooking the ramshackle town and the Mission de la Rosa that stuck out like a monolith in the middle of the desert. The late afternoon sun was at our back, and it provided the perfect light for us to view the landscape and plan our attack.

			Colonel Lee was our field leader, and we all looked to him for his military experience. He had fought in the war as a guerrilla rider for the Confederacy and was very familiar with open field tactics and how to attack a fortified position.

			The three shadow riders with us were also former Confederate soldiers and good in a fight. But all we needed them to do was to cover the front and back gates to make sure nobody got out.

			Scorpion was on my right. His armored coat was similar to mine, but black. And along with the katana strapped across his back, he carried a long samurai spear to extend the reach of his attack.

			On my left was Falcon. His coat was more of a crimson red, and his deadly accuracy with the samurai bow and arrow was a skill that made him the perfect killer from any distance.

			We were all waiting for our orders when the colonel finally broke the silence and outlined our plan.

			“We’ve gotten word that there’s about sixteen to twenty thieves in this gang and they’ve been hiding out in this mission,” he said. “We’re here to take back $30,000 dollars in gold they’ve stolen from our Benefactor, and we’ll deliver swift retribution for their crime… which should also discourage anyone else from trying to steal from us again.”

			The colonel continued, “Scorpion, you will lead the attack on the front gate. Do whatever you have to do to bring this rabble of thieves out in the open to defend it.”

			“Viper,” the colonel instructed as he looked at me, “I want you to slip over the wall and try to find the leader of this gang once Scorpion creates the diversion at the gate. And Falcon… you should be able find your way up that bell tower and rain arrows from above.

			“Shadow riders, I want you two to go around to the rear and use your rifles to pin down anyone trying to sneak out the back,” he said while pointing out the directions. Then he looked to the other rider at his side. “You stick with me and help guard the front.”

			Then the colonel took a deep breath and spit out his chaw. “Let’s settle back for a bit and have something to eat. Falcon, you take first watch and report anything that moves. We attack at sundown. Any questions?”

			“Are we taking any prisoners?” Scorpion asked sarcastically.

			“We only need someone alive to tell us where our gold is,” the colonel replied. “To hell with taking prisoners.”

			Scorpion flexed his left wrist, and from under his coat sleeve, a stinger spike sprang out that extended just beyond the back of his fist. “Works for me. I have ways of making people talk.”

			Then Falcon spoke up. “Give me about five minutes before we attack to get up in that bell tower. I should be able to make it along that wall unnoticed. It doesn’t look like they are guarding the place.”

			“Maybe not,” I said. “But do you see those two priests standing by that little shed next to the church? They’ve been there for the past half hour like they’re guarding something.”

			“Good eyes, Viper,” the colonel said with a sly grin. “We should certainly have a look at what’s in there.”

			As the sun began to set a few hours later, each man carried out their part in the plan. The two shadow riders covering the back made their way around the rear of the mission at about the same time that Falcon got his head start.

			Moments later, Falcon had made his way along the front wall and was almost at the bell tower’s entrance when he paused to signal that he was in position to make the climb.

			Scorpion had made his way to an old wagon parked near the front gate. He had taken a half-bottle of whiskey from the colonel and fashioned a little firebomb to mix with some dry hay in the back of the wagon. Once he was in position, he looked to me and the colonel and gave us a thumbs-up.

			“Okay, Viper, when I give the signal, I want you to get inside that wall and do what you do,” the colonel said confidently. “But try to keep someone alive until we’ve recovered the gold.”

			“Yes, sir,” I replied and made my way toward a little side gate I had noticed earlier. Why climb the wall when there was ready access? It took about a minute to make my way to the gate, and when I looked back at the colonel, he had raised his arm with a closed fist to acknowledge to everyone it was time. Then he opened his hand and dropped his arm to give the signal.

			In a flash, Falcon disappeared into the bell tower and made his way to the top.

			Scorpion lit a match to fire up the loose cloth he had pushed into the top of the whiskey bottle before tossing it into the back of the wagon. Then he used his size and strength to push the wagon onto the road and point it at the front gate. Once he and the shadow rider had got it rolling, they pushed it directly at the gate, and the shadow rider used his pistol to shoot the bottle and scatter the flame in the dry hay.

			Scorpion resumed his position behind the wagon and kept it moving while the shadow rider dropped back to a cover-fire position. And when the wagon hit the gate at some speed, the sound of it popping against the doors ignited a smoke-filled boom!

			The wagon on fire was more than a distraction worthy enough for everyone inside to investigate the commotion. It added some light, so we could see a number of people entering the courtyard. That’s when Scorpion engaged in some hand-to-hand combat with two men who must have been guarding the gate. He had already impaled one of them with his spear, but then the first shot rang out before it was quickly silenced. Falcon was now in position and letting arrows fly.

			Now it was time for me to move in. I kicked the little gate open with my Peacemaker in one hand and my shotgun pistol in the other. Inside the gate, I found myself in a tranquil little garden area outside the church. Amid the growing commotion on the other side, I was able to take a covered position behind an old well from where I surveyed the situation.

			This position gave me a perfect angle on a side door into the church, and a great view of my surroundings. Even with the growing sounds of battle swirling around, there was something so peaceful and alive in this garden space: everything seemed to slow down around me. There were some fine-looking chilis and tomatoes growing against the warmest wall, and flowering plants and herbs tucked into any bucket or box that could hold soil and water. And a nice soft light was coming from a dozen or so candles adorning a little altar with the cross of Christ.

			The well looked older than the church, as its cobbled bricks didn’t match the structure of the surrounding walls. A plank of wood covered the center of the well, and the words “Agua de vida” were carved into it. And while I didn’t know what that meant, there was definitely something spiritual about this place, this well, and everything that was growing around it.

			Suddenly, that side door kicked open, and three dangerous-looking cowboys emerged from the opening. They drew their guns when they saw me, but it was too late. I let the first one on my left have a barrel to the chest, and blood splattered against the white adobe wall. Then I gunned down the next man on the right with my pistol and watched him drop to the ground. The third fella was able to get off a shot, but I ducked and rolled while dropping my shotgun. With my left hand free, I quickly peeled back the hammer of my pistol and got off two quick shots. The fire from the muzzle lit up the garden as both rounds had found their mark––with one in the gut and the other in his chest.

			In less than a minute, there were three fewer thieves in the world. And then I remembered the colonel asking me to keep someone alive until we found the gold. So I holstered my Peacemaker and picked up my shotgun pistol.

			I drew my sword and hurried to the side door of the church. When I was about to peek in through the dim light, there was an expected yet familiar sound behind me. It was the distinct sound of a hammer click, but then nothing followed after.

			As I turned to see a fourth cowboy in the courtyard with his gun pointed right at me, he collapsed to the ground with an arrow sticking out of his neck. A quick glance up at the bell tower was just enough to see Falcon give me a tip of his hat as a sarcastic, “You’re welcome, for me saving your life.”

			I turned back to the door, went into the church, and walked through with my sword and shotgun at the ready. The grand room of the church had rows of benches and many little candles everywhere. The scent of burning wax mixed with gunpowder filled the air. And in the flickering light, I could see shadows of the chaos outside dancing against the ceiling.

			As I made my way to the center aisle, I could see out the two double doors at the church entrance and the fight taking place just outside.

			Scorpion was thrashing a few of the thieves who had been unfortunate enough to cross his path, and there were priests scrambling to put out the wagon fire that had now spread to part of the front gate. But nobody was able to ring the bell and call for aid, as Falcon must have cut the rope.

			When I slowly scanned the rest of the interior, I noticed that a lone priest had emerged from behind the altar and was walking quickly toward another small door opposite the one I had come in.

			“Hey, padre,” I said as I cocked back the hammer of the second barrel. “Where are you going? The fight is out front, and your parishioners could use some help with that fire.”

			The priest stopped in his tracks. As he pulled the hood from over his head, he slowly turned to face me. His gritty face was pockmarked and sun-stained like someone who had spent their life on the run. He was no holy man, and he knew I had him dead to rights as he raised his empty hands.

			“Look, Mister, I don’t know who you are, but there’s got to be a way we can work something out,” the priest said in an attempt to negotiate.

			At the same moment, Scorpion burst through the front doors of the church, pushing an injured cowboy in front of him to the floor. “Where’s our gold?” he boomed, and the echo of his first question was still lingering in the large empty room when he cut to the second. “Who’s the leader of this gang?”

			When Scorpion saw that I had also captured a prisoner, this created the perfect scenario to get answers. But patience was not one of his virtues anyway, so he pulled his pistol from its holster and pointed it at the cowboy he’d already pushed to the floor. “Which one of you is going to talk?”

			The disheveled priest standing next to me spoke up, “It’s me. I run this gang, and I know where your gold—”

			A gunshot interrupted the priest, and he stopped talking when Scorpion fired his pistol, killing the cowboy on the floor.

			“What’s your name?” Scorpion asked.

			“Clint… Clint Turner,” the thief replied.

			I approached Clint steadily and slid my blade between the rope belt and the all-concealing robe. Then with one quick stroke of my blade, I cut away the false disguise. As the robe fell open, his dirty clothes and gun belt were now in view. And when I placed the blade of my sword at his neck, I gave him the clear instruction to remove his pistol slowly and drop it on the floor.

			“Now let’s not spill any more blood in this church,” I said. “Take us to the gold.”

			Clint led us out the same little door he was looking to exit through earlier. It led to a cobblestone path and the little shed I had identified earlier. Scorpion and I followed behind him, keeping him in front, while carefully looking for the two other priests who had been standing guard earlier.

			When we were halfway down the path, the two men standing guard revealed themselves. They had their pistols drawn and pointed at us, but Scorpion and I used Clint as a human shield.

			“What do you want us to do, boss?” one of them asked.

			Scorpion reached out to tug on the back of Clint’s collar. We all stopped in our tracks as he replied, “Keep your guns on ’em, boys… we can work something out.”

			Then an arrow cut through the air and into the neck of the guard on our right. Blood spurted from his jugular, and his last words were gurgled in blood as he dropped to the ground. As we all watched the life leaving his body, the last guard standing was suddenly petrified.

			“You might want to drop your gun unless you want to end up like your partner,” I said while still behind his boss. “Your choice.”

			The other guard dropped his pistol and stepped forward with his hands up. “Don’t shoot,” he said as he moved away from the shed.

			“Your gold is in that shed. In the wood chest under the carpentry tools,” Clint said with a tone of resignation.

			Scorpion was still holding Clint by the scruff of his collar. “Turn around and keep your hands up.” Then he looked over to me. “Viper, go in and check it out.”

			I walked past Clint and the guard and into the shed. Like he described, there was a wooden chest under a pile of tools, and I pulled it out to inspect it. It took a moment to unlock the clasp, but when I propped the lid open, I saw only four canvas money bags inside the chest when we were expecting six.

			“There are only four bags here. Where are the other two?” I asked.

			A couple of rifle shots followed by a quick exchange of gunfire rang out from behind the mission, as the shadow riders must have targeted some stragglers trying to escape out of the back. But the gunshots broke the silence and stirred everything back in focus––there was no way out of this if you were a thief.

			“What do you mean there’s only four?” Scorpion asked. And in all the commotion he had taken his eyes off Clint, who was reaching into his vest for a knife.

			“Look out!” I said, and Scorpion turned quickly to defend the knife attack with the armor on his right forearm and gut-punch Clint with his left. As Clint doubled over and fell to his knees, I could see Scorpion’s stinger extend past his hand.

			“Do you feel that?” Scorpion asked Clint while standing over him. “The venom from my sting is temporarily paralyzing you, but it won’t kill you. You’ll only wish you were dead, and we’ll make sure of that. But not before you tell us what happened to the rest of our gold.”

			“What do you mean, what’s happened to the rest of the gold?” the colonel asked as he was now walking up to where we were all gathered in front of the shed. “There should be six bags… 250 newly minted, Yankee gold coins in each bag.”

			“There’s only four money bags here, colonel,” I reported. “And it looks like one of them has been opened and there’s some missing.”

			The colonel didn’t waste any time as he pulled his pistol and shot the thief standing guard through one of his raised hands. As the man grabbed his bleeding hand in pain, the colonel stepped in front of him and cocked back the hammer of his pistol. With the barrel pointing right between the man’s eyes, the colonel made sure his next question was loud and clear. “I’m only going to ask this one time. Where’s the rest of the gold?”

			The man with the bleeding hand started spilling a story that seemed initially hard to believe, but the part we were able to make out was that “Salty Bill and Kyle took off in the middle of the night with those two bags.”

			“When did they take off? How long ago?” the colonel asked.

			“Two days ago. I swear. It was their turn to watch the shed, and they took off in the middle of the night. Their tracks were headed east toward Indian Nation. Dangerous to ride through there… bet they’re thinking we won’t follow them.”

			I pointed at the man still hunched over from Scorpion’s stinger and told the colonel his name and that he claimed to be the leader of the gang.

			The colonel turned his attention to Clint. “Is this true?”

			Clint mumbled some story about double-crossers that we could barely hear, but then he eventually answered the question. “Yes. That’s what happened. We were supposed to hide out here for another couple days while all the lawmen and rangers looking for us were heading toward Mexico. The plan was to wait it out and head to California. Nobody was supposed to know we were here… this mission… it was a perfect hideout. But those dirty bastards stole from us. And we would go after them if we could, but nobody in their right mind wants to ride east into Indian Nation.”

			“You fool. There’s no honor among thieves,” the colonel sneered. “So it was Salty Bill and Kyle that took the rest of thes gold, you say?”

			“Yes. They have two days’ head start on you. And going through the Nation is a sure way to end up dead unless you know the way,” Clint replied.

			“Indeed. But we are not returning without tracking them down. And you thieves deserve to be hanged… but you’ll be treated honorably for your confessions,” the colonel said with a sarcastic grin. Then he gave me a quick nod and ran a finger across his neck.

			In one swift strike, I stepped forward, stuck my blade through the heart of the wounded guard, and watched him drop to his knees as I withdrew. Then with a quick shift in balance, I used a second stroke to cut off his head. And over my shoulder I could hear Scorpion removing Clint’s head, too. The colonel knew our Benefactor was big on sending a message.

			“So what’s going on? Did we find the gold?” Falcon asked as he walked up on the scene.

			“Most of it,” the colonel replied in a way that clearly conveyed his disappointment. “There’s two bags missing, with $10,000 in gold coins. And we’re going to track down the two men who took it. Because I do not want to return to the fort without trying to recover it.”

			While I took a final moment to look around, I couldn’t help but notice that the mission that had become our battlefield was now silent in the wake of our death march. There were dead men everywhere, and smoke was still billowing from the wagon on fire.

			The townspeople around the mission were still batting down the flames, while others looked at us with blank expressions. We had rid them of the thieves hiding out in their holy place, but now our presence here felt more like a curse.

			“C’mon… let’s gather our things and pull out of here,” the colonel said, trying to organize us. “We need to get after those two before they get too far into the Indian Nation. And since dead men don’t need horses, let’s use a couple of theirs to help carry gold and supplies and get after them first thing in the morning.”

			•••

			Call Me Scarlett

			Cade snapped out of his meditation when he heard the footsteps of someone in the hall outside his room. He didn’t appreciate the disruption and didn’t know what to make of it. But if someone had come to pose a threat, he was hardly in a position to deal with it, as he sat unclothed on the floor without a single weapon in reach.

			Then there was a little knock followed by a woman’s voice on the other side of the door. Whoever it was, she was uninvited, which was why she probably asked so softly, “You’re in my room. May I come in?”

			From what he could tell, she was alone. Any other people would have given themselves away, had they tried to sneak up on him.

			Cade got up from the floor and moved behind the chair on which he had draped his clothes and weapons. After pulling his pistol, he unlocked the door, and moved to the chair in the far corner of the room and sat down. With the gun hidden on his lap under a small pillow, he faced the door with his back to the wall. “Yes. Come in.”

			When the woman opened the door and entered, Cade remembered seeing her in the saloon. But she looked different now, as if she had changed her clothes and let her long dark hair fall softly to one side. The sweet smell of lavender flowers followed her into the room, and she wore a linen dress that didn’t leave much to the imagination.

			She closed the door behind her and looked directly into Cade’s eyes. “My name is Bess, but everyone calls me Scarlett. And it’s not really my room… just my favorite. It’s the only one with a bath,” she said with a seductive smile.

			“I saw what you did to Hank and his boys. And if you ask me, they’re a bunch of jerks, and they had it coming. But I’ve never seen anyone like you before, and you seem so alone. I came up to see if you’d like some company?”

			“Not necessarily,” Cade replied with modest disinterest. “I’ve been riding for days and need some rest. And I need to be heading out first thing in the morning.”

			“Where are you headed? Would you take me with you?” Scarlett asked in a voice that was sweet yet aggressively curious.

			Cade just studied her without saying a word, as he didn’t know what to make of this woman. She seemed confident and attractive, and likely the most beautiful woman in town. And she was bold enough to come to his room, so there was something about her and the way she carried herself that told another story. One likely hardened by a rough life and doing whatever it took to survive. But as Cade did not feel threatened by her, he stood and put his pistol back in its holster.

			“Please––” she pleaded in a tone that was less warm and a little desperate. “I need to get out of this place. This life. I’ve been trapped here in this godforsaken town watching the best years of my life pass by. Please, Mister… I don’t care where you’re going… just take me with you. You’re a strong man, I can tell. But even a man like you needs love.”

			Cade felt some sympathy for this woman. The anguish in her voice was revealing that she too understood loss and being lost. But he wasn’t looking for companionship. He was looking for salvation.

			“Sorry. I can’t take you with me. Maybe I do need love, but not now. And where I’m going, it’s best that I travel alone,” he replied.

			“Sorry?” Scarlett quipped with a bitter smile. “Everyone’s sorry. You’re sorry you won’t take me with you. My parents were sorry for dragging me out west and dying on the trail to California. And my brother was sorry for leaving me here. Don’t tell me you’re sorry… that word has lost its meaning.”

			Then she stopped to compose herself and turned to bolt the door, as if resigning the first move but not the final act. “Then let me stay with you tonight, so I can remember you,” she said while slowly pulling the straps of her dress off her shoulders and letting the dress fall to the floor. Then she stood there, letting him see all of her before making her way across the room to the bed and slowly slipping in between the covers.

			“Come lay with me,” she said in a voice that could easily seduce any red-blooded man. And after a moment’s hesitation, Cade obliged.


		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			A Clean Conscience

			The bright blue morning was blessed with brilliant sunshine and a nice cool breeze. It was August, and while the days were still long and warm, the angle of the sun and longer shadows were giving notice that a change in season was coming.

			Cade breathed it all in as he stepped out of the hotel. With breakfast in his belly and the pleasant memory of last night’s comforts, he was momentarily overcome with a feeling of peace that came with a rested mind and a clean conscious. But like any perfect moment, it was short-lived, and he knew it was time to move on.

			He crossed the street to the corral to settle up with the stable keeper. As Cade saddled up his horse, he was pleased to see the horse stomping his feet and ready to go. Both of them had needed a full meal and a good night’s sleep.

			On the way out of town, his final stop was for some supplies at the only store in town. The pickings were slim and $20 gold coins were all he had, but he walked out with some jerked beef and a sack of horse grain with plenty of change. And with full canteens and a rested horse, his internal compass was pointing north and west.

			The landscape was open and free, and the high-country prairie heading toward the mountains was a departure from any place he had once called home. Hopefully, he could put some more miles behind him, while anyone looking for him might be convinced he was heading south to Mexico.

			All he wanted was some time to think things over. He needed to find a place he could hole up in for a little while and make sense of conflicts that were blurring his vision. And as provoking as the idea might be, this was not the time to try and cross the mountains or the desert to California. But if everyone thought he was heading south, going north might give him a chance to stop running and plan his next move.

			He put some good distance behind him but remained mindful of his horse. They were both a little tired by mid-afternoon when he found a nice spot just off a cattle trail with some surrounding visibility. A quick walk around to gather firewood also scared up some pheasants, so dinner would take a little work, but fresh meat over an open fire was good enough for him.

			As he sat on his blanket under the evening stars, he couldn’t help but stare into the dancing flame and glowing embers to ponder everything about why he was here and on his own. It was hard to understand how everything he had known and belonged to had changed so quickly. Could he ever go back? And if he couldn’t go back, could he ever get away from his Benefactor?

			•••

			The Johnson Ranch

			Two days and a few outposts later, Cade came upon a golden green valley that was broad and inviting. The late summer grass was changing hue, and the beautiful expanse of land was cradled by bold mountains that would likely be covered in snow in the coming months. But it was a welcoming sight, and his horse appreciated the lush edibles and the freshwater creek that flowed through it. It also provided a bountiful selection of small animals to hunt, but one night of prairie rabbit was enough for him.

			It was a warm day about mid-afternoon when he saw another small town in the distance. The last time he had spent a night in town, it hadn’t necessarily been the quiet little experience he had planned. If he was going to do it differently this time, it was best to approach the town from the outskirts and see if he could find a place to camp by the creek. If his presence could go largely unnoticed, he might be able to stop through in the morning and get any fresh supplies.

			He wasn’t going to take the well-worn road all the way into town, but he did notice there was a small area decorated with a small fence and a little arch. And under that arch was a woman and a young boy trying to repair a broken wheel on their wagon.

			The boy stopped what he was doing when he saw the man on the black horse. He had been so busy helping that he hadn’t even heard the rider come up on them. “Mom,” he muttered while pointing in the direction of the mysterious rider, “look.”

			The woman reacted as if caught by surprise. She had been working hard to repair the wheel, but now she seemed startled by the presence of this man and what to make of him. And with the sun behind the man, she had to squint to distinguish his face or make sense of the shadowy figure on the dark horse.

			She stood to address him properly, pulling back her sandy blond hair to reveal a face that was young and kind, but not very welcoming. “What do you want, Mister?” she asked in a weary voice while wiping sweat from her forehead.

			Cade could see that this woman could take care of herself, with or without the knife belt on her hip that fell perfectly across the seam of her dress. He also sensed that, at first glance, she would have every right to be suspicious of him. Because to most people, himself included, the way of the West was simple. If you didn’t trust your gut about a person, it was best not to get involved.

			He considered this, then replied kindly while doing his best to gesture he had friendly intentions. “Sorry, ma’am, I didn’t mean to startle you. I was just passing by and was thinking about heading into town or finding a place to camp by the creek tonight.”

			She didn’t have to answer as the look on her face was an easy read. Cade’s clumsy display of charm didn’t seem to be working.

			“Well… you might want to keep on riding. There’s a hotel in town where you can find a place to sleep. This land is private property,” she eventually said while tilting her head to the sign across the arch that read Johnson Ranch.

			Cade was taken aback at first but couldn’t help but smile and lean over the horn of his saddle with folded arms. There was something about this woman’s toughness that he appreciated and hadn’t come across in a long time. He could see a bit of himself in these two people just trying to fix an ordinary problem. Without knowing exactly why, he suddenly felt inclined to lend a hand.

			“Thank you for the advice. But if you’ll beg my pardon, ma’am… it looks like you could use some help. And I swear I don’t mean you any harm,” he said while casually lifting his right hand.

			The boy and the woman looked at each other and then back at Cade. It looked like they’d been at this for a while and still needed someone strong enough to prop up the carriage and get the new wheel on. Sometimes necessity made for strange acquaintances, and right now, he was guessing that any help would be welcome.

			“My name is Cade. Cade Wilson,” he said to break the silence. This was the third time he’d recently introduced himself by name, and anything that might have seemed weird about that in the past was displaced by pleasant feelings of being in the moment.

			While Cade could appreciate that his appearance was behind whatever skepticism may have still been swirling between them, he slowly dismounted his horse and presented his lightly raised palms to continue showing he meant no harm.

			“My name is Lucy. Lucy Tucker,” she said, a bit more welcoming. “This is my son, Eli, and this is our family ranch. If you’re a man of your word, we’d be much obliged for your help.”

			“Nice to meet you, ma’am,” Cade said with a tip of his hat.

			Lucy offered a faint smile in return. Cade could appreciate that she was a hardworking woman, and that she was likely exhausted from the effort of fixing the wagon. But it was hard not to notice her natural beauty and a face that was perfectly framed by the soft curl of her hair.

			Then Eli stepped forward to shake hands. The boy was sizing Cade up and seemed incredibly curious about him, but his mom must have raised him to be polite. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Wilson. We really appreciate the help.”

			When Cade shook the boy’s hand, he looked into a pair of eyes that seemed to be looking right back into him. The boy was young and innocent, but there was a courage in him that painfully reminded Cade of someone he used to know.

			“Well then… let’s get to it,” Cade said as he grasped the big pole and repositioned it to get the maximum lift. “When I push up, you two should be able to pull the broken wheel off and get the new one on. Now on the count of three––”

			Together, they made quick time repairing the wheel, and after hitching their horse back to the wagon, it was rolling again. Which was good, as off in the distance there were some late summer thunderclouds making their way over the mountains. Even though the change in weather was still a few hours away, the smell of rain was already beginning to sift through the breeze.

			“Eli, why don’t you run ahead and tell Pa we’re coming back to the house,” Lucy said with a deep sigh. “It’s too late for any other chores, and it looks like a storm is brewing. But tell him we’ve fixed the wagon and to start rounding up the animals in the pen. After that, you can see if Pa needs any help with supper.”

			Then Lucy turned to Cade to extend her gratitude. “Thanks again for your help, Mr. Wilson. We are very much obliged, and we could offer you a seat at the supper table in return. It’s the least we could do. My father is up at the house, and I’m sure he’ll be glad that you happened by today. He’s not the best cook in the world, but he can roast up a chicken, and we’d be happy to share our meal.”

			“Thank you kindly, ma’am,” Cade replied. The grumble in his stomach made for an easy decision, and since he didn’t really have an alternative plan, he said, “I accept your invitation.”

			•••

			The Supper Table

			Luke “Pa” Johnson was cursing himself. He’d burned his hand on the stove trying to pull out some biscuits at about the same time as he had looked out the window to see the wagon and a rider coming up the trail to the house.

			Pa was a simple man, and very proud. The Johnson house was equally simple but welcoming, with a nice front porch on which to sit and greet people. There was a good-sized barn behind the house with stable pens for their collection of farm animals. Some chickens wandered around with free rein of the yard to the east, and there were some fruit trees and a vegetable garden growing to the west. As a final complement, there were a couple of hogs grunting away in their pen; the family goat was working the length of his rope into a circle of eaten grass, and some milking cows were out grazing in the broad expanse of the field. It was everything a family needed to make a peaceful living off the land.

			As they drew closer, Pa fixed a keen eye on the strange man following his daughter, Lucy, up to the house. The family dog was guarding the porch, and he barked to announce their arrival as they approached––like any good protector would do. “It’s okay, Toby… shush now,” Pa said to quiet the dog through the open window, hoping his words were true.

			While Lucy trailed off to the side of the house and toward the barn, the stranger stopped in front of the porch and tied his horse to a post near a bucket of water. As the stranger walked toward the front steps of the porch, Eli had bounded up from the side to greet him and just stood there with a big smile.

			“Welcome to our ranch, Mr. Wilson. Thanks again for helping us. This is our home that we built with our Pa—my grandfather,” Eli said, referring to everything around him. “And the land you see here is all ours. This is where our family settled after the war.”

			Pa made his way out the front door with the assistance of a cane and some makeshift brace that provided support to his right leg. And if his daughter wasn’t quick to trust anybody, she must have learned it from her father.

			“Eli… get on with it,” Pa said to his excitable and easily distracted grandson. “Get those animals in the barn before that storm comes.” Then Pa looked at Cade and said, “My grandson says you helped them repair the wagon. Much obliged, Mr. Wilson. As you might see, I have a bit of trouble getting around.

			“They call me Mr. Johnson around these parts, and you don’t look like you’re from around here. So, tell me, young man, who are you, and why are you here?” The skepticism in Pa’s voice was clear, and this fella wasn’t stepping one foot in his house if he couldn’t satisfy some questions.

			“Pleasure to meet you, sir. My name is Cade Wilson. I was just passing through the valley on the way to town when I happened across your daughter and grandson fixing their wagon. In return for my help, your daughter was polite enough to invite me to supper. And if it’s all the same to you, I would certainly appreciate a home-cooked meal after a few days on the open trail.”

			“What are you running from?” Pa asked very bluntly. “Because if you don’t mind me saying, you have the look of a man that’s nothing but trouble. And trouble is always running from something.”

			A polite smile lifted the eyebrows on Cade’s face, and his expression was that of a man trying his best to keep the conversation polite. “Well, Mr. Johnson, you are certainly a perceptive man,” Cade replied, seeming very earnest. “I’m an orphan of the war and just left the services of my Benefactor. My employer. I’ve been in my employer’s service as a caretaker and as a guardian to his house and holdings for the past ten years. As a free man, I’m making my way north… just trying to find a place to settle for a bit and gain a little perspective.”

			Pa was a little surprised by the answer. He’d never heard such a story before. “You speak pretty well for an orphan. What side of the war was your family on?” he asked.

			“My family was from Missouri, and my father died fighting for the Confederacy. He went off to war and never came back, and my mom was killed trying to defend our property from Union raiders. My sister and I joined some riders heading west when we found a place with my employer,” Cade replied with an honest and open expression. “We were schooled in the orphanage and worked the land for our room and board. And they always taught us that ‘the world needs more people who know how to read, write, and be polite.’”

			“Well now,” Pa said with a little laugh, a little less defensively. “I suppose you’ve answered enough questions for now. If Jon Cobb sent you to be a pain in our ass, I expect you would’ve done so by now. Why don’t you take your horse around the back to the barn and come in with Lucy and Eli after they round up the yard? There’s a storm coming, and I have a chicken in the roaster.”

			Pa let his eyes slide off Cade as he turned to go back inside, his curiosity initially satisfied. But he couldn’t help but notice the guns on his hips and the sword strapped to Cade’s back. There’s more to this fella’s story was all he could think in that moment, but he could wait until a better time tonight to ask.

			Cade did as he was invited, and his black horse was tied up nicely just inside the barn. And after helping Lucy to secure the wagon and Eli to shut the gate, the three of them entered the house just as the wind picked up and brought the rain. Inside, being in this sizable country kitchen that was both warm and full of the aroma of dinner in the oven was a welcoming feeling.

			“No weapons at the table, Mr. Wilson,” Lucy said like the matriarch of the house. “You can take off your guns and the sword on your back and put them near that wood box over there in the corner.”

			Cade did as he was told and removed his hat as well.

			The family knew their suppertime routines, as Eli was quick to help with setting the table, and Lucy poured milk and water from pitchers on the table. And with the full spread finally on the table, the family sat down for supper.

			Pa instigated everyone holding hands to say the evening grace. While doing so, he watched Cade do his best to accommodate the family tradition. He sensed that the young man might be familiar with it, but a little out of practice, as if family supper was something that he used to know. Still, the young man seemed to fully embrace the experience.

			Once everyone was holding hands, Pa spoke. “Lord, we humbly thank you for this day and for the food we are about to share. And thank you for the help we received from our guest, Mr. Wilson. We are more than happy to share our table with him. Amen.”

			Lucy and Eli echoed this sense of gratitude. “Amen.”

			“Do you have family supper where you’re from, Mr. Wilson?” Eli asked very abruptly.

			While Lucy shot Eli a scolding look for being impolite, Cade just nodded his head and smiled. “Not like this,” he began, speaking to everyone at the table. “But it does remind me of moments like this as a child. The ritual of suppertime. Family prayer. Everyone sitting together to eat after a hard day’s work. The smell of biscuits from the oven and the soft light of candles and lanterns.”

			Then Cade turned directly to Eli with a smile. “I thank you kindly for having me.”

			The meal itself was comforting, all things considered. Roasted chicken with carrots and potatoes paired perfectly with the biscuits and gravy. There were some initial pleasantries as the platter was passed around, and there was plenty of food to satisfy everyone’s appetite. The energy in the room was very polite and strangely calm, but then the moment eventually arrived to break into casual conversation.

			Pa started off with the story of how the whole family moved west after the war. His son Daniel, and his son-in-law, James Tucker, helped build the house, the barn, and the General Store in town. Pa also shared the war story of how he got his limp, and how much they could use some working hands around the ranch to help out, which likely led to the next idea that came to him.

			“Well, Mr. Wilson, it wouldn’t be very Christian of us to put you out in that storm tonight. There is a small bunk in the barn if you’re so inclined. It’s not much, but it’s warm and dry.” Pa offered this to Cade in a much softer tone than his early questions. “If you’d be willing to help us with a few chores in the morning, I would be happy to offer up some breakfast and coffee, too.”

			Lucy dropped her fork with a clank after glancing at Cade across the table. Pa noticed the little flush in her cheeks when she looked back at her plate. It seemed that the offer to stay the night had been unexpected.

			“Why, thank you kindly for the offer, Mr. Johnson,” Cade replied. “I accept.”

			Eli seemed the most excited. Pa sensed there were questions building up for their house guest in some internal box of curiosities that came as natural for a boy his age. And not to disappoint, Eli blurted the first one out impatiently and without tact.

			“Mr. Wilson. Where do you come from, really?”

			“That’s not a polite question at the supper table,” Lucy said with a tone and look that only a mother could give.

			“But Mom, his coat… that sword… his gun belt,” Eli replied defensively. It was the type of question that only a child’s naivety could offer up without any insensitivity being held against him. And the comment opened the door for Pa to chime in, too. It was the burning question on everyone’s mind, and there was no putting it back now that it was out there.

			“How about that, Mr. Wilson? The child does have a point, and I think we’d all like to know more about you,” Pa added.

			With all eyes upon him, Cade sat silently as if needing a moment to process this. Pa was about to speak up before Lucy interrupted to address the proper order of things. “How about we clean up after supper and sit by the fire. Then Mr. Wilson can tell us all about himself.”

			Pa agreed and sensed that Cade appreciated the opportunity Lucy presented to collect his thoughts. “Sounds good,” Cade said with a faint smile. “And thank you again for this meal and your hospitality.”

			•••

			The Hunter

			Somewhere on a distant horizon, the thunderstorm had extended its reach when lightning struck, and the figures of three riders were cast against the dying light of day.

			One of the riders wore a crimson coat, and the handle of a sword peeked out over his right shoulder. He was joined by two riders in gray coats in black hats, with the signature red kerchief of the shadow riders around their necks to cover their faces.

			It was Falcon. He was searching for Viper, and he had two shadow riders with him.

			They were following the trail of their quarry as they made their way to the small town on the horizon and eventually brought their horses to a stop in front of the Dixie Hotel & Saloon. As they dismounted and tied their horses up, they drew some anxious attention from the only onlookers on the street. And on the inside, any music and revelry currently underway was about to change.

			Falcon stepped up to the saloon entrance and led the shadow riders inside. As the three men stood in the doorway, everything in the room came to a silent stop.

			With a quick glance around the room, he surveyed the situation to determine who was in the room, who was a threat, and who might have some information about Viper. Then he eyed three men at the bar who appeared very nervous, and they also happened to be some of the only people in the room deliberately avoiding his gaze.

			With a wave of his hand, the two shadow riders split up and took up a position on opposite corners of the room. Falcon approached the three men at the bar who were still doing everything they could not to acknowledge him. Once within a few feet of the men, Falcon cleared his throat and politely asked his first question without introducing himself. “Gentlemen. You’ve come across someone like me… haven’t you?”

			The situation demanded a response, as Falcon was clearly addressing the men in front of him.

			Hank looked up from his drink and tipped back his black hat. “Yeah, we’ve seen someone like you. Came through town about three days ago.”

			Falcon nodded to acknowledge his answer and asked a second question, but this one had a tone of fatigue and blunt impatience. “Did you see which way he went?”

			Hank’s two friends cleared out of the way to put some distance between them and this new stranger. At about the same time, Hank said, “I… I don’t know, Mister. He stayed one night at the hotel and rode off the next morning.”

			Falcon chuckled. “I see,” he said, turning his attention to the bartender. “You! Barkeep. Is this your place?”

			“Yessir… it is,” Cal Shelby replied. “A man looking like you was here a few days ago. I think he was heading to Mexico.”

			Falcon sensed the nervousness in the bartender’s voice. That was likely an obvious lie, but it wasn’t the bartender’s lie. It was too easy. Viper wouldn’t travel west to turn south and head to Mexico, but he would likely mention it just to throw anyone off his trail.

			But this conversation wasn’t moving along as fast as he liked, so Falcon pulled his sword, and the soft light of the room gleamed off its blade. At the same time, both shadow riders pulled their pistols.

			“This… is a katana sword. Otherwise known as a samurai sword. Maybe you’ve all seen one of these before? The man we’re looking for has one, too. He also stole something from us, and we want it back. And just to make my point clear,” Falcon said in a slightly louder voice so that all could hear, “The person that can tell me where that man was really headed gets to live.”

			The room was now filled with the sound of people getting anxious and shifting around in their chairs. Hank started to back away with his friends, only to be cornered by a shadow rider with a pistol at their backs.

			Then a woman’s voice cracked the awkward silence. “It’s true. He told me he was heading southwest to Mexico,” Scarlett said while standing her ground next to the bar. “We spent the night together, and I asked him to take me with him. But he rode off alone the next morning.”

			Falcon turned to face Scarlett, then slowly walked toward her. After looking her up and down, he swung his sword so quickly it was over in a flash. The result was a cut across her right cheek that bled immediately, and she fell to the floor on her knees, crying.

			“I hate when people lie to me. It’s such a waste of time. You should all consider that your last warning and a lasting memory of what lying gets you. And now I’ll ask all of you one last time… which direction was the man heading?”

			“North! He was heading north. I saw him ride out of town that morning,” an anonymous man from the back said in a voice cracked with fear.

			“Okay then. There is an honest man in this town,” Falcon said with a smile. “Barkeep! One last question. Did he pay in gold?”

			Falcon could tell the bartender didn’t want to answer, and that his hand was likely clutching the gold coins in his pocket. But he didn’t want any trouble either, so he just nodded.

			“Thank you,” Falcon said. “My friends and I will need a place to sleep and something to eat. If your accommodations were good enough for our friend, I’m sure they’ll be good enough for us.”

			While Scarlett was still on her knees, she had slowly pulled a dagger concealed under her dress, strapped against the underside of her leg. Then suddenly she sprang from the floor like a wildcat with the dagger in hand and screamed in vengeance as she attacked the man who had cut her face.

			But Falcon was quicker, and without even looking, he shifted his weight and turned slightly to thrust his sword right through her heart. Scarlett’s wail faded into silence as her arms dropped, and her body slid off the sword and fell to the ground.

			“Pity,” Falcon said with feigned disappointment. “At least she had spirit.”

			Then he turned his attention back to everyone in the room. The shock and horror of what had just happened was still fresh on their faces. This was the perfect moment to make his intentions clear.

			“We have been tracking this man for many miles, and many days. And we will find him. And you better pray that we find him when we head north in the morning. Because if we don’t… we will be back.” He paused to look directly at the man in the back who had confessed Viper’s direction. “And we will kill every last one of you.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Storytime

			As the supper dishes were put away and Pa poured himself a glass of whiskey, everyone settled around the fireplace. There was a heavy cloud of anticipation in the room, and it was filled with the mystery of what was to come next.

			Cade was still thinking about how and what he wanted to share with them, while his audience was eagerly waiting to hear what he had to say. He had never really been asked about his past before, and he didn’t know how to describe it. Growing up at Fort Whitmore in the service of his Benefactor was all he’d ever known until a couple of weeks ago. Where should he even start?

			The warm glow and steady crackle of the fire provided the perfect light for storytelling, and the occasional pop of the embers chimed in as if they wanted to participate in the conversation. But there was something else about this setting that reminded him of his childhood, and the voice of one of his teachers echoed in his head: You can get far in the world being polite and well-mannered. Now sit up straight and smile.

			After considering every possibility, Cade finally arrived at a place he felt comfortable beginning with. “Maybe I should tell you how I came to meet my employer—my Benefactor.”

			•••

			Cade’s Tale: The Casualties of War

			Our family had a small farmhouse on some land my father had borrowed against. It was fertile land, near the Osage River, and he and my mother worked hard to make the most of everything they could, to provide for us.

			When my father went off to fight the war in ’62, it was just me, my mom, and my sister left behind. Life was a lot harder back then because we had to do everything my father used to do and help my mom. She was either sad or angry most of the time. She cursed the war and how it had taken my father away, and she blamed both sides that he never came back. And in June of ’65, I was twelve years old, and my sister, Sarah, was nine when our mom was killed.

			Four men in Union coats rode toward our house from the river. They walked their horses straight through a patch of squash and potatoes, knocking down a little fence and some sunflowers my sister was growing.

			Our mom gathered the two of us in the kitchen and spoke to us very seriously. Her voice was focused but full of fear, and little did we know that what we said next would be the last thing we would ever say to each other.

			“Cade, take your sister down to the cellar and hide in the dark corner behind your father’s wood tools. Sarah, promise Mommy that you won’t make a sound. Just like a game, but you need to hide and not be found, okay? Cade will take care of you. And no matter what you hear, just stay hidden. Okay? Promise Mommy,” she said.

			“Yes, Mommy,” Sarah said with a whimper.

			We didn’t quite grasp the situation, but we could both see the fear in Mom’s eyes.

			Then my mom gave me a look that I will never forget, along with the last thing I remember her saying to me. “Cade, I need you to take care of your sister. Promise me. No matter what happens… stay hidden and keep her safe,” she told me.

			I told her I would, not knowing how I would keep that promise or what it really meant. But it was something she needed to hear.

			“I love you both,” she said before squeezing us all together with one big hug. “Now go!” she said as she ushered us down the floorboard hatch and into the cellar.

			Once we were hidden behind the tools, we could hear men’s voices and some shouting coming from outside. Then we heard the first gunshot. It had come from just above us in the kitchen.

			“Don’t you come a step further!” my mom screamed at the men outside. “This is private property… and I’ll shoot the first man that tries to come any closer.”

			My sister gasped and buried her face into my shoulder. “Are they going to kill us?” she asked.

			“I don’t know. Now be quiet, like Mom said,” was all I could tell her and hoped for the best.

			The voices and laughter from the men outside grew louder. I couldn’t make out everything they were saying, but it wasn’t very nice. Then I heard one man’s voice say very distinctly, “I bet she’s all alone in that house,” and another one said, “Look, lady… we’re regulators on official business. We’re here to root out any Confederate fighters who haven’t surrendered. These ‘Gray Riders’ need to know that the war is over. The Union won. And now the spoils of war belong to us. So why don’t you put that gun down before someone gets hurt.”

			“The hell you say,” my mom yelled back and fired another shot. It must have hit one of the men because one of them groaned. Then there was shouting, and all the horses wailed.

			That’s when the roar of gunshots hit the front of our house and the window where my mom had been perched. It seemed to last forever, but when it finally stopped, I heard my mom fall to the floor above us with a loud thud. Sarah whimpered in my ear, and I held her tight as we both started to cry.

			A few minutes later, the men who shot our mother started rummaging through our house. I didn’t know what they were looking for, but one of them mentioned that it looked like some children lived here and that they should find us. And just as they opened the hatch door to the cellar, there was some additional commotion outside.

			Someone else was shooting at our house, and the men inside the house started to panic. I heard them file out of our house, and it sounded like they were immediately caught in a gunfight.

			All around us shots were being fired, and then suddenly, it was over. When everything had settled, we heard different voices outside the house and footsteps making their way inside. The new voices were walking in the kitchen overhead when some dust sprinkled down from the floorboards and got in my nose. Before I could stop myself––I sneezed.

			A voice from the kitchen above said, “There’s someone in the cellar.” The hatch door was already open, and as the sound of footsteps descended the stairs, I heard a man telling us in a pleasant voice, “C’mon out… we’re not going to hurt you.” I knew we promised to hide, but it sounded like these men just saved us. And after all the shooting, I was scared to keep hiding or to come out.

			“Please don’t shoot,” I said in the shakiest voice I could muster. Sarah looked up at me, and I simply nodded back that it was time to show ourselves. “It’s just me and my sister. We’re not armed,” I announced.

			“C’mon out, kids. We’re not going to hurt you. We just ran off those Yankee Regulators,” said the voice of a man who slowly came into view as my sister and I emerged from behind the tools. “There you are. You’re going to be okay. But I think you need to come upstairs.”

			As we all walked up the stairs, we could see my mom’s body lying on the kitchen floor. Her eyes were still open and full of anguish, and I couldn’t hold back the tears as Sarah and I fell to her side and hugged her one last time.

			“I’m really sorry. It looks like your mom tried to put up a good fight, but those Yankee bastards shot her. My name is Clark, and this here is Tom,” Clark said with a thumb pointed to the man bringing a blanket to cover our mother’s body.

			“Do you have any family nearby? Is there someplace you can go?” Clark asked, and I just shook my head.

			My father was the only son from his family in Virginia, and he and my mom moved to Missouri about ten years ago. I remember hearing about our grandparents, but I never really knew any kin on either side. A lot of hard years and painful memories were wrapped up in that house, but it was all I could remember and all I ever knew. Everything changed one afternoon, and I felt lost. I couldn’t think past the chores I was supposed to be working on that day, and then suddenly, did any of that even matter now? I had lost my mother and my sense of purpose in less than an hour.

			Clark continued, “We’ve heard of some separatists heading to a place that’s a long ride from here, southwest of Dodge City toward the New Mexico Territory. There are a lot of former soldiers just like us trying to make a fresh start.”

			All I could do was look up at him with swollen red eyes and acknowledge about half of what he said. My mother was dead, and I couldn’t process a single thought beyond the ache in my heart and a dizzying dull pain in my head.

			Clark seemed hesitant to invite us—two kids—on their journey. “Maybe you should come with us. We’ll see if we can help you find a place along the way. It will be tough riding, and you’ll have to keep up. But you’re not the only orphans from this bloody war, and coming with us is better than falling trap to whatever might happen if you stay here.”

			“Better get a move on,” Tom said with some urgency. “Those Yanks might come back with more guns.”

			Clark agreed. “Yeah, you’re right. Kids, why don’t you grab a few things to take with you? You probably won’t be back this way again anytime soon.” Then he stepped over a dead man lying in the doorway with a Union coat on.

			“Can we bury her? She’s our mother. It’s not right to leave her here like this,” I said with a cracked voice.

			“Sure, kid. We can give your mom a Christian burial,” Tom said as he looked out the window and pointed. “How about under that little shade tree over there?”

			We quickly dug a shallow grave and laid my mom to rest. One of the other gray riders had made a makeshift cross out of the broken fence, and we gathered around to say a prayer that concluded with “ashes to ashes, dust to dust.”

			Sarah and I went back into the house. I grabbed my coat, an old hunting knife, and a hat that used to belong to my dad. It was too big for me, but it was all I had. Then I made sure that Sarah had some clothes and a doll mom had made for her. After that, we went back into the kitchen and grabbed whatever food we could and put it in a small sack.

			We stepped back outside. The afternoon sun was warm and bright, and there was a steady breeze through the trees. Birds were singing off in the distance as if the tragic events had not occurred. And without its painful memories, you’d think it was a perfect day. “I think we’re ready to go, Mister,” I said to Clark, and he responded with a nod.

			“The fella that owned this horse won’t be needing it anymore,” Tom said with a grin as he walked a beautiful mare up to us. “And maybe you might want this, too,” he added as he handed me a gun belt that must’ve belonged to the dead man in the doorway.

			I took the gun belt and tried to tighten it around my waist but could not. So I just slung it over my shoulder and let the Colt revolver rest under my left arm. The weight of it was more than I imagined, which felt empowering and sad in the same moment. A new horse and gun belt were a small gain for such a huge loss.

			As I mounted up with Sarah sitting behind me, I was just starting to get the feel for this horse when one of the other men yelled out, “Let’s ride!” With a little buck and a quick turn, we fell in line behind the gray riders and started heading west.

			Sarah held tight as we rode off with these men, who were now all we had. And even though my heart was still aching, I never looked back at our house. It would’ve just made me cry all over again.

			But after a few days on the trail, I was second-guessing our decision, as it was taking longer than we thought to get to Dodge City. Instead of a straight line on well-traveled roads, we had to take a crooked path and occasionally lie low to wait out foul weather or avoid the Union Regulators who were likely on the lookout for us. And when we finally got to Dodge City, we never really went into town. Instead, we turned southwest to continue on to our destination in the New Mexico Territory––wherever that was. Sarah and I were just along for the ride.

			A man named Jesse served as our navigator, and he was always in the lead and whistling a tune or playing his harmonica as we made our way west. He seemed to know where we were going, or at least made it appear that way, and nobody questioned him. And his knowledge of when to take to the brush and avoid the heavily traveled roads was a benefit to us all. “If you ever lose your way, just follow the stars by night and the sun by day,” remained one of my favorite sayings of his. The wit and wisdom he shared during our journey was helpful to me as a young man who had never ventured this far from home.

			Along the way, Clark was kind enough to teach me how to shoot my new pistol. First, he taught me how to aim at stationary targets, and then at moving targets when we’d scare up some rabbits or a pheasant, which we’d end up eating along the way. My getting used to the weight of the gun, squeezing the trigger, and adjusting for the backfire were very helpful in both learning how to shoot and taking my mind off things. He’d always say, “Great shot, Cade. You’re getting better every day.”

			The men all told stories of the war and of how we shouldn’t have surrendered. Union soldiers were now riding through the South, taking guns and land away from anyone who supported or fought for the Confederacy. That’s when Clark and the rest of them said they knew it was time to head west for greener pastures.

			On the morning of the ninth day, we were following a less-traveled trail and about to cross a riverbed at its shallow when we saw some sort of fort atop a small hill on the horizon. Then a gunshot rang out, which must have been to get our attention because it worked. We all stopped in our tracks, on our horses.

			Three riders in matching gray coats and white shirts with crimson kerchiefs masking their faces emerged from the brush on the other side of the wash. They didn’t look like Confederate soldiers, as their uniformed coats were more of a dark gray with no markings of military rank. Then one of them yelled out to us, “You there… what’s your business?”

			Clark rode to the front of our party and spoke our intentions. “We are former soldiers of the Confederacy, and we heard about a place where we might be able find others like us. Soldiers with no war left to fight.”

			“Is there anybody following you?” asked the same man. “Any Union cavalry or lawmen?”

			Clark shook his head. “No, sir. We’ve been riding from Missouri for many days, and we’re plenty tired. Nobody knows where we were headed, and I reckon we would’ve seen anyone following us through Kansas. We avoided most of the main roads just to be certain.”

			After a moment, the man hollered back. “Okay now… you’re welcome to cross. Better stay on the high side. The riverbed is a little dry now, but there’s some quicksand in the shallows, and it gets deep fast.”

			As we paraded across the wash in single file, I imagined this riverbed could be harder to cross in the rainy season. And as we came closer in to the view of the three men, we could see that they were armed like soldiers, even if they weren’t in the army.

			“You might want to ride up with us. Mr. Whitmore and the colonel will need to meet you,” the man said as the three riders turned their horses and led us up a trailhead to the fort gates.

			There was an arched wooden gate in the front, but the doors were wide-open. The fence itself did not wrap around the entirety of the property, which seemed to stretch out behind the big house on top of the hill. The wide-open land was speckled with cattle, and some people farming a sizable acre of land near the riverbed gave the impression that there was either plenty of food to go around, or there was a sizable population of people living here.

			Behind a small row of trees there was a second building that looked like something I once saw when my mom took my sister and me to town. Mom called it a school and said, “That’s where kids go to learn.” Remembering that moment made me think of her.

			As we all rode up to the big house at the front of the property, we circled around a wide courtyard in which we were greeted by a few more men in similar white shirts and crimson handkerchiefs. They all seemed to be giving us the same look, as if we were welcome as visitors but didn’t yet belong. That’s when I saw a girl about Sarah’s age carrying a basket of carrots and potatoes to the front door. She glanced at Sarah and me and gave a gentle smile before making her way to a small set of stairs and disappearing inside the house.

			Then a tall, military-looking man emerged from the front door of the house. His pressed pants were tucked into his well-polished boots, and he wore his gun belt high on his hip. Based on the way everyone else around us reacted to him, it was easy to assume that he was in charge. He was also the only man in a white shirt with a golden-yellow kerchief around his neck.

			“Hello, friends,” he said. “My name is Colonel Lee, and this is Fort Whitmore. Named after our employer and Benefactor. It looks like you’re a long way from home, and that you’re not aware the war is over. Why are you still wearing your Confederate coats?”

			“We wear them because that’s what we have. All of us are refugees and what’s left of our regiment,” Clark replied with an inclusive look back at all of us and a wave of his hand. “We lost everything in that bloody damn war… our homes, our land, our families… but we haven’t surrendered. So, we’ve been riding for days to get here, or at least we think this is the place we heard about. A place where ex-soldiers can find work and a fresh start.”

			The colonel chuckled unabashedly. “Well now, I do believe you are in the right place. We are all ex-soldiers who have found a home here, and we are in the service of protecting our employer’s best interest. We call ourselves ‘shadow riders,’ and we exist somewhere between blue and gray as deputies of the New Mexico Territory, which means we’re not at war with the Union. They leave us alone as long as we help protect their expanding interests against savages and bandits that would disrupt our efforts to harvest resources, raise cattle, and build railroad lines from Texas to California.”

			Clark was looking for some reassurance. “Does that mean we can stay? We’re just good men looking for honest work and a place to call home.”

			“That’s not my decision to make,” the colonel replied. “That’s up to our Benefactor.” Then he turned back and called into the house. “Mr. Whitmore, I think we may have some new recruits. Would you like to come out and inspect?”

			A few moments later, a very distinguished man in the same white shirt, but fitted neatly inside a gray wool vest, stepped out from the shadows of the open door. His dark black hair and mustache were carefully groomed, and to me he had the look of someone very important. As he stopped right at the edge of the front porch, he quickly scanned the lot of us and even took a long look at Sarah and me before he spoke in the clear voice and savvy tone of a well-educated man.

			“My name is Joseph Whitmore II. Welcome to my home,” he said with a sweeping wave of his hand. “All the land, cattle, and farming you see here belongs to me and my family. If you stay here, we will expect a hard day’s work for warm meals and a bed. And you’ll be paid a fair wage for any protection services you may be tasked with to ensure our best interests. As for the children,” he said with a smile as he looked directly at Sarah and me, “I’m sure we might be able to find a place for them at our orphanage, where the same day’s work will be expected from them.”

			All of us were too tired and taken aback by everything that had just unfolded. We all looked blankly at each other and then back at Mr. Whitmore.

			“Do you have any questions?” he asked.

			All we could do was shake our heads. Everything he said sounded pretty good to us. Then Jesse spoke up, “Well, Mister… I mean, Mr. Whitmore, sir… I think all of us would be very happy to accept your terms.”

			“Wonderful. You are all under my employ and can refer to me as your Benefactor,” he said before giving his first instructions. “You must be tired and hungry. The colonel will see to getting you men set up in the barracks, and I’ll send for Ms. Sherrie to take care of the children. Welcome to Fort Whitmore!”

			•••

			One Good Turn

			As the Johnson family listened to this story, even Cade started to realize he had so much more to tell. But he didn’t feel the need to go any further. It seemed fair to him that they could accept him as a guest, knowing that he was a casualty of the war. An orphan. A caring son and a brother. And maybe as someone who could use a second chance in life.

			“That’s some story,” Pa remarked. “Thanks for sharing… and I suppose one good turn deserves another.”

			Then the Johnson family took turns running through the chapters of their family since moving to Rocky Creek. They also shared their heartache and a story of how the matriarch, Dottie Johnson, had died of tuberculosis in the winter of ’69.

			Cade listened to their stories and put it together that Lucy was a little older than him. She also mentioned that she was four years younger than her late husband, James. He had fought in the Battle of Gettysburg at the age of eighteen and survived being shot twice. But the injuries he sustained kept him from returning to the battlefield, and the two of them met when she was helping to feed the soldiers in the medical tents. After the war, they married and moved out west with the rest of the Johnson family. They had Eli in November of ’67 and had planned to build a second house on the north edge of the property. But sadly, James finally succumbed to the lingering scars of war and illness, and he died of pneumonia two years ago in the winter of ’74.

			Pa’s only son, Daniel, was the businessman in the family and the one who wanted all of them to head west and get away from the postwar South. He didn’t want to get involved in the rebuild when there was wide-open territory to be explored. Now he and his wife Emily lived in town above the General Store with their twin daughters, Laura and Lilly. And everyone in the family either helped at the store or did their part on the ranch to produce the fruits, vegetables, and other goods for sale.

			Daniel was also a handy carpenter and helped build most of the newer buildings in town, and Emily helped teach at the school. Together, the Johnson family was committed to making a life in Rocky Creek.

			The only problem with that was a “carpetbagger” named Jon Cobb who set up the Rocky Creek Landholdings Company a few years ago. He was well financed, politically connected, and convinced that the railroad would expand through the New Mexico Territory to El Paso and eventually to California. And it was his ambition to own as much of this valley as he could for ranching.

			Jon Cobb had been giving the Johnson family fits ever since Pa had turned down Cobb’s “less than generous” offer to buy half their property. Specifically, the twenty acres of their land that butted right up to his at a very convenient watering hole.

			This spot, appropriately named Flat Rock, was an area perfect for Cobb’s cattle to access the creek. But it was on the Johnson Ranch property, and his men would occasionally bring their cattle over to graze and drink during the summer anyway. It was always a scuffle to get them to leave, and they were getting bolder all the time. But the other thing with this jackass, according to Pa, was that he was sweet on Lucy Tucker, and he once proposed a marriage that would bring their two properties together. But neither Lucy nor her father were going to have any of that.

			It was getting late in the evening now, and even though the rain had stopped, the sky was pitch black. The only light was the stoked fire and some candle lamps.

			“Well,” said Pa, “as promised, the bunk room in the barn is all yours for the night. It’s a little past time to turn in, but it’s a nice soft evening for a good night’s sleep. We’ll be seeing you in the morning.”

			Lucy and Eli also shared their “good nights” and got ready for bed.

			Cade gathered his weapons and took one of the candle lamps with him as he stepped outside. He made his way to the barn, stopping to breathe in the sweet smell of the rain. The thunderstorm had passed, and it had washed everything clean. He was looking forward to a peaceful night’s sleep and couldn’t help but wonder if this was something he could get used to. Maybe he could quietly lie low here at the Johnson Ranch for a bit and see what would happen next.


		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Rocky Creek

			The rooster always crowed just before the morning glowed. In just a few weeks, Cade had forgotten the sound of nature’s wakeup call, and especially one that was just the other side of the thin plank wall from his bunk room.

			But he was an early riser and ready to make good on his promise. He slipped on his boots and stepped out into the dark and cool morning air to see how he could best help out. He saw Pa and Eli carrying a milk pail and a mix of baskets over from the house. Pa also had a work coat under his arm and presented it to Cade as they greeted each other at the barn entrance.

			“G’morning, Mr. Wilson,” Pa said warmly. “This coat belonged to my son-in-law. He was a little shorter than you, but he had broad shoulders. Thinking that you might be able to work more comfortably in this than in your other coat.”

			Cade agreed and appreciated the generosity. A samurai’s battle coat was not made for farm work. And as Pa mentioned, the sleeves were a little short. But overall, it was a good enough fit to be functional.

			Then Pa handed Cade a wicker basket. “Let loose the chickens and gather their eggs. When you’re done with that, see if Lucy and Eli need help feeding the animals and letting them out of their pens.”

			Eli made his way to the six cows ready for milking.

			This was a different sort of team effort than Cade had become used to of late, but it was a welcome change, too.

			After Cade had run the eggs up the steps to the back door, Eli had already reached the six cows ready for milking, and Lucy asked Cade to shovel manure from the barn stalls. “You can use the wheelbarrow and take it out to the compost pile,” she said while fetching water from the pump for all the pens.

			When the hogs were taken care of, Pa staked out the goats in new grazing circles and made his way inside before the sun finally broke the horizon. The day was off to a good start, and about ten minutes later, Pa opened the back door and called out, “Time for breakfast!”

			As everyone pounded the rainy mud off their boots, the smell of food tumbled out of the house. Coffee, bacon, eggs, and fresh-baked bread was as appetizing as it was welcome after the morning’s chores.

			Cade entered the kitchen and caught Lucy stealing a solemn look at him wearing her departed husband’s coat. He didn’t know it was the first time she’d seen anyone wearing it since his passing. Even if she knew why Pa would offer it to him, it would likely trigger feelings of loss and longing.

			The breakfast ritual was a little less formal than supper. “Plate up,” Pa said while offering the first option to Eli. And once everyone was seated around the table, the conversation was light but comfortable. Everyone seemed very at ease with each other, and the morning’s chores had wrapped up easier than usual with Cade’s help.

			While everyone was digging in, Cade noticed that Pa was wearing a pleasant smile. Then Pa mentioned something to the effect that there was a sense of happiness in the room for the first time he could remember in a long while. And if Pa was the kind of man who believed everything happened for a reason, maybe his next question seemed the right thing for him to ask.

			“Mr. Wilson,” Pa started, “I don’t know your plans, or where you’re headed, but it would sure do my heart good if you could accompany Lucy and Eli to town to drop off the new inventory and pick up some grain and supplies. We make that trip almost every day, and it’s especially important on Mondays. I just want to make sure the new wagon wheel works out.”

			Cade didn’t know how to respond. Not having anywhere to be certainly presented its challenges. He was accustomed to highly structured routines and following orders. His sole sense of purpose was to serve his Benefactor. Now he was on his own and trying to figure things out along the way. And he was rarely asked a question where he could make a choice. There was something intriguing but a little concerning to him about making decisions and accepting the consequences.

			But Cade couldn’t think of anything else he would rather do than spend more time at the Johnson Ranch and absorb more of this “normal life” that reminded him of childhood.

			“I would be much obliged, Mr. Johnson. I also couldn’t help but notice that you could use some help around here. And if you don’t mind me asking, I’m wondering if you wouldn’t mind me sticking around here for a little while and trading some work for room and board?”

			Cade couldn’t help but notice Eli’s eyes light up so bright they cast a shade of blush in Lucy’s cheeks, as if the idea of Cade staying on was exciting to one and uncomfortable to the other.

			Pa offered up a big smile. “Why sure, Mr. Wilson. I’m sure we’d all appreciate some help around here for a bit. Maybe we can finally repair the broken gate, too. But for now, I know a certain young man that needs to be getting off to school.”

			Eli jumped up to get the breakfast dishes like he was on a mission. When Cade came over to help, he just listened as Eli also seemed genuinely excited to go to school today. “All we do is go back and forth to town,” he said wistfully before looking to Cade. “But today will be so much better with you along for the ride!”

			“We should get a move on,” Lucy said, perhaps to remind everyone of the time. “It’s Monday, and Eli has to get to school by nine o’clock. It’s still a good ride in with the wagon.” Then, as they made their way out the door, she reminded Eli of the chores that would be waiting for him. “You’ll need to come home right after and milk the goat tonight.”

			“Yes, mom,” Eli replied with an unbreakable smile. “I’ll remember.”

			While Lucy and Eli were getting a head start, Cade returned to his bunk room in the barn and laid out his weapons across the small bed. He started thinking that today might be a good day to try and blend in with ordinary townspeople, or at least to not draw any unnecessary attention to himself. So, he opted to leave his sword and gun belt, but he tucked his pistol into his belt behind his back and concealed it with the work coat. Then he quickly saddled his horse and rode to catch up with Lucy and Eli in the wagon.

			It was a good ten-minute ride into town with a single-horse wagon. Cade rode alongside, and his black horse seemed content with the morning exercise, while Eli used the time to share everything about school and one mean boy in particular he didn’t like. “Maybe Timmy will stop picking on me when he sees you,” he said to Cade.

			Before Cade could reply, Lucy interrupted and glared at Eli. “Mr. Wilson is just staying to help out a bit,” she said. And her tone sounded like a warning to them both not to get used to Cade being around too long.

			As they rode into town up the center street, Cade could see the school that was built as part of the church at the north end of town. The steeple had a signature cross on top, and the school next to it had a little bell that started to ring, signaling to the children in town that it was time to assemble.

			“That’s the morning bell, Mr. Wilson,” Eli said, now sounding a little deflated. “I need to get going. But I’ll see you again this afternoon, yes?”

			Cade gave him a reassuring smile. “Of course you will. Now get going.” At that moment, even Cade had to reassure himself that he would still be here later today. But he appreciated the feeling of being admired and gave a final wave to Eli as the child hurried up the street to the schoolhouse. Then he turned to Lucy. “Where’s our next stop?”

			“We’re heading to the General Store. I’ll introduce you to my brother, Daniel,” Lucy said as she turned the horse and wagon toward a shop on the left that was well decorated with items for sale. And as they parked the wagon, a woman emerged from the front door with her two girls in tow.

			“Hello, Emily,” Lucy said casually, causing the woman to look up and acknowledge her.

			“Oh, hi, Lucy,” Emily said with a tone of urgency that suggested she was also running late getting her daughters off to school, and a little surprised when she first looked at Cade.

			Cade could tell Lucy was trying her best to introduce him, knowing that everyone had been caught a little off guard. “Mr. Wilson, this is my sister-in-law, Emily, and these are their twin daughters, Laura and Lilly. Emily… girls, this is Mr. Wilson. He will be helping us out around the ranch for a bit.”

			Emily gave a polite but brief smile to Cade. “Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Wilson, but I must apologize as we are running a little late for school this morning.” She then turned to Lucy to run through some inventory. “We’re out of eggs and bacon, and any ripe fruit. Daniel has the list.” Then she shuffled her daughters off with a sense of urgency. “Run along now. And please tell Ms. Elizabeth that I will be there shortly.”

			“Pleasure to meet you, too,” Cade replied as he tipped his hat and politely stepped wide to let the girls pass by.

			Then the door to the store opened, and a younger version of Pa stepped out. “There you are… what the heck happened to you yesterday? We were getting a little worried about you,” Daniel asked Lucy. “And who’s your friend, here?” he asked while he sized up Cade.

			“Daniel, this is Mr. Wilson. He helped us fix a broken wheel on the wagon yesterday.” Lucy introduced Cade while he stepped forward to shake hands. “And this is my brother, Daniel.” Then she explained the story of the wagon wheel and described the working arrangement that might have Cade around for a little while.

			Cade and Daniel shared some additional pleasantries about the wagon wheel incident and some small talk about the weather before they started grabbing some crates and baskets of goods and making their way inside with them. And as Cade glanced behind them to see the twins disappearing into the schoolhouse with Emily, it was unknown to him that they were also being watched.

			•••

			New Grudges

			From a second-story window across the street from the General Store, Jon Cobb was in his office overlooking these introductions with jealous curiosity. He was counting on seeing Lucy come into town like she did every morning, but he hadn’t considered her arriving with someone else.

			Cobb wanted to know more about this stranger. Who was he? Where did he come from? Cobb didn’t like the look of him, if only because he seemed out of place in the peaceful town of Rocky Creek. And somehow this stranger might add up to something beyond his control, and he definitely didn’t like that.

			“Hicks, who is that stranger with Lucy Tucker?” Cobb asked angrily while pointing out the window to the General Store.

			A broad-shouldered man in town clothes stepped up to the same window just in time to see three people enter the General Store. “Well, Mr. Cobb, I don’t quite know. But he doesn’t look familiar,” Hicks replied.

			“I don’t like it. Not one bit,” Cobb said while anxiously twisting his mustache. “Lucy has never come into town with a stranger, and now there’s this fella. I don’t like it. No… not one bit. Maybe we should head over to the store and introduce ourselves? See what Carl is doing downstairs and meet me outside in five minutes.”

			“Yes, boss,” Hicks replied as he stepped out of the office and headed downstairs.

			Cobb took one more look outside the window at the front of the General Store. His hand fell to his hip and the handle of his pistol. He wasn’t a man to be made a fool of, and this stranger better not try to come between him and Lucy.

			Cobb still believed Lucy could learn to love him if her pa was out of the picture. The effort of maintaining the ranch was already becoming too much. Too much, indeed, for a beautiful widow and her young son. If this stranger had to be dealt with, or scared off, this would need to happen immediately. Cobb’s plans to marry Lucy and take over the Johnson Ranch were essential to him owning the whole valley, and he wasn’t about to let anything, or anyone, ruin them.

			As Cobb and his two men stepped out of the office of the Rocky Creek Landholdings Company, they looked ready for confrontation while walking across the street. Cobb led the way with Hicks, his right-hand man, and Carl covered his back. And when they stepped up to the door of the General Store, Cobb stopped to peek in through the window before they made their way inside.

			The little bell above the door announced their arrival, and Daniel greeted the three men with a big grin. “Top o’ the morning to you, Mr. Cobb. What can we do for you?”

			Cobb knew that Daniel treated everyone who walked into the store as a customer, whether he liked them personally or not. Today was no exception. And while he could see Lucy looking at her brother, she did not turn to acknowledge him.

			As the other two men filed into the store behind Cobb and took their places, blocking the door, a moment of deathly silence filled the room before Cobb stepped forward. “Same to you, Mr. Johnson. I’m stopping in today for a fresh box of cigars.” Then he made sure to focus on Lucy and to insert himself. “And a good morning to you too, Ms. Lucy,” he said as he tipped his hat.

			Lucy turned quietly to acknowledge Cobb and gave a polite smile. “Good morning to you, Mr. Cobb.” She was always respectful in the store because it was the family business, and most times, that’s as far as she would ever have it go.

			“Now, now… Ms. Lucy, you can call me Jon, if you please,” Cobb said as he turned his gaze to the stranger. “And who are you, friend? I don’t believe we are acquainted.”

			“This is Mr. Wilson. He’s helping us out at the ranch for a little while,” said Lucy, taking over the introductions. Then, as if to change the subject, she turned to Daniel and said, “You have today’s inventory, and we’ll start working on the other list of items.”

			But Cobb was still focused on the matter at hand. “Welcome to Rocky Creek, Mr. Wilson,” Cobb said dryly while extending his hand. “I hope you’ll enjoy your visit to our charming little town.”

			Cade was about to step forward and shake hands, but Lucy did something completely unexpected and moved between the two men. “We best be moving on,” she said to Cade. “We still need to stop by the feed store before getting back.” Without saying a word, Cade just nodded, then picked up the empty crates and started walking toward the door.

			Cobb didn’t appreciate being left open-handed. Even if the gesture was insincere, Lucy’s comment was insulting to his ego. He withdrew his hand, gave a quick glance and a silent order to one of the men still in front of the door, and then Hicks blocked the way.

			Instead of moving aside to let anyone pass, Hicks took a sidestep toward Cade and put out his left hand to make him stop.

			“Mr. Cobb asked you a question. Don’t you know it’s impolite to not answer?” Hicks asked, as if to instigate a fight. And when Cade did not immediately reply, he fired back. “What’s the matter, boy? You let women speak for you?”

			Cade looked at the man’s hand in front of him and then turned to Cobb. “I believe the lady already answered your questions about me just fine. Does this man speak for you?”

			Cobb drew a quick breath. His face was now flushed with anger and frustration in how this whole situation was turning against him. He already didn’t like this guy, and he certainly didn’t like being insulted in front of others. Mr. Wilson was a man who would need to be dealt with swiftly. And for a moment, maybe subconsciously, he let his hand drop to his pistol.

			“Gentlemen, there’s no need for any of this,” Daniel said. “It’s a fine morning, and I have your cigars right here, Mr. Cobb. How about we all get on with our day?”

			“Please let us be, Jon,” Lucy added, and that seemed to shake Cobb from his daydream of escalating a gunfight in the middle of the General Store.

			Cobb turned to Hicks with a slight gesture and said, “Let him by.” But he could sense that Hicks didn’t like this stranger either and was slow to step aside when he let Cade and Lucy walk to the door.

			“Be seeing you around, Mr. Wilson,” Hicks whispered into Cade’s ear.

			Lucy followed right behind Cade, and Cobb caught her steely glance of disgust as they exited the store. Then she gave one last look back at her brother and said, “See you tomorrow.”

			As Cade mounted his horse and Lucy stepped onto the wagon, Cobb watched them pull away while still standing inside the store. Then he closed the door before turning to Daniel. “Mr. Johnson, I would hate to see anything bad happen to your family. This is a peaceful town, and I hope your sister will understand that I’m just looking out for her wellbeing. I don’t like the look of this ‘Mr. Wilson’ fella. He’s trouble… and I don’t like trouble. So maybe you can tell me more about this new hired hand?”

			Daniel gave a look that suggested he didn’t know anything about this man or how to answer. “I don’t know, Mr. Cobb. I just met Mr. Wilson this morning. He arrived in town yesterday and helped Lucy and Eli repair their wagon. Sounds like he’s going to stay around and help out at the ranch for a while. That’s all I know. And they could use the help.”

			Cobb interrupted, “Mr. Johnson, let me speak more plainly. I know your family could use some help around the ranch, and that’s an easy problem to fix. I have made my intentions clear. Let’s just hope this Wilson fella doesn’t become a problem. Again, I would hate to see anything bad happen to your family.” Then he took the box of cigars from Daniel’s hand. “How much do I owe you?”

			“One dollar, if you please,” Daniel replied.

			Cobb squinted like a cheapskate arguing the price, but eventually produced some coins from his vest pocket and followed Hicks and Carl out of the store.

			As he could see that Lucy and Mr. Wilson were now tied up down the street at the feed store, Cobb laid out a plan for his men. “Hicks… I want you to make sure a few head of our cattle end up on the Johnson Ranch tonight. Then I want you to take a handful of men out and see if you can’t discourage Mr. Wilson from staying on to help out.” After a brief pause for effect, he turned to his men. “Do I make myself clear?” he asked sharply.

			“Yessir, boss,” Hicks replied as the two men turned and walked back toward the office. But Cobb remained to watch Lucy dismount the wagon and walk inside the feed store.

			Mr. Wilson is a man who needs to be dealt with swiftly, Cobb thought to himself. And maybe it’s time to turn up the heat on the Johnson family, too. If he couldn’t have Lucy Tucker, then nobody would.


		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Mending Fences

			The rest of the morning was pretty uneventful. After picking up some chicken feed, Cade and Lucy rode back out to the ranch.

			Lucy wasn’t happy at all with what happened in the store. She thought coming into town with Cade might cause a problem, but she had hoped it wouldn’t start out first thing this morning. Meanwhile, Cade seemed completely relaxed about the whole thing, and she couldn’t understand why. But at the very least, she was glad he had been “disguised” when Cobbs and Cade first met, even if she still didn’t know how to feel about him wearing her old husband’s coat.

			But she did appreciate how he interacted with Eli, and how he had handled meeting Daniel, Emily, and the girls. As for the situation with Cobb, she thought he did his best, given the circumstances. She had said something to the effect that, “Cobb was an insecure man always trying to impose his control over others.” And while there was still much she didn’t know about Cade, this mysterious man certainly seemed capable of taking care of himself and standing up to Cobb.

			Once they returned to the ranch, it didn’t take long for Lucy to put Cade to work, cutting some young trees surrounding the property. And after some heavy lifting and pole shaving, they were able to mend the fence.

			While they worked, Lucy opened up a little and made conversation about her late husband, and how it had been hard raising Eli alone. This was something she sensed Cade could relate to, based on his story last night. And even though she was eternally grateful for her father being around, Pa was no substitute for the boy’s father.

			Lucy also recalled the whole incident in the store with Cobb and his men. “I’m sorry you had to experience that. Cobb is a real piece of work,” she said sneeringly. Then she shared how badly Cobb wanted to join their land and how glad she was not to let him have any of it, just to spite him, even though the Johnson Ranch was really bigger than what they needed. “He’s always making advances, and I’ve always put him off. But he’s not the kind of man that takes no for an answer.” The last part might have been a little unnecessary, but she felt the need to clarify that she and Cobb had differences, and there was nothing going on between them.

			“The only problem with living in Rocky Creek is that nobody wants any trouble with the man who owns most of the town,” Lucy added. Then she issued a little warning with a story about a man who had supposedly crossed Cobb on a business deal over some cattle. “That man was shot dead in the middle of the street. Everyone saw it happen, and Cobb claimed self-defense. But it was really Hicks that shot the man three times.” She claimed the local sheriff couldn’t do anything about it because the only witnesses backed Cobb’s story.

			“Anyway… you’re not his problem. He’s his own problem, and this will probably all blow over in a day or two since you won’t be staying long. If you just mind your business, Cobb will eventually lose interest. But I’d advise you stay clear of him, just in case.”

			“Thanks for the advice,” Cade replied with a tone of little concern.

			Lucy changed the subject as they moved to the next project, rambling on about how the Johnson family had bigger plans for the ranch, but how things had changed when her husband died. Now they were just hopeful that Eli would grow strong enough to help out and that they could eventually get on top of things.

			By late morning, Pa broke out some apples and bacon sandwiches, and they all took a small break for lunch. Lucy told him what had happened in town with Cobb’s men at the General Store, to which Pa just shook his head and muttered, “That boy don’t know when to give up.”

			After lunch, Pa asked Cade to help move the hogs back into their pen while Lucy went to pick berries by the creek to make jam. Every once in a while, Lucy would look over to see Pa and Cade talking and laughing about something while they worked. She had seen Eli warm up to Cade very quickly and didn’t know how to feel about that. But before witnessing this, it hadn’t occurred to her that maybe her father appreciated having someone around to talk to. These feelings were all new to her, as she had become so work- and chore-oriented the past few years. And maybe focusing on the task at hand was a necessary distraction at the time, but today, seeing her father happy made her smile.

			About mid-afternoon, the heat of the day started to take its toll. It was time to water the animals, and Lucy asked Cade to help her refill all the troughs from the well pump behind the house. As the two walked back and forth with their buckets of water, Lucy couldn’t help but notice how strong and agile Cade really was while making quick work of everything. It was also the first time she felt a little flush herself.

			For probably the same reason, Lucy decided they could use a break and mentioned to Cade that if he wanted to cool down, there was a trail out back down to the creek the town was named after. She told him about a little watering hole near the big flat rock to bathe and wash clothes in. It was also a good creek for trout, and Pa had a nifty fishing pole Cade could use.

			Again, Cade just smiled and politely replied, “Thank you.” He didn’t take the fishing pole, but instead, she saw him take his sword from the barn as he made his way to the creek.

			Cade walked along the water’s edge and found the big flat rock, just as Lucy had described. The rock was like a platform as wide as a house, and it dropped down into a deep pool at the water’s edge. The flat rock was also perfectly warmed by the sun, and the wind through the trees and the trickle of the creek provided a gentle backdrop of nature’s music.

			Lucy had moved on to picking apples and was more than curiously watching from the small ladder as Cade removed his shirt. Then he just stood there for a moment as if collecting his thoughts before going into some stretches and becoming more deliberate and focused with his movements.

			She had never met anyone like Cade or seen anyone move like that. It was if she was watching a dance, the way he was moving his hands and punching and kicking at the air. Then he took his sword and went through a whole new set of movements, springs, and strikes against an invisible opponent. She wondered what it all meant and found herself attracted to the ritual of it all. The discipline and exactness of his movements was only slightly more interesting than the way he appeared to tune out or not care if anyone was watching. It was like this man was in a whole other world, and she was an unintended audience.

			Lucy must have been right because Cade seemed completely unaware of anyone watching him. And after he had worked up a sweat completing his exercises, he put his sword down on top of his shirt. Then he removed his pants and stepped to the edge of the rock only for a moment before jumping into the cool water.

			•••

			Disturbing the Peace

			The water was refreshingly cool and perfect for late August. After a few more dunks before wading to the shallows to walk out, he noticed all the cow tracks on the earthy beach. Given all the trees and rocky surroundings, it definitely looked like the best place to water a herd for miles in either direction.

			Cade stood on the flat rock to dry off in the sun for a bit before getting dressed and gathering his things. Then he found a nice spot of shade under a big maple tree and sat cross-legged in the cool grass to meditate. He closed his eyes and took in his surroundings. The calm of the earth. The wind blowing softly from the southwest, cool against his wet hair and beard.

			Life was good today. For the first time in years, he felt at ease. But peaceful moments rarely lasted, and his thoughts turned to his sister, Sarah. He hoped she was surviving at the fort without him. She had become a strong young woman, but as he swore to protect her so many years ago, he also felt pangs of worry and doubt creeping into his mind about her wellbeing.

			Cade’s peaceful afternoon meditation was eventually disrupted by Eli, who had returned home after school with Toby playfully chasing along and barking at his side. As an excited boy with a new audience for his stories, Eli talked about his day at school and how hard math was. The young man was also full of questions, firing them off in rapid succession about why Cade was out on Flat Rock––what was he doing out here, and why did he carry a sword?

			Cade did his best to humor the boy, and then distracted him by asking if he had milked the goat or needed any help with the rest of his chores. Eli thanked him for the reminder, and Cade just gave him a smile. It only took a day for him to remember that work on a ranch was never-ending, and the day wasn’t over yet.

			The late afternoon sun was getting low on the horizon, and Lucy mentioned that the last thing they needed to do was to put all the animals in their pens or in the barn before sunset. And once that was done, everyone stopped at the clang of the bell that signaled supper was ready.

			As sunset turned to dusk, Cade and the Johnson family were ready to gather around the table for a hearty stew that Pa had been cooking all afternoon. And just like the night before, everyone went about their roles to make sure the table was set before stopping to give thanks for this wonderful meal and a pleasant end to a long day.

			The stew was delicious, and everyone was digging in while making small talk. Eli laughed his way through a story about how “Timmy wasn’t mean to him today,” and Pa bragged about a surprise dessert that had been cooling in the window for the better part of an hour. It was something to look forward to, he assured, and the general mood at the table was that everyone was looking forward to more storytelling to follow. But then about halfway through supper, Toby started to bark.

			It was an alarming kind of bark and enough to stir Eli from his seat and go to the front door. After opening it to look outside, Cade saw him turn back to everyone at the supper table with a fearful look as he shared the news. “There are riders approaching… with torches.”

			Pa pushed away from the table with a curse in his voice. “Dammit all. What’s Cobb doing now?” he said as he grabbed his hunting rifle in the corner.

			Lucy told Eli to go to the loft and stay there. Then Cade saw her look at him with concern and sensed that Lucy had been wrong to think Cobb was just going to let what happened this morning go without retaliation. Lucy was clearly also fearful of how far Cobb was going to take this.

			“You should make your way to the bunkhouse. We’ll get them to leave,” she said to him. But Cade was already two steps ahead of her and barely heard Lucy finish talking when he darted out the back door.

			Pa was now standing on the front porch as five riders approached the front of the house, while a sixth had stopped just after the arch to observe from afar. They were about 300 feet and closing when Pa fired a warning shot in the air and shouted, “Stop right there!”

			The riders slowed to trot within earshot, and Pa followed up with, “Just what the hell do you think you’re doing here? This is private property!” he said as he reloaded and fixed his aim with a “first come, first served” tone in his voice.

			Of the five men, only three carried torches. But they all worked for Jon Cobb, and they resembled a lynch mob as they had now closed in to within thirty feet of the house while Toby continued barking.

			Carl advanced past the others as the leader of the rabble to address the situation. “Hold on now, Mr. Johnson,” he said defensively. “We wouldn’t be out here if we didn’t have some cattle come up missing today. And we’re pretty sure they’ve wandered on your land somewhere.”

			“I done told you before,” Pa quipped back. “Your men keep bringing cattle over to our land to graze in our fields and water them down at the creek. The land around Flat Rock is on our property. That’s your problem… not ours. You have no reason to be here at suppertime. Now why don’t you just ride on!”

			“Well, that’s the funny thing, Mr. Johnson,” Carl replied. “We do have a slight problem, and that problem is you. Now how about you saddle up and help us find those missing head? Or if you’re too old, maybe your daughter can do it?” he said with a laugh. “Better yet, where is your new hired hand? How about you send Mr. Wilson out to help?”

			The men riding with Carl gave a little laugh, and then one holding a torch said to another, “Now wouldn’t it be a shame if this place burned to the ground?”

			Pa puffed up. “You’re not understanding me, boy,” he had to say loudly over Toby. “I don’t care about your missing cattle or where you lost them. I also don’t care about your threats. This is our land. We homesteaded here and made our living five years before Cobb arrived. And now the only thing that’s happening tonight is you turning around and riding back to your boss. Tell him we’ll be happy to help you look in the morning.”

			Carl sneered back at Pa. “You know I can’t do that. Mr. Cobb expects results, and it wouldn’t be good for business to ride back empty-handed,” he said before adding the one thing that would change everything. “Would somebody shut that damn dog up. How about it, Joe?”

			The man named Joe was the only other rider not carrying a torch. After taking a pull of whiskey from the bottle in his coat, he pulled his pistol, and shot Toby. “That’ll shut him up,” he said as Toby yelped in pain.

			“What the hell!” Pa yelled as he turned his rifle on Joe but held fast, even when Joe turned his pistol on Pa. The two other men also pulled their pistols as the situation escalated.

			“Whoa! Everyone settle down now,” Carl said to anyone who would listen. Then he turned to Pa and said, “Why don’t you lower your rifle, Mr. Johnson. Don’t make this any worse.”

			At the same time, Lucy burst out of the house cursing the man who shot their dog. “You son of a bitch! He didn’t deserve that,” she added as she ran to comfort the animal. Eli had also come down from the loft when he heard the gunshot and chased right out after his mother. Lucy turned to Eli. “Go back inside,” she yelled but then stopped as Cade stepped onto the front porch from the side steps.

			Cade had watched most of this escalate, hoping he wouldn’t have to get involved. But now all of that that had suddenly changed as he came into view and the five riders looked him up and down. He sensed that while none of them knew exactly what to expect coming out here tonight, it wasn’t a man dressed like him.

			“You shouldn’t have done that,” Cade said to the men to make his presence known. It had not taken him long to get to his bunk room in the barn and return fully armed and ready for a fight. “If you’re looking for me… then let’s handle our business. Let the family go inside.”

			“Well, get a load of this fella,” Carl said to his men with a tone of bravado. “Looks like we meet again, Mr. Wilson.”

			Cade didn’t answer, but he did slowly reveal the shotgun pistol in his left hand and the long knife from his boot in the other. He could sense that the tension of the moment was mounting as everyone was shifting their gaze from him to Pa, who still had his rifle pointed at Joe.

			Cade could also sense that these men weren’t necessarily ready for this fight. They were here to rough up some farmhand. They didn’t realize that what was about to go down could be fatal, and that everyone gathered in front of the Johnson’s house was about to witness whatever happened next.

			But if there was a moment for everyone to stand down, it passed when Cade locked eyes with Joe. The man who had shot Toby seemed drunk, and his eyes were wild and unpredictable. Whatever might have stopped him from making a bad decision had long passed when he eventually tipped his hand, and Cade knew he was going to make his move.

			Joe turned his pistol from Pa to Cade, but Cade released the knife in his right hand in one quick throw before Joe could take aim. The knife blade found its target in Joe’s heart, and his pistol fired its chambered shot into the ground.

			Everyone was stunned in a moment of disbelief as they just watched Joe silently, slowly fall off his horse with a knife sticking out of his chest. In this moment of calm before the approaching storm, Cade slow-blinked to focus on the fight to come and his next move. As the shock of what happened abated, one of Cobb’s men on the left finally uttered, “He killed Joe!” And with his pistol already drawn, he raised it to take aim at Cade.

			But Cobb’s man wouldn’t get off a clean shot as Cade was quicker. He raised his shotgun and fired a barrel at the torch the rider was holding, causing an explosive display of fire and sparks that startled everyone and the horses. In the confusion, the men started firing their pistols, but nothing was on target. In this chaos, Cade took aim quickly and fired the second barrel at the man on his left. The blast hit the man square in the chest and knocked him off his mount.

			Cade dropped his shotgun and took a running dive at Carl from the front porch, and tackled him off his horse. As both men fell to the ground, Cade did a quick roll to a one-knee stand and pulled his sword in the same movement. As Carl struggled to stand and gather his wits, he pulled his pistol and barely had a moment to raise it before the sharp blade of Cade’s sword cut off his hand at the wrist in one quick stroke.

			Carl screamed in pain as he looked at his severed hand on the ground still holding his gun. The blood squirting from his wound was also quite a scene, but his agony was immediately silenced as Cade quickly spun around to drive his sword into Carl’s back and right through his heart.

			The last two men were still on their horses and they started shooting at Cade, but with his sword still in Carl’s back, he used the horse as a shield while he pulled his pistol and took aim at the closest man. Cade fired two shots and put one bullet in the man’s chest and then another in his head. And as Carl’s lifeless body dropped to the ground, three more gunshots rang out between Cade and the last man on his horse. But only two shots found their mark as the last of Cobb’s men slumped over and fell off his horse.

			Five men lay dead on the ground, and their horses were walking aimlessly or running away in the aftermath. And in the silence following the fight, the air was thick with the smell of gunpowder and the dying flames of the torches. Cade surveyed the situation and slowly holstered his pistol. He then bent over slightly to take the handle of his sword, which was still sticking out of Carl’s back. His dying opponent was just kneeling there and hunched over in silence when Cade measured his grip and then removed Carl’s head in one quick stroke.

			Cade gave a slight bow as Carl’s headless body fell to the ground. Then he wiped his sword clean, returned it to its scabbard, and looked over at the Johnson family. “Is anyone hurt?” he asked.

			Pa, Lucy, and Eli were still huddled over Toby, just looking at Cade with what he sensed was a mixture of shock, awe, and fear. They all looked at the man they had let into their home just single-handedly kill five men in a matter of moments, deftly moving and efficiently using every weapon at his disposal. Then they watched him cut off Carl’s head. A man who was already dead or dying. The confusion on their faces seemed to fuel their inability to explain what had just happened, amid a haunting realization that maybe they didn’t know this man at all.

			The sixth rider, almost forgotten, now reared his horse and rode off in the direction of town at a fast gallop. Cade only gave him a quick glance, as he was well out of range for a pistol shot, but he suspected that man would be riding back to town to share the news of what had happened.

			“Are you okay?” Cade asked again, turning back to the Johnsons.

			The Johnsons all looked at each other in stunned silence before Lucy let out an audible acknowledgment that sounded like a confirmation. “Yes… we’re okay.”

			Cade gave a nod and looked back in the direction of the sixth rider. “I bet that was Hicks. If he does all of Cobb’s dirty work, then I bet he’s going back to tell him what happened here,” he said before looking around to take his own inventory of the situation. But as Cade looked around and walked over to where Lucy and Eli were still holding Toby, she said something that made him stop in his tracks.

			“Who the hell are you? Really?” Lucy asked bluntly, and Cade could hear the tone of fear and disgust in her voice. Then she grabbed Eli by the arm and pulled him toward the house.

			Cade heard the question but did not respond. Instead, he let the words sink in and wondered what they must think of him. “Who the hell are you?” was something he had been asking himself lately.

			But before he could give that much thought, the result of the fight offered a new distraction and Cade began cleaning up the mess he had created. As he dragged the five dead men, one by one, to a spot of ground away from the front porch, he suddenly realized that what had happened could certainly come back to haunt him, and that the relationship he shared with the Johnsons was about to change.

			In a matter of moments, the dead men lay shoulder to shoulder on the earth. Cade retrieved his knife before coming back for Carl’s head and hand that was still clinching a pistol. When he had laid everything to rest, he heard Pa’s voice behind him.

			“I don’t know where you learned to fight like that, son… but I’m glad you were on our side tonight. This feud has been a long time brewing, and it’s a shame that these men lost their life tonight over Cobb’s thirst for our land. But regardless of how I feel about that, these men deserve a proper burial. And so does Toby,” he said with sadness in his voice.

			“For now,” Pa continued, “I have an old blanket we can cover them all up with, and we’ll fetch the sheriff and the undertaker in the morning. And I reckon there will be some explaining to do.”

			Cade just nodded as he turned to Pa. “I’m sorry for what happened here tonight, but I’m glad you and your family are safe.” Then he walked toward the first of the horses now idling randomly around the yard without a rider and said over his shoulder. “I’ll feel better if I round these horses up, too.”

			The two men went about their business, then quietly parted ways for the evening. It would be a long night full of haunting memories of what had transpired, but it was best to sleep on it and deal with the aftermath in the morning.

			•••

			The Morning After

			The morning chores the next day were not the same, as Cade sensed that the shock of what had happened the night before was still fresh on everyone’s mind. Everyone moved silently around each other, and Cade didn’t know if he should stick around, but he also felt obligated to help with the morning chores as promised. Everything seemed so surreal, as everyone only exchanged soft pleasantries as they went about their work.

			It was almost time for breakfast and just after sunrise when three riders approached the Johnson Ranch. On their horses heading directly toward the house were Jon Cobb, Hicks, and Sheriff Barnes. The only certainty Cade could make of their presence was that it was very evident that the news of last night had already been brought to everyone’s attention.

			Lucy and Eli stopped performing their chores when they noticed the riders, and Pa was the first to step outside to greet them.

			“Good morning, Sheriff,” Pa acknowledged while ignoring the other two riders. “I know why you’re here, and we were just about to fetch you ourselves.”

			“Is that so?” Cobb chirped as he brought his horse to a stop and pulled his pistol. “Where is that handyman of yours? Where is Mr. Wilson? He needs to be brought to justice for what he did last night. Five of my best men are dead, and their blood is on his hands,” he continued while using the muzzle of his pistol to point at the five pairs of boots sticking out from under an old blanket.

			“Now you hold on just a minute, and don’t go waving your gun around,” Pa said defensively. “Your men were here doing the same thing last night… waving their guns and threatening my family. Then Joe Pike shot our dog and would have shot Mr. Wilson if he hadn’t defended us and himself. That’s when all hell broke loose.”

			“Now, Mr. Johnson,” Sheriff Barnes said, perhaps trying to settle this before anyone else ended up dead this morning. “We have an eyewitness that says Carl and his men were looking for some stray heads of cattle, and then this ‘Mr. Wilson’ started knifing and shooting everyone.”

			“That’s a lie,” Pa replied. “Of course Hicks would say that. But Cobb is responsible for sending those men out last night to start trouble, and all we did was defend our home. And as God as my witness, my family saw the whole thing, and we’re more credible than Cobb’s henchman.”

			“Well that’s not for you to decide. This is a matter for the law, now,” Cobb said defiantly. “Sheriff, I demand justice. That man is a menace and needs to be locked up.”

			Wearing his work clothes again, and with no visible weapons, Cade looked much more like a hired hand than he did a trained killer as he rounded the corner with his hands in plain sight.

			“Hello, Sheriff,” he said very calmly to the lawman. “My name is Cade Wilson, and everything Mr. Johnson said is true. Those men were here to cause trouble last night, and they threatened to burn down the house before taking shots at us. All I did was defend this innocent family and their property.”

			Suddenly, Hicks chimed in, “There he is, Sheriff. That’s the man that killed Carl and our crew. For chrissakes… he cut Carl’s head off! What kind of man does that?”

			“I should shoot him right now,” Cobb said while pointing his gun at Cade. But then to everyone’s surprise, Lucy and Eli burst through the front door of the house and positioned themselves between Cade and his accusers.

			“No! Your men brought this fight, Cobb,” Lucy exclaimed. “You started this whole thing because you think you control everyone in this town, but you don’t. And shooting Cade in cold blood would make you a murderer.”

			“Put your gun away, Cobb,” Sheriff Barnes said as calmly as possible. “I won’t tolerate any vigilante justice here.” Then he turned back to look at Cade. “You’ll need to come into town with me, son. We need to take everyone’s statement, and we’ll wait for Judge Roberts to come and sort this all out. But for now, I’ll need you to come with me.”

			“Careful, Sheriff,” Hicks warned. “That man is a killer.”

			“Don’t you worry, Hicks,” the sheriff replied. “We have a cage strong enough to hold him, and some chain bracelets to keep his hands where we can see them. So how about you go round up those five horses before you accuse this family of taking them, too.”

			Coming up the road in his wagon was the undertaker, creating another small distraction to the events that were still unfolding. But in the end, it become clear to Cade that there was no alternative to surrendering. He was happy to hear the Johnsons defending him, but also knew the best thing to do was to avoid a fight with the sheriff and make things worse. So he slowly made his way forward with his wrists offered up for the shackles. “I’ll come with you, Sheriff,” he said reluctantly.

			“Pa, you can’t let them take Mr. Wilson,” Eli cried. “He was just protecting us. He’s innocent.”

			“I know, son,” replied Pa as he and Cade took a moment to look each other in the eye. “But this is what’s best, and justice will prevail. As witnesses, we will tell the judge exactly what happened, and the truth will be known.”

			Cade couldn’t help but smile a little. He had thought the events of last night made him a monster in the eyes of the Johnson family, and instead, they were now coming to his defense.

			“The truth is that man needs to be strung up,” Cobb interrupted.

			“Now look, Cobb,” Barnes said gruffly. “You got me out here first thing this morning, but I have to believe there’s a bit o’ truth in both sides of this story. And I’m the one here to represent the law, so you need to respect that.” Then Barnes got off his horse and approached Cade with the handcuffs. “I’ll need you to wear these as we get into town. And I need to make sure you’re not armed.”

			“I’m not armed, Sheriff,” Cade replied. “I understand why you’re here, and I have nothing to hide.”

			“That will do, son,” Barnes said as he applied and locked the chains. “Now let’s allow the undertaker to do his job while we go into town and get your statement. Where’s your horse?”

			Cade whistled, and his big black horse came trotting around the corner to the front yard. Then he mounted without a saddle and took a parting look at the Johnson Ranch, and then at Lucy. “I’m really sorry for all this. I only meant to protect you.”

			“I know,” was all Lucy could say in return.

			Then, as eventfully as they arrived, each man reared their horse and started back toward town.


		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Penance

			The iron door shut with a menacing clang behind Cade as he entered the jail cell. Then he turned to face the sheriff, as instructed, and stepped toward the bars to present his shackled wrists. The sheriff used his key to unlock the handcuffs; Cade removed his hands from them but could still feel the hard imprint they had left on his skin.

			“Now look,” Barnes said sternly. “I don’t know everything about what happened out at the Johnson Ranch last night, but I believe that there are two sides to every story. There are five dead men out there, and one dead dog, and you don’t have a scratch on you. But it’s fair to say that Mr. Cobb didn’t send those men out to the ranch to fetch a few stray cows in the dark. So somewhere in all that is the truth, and if you’ll be polite and mindful for a couple days, you’ll get a warm meal once a day and a chance to tell your side to Judge Roberts when he comes to town in a couple days. Do we understand each other?”

			“Yes, Sheriff,” Cade replied, with nothing else to say. What was there to say? Being imprisoned was new to him, and the thought of being locked up hadn’t really caught up to the reality that he would be trapped here until the judge arrived.

			“Your bed roll is over there against the wall,” Barnes said, motioning to the back of the cell. “And your piss bucket is over there in the corner. Hal, my deputy, usually comes by in the morning and in the evening with your supper plate. When he comes, you’ll need to put your arms through the bars and let him put the chains back on. Do you understand?”

			“Yes, Sheriff,” Cade acknowledged with a respectful head bow.

			“Well, alright then…” Barnes concluded. “Now I’ve got to get a statement from you if you don’t mind.”

			Cade sat down cross-legged in the middle of the cell as the sheriff asked some questions. Barnes listened and took notes with a pencil and paper while Cade shared his recollection of the events last night, when suddenly there was a repetitious and steady knock at the front door of the jail.

			“Thank you for being so cooperative,” Barnes said in conclusion, and Cade felt confident about the facts of his story. “Unless you have anything else to say, Mr. Wilson, I think we have enough for now. I better go see who’s at the door. Apparently, they are not going away.”

			As the sheriff walked out of the cell room to open the front door, Cade closed his eyes to listen to the conversation and picture the scene in his mind.

			“Well now, Ms. Lucy,” the sheriff said with a gentle voice, stepping aside to let her in. “I’m a little surprised to see you here so early this morning, since we just left your ranch a brief time ago.”

			Cade was surprised to hear that Lucy wasn’t holding back her feelings. “I think it’s a damn shame that Mr. Wilson is locked up while Hicks and Jon Cobb are free as birds to do whatever they want in this town. Those men came out to bushwhack Mr. Wilson, and we both know it,” she said with a salty tone. “What happened was the result of them coming out to our property with torches in the night and shooting their guns. And you can’t tell me that Cobb and his men weren’t looking for that fight… God rest their souls. Cade was just defending us and got the better of them.”

			“Ms. Lucy,” Barnes interrupted. “I hear everything you’re saying, but Mr. Cobb is a respected businessman and the only one that knows why those men were out there. And right now, his story is that he sent the men to find some missing cattle, and they asked Mr. Wilson to help. Hicks backs up that story. Hicks also says Joe shot the dog because it was trying to bite him.”

			“That’s a lie!” Lucy screamed. “Joe Pike was drunk and shot our dog just because it was barking at him. Then he pointed his gun at Cade and would have shot him, too, if he hadn’t defended himself. Then those men pulled their guns and started shooting at Cade, and now they’re dead,” she said.

			“Everything you’re telling me is consistent with the story I just heard from the man himself. But the one thing I don’t understand is why would Mr. Wilson cut off Carl’s head?” Barnes asked pointedly. “Who does that in self-defense? I feel better with him locked up just because of that.”

			“I don’t know either,” Lucy replied. “But I’m hoping to find out. That’s why I’m here. I brought Eli into town for school and thought Cade might like some food. He didn’t get a chance to eat before you hauled him off in chains. I’d like the chance to ask him.”

			The sheriff took a moment to look through the basket of food Lucy had with her. “Looks good. I could use a little breakfast myself. Cobb had me up at first light this morning. I’ll have to lock you in a cell room with him while I step out for a bit, but maybe he’ll talk to you alone.”

			“That sounds fine, Sheriff. Will he still be locked in his cell?” she asked.

			“Yes, ma’am. Nothing I can do about that. Probably for your own good if you don’t mind me saying,” the sheriff replied.

			As the sheriff opened the door to the cell room, Cade opened his eyes to see Lucy step through the door. He had heard them talking and appreciated that she was here. But he also knew that he owed her an explanation about a few things last night. Hopefully, she would be able to understand and forgive him.

			“I’ll be back in about an hour,” Barnes added as if to provide some expectation of time. “Until I return, you’ll both be locked in, and I would appreciate that you keep your word to behave, Mr. Wilson.”

			“We’ll be just fine, Sheriff,” Lucy replied as she took a seat on the only bench in the room, which faced Cade’s cell.

			“Alright then … I’ll leave you two be,” Barnes said as he exited and closed the door.

			The sound of the lock being turned meant they were alone, and so Cade looked to Lucy apologetically while she went through the contents of the basket. “I thought you would be hungry,” she said, offering up the basket so that Cade could reach the items inside. There wasn’t much, but he was happy to enjoy the biscuit and bacon sandwich wrapped in cloth, and two apples.

			“Thank you,” he said with a smile and put one of the apples on the bed roll for later while starting on the rest.

			Cade could sense that Lucy was trying to give him some time to finish eating, but she also had so many questions to ask and a day full of chores to do. At some point, he appreciated that she started with what was still on her mind. “Who are you, really?”

			Cade didn’t know how to answer. He had never told his story before, likely because he had not really ventured outside of the confines of the fort or the influence of his Benefactor. But given the circumstances, he thought the only thing he had to lose was the respect of the woman sitting in front of him. So, he decided to make a deal.

			“If I tell you, do you promise to forgive me for what happened last night?” Cade said openly.

			She just nodded, and Cade had to accept it whether the gesture was truthful or not. He supposed that was the best he could ask for, so he took a long drink of water from the canteen hanging on the wall and then made himself comfortable.

			•••

			Cade’s Tale: Toshi’s Arrival

			Since my arrival at Fort Whitmore, Sarah and I had been earning our keep by working the land, doing chores, and keeping up with our schoolwork. Education was very important to our Benefactor and Ms. Sherrie. She was the headmaster of the school, which was really more like an orphanage for kids who lost their parents during the war or the journey west. She always said that knowledge was the most powerful weapon in the world, and she had a way of sharing her knowledge, which could be painful if I was being lazy or wasn’t paying attention.

			I continued to hunt in my free time and became a quick aim with my pistol. By practicing on smaller game and birds, I learned to be quick and a good shot at the same time. And as I grew older, I gained physical strength from being in the fields or splitting wood most days and harvesting and rounding up cattle during the fall.

			Some of the shadow riders had taken me and a few other boys on as apprentices, and they would teach us some of the things they had learned as soldiers. Most importantly, they taught us how to stand up for ourselves and fight if we were ever to join their ranks. But mostly, we helped them get ready to ride off and “take care of business,” as their missions were often referred to. We didn’t ask the details, but we knew they were acting on orders from the colonel, and likely, he was enforcing whatever justice needed to be done in the best interest of our Benefactor.

			Our Benefactor, Mr. Whitmore, was often traveling. All we would hear was that he was always working to expand his land for ranching and the railroad, and he was very excited about how one could travel all the way from New York to San Francisco on the new transcontinental railroad.

			In the spring of 1870, our Benefactor traveled all the way to San Francisco. When he returned from his trip about two months later, he came back with a couple of wagons full of crates and a young man who was probably another orphan. He looked about sixteen years old or just a little younger than me at the time. But the most interesting thing he brought with him was a Japanese man dressed in something that looked like armor.

			The man wasn’t very tall, maybe about 5'5", but he wore some sort of helmet that made him appear taller. His facial hair was dark and long, and the color of his skin and the shape of his eyes were completely different from anyone else at the fort. But the most remarkable thing of all was that he wore two swords on his hip and no pistol. If he was a military commander, I wouldn’t have known what rank, or his purpose, just based on his uniform.

			Then, the day after his return, our Benefactor had the colonel gather all the shadow riders and young men like me in front of the main house. This was the same place he stood when I first arrived, and the same spot on the front porch where he would speak to all of us. But there were so many more of us now.

			There must have been about sixty or more shadow riders gathered that day. They had the look of a small army, as their ranks had steadily grown over the years. And when our Benefactor finally emerged from the main house to speak to everyone, we knew it was important. After he told us some news about plans to continue expanding the railroad that would run through the New Mexico Territory along the Santa Fe Trail, he then turned to introduce the unusual man standing at his side.

			“Gentlemen, this is Toshi,” our Benefactor said in a booming voice. “He is a samurai warrior from Japan, and my new personal bodyguard. He does not speak English very well, and neither do some of you,” he added with a laugh. “But he is doing his best to learn, and you will treat him with the utmost respect. You should also know that he is not only sworn to protect me… he is one of the deadliest men from his country.

			“Toshi will be staying with us and teaching us some of his ways. And for some of you that are strong enough,” he said while glancing at me and some of my friends who had gathered to one side, “you will learn the way of the samurai and maybe be as deadly as him some day.”

			Everybody dispersed after the announcements, and we went about our pre-supper chores, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Toshi and how he got here from Japan. I didn’t even know where Japan was, so that just added to the mystery of it all. Then two days later, I was doing my morning chores when I was called out to join the new kid who arrived with Toshi, along with eight men and about nine other boys my age in the back of the main house.

			Our Benefactor came out to speak to us, so I knew it must be important. “We have a special project we’ll be starting today. We are going to build a training facility over there,” he said, pointing over to a flat piece of land with some cattle grazing about. “This will be a special training facility, as I believe the art of what Mr. Toshi brings to our world needs to be taught to others. Some of you will learn the way of the samurai, and you will become our finest guerrilla fighters.” That was the day we were put to work, and in about four hard weeks, we had built the beginnings of what Toshi called a “dojo.”

			Once again, all the boys involved in the project were pulled out one morning and placed in a line. There were ten of us, and it was like we were there to be inspected. The colonel and Toshi, who was now dressed in more of a robe than his original armor, walked down the row asking any boy selected to step forward. When the colonel tapped my shoulder, with a nod from Toshi, I stepped forward and joined five others.

			Six of us had been selected to train with Toshi. There was Ben, who came from slaves but had been orphaned like all of us during the war. He was the tallest and strongest of all of us. I was the next tallest, and then there was my friend Paul, who I found out was from Missouri, too. He was a couple of months older than me, and I looked up to him like a big brother. Collin and Sean were from Ireland and loved to fight about anything. And then there was Wes, the new kid. We had heard he was the son of a Chinese woman and an American man, and he had been left behind at some railroad work camp where our Benefactor found him.

			But there we were, the six of us now standing in front of the building we’d been working on for the past month. After everyone not selected had been excused, we heard Toshi really speak for the first time. He spoke very slow and deliberately, as he seemed to struggle with English, but what he said and the way he said it commanded respect.

			“My name is Toshido Hasegawa. I come from many generations of samurai warriors… trained at Miyamoto Musashi dojo in Ohara-cho, Japan. But my country has adopted Western ways… new clothes and guns and weapons of war… and now they have turned away from the samurai. I came to America for a new life, and now I serve my new master. In the service of my new Benefactor, he asked me to train you as samurai. Train you how to use a katana sword… to use anything as a weapon… and teach you the way of the warrior.”

			Toshi paused and took a deep breath. “You will be taught that the way of the warrior means facing death and accepting death as the honorable outcome of battle. You will learn how to ignore pain. You will learn how to careful in all matters… how to study your opponent… and how to distort their mind. You will learn that the way to defeat your opponent is to know their sword and predict their moves.

			“You are now a student of the forgotten way,” he concluded and would often say. The forgotten way must have been why he left Japan, if where he came from and everything he once knew had changed like he said. That was something we could all relate to. Then Toshi motioned for us to come inside the dojo and begin our training.

			The six of us eventually moved all our personal items into the sleeping quarters connected to the dojo. This bunk room was built as part of the building, but Toshi lived in his own room on the other side of the big training room in the middle. And for the first five months of our training, we were mostly separated from everything and everyone else at the fort.

			We were also isolated from Toshi even though he was in the same building, as he never ate or spent time with us outside of our training. As I look back, I think that maybe he did that so we would never not see him as anything less than our sensei and teacher.

			Toshi would always reinforce his lessons with quotes from his books to make us remember. “A samurai must rely on focus… and training renews your focus.” So, that’s how we lived and trained. We ate all our meals in the one common area, isolated from any distractions and totally immersed in our training, to the point of losing track of the days. If the seasons weren’t there to remind us, we’d have lost track of time altogether.

			But I have to admit that I enjoyed the special privileges of being selected for training. Being separated from everyone was a hard adjustment at first, but we didn’t have to do any field chores, and we always had great food to eat, and plenty of it. Everything I didn’t know as a young man in the world was suddenly replaced with physical training and a formal education. It was an experience I never could have imagined growing up in Missouri.

			One day during our training, we finally found out that the crates that arrived on the wagons with Toshi contained samurai weapons. As he revealed each of the weapons to us, he also told us their Japanese names. There were three katana swords, two yari spears, a couple of different tanto knives, and two yumi bows made of bamboo with a cache of arrows. But then he took the weapons away, and we were not allowed to touch them. They would stay in his room “until we were ready,” he said.

			For Toshi, I could tell that teaching us the way of the samurai was very important to him. His sharing his wisdom and experience meant more to him than training us. He seemed to truly want to pass on the knowledge and way of the samurai. “To hone your skills every day and die an honorable death in battle… that is the way of the samurai,” he would often say.

			Sundays were our rest and meditation day, but other than that, our daily regimen was very consistent. Toshi would only teach us one new thing a day. The expectation was that we would add it to what we had already learned, and we would practice it every day to follow. Mornings started off with stretching, and everything had a purpose. For about an hour we would deliberately stretch our arms and legs. Then we would spend time learning Bushido—the samurai moral code—and the fighting techniques of martial arts. After a couple of hours, we would stop to eat lunch, and then Ms. Sherrie would educate us and teach us our coursework for the day. Learning math and science and speaking excellent English was very important to our Benefactor.

			Later in the afternoon, we would train with weapons we had carved out of wood to replicate swords and spears. We also fashioned a couple of bows and learned how to make arrows, but I was never very good with them.

			Toshi was fair as a teacher, but very strict. He taught us how to respect each other, and ourselves. We were taught to bow as a sign of that respect, which was how warriors would often address their teacher and their opponent. It was easy for us to learn new things because we were all young and didn’t really know any differently. Sometimes he would teach us the Japanese word for something, and he would speak of the food and fish that he missed from his village back home. Sometimes I missed home, too. I would remember my parents and think about how my sister was doing since we had been separated at the fort.

			To add props and targets for weapon and fight training, we carved some totems out of tree trunks and would learn techniques to block and punch until our arms bruised and our knuckles bled. Toshi would make us do push-ups on our fingertips and leg squats until my muscles burned. What he was doing was making us physically and mentally tough, but we didn’t know that at the time.

			After some time, we noticed fall was turning to winter. We trained against each other and almost naturally started to pair off for our fighting and training exercises. Paul and I were two of the best at sword fighting, and Ben and Sean were better with the spears. And Wes and Collin were definitely the better shots with the bow and arrows. But Toshi would remind us that we needed to know how to use all the weapons. “It is best not to become too familiar with one weapon. Instead, a samurai must know how to be equally deadly with a sword, a spear, or his fists.”

			“Or guns,” I said one day. And while Toshi didn’t care much about guns, he understood them as a weapon of battle. After some weeks of asking, we eventually wore him down, and he let us practice shooting with our pistols and rifles during our off time. I was the best shot with a pistol, and Wes was the best shot with a rifle. Everyone else did fine, but Wes and I would always end up competing among ourselves. Wes was very quick-tempered, and Toshi would sometimes need to make an example of him by assigning him extra chores or strengthening exercises as a punishment.

			When winter set in, it seemed to last forever. We were trapped in the dojo for the most part and did not train much in the snow. It was a good time for education, though, as we spent most of our day doing coursework with Ms. Sherrie.

			As the cold dark days turned to spring, we returned outside for training. It was nice to be outside and on a horse again. Part of our training included the ability to use a spear or bow while galloping. Toshi made it look so easy, but we would often laugh at our little failures among ourselves. And while we were outside, it was also nice to see other people again.

			Some worked the fields or tended to the animals, and we interacted with some of the other young adults and noticed how some of the girls had changed over the months we had been in relative isolation. Our hair had grown so long that we all had to tie it back, and Toshi told us that was also a samurai tradition.

			When the days really warmed up, the rest of our training seemed to accelerate as we were learning fewer new things but honing our skills and everything else we had been taught. All of us were remarkably better fighters a year after our training had first begun.

			Toshi was very pleased with our progress and mentioned that it was almost time for us to perform the greatest test of our skills in the service of our Benefactor. Nobody knew what this ultimate test was at the time, but we were told we’d need to continue training to prepare for this day. “The teacher is the needle, and the disciple is the thread,” he’d say, to keep us humble and remind us that our training was always a work in progress.

			Then one afternoon, Toshi taught me something I would never forget. He was having afternoon tea in the common room, and I asked if I could join him. He was sitting there almost in a meditative state with his eyes closed, and it was like he could tell exactly what I was thinking when he spoke.

			“A true warrior can fight with his eyes closed, but you have to trust your other senses to reach this level of enlightenment,” he said. Something about that stuck with me, and I practiced every day since. And the more I practiced this skill, the more I realized that I could hear and sense everything moving around me by closing my eyes and focusing on my other senses. It was as if I could predict movement without seeing it. But I could have never imagined or predicted what would happen next.

			In May of 1871, I was nineteen years old and nothing like the orphaned kid who had arrived at the fort years ago. I was taller and stronger than ever before, and I had become very talented with a sword and a pistol… my two favorite weapons. After spending every day for almost a year with this man as my teacher and mentor, I was a highly tuned fighting machine. I was also eager to take on whatever next challenge Toshi and our Benefactor would present me with.

			On that day it was announced that there would be a “special tournament” and a great test of our skills on the full moon in June. That’s when everything––

			•••

			Barnes Returns

			“Sorry about that Ms. Lucy,” Barnes said, opening the cell-room door. “I was gone a bit longer than I thought and didn’t mean to leave you locked up in here.”

			When Cade’s story was interrupted, Lucy blinked as if snapping out of a trance. It seemed like the two of them were so wrapped in his story that she had completely lost track of time, too. And as if to collect her thoughts, she started mumbling to herself about a day’s worth of chores to be done and that she needed to stop by the store to check in with her brother about what had happened last night.

			“I need to go,” Lucy finally said to Cade, sounding a bit flustered. “But I can stop by again tomorrow when I bring Eli in for school.” Then she stood up and walked toward the cell-room door before she stopped and turned to Cade and said something he never would have expected.

			“Thank you for what you did last night. You killed those men, but those bastards had it coming. And you don’t deserve to be in this place all by yourself. We’ll make sure you get a fair trial,” she said.

			Sheriff Barnes took her gently by the arm and led her out of the jail while assuring her that everything would work out. “Yes, Ms. Lucy. We’ll make sure Judge Roberts hears about everything that happened last night.”

			Cade just sat and stared at the wall beyond the bars and at the empty bench where Lucy had been sitting. He hoped she would still look at him the same way when he told her the rest of his story tomorrow.

			•••

			Restless Night

			After Lucy left, Cade remained cross-legged in the middle of the floor and began to meditate. He closed his eyes and did his best to focus on his surroundings—on the occasional sound of horses or people walking by outside. The smell of coffee on the stove in the sheriff’s office. The memory of Lucy’s face on the other side of these bars. And the feeling of entrapment from being inside this cage. Then he stood and stretched and did his best to exercise his body inside the space that was now his punishment.

			Cade eventually lay down on the dusty old cot and used the bristly wool blanket as more of a pillow while he stared at the ceiling the rest of the afternoon. By early evening, he had studied every crack and blemish in the architecture, and how the bars of this cage were just fastened to the wall and not well fortified. Pondering this, he was not necessarily convinced that the jail was properly constructed or could even withstand the weight of a man kicking against it.

			Then his thoughts turned to the night before, and how he had gotten into this mess with Jon Cobb and his men. This was exactly the kind of trouble he was trying to avoid, and yet it seemed destined to follow him wherever he roamed. Maybe it was a curse. Or the burden of his sins and everything he had done in the service of his Benefactor.

			When Hal finally did show up with supper, it made Cade even more grateful for the food at the Johnson Ranch. He only received the burned beans from the bottom of the pot and some stale bread to go with it. But after he finished eating, he went back to the cot and stared at the ceiling again. It was dark now, and the only light was from the small, barred window shining on the opposite wall of the holding cell.

			He closed his eyes and began to drift off to sleep while thinking about what might happen next. Then his thoughts drifted to the full weight of his sins and how they all brought him to this moment.

			There was the time his Benefactor tasked him to ride against a small band of farmers with Scorpion and Falcon to destroy their camp and force them to leave their land. He remembered the missions and all the men the three of them had killed, whether it was in defense against thieves and train robbers, or in a fight against competing land barons in an attempt to expand their Benefactor’s holdings and land titles.

			When he tried to shake off these thoughts, what remained turned to dreams and something more foreboding. He could see Falcon coming toward him, surrounded in darkness with his sword drawn in attack position. He would need to defend himself or be struck down as Falcon drew closer, but in his dream he couldn’t move.

			Cade woke from this dream in a cold sweat and sat up quickly as if to defend himself against the specter of his imagination. As he gathered his wits, he thought that his troubles in Rocky Creek were far from over. And the last thing that crossed his mind before trying to get back to sleep was even more troubling. Falcon was coming for him, and he was coming to kill him.


		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Heartstrings

			True to her word, Lucy Tucker arrived at the jailhouse after dropping Eli at school and the new inventory at the General Store. She knocked five times on the jail door a little more patiently than the day before.

			She also brought another basket of food plus some for the sheriff, as that’s just how she was raised. Her family never really had any run-ins with the law, so she really wasn’t that well acquainted with Sheriff Barnes. But he seemed like a fair man, and there was no harm in extending a kind gesture.

			While Lucy was waiting at the door, everything that Cade had shared with her yesterday was still fresh in her mind. In fact, she found herself thinking about him most of the evening. Her curiosities about him had only grown that much more since the day before, and she was excited to hear more about his past.

			“Good morning,” Lucy said as Barnes opened the door. It was indeed a bright, clear morning, and the crisp cool air carried the faint whiff of wood-burning stoves and the bustle of daily activity.

			“Same to you, Ms. Lucy,” he replied. “I was expecting you’d be by again today. Of course, I hope you don’t mind if I have a look inside your basket?”

			Lucy stepped through the open door and set the basket on the small table in the corner. “I brought some fresh-baked biscuits and jam, a couple apples, and some bacon and jerked beef. There’s enough to share, so you’re welcome to have some,” she said with a smile and pulled back the little towel to reveal the goods.

			“Fine… just fine,” he replied. After taking a biscuit and a moment to spread some jam on top, he motioned over to the holding-cell door and opened the latch. “I do enjoy a fresh biscuit and jam with my coffee. But you’ll need to leave the butter knife with me.”

			As Lucy entered the room, she saw Cade sitting on his cot with his back against the wall of the cell. He must have heard her arrive and her conversation with the sheriff, and he likely picked up on the sweet smell of food, which must have been a welcome contrast to the dank odor of this rotten jail.

			She was also feeling quite lovely this morning. Something she hadn’t felt in a long time. And whether it was intentional or not, she was wearing a different dress and noticed that Cade seemed very happy to see her.

			“Good morning, Cade,” Lucy said with a smile. “I brought some more food, and both Pa and Eli want me to tell you that they are thinking about you, too.” Then she placed the basket on the floor next to the small opening to the cell for food.

			“Good to see you,” he replied as he stood up slowly and moved to inspect the goods in the basket. “Please tell Pa and Eli that I appreciate their kindness and thank you for the food.”

			Lucy then turned to the sheriff and spoke her mind. “Do you mind leaving us alone to visit again today?” she asked very intently, more mindful of her time this morning.

			“No problem at all,” Barnes replied. “I’ll be on the other side of the door enjoying my biscuit and coffee. Just knock when you’re ready to go,” he said as he pulled the door shut behind him and closed the latch.

			Lucy took a seat on the same spot of the bench as the day before. But Cade looked a little different today, and she began to feel a mix of sympathy and worry. It had only been one night in jail, but she could sense that it was having an effect on him. His eyes looked a little hollowed from worry or lack of sleep, and his hair was getting a little mangy.

			There was a long silence when Cade began to eat. Hunger would make any meager meal a feast, and he was too busy taking in food to speak. Lucy watched him intently but then broke the silence when she started feeling a little uncomfortable about where her emotions were taking her.

			“I couldn’t stop thinking about your story last night, and how it got cut off so unexpectedly,” she said. “I would like to hear more, if you don’t mind?”

			Cade stopped chewing for a moment and took a hard swallow. After he took a drink of water from the ladle and bucket, he wiped his beard before he replied. “I was thinking about what I shared with you, too. I don’t know if I can tell you more. I don’t want you to look at me any differently than you do right now.”

			Lucy blushed and looked away for a moment. Her feelings were betraying her and apparently becoming evident to others. But she had to hear more, so she steadied herself and replied in earnest. “I promise not to judge you for your past, as long as you are willing to live an honest life and put that past behind you.”

			Cade stood and paced before he sat back down in the middle of the cell with his legs crossed again. Then he closed his eyes for a long, silent moment, and when he opened them, Lucy sensed a look of vulnerability that she hadn’t noticed in him before.

			“Well… that’s part of the problem. I don’t think my past is done with me,” he began.

			•••

			Cade’s Tale: Loyalty to the Death

			The thing that I really hadn’t noticed about Toshi until the summer of ’71 was that he mindfully kept his distance from caring too much about the six of us. We were his students, and we trained hard every day to improve our skills and become familiar with the way of the samurai. But it occurred to me one day that he rarely, if ever, called any of us by our name. He would steady a glance or point our way when he spoke directly to me, but that was about it. Instead, he would call us names or compare us to animals when he critiqued us.

			“You move like a donkey,” was one of Toshi’s favorite ways of critiquing me. And he had this bamboo cane he would use to rap my knuckles, strike my knees, or strike me anywhere else on my body that was left undefended during our exercises. I could never tell if he liked me or not, but over the past year, I did learn that his silence and a simple nod were about the only acknowledgment I would receive for anything that I did well.

			Over this same time, the six of us had formed an estranged sense of brotherhood. We competed against each other. We trained against each other. And we took a few licks and beatings from each other. But we only had each other to share our different stories with, and our only real connection was how we all ended up in this strange place. That’s why we took on the love–hate relationship you might have with your brother. Or at least that’s how it seemed to me, as I used to wonder what it would have been like growing up with a brother.

			We knew it was June when the sun was consistently high in the sky at midday, and we were reminded that it was soon time for the tournament. While we didn’t know exactly what this test of our skills would be, we were all strangely anxious to compete in front of our Benefactor.

			When the day of the tournament arrived, it started just like any other. We stretched in the morning and practiced our skills. But in the late afternoon, Toshi gathered all six of us in the common area for a meal. He had never eaten with us before, so this was the first thing that seemed a little unusual and out of place. Then he told us all something we’d never heard him say. He said how proud he was of us and that today, “We would face the ultimate test of honor and loyalty.”

			As we finished our meal, Toshi split the six of us into three pairs. Wes and Collin were in the first group. Paul and I were in the second group. And Ben and Sean were in the last group. He then instructed us to space out in the great room and sit facing each other. He told us to meditate and study each other until we were called to compete. And with that, he gathered up our training weapons and left us sitting alone in the dojo. For what seemed like an hour, we just sat across from each other without speaking, just wondering what would happen next.

			I really didn’t want to get teamed up with Paul. He was a good friend, and always I thought he was a little better than me because he was older and a little stronger. But I wasn’t afraid of competing against him, as I also knew that one of his weaknesses was that he often overplayed his sword thrust, leaving his back side unprotected. And while I was thinking through all this, Paul looked back at me like a big brother who was about to teach me a lesson.

			Suddenly, the colonel entered the dojo just as the sun was setting, and he called on Wes and Sean to follow him while the rest of us were to remain. As the three of them walked out, the rest of us looked at each other as if we were all wondering the same thing––what would happen to us next? My curiosity would be satisfied when the colonel returned about a half hour later and told Paul and me that it was our turn to follow him.

			We followed the colonel down a little trail to an area that was more or less the exercise yard we used for horses and target practice with our bows and arrows. This patch of land was on the far side of the stable, and away from the house and the school. It seemed very private and intentionally hidden from everyone else at the fort, but specifically set up for this tournament as the yard was lit by torches that made a smaller circle inside the fenced area.

			Paul and I were told to stand in the small circle, and there was a raised platform at one end of the circle providing a viewing area where I could see the colonel walk up to join our Benefactor, while Toshi and Wes sat beside them. I remember thinking, Where is Collin?

			But once Paul and I were in the center of the yard, we were called forward in the direction of the platform so we could face our audience. That was when I saw the blood on the ground next to our two wooden training swords and had a growing sense of unease for what we might hear next.

			“Gentlemen,” our Benefactor said in a commanding voice. “We have been monitoring your training for the past year, and we are very proud of your advancements. Now it’s time for you to take one of the biggest steps in your training and prove your loyalty to me.” Then he cleared his throat and held out one of the three samurai swords we had seen in the crate—the one in the brown scabbard—and placed it on a rack in front of the platform.

			“There are two of you, but there’s only one sword,” he continued. “I am a firm believer that the strong survive, and this strength will validate the fact that we have produced some of the finest warriors and defenders of our fort. Your challenge this evening is the next step in your journey as a samurai… your first kill.

			“Tonight, you will demonstrate your mastery of everything you have learned in a contest to the death.” Then after looking to Toshi for a moment, he continued. “As a samurai, you must face death… accept death… and you must be able to strike your opponent down without mercy in loyal servitude to your master. The winner of this contest gets to wield this fine katana sword from Japan as one of my elite samurai warriors. Do you understand?”

			Paul and I just looked at each other, as if we both realized in the same moment that what was happening here was a fateful turn in our friendship. When I turned my gaze back to Toshi for some final look of approval or support from my sensei, he simply looked straight ahead and did not acknowledge me.

			If our silence showed we understood the situation, then it was time to prove it, as our Benefactor looked at both of us one last time before giving the command. “Now pick up your practice swords… turn and bow to each other… and fight!”

			I was definitely more in a state of shock than Paul, because he seemed more focused than me as we picked up our wooden swords. And as soon we bowed to each other, he was the first to attack.

			Paul quickly lunged at me with a routine strike, and our sparring began just like any training session did. But by the third parry, his strikes grew stronger and more deadly with each attack position.

			The practice swords were made of wood, but they were solid and capable of bashing in a man’s skull. And while I was still struggling with everything that was happening and mostly defending myself, his attacks came quickly and without mercy. My initial blocks were somewhat successful, but then Paul landed a glancing blow to my left shoulder, which stung like hell.

			That strike was what I needed to get engaged in the fight, and while still feeling the pain in my shoulder, I steadied myself and tried to focus on Paul as an opponent and someone trying to kill me––and not as a friend. As we parried through our next exchange of attack and counterattack, the only remaining distraction was the fact that I had trained like this for months while stopping just short of taking the final death stroke. Our Benefactor was right. I had never killed anyone in my life, and this confusion was clouding my judgment and ability to fight.

			It was in that moment that Paul was able to strike my wrist, which caused me to loosen my grip on my sword. And as my sword hit the ground, I had looked down for a moment before reeling back just in time to take a glancing blow to my forehead.

			I survived the strike, but the damage was done. My sword was on the ground, and blood poured from the cut above my left eye. I staggered back––off-balance and not knowing what to do next, other than steady myself and be prepared for the next attack. Paul was now in a death-strike stance and coming at me when all I could think of was to use his force against him. As he lunged forward, I leaned back and grabbed his wrists, while using his force to pull him off-balance and flip him over me onto his back.

			Still reeling from the pain and with blood filling my eyes, I struggled to regain my senses before crawling quickly along the ground to retrieve my sword. But I needed to focus on the fight and the tendencies of my opponent. I remembered his aggressive style and moments of recklessness when he sensed weakness, and my plan of attack was to use this to my advantage.

			Paul recovered quickly from being tossed to the ground and was coming at me again just as I grabbed the handle of my sword and raised it in defense. Paul struck hard and fast, multiple times, and he clearly had the advantage, while I had just raised up off my knees. But I was now coiled and waiting for an opportunity when he might leave himself vulnerable. And when he finally reared back for an overly aggressive attack, I moved out of the way and to his left as he swung at me––and then I spun full circle to strike him across the back of his head with all the force I could muster.

			My counterattack was true and found its mark. As Paul fell to the ground on his hands and knees, his wooden sword lay in the dust near his hand. The blood from his head wound flowed visibly. It matted his hair as I stood above him, realizing what I had just done. I could see that he was completely dazed in surprise and unable to stand. That’s when I remembered what was still expected of me.

			As I steadied my balance for a death strike, I paused to look at my audience. In this moment, I couldn’t help but wonder what I was doing and how surreal it all was as I was about to kill my friend. It wasn’t the first time I had questioned who I was becoming, and it wouldn’t be the last. But as I looked to my sensei and my Benefactor, they confirmed with a glance what I had to do. I also knew that Paul would probably do the same thing to me, given the circumstances, and so I swung my sword again with all my might and struck the same spot at the back of his skull with such force that it splattered blood everywhere on my face, arms, and hands.

			Paul’s body fell limp to the ground and rolled over onto his back. I could almost see his life force leaving his body through the dimming light in his eyes and the expanding pool of blood around his head. The last words he uttered to me were, “Toshi was right… accepting death is the way of the samurai.” Then he gasped his last breath as his eyes fixed up to the moonlit sky and went blank. It was then I realized that I had just killed my best friend to prove my loyalty to our Benefactor. It was my first kill. And it was the final step to becoming a samurai, a deadly warrior and an instrument of war. And in that moment, I was both proud of my achievement and sick to my stomach.

			“Well done,” was the next thing I heard as my Benefactor stood and acknowledged me. “Now take up your sword and come take your place at our side,” he said casually as he waved his hand toward the empty chair on the platform next to Toshi and Wes.

			More blindly than instinctively, I went through the motions of what had been asked of me. I was still processing the consequences of it all and how everything was going to change after tonight. And as I grasped a real samurai sword for the first time, I felt a sense of loss with this new power, too. It was the same feeling and painful memory of the day those Union Regulators had killed my mom, and when I had first picked up that pistol belt. It wasn’t a fair trade, and I wondered how things could have been different knowing what I do now––and what I was capable of now.

			But revenge was a moot point. My mother was dead, and so were those men––and now Paul was, too. Nothing could change that. All I could do was accept that things would be different if I was ever challenged to fight again.

			As I climbed the steps onto the platform and took the seat next to Toshi and Wes, a girl I had never seen before brought a bandage for my head while two shadow riders came to take Paul’s body away.

			The colonel was making his way back to the dojo when a third shadow rider stepped in to rearrange the wooden swords and other weapons. Shortly after, he returned with Ben and Sean as they followed him into the ring. As the last pair of students stood where Paul’s blood was now part of the earth, I listened as our Benefactor gave the same speech he had delivered to Paul and me before he commanded them to fight.

			Looking back, I don’t know how long my fight with Paul lasted. It seemed like an eternity when I played it over in my head. But the fight between Ben and Sean seemed to be over in moments.

			Both fought with a sword and spear, but Ben’s mastery of the spear was unmatched. His physical size and strength allowed him to fend off sword attacks with his left hand, while using his right to strike with his sword. After a strike to Sean’s face bloodied Ben’s eyes, he began swinging wildly to defend himself. But that’s when Ben struck Sean’s legs out from under him and came up from behind to snap his neck.

			As Sean’s lifeless body fell to the ground, there was no remorse at all in Ben’s reaction. I knew Ben and where he came from. His survivor instinct was always evident in his training and fighting style, and he rarely held anything back. He attacked as if this was the best life he ever had, and nothing was going to take that away.

			Ben’s prize was the third sword in the black scabbard, and as he took it by the handle and pulled it out, the glint of light against the blade was both cutting and symbolic of everything that had just happened that night. Then Toshi turned to Wes, and I motioned for us to follow him back down into the ring.

			“You have faced death, and you have become the weapon of death,” Toshi said to the three of us. “You are now samurai in the service of our Benefactor. You will leave behind who you once were and continue the journey to who you will become. Your training will continue, and you will continue to hone your fighting skills. You will learn the teachings of the Five Rings… and that honor and loyalty to the death is above all.”

			Our Benefactor then stood to acknowledge us. “You have all fought well and proven that the time and training invested in you has paid off. Now you will serve as my finest weapons against our enemies.” Then he addressed us all individually and gave us our new names, starting with Wes.

			“Your new name is Falcon. Your mastery of the bow makes you the perfect instrument of death from above.”

			He turned to me and said, “Your new name is Viper. Your mastery of the sword and the pistol is your lethal strike.

			“And your new name is Scorpion,” he said to Ben. “Your strength and mastery of the spear is your deadly sting.

			“Now continue your training and be ready as needed. Tomorrow, a few members of our staff will take your measurements for a new, special kind of armored coat. You’ll also be able to outfit any additional weapons you choose, and there’s a few that I’ve been working on with an inventor that I think you’ll like,” he concluded with a wink and a smile.

			Then the last thing our Benefactor told us that night was, “Mourn your friends tonight, but put it past you tomorrow. Death is part of life, and you have taken the final step to becoming a samurai warrior. Congratulations… I’m very proud of you.”

			While I didn’t have much experience in the world, I couldn’t help but feel that I had betrayed my sense of right and wrong, and I’ve never been able to just “put it past me.”

			My Benefactor had become a father figure, and he was happy that three innocent men were killed in honor of him that night. But that was “the way of the samurai,” and I had to accept it. Unfortunately, that night still haunts me, and I remember it like it was yesterday. And while I may not feel any remorse for every man I’ve killed since, I can still remember some of their faces.

			True to his word, the three of us were taken to a special room inside the main house to be measured for our armored fighting coats the following day. A group of talented seamstresses sewed some of the domaru armor that Toshi had brought with him from Japan into the forearms and shoulders of each coat, which was made of leather folded over steel rods. This armor would be helpful against a sword, but not a bullet. They were still working on what Toshi called “bullet-tested” armor, but it wasn’t ready yet.

			A few weeks later we finally received our coats. We were brought back to the house to try them on. The three coats were all different colors, based on our names, I suspect. Falcon’s was a deep crimson, and a little darker than the kerchiefs the shadow riders wore. As you know, mine was brown, and Scorpion’s was black. Then we spent an afternoon at the armory getting outfitted with our holsters and guns. That same day, we also received the special weapons our Benefactor gave to each of us.

			Falcon got a boot knife that stuck out from his left toe. I received a shotgun pistol and a tanto knife that could strap to my right boot for close combat. And Scorpion had this “stinger,” a retractable spike that could come out with a punch, and it was coated with a powdery venom that would temporarily paralyze his enemy––but not necessarily kill him unless the stinger pierced his heart.

			Once we were fully dressed in our battle gear, our Benefactor had gathered all the shadow riders to greet us. It was evident that we were intentionally outfitted to stand out in a crowd, as if our appearance would send its own message of death. A message we would deliver dozens of times the next couple of years. And in hindsight, I’m neither proud nor ashamed of the things I’ve done. Sitting in this cell has given me some time to think about who I was, but hopefully I can put that past behind me and continue my journey of who I will become.

			•••

			Lucy Issues a Challenge

			Lucy was both intrigued and afraid at the same time, but she used that moment to pursue a sense of clarity. “Who will you become?” she asked.

			“That, I don’t know,” Cade replied. “But I do know that everything continues to change. Somehow I must confront the trespasses and violence of my past to make a new life for myself, and I need to keep my promise to my mother and make sure that my sister is safe.”

			Nodding in silent approval, Lucy continued. “I know you haven’t asked this of me… but I forgive you of your trespasses, and your sins can be forgiven. But there is still so much that I don’t know or understand about you. And I don’t know how much of your story I can share with Eli… or that I would want to share with Eli. If you haven’t noticed, he does look up to you. I’ve caught him going through your things in the barn and playing with your sword when he thinks nobody is watching.”

			“I’m becoming quite fond of him, too,” Cade said with a look that seemed to include her as well. A look that might have conflicted with his attempts to keep his feelings close to the vest.

			Lucy simply nodded again in acknowledgment. Whatever she felt in this moment was best left alone, for now. She didn’t give her trust easily, but she believed his story. Still, there was something that needed to play itself out before she would allow herself to have feelings for him. Something she couldn’t quite put her finger on but sensed, nonetheless.

			“Well,” she stirred, “I better be getting back to the ranch. But I’ll make sure to stop by again tomorrow,” she said with a smile. “Judge Roberts will be here in two days, so hopefully this will all be over soon.”

			Then she stood and walked to the cell-room door. “Sheriff, I’m ready to leave now,” she said and waited for him to open. Then she took one last look back at Cade to speak her mind and caught herself in the moment. Whatever she said next might put her conscience at risk, and this man had just bared his soul. It wouldn’t be fair to judge him solely based on his past. And while she was gaining a better understanding of who he was and why he did what he did, it still didn’t make it right.

			“Your story is full of pain, Cade Wilson. But yours isn’t the only one. I hope you can forgive yourself someday… and that will help ease your troubled mind. Even as a samurai, you can still choose the life you want to lead. And maybe honor doesn’t come from servitude?” she said and then exited the cell room without waiting for a response.

			Lucy felt as if she’d said enough for the day. As the heavy door closed behind her, she also thought of the dangers of getting too close to Cade. Eventually, something bad might happen between them, and it was probably better if she remained guarded with her feelings. For now, it would be enough to have the events of that fateful evening at the ranch behind them.

			•••

			Enter the Falcon

			Falcon and his two shadow riders had continued northwest after another trail had turned cold. By late morning, they had arrived in Rocky Creek.

			As they made their way to the two intersecting main streets, some of the residents took notice, stared impolitely, and whispered among themselves. But the riders paid the townsfolk little mind. The only thing they wanted to know was the whereabouts of the man they were hunting.

			Eventually, the three men came to a stop in front of the Five Point Saloon. They were weary from days of riding and tracking their man, so they slowly dismounted, tied up their horses, and went inside. But they weren’t entering the establishment for a round of whiskey. They were thirsty for information, and maybe someone here would have some. Men told stories in bars, and Falcon was eager to listen.

			There were only a few people in the saloon when the three men pushed their way through the door. But Hicks was one of those people, along with a few men he was interviewing to replace the ones he had lost.

			“Hello there… can I get you fellas a drink?” the bartender asked.

			Falcon gave him a steady look and took a calculated moment to answer. “Not today,” he answered. “But we are looking for a friend of ours. Maybe you’ve seen him or know if he’s passed through this way. He would be dressed a bit like me, riding alone. It’s very important that we find him. And I assure you that your cooperation will be appreciated.”

			“Can’t say I’ve seen anyone that looks like you, Mister,” the bartender replied. “And anyone that comes through Rocky Creek usually stops into the Five Point for a drink. Are you sure I can’t get something for you and your friends?”

			Falcon sensed the bartender was telling the truth, but he wasn’t satisfied with the answer. He looked around the room to see who might have something to add, as was the case in every town and watering hole that had led them here. And just like everywhere else, the people who had something to share were now looking down at their empty glass while averting his gaze. That’s when he locked in on Hicks.

			“You there. What’s your name?” Falcon asked.

			“Hicks… Tom Hicks,” he stammered.

			Falcon could tell he was trying to feign some level of surprise in his interest as Hicks cleared his throat and tried to sound a bit more confident. “And who might you be?”

			“No concern of yours,” Falcon replied. “But I would bet that you’ve come across someone like me, haven’t you?”

			Hicks swallowed hard without answering and then nodded.

			“Excellent. See,” Falcon said while acknowledging his companions, “There’s always someone that knows something.”

			As if on cue, the two shadow riders split up and took a position on opposite sides of the room. “So, Mr. Hicks… how about you tell me what you know about our friend and we can be on our way,” Falcon said, laughing as he approached Hicks at his table.

			The two men sitting with Hicks pushed away from the table to get out of the way. And with plenty of empty chairs now available, Falcon pulled his sword from its scabbard and laid it on the table as he sat down across from him.

			“When did you see this man?” Falcon asked intently while lightly stroking the handle of his sword. He wanted Hicks to know that whatever he said next was either going to have consequences, or save his life.

			“Mr. Wilson,” he replied. “Is that the man you’re looking for?” Hicks asked.

			Falcon smiled as if to allow Hicks this one indulgence to state the obvious. “Yes. That’s his family name. But we know him by another. And we’ve been looking for him for some time. Our best guess is that he might have passed through about two or three days ahead of us… would you say that’s true?”

			“No, sir… that’s not entirely true. That man is in the jailhouse now,” Hicks confirmed.

			Falcon’s eyebrows raised. Suddenly he was very intrigued. “Here in town?” he asked.

			“Yes,” Hicks replied matter-of-factly. “He’s in jail for killing five of my men the other night out at the Johnson Ranch. And he had a sword just like that,” he said while pointing at Falcon’s weapon on the table.

			“Interesting. So where is this ‘Johnson Ranch’ and why was he there?” Viper being here was good news. But hearing that he was in jail was great news, and Falcon sensed that Hicks knew more, if his men had been killed.

			“Johnson Ranch is about a mile south of town. Just take the south road ’til you see the sign. They say he was staying on and working there as a hired hand. But he’s not like any hired hand I’ve ever seen before.”

			“No,” Falcon said while shaking his head. “He is not. So who are ‘they?’”

			“That would be the Johnson family. You’d have to ask them,” Hicks said a bit defensively. Falcon could sense he’d reached the end of this conversation, but he stared down the man across from him to see if he might reveal anything else.

			“That’s all I know, Mister,” Hicks added in response to Falcon’s gaze. “You should talk to Mr. Johnson. I’m sure he could tell you all about your friend.”

			“Good idea,” Falcon agreed wholeheartedly as he stood to leave. And with a quick flick of his wrist, he snapped his blade back over his shoulder and into its scabbard. Then he looked around once more to address everyone in the room. “If y’all don’t mind, I would like to keep the conversation we just had here to ourselves. See, we have some business with Mr. Wilson, but we would appreciate that nobody else knows about it. And by appreciate, I mean that whatever may have happened a few nights ago doesn’t need to happen again. Because I assure you, we take our business very seriously. Now have yourself a pleasant afternoon,” he concluded with a tip of his hat, and then he and the two shadow riders slowly exited the saloon.

			As the three men stood outside, Falcon looked at his men and laid out the plan. “If what Hicks said is true, and we have no reason to think otherwise, then we know exactly where Viper is, and he’s not going anywhere. Now we just need to find out where he’s hidden the gold. So how about we pay a little visit to the jailhouse on our way out to the Johnson Ranch?”


		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Blood Feud

			Cade’s plans for recounting the cracks in the ceiling and staring at the walls were surprisingly interrupted when he was haunted by a familiar voice knocking at the jail door.

			“Hello in there,” Falcon called out. “May I please visit the prisoner?”

			Cade’s heart pounded in his chest as his cage suddenly became even more suffocating. The sense of feeling helplessly trapped was overwhelming, and his thoughts quickly raced to a single conclusion—how did Falcon track me here?

			Feelings of anxiety began to conflict with his fight instincts. He didn’t like being caught off guard as he wondered how he would be able to defend himself in this situation, or if he should answer. He knew the sheriff had some business to take care of shortly after Lucy had left, but he didn’t know when to expect him back. What he did know was that his past was not only coming back to haunt him—it was here in Rocky Creek, and a reckoning was coming.

			“Hello,” Falcon shouted again as he knocked a little louder. Then he said something that shifted everything into a moment of clarity for Cade. “Viper. Are you in there? If you can hear me, know that we’ve tracked you this far and intend to see this thing through. And since we know where you are, and that you’re not going anywhere… maybe we’ll pay a visit to the Johnson Ranch and have a little chat about you and some missing gold.”

			Cade contemplated whether to answer Falcon and reveal his presence in the jail. While it seemed obvious that Falcon somehow knew where he was, acknowledging him without carefully thinking through any unintended consequences didn’t seem wise either.

			As he contemplated his options and listened, what he heard next sounded like Falcon had stepped away and was about to ride off as he announced. And assuming he’d do exactly as he said, Cade’s thoughts turned to Lucy, Eli, and Pa Johnson at the ranch.

			His heart raced as he tried to summon the courage to face his demons. Cade could accept punishment for his sins. But Falcon was a ruthless killer, and the Johnson family who took him in didn’t deserve any of this.

			The only thing clear to him was that nothing good was going to happen while he was trapped in this cage. He needed to get out of this jail cell and face the man hunting him down.

			•••

			Three Riders

			Pa was in the kitchen that afternoon getting his ingredients ready to make supper when he noticed three riders approaching. As he stepped to the window to get a better look, he could see that one of the riders looked like Cade, but this rider’s coat was more red than brown. The other two riders were dressed alike, and his first inclination was that these were some people from the fort Cade had talked about. So, he put down what he was doing and went outside to greet them.

			As he stepped out onto the front porch, he saw that Lucy was in the garden tending to the vegetables, and she had a small fire going between the house and the barn to smoke some bacon for the store. That’s when Pa noticed she also saw the strangers approaching, but her reaction seemed less welcoming.

			Pa turned his attention back to the riders. Maybe there was something sinister about them, even if he couldn’t exactly describe what it was that made him feel that way. They had to know Cade. But why were they here?

			“Hello there,” Pa called out to the riders as they came to a stop in front of the porch that had become quite busy the past few days. Not knowing himself why these men were here was enough for him to take a curious approach. “How can I help you?”

			The one in the red coat seemed to be the leader, and he was surveying the landscape before he turned to gaze at Pa and spoke in a clear and calm voice. “We’re looking for a friend of ours. He looks a bit like me and may have gotten a little lost. Have you seen him?”

			Pa’s sense of caution escalated. Cade had never mentioned that anyone was looking for him, and the idea that they had come here to the ranch was even more mysterious. Even so, Pa was an honest man, and given everything that had happened since Cade’s arrival, it didn’t make sense to play games with these fellas.

			“Yes, sir,” replied Pa. “If you’re talking about Mr. Wilson, he’s been helping out around here for room and board.” Then he took a bold position to see if they would reveal their intent before telling them the news he was in jail. “Who may I ask is looking for him?”

			“They call me Falcon,” the man said with a smile and just nodded in acknowledgment. “It’s good to hear that he’s been helping out around the place,” he continued in the same calm but now slightly chilling voice. “Well, like I was saying, friend… we’re here to find Mr. Wilson and help get him home. Is he somewhere around so we can talk to him?”

			“Well, friend,” Pa replied a little sarcastically, regretting he hadn’t put his rifle by the door. “Sorry to say that Mr. Wilson is not here. In fact, he is currently in the Rocky Creek jail awaiting trial. I can certainly point you in the direction of town, and you can look him up there.”

			Pa didn’t like that this fella was smiling like someone who was getting exactly what they wanted.

			“Well, that’s too bad,” Falcon said slowly. “Is there anyone else here besides you and the missus over there?” he asked with a head tilt toward Lucy. And then with his left hand he gave a little wave that signaled to the other riders to dismount their horses and take their positions toward the house.

			Pa could feel the tension building. He looked over to Lucy and could tell that she was unsure about all this. He trusted his daughter’s instincts, and he had to assume these men were bad and their intentions were unknown. But she was an equal distance between the barn and the house. If she ran for the barn, would she be able to get on a horse and ride for help? Or if she ran to the house, would she have time to grab his rifle?

			Pa also felt threatened and did not like any of this, so he did the best he could to dissuade these men from coming one step closer. “Look, Mr. Falcon…we don’t want any trouble,” he said as he opened both hands and put them out as a signal to stop. “We took Mr. Wilson in for a few days, but he’s in jail now. Just like I told you. So why don’t you and your men look him up there and leave us be?”

			“Oh, we came from town,” Falcon replied. His eyes were now cold and callous. “And we heard he’s in jail for killing some men. But since he’s not going anywhere at the moment …you don’t mind if we take a look around at where Viper… I mean, Mr. Wilson, was bunking down?”

			“Yes, I do mind,” Pa said with a fearful crack in his voice and turned to walk back to the house and grab his rifle.

			“Now!” Falcon shouted, and the shadow riders split up. One immediately jumped onto the porch and cut Pa off at the door, and the other ran after Lucy.

			“This is turning out to be a great day. And whatever she’s got smoking out there is making me hungry,” Falcon said with a devilish grin as Pa was being held at gunpoint. “Now where should we begin?” he asked as Lucy screamed in the distance.

			•••

			Getting Out of Jail

			Cade didn’t hear Lucy scream in that same moment over a mile away, but he did hear Sheriff Barnes return after lunch. As he thought through all the possible scenarios to get out of this jail cell, the most plausible one seemed the most obvious. He would reason with the sheriff and negotiate a way to enlist his help––and there was no time to waste.

			“Sheriff, I need to speak with you,” Cade pleaded loud enough for the sheriff to hear. “Please.”

			Barnes made a low, audible grumble on the other side of the door but eventually turned the latch and opened the door to the cell room. “What is it you need, Mr. Wilson?” he asked as he slowly stepped up to the bars between them.

			“The Johnson family is in terrible trouble. Someone from my past has come looking for me, and he’s heading out to the ranch,” Cade explained. “He is a very dangerous man, and I’m afraid of what he might do to them… even though it’s really me that he wants.”

			“Well, slow down now,” Barnes said. “How do you know this? Who is this man? And why is he after you?”

			“It’s hard to explain, Sheriff, and we don’t have time,” Cade replied with a sense of urgency. “But this man and I trained together. He’s been after me for some time after I… left the group. He’s lethal, and cunning, and unpredictable.”

			Cade stopped short of telling the sheriff any more, but added, “I know he’s out at the ranch because he stopped by while you were out to lunch and told me he was heading out to the Johnson Ranch because that’s where I’ve been staying.”

			Barnes stopped Cade right there with an open hand gesture. “Alright… alright… but you say this man is looking for you and stopped by the jail. How did he know you were in jail?”

			Cade could only speculate on how Falcon knew. “I don’t know. Maybe someone in town told him. But that doesn’t matter. We need to do something! We need to ride out to the Johnson Ranch. Please. Let me talk to him and stop him from doing something terrible.”

			Barnes just laughed. “That’s one helluva story, Mr. Wilson. I’ve heard many a man beg me to let them out of jail before, but that’s a new one.”

			“I’m serious!” Cade shouted, not at all amused with the sheriff’s interpretation of his story. “We need to ride out to the ranch now! You need to let me out of here,” he said as he grasped the bars of his cage with both hands and gave it a hard shake. “I’m the only one that can stop him.”

			“Enough,” Barnes scolded.

			Cade may have been overplaying his hand, but he could sense that the sheriff was considering the idea that there was some truth in what Cade said was happening. And hoping the sheriff was a reasonable man, he might arrive at a conclusion that would satisfy his curiosity and confirm this story.

			“How about I see for myself if there’s a man out there looking for you, while you stay right here,” Barnes said in compromise.

			•••

			Truth Seeking

			Barnes turned to walk out as he was done with this conversation, for now, and he gave little regard to Cade’s additional pleas and grumblings as he closed and latched the door behind him.

			“Who does this guy think he is?” he muttered to himself while taking a quick account of everything in town that had turned upside down since Mr. Wilson’s arrival. He also wanted to be rid of him as soon as possible, guilty or not. But Judge Roberts wouldn’t be here until tomorrow, so he might as well follow up on this craziness if only to make sure nobody else got killed this week.

			As he stepped out of the jail and into the midday sun, all he noticed was people milling about as usual. But as a man of his word, he immediately walked toward the saloon. If anyone saw anybody new in town, that would be a good a place as any to start. And as he stepped up to enter, he had to stop for a moment as Hicks walked out.

			“Oh, hello, Sheriff,” Hicks said with a dry tone.

			“Hello back, Mr. Hicks,” Barnes said, equally unimpressed. “How are you doing this fine day?”

			“Well, I’ve been interviewing men to replace Carl and Joe, and the other men we lost this week. And on top of that, I’ve got to be tending to everything that isn’t getting done around here,” Hicks replied gruffly, letting his frustrations show as he turned to walk away.

			“Now hold on a moment. I need to ask you something about what’s been going on around here lately,” Barnes said while leaning into his question. “I’m wondering if you’ve noticed any strangers in town today?”

			“As a matter of fact, I did meet a stranger today. He had two other men with him, and they looked very serious. They were looking for Mr. Wilson, and one had a sword just like him,” Hicks replied matter-of-factly.

			Barnes could tell that Hicks probably had a few beers in him, but there was no need to fabricate the truth. Just then, a little boy ran up to the two men talking and pulled the sheriff’s pant leg.

			“Sheriff Barnes,” the boy exclaimed, almost out of breath. “Three strange-looking men were in town today, and they were outside the jail. I think they were looking for you.”

			“Thank you,” Barnes said to the boy and pushed him along. Then he turned back to Hicks. “What was this stranger’s name? What did you tell him?”

			“I don’t know his name. He didn’t give it. But I told him that Mr. Wilson was in jail for what happened out at the Johnson Ranch. And from the looks of this guy, I suspect this guy will be able to finally take care of our problems with Mr. Wilson and the Johnsons,” Hicks said as if the alcohol was affording him the opportunity to say what was really on his mind.

			“What exactly do you mean by that?” Barnes asked.

			Hicks suddenly had the look of a man who had talked himself into a situation and realized he should stop right there. “I didn’t mean nothing. Now if you’ll let me be on my way, I’ve got work to do.”

			Barnes squinted at Hicks and gave a polite nod with a look of disappointment at the same time. “Thank you,” he said as Hicks turned away. “I think you’ve told me what I needed to know.”

			When Barnes returned to the jail, he still didn’t know what to make of Cade’s story even though it had been corroborated by two different people. And regardless of what he thought of Hicks, he knew there was nothing to be protected or gained by confirming that there were strangers in town today.

			As he turned the latch and opened the door to the cell room, the sheriff paused a moment to think through what he was prepared to do next. Then he entered and turned toward the troubled man he was responsible for in the eyes of the law.

			“Mr. Wilson, I have concluded that you are telling the truth. There were some strange men in town looking for you, and they are definitely heading out to the Johnson Ranch for reasons unknown. So now my question to you is… why do you think the Johnsons are in trouble, and what do you propose we do about it?”

			Barnes could tell that Cade had been impatiently waiting for him to return.

			Cade responded in a calm voice with clear intent. “I need you to let me out of jail, and we need to ride out to the Johnson Ranch to make sure everyone is okay. And you need to let me talk to Falcon, the man that’s after me. I’ll settle the business between us, and then I’ll return with you to face justice.”

			This all seemed reasonable to Barnes, and Mr. Wilson had been a respectful prisoner who had been cooperative and forthright with everything since being arrested. “Well, I don’t like it, but it makes sense to me. The Johnsons are good people, and they don’t need any more trouble befalling them. So, I’ll make you a deal. I’ll only agree to your terms if you’ll wear the handcuffs. Whatever you have to say to these men needs to be resolved today, and without any more bad blood. Then the two of you can sort out whatever else is going on after the trial.”

			Even though Barnes didn’t think Cade had any alternative options, a moment passed before he nodded. Whatever the terms were, Cade had to accept them, and he obligingly offered up his wrists so the hard iron shackles could be attached.

			“There now… let’s get on with this,” Barnes said with a voice of approval, thinking all the while that hopefully they could meet with these men at the Johnson Ranch and be back before suppertime.


		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			The Falcon and the Viper

			It was mid-afternoon, and a small cloud of dust had whipped up behind Cade and Sheriff Barnes as they rode quickly to the Johnson Ranch. But when they made the turn at the arching sign, the two slowed their pace. Not knowing what to expect, they silently agreed that proceeding with caution was the best course of action.

			By just surveying the landscape, it was difficult for them to notice anything out of the ordinary. Aside from some animals out grazing, there was no sign of activity besides the scent of smoldering coals feeding a meat smoker. There were no horses tied up out front, and the family wagon was sitting idle beside the house.

			Cade began to question himself. Was he delirious with guilt? Did Falcon really catch up with him? If any of that were true, why would the sheriff be riding beside him? Clearly, there was some evidence to support the fact that Falcon was in town looking for him, but maybe they hadn’t made it out to the ranch? Maybe they were here and had already left? Maybe he and the sheriff were able to get here first? As they rode closer, the moment was filled with nothing but mysterious possibilities.

			Then he heard it. Cade’s senses were highly attuned to his surroundings and the weapons of battle, and he heard an arrow loose in the sky. “Stop,” he said to Barnes while looking to the sky, but it was too late as the arrow struck home in the sheriff’s left leg.

			“Damn!” Barnes yelled in pain.

			They were completely caught off guard, and the sheriff’s horse began to buck. In an instant, everything had changed, as they were now under attack.

			Instinctively, Cade reached out with his bound hands to grab the sheriff’s horse by the reins when he thought he heard a second arrow loose. “Ride!” he commanded, as if there was a choice. He knew their current position was too dangerous to remain still.

			Cade also remembered that it wasn’t a good idea to take a straight path and become an easy target. At first, they rode hard to the left before cutting back to the right. From what he could tell, the arrows came from behind the wagon beside the house. A hidden ambush was Falcon’s style and favored offensive attack—but instead of trying to hit them, the arrows seemed to intentionally funnel the two riders into a trap.

			When they arrived at the front of the house, Cade quickly dismounted and tried to help pull Barnes from his horse. “Ow!” he yelled as his feet hit the ground. The arrow stuck firmly in his leg, and the pain that came with it was his new reality. But they didn’t have time to stand around because they were still out in the open and vulnerable to attack.

			Cade pulled the right arm of the hobbling sheriff around his shoulder and helped him scuffle forward to find cover in front of the porch. Safe enough for the moment, Cade took a quick look at the wound and surmised that while the arrow had not severed the leg artery, he would need to stop the bleeding.

			“Falcon… enough!” Cade shouted into the air. “This is between us, nobody else. We can talk about this. I need to come inside so we can treat this man.” He stopped to listen but there was no response. Cade looked around to see if their attackers would come out and face them or continue to lie in wait. Seeing and hearing nothing, he decided to press the issue.

			“Can you hear me, Falcon? I said enough. You can take me instead of these people. You owe me that much,” he said again into the air, assuming someone was listening. But again, there was nothing but silence.

			After a few moments of weighing their options, Cade crafted a quick plan and whispered it to the sheriff. “I need to go inside. Your leg needs bandaging, and I need to find out if the Johnsons are still alive.”

			“Be careful,” was all Barnes could say.

			Cade gave a quick nod and crawled into position. He was still a prisoner, but that hardly mattered anymore, as right now this whole thing could end badly for both of them. Both agreed that the sheriff’s leg needed attention, and Cade’s plan seemed as good an idea as any—given the circumstances.

			“Alright, I’m coming in. Please take me and let these people go,” Cade shouted, hoping Falcon would accept his proposed exchange for the aid and safety of the Johnsons.

			He stood up slowly with his handcuffed hands out in front of him in a symbol of surrender. He looked through the front window, adjusting his sight to see whoever might be in the house, but he couldn’t make out any movement. If there was someone inside, they were letting him approach the front door.

			Cade hesitated as he placed a hand on the doorknob. “I’m coming inside now… let’s talk this through,” he said as he slowly turned the big brass knob and pushed open the door. But what he saw next confirmed his worst fears. It was the first time Cade’s warrior instincts had frozen, compromised by his concern for others.

			Pa and Lucy were on their knees in the middle of the room with a shadow rider standing behind them, holding a gun to their heads. Their hands were bound in front of them, and they had a handkerchief gag tied around their mouths.

			“Hello, Viper,” the shadow rider said invitingly. “Nice of you to join us.” Then he cocked back the hammer on his pistol as if Cade needed a reminder not to try anything. “Why don’t you step on in… nice and slow. And keep those hands in front of you so we can all be friends, and nobody gets hurt.”

			Cade could only do as instructed. With his hands cuffed and no weapon, he was in no position to object. But he did regain his focus to resolve the situation and address the matters at hand.

			“There’s a wounded man out front. He’s the sheriff of Rocky Creek, and his leg needs some attention,” he said while trying to remain calm. “And these kind people here have no business with you,” he added as he walked forward.

			But Cade wasn’t here to negotiate with a shadow rider.

			“Where’s Falcon?” Cade asked before he noticed Lucy’s eyes were focused on something over his right shoulder, just before he felt a painful blow against the back of his skull and everything went black.

			“Right behind you,” Falcon said as he holstered his pistol and Cade collapsed on the floor.

			•••

			Commotion in Town

			The end of a school day signaled a welcome and familiar routine, but every walk home from town was not the same.

			As Eli left the schoolhouse, he overheard some locals standing in the street. They were chattering about the sheriff riding off with a prisoner in custody and something else about three strangers in town today.

			“Excuse me, ma’am… but do you know what direction those three strange men were headed today?” Eli asked one of the parents standing around outside the school.

			“Oh, I think they rode off to the south, dear,” the woman replied.

			Now worried and not knowing what to do, Eli walked at first and then ran toward his uncle’s General Store. The more he thought about Cade and everything going on lately, the more he thought that none of this sounded good.

			His Uncle Daniel was sitting in his usual spot. If he wasn’t stocking shelves or helping a customer, he was behind the counter and looking out the window. Hopefully, he would know what to do.

			Eli burst through the doors of the store. “Uncle Dan, I think there’s going to be trouble at the ranch.” Then, without interruption or taking a breath, he told Daniel about everything that had happened over the past couple of days since Cade’s arrival.

			“Okay. Calm down,” Daniel said. “We don’t know anything, yet. And yes, I already know a little bit about what’s been happening. Your mom told me, and so has just about everyone else in town that has walked through that door. I also saw those strangers today but didn’t know what to make of them until now. Maybe these men know Mr. Wilson?”

			Eli didn’t see the men, but he remained apprehensive about what this all might mean, and a fountain of curious thoughts ran through his head. Who were these men? Did they know Cade? Why were they here? It was all so confusing, and eventually, the questions all led him back to the reason he came to see his uncle in the first place.

			“But why did Sheriff Barnes ride off with Cade toward the ranch? What should we do?” he asked.

			Eli could tell that his uncle was thinking this through and that everything was adding up to something to be concerned about. His right eyebrow began to twitch a little, which was a sign that he was worried.

			“Let’s saddle up the horse and go check on Pa and your mom,” Daniel said and gave Eli a pat on the head.

			At the same moment, Emily and the girls entered the store, smiling and saying their hellos. They were completely unaware of what was going on, but Eli couldn’t hide the worry on his face.

			“What are you two talking about?” Emily asked. “What’s wrong?”

			“Oh, nothing. I’m going to saddle up the horse and give Eli a ride back to the ranch today,” Daniel said to Eli with a wink to likely assuage any unnecessary worries. And Eli realized this was a signal to not get his aunt involved.

			“No… you two look like you’re up to no good. I don’t believe you.” Emily said as she ushered the girls along to go do their chores before turning back to Daniel.

			Eli was almost nine years old, and smart enough to sense that Daniel didn’t want to try and explain any of this. It was also clear that his aunt could tell if he was hiding something. But he watched his uncle do the best he could with a lying smile. “I can’t quite say, Em. We just need to ride out to the ranch and make sure everything’s okay. If you and the girls can watch the store for a few hours, I promise I’ll be back before supper.”

			Then Daniel looked back to Eli. “Go on now. Meet me at the stable and get my horse saddled up,” he ordered.

			Eli agreed that it was best to get a move on. “Yessir,” he said as he gave his aunt a pleasant smile and left the store.

			Daniel gave his wife a kiss on the cheek. Then he grabbed his hat from its post, and his rifle from the corner.

			•••

			Trial by Fire

			At first, Cade could only make out the vague sounds of people talking around him. His mind was clouded, and the back of his head was aching. Then he recognized one of the voices––it was Falcon. And when he blinked his eyes open, the fog over his memory began to lift, and he started to piece together what was happening.

			They were in the barn, and he was hanging from a hook rigged to a rope thrown over the rafters. The hook pulled him up from his handcuffs, and the toes of his boots barely touched the ground. It was easy to understand why Falcon would have restrained him this way. As he could not stand, he had no sense of balance and was unable to shift his weight without swinging his whole body. And as he looked around, it only took a moment to realize this was not going as planned.

			Falcon was standing over Sheriff Barnes, who was lying on the ground. The arrow had been removed from his leg, and Lucy was sitting behind him while supporting his head with a horse blanket. Pa was sitting on the ground next to them. All of them still had their hands bound in front of them and kerchief gags in their mouths, including the sheriff now, too. There were two shadow riders standing on opposite ends of the main open space, and one was a little closer to Cade’s right.

			“Oh… look who’s awake,” Falcon said with a chuckle. “Just in time to see me cauterize this wound.” And then he took what looked like a branding iron and stuck it in the sheriff’s leg where the arrow had been removed.

			Barnes screamed through his gag in his mouth. It was muffled but loud enough that everyone knew how much the hot iron burned. He reached down with his hands, still bound at the wrist, and grabbed his leg just above the knee and around the wound to ease the pain.

			“Maybe not the ideal way to tend to a wound, but it should stop the bleeding,” Falcon said as he reached down to loosen some rope he must have used as a tourniquet. “And this came in handy with those hot coals over there,” he said, acknowledging the branding iron before nodding to the fire smoldering outside. Then, without warning, he charged Cade and struck him in the side with the hot end of the rod. “How’s that feel, old friend?” he asked rhetorically. “I think you should feel the pain of this hot iron for every day we had to chase you.”

			Cade winced. The burn from the iron was certainly swift, but the sting from the strike in the ribs hurt even more. Yet he said nothing, as he didn’t want to give Falcon the satisfaction. Instead, he focused on a tree outside in the distance and tried to ignore the pain. When that didn’t work, he closed his eyes to get a sense of his surroundings. And this, of course, seemed to upset Falcon even more because he received two more whacks with the iron on the opposite sides of his exposed torso.

			“Wake up, Viper! We’ve got some questions, and we need you to pay attention. Or does everyone here just know you by your birth name?” Falcon asked smugly. Cade could tell he was enjoying this.

			“Well, I know the name given to you years ago when we were chosen to serve our Benefactor. The name you have been known by as we’ve ridden and fought together. The name you had before you turned into a traitor and a thief,” he said as he struck Cade two more times.

			This time the pain did more than register, and Cade could feel the bruising start to settle in. He had opened his eyes, but the tree in the distance was getting blurry. His head dropped in anguish as he couldn’t help but think that he deserved every bit of this for his sins and transgressions. But then he stubbornly found his resolve and tried again to focus forward––and still didn’t answer Falcon, because that bastard was just as guilty or more for his sins, too.

			Falcon was becoming visibly disappointed at the lack of reaction, and Cade sensed it was just a matter of time before he escalated the torture, or worse. He was like a predator toying with its wounded prey; inflicting pain was satisfying his sadistic appetite. And Cade didn’t believe that this little game was over when Falcon walked the branding iron back to the firepit outside.

			As Falcon returned, Cade tried to anticipate what might happen next. His ribs and abdomen felt every lump he took from the branding iron and the pain from the iron handcuffs cutting into his wrists. Sheriff Barnes and the Johnsons were still bound and gagged with a look of despair in their eyes.

			Then, as Cade sensed Falcon had reached the first pinnacle of an eventful afternoon, he listened as his captor cleared his throat before announcing his next move.

			“There’s nothing I would enjoy more than to drag your bleeding carcass back to the fort and let you explain to our Benefactor why you betrayed him. But how about we start with you telling us what you did with the gold? Where is it?” Falcon asked.

			Cade still didn’t answer, and that prompted Falcon to walk over and snap his fingers while he repeated the question. “What happened to the gold, Viper?”

			Cade was struggling to think straight. His head was aching and just maintaining consciousness hard enough. He closed his eyes to reset his senses.

			Tuning in to his surroundings, Cade could feel his weight straining the rope that suspended him above the ground, but it seemed well secured and strong enough to hold. The sheriff was in pain, and the Johnsons were scared, and rightfully so. The two shadow riders remained in their positions and seemed ready to oblige whenever Falcon asked something of them. It was hard to believe any of this would end well.

			Cade believed the most likely scenario was that Falcon would find out where the gold was and drag his body back to the fort––dead or alive. But would he kill the others? Their Benefactor was always very strict about not leaving any witnesses. Better to leave no one alive to tell a story than to become a story everyone started telling.

			Falcon slapped Cade in the face and forced his eyes open. “Wake up, Viper,” he said in a playful but frustrated tone. “You can’t die before you tell us what we want to know.” Then he looked to the sheriff and the Johnsons. “How about them? Do they know about the gold?”

			Cade hesitated to consider his options before choosing the one that might buy some time and save the others. “No. They don’t know anything,” he replied before negotiating his first ask. “But if you let them go, I’ll take you to it.”

			Falcon just laughed and shook his head. “No. That won’t do. How about you tell me where it is… and maybe I won’t have to hurt them. I’ll give you a moment to think about that.” He turned to walk back to the fire.

			Cade fixed his gaze away from the others. Just one look could soften his resolve or make for a costly mistake. He needed to maintain focus. If he told Falcon too quickly, or if he told him at all, Falcon might think it was a ruse. He had to drag this out and hope that Falcon was the one who let his emotions get the better of him. The best way to face an opponent was to get him to make a reckless decision or a mistake. And the longer Cade could keep his knowledge a secret, the better.

			When Falcon returned, Cade could see the branding iron was now red-hot, and he wielded it in his left hand while pulling his sword with his right. Then, as he walked casually up to where Cade was hanging, he made his next intentions quite clear.

			“I don’t expect you to be anything less than the gutless traitor you are… so I’m going to enjoy this,” he said as he stuck his sword into Cade’s left thigh. After a moment to let the stinging cut bleed, he stuck the hot branding iron in the wound and cauterized it. The smell of burned flesh and clothing permeated the air.

			“Where’s the gold?” Falcon asked persistently.

			The cut of the blade was smooth, but the searing pain from the hot iron was enough to make Cade clench his teeth and produce a low growl. His lower body’s flinching caused him to spin a little from the hanging rope.

			As Cade was swinging, Falcon gave him another poke with his sword just under the ribs. Cade’s fully exposed abdomen tightened as he braced for what he anticipated would follow… and he screamed in pain from the searing heat that flooded his senses.

			“Where’s the gold?” Falcon shouted at Cade. “You better tell me because I don’t think Old Man Johnson over there would appreciate this little game we’re playing.”

			That was enough. Whether Cade thought he could take more or not, he didn’t doubt for a second that Falcon would follow up on his threat to hurt the others.

			“Agua de vida,” he said in a wounded voice that was barely audible.

			•••

			Daniel’s Plan

			Daniel and Eli arrived at the ranch not knowing what to expect. There were no obvious signs of trouble, but it seemed odd that they didn’t see the sheriff or any horses out front.

			“Where is everybody?” Daniel whispered as he scanned the surroundings. Everything was strangely quiet until they heard a man scream in pain, which made them stop completely.

			“Who was that?” Eli asked.

			“I don’t know, but it doesn’t sound good. And it sounds like it came from the barn,” Daniel whispered back over his shoulder.

			Daniel eased on the reins and gave his horse a gentle boot to trot forward. When they reached the house, they dismounted and tied the horse up as quietly and as unrehearsed as their arrival.

			Daniel could see that Eli was looking to him for direction as they crept up the stairs to the front porch. Daniel peeked through the open windows; the house seemed empty. But there were voices and commotion coming from behind the house, and it was increasingly evident that there was something going on in the barn.

			“What are they doing back there?” Eli asked curiously, and Daniel could sense the fear in his voice. He was feeling it, too. The scene that was unfolding was equally confusing and concerning.

			“I don’t know… but I think we should take a peek from the kitchen window,” Daniel answered, and he quietly opened the front door so they could step inside. They both made their way through the open space and toward the kitchen window in the back corner, doing their best to step quietly and go unnoticed. But once at the window, they couldn’t believe what they saw.

			Daniel saw Cade hanging by his hands from the rafters, and there was his sister, father, and Sheriff Barnes tied up on the ground. They were being guarded by a man in a dark-gray coat. Another man, also in a dark-gray coat, stood by Cade, who was swinging from the rope. But the most sinister sight was a man in a red coat with a sword in one hand and a branding iron in the other.

			“Eli,” Daniel whispered to get his attention. “We need to get Pa and your mom out of there. The sheriff, too.” He paused, then looked at Cade. “I don’t know who these guys are or what they want with your friend, but that’s none of our business. They need to take their fight elsewhere.”

			He knew Eli was too young to understand the complexity of the situation but appreciated seeing his nephew nod. He was no hero, and more of a family man than a fighter. And not at all capable of surviving a fight with one of these men, let alone all three.

			“But Uncle Dan, we need to cut Cade loose. He’s an amazing fighter and the only one that can stop this. We need him,” Eli insisted. “I saw him take out five men at once.”

			Daniel was taken aback by his nephew’s response, but then, it also made some sense. If these men were bold enough to tie up the sheriff, then they might be capable of anything. He needed to think this through, so he went back to the window and quickly surveyed everything before tapping Eli on the shoulder and then presenting his plan.

			“We need a distraction. Something to get those men out of the barn, or at least to take their attention away from Mr. Wilson while you sneak into the barn and cut the rope. I’ll perch myself outside this window and keep a gun on them. Hopefully, we can just reason with them… because all we want is our family free,” Daniel said, seeking some form of self-assurance in the plan.

			“After Mr. Wilson is free, they should turn their focus on him, and we get our family out of there. Are you okay with that?” he asked.

			“Yes,” Eli replied, but Daniel could see the strained look on his face.

			“Don’t worry. You’ll do just fine,” Daniel said, trying to assuage his nephew’s concerns––and his own. “But once we put this plan in motion, there’s no going back.” Then he pulled two bullets from his coat pocket and handed them to Eli. “Do you think you can get to where their horses are tied up without being seen?”

			Eli looked back out the window, deep in thought, before looking back at his uncle. “Yes. I can do that.”

			“Do you think you can sneak into the back of the barn without being seen?” Daniel asked while watching Eli’s expression. He could tell Eli was thinking through the details. Then he nodded again.

			Daniel paused to recheck the window, then continued, “Good. Because I want you to go down and untie their horses from the post without being noticed. Then I need you to toss these two bullets into the fire before you sneak around the back of the barn. We need to surprise them and make them think there’s more than just the two of us out here.”

			Then Daniel explained the rest of the plan in detail as he pulled a knife from the kitchen counter and handed it Eli. “You’ll probably have a minute or two to sneak behind the barn before the fire sets off those bullets. And when the bullets pop, it should be random enough to scatter the horses. That should create the distraction you need to sneak into the barn. Then I’ll fire a warning shot to get their attention and draw them out. When I start to negotiate with them… you cut the rope and set Mr. Wilson free.”

			Eli blinked in solemn agreement. Daniel sensed Eli’s fears give way to a sense of purpose as he tried to remember everything he was supposed to do.

			They both took one last look out the window. Daniel knew what they had to do and tried to scuttle the thought that their lives might depend on everything that was going to happen next.

			“Okay,” he said with a soft but determined voice. “Let’s do this.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Honor and Vengeance

			Cade could tell that Falcon was confused, but it brought a welcome pause to the torture while Falcon considered what he had said. “What is ‘agua de vida?’ Where is that?”

			One of the shadow riders spoke up. “That’s Spanish for ‘water of life.’ Maybe the gold is down by the creek?”

			Once again, Cade saw Falcon’s brow furrow. “Water of life? That doesn’t make any sense. If the gold is somewhere down by the creek, it could be anywhere,” he said, while pacing back and forth. “You’re either going to tell me… or you’re going to show me… but either way, you will pay for your dishonor.”

			Cade sensed Falcon’s amusement with the interrogation was now turning to frustration, but the moment allowed him to soak in that word. Dishonor. The very code of the samurai was honor and loyalty to the death.

			“You speak of honor, Falcon,” Cade said with a laugh in the face of his tormentor. “I say that I was the only one that had a sense of honor that day. The difference between you and me is that I’ve killed men, and I fight when I have to. But you kill because you like it, and there is no honor in that,” Cade said defiantly. “Toshi spent years teaching us the way of the warrior, but he never taught us to be killers of innocent women and children. And when the trail of those two thieves led to that Comanche camp, we weren’t there to do anything more than retrieve the gold,” he continued, loud enough for everyone in the barn to hear. “Our attack caught them completely by surprise that night. Wherever the men were, they had no defense. Maybe they were on a hunting party? The only ones in camp were some old men and the women and children. Either way, you had no right to kill that mother in front of her children and make more orphans in the world.”

			“Shut up,” Falcon hissed.

			“No.” Cade snapped back. He could tell that Falcon didn’t like being judged, and his psyche was weakening. But Cade also needed to continue confessing their sins and purging this guilt, regardless of whatever happened next. “After we rounded almost everyone up in the center of camp, we showed them one coin, and they knew why we were there. When they pointed to the biggest tent, you and I both went in and found a woman sitting there with her two children. She lifted some blankets, and underneath there was the two bags of gold.”

			Then Cade closed his eyes and remembered the pain from his own childhood. “I don’t know why the mother came at you with a knife. Maybe it was the gold, or she felt threatened. But you didn’t have to kill her in front of her children.” He opened his eyes, and they swelled with emotion as he recalled the rest. “And that boy was probably the chief’s son. No older than ten. He was just trying to defend his sister. I stopped you from killing the boy because he was just like me. Another boy that will grow up without a mother and a vengeful heart.”

			Everything in Cade’s childhood had come full circle, and he felt he’d become the evil in men that he’d been running from and hated all his life. At the same time, this confession felt like an enormous weight had been lifted from his soul. He had never spoken this much about himself or his emotional scars. But now, in front of this estranged and captive audience, he experienced a sense of clarity that years of meditation had failed to produce.

			“And look at you now in that pathetic state. You’re weak, Viper. That’s your problem. That’s always been your problem,” Falcon clapped back.

			Cade accepted Falcon’s jealousy, even when it manifested in different ways. But now, it seemed that Falcon loathed him just as much as Falcon hated Toshi’s pursuit of perfection and himself for being the bastard child of a Chinese woman and an American man.

			“When I brought the gold to the colonel, we should’ve stopped. We had what we came for. But just like you… the colonel hates Indians for no reason and it’s not right. And when he gave the order for us to kill them all, I just couldn’t,” he admitted painfully. “Yes, I’ve killed men in battle. But I’m not a murderer. So I did the only thing I could think of––”

			“You attacked your own kind and killed one of our men before stealing the gold?” Falcon quipped. “I don’t know what you’re trying to do, but it won’t change who you are. The way of the warrior is clear, and you’re a trained killer.”

			“Yes. I struck the colonel. And yes, I shot the shadow rider that pulled his gun, so I could get to my horse,” Cade said. “But I wasn’t stealing the gold. I took it hoping all of you would follow me. I took it to try and stop you killing innocent women and children.” Then, sensing the moment was right, Cade tried to appeal to Falcon to free the sheriff and the Johnsons. “We’ve known each other for a long time. Over the past couple years, we’ve fought together and driven Indians and anyone else off the land our Benefactor wanted for himself. We’ve killed so many men I’ve lost count. I’m ashamed of some of the things we’ve done—that I’ve done. It needs to stop. This can all stop right now, and you can let that family go. It doesn’t have to be this way.”

			But this appeal to the possibility of change wasn’t received as Cade had hoped. Falcon didn’t look like he needed to hear his loyalty challenged or his actions questioned, and now his frustration had reached boiling point.

			“Their blood is on your hands. We followed you here… and now here we are. This is all your fault. And our Benefactor sent me after you because he knew I would find you,” Falcon said with a dry laugh. “He thinks you just suffered from a moment of weakness. He says your act of betrayal is punishable but can be forgiven if we all come back together with the gold. But it’s not really a choice,” Falcon continued spitefully. “Because it was also made clear that I could return with you… or your sword and the gold. At this point, all I care about is the gold and the rewards that will come with it. So, if you have any honor left, you’ll tell me where it is, and maybe I’ll let these people live. But if you don’t tell me,” he said while pointing the smoldering branding iron at a small pile of dry hay. “I’ll burn this place to the ground with these people in it and make you watch.”

			Cade was wearing down both physically and mentally. Falcon was going to have his pound of flesh, and now his intentions were crystal-clear. If the location of the gold was the only thing keeping everyone else alive, they were running out of time. “I’m only asking you to let these people go. Please… let them go before I tell you, so I know they have a chance to make it back to town,” Cade pleaded. “Let them go and prove that you’re a man of honor, and not a rotten bastard with an unquenchable thirst for death.”

			“Shut your mouth!” Falcon yelled as he struck Cade several more times with the iron. “You’re not in charge here, Viper… I am. And now, all of you will bear witness—”

			But Falcon didn’t get a chance to finish that sentence. Outside the barn, a shot rang out that surprised everyone and changed everything.

			•••

			The Battle of Johnson Ranch

			As Falcon turned to see who was shooting, a second shot rang out, causing him to drop the branding iron and duck for cover.

			“Who’s shooting at us?” Falcon asked the shadow riders while pulling his pistol. But it was hard to say, as chaos was suddenly unfolding around them, and their startled horses ran off.

			“I think there’s someone in that corner window,” said the shadow rider with the best view from the barn. His observation was then confirmed by a loud voice booming from inside the house.

			“Nobody is trying to shoot you!” the voice said. “Those shots were just a warning. All we want is the family set free, along with the sheriff. If Mr. Wilson is who you’re looking for, then take him and leave us be.”

			Now Cade could see someone with a rifle pointing out of the corner kitchen window, and the voice sounded like Daniel. But he didn’t see any others. How many people could be with him?

			“Look, Mister,” Falcon shouted back. “We do have business with Mr. Wilson, but he’s not what we’re looking for.”

			Falcon glanced over at where the shots were coming from. “How about we get everything we came for, and you can have your warning shots back!” Falcon said as he took quick aim at the kitchen window and fired two shots.

			The figure, who Cade presumed was Daniel, pulled back from the window as the shots exploded through the glass and into the kitchen. Watching this happen, Cade knew Daniel was out of his depth and putting himself in danger, and not being able to do anything about it was maddening.

			When nobody returned fire, Falcon laughed. “I think it’s just one guy,” he said to his men before he turned to the shadow rider next to Cade. “Cover us… but keep an eye on him,” he said before turning to the other. “And you,” he said with a head tilt toward the house. “Come with me. Let’s take this guy.”

			Their attack was effortlessly coordinated. The samurai cowboy and the mercenary soldier moved independently but in concert as they advanced on the house. They both fired shots at the kitchen window while quickly taking covered positions closer to their target. Once they were halfway between the barn and the house, the two took a moment to see if there were any more signs of resistance before plotting their next move. When no return shots were fired, Falcon waved the shadow rider ahead to flank the house from the front.

			Cade knew Daniel was in serious trouble as he watched Falcon advance, and a second volley of gunshots hit the kitchen. The window shook, but seconds later, Daniel popped up in the window and fired a shot on Falcon’s position.

			There was another shadow rider still in the barn, guarding Cade but taking a slow, deliberate aim at Daniel’s position. A single shot rang out, and the bullet went through the remains of the window before taking off a small piece of Daniel’s left ear. The stinging pain and resulting blood caused him to stumble back and curse loudly.

			Lucy screamed through her gag when Daniel cried out. The chaos of everything happening was too much. Tears filled her eyes, and she looked around frantically for any sign of Eli.

			Cade fought off every feeling of hopelessness, but all he could do was watch this battle unfold. He knew how deadly Falcon was, and despite Daniel’s valiant effort, he was no match for a samurai and two shadow riders. But then something caught his attention. He could feel a little twitch on the rope suspending him. It was Eli! Nervously but diligently cutting the rope suspending him.

			Cade swung his legs casually to spin around and locked eyes with Eli for a moment. Eli put a finger to his lips to be quiet, and Cade winked back as the boy went back to his work.

			Trying to anticipate being free, Cade swung his legs again to turn around and face the fight. Suddenly, the rope snapped, and he was lucky enough to land in a crouched position. The hook was no longer suspending him, but his hands were still cuffed, and the closest thing he could use as a weapon was the branding iron.

			The shadow rider still in the barn turned around and was surprised to see Cade coming at him. But before the shadow rider could take aim with his pistol, the hot iron struck his wrist and hand.

			Cade was able to disarm the shadow rider, and his pistol fell to the ground. But the man was a soldier, and he quickly stepped back, pulling a knife with his other hand. As the two sized each other up and paced in a small semi-circle, Cade tried to seize the advantage with speed and the length of his weapon.

			Cade thrust the branding iron in the shadow rider’s face. His opponent immediately tried to defend the attack and duck, leaving the hand holding the knife exposed. Cade dropped the iron, which allowed him to grab the shadow rider’s wrist with both hands. In one movement, he was able to twist the shadow rider’s arm, spin around, and thrust the man’s knife deep inside his gut.

			Outside the barn, Falcon and the other shadow rider were still advancing on the house when a commotion could be heard coming from the barn. Viper was free––and he was caught in the open.

			“Stop!” Falcon yelled at the other shadow rider while looking back. “The barn. Get back to the barn. Viper is loose!”

			But Cade wasn’t wasting any time. He shoved the shadow rider to the ground, then dropped to one knee to pick up the pistol on the ground. And just as quickly as he had killed a man with his own knife, he took aim at Falcon and hammered two shots to the chest.

			Then Cade stood and advanced. Driven by pain and anger, he was going to bring an end to this fight. The last shadow rider was also caught between the house and the barn, and now they were in a standoff. But Cade kept walking forward. He needed to be closer, and he was going to make the next shot count.

			To everyone’s surprise, another shot rang out from the kitchen window and hit the ground near the shadow rider. That had to be Daniel! The shot didn’t find its mark, but the shadow rider was distracted enough to look back at the house. This gave Cade the moment he needed to take aim and put a single shot in the man’s chest.

			A deafening silence came over the entire scene. Everyone was looking at Cade and each other in shock at what had just happened, as their three captors were now lying on the ground.

			The smell of gunpowder was thick in the air, and everyone in the barn was still trying to process what they had just witnessed. After everything that had happened that afternoon, the events of the past two minutes were a blur. It was almost surreal, even as the shadow rider with his knife sticking out of his chest took his last breath.

			Cade dropped the pistol as he walked over to the Johnson family, all still sitting on the ground. He stopped at Lucy first, kneeled, and pulled the gag from her mouth. “I’m so sorry,” he said as he looked into her eyes and untied the rope that bound her wrists.

			Lucy was speechless. Cade sensed he had brought unwanted pain and grief into her life. Would this ever end? She turned to look at Cade, then ran off toward her father as Cade tended to the sheriff.

			Then Eli rushed in and almost knocked Lucy off her feet while he hugged her. “I was so worried about you,” she said to him.

			“I’m okay, Mom,” Eli replied with watery eyes and a big grin.

			Barnes exercised his jaw as Cade removed his gag. “Thank you, Mr. Wilson,” he said while rubbing the pain of the rope burns out of his wrists. “I don’t know how I’m going to explain all this. I suppose we all owe you a bit of gratitude. And I think we can take those handcuffs off.”

			Cade just smiled. It would be nice to lift the weight of these irons off his arms. But before Barnes could reach into his pocket and produce the key, the brief moment of calm was shattered with a scream.

			“Viper!” Falcon shouted. “This isn’t over.”

			Everyone turned to look, and there was Daniel with his hands up––and Falcon’s sword at his throat.

			“How?” Cade asked, knowing he had shot Falcon twice in the chest.

			Falcon used his free hand to open the buttons of his coat. As it opened, he revealed a shirt of armor and the two slugs it had stopped. “I was the first to try the new armor. Lucky for me, this bullet-tested armor really works… even if it hurts like hell.”

			Then he spat out some blood and issued his new demand. “Now I want all of you to move out of the barn and into the open. Slowly… or this man dies where he stands.”

			Everyone did as they were told, and Lucy and Eli helped Barnes to his feet. Once they had all shuffled into the open between the house and the barn, Cade also emerged to square off with Falcon and his hostage.

			“Sorry, Pa,” Daniel said. “I thought he was dead.”

			Pa just looked back at his son, who was standing there bleeding from one ear with a sword at his throat. “Stay calm, son, stay calm.”

			Cade could sense Pa’s pride toward Daniel, and how he did his part to fight for his family. But this ordeal wasn’t over yet.

			“Quiet!” Falcon commanded before he addressed the huddled group as one. “This doesn’t change anything. Viper. Tell me where the gold is, or I start cutting off heads.”

			Even though the tables had turned and Cade was now free, Cade knew there was only one chance to save everyone. He had to issue a challenge that Falcon’s ego would have to accept.

			“Go ahead. Kill him. I’m not going to tell you where the gold is. So kill me, and everyone else, too. You’re probably going to, anyway,” Cade said, almost too sarcastically to be joking.

			“What did you say?” Falcon looked both as confused and intrigued as everyone else. All were now looking at Cade.

			Cade just doubled down and continued as the bait was set. “Here’s what will happen, Falcon. You’ll kill everyone, and then you’ll never know where the gold is. That means you’ll have to go back to the fort as a failure… alone. No gold. No reward. You won’t be celebrated. You’ll just be the same bastard murderer you’ve always been.”

			Falcon squinted at Cade through burning eyes, but he did not respond.

			“Or… I challenge you to a duel. You’ve always wanted to prove you’re better than me, and here’s your chance to prove it. If you accept my challenge and promise to let these people go, I’ll tell you where the gold is.”

			Falcon’s face tensed in fury. Viper was right. If he returned empty-handed, he could deliver Viper’s sword to Toshi, and that would be it. No valor. No reward.

			“I challenge you… and as a samurai you are honor bound to accept,” Cade said as he steadied himself to attack Falcon’s ego. “Unless you’re afraid to fight me?”

			Falcon looked at Cade just standing there, still handcuffed and noticeably battered and bruised. “You, boy,” Falcon said to Eli. “Go get Viper’s sword.”

			Eli ran to the bunkhouse where he kept his belongings. The sword and its scabbard lay right on top of Cade’s holster and folded coat, and after grabbing the weapon, Eli hurried back out to where the group was now stepping back to make room for the fight.

			Cade looked at Eli when he grasped the handle and drew his sword. “Thank you,” was all he could say, and then he cocked his head to indicate it was time to get out of the way.

			Falcon, in return, lowered his blade from Daniel’s neck and beckoned him to move over with the rest of his family. His eyes never looked away from Cade.

			“Okay, Viper… I accepted your challenge. I promise to let these people go. Now it’s your turn to keep yours. Where is the gold?” Falcon demanded impatiently.

			•••

			Time to Die

			Cade closed his eyes and took a deep breath to get a sense of his surroundings. The coolness of the late afternoon breeze and the long shadows of the approaching sunset were upon them. It felt good to have his sword in his hands again, and if it was time to accept his death, he was ready.

			But he also tried to remember every time he had sparred with Falcon, and his tendencies and weaknesses—the biggest of which was how his emotions could get the better of him. Cade’s other advantage was that he was taller, and his sword was a little longer. And he could keep his sword at an angle to not give away this advantage until he was in range to strike.

			Cade opened his eyes, then stared down Falcon before keeping his part of the deal.

			“Agua de vida is an old well at the Mission de la Rosa. I went back to where we found it, and the same wood box from the shed. I tied some rope to it and dropped it where nobody would be looking for it,” Cade said with a calculated touch.

			Falcon furrowed his brow and squinted in apparent disgust. The thought of having to travel all the way back to the mission must have been fresh on his mind as he raised his sword and charged.

			Even though Cade was able to dodge this first clumsy attack, he was still woozy from the interrogation and in no condition to fight. And he was amazed by the strength of Falcon’s strike. The first doubt of surviving this entered his mind.

			Falcon might have missed on his first strike, but he was quick, and had already spun around to attack again. After another parry and exchange of clashing swings, it was clear to Cade that he was aggressively pressing the fight to take advantage of an opponent who was weakened and vulnerable.

			After the second parry, the two men spaced out and slowly circled each other with their swords in the attack position. Then Falcon attacked again, and the aggressor was rewarded in a calculated exchange that left Cade’s chest exposed to a glancing blow.

			The cut was shallow but painful and damaging. With blood seeping from the gash, Cade barely had time to collect himself before Falcon was again on the offensive. Another clashing exchange of swords resulted in a stalemate, but it left Cade off-balance, and Falcon was able to land a roundhouse kick to Cade’s shoulder, and the boot knife in his toe inflicted its damage.

			Now bleeding and hurt from multiple injuries, Cade could sense that he was wearing down with each attack. Falcon was a fierce fighter, and he was better on the attack. This meant his weakness might be his defense, or when he wasn’t the aggressor.

			Cade could also feel that he was weakening, and he probably couldn’t sustain another round of attacks in this mismatched duel. It also wasn’t allowing him to take advantage of his height and reach. He needed to launch an offensive.

			As the two men began to circle again, Cade waited until it looked like Falcon would strike—but instead, he became the aggressor. Cade used the length of his sword to attack Falcon’s face, forcing Falcon to defend and duck. The tactic worked, and Falcon was caught off-balance, and he had to defend the attack with his left forearm. Even though the armor did its job, Cade scored a cut.

			But the attack also surprised Falcon, and when he stumbled back, Cade became the aggressor again. This time, Cade went lower and slashed Falcon’s lead leg when he raised his defense.

			This sent Falcon stumbling further back. The cut on his left leg was across his lower thigh and just above his knee, and Cade sensed the cut made it difficult to put weight on that leg. Now his opponent was hobbling and bleeding, and Falcon’s anger was at full boil.

			Falcon screamed and ran at Cade, who was temporarily weakened by the energy it took to mount two consecutive attacks. Cade might have believed he had leveled the field and slowed his opponent, but Falcon still had strength and his armor.

			The attack was too much for Cade, and he almost fell over before regaining his balance. He knew he couldn’t sustain this pace much longer, and a sense of urgency began to impose a new strategy. And as each of them were now wounded and bleeding, it was as if both men had reached the same conclusion when they charged each other. But Cade forced Falcon to his left, which was to his advantage, even though he had also left himself vulnerable.

			When the clashing of swords concluded and the cloud of dust began to settle, Falcon scored a deadly strike across Cade’s abdomen, and he stood there watching as his opponent collapsed to the ground.

			But Cade just stared back at Falcon in defiant victory, and that’s when Falcon looked down to see the tip of Cade’s sword protruding out of his belly. The blade was so sharp, and the cut was so clean, it was likely that the pain didn’t register until he struggled to breathe.

			Falcon stumbled to gain his balance before stepping toward Cade, who was defenselessly crouched on the ground without a weapon. As Cade looked into his friend’s eyes, all he could see was the fading light of his blind rage. But still he advanced as if accepting his fate. And if he was going to die—he wasn’t dying alone.

			Falcon steadied himself over Cade and raised his sword to deliver the death strike. “Now… you die,” he said in a tone laced with pain and malice.

			When he heard the gunshot, Cade was fading in and out of consciousness. He had knowingly left himself vulnerable for an opportunity to thrust his sword into Falcon’s exposed back. For this, he had accepted the outcome of this sacrifice and was ready for the death blow that would relieve his pain and cleanse his sins. Even as darkness overtook his senses, he could die a warrior’s death knowing everyone else was safe.

			But when Falcon’s blade didn’t come, Cade looked up to see Falcon collapse to the ground. As he fell, Cade could see Lucy holding the smoking gun that had shot Falcon in the back.

			Everyone was now looking at Lucy, stunned in disbelief. While the two men had been so busy fighting each other, neither had noticed that the audience watching them fight had slowly circled with them until Lucy had been standing near the dead body of the second shadow rider. In all the commotion, she had picked up the pistol in the dead man’s hand without being noticed. And now, the horror of Falcon’s rage was over.

			The sun had dipped below the horizon, and Cade was still on his hands and knees. He was feeling very dizzy now and could only make out Pa comforting Lucy while Daniel and Eli were holding up Sheriff Barnes. The last thing he saw was Lucy’s red eyes as he tried to reach out to her, and then blackness.


		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Healing Broken Souls

			At first, Cade could barely hear the soft sound of shuffling footsteps. Then he became aware there was bright light around him, even though his eyes were closed.

			The next thing he felt was the gentle touch of a hand on his cheek. And when he blinked his eyes open, he could see Lucy illuminated by the sunlight coming through the window, highlighting her golden hair. Her face was now clean of the dirt and sweat from the last time he remembered looking into her eyes. Then he noticed she was sitting above him, and he was lying in a bed. Her bed.

			“Good,” she said in a soft voice. “You’re awake.”

			Cade’s senses were groggy and dulled, and he was having trouble thinking. Why was he in her bed and how did he get here? The back of his head was still sore, even when nestled in a supporting pillow. His mouth was also bone-dry, and he was having a hard time trying to swallow.

			Feeling the need to sit up, he tried to raise himself off the bed but was immediately reminded of his injuries. The pain from his cuts, burns, and bruises was so excruciating it made him dizzy and nauseous, and he immediately fell back into the comfort of the bedding.

			“Don’t try to get up,” Lucy said in a soothing tone. “Everyone is safe. You’re going to be okay. But you need to rest.”

			Rest sounded good. But he was awake now and started doing a mental inventory of every dull or aching pain on his body. Then he looked back at Lucy, who was checking the bandages on his chest and torso. Seeing his wounds made him feel them all over again. The cuts of Falcon’s blade, and the burned bruises from the branding iron. Everything hurt. Even his wrists were bruised from being bound and suspended from the handcuffs.

			A powerful thirst overcame him, and he lay back into the pillow and looked at the ceiling to focus his energy. The effort required to purse his lips and speak was surprisingly hard, but he managed to speak just loud enough for her to hear. “Water.”

			Lucy finished with the bandages and was immediately attentive. She reached over to a bedside table and grasped a glass of water near a small white pitcher. When she brought it toward Cade, she slowly used her other hand to help raise his head. And as she put the glass to his lips, she cautioned him. “Slowly… little sips.”

			The cool water was life-giving, and Cade wanted more, but Lucy kept control of the glass and would stop for a moment while allowing him to swallow. When the glass was near empty, she put it back on the table and helped him lie back onto the pillow.

			After the water, the room began to spin, and Cade closed his eyes to try and tune in his senses. But the dull lump on the back of his head was still there, preventing him from any clarity. He could smell something cooking in the kitchen, and his stomach immediately turned with a growl as the sips of water were now a reminder of his hunger.

			It was also nice to be lying on a real bed again. He could feel the softness of the sheets and the cool air against his skin––all of it. Then he realized all of his clothes had been removed, with some exceptions, and when he tried to come back to reality a second time, he first focused on a single point on the ceiling when he reopened his eyes.

			Then he slowly rolled his head to face Lucy, who was looking back at him in a way he had never seen before. She was beaming at him, and the gentle smile on her face assured him that everything really was okay.

			“What happened?” he asked.

			Lucy took a deep breath as if to calculate her story and think through the best place to start. Cade sensed she felt the need to explain herself and why he was in her bed.

			“I shot Falcon,” Lucy blurted out. “You fought so hard, for so long… and we could tell what you did to save us from that hideous man. But then he was standing there, and he was about to kill you. Just like you told me in your stories. And when I looked down, the other man was just lying there with the gun in his hand. I just picked it up without thinking and shot him… and I’m so sorry.”

			Cade looked carefully at Lucy, sensing her grief over this. “Why are you sorry?” he asked, wondering how he could be angry with her for saving his life.

			“The stories you told me about honor and the samurai code. And I’ve never shot anyone before,” she replied. “I can’t get the memory of it out of my mind. The horrors that man inflicted on you, and what he did to our family. That man shot our house!” she screamed bitterly.

			Cade watched Lucy confess now, and it was a little different listening to someone so fraught with concern over killing a man.

			“That man deserved to die. But now I’m trying to forgive myself. And I hope that you won’t look at me differently for killing him, or for going against your code of honor,” she concluded.

			Cade sensed the unnecessary burden of guilt she had placed on herself, and he felt the need to assuage her concerns, so he simply smiled back at her. “You don’t have to apologize to me. You did what you did to protect your family. And thank you for saving my life.”

			Then, feeling the need to change the subject, Cade addressed the burning thing on his mind. “What happened next?”

			“After the fight, you must have blacked out from your injuries. Daniel rode into town to fetch the doctor. Eli gathered water and bandages while Pa and I moved you and Sheriff Barnes to the house,” she began, wiping Cade’s forehead with a dry cloth.

			“You lost so much blood. We thought you were going to die,” she added with a worried tone. “We brought you inside the house and put you on the table. That’s when we removed your clothes and cleaned you up as best we could. But we couldn’t stop the bleeding, and we decided to use that other man’s sword to burn your wounds, just like he did with the branding iron. It seemed to work, and it was hard to believe that you didn’t even flinch.”

			After softly brushing the matted hair out of his face, she continued. “When Daniel returned with the doctor, he cleaned your wounds, stitched you up, and applied some clean bandages. The bleeding had stopped, but your breathing was very shallow. Doc says you’re going to have a lot of scars, but it was a miracle you survived.”

			Then Lucy reached over to refill the glass with water from the pitcher and poured some white powdery contents from a folded piece of paper into the glass. She watched the contents swirl around and dissolve; then she brought it over to Cade and lifted his head to drink again.

			“Here,” she said. “Drink this tonic. Doc told me to give you this when you woke up, and after you had your first glass of water.”

			Whatever it was, it tasted bitter and chalky. At first, Cade wanted to spit it out, but instead, he just pushed past the taste and swallowed. After he finished the contents of the glass with slow, deliberate sips, he lay back down and felt it stirring in his stomach. He started feeling a little nauseous, but then his stomach started to turn numb along with other parts of his body.

			The tonic was helping with the pain. But then he tried to remember anything he could from what Lucy had described and he could not. His thoughts seemed lost in between what happened after the blow to his head and the death of Falcon.

			“How long have I been asleep?” he asked.

			•••

			Judge Roberts Holds Court

			“Where is the defendant?” the honorable Judge Roberts asked everyone who had gathered on Friday morning in the small court chamber room next to the jail.

			He was a just man, and a patient one, too. But he could be ornery on occasion, and this was one of those days. And if the case Sheriff Barnes presented was factual, there were the deaths of five to be accounted for today.

			Jon Cobb chimed in to echo that sentiment. “What happened to your prisoner, Sheriff?” he asked sarcastically. “Why isn’t he here and in custody? Did you lose him somewhere?”

			Roberts looked past Cobb’s comments. He also knew the sheriff was lucky to be here from the sounds of everything that had happened this week. It was all an exciting mystery to the man who only made his rounds once a week, as needed, to the smaller towns in the territory. But he also knew that the sheriff had some explaining to do, and it was time to get on with it.

			He watched as Barnes rose awkwardly to his feet while leaning against the only other table in the room. There was a noticeable bandage on his leg, and it looked painful for him to stand.

			“Mr. Wilson is out at the Johnson Ranch, your honor. He was near dead from the same fight that put this bandage on my leg this past Wednesday,” Barnes replied to the judge.

			“Understood, Sheriff. But let’s start with the fight that resulted in five deaths, which occurred this past Monday?” Roberts stated back for clarification.

			“Yes, your honor,” Barnes replied. “But I need to explain why the defendant, Mr. Wilson, is not here today.”

			“Continue,” Roberts said.

			“On Wednesday afternoon, three men arrived in town looking for Mr. Wilson and seeking to do him harm. Mr. Wilson isn’t on any wanted list that I’m aware of, so I had to assume this was a personal vendetta. But for the safety of the Johnson family here today,” Barnes said before pausing while pointing around the room, “I elected to ride out to the Johnson Ranch, just south of town, with Mr. Wilson as my prisoner so he could speak to those men and prevent any trouble before it started… which was not the case.”

			“Are you saying that bandage on your leg was a result of the defendant, or the three men you rode out to meet?” Roberts asked, trying to sort out the layers of this story.

			“That would be the three men we rode out to meet, your honor,” Barnes replied with a grimace. “They attacked us when we approached the property, and then they proceeded to take me and the Johnson family hostage in the barn. And they likely would have killed us all if it weren’t for Mr. Wilson, who suffered some pretty serious injuries, defending us.”

			Barnes motioned back to the Johnsons, then continued. “This is Mr. Johnson, owner of the ranch. His son Daniel, who runs the General Store. And this is his grandson, Eli. They are here to serve as witnesses to the events that occurred earlier this week, and on Wednesday afternoon.

			“Doc Miller was brought out to Johnson Ranch to tend to our wounds, and he’s just down the street if you would like to speak to him as a witness. Doc recommended that Mr. Wilson remain at the ranch to heal until he’s out of bed and well enough to make his way back to town. But right now, we don’t even know if he’s going to live,” Barnes said.

			“Yes, Sheriff,” the judge replied with an inquisitive look. “I would like to hear from Dr. Miller, too. Please bring him in if you can.” Then he quickly glanced at the collection of papers regarding the case against Mr. Wilson.

			“But before you step out, Sheriff, I just need to make sure I’m understanding this right? Mr. Wilson is supposed to be on trial for the events that happened Monday night out at Johnson Ranch with Mr. Cobb’s men. But he’s not here because of injuries sustained in a second fight out at Johnson Ranch two days ago with three other men that were ‘hunting him,’ for lack of a better word?” he asked, very determined to hear the case for all of this.

			“Yes, your honor,” Barnes replied. “That is what happened.”

			Roberts then looked to the men of the Johnson family. “And you are all here to tell me that Mr. Wilson defended your ranch from five men Monday night, and the three other men on Wednesday afternoon?” he asked sarcastically before hitting Pa with a sticky question. “How is this all possible, Mr. Johnson?”

			The judge could sense that Mr. Johnson didn’t know quite how to answer, but he stood from the wooden chair nonetheless to address him properly and speak from his heart. “Well, your honor, I can’t quite explain all the trouble that’s come our way these past few days. And while I will admit Mr. Wilson has been involved in defending our home, he’s not guilty of anything in my eyes. Every one of those men was trespassing on my land, and all of them brought the fight… not Mr. Wilson.”

			Sheriff Barnes acknowledged Mr. Johnson’s testimony with a nod and limped his way out the door to fetch Doc Miller.

			Meanwhile, Judge Roberts noticed that Jon Cobb was not happy, and he watched curiously as Cobb jumped from his chair to seize the moment and take over the room.

			“Judge… I mean, your honor,” Cobb said in a defiant tone. “What happened Wednesday night doesn’t concern me. The five men in the graveyard are why we’re here, and he should be here to stand trial.” Cobb continued, referring to the man by his side, “Tom Hicks was also there to witness the whole thing. We could argue all day about who did what, but I want that man brought here, and I demand justice.”

			Pa addressed the judge very defensively while pointing at Cobb. “This man is the guilty one. He sent those men out that night with their torches threatening to burn down my house and intimidate me like they have so many times before. Mr. Cobb has been trying to buy me out or drive me off our land for over a year now. But this time he went too far. His men shot first.”

			“Joe only shot the dog,” Hicks replied. “He didn’t shoot at Mr. Wilson.”

			“That’s because Cade was too fast,” Eli interrupted. “He was so fast that your men couldn’t shoot him.”

			Roberts banged his gavel and raised his hands to stop everyone from shouting at each other. “Calm down now. This is a courtroom, not a saloon.” Then he spoke directly at the boy sitting against the wall. “Young man, what’s your name? Come step before me and tell me what happened.”

			“Eli Tucker,” he replied to the judge and locked eyes on his grandfather as he stepped behind the table where the sheriff had been sitting.

			“Go ahead, son,” Roberts said patiently.

			Eli cleared his throat, then told his side of the story. “We were eating supper that night when Toby, our dog, started barking. I saw six riders, some carrying torches. But only five came all the way up to the house.”

			Eli continued while pointing at Hicks. “He stayed back on a little hill under the tree. They said some cows had gotten on our land, and they wanted Cade… Mr. Wilson, to come out with them and look. But Pa told them to leave. And Toby was barking at them, but he was a good dog and wouldn’t hurt anybody. But Mr. Pike shot him anyway,” he explained like a child.

			“That’s when Mr. Wilson killed the rest of my men, your honor,” Cobb interrupted. “Just like the boy said. I had sent them out to look for some lost cattle, and then all hell broke loose just because Joe shot the dog. That hardly seems justified.”

			The judge again raised his hand to silence Cobb and the room that was now filled with rumblings. “Continue with your story, son.”

			Eli cleared his throat again. “Mr. Cobb’s men are always bringing their cattle on our land to graze and for water. There’s a nice spot by Flat Rock that’s easy for cows to drink from the creek. But it’s our land, and they’re always trying to take it from us.”

			Then Eli took a deep breath, and the judge sensed that he was about to spill out an accusation.

			“I don’t know why they would look for cattle in the dark, and they should have left when Pa told them to. But one of them said, ‘Wouldn’t it be a shame if this place burned to the ground?’ That’s when Joe Pike shot our dog. Then Mr. Wilson came out… and he stuck Joe with a knife when Joe tried to shoot him. Then everyone started shooting at Mr. Wilson, and he killed them all,” Eli stated matter-of-factly.

			Judge Roberts looked sternly at Eli. He always appreciated the blunt honesty of children, and it was clear that the boy had no reason to lie. “Do you promise that is the truth, young man?”

			“Yes, your honor,” Eli replied.

			“Shouldn’t you be in school right now?” Roberts said.

			“Yes, your honor,” Eli said with a nod.

			“Good. You can return to school now. Thank you, son,” Roberts told Eli, and he did as he was told with a final look over to Pa and his uncle to wave some quiet goodbyes.

			On his way out, Eli walked past Sheriff Barnes, who had returned with Doc Miller.

			Roberts made a few notes on the papers in front of him before acknowledging the sheriff and the doctor. “Dr. Miller, I’ve just heard some testimony from the young man about the night in question. Now what can you tell me about why Mr. Wilson is not here for his trial?”

			“Your honor, on Wednesday afternoon, I was summoned to the Johnson Ranch by Daniel Johnson,” Miller explained while pointing in their general direction. “I was there to mend the wounds of the sheriff here, and Mr. Wilson. There had clearly been some sort of fight between three other men that were dead when I got there.”

			Then the doctor pointed to Barnes and his wounded leg. “From what I could tell, it looked like those men had attacked the sheriff and tortured Mr. Wilson with a sword and branding iron. And the Johnson family had been tied up along with the sheriff, based on the rope burns on their wrists.”

			“Is this true, Sheriff?” Judge Roberts asked plainly.

			“Yes, your honor,” Barnes replied. “We were bound and gagged while they tortured Mr. Wilson. And those men would have probably killed us all if it hadn’t been for him.”

			“Daniel Johnson and the young man that just left were able to cut Mr. Wilson free. Then he just…” Barnes said mildly while looking down at his leg. “He killed all three of them. But not before one of the men cut him up pretty badly.”

			“Do we know why these men were holding you hostage?” Roberts asked, expecting to hear a good answer. He watched as Barnes struggled to recite the events but didn’t think he was lying.

			“I don’t know the full extent of the business between these men. But it was serious enough for them to tie us up and put a hurt’n on Mr. Wilson. I suspect it had something to do with a bag of gold, but that’s all I know. The Johnson family and I were just caught in the middle. But Mr. Wilson did save us… and I know he saved me.”

			Judge Roberts sat back in his chair and contemplated the stories he had just heard. “It sounds like if it weren’t for Mr. Wilson, you wouldn’t be here today. And if it also wasn’t for Mr. Wilson, there wouldn’t be eight men dead in Rocky Creek in less than a week,” he pondered out loud. “He sounds like a very dangerous man, and I don’t like dangerous men in my territory.

			“Doctor,” he continued. “It was told to this court that the wounds sustained by Mr. Wilson are the reason why he isn’t here before me today. Would you support that statement?”

			“Yes, your honor,” Miller replied. “I stitched him up the best I could, but he lost a lot of blood and slipped into a coma. He was in no shape to bring him into town. And Lucy Tucker, Mr. Johnson’s daughter, is nursing his wounds right now. The best thing for him is to be under her care until he covers, if he recovers, and is strong enough to come into town.”

			Again, Jon Cobb brought attention to himself and was about to stand before Roberts flashed him a look. The collected calm of the judge took notice of the redness in his cheeks and the veins in his neck. Why Cobb didn’t like Mr. Wilson in the care of Lucy Tucker was beyond him, but he wasn’t going to allow another outburst in his court.

			“I see,” Roberts said while weighing the situation. “Do you think Mr. Wilson might be fit to stand trial when I come back next week?”

			“If he lives… I suspect he would, your honor,” Miller replied.

			Having heard enough for now, Judge Roberts issued his motion. “Then this court stands adjourned until next Friday when I can hear firsthand from the defendant about this mess. And until then, Sheriff Barnes, I’ll hold you responsible for bringing this man back into custody—if he lives—to face me when I return.”

			“That’s it?” Cobb asked in a tone mixed with confusion and disagreement.

			“Yes, Mr. Cobb. That’s all for now,” the judge replied firmly. “And I suggest you leave the Johnson family alone from now on. I don’t like dangerous men… and I don’t like people that think they’re above the law in my territory, either.”

			•••

			The Spark of Desire

			After feeding Cade some chicken broth like Doc Miller had suggested, Lucy returned to her room with a bowl of warm water and a towel over her arm. Setting the bowl on the table near her bed, she pulled a straight razor from the pocket of her apron.

			“I think it’s time for a shave, Mr. Wilson,” she said coolly as she ran her hand over the scraggly, unkempt facial hair on Cade’s face. “It looks like it’s been a while,” she continued with a chuckle.

			“I can’t deny that,” he replied with a smile.

			Lucy could tell that the tonic had dulled the pain, even though she assumed it would soon return with a vengeance. But for now, it seemed he was enjoying the attention and didn’t have any fight in him.

			She slowly leaned Cade forward a bit to adjust the pillows behind him. “Everyone else is in town this afternoon, at your trial. The undertaker came out yesterday morning to take those men away,” she said, still suffering through her guilt and shame.

			“What happened to Falcon? What happened to his sword?” Cade asked as he suddenly perked up, and Lucy understood why.

			“Calm down.” Lucy offered up a comforting smile. “We have that man’s sword… and we collected all the guns, and most of their clothes. That sure is one fancy coat you both have.

			“We also have their three horses,” she continued. “They’ve been ridden pretty hard, but they’re still in great shape. We’re thinking we might sell one and use the money to fix the house.”

			“The house… I’m so sorry,” he said sincerely.

			She sensed he appreciated the fact those men were here for him, even though he wasn’t responsible for their actions. But still, maybe he was trying to warn her of what might come next.

			“Falcon’s death doesn’t change anything. In fact, it might make everything worse,” Cade said with a tone of pending dread. “When my Benefactor finds out, I’m sure he won’t take it well.”

			“Maybe so… but we can’t worry about that today,” she said, trying to calm herself.

			“Where is Falcon’s sword?” he asked softly.

			Lucy appreciated the change in subject and felt more comfortable as she said in curious amazement, “Everything is in the barn, including the armor he was wearing under his coat. It had two bullets stuck in it. I’ve never seen anything like that!”

			“Good. Thank you,” he said with a smile.

			Lucy just couldn’t hold back anymore. “Is it all true?” she asked a little melodramatically. “You told me about training to become a samurai and all about your Benefactor,” she continued, still mildly struggling with what that all really meant. “But is it true about all the men you’ve killed? And that you took that gold?”

			She asked the last question knowing that Pa had found some gold coins in Cade’s saddlebag after the fight. But she wanted to see if Cade would be honest with her. She felt that, given everything that had just happened, and that her family had been threatened, she deserved that.

			Cade looked into her eyes, and Lucy was ready. She thought she had already witnessed him at his worst, and his soul was laid bare.

			“Yes. It’s all true,” he began. “I’ve done a lot of bad things on behalf of my Benefactor. And I took that gold to stop the others from killing that tribe of Indians.

			“I kept some of it, but tossed the rest of it down the well because it doesn’t belong to me,” he continued. “I couldn’t just return it either. Not after I hit the colonel and shot that shadow rider. I just needed to get away. I needed to think about what I had done and about who I had become. I just didn’t think the others would find me so soon, or that I would ever need to kill again. But maybe that gold is cursed… and I just can’t change who I am.”

			Lucy appreciated his answer and felt any remaining pain in her heart begin to lift. Her eyes softened as she put the towel in the warm water and wrung it out. “Maybe you have already changed, and you just don’t know it,” she said as she laid the warm, wet towel across his face.

			Cade lay back, and she watched as he breathed in the steam from the towel. It must have felt good and calming at the same time.

			Then Lucy removed the towel and laid it back across her arm. In her hands she held a small bowl that contained a shaving balm she had whisked into a froth, like so many times before for her late husband.

			As she applied the balm to his cheeks, chin, and neck, Cade just sat as if he was struggling between the guilt and the pleasure that were battling for his attention.

			Then she took out the single-edged blade and scraped the hair from his face. Slowly and deliberately, she wielded the blade across every feature, pausing occasionally to wipe it clean on the towel across her arm.

			When she was done, she laid the razor down and used the towel to wipe the rest of his face clean. In that moment, Lucy was struck by a feeling she hadn’t experienced in a long time. When she saw Cade clean-shaven, he was even more handsome than she’d noticed before. And as he looked into her eyes, his face seemed so innocent of whatever crimes he might have been guilty of, or what he was capable of.

			She also felt a tingling deep down within her stomach. She loved her husband with her whole heart, and even though he was gone, she had never thought her heart could ever belong to someone else. But in this moment, the memories of shaving her late husband and how the ritual would end each time all came rushing back.

			Without another thought, and without asking, Lucy leaned in closer to Cade––and she kissed him.

			•••

			Send a Message

			In the top office of the Rocky Creek Landholdings Company, Jon Cobb looked out the window of his upstairs office. He stared at the jail down the street with the pensive glare of a troubled man.

			He didn’t like what was going on, and where any of this might have been going. He had lost some loyal hands, while Mr. Wilson was out at the Johnson Ranch with Lucy nursing over him. And he still wasn’t any closer to owning that land.

			“Hicks! Come in here,” Cobb called out, waiting impatiently for him to come. Once Hicks appeared in the doorway, Cobb started demanding answers. “What the hell happened today? Who were these three other men? Did you know they almost killed Mr. Wilson?”

			“I don’t know any of that, boss,” Hicks replied. His brow furrowed. “I had a few beers at the saloon with some of our new men, and these three strangers walked in. One of them had a sword like Mr. Wilson, and he was dressed like him, too. They looked like they meant business, and I told them that the guy they were looking for was in jail.”

			“How did they end up out at the Johnson Ranch?” Cobb asked curiously, but he could already read Hicks and his confused disbelief.

			“I told that one fella that Mr. Wilson had been working out there, and he told me not to say anything about our conversation. Then they just got up and left. They must have stopped by the jail because a little later the sheriff came around asking about them,” he recalled.

			Then Hicks looked up at the ceiling as if he were coming to some curious conclusions. “Come to think of it… if those three men knew Mr. Wilson, why didn’t they just meet up with him at the jail? It’s like they weren’t just looking for him. Maybe they were after something else, too? Maybe there is a bag of gold or something out there?”

			Cobb couldn’t wrap his mind around any of this either. He trusted Hicks was telling the truth, but the story still had a lot of holes. He also knew that Mr. Wilson needed to be dealt with, and that man was a bigger problem than he had originally thought.

			Then he thought of someone who might see Mr. Wilson as a common threat. Someone who had reportedly built up his own little private army to take care of problems like this. He looked back out the window and considered his next course of action.

			“I need you to ride to Winston Station and send a telegraph to my friend Mr. Whitmore,” Cobb said as he turned from the window and sat down at his desk. He took a pencil and piece of notepaper from the top drawer, and wrote down the following:

			MR. WHITMORE

			PROBLEM IN ROCKY CREEK. FIVE OF MY MEN DEAD. PLUS THREE OTHERS.

			PLEASE ASSIST.

			J. COBB.

			Cobb handed the piece of paper to Hicks. “After you take care of that, get the new men out there working the herd. I’m not giving up on my plans to own this valley.”

			Hicks folded the paper into his pocket and nodded on the way out.

			Then Cobb sat back in his chair and peered out the window. As he sat there, maniacally pondering the possibilities, he said something silently to himself to soothe his wounded pride and feed his appetite for revenge. “And as for Mr. Wilson… if the judge won’t hang him, then we will.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Falcon’s Sword

			It was a nice, soft evening out at the Johnson Ranch. Cade woke from an afternoon nap when he heard familiar voices outside Lucy’s bedroom door. Whatever was in that tonic must have been part pain reliever and something else that put him back to sleep.

			It sounded like Pa and Eli had returned from town and the family was getting ready for supper. Everyone had had a long day and was looking forward to being done for the evening.

			Cade remained in bed, and Lucy came in to nurse his bandages. She brought a small plate with eggs, a biscuit, and some berries. She propped him up again like before, but this time, in addition to some water, she put the plate on a house cloth draped across his lap.

			It was slow going at first, as even small bites of food hit his stomach like a rock. Then, after mixing in sips of water, Cade’s appetite slowly returned. The dull pain in his head had subsided, and now just the aches associated with his wounds remained. But more than anything, it felt good to be eating something.

			When he finished, Lucy came in to take the plate away while Pa and Eli shuffled into the room. “How are you feeling?” Eli asked.

			Cade took a deep breath and exhaled slowly while taking inventory of his injuries. “I’ve been better,” he replied with a smile.

			“Pa says you almost died,” Eli blurted out.

			Cade accepted his comment as that of a young boy.

			“We told Judge Roberts everything, and that you were hurt really bad fighting that man. He says you can stand trial again next week when you’re all better,” Eli continued.

			“Is that true?” Cade asked Pa.

			“Yessir…we told him all about the night Cobb’s men came out, and about those three fellers that came out, too.” Then Pa gave Cade a coded look. “But other than the sheriff, we didn’t say anything about any gold, or why those other men were here. That was completely different from Cobb’s men, and I think the judge needs to hear any of that from you.”

			Cade nodded. He was pleasantly surprised that nobody had mentioned the gold, and that he wouldn’t need to go back to jail for the time being. Then his curiosity turned to the events that almost killed him. “How’s Sheriff Barnes doing?”

			“The sheriff is still hurting, but he’s getting around. I think you’re in his good graces after saving his life,” Pa said with a laugh before he continued. “Mr. Wilson, I don’t mind telling you that this whole thing has me a bit confused. And something else tells me it ain’t over yet.”

			Cade laid back into the pillow and looked at the ceiling. Just like back in his jail cell, he quickly studied every dimple and crack in its texture while he lay pondering the situation. Pa was right. This wasn’t over. His Benefactor would certainly find out about what happened to Falcon and that the gold hadn’t been recovered. That meant he would come for him again. And next time, his Benefactor would send more men.

			“Can you show me where you put Falcon’s things? What did you do with his sword?” Cade asked while jumping to the next topic on his mind. He felt like he was starting to come around, and it helped to discuss things he could rationalize and understand.

			“Tomorrow, young man. You need your rest,” Pa replied.

			•••

			Foreshadowing

			Despite his best intentions to rest and recover from his injuries, Cade was having a hard time falling asleep. At first all he could do was stare at the moonlit ceiling while the evening dose of tonic kicked in. He was also having a hard time getting comfortable when all he could do was lie there and be alone with his thoughts.

			How did Falcon find me? What did I do wrong? How long will it take to get back to the mission? Will the gold still be there? Why can’t I just stay here and have a normal life?

			All these unanswered questions cascaded through his mind and sowed seeds of doubt about what he should do. If he had the opportunity to change his life, what would he do, given the fear of his Benefactor’s retribution, which was sure to come? He was also a prisoner waiting to stand trial. If he left now to surrender to his Benefactor, he would become a wanted man by the law.

			Cade tried to close his eyes and ease his troubled mind. It must have worked because he didn’t really know when he finally drifted off to sleep—or when the nightmares began.

			At first, he had a vision of being surrounded by darkness. Then soft glows of yellow and orange light seeped into both sides of his peripheral view. Slowly, a shadowy, blurred image of Fort Whitmore appeared in front of him. Then he heard the voice of his sister, Sarah. It sounded pained, and the message was crystal clear. “Cade… help me.”

			“Where are you?” he called back.

			“Cade, please… help me,” her voice pleaded desperately. “Cade… why? Why did you leave me?”

			“Sarah!” he shouted into the darkness as he tried to run toward the shadows of the fort. But his legs would not move. They were heavy and listless, and he couldn’t understand why. It only made him feel frustrated and confused. “Where are you?” he called out again.

			Then shapes appeared out of the darkness. Shapes of people gathering at the entrance to the fort and around a small point of light that started small but began to grow. Then the point of light took on the likeness of a person. It was Sarah, and she was reaching out to him with outstretched arms but restrained by the shadows. “Cade… help me!” she screamed out in pain and despair.

			But he could not reach her. Again, Cade’s limbs felt heavy like lead, and now he was unable to move his legs or raise his arms, as Sarah remained just out of reach.

			She screamed again and then retreated as if she was being pulled into the darkness. “Cade, please… help me,” was the last thing she said before the shadows closed in around her. Then the last thing he saw was her image slowly shrinking back to a small point of light that eventually disappeared into the blackness and swallowed the fort up with it.

			A sense of helplessness overcame him, and then the soft yellow and orange glow in his peripheral view became brighter. The light now revealed a town that looked like Rocky Creek. Cade tried to recognize the buildings, but it was also as if they were on fire. The yellow and orange light was now blazing in from both sides, and the blur of smoke was everywhere.

			Then the shape of a man appeared in the smoke. Cade tried to focus on the shape, which was distant and fuzzy at first, while shielding his eyes from the cinders and ash swirling around as the shape walked slowly toward him. And as the figure approached, the light from the flames continued to grow as the man finally emerged from the smoke and shadows to reveal himself.

			It was Scorpion, and death and destruction surrounded his shadow. At first, he was just standing there, as if to challenge Cade. Then Scorpion drew his sword and charged to attack with his spear in the other hand, but Cade’s arms still wouldn’t move, and he was unable to defend himself.

			Cade woke violently. He was sweating and in a little pain from jolting up in bed. His mouth was bone-dry, so he took a drink from the small glass of water near the bed while trying to calm himself and convince himself it was just a dream.

			But if dreams were a window into the void of one’s subconscious, then what if the collection of thoughts and questions that had been running through his mind were manifesting into images of a possible future? Maybe these thoughts could also provide some clarity.

			Cade knew that Scorpion would be coming for him unless he went back to the fort. He also accepted that he was still too weak and in no condition to ride or fight anyone. Sarah was strong, and she would be able to take care of herself. It was hard to imagine anyone at the fort harming her because she was his sister, but he felt guilty leaving her there. Maybe he could bargain with his Benefactor and trade the return of the gold for his sister? Maybe.

			As he lay back on the bed, he thought the best thing to do was to continue to heal and wait for the judge to return. Hopefully, he would face justice and wouldn’t have to go to prison, or worse, and at least one part of his past wouldn’t continue to haunt him. And, hopefully after his trial, he would be free to make his way back to the fort before his Benefactor ever knew where he had been.

			•••

			The Five Rings

			The Sunday morning sun poured into Lucy’s room through the east-facing window, and Cade slowly blinked his eyes open. After another day of bed rest, he could feel his strength returning. It was a good sign that sitting up in bed wasn’t making him dizzy and nauseous, nor did sitting up immediately cause him pain.

			He found his shirt and pants cleaned and folded by his boots at the foot of the bed, but it took him some time to get dressed. Still, he was anxious to start moving about, and the smell of breakfast cooking caused a grumble in his belly—a welcome sign.

			“Good morning,” Pa said in passing. Everyone else was already gathered at the table. And after a quick blessing, the family passed around the biscuits and gravy.

			Today was starting out as if Cade had been reborn as part of the Johnson family. It was like he was tasting and experiencing everything for the first time, and aside from some lingering aches and pains, everything felt new again. He appreciated the opportunity to just sit and be a part of the family enjoying the morning together.

			Eli was being a chatterbox, talking about five different topics at once, but nobody seemed to mind. Pa was rattling on about getting a new window for the kitchen. And while they all ate, Cade noticed Lucy occasionally steal a glance at him, and each one made him feel like whatever had happened between them yesterday might be leading to something bigger than he was ready for.

			Pa and Eli finished their breakfast; then they got ready to leave for church. Lucy said that she would be staying at home to take care of Cade and some chores that had been backing up over the past couple of days.

			“Sounds good,” Pa said with a smile. “I’m going in to give thanks to God for his many blessings, and that we’re all alive today,” he said with a wink. Cade sensed that Pa was intentionally leaving him alone with Lucy, or just trying to get a move on, or both. Because a few minutes later, the eldest Johnson and his grandson were out the door and hitching the wagon to head into town.

			Cade stepped up to try and help Lucy clean the kitchen, but he was still moving a little slowly. Eventually, they finished up, and Lucy broached the subject he was most interested in.

			“There are some things out in the barn that you’ll probably want to look at. Are you feeling up to it?” she said.

			“Yes. And I think some fresh air will do me good,” he replied, half-joking. But in truth, he felt like he’d slept for days and needed to stretch his legs.

			The short walk from the back door to the barn was enough to stir memories of what happened just days ago. Any blood still visible on the ground had turned to black stains on the dusty earth—a fading trace of where a man lost his life.

			As they entered the barn, Cade’s mind was haunted with flashbacks of Falcon holding everyone hostage. He was able to brush these images aside and forgive himself, knowing that even though he had brought that unwanted suffering into the lives of the Johnsons, and Sheriff Barnes, they had all been fortunate to survive that day.

			Then he saw the three folded stacks of boots and clothes on the workbench. Two piles were clearly the shadow riders’, with their holstered pistols and rifles and other weapons neatly laid on their gray coats. Then, next to the bow and arrows leaning against the wall, he saw Falcon’s red coat and everything that had been laid on it, including Falcon’s sword.

			“Thank you for collecting these things,” Cade said openly as he walked slowly to the workbench and the collection of Falcon’s belongs. He felt like he was looking at the shell of a man he once knew, and the ghost of that man’s personal pain might be forever represented in these objects. Then he reached down to grasp the scabbard and the handle of the sword.

			There was a small amount of blood still on the blade when he pulled it. His blood. And in that moment, he realized two things that completely changed his perspective on recent events.

			The first was that Falcon had wanted him dead—regardless of the gold. Whatever bond of brotherhood had existed between them had been broken while Cade had dangled from that hook in the barn.

			And the other was that he was now in possession of two samurai swords. Something he had coveted for many years but hadn’t thought it would come at such a cost.

			“Toshi always spoke of The Book of Five Rings during our training. And the five rings represented Earth, Water, Fire, Wind, and the Void,” he began, speaking his thoughts out loud to the blade, knowing that Lucy was standing at his side.

			“His teachings from the text and philosophy of the first four books seemed easy enough to understand. Earth represented martial arts and building a ‘house’ on leadership, perfecting one’s skills by finding the true way. Water described honing one’s technique or fighting style to perfection. Fire was taking the fight to your opponent and mastering one’s senses in the heat of battle,” he continued.

			“Wind was one’s own strategy, while studying the ways of your enemy. All together, these four rings represented the constant challenge to seek greater knowledge of one’s fighting style beyond the traditional techniques one has already learned,” Cade added as he turned away with the sword extended. He was trying to feel the difference in the weight and balance from his own. And, besides this sword feeling a little heavier, he sensed something “dark” about it.

			“The fifth ring, the Void, is not very easy to explain. My understanding of it is that the fifth ring is about one’s own consciousness. The ability to see what cannot be seen… or as Toshi used to say, ‘By knowing things that exist, you can know that which does not exist.’ And then he would also say that we were all too young to open our mind to the void and the wisdom that came with an older sense of self.”

			Then he turned to Lucy to try and further explain his premonitions but was feeling a little weak. Standing was taking more energy than he thought, and the conversation was a little heavy, too.

			“But I do have dreams and visions sometimes about things that might happen. It’s when I close my eyes and focus on everything going on around me, which is a little easier when I’m sleeping. But sometimes it happens when I’m meditating. Maybe that is the void?” he said.

			“Maybe,” Lucy offered without sounding too sure about it. “But are you saying you see the future?”

			“No. But I do have visions that sometimes play out very similarly in the future. It’s hard to explain… but no, I’m not a fortune teller,” he explained, trying to make sense of it for both of them.

			Cade put the sword back in its scabbard, then went on to make sure Lucy understood the significance of what they had done to preserve Falcon’s sword and other samurai weapons.

			“In The Book of Five Rings, Toshi would also tell us that Miyamoto Musashi, the greatest samurai and swordsman in Japan, wrote stories of his many duels and described how fighting with two swords allows one to cut down their opponent by attacking and exposing their weakness at the same time. And that only a true samurai could master the two-sword technique,” he said with a swish of his hand.

			“Toshi wore two swords, and he was the only one with two swords. Every once in a while he’d use two wooden swords during training to show us how deadly it is to fight against a true samurai. And he’d use them to rap our hands or leave some other painful reminder that we weren’t ready yet,” he said with a chuckle.

			Then Cade looked back to Lucy. “I was prepared to die when you shot Falcon and saved my life. Since then, I’ve been thinking about why my life was spared and what that means now. Maybe I’m starting to understand Toshi’s teachings a little differently than before. And now that I have two swords… I’ll need them. Because the fight with my Benefactor is far from over,” he concluded with a shake of his head, his mind clouded with uncertainty.

			Lucy was hanging on every word, but Cade sensed that she did not enjoy being reminded that she had killed a man. Even if it was justified. It also seemed that she didn’t like hearing that the fight wasn’t over, either. “Hasn’t there been enough killing?” she asked.

			Cade didn’t know how to respond. He thought about what she probably wanted to hear, that her family would no longer be threatened by his past. But it was his previous deeds and presence in her home that had put them in danger. And in that moment, he wished he could take her pain away, even if he believed it to be a lie.

			“I’m so sorry,” he said softly and sincerely. “I never intended any of this to happen. I would never want to see you get hurt, and I’ve become quite fond of Eli and Pa, too. I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done for me.

			“Once the judge returns, I will face him and tell my story. Whatever happens to me doesn’t matter. It only matters that you are safe. If the judge lets me go, then I will need to go back to the fort and face my fate there, too. Otherwise, I know that my Benefactor will not stop until––”

			Lucy just looked at Cade like an open book, and he could sense there was little to no veil of mystery remaining between them. It seemed that everything he said made sense to her, and she knew it to be true. If he wasn’t sent to prison, he’d have to confront his Benefactor and everything he had betrayed. Either way, they both knew he would have to leave.

			And now, in this moment, he’d never felt more uneasy or vulnerable about his feelings for a woman before.


		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Bad Intentions

			Monday arrived with the Johnson family’s normal routine. Cade was able to get around on his own enough to help Lucy and Eli tend to the animals. He was also able to help Pa in the kitchen, even though he wasn’t much of a cook.

			After breakfast, Lucy and Eli took the wagon into town with fresh inventory for the General Store. After Eli got off at the school, Lucy helped Daniel exchange full crates for empty ones before making her way back to the ranch. But since she hadn’t been to town since last week, she thought it would be nice to check in on Sheriff Barnes.

			Sheriff Barnes was sitting outside with a cigar and a cup of coffee as Lucy tied up to the post. “G’morning, Ms. Lucy,” he said.

			“Same to you, Sheriff,” she replied. “I just wanted to stop by and say hello. How’s the leg?”

			“Oh… it only hurts when I try to use it,” Barnes said with a pained laugh. “I imagine it’ll be a while before that goes away. How about our other patient? Is he on the mend?”

			“Yes, he is,” Lucy said with a soft smile. “I appreciate the judge letting him heal up at the ranch instead of in that cold jail cell. No offense,” she added.

			“None taken,” he said, smiling back.

			She was about to ask the sheriff about the trial when she locked eyes on an unwanted interruption approaching.

			Jon Cobb was making his way across the street with Hicks trailing right behind him. Lucy knew it was too late to try and avoid him, and Cobb was the last person she wanted to talk to.

			“Hello, Ms. Lucy,” Cobb said with a pleasant voice. “And good day to you, too, Sheriff.”

			“What can we do for you, Mr. Cobb?” the sheriff asked very plainly.

			Lucy sensed Cobb was going to say something foolish the moment he turned his attention to her, and he didn’t disappoint with his shallow emotional pitch. “I saw you in town for the first time in days and just had to come talk with you. I don’t know what’s been going on or what happened out at your ranch last week, but I heard you were in terrible danger.”

			“We’re just fine. Thanks for asking,” she said with feigned interest.

			Cobb smiled. “I’m sure glad to hear that you’re okay. But it pains me that this drifter has come between us and brought so much trouble into your life.”

			Lucy only offered an empty look at Cobb and interrupted him right there. “Come between us? There is no ‘us,’ Mr. Cobb. You may think you own everything and everyone else in this town, but you don’t own the Johnson family… or our store… or our ranch, either.”

			Then she scolded him with every bit of spite she had buried for this man since that night a week ago today. “You threatened my home and my family, and you’re acting like the victim of all this in front of the judge because it blew up in your face. And if it weren’t for Mr. Wilson, I’m sure your men would’ve burned our house to the ground that night. So please spare me your concerns for my wellbeing.”

			While she could tell Cobb was caught off-balance by this confrontation on the main street, and in front of the sheriff, he continued to act like a fool in love with a woman he couldn’t possess.

			“I would never want any harm to come to you,” Cobb said, as if to reassure anybody questioning his principles. “I only sent my men out that night to try and protect you. Someone needs to let drifters know that they don’t belong here. Don’t you see how dangerous that man is? Men like that need to be sent a message.”

			“Hold on now,” Barnes interrupted. “Did you just admit that you sent those men out to the Johnson Ranch that night looking for a fight?”

			Cobb went silent, and Lucy could tell he needed to backtrack. But that didn’t stop Hicks from chiming in.

			“Don’t matter now,” Hicks offered up openly. “There’s a reckoning coming… and either that man is going to swing for what he’s done, or he’ll be getting more than he bargained for.”

			“Shut up, Hicks,” Cobb snapped, but his words carried their own weight, and they were already out there.

			Cobb seemed desperate when he looked back at Lucy. “That man is trouble, Lucy. And believe me… more is going to follow. Stay clear of him. You don’t want any part of what’s coming.”

			Lucy was immediately rattled by the mere thought of more fighting. “What did you do?” she asked curiously but dreading his answer. It was not like Jon Cobb to make idle threats.

			“Let’s just say that I’m tired of all this lawlessness in our town,” Cobb said as he cleared his throat. “I sent a wire to a friend of mine that has vast resources and big interests in expanding the railroad from Kansas City to California. And he wants me to help run a rail line down through our valley to Santa Fe and beyond.

			“It’s 1876, for goodness’ sake. We just celebrated our first centennial, and it’s time to embrace change! The railroad means big things for us, and for everyone else from here to Santa Fe. My friend also has his own private army, and it wouldn’t sit well with him that we have a bum-legged sheriff and some drifter making problems. So, if I were you, I’d think long and hard about how you might want to be part of the future of Rocky Creek,” Cobb said, and Lucy could tell he was waiting for his buy-in.

			“Cobb,” Lucy said with an angry glare before relaxing. “Who is this friend of yours?”

			“His name is Joseph Whitmore, and he’s got some big influence with the businessmen that are expanding west. Men that are building the new America. He also has the power to help make things right around here,” he replied as if trying to impress.

			But Lucy was crushed. Everything was making sense and crashing down around her at the same time. That’s why Cobb wanted their ranch so bad, and all the other land he could stake claim to. And Whitmore was the last name she wanted to hear because she knew it meant more trouble was coming.

			Looking at him defiantly, Lucy said her final piece. “You’re not interested in anybody but yourself, Cobb, and now you’ve just doomed us all,” Lucy said while hastily untying her horse. Then she jumped into her wagon and rode off in a cloud of dust, leaving the three men just standing there watching.

			Then Sheriff Barnes broke the silence. “Why don’t you step inside, Mr. Cobb,” he said coolly. “I’d like to talk with you some more about last week and this Whitmore fella.”

			•••

			Earth and Water

			Cade was enjoying the warm sun out at Flat Rock. It felt great to be getting some fresh air while he meditated. He was also using the opportunity to reconnect with his senses and appreciate everything going on around him. Then, after some mild stretching, he began his first workout with two swords.

			Taking it easy at first, he focused on making moves like water—fluid and very deliberate. Cade also focused on his balance and on feeling grounded in his connection with the earth. He tried to remember the fundamentals of his training, and all the while he could hear Toshi’s voice in his head.

			“Pain is weakness and a distraction. In battle, you must remain focused on your enemy. Be aware of your surroundings. Ignore pain and use everything to your advantage. You can only learn by facing death.”

			As he went through his exercises focused on his movements and their purpose, he was also mindful of his strength and stamina. Even though he felt stronger today, every movement was tough at first, but then smoother with repetition. Mastering the two-sword technique would take time, and he was looking forward to advancing his skills.

			There was also something strange about how Falcon’s sword felt in his left hand. Again, he remembered what Toshi used to say.

			“Each sword has a life of its own, as no two swords are exactly alike.”

			For whatever reason, Falcon’s sword felt heavier than his own, and there was that “dark” feeling again. It was like a blunt weapon in comparison with a sword more balanced and perfect for striking. Cade imagined that training with both swords could eventually allow him to use each for their individual character and strengths, but also together and as one.

			When his exercises were over, it didn’t take long for his thoughts to return to Lucy and the possibility of settling down someday. He began to understand that being here came at a cost, and some lingering pain wasn’t the only distraction.

			“Cade!” he heard Lucy call out before he saw her coming toward Flat Rock from the house. Something about the tone of her voice seemed very concerned.

			“Hello,” he replied while pulling his boots back on. “I was feeling a little better today, so I thought I’d come out and get some exercise. What’s on your mind?”

			“I think Cobb knows your Benefactor, Mr. Whitmore. He sent a wire to Whitmore about the things you’d done, and he said the man has his own private army. It sounds like everything you’ve told us all along,” Lucy said intently. And as he took in everything she said, Cade also sensed her next question before she said it. “What are we going to do?”

			Cade smiled when he heard Lucy say “we,” as it implied a sense of family, but he knew he couldn’t risk bringing any more harm to the Johnsons. Instead, he thought the best course of action was to hope for the best, but plan for the worst.

			“Can you please give me a ride into town?” he replied.

			•••

			Know Your Surroundings

			Lucy and Cade’s arrival in Rocky Creek went largely unnoticed as they tied up the wagon near the south end of town. Cade asked her to avoid the main street, and he was dressed down in working clothes that made him look more like Pa.

			Cade was risking being seen in order to survey the town and get a better sense of its layout. In the event his Benefactor sent more men, he wanted to avoid more fighting at the ranch, and it would be helpful to use knowledge of his surroundings to his advantage.

			But as he was still recovering and now fatigued from exercise, he was moving about relatively slow, and it was good to have Lucy along. And her knowledge of everything was both insightful and allowed them to move about inconspicuously.

			While she was pointing out little details here and there, Cade focused on the design of the buildings and structures, including the passageways and side streets. He paid close attention to areas that would make for good cover, like the mud wall in front of the corral, and the barn between it and the feed store.

			The town hall, jail, and courthouse were opposite the corral and feed store, and the latter also offered some interesting features. It was a solid building that could be a good defensive position if he was forced to make a stand.

			Two main roads intersected at the center of town, and this wide-open space offered little cover, so they had to scope the area from an alley.

			There were businesses that presented a problem with the bustle of townspeople. The saloon and the hotel were across from each other on one side, and the General Store and Rocky Creek Landholdings Company on the other corners. But there wasn’t much on the north end besides the mining company, the hardware and fabric store, and the church that sat between the school and the graveyard.

			Cade thought the north end might be his best option with all the trees and gravestones for cover. It was also the most likely place to avoid any innocent bloodshed in the event of a fight, but best-laid plans rarely played out as intended.

			As they continued making their way around the town through the backstreets, they took a big chance, crossing the road that cut the town in half to stop at the General Store.

			Lucy showed Cade in through the back door, and Daniel emerged in the storeroom. Cade assumed Daniel had heard noises and had gone back to investigate; Cade could tell Daniel was surprised to see them.

			“Hello, Daniel… it’s good to see you,” Cade said, seeing Daniel for the first time since the battle at the Johnson Ranch. “I haven’t had an opportunity to thank you for what you did that afternoon. How’s your ear?” he asked with a glance at the bandage––remembering that Daniel was shot at and that close call in the kitchen window.

			“Hi, Cade. It’s getting better. Thanks for asking. I’m sure it will serve as a painful reminder of that day every time I see it,” he said with a genuine smile. “It’s good to see you up and about, too. But what’s going on? What are you two doing here?”

			Cade appreciated that Daniel used his first name. It was another sign of being accepted into the family. Then he let Lucy explain the news about Cobb and how more trouble could be coming their way.

			“I know how this sounds, Daniel,” Cade offered up to continue the conversation. “But we just need to hope that nothing will happen until the judge returns on Friday. I’ll stay out at the ranch, avoid Cobb, and lie low until my trial. And if the judge says I’m free to go, I’ll leave town to make things right with my Benefactor.”

			“So, what happens if more trouble comes before Friday?” Daniel asked curiously.

			“Well, that’s why we’re here. Whatever comes, I’ll do my best to keep the peace until matters of the law have been set right,” Cade said half-heartedly.

			Daniel laughed nervously. “And what if the law won’t be able to stop whoever is coming? Your other friend didn’t seem to care about legal authority.”

			The question stung because it was a reality they had to accept, and Cade knew it.

			“Then we will need to do everything we can to protect your family and the people of this town,” he replied. “If a fight is unavoidable, we need to try and force it to the north end of town or get whoever comes to follow me there. Hard to say, not knowing. But I figure that Fort Whitmore is about 200 miles and a five-day ride from here. Whatever comes… hopefully, it doesn’t come too soon.

			“But if it does,” he continued, “we need a plan and some form of distraction to force the fight where we want it to go.”

			The three sat there looking at each other for a moment. Then Cade sensed Daniel had an idea. “I still have some fireworks from the centennial celebration, and I think there’s some blasting caps and gunpowder in inventory,” he said with a smile. “And I bet we could get a bottle of nitroglycerin from Mr. Kittle at the mining company. We’re not the only folks in town that don’t like Jon Cobb.”

			•••

			Prayer before Supper

			The next couple of days passed by fairly uneventfully. Just as hoped, and planned, the Johnson family went about their business as Cade continued to mend and retrain his body at the ranch. All they could do was wait for Friday to come, and hope it arrived before whatever else might be on its way.

			Cade sensed that everyone was making a conscious effort to not talk about the trial or the possibility of more trouble on the way. Instead, they had settled into a routine focused on the task at hand. Eli was doing well in school. Lucy was catching up on chores and store inventory. And Pa was cooking up some exceptional meals, as if inspired to honor each day they still had together. Given what had happened the week before, everything seemed relatively normal now—but they knew it couldn’t last.

			Cade made the most of this new routine, too. He was healing and getting stronger; helping with the chores was restoring his flexibility. He also felt well enough to move back out to the bunk room in the barn. It didn’t seem right to keep sleeping in Lucy’s bed now that he was on his feet again.

			During the previous nights, Cade shared more stories around the fire about his samurai training, and how he imagined Japanese culture might be. Based on how Toshi had described his country, Cade could tell his audience appreciated how the samurai approached their hard work and training the same way––and how every day involved the pursuit of perfection.

			But for whatever reason, Cade sensed that Pa was being particularly gracious this evening and making a point to compliment everyone for their hard work. It was as if he had been reminded how precious each day was and to appreciate it.

			As the family gathered around the supper table on Wednesday evening, it was evident to Cade that everyone was feeling a little anxious about the end of the week. In a couple of days, Cade would face his fate with the judge, and whatever followed was uncertain.

			Everyone had just joined hands when Eli spoke up. “Pa, would you mind if I said prayer tonight?”

			As the patriarch, Pa usually said the prayer before supper, but he didn’t object to Eli asking. After Lucy had pointed it out, even Cade could see signs of confidence and maturity that had grown since his arrival.

			“Yes, of course,” Pa replied.

			Eli smiled in return, then closed his eyes and bowed his head.

			“Thank you, God, for our many blessings this day. Forgive us of our sins and lead us not into temptation. Thank you for our daily bread… and thank you for Mr. Wilson. Please keep him safe and deliver us from evil. Amen.”

			“Amen,” everyone repeated.

			“That was a very interesting prayer, Eli,” Lucy said with an approving tone. “I think we all have something to be grateful for these days.” Then Cade caught her glance. She seemed deep in thought, perhaps silently contemplating what the future might hold for everyone at the table. “And hopefully for many more to come.”

			“Agreed,” Pa said with a smile. “No sense in worrying about tomorrow until it comes.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Enter the Scorpion

			The mid-afternoon sky was filling up with big white thunderclouds rolling in over the mountains, when thirteen men on horseback appeared on the horizon. In the dry, arid environment, their cloud of dust was pointed directly at Rocky Creek on the road approaching from the east.

			As the riders drew closer to town, they slowed to a trot and established a more deliberate formation. Scorpion was in the lead, in his distinct black coat with his long spear in hand, and he was followed by a dozen shadow riders and two packhorses.

			They were a menacing sight, and everyone in town cleared the street to watch them arrive at the main street crossroads. After stopping to identify their destination, Scorpion and two shadow riders pulled up in front of the Rocky Creek Landholdings Company, while all the others dispersed in groups to the General Store and the Five Point Saloon.

			Scorpion cinched his spear to his horse after his dismount and stretched his legs. He stood well over 6' tall and it may have been remarkable to onlookers just how dangerous and deadly he looked compared with the others. He confirmed the sign above the door, then led the two shadow riders inside, and the three men easily filled the parlor. Not sensing any need to announce their presence, they stood quietly as Hicks and Jon Cobb made their way downstairs to meet them.

			“Hello there,” Cobb began, as if assuming but not knowing why these men were here. “My name is Jon Cobb. I’m a friend of Mr. Whitmore. Did he send you?”

			Scorpion was tired from days on the road and was in no mood for small talk. “Yes,” he replied in a calm but menacing tone. “We have been sent here by our Benefactor to… help you with a problem.”

			Hicks tapped Cobb on the arm to get his attention. “They look like the other fellas that came to town. And he has a sword like Mr. Wilson, too,” he whispered to his boss.

			“Well, it sounds like we might have the same problem, Mr…?” Cobb asked.

			“Scorpion is my professional name. And these men are my shadow riders,” he replied with a gesture to his two companions. Then he looked directly at Hicks. “It sounds like you’ve seen other men like me, yes? Where are they now?”

			“Mr. Wilson has been staying out at the Johnson Ranch,” Hicks replied cautiously. “And another fella with a red coat and a sword like yours was killed in a fight out there about a week ago. But I hear Mr. Wilson was hurt pretty bad, too. He is set to finish his trial tomorrow for killing five of our men a few days before that.”

			Scorpion winced at the news. He could accept Falcon’s death. That was part of being a samurai. But Viper was a formidable opponent. And now that Falcon was dead, Viper was also his enemy.

			“Where is Johnson Ranch?” he asked. “And where is Falcon’s sword?”

			“Honestly, Mr. Scorpion, I don’t know what happened to that man’s sword. But the ranch is about a mile out south of town.”

			Scorpion turned first to discuss the issue with his shadow riders. Then he looked back to Hicks and Cobb to share his thoughts. “My men and I have been riding hard for many days. We need to eat and rest for a bit. If you can help with that, I know that my Benefactor would appreciate that very much. And do you know someone that can get a message out to Viper… I mean, Mr. Wilson?”

			•••

			Dark Skies

			Everyone in town was now very aware of the thirteen strangers in town, including Daniel, who looked out his window at the street.

			To the people milling about and whispering, they looked like a small company of soldiers––but not Union or Confederate. And although their intentions were unknown, a rumored air of danger was circling around them.

			Daniel knew exactly who they were and why they were here. It was exactly what nobody wanted to happen, and now two of them were making their way into the General Store.

			Once inside in the store, the shadow riders made no connection to Daniel and paid little mind to his storeowner small talk. Instead, they went right to business and bought up almost all the jerky, bacon, beans, and coffee there was in inventory. Apparently, it took a lot to supply a small army, and these men had no problem with what that cost, as they paid in gold. All things being equal, they were fine customers, and it was a great day for the store.

			As Daniel watched the men walk out with their arms full of goods, he also saw Sheriff Barnes strolling slowly up the street with his cane and injured leg. It would have been hard for the sheriff not to notice the arrival of these men, and he walked up to address the lot of them.

			That was the sheriff’s job, and Daniel appreciated the courage that Barnes was exhibiting given everything they had just been through together. But he also knew this situation was much different, and there was no way one sheriff would be a match against that many guns.

			Still, he wanted to show the sheriff some support, and he was curious of what Barnes had to say. So, very discreetly, Daniel stepped out of the store to watch and listen to whatever was going to be said.

			At about the same time the man in the black coat and two others stepped out of Cobb’s office along with Hicks. And of all of them, it was Hicks who made his way to intercept the sheriff.

			The wind was picking up, and the sweet smell of moisture was in the air, mixing with the dust as it swirled around the crossroads. This weather was going to muffle the conversation between Hicks and Barnes. But Daniel was determined to hear whatever they had to say, so he walked up a little closer and listened in.

			“Sheriff, these men are here for Mr. Wilson, and I think we both have an idea of what they are capable of,” Hicks quipped while glancing at the sheriff’s leg. “To make sure no more harm comes to the Johnson family, they want Mr. Wilson to come into town and turn himself in.”

			“Turn himself into the law?” the sheriff asked.

			Daniel didn’t hear Hicks answer the question. Hicks just repeated the request and then added an inferred threat. “Mr. Wilson has until sundown to come turn himself in… or they will go looking for him.”

			As Hicks turned and walked away, Daniel approached Barnes. Daniel understood that there was a right thing to do, and a best thing to do, so he spoke from the heart to the sheriff. “I can appreciate everything Mr. Wilson did to protect my family, but this is bigger than us now. My family has suffered enough out at the ranch. I will tell Emily to mind the store. And if you don’t mind helping keep an eye out for her, I’ll ride out and give Mr. Wilson the news.”

			Sheriff Barnes nodded stiffly, and Daniel sensed that the sheriff needed to be here to keep an eye on the town. Then a low rumble of thunder got his attention. Daniel looked over his shoulder at the clouds that were once white but now dark and full of rain. The sheriff said what they were both thinking. “Better hurry… there’s a storm coming.”

			•••

			Accepting Death

			Everyone at the ranch was helping wrangle up animals ahead of the storm. Pa was trying to tie down some canvas, and Cade was helping Lucy and Eli get most of them in the barn. It wasn’t difficult work, but the wind was whipping up dust and making everyone’s task a little harder than it needed to be.

			Daniel rode right up to all of them, and the urgency in his voice was clear to Cade and everyone else. “Mr. Wilson, I have some bad news. More men have come for you. The one you were telling us about and a dozen others. They’re waiting in town for you. They want you to turn yourself in by sundown.”

			The weight of those words hung in the air but sank in Cade’s heart. It wasn’t the news he wanted to hear, and it didn’t leave much time to think of any alternative options.

			“They say if you don’t come, they will be coming after you,” Daniel continued. “Please. I know it won’t be pleasant, but I’m asking you, too. Our family stands behind you, but we’ve had enough bloodshed here at the ranch. This is your fight now.”

			Cade nodded at Daniel. Scorpion and a dozen shadow riders were definitely a little more than he expected, but he also knew that sending that many men meant his Benefactor was trying to end this fight. Whatever happened tonight would be his fate. And just like any other fight, he was prepared to face death.

			“Thank you, Daniel,” Cade replied solemnly. “I appreciate all your help. I’ll be making my way into town shortly.”

			“Thank you, too,” Daniel acknowledged, sensing Cade’s fate. “Now I need to get back. I don’t like leaving Emily and the girls alone with that lot in town and this storm on the way.” Then he reared his horse and gave Cade one last look. “Best of luck to you, Mr. Wilson.”

			Cade turned to see Pa, Lucy, and Eli all looking at him. They all knew this might happen, but they didn’t want to believe it. Cade sensed everyone had the same pit in their stomach and the feeling that this might be the last time they saw each other.

			He was about to say something when Lucy broke the silence, while also addressing the urgency of the pressing storm. “Come on, Eli… we need to finish this up.” Then, as if she was holding her broken heart together and fighting back the tears, she looked into Cade’s eyes to let him know she understood what he had to do, too. “You better get your things together.”

			“Let’s all finish what we’re doing,” Cade suggested. “We’re almost done, and what’s waiting can wait.”

			Suddenly, everyone stepped back into place and got back to work. And true to the fact, as if they had a new sense of purpose, the four of them were able to finish up and get the animals secured fairly quickly.

			In the end, they were all standing together in the barn. It felt good to be done, or just wishing the day was over. All four of them stood in silence for about five minutes in an atmosphere of fear, anxiety, and regret.

			“Take my hand, son,” Pa said calmly as he extended his open hand to Cade. As Cade accepted, Pa grasped it firmly and then clasped their handshake with his other hand. “We know you need to go make things right about your past, but you’ve never done us wrong, and we hope to be part of your future someday.”

			Then Pa motioned for everyone else to join hands, and they all closed into a circle and bowed their heads. “Let’s pray for Cade Wilson… and may God watch over him tonight.”

			Cade’s heart swelled. In that moment, he felt like part of their family. But there was something else. Something more. Feelings he had not experienced since he was a child, such as sharing love again and belonging to something. And he didn’t want it to end.

			The emotional intensity of holding Lucy’s hand was overwhelming. Cade remembered their kiss and he didn’t want to let go, or for this to be the last time they touched. And while he would face Scorpion and could accept death with honor, he had gained something else in Rocky Creek—something worth fighting for.

			When everyone looked up, Cade sensed that everyone was now looking to him for reassurance. “Don’t worry,” he said to everyone with a confident smile and a glow about him. “Everything is going to be okay.”

			Whether or not he believed what he said hardly mattered. Scorpion was waiting for him, and that was the reality of the situation. And while he had been getting stronger over the past couple of days, he would have to have face Scorpion while still suffering the pain of his injuries.

			Because of this, he would need to push past this pain to keep his wits about him. And with a little luck and the new chest armor, he might just survive this night.

			•••

			The Storm Arrives

			The last rays of sun were no match for the approaching storm, and the sky was painted dark violet, mixed with a blanket of dark clouds. The wind began to subside as the front of the storm had advanced past the town, but for now, the mountains were still holding the rain.

			Scorpion had his men spread out along both sides of the main street, encircling the south road into town. Their plan seemed simple enough, and they had plenty of men to create a path for their prey to enter before springing the trap.

			The only light was from six of the shadow riders holding torches, and from inside the businesses and other buildings in town. The other six were staggered in between and armed with lever-action rifles and double-barrel shotguns.

			Sheriff Barnes was sitting in his usual chair in front of the jail. He was smoking a cigar and keeping an eye on these men playing with fire. In that moment, no crime was being committed, so all he could do was wait to see what might happen if and when Mr. Wilson showed up.

			Scorpion was also waiting, and he was tired. Tired from days of riding and chasing fools’ errands to every corner of the territory these past couple of weeks. More than that––he didn’t want to be here. He wanted to be home enjoying the comforts of the fort. But here he was, and what Viper had done could not be undone. And Viper would soon feel the wrath of his frustration.

			Hicks was the only other soul outside the buildings, and he was standing next to Scorpion in front of Cobb’s business. “Do you think he’ll come?” he asked.

			“He’ll come,” Scorpion replied. “Now you better get inside like everyone else.”

			The residents of Rocky Creek had been advised to stay inside, but they were all peering out the windows to witness whatever was about to go down. Jon Cobb was watching from his office, and Daniel Johnson was watching from his window in the store. And while each spectator was anxiously waiting to see what would play out tonight, the sky opened the final curtain as drops of rain fell against the glass.


		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			The Reckoning

			The silhouette of a lone rider appeared on the south road with a flash of lightning and the rolling thunder that followed.

			He approached, and it was the first time most people in town had ever seen this man. But to those who recognized him as Viper, everything looked familiar except for the handles of two samurai swords strapped to his back.

			As Cade’s horse stepped slowly toward the center of town, the shadow riders closed in behind him. But he didn’t mind or care that he was walking into their trap. Instead, Cade was focused on what he was carrying in front of him: two canvas money bags, one in each hand. He wanted everyone to see he was here to surrender.

			While his horse continued the slow walk up the street, Cade took a moment to look over at Sheriff Barnes and subtly shake his head as a warning not to get involved. He didn’t want to see any more trouble befall this man who was kind to him and suffered for it.

			Scorpion walked to the middle of the street to cut off any escape to the north, and he stood stoically in Viper’s path, as the shadow riders had him surrounded.

			The rain was now falling in a steady beat on the rim of his hat as Cade brought his horse to a stop. Scorpion stood about fifty feet in front of him, shrouded in darkness. It was just like in his dream. Cade’s arms felt weighed down by the money bags, which did not allow him to defend himself if he had to.

			But the plan to surrender got him this far, so Cade leaned back slightly in the saddle and swung his right leg in front of him and dismounted his horse. Then he whispered something to his beloved black horse and gave him a moment to get out of the way. Once alone, Cade approached Scorpion with the two bags before setting them on the ground like a sacrificial offering.

			“Ben,” Cade said to Scorpion, using his real name. Something they were forbidden to do once they became samurai.

			“Cade,” Scorpion replied, first struggling to remember the name he once knew. “The colonel sends his regards. Our Benefactor and our sensei extend their disappointment and regret.”

			“It didn’t have to be this way,” Cade said in defense of his actions. “They made us killers, Ben. And then they abused everything we learned to turn us into murderers. Murderers of innocent men, and then women and children. Now here we are facing off against each other. But we still have a choice, Ben.”

			“I see you have Falcon’s sword,” Scorpion said sarcastically. Cade sensed he wasn’t in the mood to debate. Yes, they were friends once. But now there was blood on his hands, and it didn’t seem like his old friend was looking to rekindle their past no matter how much Cade broke their code and used his real name.

			“Did he die by choice?” Scorpion asked.

			“Yes. Yes, he did. We could have worked something out, but Falcon always had an inconsolable pain and darkness in his heart. He not only welcomed death… he delivered it with extreme prejudice,” Cade replied.

			Then Scorpion used the tip of his spear to point at the bags. “Do you think returning the gold can buy you back into our good graces?”

			“No, but that’s not what I want,” Cade said, then took about twelve steps back from the bags. “Take it. Take it all and ride back to our Benefactor and tell him that I want to be done. After all these years and all I’ve done for him, I think I’ve earned the right to walk away… and I don’t owe him a thing.”

			Scorpion shook his head. “No. That’s not how this is going to work, and you know it. Returning the gold will be appreciated, and killing Falcon might have been understood, but never forgiven. I’ll take the gold back, and I need to take you back, too. But just your head… and the two swords.”

			“What about everyone else in town?” Cade asked, pointing out the obvious. “They will be witnesses.”

			Scorpion didn’t flinch. “Don’t you worry about them. You’re not in any position to make requests or negotiate their safety. But if you do the honorable thing, and we can end this quickly, maybe we won’t stop by the Johnson Ranch and return a favor to Mr. Cobb for the information we received on your whereabouts.”

			Then Scorpion motioned to the shadow rider on his right to go inspect the two canvas bags on the ground. “Check out those bags and bring them to me.”

			As the shadow rider approached the bags, Cade closed his eyes to allow his senses to survey the situation. The steady rain was an unexpected diversion that made everyone wet and miserable. He also assumed the shadow riders had to be exhausted from days of riding, and completely out of their element. All of this could play to his advantage.

			Given his current position, Cade didn’t see the north end of town and the original plan as much of an option. But there had to be a gap in their ranks, and he started weighing up his alternatives.

			When Cade opened his eyes, he scanned quickly to his right and the mud wall in front of the corral. The best path to cover was through any man holding a torch or a rifle. A splatter gun might get lucky, but aiming a rifle needed to be true. From the corral, he could take the fight to the side streets and keep it out of the open.

			The shadow rider was a few steps from the bags with one hand on the butt of his pistol but both eyes on the prize. Any caution in this man’s approach was likely overshadowed by the thought of holding two bags of gold.

			Offering up one last chance to avoid conflict, Cade made his final offer to Scorpion. “Are you sure we can’t settle this peacefully?”

			“Afraid not,” Scorpion replied, and then Cade saw the look on his face change as he suddenly realized what was about to happen.

			“Get away from those—” Scorpion yelled into the night.

			But it was too late. Quick as lightning across the dark sky, Cade pulled his shotgun pistol with his left hand and fired a barrel at the two canvas bags. The fireball explosion instantly killed the shadow rider standing over it, as each bag contained a bottle of nitroglycerin and enough blasting caps, gunpowder, and fireworks to explode like the 4th of July. And being the only one not caught by surprise or looking straight at it, Cade then pulled an extra pistol he had tucked in the front of his belt and started making his way toward the half wall in front of the corral.

			It was a dazzling display of chaos and confusion as fireworks burst and shot in every direction. The shadow riders were caught by surprise and were too busy dodging flares and bursts of color to take aim at Cade.

			Like a cat, Cade moved quickly and was crouched as low as possible when he measured his next shot and fired the second barrel into the chest of a shadow rider holding a torch. Then he fired the pistol at a shadow rider trying to take aim with a rifle on his right. The bullet caught the man a little low in the hip, but it was enough for Cade to run by him and take a rolling dive over the wall.

			There was no going back now as he sat up and gathered himself for a moment. He was thinking of his next move while sitting in the mud. It was bad enough that his leg was still sore, and he felt slow. But the rain wasn’t helping at all. Luckily, the weather was just as immobilizing for everyone else.

			Most of the shadow riders were former soldiers, and the initial distraction from the explosive light show began to wear off. Scorpion commanded six of them to reform the line and to fire and advance on Cade’s position.

			The gunshots were absorbed by the wall, but Cade knew he had to keep this fight moving if he didn’t want to get flanked, so he decided to funnel their attack toward the barn. Thinking it was a good time to use up this extra pistol, he holstered the empty shotgun and positioned to shoot back. He heard the footsteps come into range; then he popped up and started hammering shots at his targets.

			Cade put his first shot into the man he wounded. Then he fanned the hammer and fired the remaining shots at the three men approaching from his left. He dropped one and wounded another; then he ducked back behind the wall. The shadow riders returned fire on his position before continuing to advance.

			Staying low, Cade ditched the extra pistol and hunch-crawled through the damp hay and wet dirt to reach the side door to the barn. The barn was a fairly large structure, but also very dark, with the only light coming in from one of the big front doors, which was slightly ajar.

			He could hear voices outside talking about surrounding the barn and sending some men in to flush him out. An element of surprise would be to his advantage, so he took a position elevated and concealed above ground and hidden behind the slightly open door.

			Slowly, the barn door pushed open as one of the shadow riders holding a torch entered with his pistol drawn in front of him. He was quickly joined by two more, who carried shotguns. The one lighting the room stepped back; then the two others stepped forward to cover the sides. But they never looked behind them.

			While the two with shotguns were busy looking into stalls and peering into the dark corners, Cade waited for the right moment to pull his sword and push the door shut, then jump on the man holding the torch. In the same motion, Cade pulled his hostage up by the back of his collar with a sword at his throat, and he positioned the man between himself and the two holding shotguns.

			“Three against one,” Cade said with a wry smile. “How about we even the odds a little bit?” Then he wrestled the torch from his human shield and tossed it into a bucket catching rainwater. And with the doors shut and the torch extinguished, the barn was immediately dark as night.

			Cade sensed fear take over the shadow riders as they shouted in the darkness. Then one of them opened fire and shot the man Cade had in front of him. But Cade had already stepped away and pulled his other sword. And while they were panicking, Cade moved with purpose. His heightened senses allowed him to step quickly and quietly without relying on his vision.

			The other two shadow riders had now pulled their pistols and were shooting aimlessly in any direction. This created a bizarre illumination as the flash from the muzzles produced brilliant glints of light against the forged steel of the samurai’s weapons. Then Cade rose up behind them to take a final measure of his targets, and the two men didn’t get off another shot.

			His strikes were surgical and quick as he slashed the throat of the closest man before spinning to thrust his second sword through the heart of the other. He could feel bone against his blade, and he gave it a little turn to finish the task before pulling the sword from its mark. And while he couldn’t see the blood flowing from their wounds in the darkness, he could hear their bodies falling to the ground and the silence of death that followed.

			There were curious and confused voices coming from outside the barn. “What’s going on in there?” they called. And while they were outside discussing what to do next, Cade had already scampered up the grain chute from the feed store when they finally pushed the barn door open.

			By the time they realized there were three men dead and their target was nowhere to be seen, Cade had slipped out the back of the feed store to make his way up the side alley. But someone was there in the dark waiting for him.

			The bullet hit him in the chest before Cade saw the shadow rider who shot him, and then he felt the second shot graze his hip as he staggered back and fell to the ground. The sting of the bullets burned like fire, and suddenly, he could feel every stitch of the wounds from Falcon’s sword. And yet he could also tell that the bullet to his chest hadn’t passed through him. The new armor did its job just as Falcon had said: “Even if it hurts like hell.”

			But it wasn’t a complete disadvantage being on the ground. The angle made for an awkward target, and the shadow rider’s third shot was a little high. Cade heard it just miss his head, and this snapped him back to reality. He quickly lay all the way back to make the angle even harder and pulled his Colt. He hammered two shots in the direction of his would-be assassin; then he rolled over to rise up on one knee, turn, and hammer four more. The second volley found its mark, and another shadow rider hit the ground.

			Unfortunately, the gunfight in the alley had given away his position. Cade knew he needed to reload and keep moving. He found some shelter against the wall and behind some crates. It was enough time to dump the spent shells of his Colt and load up, followed by both barrels of his shotgun pistol. That’s when he heard the footsteps coming his way from both sides.

			Based on his current position, the new plan was to charge out of the alley and lead the fight back behind the hotel. And with the shotgun pistol cocked and ready in his left hand, and his Colt cocked in his right, he closed his eyes for a quick second to reset his senses.

			From the sounds of their footsteps, there were two men advancing from the back of the feed store and another one was making his way to the front of the alley. But there had to be another one somewhere.

			Spotting the exact whereabouts of the remaining shadow riders would have to wait. It was time to move, and Cade did exactly that just in time to avoid the bullet that exploded into the wall in the same spot his head had been. And as he charged out of the alley, he was quickly confronted with the two shadow riders out back.

			One had taken cover behind the back stairs to the feed store, still holding a torch and trying to shoot with his free hand. The other had crept up behind a parked wagon and was blasting away with his pistol, but not really hitting anything.

			Finding the next spot for cover was now Cade’s biggest challenge. He needed to make his way about 60 feet to the storage shed at the back of the hotel, which would make him an easy target out in the open. Launching an offense was the best defense, and the light from the torch provided an easy target to fire a barrel and force the man to duck. Then he fired a pistol shot at the shadow rider hiding behind the wagon and bought enough time to run to the storage shed.

			Leading with his pistol to peek around the corner, he took another shot at the man holding the torch before seeing a third shadow rider emerge from the alley entrance. But before Cade could cock his pistol and fire again, a bullet splintered the corner of the storage shed just above his head. He quickly squatted down to see where that shot had come from, and that’s when he spotted the shooter with a rifle on the roof of the feed store.

			He counted four of them, then quickly thought through their plan, assuming he couldn’t stay here long. The two on the ground would likely approach from the front and the flank, and the third in the alley would provide cover fire. If they could flush him out, the shooter on the roof would have a clean shot. What mattered now was when the attack would come.

			The answer came quickly as Cade heard footsteps trying to quietly run up the back side of the shed and flank him. They were on the attack.

			But Cade had another idea. Holstering his pistol, he quickly made his way to the other side of the shed while pulling his sword. As soon as the shadow rider swung around the corner to take a shot with his pistol, Cade took off his hand with one stroke.

			The shadow rider stepped back, then screamed and held up the bloody stump where his hand once was when Cade emptied the second barrel into his chest.

			Cade stood over the dead shadow rider and looked down. He recognized this man but couldn’t remember his name. If he did know him, maybe it was better that he didn’t remember. To survive this night, he couldn’t allow himself to be distracted by feelings and old memories.

			It was time to press the fight, and Cade decided once again to go on the offensive. He traced back the footsteps of the man who had tried to attack his flank, and he holstered his shotgun. Then he swapped his sword to his left hand. With a quick peek around the corner, he was able to see that the remaining three were still focused on his previous location. And while the one holding the torch had moved up to the spot behind the wagon, the one at the alley entrance was now trying to advance on the shed.

			Cade spied some empty whiskey bottles in a crate outside the storage shed. He picked one up, then tossed it over the roof of the shed toward the back of the hotel. And as soon as he heard the glass break, he pulled his Colt and used the distraction to hurry from the shed to the wagon while the shadow riders were all firing on the ghost position.

			The element of surprise worked, as they didn’t anticipate Cade would go on the attack. Swiftly, Cade charged at the man holding the torch. Before the man could react and shoot, Cade bull-rushed him and ran the samurai blade through his heart. Then to protect himself, he used his sword as a handle to make the man a human shield. The shooter on the roof got off one more round, but the dead were useful bullet catchers, and Cade had the time to take aim and put a bullet through the shooter’s neck.

			Then Cade felt a bullet graze his right shoulder armor. There was still the shadow rider near the alley, and he had to be the one he had wounded earlier. With a better angle on this attacker, he let the human shield take another bullet. Then he let the body drop. With his left hand free, he hammered two shots to the gut and the last round through the shadow rider’s head.

			The torch lying in the puddle near his foot had been extinguished in the mud, and the smoke of gunpowder was still wafting from the muzzle of Cade’s pistol when the sharpshooter fell from the roof and hit the ground.

			The battlefield was now deathly quiet, and the only audible sound was the steady fall of rain as Cade grasped the handle of his sword and pulled it from the chest of the shadow rider. In this oddly peaceful moment, Cade looked to the sky and whispered a soft prayer for the men sent to kill him.

			“It wasn’t their fault. It wasn’t personal. They were just doing their job, and now they’re dead. Please forgive me… forgive them… and shame on my Benefactor,” he offered to the heavens.

			Only one man remained. A deadly opponent who was ready and waiting for him.

			Cade holstered his pistol and wiped the blood from his sword. As he made his way back through the dark alley to the main street, he put his sword back in its scabbard and reloaded. Then he stopped at the entrance to the street to compose himself.

			As he checked his hip wound, he could feel a little blood coming from where the bullet had grazed him. Even though it hurt, a little pressure should stop the bleeding. He reached into his jacket, then pulled out the slug lodged in his new chest armor. He could also feel the bruise on his chest, and he was forever grateful the armor had stopped the bullet.

			Cade also noticed that the rain had subsided a bit, but there was a cold breeze behind the damp air as the front of the thunderstorm must have moved past them. The air smelled clean, but everything was soaked. The ground had become soft and slippery, making it hard to walk.

			When he eventually emerged from the alley and the main street came into view, he was strangely pleased to see his old friend still standing in the same spot in the middle of the crossroads.

			“I knew twelve wouldn’t be enough,” Scorpion said in a tone of disbelief as Cade walked slowly toward him. “But in the end, it’s better this way. You deserve to die with my spear through your heart.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Family

			The way of the samurai was also the way of the warrior. Loyalty was everything. Death was an honor. Friendships were few.

			But the two men facing each other at the crossroads of Rocky Creek knew each other well. They had grown up together. They had trained together. And over the years, they had also fought and killed together. A strange but natural brotherhood had formed. Something both were thinking and trying to put aside to kill their opponent.

			“Ben, this isn’t about us,” Cade began in one last effort to avoid this fight. “Our Benefactor doesn’t care about us. He cares about himself. I can see that now. As orphans of the war, we were perfect little soldiers for him. We did whatever he tasked us with and killed anyone that got in our way. But it doesn’t have to be this way. I’ve experienced a real sense of family again… outside of the fort and away from it all. It’s like I’ve found a new sense of purpose and something else worth fighting for. I want you to be able to experience that, too.”

			Scorpion just stood there. Cade could sense his defiance, and his menacing posture didn’t change until he slightly lifted his head as if to speak to the sky. “That’s not the way, Viper. Yes, we were chosen for a reason, and we survived our training for that same reason.

			“We are samurai,” Scorpion continued. “We are bound by a code of honor, and my loyalty remains with our Benefactor. You don’t know what it’s like to be the child of slaves. Not everything is worth fighting for, but my dignity is. At the fort, I’m respected and rewarded… and feared. The fort is my family. It’s the only love I know. It’s the only place I belong.”

			As Cade listened, he could understand why his old friend felt this way. But as samurai there could only be one of them left standing after tonight because Scorpion would fight him to the death.

			“Then let’s settle this like samurai. No guns,” Cade said as he slowly started to undo the leg straps on his holsters. He knew being quicker and more accurate with a pistol was his advantage. And hopefully, his second sword would balance out his opponent’s advantage with the spear.

			Scorpion nodded and followed suit. Both men never took their eyes off each other as they undid their holster belts and let them fall to the ground at the same time.

			They were intensely focused on the other’s movements the whole time, and so they failed to notice what was going on around them.

			The residents of Rocky Creek were spilling out of the saloon, the hotel, and all the other buildings. Their fight was drawing an audience.

			Sheriff Barnes hobbled slowly toward the covered entrance of the saloon, and the small crowd opened up to accept him. One fella standing next to the sheriff had retrieved a torch from a fallen shadow rider and had revived the flame. Across the street, a few others had emerged from the hotel with oil lanterns.

			“This makes no difference, Viper. These people don’t know who you are… but I do. I can return empty-handed without the gold,” Scorpion said as he pulled his sword and got into attack position. “But I can’t return without your head.”

			Cade pulled his two swords at the same time and assumed an attack position. Then a low rumble of thunder from the passing storm provided an unexpected start, and the two men gave a very brief head bow to each other before they began their dance of death.

			Slowly, they circled each other, and Scorpion seemed eager to close the orbit with each step. He eventually started using the spear in his left hand as an extension of his arm, poking quick jabs to gauge the distance to his opponent. Cade had been using his sword to swat away the tip of the spear, but once Scorpion found his range, he charged.

			In two quick steps Scorpion sprang forward and thrust his spear at Cade’s face. When Cade defended, Scorpion attacked with his sword. The two exchanged a parry of similar attacks and defensive counters while their clashing weapons glimmered in the flickering light.

			Then Cade pulled back and moved counterclockwise to stay on his opponent’s left side. He knew Scorpion liked to poke at his opponent and then strike with the sword when their defenses were occupied. But staying on Scorpion’s left helped nullify the spear and expose his back. And with his new two-sword technique, Cade lunged forward with his first attack.

			Scorpion was bigger and stronger, and he was able to block part of the attack with his sword. But using his spear to block the second sword proved costly, as Cade cut the spear in half.

			Cade should have pounced on him, but he didn’t. The fight with the shadow riders had caused him to be a step slow. And Scorpion was looking at him as if he anticipated the next attack, but when it didn’t come, he seized the moment of Cade’s hesitation to pick up the handle of his shortened spear. Even though it was significantly reduced in length, Scorpion firmly grasped what was left and charged back with furious anger.

			Cade again remembered his dream. The soft glow of orange and yellow light in his peripheral view, and Scorpion charging at him through the darkness. It was the most surreal moment in a night that now seemed destined to happen. But this time he could raise his arms in defense, and he did so just in time.

			In a violent clash, Scorpion was pressing the fight. He continued to thrust the tip of the spear at Cade’s face, but now he was coming full strength as he slashed with his sword. The strength of Scorpion’s attack had Cade backpedaling and off-balance while defending the repeated strikes, and that tenacity was finally rewarded as the tip of the spear finally stuck into Cade’s left shoulder.

			It was the perfect thrust from someone who had studied their opponent, and Cade immediately felt the pain from being lanced. While the cut wasn’t very deep, it pierced through a small opening in his armor, and he had to pull away, using both swords to push off Scorpion and take a couple of steps back. Now it hurt to move his left arm, and the fresh injury wasn’t his only concern.

			Pain and fatigue were beginning to take their toll. He had always known how deadly Scorpion was, but actually fighting him was completely different. The relentlessness of his attacks would be too much to defend much longer, and the mud was making it hard to gain any footing.

			Cade knew he had to change tactics and turn Scorpion’s aggression to his advantage. If the mud was slippery for him, then it had to be slippery for both of them. And while Scorpion was continuing to charge forward and swing his weapons in synchrony, Cade was finally able to gain a little footing and jump quickly to his right. Scorpion’s momentum carried him past Cade to the left, and with one quick spin, Cade slashed him across the back.

			Scorpion groaned as he flinched and turned, quickly seeking vengeance. The slash across his back had injured him and caught him by surprise, but this fight to the death was far from over. He flexed his shoulders and regrouped before charging again, but this time, when Cade used his swords to block the attack, Scorpion kicked him in the chest with enough force to send Cade flying backward and onto the ground.

			Scorpion sensed vulnerability, so he advanced quickly and recklessly. Because even though the kick had had enough force to put Cade on the ground, he was able to roll through his fall. And when Scorpion came at him, Cade was able to cut off the tip of his spear with a defensive swing, and then he stuck Falcon’s sword through Scorpion’s right leg.

			Scorpion screamed in pain, but he was so strong, and the blade was so sharp, that the extent of the injury was yet to be known. And even though Cade’s counterattack had found its mark, it left him wide-open, and Scorpion used his left leg to kick Cade in the face.

			At first there was the reaction to the unexpected. Cade was dazed. His nose was bleeding, and there was a cut above his eye. His hat had come off, and even the drizzle of rain mixed with the blood to blur the vision in his right eye. But even with his vision impaired and his eye swelling, he could see Scorpion limping forward with Falcon’s sword still stuck through his leg.

			Cade looked to the sky as if summoning his strength from the storm. His opponent was weakened, but not out. He regretted not having pressed his attack when Scorpion was vulnerable earlier. Sensing this was the next best moment to attack his opponent, Cade willed himself off the ground and came at Scorpion with everything he had left.

			Scorpion had discarded the useless handle of his splintered spear and had to defend himself without pulling the sword from his leg. The final act of this fight would be decided by the man who didn’t make a fatal mistake. And as the two samurai stood toe to toe in the middle of the road, the metallic clashing of their swords created an echo against the amphitheater of the buildings surrounding them.

			But the more Cade pressed, the more it served to Scorpion’s advantage. And as the two continued to cross swords, Cade finally lunged close enough for Scorpion to unleash his stinger.

			The gut punch and the piercing point that came with it knocked the air out of Cade, and he fell to his knees gasping for breath, already feeling the poison take effect. There was a feverish feeling of numbness that originated from the prick point and then tingled all over his body. It was a clumsy mistake at the wrong time, and now the damage was done.

			Luckily, the sting was but a scratch as the chest armor had once again proved its worth. Cade also knew the paralysis from the poison was temporary, and he’d seen it affect people differently, so maybe there was a chance he could fight it off. But time wasn’t something he had much of.

			He closed his eyes to focus on his other senses while keeping his wits about him. There was also the sheer feeling of exhaustion as his legs felt like lead, and his arms did, too. Figuring he probably wouldn’t be able to stand and fight, even if he could, the best thing to do was to save his strength and act defenseless to draw Scorpion in for one coiled strike.

			Scorpion had staggered back as the stinger that had done its job was retracted up his sleeve. “You fought well, Viper… but now it’s time to face death,” he said, sounding short of breath. But he didn’t seem to be moving with any urgency, as Cade could tell he was sensing victory. Maybe it was also the matter of removing Falcon’s sword from his leg.

			Cade could hear him grimace as he must have tried to remove the sword slowly at first, but that would just prolong the pain. So, with a bloodcurdling scream into the night, he pulled it out quickly and limped a few more steps back.

			Scorpion was cursing his injury, and Cade knew it would only be a matter of time before he came to finish this fight. And now with a sword in each hand, Cade heard him dragging his wounded leg as he approached.

			“You took my spear, but now I have two swords,” Scorpion said as he placed one of the blades on the back of Cade’s neck. “Here’s your chance to die with honor, Viper. Tell me where the gold is, and this will all end painlessly.”

			Cade could barely utter a word, as he was struggling to maintain his focus. He was still able to wiggle his fingers, and now he was able to grasp his sword with his right hand. Scorpion was in close now, but Cade knew he only had one chance at this. He needed to wait for the right moment to strike. But how much longer could he wait?

			“Go ahead… kill me,” Cade whispered defiantly. “I’ll never tell.”

			“So be it. If you won’t tell me, I bet there’s someone else here in town that will. And then they can join you in death,” Scorpion scolded as he spit on the ground. “Goodbye, Viper,” he said while raising his sword to deliver the death strike.

			The attack was so quick that Scorpion didn’t see it coming, and his eyes were frozen in surprise as the blade found its way up through his chin and out the top of his head. Cade had focused on the sound of Scorpion’s voice and willed whatever strength he could muster to thrust his sword upward in his opponent’s moment of overconfident triumph. And off in the distance, a lingering flash of lighting was followed by a soft rolling thunder as both men collapsed to the ground.

			Cade had rolled over and lay in the cool mud, watching drops of rain fall from the sky. He wasn’t dead. Far from it. But he felt sick to his stomach and for the moment was still incapable of doing anything other than lying there on the wet ground. Then he slowly recounted what had just happened. Had he really killed Scorpion?

			Then a familiar face came into view. It was Lucy Tucker.

			“Cade,” she kept saying to him, but her voice sounded so far away. “Cade, are you alive?” Lucy asked again while giving him a shake.

			Cade just blinked and looked up through the rain to see more familiar faces starting to circle around him. There was Pa and Eli––and Daniel and Sheriff Barnes––all looking down at him. And he gave a little smile as he realized he had survived this fight. “Yes, I’m alive. And if you all could help me up, I’d be much obliged.”

			But Lucy and Eli just fell on him with hugs and sobs of joy. Cade could feel how desperate they were to know he was alive, and he was surprised that they had followed him into town. It was awfully risky for them to take that chance, but maybe there was a deeper reason why they did. And in that moment, he felt loved.

			With Lucy and Daniel’s help, Cade was able to get to his feet. He was still a little groggy when he first stood up, but with a little help, he was able to get his balance. And as he looked around, he noticed that the town residents had formed a big circle around him and Scorpion’s dead body. Then voices began floating through the crowd, and most were just excitedly reporting what a great fight there had been, while in complete disbelief about what they had just witnessed.

			Cade walked gingerly over to Scorpion’s body. Seeing his old friend lying there brought a mixed wave of emotions, but it wasn’t right to leave him like this. He leaned over to pull his sword from the dead man’s skull and wipe off the blood. When he put it back in its scabbard, he stooped again to pick up Falcon’s sword and did the same.

			Then he picked up Scorpion’s sword and just looked at it for a moment. Again, Cade remembered what Toshi had always said, “Each sword is different, and it belongs to its owner.”

			Cade knew this sword did not belong to him. After removing the strap from Scorpion’s body, he slid the sword into its scabbard. Then Cade put it through his belt, looked down at his fallen friend, and crossed his arms before offering a brief eulogy.

			“This man was my brother, and he deserved better than what he got. But we were trained to fight and die with honor. May God have mercy on his soul. Ashes to ashes… dust to dust.” Then he looked at the crowd still gathered around him. “Can somebody please help me move him?”

			•••

			Washed Away

			The morning after a good rain was always a little brighter than the days before, and this day was no exception. A cool, early fall breeze was blowing the scent of woodstoves through the air, and there was a bright blue sky full of white puffy clouds overhead.

			It took last night and the better part of the morning to gather up all the bodies. The undertaker’s carriage would need to make seven trips to carry Scorpion and the twelve shadow riders to the cemetery. In six years, he’d never been this busy before, and now there were thirteen more graves to dig next to the eight others from last week.

			Cade was up relatively early to help do his part. He had stayed the night in the doctor’s office to be treated for the new injuries he had sustained in the fight. Ironically, the doctor also spent some time removing the stitches from just a week ago. His growing list of cuts, lacerations, burns, and bruises now included a gunshot wound where that bullet had grazed his hip. Again, the tonic helped numb the pain and put him to sleep. And even though he was sore as hell this morning, he was going to finish settling his business.

			That night, Sheriff Barnes collected what guns hadn’t already been lifted off the dead. People had to be tough to survive in the West, and small towns were full of opportunists. If there was anything of value left behind, it wouldn’t be there for long. And part of being sheriff was doing his part to take inventory of the horses and the guns that had lost their owners.

			As Cade caught a ride back from the cemetery with the undertaker, he could see Lucy, Eli, and Pa Johnson riding into town. It was Friday, the day of his trial, and they had all come back to town to be here for him. It looked like they had also brought along his saddlebag, as requested.

			“Hello there… and good morning,” Cade said with a smile as both wagons met in front of the General Store. “Thank you for bringing my bag,” he said as Eli walked up to hand it to him.

			“Good morning, Cade. It’s good to see you up and about,” Lucy said with a warm smile. She seemed more than genuinely happy to see him alive after last night. But they both knew he would see the judge and Cade’s fate would be determined by the law.

			Eli was even more energetic than usual. He could not stop talking about the fight, how he couldn’t believe Cade took on thirteen men, and how last night was the most amazing thing he’d ever seen. Even better than last week, as if events like this were now a regular thing in Rocky Creek.

			Cade just smiled at Eli and ran his hand through the boy’s hair. Then, after he fished through his saddlebag, he eventually produced four gold coins and handed them to the undertaker. “Thank you, sir. Please make sure these men get a decent burial, and this is for your troubles.”

			The undertaker offered up his best broken-tooth smile. It was never polite to make light of the dead, but Cade hoped $80 in gold was enough to make anybody’s work a little easier.

			“That’s mighty generous of you,” Pa said to Cade with a tip of his hat. Then both men turned their attention up the street to see the gentlemanly rider making his way into town.

			“And that must be Judge Roberts,” Cade said with a sigh. “I guess now we can get this trial over with.”


		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Tomorrow’s Fate

			“Do you know why you’re here today?” Judge Roberts asked as the continued trial of Cade Wilson began in Rocky Creek.

			“Yes, sir… your honor,” Cade replied. And as he stood before the judge in the middle of this room, he could feel the weight of everyone’s attention on his shoulders.

			Because today, the courtroom was packed with townsfolk in addition to the few who had a reason to be there. This once-quiet town was becoming the talk of the territory, and it was time to hear the story from the man at the center of it all.

			“Then may I ask what business brought you to Rocky Creek, Mr. Wilson?” Roberts asked, before leading into his next question. “Because there seems to be a whole lot of dead men in your wake. Is this because of you or a result of you?”

			Cade wasn’t confused by the question, but there was no good way to answer it. It was true that almost two dozen men were dead because of him.

			“I was just passing through when I met the Johnson family, and I agreed to work for room and board for a little while before moving on. Then trouble found me here. But it didn’t have to be this way,” he tried to explain.

			“How about we start with the events on Monday last out at Johnson Ranch and see where we go from there,” Roberts interrupted.

			“The men that came out to the ranch that night looked like a lynch mob. I’ve experienced a few of those to know,” Cade began. “I don’t know why they asked for me. I didn’t owe them anything or have any business with them before that night.

			“But they were on Johnson property, and they were asked to leave. Then they shot first and pointed guns in my direction. All I did was defend the family that had taken me in,” he said without regret.

			“Alright, Mr. Wilson, how about you tell me more about your experience with lynch mobs?” Roberts asked. “Is that how you know these other men?”

			“Not exactly. Those are men from my past. That’s a longer story,” Cade replied.

			Judge Roberts didn’t seem to mind; Cade sensed he and everyone else in the room was interested in hearing more. “Please continue,” he said patiently.

			Just like with the Johnsons, Cade told his story from the beginning and how his widowed mother was killed by Union Regulators. He explained traveling west and going to work for his Benefactor at Fort Whitmore. And then he described how a samurai warrior from Japan had trained him and two others, and that those two other men were now lying up in the Rocky Creek cemetery.

			“A samurai warrior from Japan?” Roberts interrupted before excusing himself. “Sorry about that, please continue. But I am curious to get to the part about why trouble seems to follow you, Mr. Wilson?”

			“It’s true. Trouble has always seemed to follow me. I’ve been running from death my whole life,” Cade said genuinely. “I wish it wasn’t that way, and I want to change. Maybe that’s why I tried to leave the service of my Benefactor. But my past followed me here.”

			Then Cade looked at the Johnson family before turning back to the judge. “I’m sorry for the pain I’ve brought on the Johnson family and Sheriff Barnes. I know that I need to make things right with my Benefactor. How I’ll do that… I don’t know right now or how to explain it.”

			“Well then,” Roberts weighed in after a great pause. “That sounds like business that’s between you and this ‘Benefactor’ you speak of. What’s important is that we have no more of this fighting in town. It’s bad for the community. And getting back to the members of this community, there are five men who deserve justice,” he continued. “What should we do about that? And I think everyone in this room, including myself, would like to know why you cut off Carl Perkins’s head.”

			Cade was more concerned about protecting the Johnsons at this point, but he also felt like he had nothing to hide. “Well, I can tell you that being trained as a samurai meant being trained in its traditions and the way of the warrior. Head taking is a sign of respect… an honorable ritual to signify the end of a battle and proof of one’s loyalty and service to our Benefactor. I would honestly say that I did that without a second thought. But now, I don’t feel the need to ever do it again.

			“As for what happened that night, I can also tell you that I’ve encountered enough bad men in my life to see one coming. And I know the night Mr. Cobb sent his men out to the Johnson Ranch that those men were looking to make trouble… and they found it.”

			Jon Cobb looked insulted and angry. Cade couldn’t tell which feeling was stronger when Cobb stood up from the audience and shouted loud enough for people outside the room to hear. “That’s a lie! I sent my men to find missing cattle, and that man is a killer. And now we’ve all seen what he’s capable of.”

			“Order, Mr. Cobb,” Roberts said with a hammer of his gavel. “There’s no need for outbursts in this court. Do you understand? But since it was brought up that your cattle have strayed over to the Johnson Ranch before, there’s been one thing bugging me. Why would you send your men to find cattle in the dark? If it wasn’t the first time, didn’t you know better? Couldn’t your men wait until first light?”

			Cobb looked dumbfounded, and Cade even laughed a little, listening to him stammer through his reply. “Well, your honor… I can’t quite recall what time it was… but I value my herd––”

			“I’ll just stop you right there, Mr. Cobb,” Barnes interrupted. “You should have valued your men and not disturbed the peace.” Then he looked to the sheriff. “Sheriff Barnes, is there anything else you’d like to share?”

			“Yes, your honor. I stand behind my statements that Mr. Cobb definitely played his part in all this. In the eyes of the law, those men were on private property, and they shot first. I believe Mr. Wilson, as a hired hand, was acting in the defense of his employers,” Barnes recapped.

			“I would like to add that after the first trial, Mr. Cobb also admitted to sending a telegraph to the very same Mr. Whitmore that Mr. Wilson just spoke of. I rode out to Winston Station and verified that Mr. Hicks did send a message at his employer’s request.” And with that, Barnes walked forward and presented a signed piece of paper to the judge. “As a result, more outsiders have come to town seeking vigilante justice against Mr. Wilson.”

			Roberts looked at the paper and then at Cobb. “Mr. Cobb, do you have anything to say about this?”

			“Your honor, that message doesn’t prove anything. I didn’t know this man knew Mr. Whitmore. But I do know there are dead men in the cemetery all put there by Mr. Wilson, and I didn’t kill anyone,” Cobb replied.

			After hearing the mixed testimony, Roberts looked to the ceiling like he was seeking some form of guidance before turning his gaze back on Cade. It seemed clear that he had made up his mind, and everyone wanted to hear what he had to say.

			“Mr. Wilson, the law exists to keep the peace, and Rocky Creek was a peaceful town up until a few weeks ago. While we can’t prove one way or the other what happened that night out at Johnson Ranch, it’s concerning that the feud between you, Mr. Cobb, and this Whitmore fella is not over… as evidenced by what happened last night. Therefore, I think it’s in the best interest of keeping the peace that you leave town and go settle your business with this man, your Benefactor. I don’t want any more pistol men or samurai cowboys making trouble here,” Roberts concluded.

			Cade accepted the terms with a grateful nod. Anything other than going to a territory prison or a public hanging was a welcome sentence. And he knew the judge was right. To avoid any further retaliation or trouble for the Johnsons and Rocky Creek, he would need to leave and confront his Benefactor. If not to reconcile, to at least make a trade for his sister’s safety.

			“As for you, Mr. Cobb. I don’t like anybody acting above the law, and I’ve instructed Sheriff Barnes to keep an eye on you. And I don’t want to hear about any trouble between you and the Johnson family from now on, or I will be holding you responsible. Do we understand each other?” Roberts asked sternly.

			“Yes,” Cobb replied reluctantly. Cade could feel the weight of his stare, and whatever hate he was projecting. But Cade didn’t care. And it was good to hear that Sheriff Barnes would be keeping an eye on his dealings with the Johnsons.

			“Then if there is no other business, this court is adjourned,” Roberts concluded with a single pound of his gavel.

			•••

			Unspoken Words

			Later that afternoon, Sheriff Barnes joined the Johnson family out at the ranch. They had all gathered around the front of the house to bid farewell to Cade, and only Emily and the girls were absent, as they had to run the store.

			Mixed emotions danced like a flame through Cade’s heart. He was happy to be alive, that everyone was safe, and that Judge Roberts had been forgiving. But it also felt like something beautiful inside him was dying because he had to leave this place.

			He sensed that what had happened over the past couple of weeks was both incredible and life-changing for everyone else, too. The Johnsons had accepted him into their family without knowing everything that came with that, but they never turned their back on him even when things were at their worst. And once you’d faced hardship and death together and overcome it, the bond between you would never be the same again.

			Cade cinched the last of his belongings to his new packhorse. He was glad to have some extra supplies, food, and water. Where he was going, it felt better to be prepared.

			Eli walked up to present him with the broken tip of Scorpion’s spear. “I thought you might want to have this,” he said. “Maybe you can use it again someday.”

			“Thank you,” Cade said, smiling. He could feel the pain in his left shoulder as he accepted Eli’s gift, and he agreed that it deserved to be fixed to a new shaft. Then he kneeled to be at the same height of his childhood reflection.

			“You’re a very brave young man, Eli Tucker. I need you to continue watching over your family and keeping them safe. Can you do that for me?” he asked.

			“Yes, sir,” Eli replied with a tear in his eye. And then the boy jumped into Cade’s arms, and they hugged each other until the energy between them had swollen to a feeling of forever kinship that filled their souls.

			Cade stood and slipped the spearhead into the tied bundle that also included Scorpion and Falcon’s coats. And starting with Sheriff Barnes, Cade began saying his goodbyes.

			“Sorry about your leg, Sheriff. I underestimated how quickly my past could catch up to me here. But everything is different now, and I need to go settle the feud with my Benefactor,” Cade said kindly, giving a bow of respect.

			“You’re definitely an interesting fella, Mr. Wilson,” Barnes replied while offering his hand. “Thank you for saving my life, and the town. Everyone will be telling your story for years to come.”

			“I suppose,” Cade said as they shook on it. “Stories can also fade over time, and the town will be safer without me in it.”

			“I noticed you were gathering some weapons and such from the men that came after you. Did you get everything you need?” Barnes asked with genuine curiosity.

			Cade took a glance at everything packed on the horses and did a quick mental inventory. Along with some of the food and goods the shadow riders had purchased at the General Store, he had new chest armor, Falcon’s bow and arrow, a new lever-action rifle, and plenty of ammo. Then he looked back at the sheriff and smiled, and with a flick of his left wrist, Scorpion’s stinger popped out from under his sleeve. “Yes, I think I do.”

			After retracting the stinger, Cade moved over to shake hands with Daniel. “Thank you, for everything. You’re a good man. Rocky Creek is a better place with you in it. And I’ll leave you with something my sensei Toshi once told me. ‘Today is victory over yourself of yesterday; tomorrow is your victory over lesser men.’”

			Daniel could only smile and nod in return. In that moment, both seemed to appreciate that things in town were going to be different.

			Then Cade stepped over to shake Pa’s hand. “Mr. Johnson, I’m so sorry for all the trouble I’ve caused. I appreciate you taking me in, and I didn’t mean to—”

			“Stop right there, son,” Pa interrupted. “I know what you’re going to say, and it’s unnecessary. It wasn’t all your fault, and you’ve changed some things around here. You made me appreciate what we have even more. And you have put a light back in our hearts that had been missing for some time. For that, I am equally grateful,” he said with a smile.

			“Thank you, sir,” Cade acknowledged. “All the same, I left a little something for your troubles wrapped in a kerchief in the bunk room,” he said with a wink.

			Pa nodded. “Well, just so you know, Johnson Ranch sits outside of Rocky Creek city limits. So, after you sort out your business with your Benefactor, just know that you always have a place here.” Then he stepped to the side and shuffled Eli and Daniel away so Cade and Lucy could have a moment.

			“Lucy, I…” Cade started to say, but he couldn’t find the words. He had spent so much of his life using pain to guard him from love that experiencing it again was all new to him. Now the thought of never seeing Lucy again broke his heart. But giving in to his feelings for her would make it impossible to leave.

			Cade didn’t know if she felt the same way, but at first, Lucy wouldn’t look at him. Her gaze was fixed on some point in the distance as if to strengthen her resolve. But they both knew he couldn’t stay, and that’s when she slowly stepped into his arms and buried her face in his neck.

			For moments that seemed like an eternity, they held each other without saying a word. But he could feel the wetness of her tears against his skin and her heart beating against his chest with each breath. And while they embraced, it was as if they both wanted a gift that would be part of them forever. She wanted to remember the feeling of his arms around her as much as he never wanted to forget the sweetness of her lips and the smell of her hair.

			That’s when Cade slowly moved his hands to Lucy’s head and filled his fingers with her hair. And as he pulled her face to his, they looked into each other’s eyes for one brief moment before they shared a kiss that expressed everything they could wish for but couldn’t say to each other.

			As he pulled back slowly to burn every detail of her face in his mind, “come back to me” was the look in her eyes and the last unspoken words between them.

			Then he knew it was time to go. There were still a few hours of light left, and spending another night there would just make leaving tomorrow that much harder.

			A gentle breeze came blowing in from the west, and Cade Wilson turned to his beloved black horse and climbed into the saddle. Then he took one last look around to admire the beauty of this place he hoped he might return to someday. With a tip of his hat, he bid farewell to the people who had accepted him as one of their own, and he pointed his horse toward the long road back to whatever fate had in store for him.
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