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      To my readers.

      Thanks.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        You see, a man only thinks he's changed, yet deep down inside, he's still that nasty son-of-a-bitch that gets a kick from all the blood and guts he gets to spill.

        

      

      
        
        Jensen Hills.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Born of the Raven

        

      

    

    
      Cherokee Outlet - Arkansas River – 1848 – 31 years ago.

      

      AYVITA, sat by the creek, with her tribes’ teepees cradled in the rolling plains behind her. The seventeen-year-old squaw had known more sorrow than most. When but a child, she had lost family on the “Trial of Tears," with little time to mourn their parting. That blade of hurt that haunts her dreams could not compare to the pain she feels now. Her arms embrace a still lifeless baby, barely moments old. The medicine man had promised the Chief, his wife, Ayvita, would bear them a brave, a brave that would change the destiny of the afflicted Cherokee nation. All she has is this mass of flesh, like stone to the touch.

      She touches a tear saddled on her cheek; it rides over the crest of her fingertip, and traces it around the arrow-wound birthmark, on the child’s chest. She glances to the bubbling, cascading water of the creek.

      She baptizes the lifeless body and plunges it in the cold wash. It’s what the Cherokee do, every day till a child can ride; it strengthens the spirit and young bones. As the lifeless child's head remains under the lapping, Ayivta feels she's being watched. She glances up. On the opposite bank is a raven, who’s head is held in noble bearing, its sable feathers drink in the day’s shine.

      Disturbingly, the raven's beady blacks, eyeball Ayvita.  With a look that demands a response.

      

      “Well, do something.” She spits in anger.

      

      The Raven stares into Ayvita, she has to look away. As she does, the child's body nearly slips from her hands; the current is trying to carry it.

      No…

      The child in her hands starts to kick his legs and flail his bunched up fists, twist and flex his torso.

      He’s alive…

      Ayvita snatches the boy into the air, out of the cold, she's met with bawling indignation. Wrapping the warming body in the skin of a young buck, she starts to coo to the child, and notices that the young one’s birthmark has a pearl of crimson emission.

      She dabs at it and washes it into the river.

      She looks for the Raven, who has gone. Tears still fill her face, they ride her cheeks to smiling lips. Her son, Marujo, would make her proud.
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      1879  – Colorado State.

      

      EBONY…

      Crimson…

      Amber…

      …Yellow, the rousing dawn stokes the land to life. This morning is no different to any other, nature celebrates and embraces its own. Butterflies unfurl, grassland birds warble, the black-tailed jack rabbit furrows in the clusters of brown sprouted grass. The ocean blue sky floods from the circumference of the world’s lip. Each life and death has its purpose it is part of the whole.

      

      On the edge of the untamed, like a solitary blister on God’s finger, a shack. A shack, cobbled from misshapen, unfitting stones and twist lumber. A shack, that is eroding back to the substance of its surroundings. Bottles of half empty liquor sit proudly on any surface that will hold them. Flies maraud a few empty cans of long forgotten food.

      Adjacent to this forsaken single roomed shelter is a basic animal pen, uneven, ram-shackled as if built on the Chinese whispers of hearsay, a rumor of what a shelter should be.  It would seem abandoned except for the pigs, chickens, and goats that are clustered together.

      As the noon day sun breaches the gaping grin of the shacks' wooden slats, there's stirring from inside/ A throaty awakening from a thumping liquor slumber. A crash is accompanied by a mumbling curse, not in anger, mores the way to greet a morning.

      The door on the shack rattles as if being tested for strength… till - Crash-  it bursts open with a forceful shunt. Out stumbles a man, large of girth, half awake, half dressed.

      He holds his arm up to the sunlight to dissuade the stabbing in his sockets. He runs his slab of a hand through his greying beard, scratches, snorts, and yawns.  He’s greeted by a chorus of grunts, bleats, and clucks.

      A hand snatches up a bottle, with a wash of liquor remnants remaining, and pours a dose into the animal drink, before turning the bottle on himself and disarming it in one fluid action.

      A shoveling palm scoops animal feed and flings it across the pen, it bounces indigently off the heads of his livestock. They don’t pay no mind as they bury their muzzles into the earth in search of the bounty.

      

      Two pails, tilt and sway, spilling their cool contents to the ground, dancing translucent globes glide over the dust, till they are drunk up by the parch. The burly figure waddles with the two buckets, to a disheveled vegetable patch.  Slosh - spewed contents cascades, slapping into the vegetables.  The next pail is  taken to the animals' trough, it's swung with an expectant crash of colliding bodies of water, all that remains is a drizzle.

      The pail is held aloft for inspection and a burrowing finger, worms through a guilty hole.

      He flips the bucket's maws to dirt, and the figure sits his ample behind on his new stool,  the shack creaks as he leans against it, he darts the shack a suspicious glance, then nestles into place. With his chores done for the day, he aspires for a well-deserved rest. He looks around his land, at the bottles, cans, overgrown plants, patches of dry dirt and decides; he'll tidy one day.

      …Maybe.

      

      Coarse callused fingers gently knead tobacco from a pouch, to cluster the tinder together on a paper and rolling to completion. The newly formed smoke finds lips to nestle on, but before it can be fired up, the man slips into a slumber.

      Breathing itself seems a burden as if each throaty exhalation will be the last, till a sawing inhalation continues the cycle.

      In…

      Out…

      In…

      Out…

      As the smoke hangs from his lip, another pair of lips attempt to pucker it for themselves. These lips are bristled, underscoring a soft wet patchy-nose of a curious goat. The man wakes at that point when lips collide, to a moment of indignation and curiosity. The man’s jade green eyes are locked in a traction with the goat’s elongated pupils.  He splutters in protest, then pushes the goat away spurning the nuzzle of friendship.

      The goat’s cohorts are roaming free, feasting on vegetables and meandering around. It is peaceful until the man thrusts to standing and wails in protest, then the animals make a break for freedom.

      

      He pursues the pigs and goats, who have the whole Savannah to passage, yet decide to simply cannon around the hut and pen. Some one way, the remainder the other, in near perfect circles.

      The game is afoot; his brawny frame rampages after his beasts, he is torn one way then the next. His large hand swings to grab, control or at least touch the evading prey.

      "Com' h're."

      With a twist and turn that belies his size, the man dives for a passing pig, a miss, a plummet into freshly laid pig’s shit.  Splat -  sullied in shit, the man is partly angry yet mostly embarrassed. The animals break formation again, as the man, with renewed vigor, charges into his shack. Before the door can creak to a close, his booted foot kicks it open. Bash - out he charges; he means a special kind of business.

      He wields a shotgun.

      He aims to the clouds and thunder rolls - BOOM…

      Out of dismay, anger, or blindly galloping in joy, a pig collides into the man’s mass, sending him into a slow-motion, lumbering pirouette: a perennial descending whirl, as he stumbles, bodily striking the soil - Thud. Another crack of thunder - BOOM…

      

      The man looks up, from the dirt to the billows of smoke from the barrel’s report, the wisps fade.

      "Sshhit."
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      THE GRACE FAMILY, are on the trail again: Father, Mother and their son, ten-year-old William Grace. They had all their belongings in that traveling wagon, as they set to Dunston Town. The railway had declared its interest in carving through Dunston, and with the steel beasts of burden came prospects. Prospects that young families always have to go searching for.

      

      William sits in the back of the wagon the sun strokes his face; a light breeze tussles his brown hair. He stares off, daydreaming. William’s father looks back to his son, who’s vacantly gazing into nothing.

      “Bill, are we keeping you from something?”

      "Eh, Papa, I was just meditating on the word.”

      William holds a worn leather-bound Bible aloft. Father, approves.

      "Good lad."

      William prods his glasses back into place and continues to delve into the pages of a tattered dime novel, nestled within the sleeves of the Bible. A read that William had found months previous, and had read innumerable times.

      An Adventure of Kit Carson: A Tale of the Sacramento.

      A real hero, frontiers man, and slayer of many Indian folk. William never really understood the need for man to slaughter other men, because they spoke different and wore differing garments, yet he accepted it because… Well, that just seems the way it is. William turns to the page where Kit Carson rescues a mother and daughter, kidnapped by Apache and to be used in an ungodly fashion. Kit with two pistols blazing slaughters many Apache and saves the mother and daughter.

      William remembers hearing in his old school yard two teachers talking about that story and how the Woman and Daughter were slaughtered and abused by "Those savages," only for Kit Carson, and his men, to arrive late, the Apache had departed, with no-one saved. This made sense to him, as he couldn’t see how one man could kill a whole tribe of Apache with only two Colts, though it didn’t remove the joy of reading of such heroics.

      

      William meandered back to rubbernecking, the wind feathered and yarned the cotton clouds. He could make out a white buffalo, he thumbed through the dime novel and found a picture of Kit Carson, shooting a buffalo. William closes the book, to gaze at the buffalo clouds wisping.

      On the boundary of his vision, slowly moving, a grey-pink and bloody pig carcass comes into view.  The Grace’s wagon slowly moves past a pig, with stippled flesh. William can see a horse is dragging the pig. As they edge further, the horses’ rider comes into view: gruff, half dressed, half asleep as he precariously bobbles with the horse’s gait.

      The rider glances up, eyes glazed.

      William and the rider spot each other.

      William's hand decides by itself to slowly raise up and wave.

      The man stares.

      William waves.

      The man stares.

      William stops waving, and William and the man hold a mutually weighted gaze of no consequence.

      Behind William’s blank gaze, comes a festival of thoughts. Is he a frontiers man? Is he an adventurer, like Kit Carson? Maybe a panner, or miner, as there was a coal mine outside of Dunston.

      All his thoughts stop spiraling, when he notices, this Man doesn't have any side-irons.

      What’s a cowboy without a gun?  William had no answer.

      William pulls further from view, he looks to the splendor of Kit Carson, on the ragged front cover and traces his finger over his blazing rifle.
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        * * *

      

      If anything, this last five years has proved, it is Jensen Hills is no farmer. Jensen, a brutish veteran, with leathery skin, and worn torn grimace, tumbling through his fifties, rides his horse and drags the dead pig behind him. He's left to ponder what else is left for him. He decides - Not much.

      He glances to the pig in tow, its mass sweeping against the dirt road. A wagon slowly passes. Jensen checks the pig is secure.

      “stupid pig” he musters.

      The wagon, now in front of him, has a small boy with a ponderous wave staring at him. Jensen is caught with the prospect of waving back, then having to wave to every darn drifter, cutting a trail through these parts.

      "Strange kid," tumbles from his lips.

      The boy now stares as he slowly pulls away.

      

      Jensen is slowly being rocked back to a state of absence and while between perceptions recollects that he has worked hard to achieve ‘Not much'… So…

      …So far, so good.
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      Dunston is a bustling township, etching a new face on an old land, the larger it gets, the more people flock to discover new opportunities. It wasn't always like this; it didn't always have a church, stores, a school, two saloons, with third on the way and a main street. It started with The Fifty Niners, gold seekers who streamed to Pike’s Peak country, in the Western Kansas territory in 1859. Many took the Smokey Hill Trail, not too far from Dunston. A heap of seekers ended up settling, establishing the Colorado Territory. As hardrock mining exhausted the shallow-veined free-gold, only the big mining companies could extract the deeper sulfide ores, leaving simple-living-people having to find a new way.

      Gold fever had stirred the sediment of the population, shifting territories, causing conflict, displacing a native people and as it settled, places that were once barren became a purchase for life to blossom.

      

      Beau Dunston had seen the opportunity; he understood that people needed a haven. In '59, in the Kansas carve up, he acquisitions land of Red Plains in the shadow of the Smokey Hill Trail, a bottle neck for the teeming prospectors heading West. He set up a trading post, and saloon; the basis for any civilization, and from that hub grew the new town of Dunston.

      As the conflict between the ‘Free staters’ and ‘Southern Yankees’ escalated, Dunston was sent word from his father; Arlington, to return to their plantation in Monroe County, Alabama. Beau did, and as the States war enflamed from the kindling, Arlington coerced his son to join Jo Shelby and his Iron Brigade, to fight for the Confederates.

      “It was time his son pone up” Arlington would say; he would then go on to tell tales of how his hands delved in blood, carving the history of the land by forcibly removing the Muscogee Natives, from what would become his estate.

      Beau was not Union inclined, the negro and native were just crow-bait to him. Yet, the bile that he felt for his father drove him to ride hard, back into Colorado, where he took part in establishing the Colorado volunteers. Who in March of ’62 defeated the Confederates at the battle of Glorieta Pass, forcing them back to Santa Fe.

      In the same month, Abe Lincoln appointed John Evans governor of the Colorado territory. Evans held a hard line against Indians. In 1864 he appointed the Reverend Chivington as Colonel of the Colorado Volunteers, and without a declaration of war, Chivington led men to destroy Cheyenne Camps.  Lieutenant Beau Dunston partook in the Sand Creek Massacre and personally scalped dozens of Natives, as Chivington barked,

      “kill Indians. ... Kill and scalp all, big and little; nits make lice.”

      Sometimes Beau would wake at night, from a wretched slumber, dowsed in sweat. Not because of the rivers of crimson that flow from his hands, or the choir of wailing he has conducted, no. His horror was born of the fact; he is very much become like his father.

      After the war Colonel Beau Dunston made his way back to his town, whom he left in the custodianship of his friend Robert Devon. Devon was none too pleased to see The Colonel return. Their relationship deteriorated, bordering on feud, to the point Devon rarely leaves Keystone, his mining town, based a day’s hard riding South of Dunston.

      The Colonel, with a few of his former soldiers and Pinkertons, police the streets of Dunston, ensuring that only certain clientele remain: well to do, family orientated folk. These type of folk would help push the expansion of Dunston and attract the attention of the railroad. This includes ensuring the revelers, ruffians, and chainers from the mining town don’t cause trouble in Dunston.

      

      It’s a bustling afternoon in Dunston, women in elaborate European inspired draped overskirts, with heavily trimmed flounces and frills, armed with a parasol, a canopy from the sun’s glare. Accompanying them, gentlemen with short frock coats, vests, high-winged shirt collars, with neck tie and bowler hats.

      In Dunston, the ‘wild’ has left the Wild West.

      

      Against the backdrop of Dunston: the dapperly dressed men, and fine frocked women is a colourful carnival parading up the main street. People stand and watch, point, comment and some partake. The snake-oil salesman, stutters and stammers his sales pitch on his elixir that cures all known ailments. A strong man is lifting a passerby. On a throne, a dwarf, declaring himself the exiled king of Lilliput. The bearded lady; is a burly man in a dress. People wait to enter a wooden walled circus wagon, with a painting of an Indian Chief, who promise to seer what the future holds.

      

      Amongst all this finery, colour, slowly drifting through the scuttle rides, Jensen. As much as the caravan is viewed with joy, awe, and wonder, this vagrant dragging a dead pig through the streets is viewed as a pariah. An antique from a time civilization was trying to forget. Jensen kept his eyes to the fore. He knew he wasn’t welcome and had no intention of gussying up to please no one.

      As he dismounted, corralled his horse, and started to drag the pig carcass down the main street, he got to thinking.

      Heck, I can’t even please myself.
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      “That’s right Mrs. Mitchell." Henry Randall is always eager to please.

      “We use the same packing methodologies and particulars, that they do up in Chicago, in fact, my nephew worked at a pork packers in the city ‘imself, ain’t that the truth David?”

      David, who is laying out freshly cut meat, quietly nods to Mrs. Mitchell, a woman dressed as the other women from Dunston.

      

      Henry Randall was the proud owner of Randall's Butchers, the only one in Dunston.  He has moved with the times; no longer do clientele want to come in and see the hanging carcasses of their dead food, no. They want to have their meat cut for them, parceled and unrecognizable from the beast that gave it. That sickly, deathly stench still lingered, yet somedays, when the blacksmith's forge was in its oxidizing blaze, the smell of burnt bee-sweetening would glove any other scent.  Mrs. Mitchell chose 1kg of bacon for 33 cents, and Henry reminded her to cook it within five days, lest it turns. She departs the store.

      Slam - is the sound of a dead pig hitting wooden slat floorboards covered in floured timber. Henry stares at the dead pig that seems to have leaped into the middle of his store. Heavy footfalls approach, Jensen enters.

      Henry Randall is always eager to please, except for now, it seems.

      Henry races from behind his counter, fidgeting around the pig.

      “What in the eternal tarnation is this?”

      Jensen bends down to look at the carcass, watched by Henry, he stands up like a mountain range sprouting from God’s creation. Henry takes a step back, so as not impinge his neck.

      The moment between them takes a breath.

      Jensen cuts a wad of tobacco and jaws it.

      “Pig. It’s a pig.”

      Henry struck with disbelief stares at Jensen, he motions to speak, but just whimpers.

      “A dead pig.” Jensen elaborates.

      "Dead?" Henry tongue stumbles. …

      …“As a hitchin’ post.” Jensen continues.

      Before Henry can react a woman enters, she sees the pig on the floor, takes one look at Jensen, who’s greeting seems like a sneer, and she promptly leaves.

      "You can't leave this here Mister Hills; it has to go… immediately" Henry is adamant.

      “Betwixt this and that” Jensen points from the pig to the hanging meat… “is, you," points to Henry.

      “I can’t sell that.”

      “You’se already is.” Jensen points to the fresh cuts of meat. He toe-punts the pig.  “This is what meat looks like. I reckon you’se don’t want your gussied up clientele afeared of the truth of things.”

      Henry glances Jensen top to toe, and width to width, it's a long journey for his eyeballs, a lot to take in. Jensen is a brute; he's bad for business.

      Jensen continues.

      “I could leave it here out the store front, albisself.”

      “I’ll give you five dollars” Henry’s reluctant retort

      “Or just leave where is.”

      "Seven dollars," Henry firmly expresses. "And that be my better-most offering.”
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        * * *

      

      Jensen traipses the boardwalk. He rubs a five-dollar bill and two eagles together and wonders how long it will stay in his possession.

      The raucous delight of the Carnaval has Jensen stare in wonder. The strong man's meaty sinew, white knuckles an iron bar, with a deep inhale he forcefully bends it, to the admiration of men and women alike.

      A dwarf regales unheard stories from his throne, where a few children seem caught in his drift net of raconteuring.

      The bearded-lady sits at her stall, and people throw her a bit to feel her facial whiskers.

      Jensen stares at the bearded-lady. He mumbles to himself and spits out brown juice from his piece of chew.

      “But, it a man.”

      Jensen pockets his money and prods his bicep, a sorry sack of nothing, while the strong man is of granite. Jensen then slaps his belly and tries sucking it in, just to see what it's like. The moment is snatched away.

      "Jensen Hills, how has this day met you?" A booming, authoritative voice.

      

      This is Colonel Dunston, handsome, a tall, together, Southerner. An impressive dueling scar, a feature that divides his face, he’s in fine fettle for a man in his fourth decade.  Dunston swaggers as if he owned the place. He does.

      By Dunston’s side, his enforcer – Daniels: serious, sentinel-like, and though he trails Dunston by a decade, his face tells a different story.

      “My day just turned sour."  Jensen's retort. Daniels sneers.

      Dunston ignores the goading. "Come now Mister Jensen; it's always a fairing day in Dunston. I recollect when we were to the brim with the un-Christian, the negro, savages, and drunks. Now look, it's civilised.”

      Dunston’s weighted gaze collides with Jensen’s. Jensen grunts at the word civilised.

      “Still some civilising to be done General Dunston, sir. We still have the yellow fever, them Chinese folk here” Daniels is met with Jensen’s stare of cold fury.

      Dunton is pragmatic.

      “No doubt, but they are cheap in labour, and there’s an endless supply of those yella fellows.”

      Daniels see Jensen has no guns. He wrestles with this farmer's dogged tenacity and decides he’s just a techy-ten-cent-man, who has a tile or two loose.

      Dunston blows cool on happenings; he pats Daniels' shoulder.

      "Come now Daniels, come now. Be pleasant to Mister Hills; he has an appreciation of the Celestial folk and their dream stick. Besides, Mister Jensen has been on the outskirts of Dunston, well before we boomed.”  Dunston turns a friendly smile to Jensen and continues. "And while we are discoursing on such boundaries, I'm making you that final offer on your parched grazing land. It’s forty acres of futility. Think of the whiskey you could be kept in.”

      Jensen is quiet as Dunston pushes on.

      “You know my cards Mister Hills, your land is ideal for laid track and the railr-“

      -Jensen motions to speak, it falls silent with expectation, in a fold of three, with just the noise of delight from the Caravan washing over them.

      Jensen smiles, he snatched the moment and wrangled it, to walk away in silent disdain.

      Daniels sprays in frustration

      “YOU DON’T WALK-” Dunston with a rodeo grip, clasps Daniel’s arm - Easy…

      He glances about, as he whispers.

      “A time and a place, Daniels. A time and a place.”

      Colonel Dunston fades into a dreamy disturbance; his thoughts are snared and strive for freedom. The focus of his consternation a Native American woman. This beautiful, strong squaw, little more than score years in life, strides past Dunston. She conveys a stark chill of cold animosity, never breaking eye contact. The General’s deep blue eyes, latch to her strangely deep blue eyes.

      She passes, Daniels doesn’t notice his friend’s momentary imbalance.

      "That damn carnival brings all kinds of heathens with them." Daniel’s curses is directed at the squaw. Dunston glances to the squaw. Daniels continues.

      “Colonel Dunston, sir?”

      As if shocked back to reality, Dunston answers a question never asked.

      “Never better, Sergeant. Never better.”

      The swagger is back, as Dunston marches off.
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        * * *

      

      Jensen splashes his face from the cold horse drink in the corral. He cups handfuls of water and glides the wetness over his roan’s neck. She rocks her head in appreciation.

      “You’se liking that, eh?”

      She snorts, as water is stroked down her spine.

      Jensen gently runs his hands up and down her front and hind legs, to examine their health.

      “I apologise for my… weight”

      His thick palm slaps her meaty shoulders. Jensen in the same motion slaps his ampleness.

      “It can’t be easy being for you’se”

      Jensen then half-heartedly cradles his stomach, concern furrowed across him.

      Is there a whisper of pain?

      The embers of a searing?

      Jensen contemplates, his mind is feeling something, for one purpose only, his need. Either way, he can’t wager against the day being unhindered by the branding in his belly.

      And heck, he’s in town anyway.

      Jensen rifles his pocket and brings out a crumpled bill and two dollar bits. It's burning a hole in his britches, and he comes to an understanding on what to do about it.
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      THE LACE CLOUD from opium pipes drapes in clusters. Behind the smoke is a moreish sweet scent that nestles its floral flavor deep into the nostrils, causing one to breathe deep into the belly, as though emerging from a dunking. The aroma serves as a chaser to partaking of the pipe; it layers the ritual.

      

      Colonel Dunston tolerated the Opium den, as his township still needs the Chinese labor to push for expansion. This den is like any other, claustrophobic, with the low hanging smoke pressing down. Windows, curtained with soft lamp light battling the shadows. Most of the inhabitants are in their positions, reclined, in numbing comfort next to their dream sticks. The occasional half minded, half imagined, suck on the teat of illusion to slumber back into a pipe dream.

      

      Opium is the great equalizer of men, all creeds and cultures, as listless bodies stacked against each other, as if lumber in a wood yard. When a person starts on the opium road, they soon find a family in addiction.  Dotted around the room are recliners and a pipe for those who prepared to part with more coin. Gliding around the bodies of furniture, as if born from the smoke herself is Chyou Chun. Dressed in traditional silk, gloved to her rail thin frame, she sees all and perhaps knows all within this den of dreams. A westerner, in working leathers and bowler, takes his chance and reaches from his reclined position to grab at Chyou. Chyou is steely, she slaps the hand away, and the man slumps back into the nothing.

      “Chyou Chun” by the door, a burly China man, catches Chyou’s attention. He gestures there’s somebody at the door.

      The light of the day tunnels through the open crevice, as Chyou opens the door to Jensen. For the first time today, he cracks a narrow smile. He’s pleased to see her. She stares at him.

      "Lotus," as she is known by. “Ya look good.”

      Without a word, she opens the door for Jensen to squeeze through.

      

      Stepping in from the bright clear day, open, expansive to the sultry press of the den, with its sweet punch of flavour, is like stepping into a dream, and not knowing you had ever been awake. Jensen's eyes are moments behind; they're still glassing for an open day, a long horizon. He's in the dark for the time being, as Lotus guides him to a reclined seat. Jensen's perception starts to see the etched detail in the furniture, the placid, docile looks on the faces of the opium puppets, of which he will soon become one.

      Jensen’s bulk creaks the wood of the recliner, Chyou sits by him. In a single movement, he hands her the five dollars, and she stuffs it into her dress. Chyou’s hands dance as she lays out a pipe, an opium box, and utensils. She sets the oil lamp’s wick alight; the burner. She slices and sprinkles some black shavings of opium resin into a pipe.

      Jensen feels the involuntary craving kick; he swallows his salivation as he looks to Chyou.

      “Ya look, real good.”

      She softens. “Thank you Mister Jensen, but I know you’re not here to see me.”

      The pipe rests on her delicate painted lips. She sucks on the pipe, to invite the flame to heat the resin.

      “Has the pain returned?” She rests her elegant, long nailed, opium stained hand on his belly. “Or the need?”

      Jensen places his large hand over hers, engulfing and cradling in the same motion. Both their hands rest on his belly.

      "It's a little of each," coy in his response.

      With a softness between them, she passes Jensen the pipe, sensually sharing a precious moment, their mutual addiction connecting them on a level few could understand.

      Jensen never breaks eye contact, with an undercurrent of desire between them, he lightly sups upon the pipe, visibly relaxes as his large frame unhinges the tension it may have held.

      She takes joy from his slip into oblivion, her accompanying smile is tinged from a lifetime of opium necessity.  In that moment, they mingle into oneness, listless of thought, inert of deed, without a history of regret and the pain of a future’s promised sorrows.

      

      A neighbouring old Chinaman, who witnessed the passing of the last century, lays horizontal submitted to gravities weight, mumbles to Chyou, Jensen knows it is a question about him.

      Jensen quietly looks from the old man to Chyou. She answers the unasked.

      “Feng wants to know, why a cowboy would have no guns?”

      Feng continues as Jensen in monumental effort looks to his side, of course, he has no pistols.

      Chyou continues.

      "He say, you're like a … snake, with no… Fangs, yes?"

      Words leave Jensen's mouth before he can engage in thought.

      "The troubling is when this snake had teeth… he'd bite."

      Jensen feels the tendrils of oblivion, embracing him as Chyou translates. Feng laughs and spouts a few choice words before slumping back himself.  She draws on the pipe, as does Jensen. She dabs his sweating face, her words ring of a universal truth.

      “He say … A man can only deny his nature for so long.”

      Opium visions engulf Jensen, his ears lay deaf to all.

      “You look real good, Lotus.”

      "I know you're not looking, sweet dreams my dear Mister Jensen."

      Jensen’s consciousness is scrambling on the shores of reality.

      “Dreams… In my dreams I see a dark, creeping cloud, black as a starless sky, it feels like the breath of death.”

      Jensen's eyes close, he submits into the ocean as his mind washes from the shores of sensibility.

      At his finals words Lotus’s smile evaporates, she gently strokes Jensen’s face.
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      DREAMY WISPS of smoke spirals, twist, drift and intertwine to lace sheets.

      White upon white, the smooth sweep of feminine lines emerge.

      The lines unfurl, as the delicate curves dance.

      An echo of yesterday whispers as a distant bubbling brook.

      Time and space become aware; it knows it is watched, it collapses in on itself, drawing the sound ever closer.

      Voices of song, laughter, music, became the throbbing heart, that rumbles closer. For a lingering moment, it is the breath of joy… Till…

      BOOM – A throaty thunder-crack of gunshot report, the female in the mist spews forth a red plume of funneled smoke.

      Joy becomes terror.

      The dance becomes a massacre.

      All the while an undercurrent of black billows crash forth. A black that drinks in all light and brings all down with its chilled tendrils.

      

      The red, the white, the heartbeat… Soften to dullness.

      

      The black keeps coming.

      

      Consuming.

      

      And all that is left…

      

      …is the black.
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      THERE IS NO ESCAPING, the afternoon's swelter; it pervades as a sticky undergarment. The hours of heated preparation on all surfaces retorts in a wave of temperate distortion.

      Jensen's sprung gait bounces him down the sidewalk. There's a numb haze, the final frill from his opium induced stupor, which still lingers on the fringes of each moment. His joints no longer pain, his head only throbs of shifting perceptions. Jensen looks to the sun; its glory rests on his face. He stumbles into the shadows, as pedestrians move out of his way.

      

      Jensen continues walking in the leaning shade of stores and buildings. He stops at a barbers window. The smell of washed soap and ointment wafts out to mingle with the sun-baked boardwalk's aroma. Inside a customer has a steamed towel wrapped around his face. A barber runs a blade over a leather strap, in a rhythmic, fluid action. Jensen's reflection stares back out at himself, unsure whether the reflection is him or he is the reflection, his hand in autonomy reaches up, and his fingers furrow into his overgrown beard. It is surprisingly soft to the touch, like dried Golden-chain tree’s hanging flowers.

      Jensen spies a bath in the back room of the barbers, heated water, towels, and soap. He sniffs at his wet spots, which sets his head in a recoil. A puff of resignation… He smells like a bag full of skunk pelts.

      His other senses come into play, he hears the commotion of young, angry voices in discord, call out. Jensen ponders on it.

      

      A rite of passage comes to everyone at some point, some religious, others intellectual, some spiritual, and the remaining physical. Few have to face all of these. Yet the illusion of self-identity will be challenged at some point, either early or late in life.

      Five boys, nearing their teens, pack around the curled up William, stamping, kicking, and landing the occasional blow.  William Grace is not set on wondering if this is a rite of passage for him. He puts his hopes on being beaten less than he was last time and to save his reading spectacles, so his father doesn’t have to muster together his hard earned to get another pair.

      A solid clubbing boot to his abdomen robs William of air, and the opportunity to replenish it. Still, he waits, that's all he can do, till they tire or get bored.

      

      Jensen in stumbling stride meanders around the Barber's store, to a dry mud alley, an offshoot of the main street. Jensen watches for a moment as this ruckus of flailing hands and feet takes place. He shrugs - Not my problem.

      He turns, and the sound of pummelling continues, Jensen feels the shift within, it’s small barely perceptible.

      He decides to help.

      Jensen's grizzly frame easily plucks the boys aside, and moments later they too lay in the dirt, like their victim William. As if that's not enough, Jensen's boot lashes out at one, and he back hands another. If there was any resistance in them, it's  broken now.

      Jensen stands above the sprawled bodies.

      “Reap what you sow boys.”

      In silent agreement, the bullies scramble to a sprint and bolt.  Jensen walks off, not remembering why he was here in the first place.

      

      William dusts himself down and sits upon his sore buttocks; he took a thrashing today. He dabs at his nose; he can smell the metallic lilt of blood. He un-pockets his glasses, and slips them on; they ride his nose askew. William stands to thank the vagrant who saved him, he’s gone.

      

      Jensen walks out into the main street, his mind set on the homebound trip, and the resting he’ll treat himself to. He’s had a good day, and it struck him strange how an offset can lead to a reason to be smiling.

      He was happy to see Lotus, and though he had designs upon her, he couldn’t corral the courage to act upon these designs. Maybe it's just better to leave things as is. At least in that way, there's nobody getting some hurt-

      -WHACK –

      A collision. Jensen -CRACK-  becomes a rag doll —SMASH—   as his body bites into the dirt —THUD—- and rolls.

      

      Snatched by instinct Jensen turns to one knee and swift as a snake reaches for his side irons; pistols that aren’t there. His hand palms his britches.

      Seven riders tower above him, all in their twenties. This is Tyler Devon and his posse of young wolves.

      “Look where’s you’s walking, fool.” Tyler is as brazen as a crowing cockerel and twice as loud.

      Tyler notices the old timer clutching for a pistol, that isn't leathered to him. Tyler in a slow motion unholsters his Smith & Wesson .44; the steel caresses leather as he takes casual aim at Jensen.

      “You’se looking for a side iron, timer?”

      Tyler has a chuckle to himself, and when the alpha howls so does his pack. Bedford Tannon, to the right of Tyler, also draws his Remington ‘New Army’ model.

      “I’ve got’s me one, Tyler.”

      

      The other riders: Morgan Sandhill, Ben and Clyde Jameson and Graden White, watch on. It’s a powder keg of tension, one slip, one spark and lead will puncture bloody flesh.

      Jensen doesn’t do what most would, many a man’s heart pounds; their breaths hasten, fear gnaws. Not Jensen, he slowly stands. He’s calm as the cold fury of hell. His defiance runs deep and as wide as the 1844 Missouri river flood.

      Tyler glances from the defiant, pistol-less vagrant, poised ready to draw, and to his men and back.

      “Eh” … “Well, well… If you’re looking for a shootout you old coot, let me oblige.”

      Tyler looks to Bedford and waves his pistol, a gesture to throw Jensen his gun. Bedford pangs with distress.

      “But Tyl-“

      Tyler's glare derails Bedford's slow train of thought. Bedford flings his pistol; it crashes to the dirt. The Remington’s chamber silver polish reflects a distorted Jensen, his hand twitches.

      “If you aiming for a shoot-out, I aim to oblige.” Tyler crows.

      

      With the pistol by his foot, Jensen never takes his eyes from the riders. It's almost as if in his opioid haze, he’s ruminating on the outcome.

      Graden White pipes up.

      “Tyler, he’s actually gonna do it.”

      The four other pistols slide past leather. Jensen’s eyes brim with anger; he gives no credence to his ‘not a prayer’ odds, against six shooters, six barrels squarely aimed at him.

      He gives no quarter.

      The air’s electric, a tourniquet of tension twists… then…

      A small hand slips into Jensen’s twitching palm, William Grace begins to tug Jensen away.

      The young lad is apologetic. "Sorry mister, this is grandpa," William taps his finger against his head,

      “He ain’t quite all there… cracked as a wooden anvil.”

      

      Tyler holsters his Smith & Wesson,

      “Next time, next time, I won’t be so placating. My Pa built this town; you don't screw with the Devons, son."

      Tyler rides off, followed by the other riders, leaving Bedford to dismount and pick up his pistol. Bedford looks up after his posse… “Hey.”

      

      William gently guides Jensen onto the boardwalk; they're gawped at by passersby. The boy shows concern for the older man.

      "I saw you in a troublesome place like you saw me, I thought it best I interject before you gets hurt.”

      Jensen stares blankly at William; he can’t recall ever clamping eyes on him before. William feels like he’s getting through to the brute.

      “Thanks for coming to my rescue, only been here for four days and have had regular-“

      Jensen looks down at the two of them holding hands. Jensen snatches his hand away like a hot coal was in his palm. Jensen mumbles.

      “Who the hell… are you?”

      “I’m William Grace, sir, it’s a pleasure to make your-“

      “-Grace?” Jensen blurts.

      “Yes, sir. Grace”

      Jensen chortles to himself. He ruffles William’s hair.

      “That’s a girl’s name kid. A name like that, you’d best toughen up.” Jensen makes off on his own.

      “Cause you’re infur a whole heap of happenings.”

      William, exasperated, watches Jensen leave.

      “I know.”
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      Early morning burned the moist clouds of night into vapour. Ocean sky sets against a cracked edifice of golden brown land. Green sprouts of life, push through to the light. The curved ridge of eternity, promises unknown discoveries, forever out of reach.

      

      The sun strikes Jensen's shack, the light punches through his walls and slaps him across the face. His muffled breathing starts to awaken.

      His shack’s door is booted open as he ambles into the day. A grizzly yawn, a stretch, he pats down his chest pocket, his britches… Then glances to the ground as if he's dropped something.

      Jensen side-eyes a small figure, he slowly turns and squints to focus on a young boy with an open, honest face, glasses. Jensen thought a blustering gust would carry the lad’s skinny bones clean out of Kansas.

      

      The boy holds up Jensen's tobacco pouch; he continues to speak as if they are acquainted.

      “I trust the morning has met you in good stead, you dropped this yesterday Mister Hills. I asked Doctor Parker where you li-“

      -"I ain't sellin'" Jensen decides to cut this short, damn lawyers.

      Jensen strides over and snatches the pouch and strides back into his shack; he heaves the door, it resists. William watches on quietly as Jensen wrestles with his door and slams it closed. William slowly walks over to the door and gently knocks.

      “Mister Hills”

      “Git, I ain’t sellin’”

      “Mister Hills, I’m not buying.”

      A grunt of confusion comes from behind the door.

      “Yer not from the Rawlings-is law firm?”

      “Not that I’m aware of… I’m nine and a half.”

      William presumes the silence is simply Jensen attempting to frame the situation. William continues to build bridges.

      "I have matches if you be needing them… Though I have heard that the tobacco leaf and cud can be a grievance on your wellness, just so you are awares."

      “Nine… Okay, what’s the name?” Jensen blurts.

      “And a half… The name’s Grace, William Grace.”

      The door shakes like it's in an earthquake, William steps back. The door slips a jar, and a huge scooped hand slowly comes out the shadows. William in compliance places the matches in Jensen’s palm.

      

      With a fresh smoke and a half-skinned bottle of whiskey, Jensen ambles along, past the knee high brush. William waddles behind with two buckets in hand. They tread along a well-worn dust path, which leads down to a river. William's eager to please.

      “Mister Hills, I was hoping that you would be inclined to tea-“

      -“I’m trying to comprehend.” Jensen isn’t listening, “I don’t owe ya money.” Jensen stops in his tracks and glances to William.

      William nearly collides into him.

      “I don’t do I?” Jensen is unsure. William shakes his head – no. Jensen carries on.

      “You ain’t one of those Rawlings-is lawyers, working for Dunston. And you sure ain’t a Pinkerton.”

      Jensen glances back, William shakes his head, again.

      “Yet, you’re still here … How old are you? ... Shouldn’t you’se be schooling?”

      “It’s Easter, to celebrate the resurrection of our Lord. I’m here determined and ready to demonstrate my appreciation of your involvement in my predicament.”

      Jensen’s face is as blank as untouched sand dune.

      “You know Mister Jensen, sir. Yesterday.”

      Jensen is still blank, but nods and grunts like he comprehends.  Jensen goes over the important points.

      “Resurrection…”

      William nods.

      “Nine and a half.”

      William keeps nodding; the old man is getting it.

      “Well for a boy that’s no bigger than corn bit, you’se sure use a lot of convoluting speak.”

      William smiles.  “I partake in the good book and the printed word. They say the Chinese have been printing the written word before the birth of Christ… incredible.”

      “So… Grace.” Jensen stops, he turns to William, he draws in some smoke and offers William the whiskey bottle.

      William stares at it, and Jensen jabs it closer to his face, as a way of encouragement. William shakes his head. Jensen shrugs – your choice. Jensen takes a slug.

      "William Grace, like grace from God," William responds.

      “Huh, no matter how much you pretty it up corn-nut. It’s a girl’s name. You’re going to get intos a heap of trouble over that name. So you’se best learn on toughening up.”

      Jensen walks off.

      William shakes his head in frustration; he hasn't got through to him at all.

      “I know, that’s why I’m here.”

      

      The cold blue river cuts through the harsh land. It laps over itself, chasing to unseen destinations, and on each of its banks, it offers life.

      The cold water, like wet chilled stoned hands, grips William’s legs as he stands in the wash knee deep, dunking the buckets.

      Jensen lounges on the river bank rips a cud of a tobacco-twist and tears into it.

      William, struggles, and slips. SPLOSH.

      With no sense of irony or care, Jensen calls out.

      “You’ll gets wet horsin’ around like that.”

      William continues to task.

      

      William, drenched, struggles with each full pail to the bank, Jensen takes them, as if to say… I suppose I’ll have to carry ‘em. As Jensen hoists the buckets, one of them leaks its innards. William points out the obvious.

      “Your pail is impaired. It’s sprung a leak.”

      “Grace, you’se just full o’insight.”

      William plunges his hand into the pail and jams his fingers into the hole. Jensen's impressed, as they waddle on with the two buckets. William's chest is puffed.

      “Ha… there you go, Mister Hills. No leak. I feel like Canut” William explains. “He’s a King who commanded the sea to retreat.”

      They walk a moment in silence… Jensen’s curious about this Canut.

      “Was he successful?”

      “Oh Mister Hills… no.”

      “Heck, it's your story, not mine."

      

      William waters the vegetables and feeds the livestock, while Jensen watches him from a reclined position, under his wide brimmed hat.

      William is an open book.

      "So, my Pa moved us here, to Dunston, with a promise of a new beginning. A new beginning of something often implies the ending of something else, don't you find Mister Jensen?"

      William pets the pig; who has buried its muzzle into the feed.

      "I'm sure you find-"

      -Jensen interrupts “Pigs eat little boys, you know.”

      William continues to pet the pig, not flustered in the slightest.

      “Mister Hills, I don’t believe you’d let any undue harm, come to my personage.”

      Jensen is put-out that William didn’t fall for his joke, he sinks back to laying and places his face under his hat.

      

      With chores complete, William sits next to the mound that is Jensen Hills. William silently stares out, across the land, into the horizon. William ponders upon what the future holds for him, not the distant future, just the next few weeks to come.

      “What d’you want Grace?”

      William snaps to attention. “Want? Mister Hills."

      Jensen pokes his hat up and pokes an eye at William.

      "Well, there's nothing here… Least not for me. Can't be imagining that there'd be more than nothing here for you."

      William takes a solemn breath.

      “Yesterday you showed no fear against those horsemen. They had pistols beaded upon you, yet you didn’t flinch.”

      “Horsemen?” Jensen delves into his memories… nothing. “Kid, yesterday is for me kinda unfocused, and truth be told, most days are. If this were tomorrow, I’d forget you.”

      William’s direct. “Well, you said I needed to toughen up. I’m ready to do that, to learn to fight. I want you to show me how.”

      Jensen is dismissive as he slips back under his hat.

      “Toughen up. You can start by not listening to an old man. I can grasp the irony in an old man tells you to stop minding old men. It's a paradox, a paradox, you getting my comprehension?"

      William does, he stands and brushes his trousers down, before walking off. Jensen under his hat doesn't notice and can pay no mind. He continues.

      "But if I were to tell you something… sleep. Sleep is perhaps the most…" Jensen yawns. "The most important.”

      Jensen with surprising ease falls into a snoring slumber.
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      CHING-CHING-CHING. Tyler Devon is toe tapping his Spanish spurred boot. He leans against the wall of Dunston municipal bank. He smokes a hand rolled, burning his anger into its glow.

      A family walks past him, with a young boy who eye-balls Tyler. Tyler, unrepentant, pulls back the wing of his wide lapelled coat. The sun glints off the Wesson’s polished, decorated housing and pearl grip. Tyler’s grin is of malicious intent as the boy hurriedly moves in front of his mother and father. Tyler then whips his coat back, and looks about, hoping no one saw him. He goes back to his edgy surveying and the ching-ching-ching of nervy tapping.

      

      A figure, dressed in business duds, bowler hat, and fine buffalo top stitched boots, burst out the bank, right past Tyler. Tyler throws his smoke away and calls out

      “Pa. Hold up Pa.”

      

      Robert Devon, marches military style away from the bank, his face puffed red with a raging fury. Robert Devon has known Beau Dunston, way before he became a Colonel if he ever did become a Colonel; Robert got to concluding.

      Robert instinctively rubs the ring on his finger; it was gold, made from the first nugget of gold he had found with his Pa in the late '29 in the North Georgia mountain gold rush.

      He’d got the fever before many had even heard about gold, he spent twelve years in Georgia mountains and on the gold belt before it dried up for prospectors. Robert went on and left his Pa, his new Wife  to go fight the Mexicans. Come ’48 when Robert had his fill with killing. He went to join up with his family in the California gold rush, Robert became a ‘49er.  By the time Robert got to California, his Pa had passed on, either from Black Damp or the illness that hung in the water; cholera.  Robert made a go of it, and in ’55, he left when there was nothing left to take. He headed out East, back to civilisation. Till the ’59 West Kansas gold came calling.

      This is when Robert and his family passed through Dunston and met Beau Dunston. As Robert’s wife fell ill, he got to sticking around in Dunston, turning to the bottle as his wife’s health declined. Gold was being found in Pike's Peak country, and he was stuck in this outpost of a town. He fell into debt and was offered the opportunity to build the town and be its Mayor, as Beau Dunston was summoned away.

      He started a mine and found the black stuff, coal. Coal is what attracted the rail road, or so he thought. When Dunston returned, he pulls the power base and respect from under him, so he spends most of his time at Keystone mine. But now he had to go crawling back to Dunston to get a bank loan, to keep on mining, living. Which galled him to the quick, he knew the railroad was just months away. The railroad would turn that coal, into gold.

      

      Tyler snatches his father’s arm. He wants to know what transpired. Robert is at boiling pot, blowing off steam.

      “I’ve worked hard at everything, we’re just about to strike a new vein, and Dunston won’t entertain a loan, to Keystone mine, to me.”

      Tyler attempts to gee up his dad.

      “But Pa, we’re Devons.”

      "The Colonel has decided that the name of Devon means diddly-shit in these parts."

      “Pa you built these parts!” Tyler responds.

      Robert is in motion again, to ease his boiling blood. Tyler scurries behind.

      

      From Dunston municipal bank, the second-floor office window frames a watching figure.

      It’s the Colonel himself, chomping on a cigar, with a shit-kicker grin struck across his face. He plans on owning the mine, and bring it under the umbrella of his growing empire.
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      THE RAGGED DOOR of the hut is barged open, emerging from the stench and shadow, a leviathan from the deep; Jensen, yawning and cussing the day. With eyes behind lids, he gropes about as he pats his body for his tobacco. He finds his smoking pouch; his eyes peel open. The pouch’s draw-string hangs from his clenching teeth; he stops in the middle of making his hand rolled.

      “Grace.”

      Stood in front of him, clean, well dressed and beaming; William Grace. He hoists a brand new bucket into the air.

      “Morning Mister Hills… I agree I'm not taking advice off of some old man.”

      

      SPLOSH – the new bucket scoops its first mouthful from the river. Jensen has britches rolled, and his sleeves tucked up. He’s knee deep in drink, it laps and nips at his legs. William is on the river bank, chewing on a thin of grass. He’s pleased with the new bucket.

      “See, no hole.”

      “I can see, Grace, I can see.”

      William kicks back. “What if there was gold in this river? Pops said the yellow fever’s the sickness of the devil himself. Do you read the Bible?”

      “Can’t say I have.”

      “Can you read Mister Hills?”

      Jensen slants a sideways at William, which lets the boy now he’s on dangerous ground.

      William apologises.

      “I meant it as no criticism, just, you don’t strike me as the reading type.”

      “Well, just cause I don’t read, don’t mean I can’t.”

      That sits with William for a moment, and he nods in agreement. Jensen continues.

      “When we finished our chores for this morn, we’re going to give this fine pail here, back to Pa Grace.”

      William jolts up. “No, no, sir. I bought it with my savings, fair and true.” Jensen is struck to silence. "Mister Hills, you should read the Bible. I'd hate to think your salvation weren't at hand."

      “You… you bought this?” Jensen sploshes with full buckets to the river bank.

      "Yes. I have an allowance I've accrued through menial tasks." William is innocently concerned. “Is the bucket not to your liking?”

      Jensen slips on his threadbare socks and boots.

      “Grace, it’s a fine, fine pail… But-“

      William stands and offers a hand to help Jensen up, Jensen scrambles to his own feet.

      “Mister Hills, friends need no acquainting with please or thank you’se, acceptance is thanks enough.”

      Jensen stares as William as he marches up the track, back to the hut.

      Jensen’s silence and confusion is interrupted by his involuntary mutter

      “F-f-friends?”

      

      William dusts his hands against each other, whatever work he’s just done he’s satisfied it’s been done well.

      "Right then Mister Hills," William is about to leave.

      “Jensen, call me Jensen, Grace.”

      “Oh, I’m not inclined to be-“

      “Grace.”

      William rubs his hand against the buttock of his trousers; he holds it out for Jensen, Jensen looks to the open palm.

      “In the olden era, men would shake hands as a gesture of peace.”

      “Grace, I’d be knowing what a handshake is. It’s just my hand is covered in pig’s remains.”

      Jensen shows his hand covered in shit.

      “It makes a generous of vegetables.”

      William’s disappointment flashes across his face.

      “Mister Hills, I must be going.” William waves as he runs off.

      Jensen speaks to no one.

      “It’s Jensen… …crazy kid.” Jensen looks about his land, the tattered structures, vegetables, and animals. It's quiet, he glances back to William down-the-way and getting smaller. Then looks to the brand new bucket.  He slugs another shot of drink.

      

      That night Jensen slept deeper than he has in an age.
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      WILLIAM LOOKS TO THE SKY, a herd of clouds are being harassed and harried by the morning wind. He looks straight ahead and chews his lip, rubs his hands in expectancy. There’s the familiar guttural groan of a beast waking from its slumber, heavy footfalls on wood, and a stuck door’s resistance breaking, to crash open. William's bursting with excitement. He swings two tattered boxing gloves aloft in one hand, and a worn Bible in the other.

      

      Jensen adopts his usual scooping water stance; britches rolled, boots and socks on the bank. Jensen seems clearer somehow, less hazed, less craggy, more with-it.

      “Mister Hills.”

      “Here we go again.”

      “I noticed you’re not been drinking this morning.”

      Jensen stops, looks over to the bank, there's no liquor there. He scratches his head, as he tumbles backward into the unraveling hours of that morning. The kid distracted him from his breakfast drink.

      "Don't worry Grace; we'll soon remedy that."

      William's caught in another realm; he watches the river rolling ever forward.

      “If we built a raft, a boat, you kn- of course.” William continues in his fantasy. “If we built that raft, I wonder where this river would take us. Would we drift out to sea? Land on a treasure island. With Pirates!?”

      William is beside himself with a unique kind of joy. Jensen rolls himself a smoke and peers downstream, to the lip of the world. Jensen is a loner; he doesn't acquaint well with others and growls a mumble in a ways of a welcome. Jensen doesn't seem to have grasped it yet; he is enjoying William Grace's company.

      "Nope… That river, Grace, heads into the Savage Lands. Well, that’s the name men of little understanding give it. It’s the last remnant of In’jun tribes, carving outta a home for ‘emselves. I call it, The Prides: The Nation… so if you were to traverse this there imagining raft, and depending on the tribe you met, you would either be embraced and fed or scalp your Wasi’ chu head… which ain’t nice.”

      William holds a moment of silence, as his brain scrambles to wrap around the awe.

      “Scalped … Excellent!”

      Jensen places the two full buckets on the bank. William and he share a smile.

      “Hungry?”

      William nods.

      “I’ve got something to show you”. Jensen quips.

      

      Jensen places stones in the river, building a small harbour of peace. He straddles over it and waits. The boy becomes deeply intrigued, as the man stands stock still, waiting.

      As William is about to ask, Jensen snatches a fish from the water and flings it on the bank, where it flips and twists.

      “Excellent!” screams William.

      

      Jensen with britches still rolled to the knees sits by a small fire, both he and William are smacking their lips on small, warm chunks of flesh. The boy and man glance to each other in silence.

      Jensen asks, “you want another?” William nods yes, in response.

      Jensen adopts his fishing position, in the middle of the water. His mind is silent, ready, receptive. That’s when he senses another’s breathing. As William goes to move, Jensen thrusts his open hand in a gesture, while he places a chunky finger over his lips – Husssshh. William freezes into position, Jensen points to the opposite river bank, the old man’s bush-whacking senses have kicked in, it takes William a moment to hear anything, and there it is… The gentle steps of someone treading lightly in the long grass, as if attempting not to be heard. Jensen senses William’s anxiety and motions for calm.

      The ruffling grass parts as the muzzle of a pure white-wolf emerges. The wolf instantly spots the two quiet and stationary animals in and by the river, one laying down, the large one like a bear, stood stock still in the middle of the drink.

      Jensen and William quickly side-eye each other and then fix on the wolf, it glides from the grass cautiously to the bank’s edge, never breaking eye contact.

      

      The moments breathe themselves to life, born of the sacred, untouched, to carry through the lives of perhaps all three. The wolf partakes in the river, the same as Jensen and the boy.  It has the same jade-green eyes as Jensen; there's a connection between them, the raw recognition of the untamed, a trust born of kindred, of no expectation.

      Jensen, William, and the Wolf, of freshly laid snow, share the same breath, the same pulse, the same moment. The wolf lifts its head; its look is proud, regal, there’s an acceptance of these two on his land.

      “Is… is it… real?” William stammers.

      “More than anything lad.” Jensen is serene.

      The wolf's supple silver white sinew springs back into the long grass, and races through the brush.

      “More than anything.” Part of Jensen has left with the wolf.

      Jensen and William’s breath and beat become their own, separate once more. William’s eyes well up, as Jensen strides out of the river and pats his young charge’s shoulder.
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      THOUGH HOURS PAST, the mirage of the white wolf still lingers in William’s mind. The fresh taste of fried fish still coats his tongue. He throws grain in the animal pen. The pig gently nudges William as she eats.  Jensen, by the front of his shack, is bathing in a shallow tub of water, more for the laundering of wears than a grown man. He’s in worn red long-johns. In his hand a bottle of drink, that he doesn’t hit with so much gusto.

      William calls over.

      “Polly is very friendly. Will you eat her one day?”

      Jensen stares off confused – Polly? He understands Grace has named the Pig.

      “Somebody has to Grace, that’s what pigs be fer.”

      William seems disappointed.

      Jensen glances to the sun’s downward voyage.

      "Don't you have some other people, like… Friends… You can be seeing to?"

      William walks over, combing back his hair, adjusting his glasses.

      "Not really Mister Hills." He pauses "I don't … blend."

      “Eh… Figures… I could tell.”

      Jensen’s wet fingers start to hand roll a cigarette. It gets ruined, Jensen is almost hurt by the proceedings. William takes the tobacco and a paper and rolls one for Jensen.

      “You see, I could see that you were requiring a friend too… …see” He pops the smoke in Jensen’s mouth and lights it.

      Jensen smiles.

      "Well, friend." William's beam nearly breaks his face. "What can this old-timer be doing for you?"

      Without declaration or preparation, William begins to have an imaginary fight, flinging punches, stamping feet, springing, bouncing. He looks like he’s tangling with an octopus. He shouts out.

      "Pugilism... the gentleman's art. Jab… Hook… cross." William's own feet turn against him, and he trips spins like a dog in pursuit of its tail and crashes to the dust.

      “And he’s down.”… At William’s joke, they both laugh.

      

      The Sun slowly bakes Jensen’s red undergarment; he gently steams as he ties the tattered boxing gloves on William. Jensen is serious, he’s taken this young lad under his wing and he's taking responsibility.  He tests the gloves; they're on tight. Jensen taps William's face as if to say Listen. William looks up to his hulking friend.

      “Listen to me William. Fighting ain’t never got me nothing, but no-good. Or if it were, it never stayed good for long.”

      William nods, he’s taking it all on board. Mouthing some words and nodding.

      “Remember fighting ain’t what’s on the outside, it ain’t how quick you is, or strong. It’s what’s on the inside, the quickness of the spirit, the strength of your resolve. I seen men, chest like an open range, turn tail at their own shadow.”

      Jensen fumbles with actions, to impart the import of the meaning. William is nodding eagerly.

      “Yet a little man, like you… there ain’t nothing that can stop you if you don't want it to." Jensen takes one hit of the bottle and points to the boxing gloves; cushioned leather hanging from William’s arms.

      “How do they feel kid?”

      The boy is nervous. “They feel good.”

      Jensen speaks from the pit of his belly, his lip twitches in a snarl.

      “If it ever happens, you go for it. All the way. You let go, Grace, you let go. Never turn from your own thunder.” Jensen taps his belly. “You’se get the feeling, raw, deep inside, there's nothing but that moment, no fear… It's like… like… freedom."

      William focuses on the words; he's thoughtful.

      “No fear… Like when we saw the wolf?”

      “You go it, kid. You ready?”

      William energetically nods.

      

      Jensen leads the dance, William follows. Jensen glides across the dirt, shifting and moving, plumes of dust-dervishes chase them. Jensen's arms thrust out into the air, with his knuckles twisting into the snap. Jensen guides William, the twitch of a foot, leads to a twist of the hip, leads to the torque of a shoulder and a snap of a hand. They’ve built up patches of damp, and Jensen’s throat is raw from instructing.

      Jensen then encourages William to start pummelling his girth, Jensen bends over to make it easier to strike him. William flails his fists, they thud, and club on the fat of Jensen.

      “Move, move, don’t let me get ya!” William moves out the way and comes back in again.

      “From the hip, from the hip!” Jensen screams, with that William lands a punch clean on Jensen’s face.

      The moment, the fun, the actions, stops. The boy waits to see what the man will do… The man, with eyes closed, simply tilts forward and allows his mass to crash into the dirt, kicking up clouds of dust as his body impacts like a fleshy meteor.

      William glances to his hand. He then glances to Jensen.

      "Mister Hills… Mister Hills… Sir?”

      Jensen discreetly peeps through his lids; he's spotted. William joins in the fun and places his foot on Jensen. He thrusts a hand in the air as if he were in the ring.

      “The champeeonnn of the World. Champi…" The boy falls quiet; his world moves like molasses in the lick of winter. There’s an undercurrent of horror.

      “Holy, your neck.”  From under the beard, running up behind his ear to delve behind his hairline, a red line, with skin folded on skin like melted candle wax.

      Jensen sits up, he kinda forgot about his life. He glances to William as he rubs his bearded neck. Nostalgia pours through him, some good, some bad.

      He starts slow. "It's a scar… Someone had a grievance against me neck. He wanted it for himself.”

      William stares on amazed; he'd read about hanging, in his Kit Carson dime novel.

      The boy whispers. “A hanging?”

      Jensen nods.

      “You survived a hanging?”

      Jensen nods again.

      “I hunged ‘im instead.”

      “You was hanged? How did you no-“

      “I believe it is called…” Jensen looks to the heavens as his tongue laps for the word. “Canker rot… the branched submitted under my weight." Vivid recollections snap back to Jensen; he was young, angry. He can hear the creaking and snapping of a branch, and the thud of colliding with the earth.

      “Was you a robber, or assassin?” Jensen’s little friend is getting animated.

      “Assassin, where you’se go ‘bout bagging a word like that?” William’s expectant face is pressed quite close to Jensen’s.

      Jensen confesses. “Some folks may have said that I was guilty of killin’ their brother and s’ch.”

      ‘Were you?”… “Did you?”

      “Hell, he drawed his irons first.” Jensen starts to get up. “So yea I killed ‘im.” Jensen attempt to justify the murder. “He broke my God-darn hat… …sorry about the cussing.”

      William waves his hand, oh that’s okay.

      Jensen is unrepentant. “Took three months to track the rest of ‘em.”

      “But Mister Hills weren't they justified, you did, after all, kill their brother."

      “Eh, you sound like Judge Farley from West Texas.” Jensen is put out.

      The boy starts to see his large often oafish friend in a  differing light. He spots something on Jensen’s hand, mottled scarring on the ridge of his thumb. He extends his finger and touches it. Jensen knows what’s coming, he answers.

      “Musket misfire, hell o’ a noise.”

      William eagerly rolls up a trouser leg; he points to a scar, dashed across his knee.

      "Fell on my knee." He says proudly. "While hoop rolling… Bit my lip to dissuade the pain didn’t cry.”

      Jensen tapers his eyes and nods. Jensen rolls up his red sleeve as if accepting a challenge laid down by the boy. With his naked arm brandished, Jensen almost gleefully shows a deep ravine scar along his forearm.

      “Got this from Cutlass Jack, down past the breaks of Missouri. Cattle rustler, fought hand to hand, after the third day of not eating.” Jensen puffs with pride. “Didn’t cry n'der.”

      William’s face says it all… Wow. That’s the cue that Jensen needed.

      Jensen, the showman, rips open his red undergarment, exposing pallid white flesh of his chest, marked by a map of bullet brands and scars.

      Jensen points to a divet in his upper chest.

      “River Bed, a small dirt water town. Cheap whiskey, full o’ Commancheros. And the women, those dirty…” Jensen remembers where he is. “Maybe I’ll tell you when you’re of age.” He gets snatched back to his memories.

      “Anyhow, the railroad’s Pinkertons they just got outta hand. They got what was coming to ‘em, and I gave it."  Jensen cradles two imaginary holstered pistols; he can almost catch the silhouette of three gunslingers ready to draw. Decades have not eroded those adrenal filled moments.

      William taps the man’s shoulder, bringing him back to the now. The boy opens his mouth and points to a missing tooth, he speaks, while pointing, not closing his mouth.

      “I Gok a ‘ooth, ‘ock owt…” Off of Jensen’s blank stare, William removes his finger. “Got kicked by one of the Hangelen twins… Not sure which. Didn’t cry. Keep the tooth by my bed in the spider jar. They like it.”

      Jensen nods, lips curl in an impressed smile. He then strives to escalate the proceedings of one-up man-ship. He exposes his left flank and shoulder from underneath his read garment, wrestling with it a moment.

      "See that?" Jensen hitches his arm behind his back and thumbs to a scar.

      “Bullet wound.”

      “Entry…” Jensen points from his back to a marking in his mid-torso. “Exit.”

      William’s finger imitates the trajectory of the bullet; in awe. Entry… Exit.

      “Did… Did you cry, Mister Hills?”

      “More cried out… Dan ‘Red Boots Bushall, hell of a shootist. Him and his ‘wagon trail pirates,' Red Boots sniped me from …oh… near three hundred yards. I fell from my horse.”

      “And… what happened?”

      “By the time they got to me, I had my two 36 Navy ready… forgets how I got back to town.”

      William’s imagination runs rampant; he envisions Jensen veiled in his own blood. Laying in the grass, with two pistols, the throat of their barrels spewing heated lead, in fiery spits of acrid blue smoke.

      “Were you ever wanted by the law?” The boy asks.

      “On occasion, Grace, on occasion. But not this time, ‘em pirates kept raiding homesteader's wagons. I went to be making sure, that they didn't repeat that offense."

      “Wow, like King Arthur’s knights.”

      Jensen’s expressions is blank, William reframes.

      “You protected the poor, the needy.”

      “They paid me, supplies, gold. They’re weren’t neither poor, or needy.”

      Jensen pulls aside his red undergarment exposing his brutish and full upper body; it's a map of scar tissue, each scourge, mark on this fleshy tapestry tells a story.

      “Those stripes on my back.”

      The boy cranes his head; he sees the whispers of what would have been split flesh, it’s horrific. William nods.

      “Had ‘em twenty-five years. You get lashes for disobeying orders… I disobeyed.”

      “Gosh. What orders?”

      “Grace, scars, both inside and out, remind ya, you have to live with the choices you make. Those lashes remind me, sometimes making the right choice ain’t easy.”

      “Did it hurt?”

      “Not whipped, or spurred me horse since.”

      William looks at the old flesh of the lumbering figure of Jensen, twisted in some place, mottled in others, marked, scarred. It screams of a history of a man who won some and lost plenty. The boy points to another scar.

      “Another fight?”

      Jensen looks at his shoulder; it's a fresh looking scar. Jensen pangs with embarrassment, a drunken night on a horse, where he ended up in a ditch.

      “Na.”

      “You don’t carry pistols…”

      “Grace, a man ain’t needing pistols, to be a man. They take more than they can ever give. You're on track, boy. You gotta a good head, sunny future. Hurting folk only end up in your own pain.”

      There's a deep connection between the man and boy; they sit in quietness on that invisible thread that has intertwined their lives. Jensen's nostalgia has divulged a forgotten past, and now the boy has become a part of it. William looks around the land, the shack, the animals, he looks to his older friend, who's tales of glory and adventure has led him to this.

      “Did you ever have a family?” William softly asks.

      That’s the problem with deep connections, they can get to the root of your pain. Jensen takes the psychic sucker punch and starts to squirm himself into the under garments.

      “Ain’t you got somewhere to be, kid?”

      “No… d-do I?” William is confused.

      Jensen decides to be more direct.

      “I mean, it’s probably time for you to g-“

      Then the ugly consequences of choices raise its venomous head. The searing white heat of affliction strikes Jensen, he clamps onto his stomach, as his body is caged in a new paradigm. He takes a knee. Waves of electric agony crash through him. Bile kicks up. Jensen’s face twists in torment and breaks into bullets of sweat.

      All joy, like his blood, is drawn from William's young face.

      It becomes deathly serious.

      “Mister Hills?”

      “Grace… You'd best get… go!"

      “No, I won’t.”

      Jensen crashes face first into the dirt, William leans in close.

      “Please, you ain’t dying Mister Jensen?” the boy’s eyes punch with fluid, his lips quiver.

      “Can you ride, boy?”

      “Been practicing on Pa’s wagon mule.”

      “Go to town, the Chinese, ask for Lotus.”

      William palms his tears away. He’s struck with purpose.

      He turns the bucket upside and uses it to mount Jensen's horse.

      Even in his pained and prone position, Jensen calls out

      “An’ stay away from strange folk.”

      “You just stay alive Mister.”

      In that brief moment, William accepted the trial. The trial that comes, with the rites of passage. The boy has taken his first footfall on the vestiges of manhood.

      He gallops hard, earth churning in his wake.
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      WILLIAM GALLOPS a frantic passage to town, the rush of air runs its wisping fingers through his locks, and gently strokes his cheeks. William hightails it past a wagon. The riders of the wagon watch a young, slight boy, recklessly charge past them with scant regard for himself or others around them. William's Ma and Pa, glance to each other, happy that their child would not partake in such foolishness.
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        * * *

      

      Small shoes and lithe young legs, dodge, dance and piston through other people's on the boardwalk.

      William, shy of breath, arrives at a door, he raps the door and bends over to suck in some air. The door opens, and the daylight races to get inside. A strong bullish Chinaman pokes his head out. William signals to him, gasping.

      “I need a Lotus…”

      He looks at William “A Lotus?”

      Without word, or expression he closes the door. The boy is dumbfounded, he motions to knock again, to the door opening to him. It’s Chyou.

      “Well?” She enquires.

      “Oh yes, Lotus… I want, I’m looking for a Lotus.” William pants.

      “Well, you’ve got one.”

      William blinks in dazed confusion.
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      TYLER DEVON liked this hill; he sometimes came here to watch the mining town below. He often thought how it looked like the mechanics of an elegant watch, mixed with a termite's mound.

      Keystone comprises of the mine, shaft, living quarters, the marquee saloon, store and a half built church. The preacher decided this place was beyond salvation and left. You see, the town is filled with strays, ruffians, former chain gangers, the dregs of society… Yet most of all, what Tyler enjoyed most was looking down on the town. A town, that was Devon made. Devon owned… For now.

      Tyler's slips into flashes of memories of his pa's obsession with gold, no not gold, mining. If Beau Dunston got a foothold in this place or snatched it from his father, Tyler knew, it would break his father's already fractured heart.

      Tyler hears footfalls approach; he doesn't look back, he knows who's approaching.

      It’s his posse: Bedford Tannon, Graden White, Morgan Sandhill, Ben and Clyde Jameson.

      They stand quietly and look at Tyler and side glance each other. Tyler lets the bustling backdrop of the town gently hum over them, for gravitas.

      

      Tyler's face cracks a smug grin. "So boys, that thing I wanted discussing."
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      JENSEN IS FACE DOWN in dirt, his features pressed hard against the gritty parch. There’s a rumbling, the earth trembles of approaching hooves.  Jensen in the net of agony, cannot look up, he’s too weak. Footfalls approach.

      “Help me roll him over.” It’s Chyou Chun.

      He feels small hands press against his side and he’s rolled onto his back. His head is lifted up, and Chyou slides her lap underneath his sweat drenched head.

      “Please, Ma'am. Sit on my coat." William considers Chyou’s comfort. He whisks his coat off, folds it and places it under her hindquarters.

      Jensen looks up Chyou, with little ceremony, and more urgency she prepares the pipe. She draws in the first vapours of resin. She passes the pipe to Jensen; his cracked lips suck on its wooden teat, more from instinct than any conscious action. A blanket of numb washes over him, he manages a smile, and before he can slip into the boudoir of dreams, he looks up to the angelic face looking down upon him. He whispers.

      “You look good, Lotus.”

      She smiles.

      “Where’s Grace, the kid?” he asks.

      "Here, Mister Hills." William pops his head into view; he too looks angelic to Jensen. He slowly lifts his hand. He offers his open palm to William, a handshake.

      “Pleasure to have your acquaintance… Bill.”

      William shakes his hand. “No, the pleasures all mine… Mister Jensen… Jensen.”

      At that moment a friendship was sealed, it something that neither would take, or could take, lightly. They have found a harbour of trust within each other. Jensen takes another long draw on the opium pipe, and his weighted lids slide closed. Chyou smiles to William.
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        * * *

      

      Jensen is consumed in the black, a lifeless pitch, his eyes crack open to a violent sun, his squint fends off the light, till he becomes accustomed. Jensen is on the riverbank, the trail of water looks more alive than it ever has done before, it’s vibrant. Within each droplet of spray, a multi coloured hue refracts the day's shimmer. The grass on the bank, stands as threads, vivid, sharp as if he saw life through the lens of God.

      White wisps of smoke blow through the grass on the opposite bank. Pearly tendrils, intertwine and start to form. Through the snowy cloud, or in the cloud, is the face of the White-Wolf. Jensen looks down, there on his thighs are strapped two Navy 36’s single action six shooters.

      He glances up; opposite is the White Wolf.

      He looks back to his side irons, and reaches down and touches their grip.  As he does, the earth responds in an angry rumble. Jensen looks across the shaking vistas; he looks to the White Wolf as it turns and breaks away, evaporating into the horizon.

      In the wolf's wake, a billowing black cloud spills forth, accompany the rumbling of the earth, like a great juggernaut surging inexorably on. Jensen is struck by something he hasn’t felt for an age, a primal, elemental emotion, unstained by any thought, or confusion…

      … Jensen tastes fear.

      

      From the shapeless pitch, a presence is felt, standing just behind the curtain of black. Jensen struggles to make out a shape. A violent gust of wind carries with it a piercing screech. A raven burst from the clouds; its feathers fall like black confetti. As it swoops, he draws his colt, his thumb cocking the hammer as metal leaves the leather, before an eye can blink…

      The Raven has gone.

      

      Then Jensen feels the cold chill of terror clamber at him, like the pain in his belly, it causes one to lock their joints, crystalize thought, to stare listlessly at the ruination of men.

      From the cold sweep of black, which has now marked the sky, a figure can be eyed. It's darker than the pitch, emptier than death. With each stride, the earth groans, bleeding into the footfalls, in anticipation of horrors.

      Jensen, with pistol drawn, sees a man of shadows, broad, squat, with raven black hair. Tassels and mystical symbols hang from his frame. His breath growls as he strides toward Jensen, in ominous ground-splintering steps.

      Are you… …Am I dead? Is the only thought Jensen musters, his eyes locked upon this deathly menace. When a gentle hand touches his face, soft feminine, familiar. He knows it is not Lotus; it belongs to Her.

      She whispers in his ear as she did on that night… "Live, my love.”

      The black, in a riding crest behind that shadow, engulfs Jensen, lifting him. The black smacks against his mouth and invades his body; it blots out the sky extinguishing hope. He can still hear Her, feel Her, the way she danced, moved. He can see a shimmer, a wisp of hope.

      Jensen’s breath locked into his lungs maneuvers closer to the glimmer, though the clinging pitch tries to stop him. Every sinew and cell in his being screams for air, for life. It keeps pushing, and behind it all, there She is.
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        * * *

      

      Jensen snatches awake and grasps it like drift wood in a tempest. He sits bolt upright, gasping, dowsed in sweat, breathing in the cold night air.

      “Bad dreams?” Chyou asks.

      Jensen turns to her; they're outside his shack, they've been there for hours, she stayed by him. Jensen is a touched embarrassed at being vulnerable in front of her.

      “It was something more.”

      “More like?”

      “Like a warning.”

      “About?”

      Jensen’s not sure. “Choices?” …

      Chyou strokes his head, and he feels like, maybe the world will be okay. Jensen glances about.

      “The boy, he had to go.” She says.

      “I know.”

      Jensen drifts half into a vision; he can feel Chyou, hear her.

      “Jensen, I am happy, as I didn’t think you had any friends.”

      She's half teasing, and half telling the truth. Jensen smiles. He thinks of William, how he saved him, then She comes back, a ghost to haunt him. Jensen feels keelhauled between the thought of his new friend, Chyou and a not so dark future… and the night that She was murdered.
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      DANCING FLAMES of lantern light casts long shadows of the short. The warm orange glow hits wooden and stone walls of William’s small bedroom. There’s the creaking of floorboards, and dragging of feet. The boy’s shadowed silhouette dances through the realm of flickering orange. Arms dart out, balance is poised, if only his shadow had someone to face, a worthy opponent.

      William stops boxing; he's keenly alert… Someone approaches.

      

      As Bonnie Grace opens the door to her son's room, she finds him under covers, reading the Bible by lamplight. Bonnie exudes a warmth; she's love in motion for her son. She knows how hard he finds it moving from place to place, how he is slightly peculiar, differing from the other boys, sensitive, caring and has imagination as vast as the sky. Bonnie has high hopes for William, that he is, and will always be… happy.

      Bonnie sits by William's side; she notices light perspiration on his brow. She strokes his head, a touch of concern sparks in her.

      "Are you in a fever?"

      “No, Ma. I… I was just boxing.”

      "Oh, you were where you?"

      William nods and looks back to the Bible.

      "I want to learn to defend myself; maybe one day defend you."

      Bonnie feels that deep warmth well inside.

      “I don’t want to be scared, anymore.” He says.

      "William, you're the bravest boy I know." She strokes his head; he settles into his pillow.

      The woman and boy smile to each other, he was of her and will always be so.

      She interjects the moment.

      "I spoke to Mrs. Reynolds today." The boy gulps air. "You know where this is going."

      William nods. “I didn’t attend school.”

      “Why Bill? We spoke about those bullies, Mrs. Reynolds said she'd ensure it won't happen again."

      “Mama, I’ve found a new way, I’m learning how to toughen up and be brave. You’ll see.”

      “By missing school?... You’re my brave boy, no matter what. Just don’t try and be a man too quickly.”

      "Mister Hills said it's the fight in the man that's important."

      “Mister Hills, who’s he?”

      “He’s farmer.”

      “A farmer?”

      “Well he has, pigs and a goat and… But Ma he’s more than just-“

      “-Bill. William, please. You’ll not be seeing Mister Hills for a while, tomorrow I’ll take you to school. Which means we have to get up earlier, as I’m going to the bank.”

      William’s head hits the pillow in silent, frustrated protest. His mother strokes his hair in loving consolation. She gently hums a lullaby, to calm and sooth.
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      JENSEN STAMPS his door open, wood grates against its kind. He stands proudly and surveys his land. Jensen pats his ample belly as he marches out of his hut. He walks past a bottle of liquor, straight to the animal pen.  He scoops feed and throws it in the pen.

      “Polly.”

      Jensen snaps round. Has someone called his name?

      He cranes his neck as if searching for something hidden.

      “Grace?... William?”. He lets the words hang, waiting for a reply.

      There is none.

      

      Jensen, bucket in hand, braces himself against the thrusting of the river. He glances to the opposing river bank, the one of his vision. A chill strikes him, a chill that snaps harsher than the nipping water. A chill that starts from deep inside marrow and permeates out. A nearby bush rustles, Jensen glances over expectant, almost hopeful.

      Could it be the boy? He thinks.

      A dove bursts from cover, pure angelic white. Jensen watches her soar against a flat unblemished blue-sky, until the bird becomes a speck, to become nothing.  Jensen puts his buckets on the bank and returns to the running wet, to flick some fish out onto the bank. So he and the boy can eat later.

      

      Jensen returns to his shack, waters the animal drink, the plants and sits himself down. He looks to the sky as if God would answer his unasked questions, then remembers he wants to smoke. He slowly, purposefully, rolls a smoke, as if trying to devour time.  He enjoys a good belch.

      He lays down kindling for a fire and ready to cook the fish.

      Jensen stares at the fire’s dance. His mind too vacant to cook, he glances over to his shack as something ensnares his thought. William Grace's coat hangs on a nail on the wall of his cabin. Jensen grabs hold of it, he grins. Thump -  the Bible, the boy bought him, hits the floor. Jensen groans as he bends to pick it up.  He thumbs through the Bible. On the first page, in beautiful hand writing.

      Let my faith protect you. From your friend, William Grace.

      “Eh, Crazy kid.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As the days pass, Jensen stumbles about his routine, with numbing repetition, spiritless, inattentive, he feels something is missing.  He eats, drinks, smokes. Jensen finds the whiskey has wormed its way back in.  So that’s the way life would roll for him, meaningless meandering.

      After a time, Jensen wondered if his time with William was just a hallucination, though the kid's coat spoke otherwise. He realised he didn't know where William lived.

      In the third day after morning chores, Jensen enters his shack, and moments later bursts out, clothed and ready to face the town.

      He snatches William’s coat and marches to his horse, determined and driven. He knows what he’s going to do next.
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      DOCTOR PATRICK PARKER has just witnessed a large, lumbering, gruff man stride across his musky, spirit dowsed surgery, and without a word, slam a coat on his desk. Right now, this man is staring at him expectantly as if something needs fixing.

      The gruff figure grunts, as in a ways of welcoming. He reminds Doctor Parker of those Rebel Yankees that would live by Frontier's code, never too talkative, yet once you won their trust, then they wouldn't bat an eye in drawing for you or charging into battle by your side. The caveat being, it was a tall task to win their trust, and twice as wide.

      Doctor Parker recognises the figure as Jensen Hills, the old pig farmer, who had been here since Dunston was a dirt road and trading post.

      “Mister Hills?” Patrick endeavoured to engage.

      Jensen grunts – yes.

      “I recognise you from about two years back, you were found in the brush.”

      Jensen glares.  The Doctor stops short.

      “How’s the shoulder?”

      Jensen looks to his shoulder and shrugs. “It’s there.”

      "How's your health?" Patrick offers Jensen some snuff, Jensen partakes and snorts the powder in deep.

      “My health ain’t what it used to be.” Jensen unawares touches his stomach. “But hey, not much is what it used to be, eh Doc?”

      Jensen eyes the Doctor’s office, covered in history. Some pictures of Dunston, when it was just a dirt road and saloon. Other pictures are of Patrick's parent’s homeland, Aberdeen, Scotland.

      “Dunston has come quite away, hasn't she? Just imagine what this dust bowl was like before Colonel Dunston and the Devons started building her.” The Doctor can see Jensen isn’t interested in this small talk, Patrick adds. “Mister Hills, medicine has come a long way as well… if you be-“

      “-Hell doc, I figure all the bad on my left is keepin’ in check all the bad on me right.”

      “That’s not really how it works.” The Doctor advises.

      Jensen strides over to the window; he looks out to the town, the municipal bank, store, the Carnival preparing their wagons to leave.

      Jensen’s had enough chat.

      “A few days ago a boy left his coat at mine. I thought you might know them, he’s… …A friend of mine.”

      Doctor Parker opens the coat, William’s initials as stitched inside…  'W.G.'

      Jensen confirms “Grace.”

      “Lord, Bonnie’s boy. She was wondering where his coat was…” Parker replies.

      Jensen stares out the window; his reflection stares back at him. Light washes across Jensen’s grizzled features, his face like a cracked, leathery bluff. His jade-green eyes glint in the sun.

      “Ain’t no hardship… What's the boy's family like? I mean… In general. Are they good to him?"

      “Hard working good Christian family…” The Doctor’s voice tapers to a whisper, as Jensen nods satisfied, happy for his young friend.

      “It’ll help, in these dark days…” Patrick finishes.

      Jensen’s silhouette, broad shouldered, hands clasped behind his back, a living statue that in stone-grinding-slowness turns to face the Doctor. A new current ripples through the room and the men; a somber unease.

      “Doc, I know your intention is not to nettle. But I’m failing in grasping for the meat of your meaning… ‘dark times’…”

      “Did you hear about the bank raid, Tuesday, two days past?”

      

      There it is, that sense of something isn’t right. It served Jensen Hills well in a previous life when that guttural feeling that hits the belly is followed by the quick release of explicit violence. Yet all he can do now is let it move from the gut, and burn deep into his chest, an emotional contusion that swells with every breath.

      Parker can see that this man who lives on the outskirts of town and the fringes of life, hears about no comings or goings of Dunston, even something like a bank raid.

      "Oh, Jesus, Mary…" The Doctor shuffles uncomfortably. “Do you… drink?” Jensen shoots an accusing look. “Sorry, of course.” The Doctor retorts.

      Parker ritualistically unstacks two drinking glasses from his desk drawer, to plop on top of his desk. He then slowly, as if stalling for time, or sorting his words, reaches into his desk and pulls out a new squared bottle of Whiskey.

      Walker’s Old Highland.

      He uncorks the bottle, and with measured precession allows the honey-glow liquid Glu-glu-glugg into the glasses.

      Jensen respects the silence and sentinel-like strides over. Patrick has to preamble before he can get to the marrow of the conversation. He holds up a glass for Jensen.

      “Try it. It’s a single malt, barrel proof, bottled from the cask. The squareness of the bottle means that many don’t break in transit… I don’t drink much myself, never really see me in a saloon, unless my services are needed… … See, father was Scottish, I blame him for my particular pallet. Very fussy…”

      Doctor Parker loses his track. He bounces back with gusto.

      "In fact, I believe a society can be measured by the quality of its distillery. Ironically whiskey is used for medicinal purposes as well as celebra-”

      -Jensen cuts the thread. “But, You’re not in a celebratory mood.”

      Patrick knocks back the drink, quickly pours another, the bottle and glass chink. He pales and looks directly at Jensen.

      “The Grace family were here two days ago.”

      The Doctor lets the liquid hit the back of his throat, and he pours again, he seems to have aged in these last few moments.

      “Bonnie was sat there.” Parker nods to the seat opposite. “I offered her the same whiskey… But they don't drink. I offered more for myself than them.”

      Jensen is poised, shot-glass by his lips, his eyes steadfast on the Doctor. Jensen is looking for the secret messages that linger behind a man’s words, any tells, subtle shifts. All he can see is truth and grief, a bitter brew.

      Parker falls silent in a haunted remembrance. Jensen knocks back the liquor, that burns and satisfies. He offers his empty glass to Patrick. Patrick obliges, his hand shaking with a light chi-chi-chink, of bottle lip on shot glass.

      “And the boy?” Jensen presses.

      “There.” Patrick uses the bottle to point to a surgical table; a thick slab of wood.

      

      Jensen steps by the table, it reeks of spirits. Fluids have stained the course grain. There seem to be specks of dried blood absorbed by the the timber, echoing of witnessed horrors.

      "You don't want to know the rest," Parker mumbles.

      Jensen sickened to the quick, makes his way back to the window. Every moment a new feeling washes over him, anticipation, fear, nausea. He looks out the window.

      “Keep going, Parker.” Jensen is stern.

      "…There was a robbery. Some crazed bandit types held up the bank; we ain’t seen a robbery for years. They fired off shots; grip whipped the guard."

      “And the boy?” Jensen wants to get to the meat of the matter.

      “William, poor kid. Those scum left the bank, some folks in the know say they left without a cent… …Anyhow’s as they charged away, mayhem and all hell broke loose.”

      

      Jensen gazes at the bank, today it is quiet, people simply walk in and out, or by it, in their elegant clothes with their fine lives. The shadow of what happened that day plays in Jensen's mind; he's seen enough blood, guts, and mayhem, to know what it looks like. Guns blazing, pistol whipping, screaming, shouting.

      Parker continues… “One bandit was got. A Winston Harley, he’s in gaol… The others rode on out. No one was hurt… Really… Till their horses stampeded the young lad, on the outskirts of town. They didn't stop, just kept riding. Sons of bitches.”

      Jensen’s mind catches the moment when a ton of solid fleshy-mass collides with William’s lithe frame. Jensen needs to know more, all the bile, gut wrenching, and despair feeds his fury.

      “Was he dead? Tell me everything.”

      “Not straight away, he… God… He fought to stay alive."

      Parker rubs his hands together as if stained with blood.

      “Mercy, he fought right through till morning.” Parker rambles to himself. He pulls himself back in. “Fractured skull, broken leg, arm smashed to a pulp. I couldn’t have saved that. Lungs flooded with blood, internal…” Parker's struck by a memory "kept whispering the strangest thing."

      

      As Jensen stands out on main street, Parker’s final words resound through his consciousness. He takes to one knee, as his hand trowels the faded crimson stained dirt where William was struck. Those words come back again, not in the Doctor’s tones, but he hears them as if William is with him speaking now.

      The last words he spoke.

      “I’m not afraid.”

      Jensen stands and allows the blood drenched dirt sprinkle through his fingers, to be snatched grain by grain on the wind. He stares into his own oblivion. He pours the remaining dirt into his pocket.

      The creaking of wheels slowly rolls past him; he only looks up once, they have passed. It's the Carnival leaving town. Hanging out the back of a wagon a cheeky young girl, just turned nine, she matches looks with Jensen. The kid sticks her tongue out as if challenging the old man. Jensen raises his hand and returns a melancholic smile.
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      WINSTON HARLEY thought he could smell burning; he stood bolt upright in his cell and peers through the iron bars.

      “Hey, hey, I smells burning.”

      A voice comes back to him "I'm just cooking bacon… And no you can't have any."

      

      That was the smell, the one emblazoned by fear into Winston’s mind. It’s been seven years since a thirteen-year-old Winston was caught in the great Boston fire, sometimes at night, he could hear the hunger of the flame, the searing welcome it bought, the screams. Yet that smell, cooking bacon, hooked him back into the moment.

      He tests the cell doors.

      The fire tore through his home, claiming his mother and father and baby brother as fuel. He struggled to escape his bedroom and hasn't slept with a locked door since. That is, of course, if he's not in a cell, which he often is.

      With no support Winston went to work at a cotton mill, it didn't pay too good, so Winston took to stealing, which led to him being on the run. He joined a travelling missionary who fed and clothed him and gave him regular beatings just to keep him true. When moving through Kansas, Winston hears about the silver rush up in Gilman; he was sixteen and ready to be his own man. After a dispute in Gilman, over a claim, he gunned a fellow down. His trail ended in Kansas when Marshals seized him and Winston became a chain-ganger in Robert Devon’s coal mine. That’s where he met Tyler Devon, who saw a spark in Harley, a man who’s faced death and who has only one fear, fire.

      Winston checks his bandaged arm; the fresh bullet wound was still raw. He pulls out a wad of chew and jaws it, before laying down on the thin bench; that’s more of a perch than a bed. The voice of the Sheriff calls out again.

      “Harley, you’ve got a visitor.”

      Harley, lounging on the bench, leans on an elbow. He’s relaxed, as he watches the scrawny Sheriff Gill Tunstall followed by a clod of a mountain man come to his cell. Sheriff Gill looks Jensen up and down as Jensen in stone cold fury stares at Winston Harley.

      Harley chomping on tobacco stares back. It strikes Sheriff Gill that this man isn’t with Colonel Dunston at all.

      “You ain’t with the Colonel.” Both Jensen and Harley ignore the Sheriff.

      “You killed a kid out there, Harley. A boy… How’d that make you feel?”

      Winston slowly stands, never breaking eyes with Jensen, he strides across his cage to Jensen.

      "Let me out, old-timer, I'll show you, personally like."

      Harley is cocky; he's not scared. Why should he be? Even if Gill took his guns, the old-man doesn’t have a holster, just dirty britches, and leather coat.

      Jensen notices scars around Winston’s wrists, flesh worn away by a metal band. Jensen sneers.

      “You got chain-gang markings. That metal rubs a man raw to the bone. Ain’t nothing to the squealing you’ll do on the gallows, boy.”

      “Ha… hanging? Tell him, Tunstall, I want to watch his face." Harley's know-it-all, kick-shitter grin puts Jensen at unease.

      "There ain't gonna be no hanging, see. Winston has got himself some fancy-dan lawyer from out East. It's ‘cause, some benefactor has come forward." Tunstall is slightly confusing himself. “It’s compleecated."

      Jensen breathes in lungs of animosity. He feels the pressure build behind his eyes, his hands flex. Jensen, much to his annoyance has run out of bluff. Winston Harley decides a proper goading will keep him entertained.

      “So, ol-man, in ‘bout a week, ya’ll get ye’r chance with me out on the street.” Winston lies back down and points his finger at Jensen like a pistol.

      “Lill’e advice… get a gun.” The young thug shoots his finger gun at Jensen.

      

      Gill Tunstall never wanted to be Sheriff; he was a part time deputy, part time store hand. He enjoyed the pseudo authority the badge gave. A lick of power, with no weight of responsibility. Sheriff McCoy was his boss, Jay, the town called him. Jay could talk a man out of a gunfight, regale a man into the cells. Jay McCoy was a Sheriff that never needed to draw his pistol, always ready with a story, a tale. Then he got himself gunned down by one of the thugs from Robert Devon's Keystone Mine. Then Colonel Dunston contracted some Pinkertons to patrol Dunston and made Gill the Sheriff. You never said ‘no’ to the Colonel.

      

      Right now Sheriff Tunstall remembers why he missed Jay McCoy. He wished he could use words and rhetoric as a means to execute his law upholding duties. Right now this oaf of a man, over spilling with a rage is storming around his office, stomping on the floor, he lashes out at a chair.

      "Easy, easy." Tunstall is nervous; he makes sure his hands are far away from his pistol.

      “Why… why?” Jensen demands.

      “No money was stolen. So the bank rescinded any bounties, legals would cost, so no charge or bounty. Ain’t no Marshal going to do nothing for free.”

      Jensen snatches at Gills waist coat, pulling him closer, Gill sticks his hands in the air further. He’s ensuring this doesn’t escalate.

      “Look, look, it’s not my choice. Things ain't what they used to be. Shit, there's a Nigger who's a senator down in Mississippi. ‘Em Indjuns are getting liberties above their station."  Jensen lets the Sheriff go like he’s a bad smell and storms out the office.

      

      The Sheriff slumps on the edge of his desk, how he missed Jay McCoy.
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      RAWLING’S LAWYERS, where the only Lawyers in town. On the wall was a portrait of Colonel Beau Dunston in full military regalia, clean, pressed, as if straight off the peg. Dunston was partners with Hawker Rawlings Jr; he supplied the means while Hawker supplied the know-how. Next to the portrait on the wall was a map of Dunston, with markings for the railroad and the land they needed to acquire for it.

      Hawker pulled his waist coat over his rounded figure, as he stands by his young assistant, Penny Leigh-Spence. Penny was just into her teens, the daughter of his friend. Hawker who was not yet married, yet just tipping past his third decade, had designs on Penny. She would make an excellent addition to his firm, as an assistant, as a future wife and mother to his children.

      Penny's delicate hands were hanging over a Hansen writing ball, a contraption that had only been in around for the last ten years and the very first seen in Dunston. Hawker watched as Penny slowly drifted over the porcupine of letters and numbers, to stamp out a correspondence. Hawker was using this time as an excuse to occupy Penny’s space, telling her how well she’s doing, while gently moving her hands over the keys.  Hawker was leaning against Penny, guiding her, he could feel a deeply rooted stirring as his mind was netted in her fragrance, and juiced his intentions into very present fantasies.

      Thud…

      

      The door crashes open as if butted by a ram, Hawker and Penny are startled, Penny from surprise, Hawker's shock is quickly chased to fear. Was the ogre in his doorway, silhouetted by the sinking sun, sent by Penny’s Father?

      Did Abraham not approve of his intent upon his daughter?

      Did Penny say something?

      The stirring that arose quickly buried itself under the folds of self-doubt and self-preservation.

      

      “Si-sir… can I… we…. help you?” Penny had never seen Mr. Rawlings stumble so much over his words, only when the Colonel was around.

      Jensen doesn’t answer, though locked in a grim exterior, he is impressed with the office. It smelt nice, and as his strides carried his mass to the desk, the carpet under feet cushioned; like the sponge dirt in a swamp.

      Both Hawker and Penny stare up to Jensen, Jensen reaches inside his jacket, Hawker flinches. As Jensen pulls out a piece of ragged parchment, stained and worn.

      “This here is deeds to my farm.”

      Hawker relaxes, he knows who the person is. “Mister Hills?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I know you’se being wanting and what-not… so here it is.”

      Jensen gently hands over the deeds. Hawker examines them.

      “They’re in order. It’s a sound decision Mister Hills, very sound, as for payment, we can arrange a cashier’s cheque within twenty-one days.”

      Jensen looks perturbed.  Hawker quickly counters.

      “Though I’m sure we can forward some dollars to you, as a sign of good faith.”

      Jensen is quiet.

      Hawker grabs a pencil and paper from the desk and jots down his inner workings.

      "Thirty dollars will keep you in bed and board for a week."

      Hawker glances to Jensen, who’s stony silent.

      “While the generous offer of the Colonel, of four dollars thirty cents an acre plus two hundred dollars for your… Eh… Shack? Will amount to eight hundred and thirty-three dollars, seventy-seven cents, by the end of the month… You won’t get a better offer.”

      Jensen isn’t listening. Hawker continues.  Jensen’s holds a serious look.

      “How much do you have in you’s safe?”

      Hawker's initial instinct is to raise his hands in the air as if being robbed. He then realizes that this gunless oaf in front of him wants cash quick and is prepared to make a deal.
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      THERE WERE FEW OPIUM EATERS left in the den. The thin veil of smoke was confined to a small spread across the ceiling. Business doesn't usually pick up till later.

      Chyou Chen was gliding between pipes, ensuring that all was ready before the hoard of dreamers came knocking.

      Thump-thump-thump.

      Rattled the front door, Chyou kicked of suspicion; she knew Beau Dunston tolerated their presence, is today the day they ask her to leave?

      Chyou accepted the inevitable; she would simply have to move on, adding to the countless moves she’s made before.

      She opens the door, the idea of Dunston rough-housing them out of town was more reasonable than what she was exposed to right now.

      Jensen, his large bulk fitting into fine clothes; more functional than smart. All the same, there are no stains, hems that need fixing, or holes for darning. A new shirt, with elegantly stitched yoke with decorative piping.  A softened buck skin jacket, denim trousers, all housed in a Duster jacket of linen and boiled linseed oil for waterproofing. Jensen is also clean shaven and smooth, almost respectable, nearly handsome. Jensen stares thoughtfully, nervously waiting for a response.

      “Sorry, do I know you?” Chyou breaks the moment with a joke, she sweetly smiles.

      "Lo-Lotus… It's Jensen… Hills?”

      Chyou, gently humoured, takes Jensen's arm and guides him into the den. Jensen breathes the luscious flavour of seared poppy tears. Chyou's fingers slides down from Jensen's arm to his hand. Jensen feels a churning in his stomach, the same churning as the first burning of opium. He hasn't felt this since… Since… Her, and that was seasons past.

      “So, you’ve come to say goodbye?” Chyou words jolt Jensen.  Jensen’s surprised she knows.

      “Please, Jensen, I’m no child. I am a Hakka Han, displaced by the Taiping Rebellion; my country’s own civil war. I lived in peace by the Yellow River, to become the Yellow Peril of your land. My eyes have been made open to many things..."

      Jensen stares into those soft almond eyes, framed by soft, velvet skin. He realises that everyone carries with them the pain of life. Some, he decides, bear the pain, some inflict it. Jensen's gaze slips to the floor, he knows both, and maybe his kind had also caused her pain.

      “So Mister Jensen. Where will you go?”

      "I'll know when I get there."

      “I’m sure they’ll know as well…” Chyou seems to know Jensen better than he expected. “You’re a man who needs purpose. It seems you’ve found one. So you’ll need supplies?”

      “No…” Jensen softens “I’ve come to see you.”

      Chyou passes Jensen a finely rolled smoke. He accepts it helps settle his nerves. She strokes the skin that's been buried under his thick wool of beard for so long.

      “Your face, so smooth.”

      Jensen feels as if the sun was blazing down upon his chest, as this small, lithe Chinese woman strokes his face.

      “I… It’s been a long time since…”

      “I know.” Chyou knows intimacy is something Jensen hasn’t searched for in a long time.

      Jensen tries to explain himself. "I have to leave; I got this gnawing in my belly… I got's ta-do what's right… While I can."

      Chyou breaks the boundaries, she tip-toes up and gently pulls at Jensen’s duster, until his craning allows her lips to tenderly pillow against his. Jensen is nervy, yet willing.

      "It's okay; it's okay." She whispers. She takes his hand and leads him upstairs.
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        * * *

      

      Hawker Rawlings Jr sits patiently in the Municipal Bank's waiting room. He should be excited, yet the glare of Dunston's right-hand man, Daniels, has him verging on cold sweats.

      Hawker hadn't been in fist-fight since Sunday school; he's never been in a gun fight, he had always concentrated on what he was good at, thinking. Daniels was an anomaly in Hawker’s world, a man without thought, a man of deed, who is told what to do and does it. Hawker had heard how the Colonel and Daniels had slaughtered Indians; there was even a tale of how Dunston had taken a squaw bride. Hawker looks to Daniel's low strung Colt Armies, and the bulge under his waist coat, no doubt another pistol. A thought strikes him. The Colonel is your thinking man's Daniels. A man of deed and of thought.

      A beautiful, long legged woman leaves the Colonel's office; she turns to Hawker on the way.

      “He’ll see you now, Mister Rawlings.”

      

      Beau Dunston’s thumb lightly packs his pipe, while Hawker waits patiently. Dunston indicates for him to sit, Hawker does. The flame of a match teases the tinder of tobacco as Dunston sups breath through the pipe, after a moment the tinder burns.

      Hawker gazes around Dunston's office, the carpet is an exotic tapestry from a far off land, dark wooden paneling, an exquisite yet modestly sized chandelier hangs in the room’s center. There's a painting of Dunston himself, a plantation, and a photo of Keystone mine. On the wall is a map of Dunston, with a line where the imagined railway will run through.

      The first satisfying smoke fills Dunston's lungs; he's ready to begin.

      “So Mister Rawlings, to what do I owe this pleasure… have you had any further progress on Keystone?”

      “I’m still working on that sir, if they go into debt, Mister Devon’s side of the business will become yours. I’m not here about that, Colonel.”

      Dunston nods, waits and gestures – well?

      “It’s Jensen Hills, sir.” Dunston shakes his head in response. “No, sir, I have some good news.” Dunston sits upright. “We originally offered four dollars thirty cents an acre plus two hundred dollars for the property amounting to eight hundred and thirty-three dollars, seventy-seven cents… Or there abouts… Obviously, that transaction would have taken the prerequisite of twenty-one days to complete an-"

      “-Rawlings, get on with it.” Dunston’s impatient.

      “Well, Colonel, sir. He accepted the one hundred and thirty dollars from the safe, the ten dollars and twenty-five cents from my purse, and the two dollars from Miss Penny’s purse as payment.”

      “What?”

      “Mister Hills took one hundred and forty dollars, twenty-five cents as payment.”

      

      Dunston looks to the map of Dunston Town; he now can have the railroad build its metallic canals across Jensen's land to Dunston.  Dunston doesn't hear what Hawker is going on about as he guides him out the room, years of work are coming to fruition.

      

      Beau Dunston is unsure what these emotions he feels are, but he needs to experience them alone.
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      JENSEN HADN’T SLEPT so deep since he can't remember. His mind wraps around Lotus, how her lithe, petite frame was cupped by his. They spent the night together, in her small room above the opium den. They joined in a tender release, then they smoked on the poppy and slept. Lotus asked him why he was going, he spoke about William Grace and how he died, how nothing was being done for retribution. She then asked Jensen why he was doing this? Jensen confused by the question.

      “Cause, it’s the right thing to do.”

      She understood. Lotus wasn’t bitter or angry. She just said to Jensen.

      “I hope you find your retribution.”

      Jensen didn’t quite catch the meaning, and when he said he’d come back when it is all done, she simply smiled. She gave him opium resign for the journey, in a small jade necklace, which he promised to return.

      

      As Jensen crossed the morning’s dusted street, he turns back to look at the opium den and up to Chyou Chen’s window. Chyou is looking out from behind her veiled window at Jensen.

      She sees him looking up; she moves as if to remove the veil to wave goodbye, she doesn't. She waits. Jensen finally turns away and keeps on walking; he's headed to the gun store. Chyou sits on her bed, her hand strokes the buckled mattress from his mass, she ponders upon a future she knows will never materialise, and it makes her smile.
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        * * *

      

      Cranley Crawford was a man of routine, he stoved his breakfast of eggs, bacon and had his coffee. He made his way downstairs into his shop store. Cranley, spindly yet spritely and youthful, with three scores and a dozen years under his belt, has seen his fair share of history. Family and friends dying, wars from foreign contingents. Though through it all he’s noticed what’s changed more than most, not men, or their attitude to other men, or women, not the land, but guns. Man has a knack of a way of making better weapons for killing than just about anything.

      Cranley stands in the middle of his store: rifles, pistols, flintlocks, single shot, shotguns, ammunition, belts, tools, and oil to ensure they all work in the field. Cranley's routine normally consists of dusting down the displays, ensuring each and every mechanism was fluid and firm. This morning was different; there was a person at the door, he opened to a fellow; cleanly shaven and dressed in fine, functional clothes. The first thing Cranley noticed is this fella doesn't have any guns on him, though he stands with a pistoleer swagger. The stranger tears into a wad of tobacco, and turns to Cranley.

      “You’se open for business?”

      Cranley swings the sign on his door to ‘open’ and gestures to it. Jensen takes one last glance at the opium den and enters. Cranley too glances to the opium den before following.

      

      The Colt Navy is over a foot long of iron, yet two dance and spin in Jensen's hand, cradled, cared for and understood. Cranley puts his glasses on and pushes it up his nose. He looks at Jensen; this bulky man should be ungainly, slow. But he ain’t.

      “You obviously been handing iron before, son.”

      Thump - Jensen drops one. He bends and picks it up, flips the pistols, so the grips point towards Cranley.

      “Sorry, it’s been a while.”

      Cranley checks the gun, “It’ll be fine, it’s a Navy. But you don’t want those precision pistols. The cartridge is the way to go.”

      “I hears they've bought out some contraption where a man no longer needs to cock his own hammer," Jensen says.

      “Double action” Cranley looks dubious. “Yeah a few of the youngsters have ‘em, but I say, if your gun was meant to be loading the hammer isself, then why did God give us thumbs?”

      Jensen nods in agreement, as Cranley passes him a different pistol.

      “Here’sa Colt .45, the peacemaker. Been around for five years.”

      This Colt had a little less iron to it, shorter in length, perhaps better on the draw.

      Jensen looks down the lines. He nods reassured in its potential to get a job done. He hands it back to Cranley.

      “It’s called the Peacemaker, cause if that Colt round hits somethin’ it’s gonna make pieces of it.”

      “Any good?” Jensen asks.

      “Well it’s all about feel, you know, you might not like my woman, but I do.” Cranley holds a Smith & Wesson Model 3, along its body, are fine carvings. "This is a Smith an' Wesson .45, embellished by Gustaf Young.”

      “I ain’t buying a pistol on the pretty.”

      “It’s more than pretty, son.  A top break system,” Cranley pivots the pistol in half, showing the six chambers for loading, with a flowered prong raising up the further the pistol opened. “That extractor takes the empty cartridges out… saves time on the loading.”

      Jensen is impressed.

      “I’ve got the Russian model too, it’s shorter of the barrel, and the Scholfield” Cranley enthused.

      Jensen checks the weight of the Schofield Model 3, Cranley keeps going.

      “Used by Buffalo Bill, Texas Jack and the like.”

      "I guessing you need quickened chambering if you're gonna keep missin'."

      "Speed helps," Cranley responds.

      Jensen palms the Colt .45 he flips it.

      “I prefer a slow mind to quick hands.” Cranley ponders on Jensen’s words. “Makes aiming easier.”

      Jensen flips the Colt, and draws it as if coming out a holster; he practices a couple of times

      “I’ll be needing something to be holding one high, under the shoulder, two on each hip. One in the small of the back.”

      Cranley takes his spectacles off. “Four pistols?”

      Jensen nods.

      “What’s your size?”

      Jensen without thinking, as if he remembered himself from a different era.

      “Medium.”

      Both Jensen and Cranley gaze at Jensen’s ample girth. Jensen continues.

      “What’s up from medium?”

      

      Jensen is buckled up, with a Cheyenne holster of recently rubbed sandalwood, flexible and creaked to the bend. A rawhide strap looped through the holster and around his leg, another in the nape of his back and one under his shoulder. Each holster has a pistol in, Jensen wears it like a second skin. In turn, he reaches for each, with a snap of iron on leather, he draws them with ease.

      Jensen's gazes around the store at the ammo, and the rifles, his eyes settle upon a Winchester 73. Cranley instinctively passes it to him.  Jensen nods in thanks and shoulders the rifle.

      “Winchester 73. That’s nearly 50 inches of precision machinery. A fifteen-round tube, lever action, .44-40, centrefire cartridge. We have the Winchester 76 also.”

      Cranley points to another rifle; it's larger, heavier. Jensen chuckles.

      “I ain’t hunting grizzly.” Jensen taps his finger across the Winchester 73’s stock.  “It’s a thing of beauty, that’s for sure, old man.” Jensen tests the lever, a buttery smooth action. “I don’t plan on carrying round one cartridge for me pistols, ‘other for me rifle.”

      Cranley winks and smiles.

      “I saw you took a liken to those Colts, well they’se seen to it that the Colt Army Frontiers has matching calibers.”

      Jensen takes the Frontiers and weighs it. Cranley is curious.

      “Sorry, son. I see lots of folks coming through here, ol’ Cranley can kind o’ tell a man’s or woman’s needs when it comes to arms. But you… Do I know you’se from somewhere?”

      Jensen brings out a wad of bills; he's ready to move on.

      “Cranley, I’m just a farmer that needs to track down a few wolves. That reminds me, I need a Jim Bowie knife. I got a wolf caged an’ I plan on taking its pelt.”

      

      Jensen heads to the store, for tobacco, supplies, water pouches. At the corral, he spends the last of his money on a mule to accompany his large roan and feed for them both.
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      SHERIFF GILL TUNSTALL leans back in his chair, boots off, feet up on his desk. He has a precision Colt Navy in hand, a gun common in the civil war. He'd nearly been in a gunfight once, but thankfully Sheriff McCoy talked the hoodlums down. Gill chews his lip in focus, tries spinning the pistol on his trigger finger. It loops, and he catches it in his hand.

      Loop, and again. Loop… Crash - It hits the slatted floor. Tunstall looks around; he tries to reach for the Colt from his chair, his fingers glance its body. He stretches and twists, determined not to get out or up from his position. Tunstall cranes his neck and just manages to loop his finger in the trigger guard and pick it up.

      “There-”

      Tunstall freezes and slowly raises his hand. A gaping gun muzzle, from a Colt Frontiers, is waving in his face.

      

      Tunstall was handcuffed once before, as a joke by the other deputies. It wasn’t funny then, and it sure as hellfire isn’t funny now. Jensen has Tunstall handcuffed to his desk, arms stretched out, and in a prone position.

      “He’s got “friends” that Winston…” Tunstall tries to warn the crazy old man.

      Jensen grabs a dirty cloth and goes to shove it in the sheriff's mouth. Tunstall manages to get some words out before his tongue tastes dirty, covered linen.

      “What you planning on? Gunning down Harley like a dog?”

      Jensen prods the rank cloth in deep. He stands up and looks down on Tunstall. He draws his Bowie knife. It's finely honed nine-inch blade that whispers hush against its harness, as steel strokes leather.

      “No.” Jensen retorts.

      As Jensen leaves, he snatches a bottle of whiskey from the side and pries it open with the blade.

      

      A gaol cell is a place for reflection and respite from the hardship of life's toils. Winston knew he was soon to be released, that him being incarceration was just for show. He knew the people of Dunston needed to see someone held accountable for the bank raid. He also knew Tyler Devon, and the boys couldn't just ride back into town. On his return to Keystone mine, they’d sure as-you-like throw a hog-killing time, for their pal Winston. So right now, he did the only thing he could do, sleep.

      In his sleep Winston never heard the fumbling of iron against iron, or the clunk of an unlocking cell door. He didn’t feel a broad, long hand wrap around his ankle, not until its grip clenched like a blacksmith’s vice.

      The following seconds of disorientation as he’s dragged by his ankle to the floor, are accompanied by the sharp pain of what felt like knuckled hoof crashing into the kidneys.  Gasping for air, yet betrayed by his lungs, Winston rolled over flailing his arms, as a means to stop any more harm coming his way. All he saw was that old man who came by earlier, clean shaven and armed to the hilt, bearing down on him. This old man, snatches Winston’s arms out the way, rolling him back to his side.

      “We gonna talk.”

      Harley’s last moment of consciousness is punctuated by a fleshy sledgehammered hand, ramming home against his cheek. CRACK -  welcome to the black.
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        * * *

      

      Dunston town is a good few miles behind Jensen, as he slowly rode his Roan up through Sling Back Gorge. Knocking back the Sheriff’s cheap whiskey, he knows he’ll be found soon enough. He left the Sheriff in Harley’s cell. Dunston will be pissed. Daniels and the Pinkertons will no doubt want to take him in.  As for Harley, he was draped over the mule in tow, behind his jogging horse.

      A screeching from upon high cuts through the fresh morning air. A Red Tail Hawk cuts its passage across a clear blue sky, its unfurled wings catch a waft of thermals as it waxes to the sun.  Jensen watches, as his horse slows to a walk. He lifts his whiskey in salutation, in recognition of the Hawk’s freedom.

      Jensen glances back to the unconscious Harley, he speaks at Harley as a ways to pass the moment, or give it some significance.

      “It struck me that we’re just plum dumb, the further we civilise from nature, the mor's we lose our freedom."  He has a single snort of an agreement, then hits the bottle again.

      “But what do I know’s about it anyway.”
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        * * *

      

      Harley’s eyes twitch and shuffle through his lids. It’s the stirrings of consciousness. It’s helped along by a hardy SLAP, from Jensen’s calloused palm.

      “Fuck.” Harley comes round.

      He glances down to see he's sat on Jensen's roan. Hands tied, and a noose around his neck, slung round a tree above him. He struggles. Jensen cuts a wad of his tobacco and offers some to Winston.

      “Easy there, easy. You don’t wan’ the only thing between you’se and the turf bolting off, now… or.” Jensen imitates a hanging by cricking his neck. “Krrriccckk.”

      “You crazy bastard, you can’t kill me. Do you know who the fuck I know?”

      Jensen looks around. "Whoever they are, they ain't here now."

      There’s a moment of silence cupped between them. Jensen jaws the wad he just cut, he adopts a more serious approach.

      “Did you charge down that boy on the edge of town?”

      “What? No… My ride got shot, as I was leaving the bank. They left me stranded.”

      Jensen carefully watches Harley for responses; he's telling the truth.

      “Right, kid, you’re ‘alf way home. Nearly free… …Who’d ya ride with?”

      Jensen takes out a note pad and pencil. He locks a granite stare with Harley, Harley feels the guttural punch of intent behind Jensen’s words.

      “I need to find who killed the boy.”

      “Was he your son or sumin’?” Jensen doesn’t answer. Winston continues “I ain’t saying shit.”

      Jensen spits brown juice down Harley’s leg.

      "You can spittoon me all day; I ain't saying shit." Jensen takes the horse and starts to lead her away. "What the fuck. If you kill me, they'll come after you. They'll hunt you down" Harley is in full on panic, as he starts to slide from the saddle.  "Stop. Stop!" Jensen doesn't "Okay. Okay. Bedford Tannon."

      Jensen backs the horse up a touch. He starts to write down names.

      Beadfurd Tanone

      Jensen nods, go on.

      Harley responds, Jensen writes down each name, as he walks off.

      “Morgan Sandhill… …Graden White… …Two brothers Ben and Clyde, er, um, Jameson… …An’ Tyler Devon hisself.”

      Jensen in a distant focus, scribes down each name as he strides to a ridge, with a view of Sling Back Gorge. There are no dust-devils in the distance, no birds bursting out the brush. He figures they’re not onto him yet. He can let this Harley fella go and chase down these names on the list. Make someone pay, or get them to hand themselves in, or something. Jensen wasn’t exactly sure, what comes next, but the names were a good start.

      Jensen keeps his eyes on the horizon.

      "They ain't never gonna find out. I'll leave the mule; you can ride back to town. You can even make out like you escaped. They'll think you'se the big man."

      Jensen checks the names on the list, trying to ingrain them to his mind.  The beautiful roan nudges his shoulder, then chomps at the grass by his feet. Jensen in secluded rumination gently strokes the roans blue speckled white coat. Jensen stops.

      “Oh shit.” Is his mumbled response.

      He turns to Harley. Blue lipped, bulging eyes, spazm kicks, and twists, a fish out of water, as he gently spins on the hanging rope. Jensen knows that Winston is too far into death, to be alive. Jensen repeats himself.

      “Sshhit.”
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        * * *

      

      Every Friday, Mrs. Ellie Jones, would bring an apple pie to the Sheriff. Okay, Gill Tunstall was no Jay McCoy, but he was sheriff none the less. When she arrived, Gill Tunstall called out from the cells. Terrified she went straight to one of the Pinkertons, who informed the Colonel. The Colonel and his men arrived, to free the Sheriff. Beau Dunston sent Daniels off to get help. A special kind of help.

      

      That’s why Daniels is on his own riding up to the Black Forest.  Daniels had been a career soldier, never fought for what he believed, only what he was told to believe.  Joining the Union on account they seemed better equipped and more professional. He made the right choice.

      Daniels dismounts and guides his paint horse through a forest. He draws his pistol, and he checks the other pistols in his saddle. This was out of habit; he'd fought many a Missouri guerrilla, who would come under cover and hit fast and strong, to leave devastation and confusion in their wake. Like the Quantrill Raiders, that bushwhacked many a Union patrol, or civilian wagon train.  The Cheyenne would help scout for the Confederates, that’s one of the reasons he had troubles with their kind. Daniels didn’t like any kind, not even his own. He understood, rank and command. As the forest thickened, he braced the horse to a tree and carried on via foot.

      

      The forest painted out the sun and made the day feel like a winter's night. Daniels hears a crack, like a light footfall in the brush, he turns and snaps his pistol from its holster. He's on edge. His breath, locked into his lungs; as he waits…

      …it’s nothing.

      

      A few hundred meters is a long way in thick undergrowth and over-hanging branches.

      Daniel's reaches his destination, a pocket of a clearing, a hut, with furs and skins hanging from its roof. To the side, a tub, smelling of a sour, acrid stench; used for tanning hide.

      Daniels watches the hut, in expectation of movement. He settles.

      Daniels didn’t have time to react as he feels the heated breath of another person pressed against his ear, while the cold iron of a blade pressed against his throat. In all his years he'd never been ambushed, now the person who was looking for had found him. Daniels started to believe the rumours, that this person had been born dead and therefore is part man, part ghost and walks through both realms.

      Daniels whispers, his voice cracked with fear.

      “The Colonel has a job for you.” Daniels holds up a small purse, laden with gold.

      The blade slowly slides away from flesh; Daniels can breathe again.
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        * * *

      

      “Jesus, the man must have become sick in the mind. Partaking with the yellow peril will do that.” Colonel Beau Dunston stood in Harley's cell.

      Next to Dunston is the nervy Sheriff Tunstall and Daniels. Outside the cell are a couple of Pinkertons, smartly dressed, button down collars, tight hipped leather pants, silk double panelled string ties, with flat bowler hats and suit Jacket. Pinkertons were hired muscle, under the guise of a detective agency, former soldiers, and even criminals. Starting out of Chicago, Allan Pinkerton had created the biggest security company in the world; gunned goons for hire.

      The men all stare ground ward.

      “Colonel, sir. The Ol’man came before and was ranting ‘bout some boy, who was killed in that robbery…”  Colonel Dunston’s look extinguishes that train of thought. The Sheriff buttons up.

      Dunston looks ground ward again; he's expectant.

      “Marujo?”

      Crouching, inspecting the floor, thick set, with a darkly mystical presence, is Marujo. A native American, covered in buckskin, with tassels and symbols hanging off him, his jet black locks sweeps across his face. He mumbles to himself, as an internal dialogue with the spirits bubbles out in a strange tongue.

      Marujo’s painted fingers, rods on a plate like hand, gently plucks at something unseen. He holds it up to the light. As his crest of ebony hair parts to reveal swarthy flesh, revealing a raven tattooed across his face, like a mask. The whites of his eyes rest in the bird’s unfurled wings, whites that counter in stark contrast to the soulless black pupils they moat. A raven is the symbol of magic, a mystic's totem. His magic is of death, life was given to him, and now he must consume it.  Mraujo means born of a raven.

      He holds up a single wiry, grey hair, Jensen’s hair. Dunston notices the Sheriff taking a step back from Marujo. Dunston feels he should explain himself.

      "Gentlemen… This is Marujo. Damndest tracker I've seen, east or west of the Rio Grande. They say he's imbued with the dark arts, kicked him outta the savage lands for practising against their culture… God only knows what those heathens could think uncivil. He helped my unit track down Confederates, Comanche, Apache, Cheyenne, even some of his own tribe. Without him, I wouldn’t have got my two hundred scalps in a month, Kansas record, may I add.”  Dunston feels he has justified this heathen’s presence, seen as he has made such an effort to keep them from settling in Dunston.

      

      Marujo lights a match and burns some of Jensen's hair. He breaths in the vapour. The Sheriff watches on mystified. Then Marujo places the rest of the hair strand in a hessian hex bag.  The Sheriff mutters to Daniels.

      “What’s he doing?”

      Daniels shrugs. “I swear he can track a hawk’s shadow cross rock and water. Seen him do the darnedest of things, he cause a man-“

      Colonel Dunston grabs Daniel’s arm, to silence him. He fills the silence.

      “Marujo, what’s next?” Dunston asks.

      Marujo has a thousand yard stare, in a dark foreboding manner, he mumbles one word.

      “Ant’jjhnii.”

      He stands and leaves, the Pinkertons, like saloon doors swing aside for him, Daniels nods for them to follow the Native, they do.

      Beau Dunston turns to Sheriff Tunstall for a private word.

      "What are you trying to pull Sheriff? Are you pugnaciously implying that this here napping is justified, on account of a young lad?"

      “No, sir I-“

      “-Well I say that the crazy ol’ pig farmer finally snapped a spoke. I’ve seen it before. Too much drink, opium, and mixing with another kind. Remember that. Keep your mouth shut, unless spoken to, and don’t go uprooting my men.”

      Tunstall rapidly nods, showing the clarity of his understanding.

      The Colonel straightens his waist coat, and jacket and leaves. Daniels starts to follow. The Sheriff grabs Daniels, as the Colonel moves out of ear shot.

      “What did that Native say?”

      Daniels swaps an unusually unsure glance with Tunstall.

      “I’m not sure, one translation is … Devil.”
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      GENTLY ROLLING PLAINS that reach on, the ocean of dry green meets a spooning horizon on a cobalt yonder.  Jensen's roan and mule are lightly grazing, as Jensen crouches to the earth.

      He’s making out some tracks.

      He strokes the earth as if she was trying to communicate with him. If so, he does not hear it. Jensen, still crouched, starts to roll a smoke, he talks to his roan.

      “Well, girl you got us into all kinds of shit… an’ I ain’t getting anything from here, in a bag of Sundays.” Jensen holds his hands in front of his face. “It might be I’m needing spectacles on my eyes, can’t tell if these tracks head North or Weste-“

      A true gunslinger moves then thinks, it's how they survive.

      Movement unhindered by thought, feelings, intent, is efficient - purposeful and fast. Before he can measure a response, Jensen snaps out his pistol, twirls, and points the gaping barrel ready to deal death…

      …Startling…

      …A man in a dirty pink suit, with frills, top hat, and next to him a half-man, a dwarf, dressed in loose regal clothing. Both freeze in their tracks, behind them, is the Carnival's caravans from Dunston.

      The Dwarf steps forward, he’s surprisingly calm.

      "Bonjour. I am Lord Louis De'Cart, the last bastard Prince of Lilliput. My companion here is Waylen Daly, an elixir procurer." He says in a lilt of an accent.

      Waylen throws Jensen a bottle of greenish-brown liquid, he snatches it out the air.

      Waylen, never one to miss an opportunity, hits his sales pitch, even if it is under the barrel of a gun.

      “Of the Waylen Daly miracle elixir.  For what is life without… With… Ain't quite finished that pitch."

      Jensen stands, holsters his pistol and says one word.

      “…Living…” Waylen is dumbfounded. Jensen examines the bottle and motions to throw it back, but Waylen gestures – It’s yours.

      Jensen shoves the bottle in his saddle bag.

      “Ain’t right to sneak up on folk.”

      The dwarf responds “Never ones to be offending, we just saw a huddled figure and thought, perhaps you were a traveller in need of assistance.”

      "Or you're vulturing for some pickings," Jensen observes.

      "Well, if you were demised… You can't take it with you. So-"

      “-Hey, there ain’t no sham’ in appropriating a dead man’s shoes. Done it mesself many a time.”

      Lord Louis offers his hand in a friendly gesture, Jensen accepts.

      “The name’s Hills.”

      "Our little family is heading north if you're travelling the same road."

      Jensen glances back to the indistinguishable tracks. He lights the smoke he rolled. Scratches his stubbled throat, a course percussion.

      “I reckon we will ride for sum.”

      

      Jensen mounts his horse, as Lord Louis heads back to the caravan, Waylen stares at Jensen’s back, as he rides off. He whispers.

      “For what is life without… Living." Why didn't the heck he think of that?

      Calls from the caravan, reel him back to reality.

      

      Jensen is already acquainted with Waylen Daly and Lord Louis. Now Lord Louis walks Jensen’s mount and mule, along the stationary wagon train and introduces the other carnival members.

      Chasing up the rear, a fine wooden caravan, with painted walls. Jensen reads the finely composed words, over a mystical looking Indian Chief, with a totem pole in the background.

      The Seer Chief Running Cloud.

      “The Chief tends to sleep as we travel.” Explained Lord Louis.

      The dwarf introduced Little Sparrow, the Chief’s daughter, a fine built, strong, Native American with a shock of blue in her eyes and a streak of steely independence. Her jet black hair is tied tight from her face, and across her lap, a rifle. She’s ready to drive the wagon. She suspiciously nods to Jensen, who tilts his hat in return.

      

      The next in the chain is a large long Conestoga wagon, pulled by four medium draft horses. The driver, Joseph Joseph, the strongman who’s arms are eternally exposed to the world, on account of no clothing could contend with them. He has a light beard of brown stubble, a thick jaw, wide skull, shoulders as broad as the Conestoga itself. He looked tall even when sat. In one hand are the reins, the other is wrapped around, Lynn Doll.

      Lynn had considered herself a woman since she was a young boy. It made perfect sense to her; she loved beautiful clothes, the feminine feel of well-crafted shoes, makeup, perfume. Unfortunately, a transvestite was no ways of making a wage, unless of course, you grew a beard and became the bearded lady. Lynn rests her head on Joseph Joseph's shoulder, the only man to make her feel truly feminine.

      They’re both vocal in their welcome of the new arrival, as he rides up next to them. He introduces himself as Jensen Hills. Joseph Joseph eyes Jensen as he rides on.  Joseph Joseph sees the spirit of the timber wolf spark in the stranger’s eyes.

      

      Waylen Daly is next in tow. Behind him a simple Chuck wagon. A kitchen on wheels, ideal for a snake oil sales man to wrangle his wares.

      

      Finally, Jensen arrives at the front of the wagon-train, where Lord Louis mounts a large covered wagon, like climbing a rock face and seats ready to drive.

      "My daughter is in the back, hopefully doing her studies when we break for food I'll introduce you."

      “I’d like that.”  Jensen nods to Lord Louis, who returns an elaborate salutation followed by a bow.

      The Dwarf cracks the reins, with a “Yahh.” And they are underway.

      The Carnival Caravans slowly make its way, iron trimmed wheels treading through earth at a leisurely pace. Jensen has nothing to think of, not the bitter need for justice, or the hurt of his history. He smacks a wry smile across his jowly jaw. Never had he met people who fits society worse than him. The sun began its fall as it races them to the horizon.
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        * * *

      

      It was unusual for Chyou Chen not to be down in the den at this hour, just as clientele were drifting in. She would help guide them, let them feel at ease and naturally push her wares on their complying wallets. She had no misgivings to her status or her purpose here.

      Right now, she wasn't in the den, she was upstairs, lightly stoned, staring at her reflection in the mirror. She gently combed her fine grain hair. Her mind conjures images of Jensen and the first day he crashed into her hemisphere. Only he can start a fight in the opium den. Jessie Weaver was a regular at the den and had the misfortune to reach over and smack Chyou's slender behind when Jensen was there. Luckily for Jessie, he didn’t feel his broken jaw through his drug haze, and Chyou managed to get him to Doctor Parker that same day. Jensen was like a sorry schoolboy boy. He may be a brute, but he was a brute she could feel safe with.

      She avoided the Den today as there were whispers and rumours about an incident at the gaol. How that crazy old pig farmer had gone loco, attacked the Sheriff, and one of the bank raiders in the cell. Now the Colonel was going to get a posse of men, with someNative tracker to hunt him down. The bounty had been set at five hundred dollars, to be taken to trial.

      She knew Jensen had his reasons, yet now the town of Dunston talked about this kidnapping over the robbery that took place only days ago.

      Chyou could hear shouting and commotion out on the main throughway below. She glances out the window, at the Colonel, who in peacock fashion is lecturing eight men. Behind the Colonel, scanning  those around him, a hyena measuring lame prey, is a Native American.

      The dark, brooding tracker looks directly up at Chyou, she’s behind a veil, yet it’s as if he knows he’s being watched. Chyou feels her blood stiffen, frozen by the chill in her gut. She backs away and draws in deep breaths. Moments later the whooping, shouting and the rolling cannonade of hooves as nine horses rumble out of town.
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        * * *

      

      It’s been a few hours of peaceful riding for Jensen and the Carnival. Jensen figured he had maybe a good half a day or more on those men who would mean to deal their brand of justice on him. He chuckles to himself at the thought of Dunston pissing his britches in a fury.

      There's been a lingering silence, which Lord Louis decides to confine.

      “Not often one meets folk on the road, decent folk that is.”

      “First time I’s been held as decent.”

      Lord Louis smiles.

      "You may be… Obstreperous, or resistant on occasion, I'm sure. But you are decent."

      Jensen attempts to mouth the word. Ob-str-p-o… Lord Louis freight trains on.

      "Our little family here has come to the end of its tour. Little Sparrow, the Chief, Lynn, and Joseph Joseph, are riding with us North West, to my cousin’s farm… More decent people.”

      “Gotta warn ya, you’se’l be riding through the Indian Nation, it’s called the Savage Lands, as they don’t take too kindly to folk.”

      Lord Louis smile. "One of the many advantages of being a freak of society, both ours and theirs, the Natives believe… they believe we’re cursed, and they give us a wide berth.”

      “Freak?” A muffled voice calls out from the back of the wagon.

      From the wagon's cover punches out a small head, with thick brown shoulder length hair, an open, honest face, laced with the need to make mischief, she's feisty and somehow adorable in the same sweep. This is Lord Louis' daughter, nine-year-old Mazy.

      “Papa stop saying those things.” She doesn’t notice Jensen. “You’re no freak… …You are amazing.  Can we stop for my necessaries?” Lord Louis nods in Jensen’s direction.

      “Mister Hills, meet Mazy.”

      Mazy stares at Jensen for a confused beat, she then pops her head back behind cover.

      "Howdy." Jensen is too late; she’s gone.

      “Excuse me, Mister Hills.” Lord Louis calls back. “Mazy we haven’t been transiting for long. Couldn’t you’ve gone before?”

      “Papa! There’s someone listening.”

      “He’s not… are you?” Jensen shakes his head, no. “See… …Use the travelling bowl.”

      “But it may splash upon me again.”

      Her bladder forces her hand; Mazy jumps out on to the box seat by her father.

      "It's okay Papa; I can go on the move. I’ll just jump off.” She turns to Jensen in a la-di-da swagger, putting on an elegant accent. “Even a princess needs to pee.”

      

      Mazy motions to step off the wagon, her footing slips, momentum pushes at her as gravity’s grip pulls. She tumbles, bounces off the roan’s shoulder to land hard in front of the oncoming, turf churning, wagon wheel. Her small frame will be furrowed in half.

      Before, Mazy hits the ground.

      Before, Lord Louis felt the stabbing pain of fear impale his gizzard.

      Before Jensen can think, he moves.

      Jensen flings himself ground-ward.

      Lord Louis smacked with panic, stiffens and yanks at the reins.

      Jensen lays on top a Mazy as the slowing wheel hits his back and grinds deep. He feels the burn of stretched flesh, gloved by an intense throb of a body braced to its limits and wrenched to the verge of breaking.  Jensen involuntarily grits his teeth, as the crack of electricity punches into his spine. He shouts out.

      The wagon stop, Joseph Joseph’s broad back braces against its mass, with an iron will and iron warping muscles, he too shouts out as he moves the carriage off of Jensen.

      Lord Louis dismounts.

      “Mazy!”

      Jensen dazed, breathing heavy, scoops Mazy out from under him. She stands, brushes herself down as if getting up from a picnic.

      "Thanks, Mister. You okay?"

      Jensen looks to Mazy and wearily nods. – Yes.

      “Lucky for us you’ve got a lot of padding.”

      Jensen is bewildered by the remark, as he accepts Lyn’s help in getting to his feet.

      "Thanks, Ma'am."

      Lord Louis shakes Jensen's hand and pats his shoulder; Mazy runs off.

      “Be back in a minute Pa. Thanks again Mister.”

      "Mister Hills, thank you, thank you." Lord Louis is still vigorously shaking Jensen's hand. Lord Louis, Joseph Joseph, Lynn Doll, Waylen Daly and Little Sparrow stand around Jensen.

      Jensen tries to play down the reaction.

      "Look it ain't nuffin, I often find messlf doing things without' thought."

      “Your actions were of a Brave.” Little Sparrow added.

      Jensen looks to Lord Louis, confused and concerned.

      “She said I had lots of padding?” It’s almost as if Jensen doesn’t realise how large his girth stretches.

      “Sorry.” The dwarf adds. “She uses rudeness as a defence… Got that from her mother… and just like her, she’s in charge as well.”

      Joseph Joseph places a hand on Jensen’s shoulder and without a word, gives him that look of concern. Jensen waves it off, it hurt but I'se all good.

      “Are you Okay Mister Jensen?”

      “I won’t be needing one of your potions quite yet Waylen.”

      Waylen smiles, he turns to the rest of the group.

      “Right my fellow, fellows.” He bows. “Once again it’s been a fruitful season, but I must end our running gambit and head to pastures new.”

      Each travelling companion, in turn, hugs Waylen goodbye, as he declares his new destination.

      “Keystone.”

      “Keystone?” Jensen asks Lord Louis.

      “The mining town due North. Waylen thinks there’s a ripe market for his elixir. Got permission from Robert Devon, himself. The place is full of chain gangers and the like, how much custom can you get from that?”

      Jensen had heard of the name Devon, from that lad that gone an hung himself; who was  also from a chain gang. Jensen fumbles for his note pad, he flips the pages of each name until he reaches one. He asks the dwarf.

      “Is his son Tyler Devon?”

      "That's right," Waylen interjects.

      

      Jensen strides with purpose to his horse, his recent meeting with a wagon is now long gone. Jensen mounts his roan, and he glances to his mule in tow. He hands the reins to Lord Louis.

      "I won't be needing the mule, jus' slow me up… She's served me right for this last day. She's got feed and such on her. Give her to the kid, from me."

      

      Before anyone can say goodbye, Jensen bolts off. The Carnival glance to each other, then to the ever stretching piece of land between them and the stranger.

      Lord Louis speaks out as if talking about a memory.

      “Strange one, that Hills fella.”

      Little Sparrow brings weight to her words.

      “Father said, there’s a storm on the horizon.”

      They look to the horizon, it's a bright, beautiful day, with a fading reddish sky on a flat land. The only thing on the horizon is Jensen, galloping with fury. His roan's hooves are shovelling turf as he passages to what could be the gateway to his reconciliation, whatever that may be.
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      THE LONG SHADOWS OF RIDERS lay flat against the turf. The Sun, a dimmed orange ball balanced on the horizon, steadily stretches these dark spectres till they merge into a shade.

      In the shade, under a tree, gently swinging is the strangest of fruit, Winston Harley.

      Beau Dunston watches his men cut Harley down. He watches as Daniels conducts a decent burial. Marujo, however, is stroking the turf, reading signs, to then sit against a tree in meditative wait.

      A shallow grave, with a few stones across its mound, is sufficient in the Colonel’s eyes. After all, Winston was hardly a war hero, or from good stock.

      The Colonel and Marujo are eager to leave. As the last of the stones were laid, Daniels, Tunstall and the Pinkertons mount their horses. Now, this has become a man hunt. The air of disbelief is pushed aside.

      "That murdering son-ov-a-bitch," Daniels mutters.

      Gill Tunstall is still in shock, something inside stirs, a whisper from history comes calling. “Never thought he’d have it in him.”

      “Men.” The Colonel commands.

      Marujo knows they’re on their way and he mounts his horse. Dunston continues.

      "You know what this… this renegade has declared himself, judge, jury, and executioner." Dunston's horse starts to snort, and hoof the turf; he feels the palpable tension. “We cannot let this continue, it is an affront to the civilisation we’re building, an affront to me …The bounty is now one thousand dollars… Living… Or dead."

      

      Marujo leads the charge, as they thunder in pursuit of their prey.
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      THE NIGHT RAIN RENDS the air to bullet onto the oiled canvas of a marquee. Nature's percussion only slightly dims the man-made din from inside. The sound of songs, drink, cheer, with the occasional scuffle of bodies in a ruckus, accompanies the hard bitten rain.

      The Marquee is the centerpiece of Keystone mining town. This is the place for the predominately male population to gravitate. No longer were the workers allowed in Dunston town so the Marquee was constructed, and became an extra source of revenue for Keystone. Then came the stores and more workers and living quarters. Keystone was a town that was on the opposite side of the board to Dunston. Where Dunston was a blossoming in its gentrification, Keystone is run by criminals, policed by criminals, to control the criminal element that worked there. There's a steady flow of people pouring in and out the marquee.

      Jensen in his long duster coat, with saddle bag over his shoulder, brushes past the marquee’s flap of a door. He bumps into a body that's exiting… A young upstart of a man. They briefly stab eyes at each other.

      

      Tyler Devon didn’t recognise the oafish old man that just collided with him as he was exiting the Marquee, and he recognised most the faces in Keystone.  Whoever it was that brief glance they shared showed the man had no clue who Tyler Devon is. It was lucky for that geezer that Tyler was looking for action of a different kind.

      

      As Jensen stepped in from the dank, dark night into the Marquee, it felt like he was striding into a fabric of noise, smoke and liquor fumes. Jensen instinctively eyed the place, filled with working girls, two bars, a stage for a band, and sentinel shotgun security littered around the room. Jensen noticed the patrons of the marquee had no holsters or pistols. He pulls out his note pad, as he turns the pages, Jensen sees the parchment is wet, fibrous from the torrent, he can make out one name.

      Beadfurd Tanone.

      A Shotgun wielding guard, a former convict and soldier, sees Jensen armed to the teeth, he whistles a warning to the other shotgun totting scar-hewed guards. Their guns snap to Jensen. The Captain of the guard, strapped with the look of a bitter Confederate soldier just waiting for the war to spark back into life, approaches Jensen. He’s direct as a 45 round.

      “You, sir. Side and field arms are forebode in the marquee.” Shotguns raise to shoulders with intent. “Oblige us, by handing them over.”

      Jensen already knows this is a fight he has lost. He raises his arms in the air and thinks fast.

      He puts on a strange accent, like an impression of an impression.

      “I’m Waylen Daly. I am a listed tradesman on your books.”

      Jensen slowly reaches into his saddle bags; shotguns twitch, he motions calm and moves slow. Jensen pulls out a bottle of elixir.

      The Captain nods to a nearby guard, who thumbs through a ledger. His fingers trace across names, he finds Waylen Daly and shows it to the Captain.

      "Well mister Waylen, sir." The Captain responds. "You seem to be early… But welcome to Keystone. You will have to forgo the pleasure of carrying sidearms."

      Jensen nods and unbuckles his holsters. He passes his guns and belts over, he asks.

      “Can I make an announcement?”
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        * * *

      

      "It's a god-blasted monsoon," Tunstall calls out. "How we gonna follow his tracks, in this?” The mounted posse wait in the drench.

      “You ever been in a monsoon Tunstall?” The Colonel challenges.

      There’s no answer.

      “Then like I said, keep your lip buttoned… An’ don’t fret about this old man, nobodies expectin' much of you anyhow."

      A gentle wisped glow in the night slowly approaches them; it floats with a gentle bobbing rhythm. It's Marujo; his face is the apparition of death in the light of the lantern he holds. The Raven tattoo, which stretches its unfurled wings across his cheeks, seems darker than the pitch of the night. His eyelids blink, revealing their blackened ink across them. His eyes are swollen balls of porcelain white, with blackened holes to a soulless vessel of hate.

      Marujo looks to the Colonel and nods.

      “We’re going the right direction.” Shouts the Colonel, as Marujo mounts his steed, the men ride off.

      Marujo sits in a moments silence, bringing the hex bag to his nose, to snorts in deep, he can taste a man's soul, and it's the only hunger he has ever known.

      Marujo rides hard into the night, knowing that a soul eater must consume.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jensen’s muddied leather boots stand on the stage. Jensen stares out at a mass of people, drinking, singing, cavorting, yet one by one they turn to look at him. The guards seem nervous, the Captain signals, it’s okay.

      The saloon quietens down, the piano's tempo staggers to a stop. Jensen has his lower stomach in his upper torso; it's like the moment with Lotus, only unpleasant. The crowd senses weakness. Jensen fumbles for Waylan’s elixir. The crowd of criminals, former criminals, soldiers, hard bitten whores, feel a feeding frenzy coming on, someone heckles Jensen.

      “Get on with it!”

      That’s what Jensen needs, something to react to…

      “That’s what your wife said to me last night.”

      The heckler stands up dumbfounded.

      "This magical elixir I behold here will enhance every aspect of your life."

      Another raucous crowd member pipes up.

      “Bullshit.”

      The primer set, the barrel ram rodded with powder ball and ready to fire. The room was waiting for the sparks to fly and the powder to ignite.

      Jensen sees the whore sat on the vocal man’s lap.

      “Better hope it don’t cure her blindness, cause this will fix anything but your face.”

      The crowd roar, laughing in agreement. Jensen has just thrown his hat into the ring; had has come out shining, he’s winning the crowd over. Jensen continues.

      “My name is.. W-Waylan Daly and my magic elixir will offer the benefits of improved health, wealth and,” Jensen grabs his own groin. “seeding qualities.” Jensen points to one of the Hecklers. “You’re gonna need two.”

      “He’s gonna need more than that.” When the crowd is with you, they’re with you.

      “It sounds like you know too much.” Jensen retorts, another wave of laughter washes over the crowd.

      “Listen up, listen up” Jensen waves the crowd down. “I came here for one day only, I leave tonight, as in two days yonder a young Winston Harley, a robber by trade, is up to for a hanging in the town of Dunston… One of his fellow robbers… A certain,” Jensen looks at the name on the soggy paper, "Bedford Tannon has a bounty of five hundred dollars, and another five for each of them riders that rode wid’im. So be assured they will be apprehended in due course.”

      There's confusion in the air; firstly this broad bellied stranger was trying to sell his elixir, now he was giving a public announcement. The name Bedford Tannon had people glancing around the marquee; he seems to be known.

      Jensen sees two shaded silhouettes at the back of the marquee make a nervy exit. Jensen jumps off the stage in pursuit. The Captain nods to the musicians who kick up a score again. One of the hecklers grabs Jensen.

      “You think you-” Crack- Jensen's clubbing fist rams deep into his solar plexus, as Jensen lowers him back down to a seat.

      The heckler is left gasping, like a toad, as Jensen leaves.

      “Side irons can be retrieved on exit.” Says the Captain, as he points to the door.

      Jensen nods as he strides in pursuit of the two figures who have just rushed out into the night.

      

      Jensen charges into the storm outside, with little concern as the rain pounds against his duster and pours off the brim of his hat. He pushes past people as he buckles his holsters into place.

      Each of his pistols is loaded with five rounds, with one empty chamber for the hammer to rest. Too many  young soldiers have experienced a misfire from a clipping of a hammer, or a sudden jerk of movement. Jensen squints as he stares deep into the night, through the rain. He sees two shapes, men departing, with the gait of a frantic nature.

      Jensen follows.

      

      Bedford Tannon, maybe slow of wit, but he ain’t stupid. Tyler is gonna want to know about this man who’s come to Keystone and spouting about a hanging. The Colonel Dunston must have reneged on his agreement with the Devons. Bedford though slower in wit than Graden White was older and more experienced. They march through the rain and the mud, away from the marquee. Bedford reaches up to his head and realises he left his hat in the marquee.

      “Shit… I forgots me hat.”

      “Forget your hat!”

      Graden isn’t listening. His panicked words pace quicker than their striding legs.

      “Tyler told us his Pa had taken care of bisness. Tha-that Harley would not come to harm, an' wus gonna be free'd. He might be lying to us, Bedford. Or he’s trading us in fur-”

      Bedford turns to Graden and slaps him; the rain rushes off his face. They stand to face each other, two beta hounds judging their next move.

      "Graden. Tyler ain't into letting his boys down… There's something a foot.” Bedford rests a hand on young Graden’s shoulder. “Now get a grip. We need to find Tyler. I’ll go to his cabin. You’se sees if he’s at the office. Then we’ll meet by the horses.”

      Graden nods, it seems like a good plan. They march off in opposite directions.

      Stepping from the shadows, large frame just contained in his duster, comes Jensen. He's just missed them. He decides to follow Graden; the shadows engulf him once more.

      

      Graden, in a marching run, bundles past buildings, slipping and sliding in the watery mud, he reaches out for support. He looks up to the mine's central office, a cabin, its windows hold lantern light in their frames. Either Tyler or Mr. Devon are home.

      Graden scrambles up the sucking muddy path to the office. His boots to his thighs covered in a glue of soaked dirt. He makes it to the central office's main door; he motions to knock… And stops.

      He rehearses what's he's going to say.  “Sorry, Mister Devon, sir. Is Tyler, your son, in?”

      Graden thinks for a second; maybe he should just drop son? He nods in agreement with himself, after all, he's sure Robert Devon would know he means Tyler Devon.

      Graden goes to knock.

      By the time he feels Jensen's granite hand scoop him under the chin, and drag him into the dark. It's too late. Graden scrambles, his boot heels kick into the mucus earth, his hands grab Jensen's arm. Graden is dragged unwillingly into the dark, to what feels like a waiting hell.

      Graden begins to scream.

      “Let me the fuck go! Let me go. I’m friends with Tyl-”

      -Jensen twists to the dragging mass of Graden; his arm is already in movement, the twist just gives it power. Jensen's hammer of bone and flesh rains down brutal blows on Graden…

      

      SLAM

      
        
        CRACK

      

      

      
        
        SMASH

      

      

      
        
        Graden is out cold; his limp body is towed into the waiting night.
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        * * *

      

      Nancy, a slender black girl, is thrown onto a bed. Tyler jumps up on the end of the mattress, showing his off his proud man hood. Nancy chuckles as Tyler swings his hips.

      “I’ve got’s one of those Mandingo’s appendages.”  He lightly kicks out at Nancy. “Well ain’t it?”

      She nods enthusiastically, imitating a slave’s response.

      “Yes boss, you’ve got a fine, fine-“

      Bang. Bang… The door is rattled on its hinges.

      "Pass me my shirt; I don't want to expose my particulars." Nancy throws him the shirt.

      

      Moments after leaving Graden, Bedford is at Tyler’s private quarters, he listens at the door and can hear the horsing around of young people discovering each other. Bedford knew this was serious, so he wrapped the door with gusto. Bedford was breathing hard and decided when he reached eight breaths he'd knock again.

      On his sixth breath the door swings open, Tyler is glaring at Bedford.

      “What the ‘ell, Bedford. Can’t ya see I’m busy.”

      Nancy pipes up “I ain’t doing any favours for your friends Tyler.”

      Tyler threatens the back of his hand, and Nancy hushes up.

      Bedford is drawn, almost mortified.

      “It’s about Winston.”

      Tyler brings the door to a near close as he steps out into the rain. He looks at Bedford for him to continue.

      "Some salesman has come to the saloon, and he was harping on about a hanging in Dunston, they're gonna hang Harley." Bedford panics. "We gots a bounty on our heads, Tyler."

      Tyler snaps Bedford a glance and Bedford nods as if to reassure Tyler that he’s telling the truth. Tyler ruminates all possibilities.

      “Na. That can’t be… unless.”

      Tyler marches back into his cabin. Bedford stands out in the rain.

      “Bedford get rid of her.”

      Bedford strides in, drenching the floor and the bedding as he grabs out at Nancy.

      She protests

      "Hey, can't I stay?" Bedford's wet, clammy hand grabs her ankle; she kicks out. "You're an asshole, Tyler.”

      Nancy grabs her stuff and storms out.

      Tyler ignores her and stares into a mirror as he’s getting dressed.

      “That asshole, Colonel. He’s betrayed us. Betrayed my pa. We made a deal with him, and he’s gun an’ broke it. I know it.” Tyler straps on his pistols.

      "What shall we do?" Bedford calms. "They could have a posse after us and Dunston must know where we are at. I told Graden to wait by the horses if he don’t find you. In case we’re needing to get some place.”

      Tyler turns to Bedford and gives a gentle, encouraging slaps on Bedford’s face.

      “You did good Bedford. Now, round up the others, Morgan, Clyde, an Ben. I'm gonna have a word with Pa, and I'll meet you by the horses. We leave tonight."
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        * * *

      

      Graden's limp body is slung against a mud bank; he starts to emerge into consciousness. Jensen slaps Graden's face.

      “Focus, I need ya to focus.”

      The rain slams hard into Graden’s face, as his eyes open up to the starless night. The rain bites hard into the mud bank around him. Graden shakes his head, trying to gather his bearings. Another sharp pain rings out across his cheek, the sharp slap of reality brings him back into the now.

      Graden motions to stand up, a force shoves him back into the muddy bank. Graden glances around, he's out of Keystone, against the mine itself. He looks for a route of escape. Blocking his escape is that Waylan Daly, who's trying to sell his elixir.

      “I know what you did. I just want to know what happened to the boy.”

      Graden’s confused. “I don’t know what you want. What boy?”

      “The boy you killed in Dunston.”

      Graden feels his soul washed through the pit of his stomach into the mud around him. The robbery. Innately Graden knew there would be consequences, ones that you could see rolling over the horizon and others that’ll get you while you’re asleep. Graden had heard about the boy, and tonight, baptized in this unexpected storm and before the cold fury of this man. Graden feels that fate has come knocking.
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        * * *

      

      Tyler had trounced through the mud up to where he knew his father was going to be; the mine's main office. Robert Devon is an engine full of steam. Tyler and his crew had attempted to rob the Dunston's municipal bank, to give money to Robert to pay back his debt to Beau Dunston. When Winston, a known accomplice of Tyler was caught, volleys of accusation were being fired at his son, Tyler. Robert had to ride to Dunston and agree to give the Colonel a greater percentage of the mine, so as bounties and legals were retracted. Just as Devon was clearing a loan from the bank to continue operations until the railroad got here.

      Now Tyler has told Robert that Winston is up for a hanging, and there’s a bounty on his son’s head.

      The agitation still prickles the air. Tyler, drench and muddied, stands waiting for Robert to bombard him with curses, they don’t come. Robert seems a man at the end of his waned tether. Robert stokes a fire.

      “You screwed up Tyler. Dunston is going to gain control of this mine, just as the railroad will make it profitable. I’ve verbally agreed.”

      "Pa, we can't let some Yankee Red Skin fucker turn back on the deal." Robert turns to Tyler; he still has some fire left. Tyler nervously spouts "He freely raped natives and … and I hear his forefathers were-”

      “-Listen to me. Listen. I made the deal. Me… I will handle the Colonel, and if indeed he has truly to tried a curly on us, I shall deal with it. I'm gon' ride to Dunston with a dozen of our men. Then we'll see what this maelstrom of shit is all about. You, you can just get outta my sight." Devon sits down and exhales his anger. He softens.  “Tyler, son. Get away for a week, head up to Johnson City, I’ll take care of it from here.”

      "Thanks, Pa."

      “And stay outs of trouble, and if trouble comes looking, just keep on moving.”

      Tyler leaves.

      Robert opens a draw in his desk; he starts to load cartridges into his Smith & Wesson.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Who did it?” Jensen’s stood bolt upright in the storm, behind him the stretching celestial eternity, cracked by lightning. The very particles themselves in electric excitation. Jensen's not just standing in the storm; he's become part of it.

      “Who stampeded the boy?”

      Graden is pale, beaten, he feels the bite to his marrow.

      “He just ran out in front of us… Jesus lord. We fired warning shots, but he just didn’t budge.”

      Jensen plays it out in his head, young William charging out in the street. Graden’s words unwittingly hit home.

      “…The fool was trying to stop us. Why? Who would do that?... Why?”

      Jensen is twisted inside out, grief and fury, in turn, wash over him. He turns his back to Graden, tilts his open face to the sky, the rain patters across his broad features. The sound of thunder are drums in the distance.

      “Why?” Graden whimpers.

      Graden, spots Jensen in a trance, he senses an opening, he reaches into his boot and keeps talking.

      “I don’t know man; maybe he was trying to be a hero… or he was stupi’ or somethin’.”

      Graden stands up a draws out a blade. “Now I’m going.”

      Jensen a blanket of numb turns to face him.

      Graden becomes the aggressor, wielding the blade, like a dog that's found its fangs.

      “Or do I have to cut you?”

      Jensen simply stares at Graden.

      “You gonna get out my way Ol-man?”

      Graden’s sharp blade dances and cuts the air, with the promise to carve flesh. Jensen never looks at the knife; he just stares at Graden. In that moment Jensen seems different, he's either lost apart of himself or mores the horrific point, found a part of himself, buried deep and long ago.

      “No.”

      Graden sees no fear in Jensen, and like a corned animal, Graden lunges blade thrusting.

      

      Jensen has had fist fights, knife fights, gun fights, he knows what it is to have that animal that resides in each man, the one that turns a man to killing. He knows what it is to have the animal consume the man. Few can experience the animal and man reside side by side with an equal view. Jensen has become that… As Graden's knife rents the air, he lunges the blade to plunge deep into flesh…

      Jensen side steps.

      Jensen drives his mass behind his hand, as it crashes into Graden’s face.

      CRACK…

      Teeth splinter, blood spews. Graden falls; dropping the knife.

      Jensen yanks Graden up and…

      THUMP…

      Lands a kidney blow, Graden cuts to limp, groaning.

      “I’ll get you money… I’ll turn myself in… What do you want!?”

      Jensen is stoney silent, there's nothing to tell Graden, there is no explanation, the animal wants, and the man complies. Jensen yanks Graden's head back and takes the dropped knife and drags it across the exposed throat

      SLASH…

      Iron, against pallid flesh, gushing crimson. Graden’s eyes are puffed in horror at the searing heat in his neck; he reaches to grab his throat to stem the blood. Jensen quietly, calmly holds Graden's hands back.

      

      As the blood flows the life out of his body, Graden makes breathy, silent screams. His larynx is ripped. Graden’s face and mouth contort. Jensen watches on, emotionless, cold. He holds Graden tight. The struggle abates, life ebbs its last, as the listless shell of a man sags.

      

      Graden’s dead-stare doesn’t change as his face crashes into the mud. His eyes never see Jensen walking off into the night, or the pooling of crimson water around him, the only thing left for his eyes now, is to fade to a bloodless grey.

      

      Jensen has just committed cold murder. Snatched another life from having any possibilities, having any more memories, possibly family from family. He marches though the mud as the rain washes the blood off him. All he can think of is the five others that are in line for some retribution…

      …and for anyone else that gets in his way.
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      A CRACK in the black sky is chased moments later by rolling thunder. The rain was in it for the long game; it wasn't going anywhere. Bedford Tannon nervously looks about, as he clasped the reins of six horses. Bedford had a price on him, at least that’s what he’s been lead to believe. Five hundred dollars would turn the head of many an ordinary man and would get bounty hunters circling like carrion. Let alone the criminal element of Keystone mine.

      

      Tyler Devon arrived, with him were: Morgan, nearly thirty, a calculating ex-soldier, Clyde a rough killer in his mid-twenties, with his younger eager brother Ben. Five riders, for the six horses.  Tyler takes command.

      “Okay boys, it’s gonna be okay.” Tyler snaps a glance “Where the creation is Graden?”

      "I said to meet him here," Bedford replies.

      The horses feel the agitation and act accordingly.

      “Maybe he’s gone already.” Ben chips in.

      “But that’s his horse.” Morgan’s insistent. “He’s a rustler ain’t he?... He probably nabbed ‘imself a horse.”

      “That dumbass.” Tyler surmises. “Hell, Morgan’s right, let’s get gone.”

      They all mount, with a horse left to spare they ride off. Morgan being the ex-soldier always checks his tail as he rides off. It could be a trick of the flashing lightning or a dance of shadows, but he thinks he sees a figure dash out from behind the marquee.

      Morgan crouches over his saddle and rides hard into the driving rain.

      

      Jensen sees the five riders tearing into the night, as if in pursuit or being chased. He knew these were his men… And they're getting away… Jensen runs forward drawing his pistol.

      He stops and aims, his bead dances over the ever shrinking targets, the rain, and the wind kick up in protest.

      That’s a shot he can’t make, at least not these days.

      

      Tyler and his riders passage with purpose from Keystone, desperate to put distance between them and the town. The horses snort steam and pummel the turf.

      As the town becomes globes of light in the dark distance, Tyler begins to slow. He slows to a stop, the rain eases up, and the thunder is ushered to silence, till next time. Tyler's posse pulls up by him. Morgan asks.

      “What did your Pa say?”

      Tyler’s volcanic. “This ain’t nothin’ to do with Pa. I’m in charge… we clear?”

      The posse in silent accord nod in agreement, though they know Devon senior is the real boss.

      “I told Pa, to go to Dunston and talk with that Colonel. Sort out this mess, or we will raise hell.” He hits a note of bravado. “We’re heading to Johnson City. I know a few willing girls up there, cheap an such.”

      Clyde asks an intrusive question.

      “What about the Colonel? They say he’s trying to take Keystone.”

      “So that’s why we hit the bank.” It dawns on Morgan.

      Tyler is angry; suddenly everybody knows the Devon's business.

      “My Pa owns the Colonel. Got it. He'll save Winston."

      Each man digests and accepts the lie.

      Each man looks across to the other, gazes smacking of distrust.

      "Hey, guys… Graden’s coming." Ben Jameson was the youngest of the lot; he didn’t quite know what was happening, so staring off into the black he notices a rider approach. All their eyes turn to the distance.

      Against the backdrop of Keystone’s winking lights, is a mounted silhouette. It rumbles towards them, a long coat flurries like wings in submission to the pace. It’s as though a nightmare was riding out of their dreams.

      “…That, ain’ Graden.” Morgan states. “I rode with him for near four years, and that ain’t ‘im.”

      The air crackles with nerves, pistols, and rifles slide out their leather holsters.

      Bloodshed is moments away; it can be tasted.

      Tyler remembers his father’s words.

      “Look, if Pa’s gonna salvage something from this hog's breakfast, then we won't be needing any needless killings." The posse looks to him. Tyler clarifies "If that's a Marshal, no amount of bribin’ will get those nooses from off our necks.”

      They understand, and they sheath their weapons. All the while that figure was eating up the dirt between them, devouring it with bad intentions.

      “What you got in mind?” Morgan asks Tyler directly.

      “We split up. Me an’ Bedford head to Johnson. Morgan, Clyde, and Ben, East. We get back here in two Fridays. Me Pa would have smoothed the maelstrom of shit out by then."

      It's wordlessly agreed upon, they break their formation and ride their respective tracks.

      

      Jensen’s eyes are not quite what they used to be, the rain had eased up, yet he didn’t notice he was riding hard. The whip of the wind snaps at his coat flaps; like the wings of the angel of death.   As he surges to his prey, he sees them split into two groups.

      Jensen while riding, reaches back and slips out his Winchester, he travels at a pace, shoulders the rifle and supports the barrel in the other hand.

      He aims.

      It’s no good.

      Without thought, Jensen makes a moving dismount, he slips in the mud and slams his left hand to the dirt, raising his rifle from the ground. He stands and marches forward.

      His muddy hand grabs his coat flap, and it cradles the barrel as he aims.

      Three riders balance in his sight.

      He breathes deep, his finger brushes the trigger to a gentle squeeze.

      That shooting breath is held, time slows, the riders seems to ride through a wall of water, their shapes become more defined and just as Jensen is about to spark the hammer and release the contents of a cartridge…

      He lowers the Winchester. The riders are too far away.

      If he misses, then he’s played his hand.

      He slips the rifle back into the saddle…

      …mounts…

      …and rides on in pursuit.
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      THE NIGHT’S VEIL hides a multitude of sins, more in Keystone than most place. The morning’s welcome heat sears the wet from the land to steam. The Keystone marquee is dirty, oily, muddy; it gently cooks too.

      Keystone workers walk through the muddied streets, many cradling a pounding in their skulls, as a reward for their night’s ventures. They move out of the way and call out respectful words to Robert Devon as he marches by. With Devon, is the Captain of his guards, trailing them twelve armed guards, all disciples to Robert Devon’s payroll.

      

      They head to the corral, where their horses are handed over to them. They mount and start a slow ride from Keystone.

      “The plan is, head into Dunston and parlay with the Colonel and find out what the hell he thinks he-“

      The Captain interrupts Robert. “-Mister Devon, sir. We may not be needing to go ta Dunston for that.”

      The Captain nods to the distant yonder. A posse approaches, The Colonel and an Indian tracker in the lead. Robert Devon thinks and verbalises.

      “They’re coming for my son.”

      The Captain draws his rifle, the other guards in unison bring out their weapons of choice, shotguns, rifles, pistols.

      This could get nasty.

      They wait, as the Colonel approaches.

      

      Beau Dunston’s posse slows as it closes in on the welcoming committee of Robert Devon, and his rough, rugged, vagrant type party. There’s immediate tension amongst the ranks. Except for Dunston, Marujo and The Captain. Dunston signals for his men to calm.

      “Mister Devon.” The Colonel is curious yet unfazed.

      “Riding with a native Dunston?” Robert retorts.

      “We’re in pursuit of a felon. Marujo here has proved his services, the best tracker I’ve known. I wager the best you’ve known.”

      Dunston watches as The Captain leans into Robert and whispers something. Robert conveys.

      “It’s been brought to my attention that your tracker, is a blight upon this land, a cursed-“

      Marujo, dark, dangerous, hyena like sneers. Dunston interrupts.

      “-Yes, yes. It’s also said he feeds on the souls of his victims. What point are you trying to make Devon? That you’ve started to put stock into mumbo-jumbo and folk tales.”

      Devon feels a welling of anger towards the Colonel.

      "Your posse ain't welcome here. We had an agreement Dunston, and you broke it. You threaten my son, you threaten me."

      It has turned sour fast; holsters quickly empty, as both parties have barrels aimed at each other, breaths shorten, pulses pound, expectations are wired.

      Except for the Colonel.

      “Don’t you ever compromise my integrity again.”

      Like the spokes of a wheel, all gun barrels point across to the other, waiting to spew their messages of death.

      It's silent, they breathe in unison.

      The squeaking of a cart approaches, no man dare look away. An old miner, who knows nothing but the black of a shaft, pushes the squeaking cart to Robert Devon. Once he sees the armaments on display, he stops.  He stutters.

      “Sir. mister Devon, sir.”

      Robert Devon never removes his rifle's sight from between Dunston's eyes.

      “What is it? Speak up, man.”

      “I found this body, down by the blast wall. An’ it ain’t no accident.”

      The eyes glance to the cart. Propped against the box seat is Graden’s mortified remains, blood drenched clothes, with his throat donning a slotted, bloody smile.

      The Colonel eyes the carcass also. There’s a moment of hesitation, like the stillness before a storm.

      The Colonel speaks.

      “Whatever your understanding of the situation Devon, know this. Some pig farmer, in my town, walked into my gaol, took a prisoner and brutally murdered him. This prisoner is one of the men who attempted on robbing my bank. Now another body turns up brutalized. Is he also one of Tyler’s?”

      The moment of stillness extends, Robert nods to the Captain, who lowers his rifle. In uniform compliance all weapons on both sides are lowered. The stillness remains, the storm never comes. Marujo dismounts and examines Graden's body. Robert stops the Captain from trying to stop the Indian.

      "So Dunston, you have my attention. A pig farmer did this? Is he after Tyler… My son?"

      Marujo runs his hands over the aura of Graden’s body. He walks back to his steed.

      “A-da-na-ta hi-gi. Nu-li-negv-gv”

      The Colonel glances to Daniels. Daniels translates.

      “Er, he says the bodies soul has been… eaten. That it has made him stronger.”

      “Him?... Who him? The pig farmer?” Robert’s confused by all of this.

      Eyes dart around the group to see if anyone has an answer.

      Sheriff Gill Tunstall clears his throat; he’s capturing the courage to speak. The Colonel notices Tunstall’s uncomfortable fidgets.

      “What Tunstall? What? If you’ve got something to say, say it, for God’s sake.”

      "The former Sheriff Jay McCoy, you knew him Mister Devon, sir." Robert nods, Tunstall continues. "Well, I know he liked to spin a yarn, and such. But when the Marshal Granger came a visiting they set to talking. An' Sheriff McCoy spoke that Granger told him a story, about Jensen Hills."

      “The point, Tunstall, get to the point. What did Granger know?”

      There’s a ripple of trepidation and growing expectation.

      “Sorry Colonel. McCoy warned me about the old pig farmer, now I know he liked to prissy me up and such. He always had a tale to tell.” The Colonel signals for Tunstall to hurry up.

      “McCoy told me that Jensen Hills…” Tunstall takes a breath as if he’s about to blaspheme.

      “Is… the Johnson City Butcher.”

      The words resonate, the air turns ice cold, as sharp intakes of breath are an involuntary reaction.

      

      Robert doubts the credence of such a claim.

      “Bullshit. The Butcher?”

      "It's what he said; I remember clear now… after this."

      Then the murmurs arrive, a bubbling brook pours from history.

      “Jesus, I thought he died, up in the mountains…” The Captain mutters.

      “I heard he went native, started livin’ with d’em Apache.” Says one of Dunston’s Pinkertons.

      The men who are of age, sit in their collective silence, ruminating on a legend from the frontiers. A young Pinkerton looks on unsure what to say.

      “What’s a Johnson City Butcher?”

      All eyes gravitate to the young pup. The Colonel removes his hat, resting it on his saddle horn.

      “Kid, you don’t want to know… But, I'm gonna tell you anyways. There’s a kind of myth to the man… If that is what he truly is.” The Colonel looks around the group to ensure they all know what they’re dealing with.  “If this is him, which I doubt, he’s the kind of bloody murder that killed just for the kicks of it. Or if you looked at him sideways, so it’s told. Nothing would live in his wake, man, woman, child, nor beast.”

      The Colonel is theatrical almost pompous while disclosing the myth of ‘The Butcher.’

      “They say in Johnson City, he gunned down a whole saloon, then, no one knows why he turns his Navy on his own wife and …Bang… Puts a slug in her. An’ she was carrying child.”

      This is a story that all the riders in the two posses know, yet they’re willing to hear it again.

      “Gentlemen know this, Butcher or no, I mean to track this murdering dog and finish him. I’ll put up $2000 on his scalp. I’ve killed enough myths in my time to know they die as easy as any man.”

      Greed overcomes any fear, the Pinkertons, Keystown guards, are inspired.  Robert Devon decides to chip in.

      “Let’s get this sick son-ova-bitch. Captain bring our three best shootists with us.”

      

      The posses has grown, it's on the trail headed out of Keystone. Thirteen riders thunder the plains. Horse sinew flexes, driven ever forward, churning earth. The Colonel, Marujo, Daniels, Devon, The Captain lead the assembly of assassins.
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      JENSEN is sprawled on a ridge of a gorge that tapers into a tight ravine of dusty flat rock. He sees dervish-dust-devils on the horizon. The signature of dirt being kicked up by hooves. He means on committing an ambush. A noise distracts him; he snaps about turn, Colt poised, hammer cocked. By Jensen's side is a small prairie rabbit, it chews the cud of the long grass, as it stares at him.

      Moments later Jensen is mounted, and as his roan pummels the turf, the rabbit darts off into the undergrowth.

      

      The ravine increasingly funnels to a narrow passageway. Speckled with bushes, walled by craggy cliffs that frame the sky, a dust cloud hovers in its broad maws. Three riders have passed the teeth of the ravine and are wayward to its throat.

      Morgan, Clyde, and Ben slow to a leisurely pace. Morgan surveys the circumference of their surroundings.  Clyde notice's the ex-soldiers edginess.

      “Relax Morgan. We’re clear o’ trouble. We should look to rest an’ make our destination from there.”

      “We can’t go too much further east; the Savage Lands be there, we'll have to cut South” Morgan warns.

      “What ‘bout that Marshal?” Ben’s still concerned.

      “Look, your brother’s probably right, we been riding through the night, it’s been muddy, raining, visibility ain’t good. There’s no chanc-“

      The slug arrives before the muzzle report. It’s as if time is distorted. There’s a dull thud of impacted flesh as Morgan jolts forward. He lets out a pained yelp. Spewing crimson spurts from his upper chest and splats speckles across his back. Then like thunder pursuing the lightning comes the familiar call of a rifle's cry, its crack, ricochets off the ravine walls.

      BA-BA-BOOM.

      The horses buck Clyde and Ben ride. Morgan clings to his saddle horn, bleeding on leather, loosely guides his horse.  Clyde and Ben dismount and scramble for cover.

      “Get the horses behind this rock.” Clyde knows that any good sniper will ensure that there’s no escape route and will target the horses.

      Morgan hits the dirt, and scrambles behind a rock, leaving a trail of dripping red that’s drunk by the parched earth.

      With the men behind a rock, they re-consolidate their situation. They draw pistols and rifles.  They're in separate cover, yet are in each other’s eye-line.

      Morgan leans against rock, leaving a sticky fluid membrane behind. He looks around as he tries to get his bearings, his horse is out in the open. He calls out.

      “Shit, my rifle is on me horse.”

      Ben and Clyde glance to each other, they have their rifles.

      "You got your pistols, Morgan." Clyde is unsympathetic. As long as he and his brother are good, that's what's he's all about. Truth be told, as long as he's okay, then his brother's health is just cream on the cake.

      “Can you see ‘im Morgan?” Ben calls out from behind cover.

      "Shit, I'm bleeding. When did I get shot?" Morgan is spiralling into shock; he can't remember the thud of the slug, just moments ago.

      “Can you see anything?” Morgan isn’t listening to Ben.

      Clyde is more forceful. “Morgan, get it together.”

      Morgan nods, he’s turning pale. Clyde whispers to his brother.

      “Morgan is just gonna hold us up.”

      “But Clyde he’s one of us.”

      “No. We’re one of us. He ain’t a Jameson.”

      Ben nods – Okay. He then calls out, to the sniper that has them pinned down.

      “What you want with us? Let’s talk about this.”

      Clyde throws a stone at Ben.

      “Shudup.”

      Clyde grabs the stock of his rifle and throws it over to Morgan.

      The rifle lands near Morgan, but to reach it he’d have to leave cover.

      Clyde divulges his plan.

      "It's only one man; we're going get on our rides, and tail back and flank him." Clyde nods to Ben, they move their horses close to the ravine wall, and in clambering fashion, mounts their horses. "Just keep us covered."

      Morgan watches as Clyde and Ben bolt off, they crouch low over their horse’s necks and disappear down the ravine.

      Morgan is struck parched, the sudden need for fluids consumes him. He looks down to the ever increasing ringlet of red, by his shoulder.  He glances to the rifle, if he doesn’t reach for it now, he may never feel inclined. Morgan crawls across and pokes his head out to peer from behind cover.

      It seems all-clear. He reaches for the rifle.

      The hard iron of a barrel presses against his head. Morgan stays motionless; he looks across to a shadow thrown out by a figure, Morgan looks up the legs of Jensen, who has the Winchester pressed against him.

      “Nice friends you got there, son.” Says the man who just shot him. Morgan swallows, his mouth dry, his throat coarse as splintered wood. Jensen looks at Morgan’s wound.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Morgan, Morgan Sandhill.”

      Jensen hears the bell of recognition behind the name, it fades.

      He continues.

      “Ever hear of a boy, William Grace?” Morgan shakes his head in response. “You will do.”

      The butt of the Winchester cracks down to the back of Morgan’s skull. He flops to the ground; he’s not having the best of days.

      Jensen mounts his horse and grabs the reins on Morgan’s; he rides off in pursuit. He knows Morgan isn’t going anywhere.

      

      Clyde and Ben, ease up on their gallop. Clyde looks back, Ben presses.

      “How we gonna do this?”

      “I ain’t heard no gunshots, did you hear any shots?”

      “No. How we gonna do this, Clyde?”

      “If Morgan fainted then he wouldn’t have needed to shoot.”

      “Clyde?”

      “Ben, we ain’t going back to flank the Marshal. I just said that to Morgan to make ‘im feel good before he dies… …It's called compassion."

      Ben measures up what Clyde says. He's always followed his brother, and though they might diverge on things, Clyde has always kept them alive. Ben reluctantly nods – okay.

      “No, Clyde, I ain’t heard no gunshots.”

      “Morgan could be dead, as we speak.”

      As if fate was challenging Clyde, the resounding echo of hooves approach. Clyde slips a shotgun from Ben’s saddle. He gives his younger brother instructions.

      “You ride on. Whoever’s coming round that there corner, I’m gonna pepper ‘em with holes.”

      Clyde dismounts and gives his horse’s reins to Ben.

      Ben protests.

      "What if it’s Morgan?”

      Clyde is getting tired of his brother’s morals

      “He’s dyin’ anyhow. Now get.” He slaps the rump of Ben's horse, and Ben allows them to bolt away.

      Clyde waits in ambush; he looks to the powdered turf, his shadow and shotgun jut out from the smooth rock face. Clyde looks up to the Sun; it blazes from its highest perch. He presses in tight to the rocky surface, and his shadow is engulfed by the shade.

      The bellowing of rumbling hooves increase.

      Clyde aims his shotgun and measures where a rider will roughly sit.

      He sweats excitement, bites his lip, with a faint psycho smile. He chuckles to himself, what if it is Morgan?

      The rumbling becomes louder.

      The stock of the shotgun is pressed against Clyde’s sweat tacky cheek.

      His finger sits back on the trigger.

      His eyes are wide open.

      The rumble is accompanied by heavy panting of horse lungs.

      Breaking from cover comes the head of a horse, Clyde steps forward aims to above the saddle and as it passes.

      BOOM-

      His shotgun spits pellets, they just pass through air, biting into the ravine wall. There’s no rider, just a horse.

      Clyde watches it ride away.

      Something’s terribly wrong.

      Clyde twists to face a large roan bearing down on him, on the roan is Jensen; the cold fire of Hades behind his eyes. The barrel of Jensen’s Colt Frontier is poised towards Clyde, as Clyde raises his shotgun, Jensen’s barrel spits flames –BLAM.

      The slug punches into Clyde’s flesh, his gut is on fire, his finger squeezes the shotgun.

      BOOM - pellets scrape down his leg, de-fleshing his shin and gnaws off half his foot.

      His body is off the ground, as Jensen rides past.

      The slug punctures Clyde's stomach lining; it spits out blood and gut juice in a watery crimson trail, which chases his arcing mass to the dirt.

      Jensen charges past, his hooves plumes dust in his wake. As Clyde slams to Terra Firma, Jensen has passed, he never looked back, as the bullet left the barrel he knew the shot was good. He had always known, from when he first killed a man, to no doubt the last.

      

      Out of the Ravine is a mountain trail leading to the plains in The South, or directly ahead there’s a rickety rope bridge that leads to an overbearing, shaded forest. The ragged bridge sways gently in the breeze, below the rushing of water resounds like distant applause.

      Ben explodes out the ravine, he heard two shots and can only expect the worst. As he looks back, he sees a figure riding hard after him. It isn't Clyde. Ben draws a pistol and without aiming fires back as he, like a man possessed, rides on.

      Jensen tucks in tight, till the shooting stops, then sits up high and whips his reins across his horse’s rump.

      The roan closes in.

      Ben arrives near the rope bridge; he doesn't even see the mountain trail, it would be too slow anyhow. Ben's horse’s hooves beat their rhythm against wood. The horse locks its legs a feared, it refuses to go any further. Ben dismounts and drags his horse across the remainder of the bridge.

      “Come on. Come on.”

      Before Jensen can arrive, Ben has made it clear across the bridge.  Ben mounts his horse, on the other side, in a pocket clearing that’s engulfed by forest.

      Jensen stops at the rope bridge; he'll be as easy to hit as a limping buffalo in a snow drift; if he attempts to cross.

      Ben and Jensen stare at each other. Ben grins, he’s triumphant.

      "You're stuck, Marshal. You can't cross the bridge, cause I’ll shoot it down and you with it.”

      Jensen chuckles to himself, “Huh, Marshal.” He looks around; he recognises where he is. He has an ace to play.

      “Look around you kid. You’ve crossed into the Savage Lands.”

      Ben nervously looks around, into the gaping dark of the forest.

      “Trust me.” Jensen continues to bate. “The natives here have had enough of our kind, all that killing, raping and raising their culture to the ground.”

      Ben begins to panic, the pocket of clearing seems to be shrinking, the ghostly spectres of trees have strange symbols and various skulls and bones hanging from them. They chime a haunting rhythm, which carries on the wind, like the whispers of the dead.

      “So tell me something.” Jensen sneers. “Who’s stuck now?”

      

      It’s eerie and darkly mystical, Ben watches Jensen dismount and draw out a bowie knife. He places the blade across the load-bearing suspension ropes of the bridge.

      Ben glances fearfully to the shadows within shadows of trees; his horse becomes edgy, so does he. Ben rides up and down trapped by his indecision.

      “They’re coming.” Jensen prods.

      Ben makes a choice. With a “Yaa, Yaa.”

      Short spurs kick into flesh. Ben sets to the bridge towards Jensen.

      Jensen steps out into his pathway as if blocking the incoming horse. The old gunslinger adopts a bring it, posture.

      Ben’s eyes flicker with excitement of possibilities.

      He energetically jerks the horse.

      The bridge rattles under pressure, ropes torque and creak.

      Ben with pistol in his hand fires at Jensen.

      BANG – BANG – BANG… The air splits and whizzes.

      Slugs punch into rock, dirt, the wood of the bridge.

      Ben is halfway across its span.

      

      Jensen slowly unbuttons his holster. As the horse increases with shortening perspective, Jensen imagines what it is like to be trampled down, to have a ton of stamping animal crush his ribs, break his arm, shattering his neck.

      Another Whizz of cut air brings Jensen back.

      He flicks his wrist; his thumb rides the hammer, his holster empties.

      BLAM - of flashing powder and acrid blue smoke.

      Jensen side steps to allow the rider-less horse gallop past him, smoke tendrils linger from his barrel.

      Jensen slowly strides across the bridge, he checks his pistol, pumps the chamber and expels a cartridge. From his belt, he takes another round and slides it into the beckoning chamber.

      Jensen stops by clambering fingers on the bridge’s wooden slats.

      Ben’s holding on, his body a swinging pendulum, legs kick and dangle, his shoulder drips claret residue. Ben looks up to Jensen looking down.

      Ben is young; he's never had to face the idea of death before, now above him is a harbinger of ill intent. A man who just stares down at him, who cuts into a wad of tobacco and chews. Ben can feel his grip loosening.

      “Please help.” Ben whimpers.

      Jensen squats down to talk to Ben.

      “I didn’t wanna hit your horse." Jensen peers over the edge of the bridge to the rushing water way below.  Their eyes lock for a shared moment of understanding; they both know how this ends.

      Ben pleads “Why are you doing this?”

      Jensen doesn’t answer.

      “You’se young, you may survive the fall.” Jensen stands up and draws his pistol. “I don’t want that.”    …Click – BLAM…
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      JENSEN FEELS HIS AGE, the night’s chill unsettles his joints, his stomach twinges of a gently teething beast that promises to bite deep at any time. He stacks dry brush wood, kindling and makes a fire. Takes supplies from the other rider’s saddle bags and personage and lays out the two remaining men by the camp fire.

      Clyde, lead in gut, gently groans in pain. Morgan’s out cold, propped against the ravine, his bleeding has congealed, yet he’s lost a lot of fluid.

      Jensen sits quietly on one of the saddles, rested on the dirt. He smokes his opium pipe and stares into the flames. After the first draw of poppy tears, Jensen's aches, pains, and complaints dissolve into a fading reflection that plays on the edge of awareness. He feels his old age seep from him.

      Morgan, bleary eyed and groggy brained, stirs. Jensen looks over at him, then to Clyde propped against the ravine, racked in paralyzing pain. Clyde’s foot has been carved open, just a mess of bone, blood, and fluid where his boot was. Jensen sees Morgan stare at Clyde's shotgun mangled foot.

      “Yeah, he kinda shot ‘imself.” Jensen chuckles, smoke billows out. "Darnest stupidity."

      Jensen leans over and offers Clyde the pipe. Clyde looks away from the pipe, Jensen is calm, empathetic.

      “It’ll ease the burning in your belly.” Jensen, smiles, and nods – go on.

      Clyde draws upon the pipe, as Jensen sets a candle to the resin. Clyde slumps back, released from the talons clutching at his gizzard. Jensen smiles.

      “There, better. No.”

      Jensen sees Morgan looking around, gathering bearings.

      “Thought you were gonna bleed out. Weren’t planning on your company.” Jensen nods to Clyde as he draws on the pipe.

      "I gots ‘im smack in the belly. Real slow, real painful ways to go. Got shot there mesself, had to turn to the poppy… It were a real boon."

      Jensen passes the pipe to Clyde; he happily draws on its tip. Morgan stares at Jensen.

      Morgan had served in the army, the Southern Brigade, turned his hand to being a Marshal and made a fair living from tracking down the vagabonds and vagrants who turned to crime. Morgan decided that crime paid better, and started working for Tyler Devon. He brought his friend Graden White with him. As he stares at Jensen, he knows what’s happened to Graden, this old man, no doubt, butchered the kid. Morgan glances to Clyde.

      “Where’s Ben?” He asks Jensen. “And who are you?”

      “Ben?” Jensen fumbles the treasure trove of brutal gore he holds as memories. He nods, he thumbs over his shoulder. “He’s back there.”

      Morgan looks down the ravine to the rope bridge. Jensen illuminates.

      “I shot ‘im… in the face.”

      “Who are you?”

      Jensen ponders as he tries to remember

      “Me. I’m just some old pig farmer, not a good one mind. Took me a while to work that out.”

      Jensen reaches into the saddle he’s sat on a pulls out a bottle of whiskey. He looks to Morgan and holds it aloft.

      “You mind?”

      "No, go ahead." Morgan is phased, by this grizzly's manners.

      “Obliged” Jensen pops the whiskey open and knocks back some. He holds the bottle for Morgan.

      Morgan shakes his head. “Why you doing this?”

      “The bank robbery in Dunston.”

      “We didn’t get any money.”

      “This ain’t ‘bout the money, son.”

      Jensen’s teeth grit.

      "This ‘bout making right, what you wronged. You killed a kid, mowed him down as you and your friends were hightailing outta town.”

      “I know nothing ‘bout that.”

      “Well… now you do.”

      “Whatever the bounty we carry, I’ll double it. If you let us-“

      Jensen chuckles to himself like he's in on a private joke.

      “Bounty, kid, there ain’t no bounties. Not on you’se anyhow, I probably gots a pretty penny on my head ‘bout now.”

      Jensen stares off.

      “I don’t understand?” Morgan asks. He glances over his shoulder to follow Jensen’s eye line, all there is is a canvas of black. Yet this old man is staring and smiling into the nothing.

      Opium peels away the scales between this world and the next, and once that veil lifts, dreams can become reality, prophecy. Jensen stares into the black, and William Grace is stood there, smiling, like when they first met. He's soft, angelic; the old war-horse feels a wellspring of joy. Jensen raises a hand. Morgan watches on, now he’s worried.

      

      Jensen leans over and offers Morgan the pipe. He refuses.

      “Just tryin’ to help… There’s two more of you’se . Those that road North… …Where they headed?’

      Jensen offers the pipe to Clyde as he talks to Morgan, Clyde’s draw is getting weaker.

      “If I tell, you can let me go. I will not say nothing... to no one. Not say you're crazy, or... That you... Are you going to kill us?" Morgan can just feel Jensen's blank stare bore through him. “Ok, they’re headed to Johnson City. Do you know Johnson City?”

      Jensen’s blank stare becomes filled with memories, the opium haze keeps him numb.

      “Yeah, I knew it once.”

      The silence of the night and between the men is a backdrop to nature's gentle chorus. Jensen looks to the sky; shattered pearls on celestial black. His dream state allows his attention to comprehend the magnitude of its beauty.

      A gentle calling of his consciousness snaps him back to why he's here. Jensen stands up, slides out his Colt, checks the cartridges, it’s all good. He talks to Morgan as Clyde isn’t listening.

      “Your friend there. I'm going to leave him to meet his maker in his own time, natural like. But I'll be fair, in a manner, you seems reasonable." Jensen is waving his Colt around to in rhythm to him talking. "But the crux of all this, hoopla. This chasing and killing is… I got to take from you. Cause you and your friends took from me."

      “Took, took what?” Morgan is petrified.

      “Peace.”

      "We had an agreement; I bargained with ya."

      Jensen gets on with business. “If you be a God feared man, you best be asking forgiveness. Cause that's something I'm all out of… You got thirty seconds."

      Jensen cocks his hammer with a resounding click, ready to ignite and shoot. Morgan hangs his head, half praying, half thinking of a way to talk himself out of this.

      "Dear Lord. Please forgive me, Morgan Sandhill Lewis from Missouri. Jesus, I ain't sure on what's a man is s'p'osed  to be asking, or even why I'm here-”

      “-Wait.” Jensen stops proceedings.  Morgan squeezes his eyes closed, pressing tears out, he’s ready for the slip into the abyss.  “Sandhill-Lewis, you related to Moses Sandhill, ol’ four fingers Moses, by River’s Clutch?”

      “Yea, yes, he’s my cousin, on my Pa’s side. Got three fingers now.”

      Jensen leans against the ravine he lowers his pistol as he dances with nostalgia. Jensen probes further.

      “Critter trapper?”

      “Yea, great tracker, but couldn’t catch a hibernating two legged prairie dog. Could tell you where it was and what it had for breakfast a season ago.” Morgan gushes with hope. They have a common thread.

      “Was your cousin that taught me how to track, hunt, live off the land and such. I reckon he saved my life once. A grizzly, I were ‘bout your age." Jensen rolls up a sleeve to show a large scar running down his arm.

      “Hell o’ a scar.” Morgan’s impressed, and he feels like they’re connecting.

      There’s moment of silence. Morgan smiles at Jensen who smiles back.

      Jensen stands up straight and brushes himself down; he's very nonchalant

      “…Time’s up."

      Without thought, Jensen lifts his pistol, the barrel hogs Morgan’s field of focus

      BLAM-

      Morgan's lifeless shell rocks against the ravine wall, with his head whipping back from the shot, it cracks hard on the stone. What was Morgan, now slumps in drunken pose, with a slack jaw. Jensen holsters his pistol and moves back to the saddle.

      

      Jensen turns to Clyde.

      “You’re awful quiet.” He places his boot on Clyde’s hip and shoves him.

      Thump - his lifeless body sags to the floor.

      Jensen has himself a shot of whiskey and grabs the pipe.

      He glances to Clyde.

      “Fella, you dead?” He draws on the pipe, a wash of numb cascades over him. “Well if you ain’t, you’ll have to ‘scuse me. But it’s your kind that pulled me back into killin’ again…” something twists inside. “I promised I wouldn’t… now it’s broke.”  Jensen pulls out his Colt and BLAM - Clyde’s body jolts from impact.

      

      Jensen holds up the barrel of his pistol and watches as its recent heated exertion, leaves tendrils of smoke, wisping from the muzzle lip. The smoke intertwines on the black of the ravine's throat. Behind the smoke, in the smoke, and off the smoke… Is William.

      William looks beaten and bruised, as if fresh from death. Jensen stares on; his eyes become wet. William's wounds still seep blood.

      “Grace… are you real?”

      “More than anything.” William offers a solemn smile.

      “I don’t want to see you like this.”

      “But here I am Mister Jensen.”

      Jensen tussles with the moment… The words trigger feelings that labour his tongue.

      “Wh-Why did you do it, son?”

      William approaches "Cause; you told me not to be scared."

      Jensen breathes the hurt out. He tells William of his plans.

      "They've gone to Johnson City. I mean on going there… Make ‘em pay."

      "You should know Mister Hills; they're coming for you."

      “I, know Grace… I know.”

      William; a gaunt, sallow wraith, appears next to Jensen. He blasts cold through his marrow.

      “They’re here.”

      William points down the ravine to distant glowing will-o’-the-wisp lights, gently floating. Jensen knows they’re lanterns carried by riders. He didn’t know how many, yet he was sure as his gun was iron, that these men meant him harm. If he saw their lights, they must have spotted his fire.

      

      Jensen stands by his roan; he's checking the saddle. He strokes his hands down his roan’s legs, feeling for any knuckled muscles. She’s good, but she’s jumpy, something has spooked her.

      Jensen can hear something in the brush, moving with a cadence that sounds too quick, too quiet, to be human. His lingering opium haze, chased by the adrenaline kicking in, heightens his senses.

      The air is fresh in his nostrils.

      A dreamy billow of dark mist creeps from the brush.

      KAAAAA – a screeching raven bursts out from cover, in an explosion of feathers.

      Jensen snaps his pistol out its holster.

      That sound of rushing wind through the trees still strikes him. Jensen is unsure; he glances back to the rope bridge, the unwelcoming dark of the Savage Lands, where the earth whispers of a thousand tortured deaths… But he has an escape.

      Jensen hesitates, filled with uncertainty. He unsheathes his Bowie knife, which sits side-by-side with his drawn pistol, like jutting wolf fangs.

      He turns to the oncoming sound.

      …CRASH… A man’s outstretched silhouette, tears from the bush like the raven.

      He sails through the air, arms spread, hair fanned, all blackest of sable, except for the glint of metal in his hand.

      Jensen instinctively steps back, aims his pistol and BLAM – he knows he missed.

      The moving shadow glides across Jensen, the blade dances, and SLICE - margins Jensen’s face, he drops his gun.

      The pain, brewed with adrenaline keeps Jensen focused through the opium haze.

      The shadow spins, stabs.

      Blades connect to a sharp shrill, then SLASH - Jensen is cut again, pearled red droplets fly. THUD – A solid kick into Jensen’s chest sends him stumbling back.

      

      The shadow stops, there’s a distance between Jensen and this specter… Jensen’s vision clears, he sees the tattooed raven saddled on the face of Marujo. Jensen recognizes this creature from his dreams. Marujo is muscular, squat; he moves crab-like, he sways his head like a snake. His pitch eyes never leave Jensen, he slowly cuts ribbons of the air with his bloodied knife. It’s almost hypnotic.

      “Ant’jjhnii.” Jensen is unsure what the Indian said.

      Jensen backs up, dabs his face, still raw to the nerve. Jensen and Marujo in silent agreement start to circle each other.

      Jensen knows the others are not far behind, but this is to the death.

      “I dreamt about you, demon. Thought I’d be scared if we met.” Jensen waves his blade. “I ain’t”… and with that, the circling stops.

      Their eyes locked, their intent aligned, and once again in silent agreement, they charge each other.

      

      Jensen lunges, his Bowie’s blade cleaves the air, Marujo rolls under it.

      Marujo spins past Jensen’s leg –SLICE- his freshly whetted blade, finds the flesh of Jensen’s thigh.

      Jensen lurches, knowing his nemesis is behind him, he snap-spins, blade leading the twirl –WHOOSSH – He misses.

      Marujo lands a kick, crunching into Jensen’s thigh.

      Jensen stumbles and falls back; his body crashes by the camp fire his Bowie knife skids away from his grip.

      Jensen’s face is lite by the orange hue of the angry fire; he hears Marujo behind him grunt, as if to say – that was easy.

      Jensen rolls onto his back, reaches for the pistol across his side.

      Marujo is too quick, he leaps onto Jensen, colliding with his mass, ramming his knee across Jensen’s arm, pinning it to the body.

      The Indian’s fingers are like talons around Jensen’s throat.

      This is the last of Jensen’s breath, as his wind pipe closes.

      Marujo moves closer to Jensen, face to face, Marujo sniffs Jensen’s aura. He sits back up with a self-satisfied scowl. Flips the knife in one hand, it's now a fang ready to stab down into soft, yielding flesh.

      Jensen's faced death before; he recognises its countenance, one that strikes the fear into men, when the fear strikes, men die. The trick is when death comes calling, is to not listen to the song.

      Jensen feels the heat from the fire; he knows he has one choice, he has to time it right. Marujo, with blade ready to arc down, smiles at Jensen and flexes for the the final strike.

      Jensen’s free hand reaches up, snatches at a branch in the fire and brings its raging shaft across Marujo’s face.

      The sweet sound of sizzling skin, as Marujo's flesh sears, flesh warps under the yoke of heat. Marujo stumbles back, knocking the flaming branch aside. Jensen rolls out the way, in the same fluid move he unholsters his pistol and ceases his roll with gun-arm honed on Marujo.

      

      Marujo has vanished.

      

      Adrenaline is still the primer. Jensen staggers to standing, holsters his pistol, grabs his other pistol, and Bowie.

      He briefly gazes at his hand, its trembling. The Indian spooked him, and the concoction of hormones and drugs in his blood has him wound up tight, the aftershock of it all is a blow to his soul.

      The sound of rolling hooves approach, the calls of men can be heard; they're smelling the blood of their game.

      Jensen snatches his roan's reins…  And runs.

      He uses his internal dissonance, to fuel each stride, to pound every beat. He drags the horse across the rope bridge. He has a focus, a purpose to which to align.

      “Come on girl.” He encourages.

      Behind Jensen, the throat of the ravine spews riders out from the shadows, first the Colonel, then Robert Devon, Daniels, the Captain and the remaining posse.

      “CUT LOOSE.” Beau Dunston rides hard. “Yonder rope bridge.”

      Pistols and rifles unsheathe, poised for the killing.

      “Fire!” commands the Colonel.

      He feels the thrill of pursuit, the moment before the slaying. Perhaps the greatest excitement that resides in the chest is just before the kill.

      Each and every weapon speaks – BOOM – BANG – CRACK.

      

      Jensen knows not to look back; there's no point. His focus is on getting across the bridge, to ignore the burning of exertion that staggers his stride, or the incapacity of his lungs to eat up oxygen.

      He may be slowing, but he won't stop moving.

      The sound of gunshot.

      The familiar whizz of bullets ripping air.

      Wood splinters, ropes are grazed, the earth in the pocket of clearing chews up lead.

      SNAP a supporting rope frays, the bridge yaws, Jensen stumbles, he reaches out and holds on, his roan his spooked.

      

      The Colonel reaches the start of the bridge, he stops and signals for everybody to wait.

      "Hold ya, fire."

      Robert Devon is livid. “What you waiting for Dunston?”

      The Colonel calmly pulls out a long rifle, efficient in design and slick.

      He opens a pouch on his side and slides in a round as long as a finger, and with the crank of a lever, it's loaded.

      "This is an Enfield Martini Henry; I have to import the .557 snider cartridge, especially." Beau shoulders the rifle squints down the iron sites to the bead at the end of the barrel. “Used this beast to kill the last buffalo on the Silver Creek Plains." He guides the bead to land on Jensen; it's a tight shot as the roan is in line. "That kill was four hundred yards fifty yards, maybe five.”

      Jensen falls into line with the bead; the Colonel raises the barrel four inches above the figure of Jensen.

      

      A throaty, hollow - KA-BOOM – with puking flames and spewing smoke.

      The rifle slams into the shoulder of the Colonel and the barrel arcs to the sky, in salutation to its leaded load’s release.

      

      The heated slug passages across the bridge, splitting the air till THWACK, flesh ripples like water, explodes like a volcano, erupting tissue and claret.

      In concert with the Colonel, Jensen feels the slam of the slug CRACK into his upper left back; he's bodily flung to the ground, bouncing off the last slat of the rope bridge to the rim off dirt that leads to the clearing.

      The roan walks into the clearing, past Jensen’s motionless mass.

      

      The Colonel slides the warm barrel of his rifle back into its saddle holster.

      He bears a self-satisfied smirk. He takes off his wide brimmed, felt, slouch hat. He dusts it down.

      “He’s for sure dead. I’ve witnessed a round like that relieve a negro of his own head. Sheered clean off.” He calls to the posse. “Go get ‘em boys.”

      Two of Robert's men and a Pinkerton walk across the bridge; they have pistols ready just in case.

      The Colonel slips his head inside the slouch hat, and chin strap.

      "Right Devon, you say your boy's gone to Johnson City, it seems he's now safe, and we're back to being partners."

      Robert Devon is relieved and angered in the same sweep; he can't help but despise Dunston.

      “So it seems Dunston.”

      Dunston, Devon, The Captain and Gill Tunstall watch the men cross the bridge.

      Marujo steps out behind them, his face with a patch of twisted flesh, a brand from his encounter with Jensen.

      Marujo mutters a warning.

      “Nah-I gv-no-dv.”

      The Colonel looks sharply to Daniels; he processes the translation.

      Daniels seems bewildered. “He says Hills ain’t dead, sir.”

      The Colonel has learned to take his Indian tracker seriously.

      Robert grabs the Colonel’s arm.

      “He can’t be.”

      

      Jensen, face indenting dirt, would be out cold if it weren't for the searing heat that ripples from his back. The roan sniffs at Jensen's head. With the flowing of relentless pain, and fatigue kicking to the fore, Jensen struggles to turn his mass onto his back. The earth presses against the open wound, Jensen lets out a whelp and is staggered of breath. He draws out a Colt, loads the hammer, and uses two hands to aim.

      

      The Colonel calls out to the men.

      “Get back.”

      The men turn to look at the Colonel, then each other, they’re momentarily confused.

      “Run” beseeches the Colonel.

      

      Jensen aims at the rope bridge, if he can just hit the knuckle of rope, attached to the wood, it’ll cut him off from everything else.

      BLAM – wood splinters.

      

      The men on the bridge understand what’s happening, they start to run back to the Colonel.

      

      Jensen grits his teeth, his very breath stabs into his back and washes through the rest of his body. He bends his leg and rests his arms across his inner thigh.

      BLAM -  He has the knowing.

      

      The taut supporting rope carries the load of wood, more rope and three men bounding across its stretch.

      The .45 bullet thumps hard, the delicate balance of forces yield to this new phenomenon.

      The rope instantly unravels, as the twisted layers of strands, cut to yarns and snap to fibres, the last of the latent energy keeping everything taut is released into the ether.

      The cascade continues along the length of the bridge.

      It pitches, yaws and snaps.

      The night light silhouettes the expanse of collapsing bridge, the BLAM from Jensen’s pistol resonates down to the water, over the Colonel and across through the throat of the ravine.

      The bridge buckles and submits to gravity.

      The men in synchronised course fall also; wailing as they plummet to the crashing water below.

      

      The Colonel stares on in a screaming silence.

      Next to him, Robert Devon is transfixed in horror.

      Behind them, Marujo grunts, he grins to himself as he leaves.

      Daniels looks from Marujo to the Colonel; he notices the vexed blood coursing through Dunston's veins as he neck pulsates in pent up fury.

      Robert turns to the Colonel, half happy to see the failure of his nemesis, half in open surprise.

      “He’s still alive.”

      The Colonel feels disgust pitted against disgrace; he ignores Robert and peels away.

      One by one, they follow the Colonel, they now have to regroup and remold their plan.

      

      Jensen, supine, stares up at the twinkling stars, his body doesn’t seem like his own, he’s detached aware of the peripheral of existence.

      He hears the walking of footsteps; he glances to his left, he sees a woman's bare porcelain feet standing next to him. Jensen looks up the figure’s fine legs, over her white dress, splashed with a deep red blood stain, a soft hand strokes his face.

      This vision is like a whisper through time. The woman’s voice carries softly.

      “I forgive you.”

      Jensen looks away.

      He feels this, more than the stabbing, the cutting, the burning bullet that’s lodged in his sinew. He feels pain. His eyes well and tears of sorrow burst free.

      Then… THUMP, the thud of pain, snaps him back.

      His focus is brought back to the centre. He glances over to where the woman was, in the trees, hanging with the other symbols is a dirty white dress, with red stain. A warning to people that none are safe.

      

      Jensen pushes the floor away from him; he gets to a knee, then to a foot. The roan is near. He rests upon her to clamber to standing. Jensen’s boots scrape through the earth. Jensen and the roan stand on the edge of the nether world; a gateway from which he may never return.

      He reaches out and touches a trinket hanging from a tree; a carved eye, sprouting feathers.

      Hanging bones chime, there’s the smell of rotten flesh and decay.

      

      With no place to go but hell, he moves onwards.

      Blood stained, battered, he felt better when he thought he was dead.

      Jensen guides his roan into the savage lands.

      Shadows within shadows, trees within trees engulf their frames.

      They’re swallowed by the black.
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      IT’S THAT DARK ORANGE where the night inherits the day. The posse rides out of the maws of the ravine, carrying two corpses that were slew by the old pig farmer.

      Colonel Dunston leads, inwardly seething, outwardly calm, though cracks are beginning to appear. Robert rides up next to him.

      "Deals off Dunston, Hills is still out there, and he'll be after Tyler."

      “Devon. Listen to yourself. Hills has been shot, stabbed, now he’s in the Savage Lands. No white man can get through there and live.” Dunston glances to Robert and decides to be more diplomatic. “But to show you how I value are soon to be partnership.”

      Dunston turns to Daniels and signals him over.

      Daniel rides up.

      "Daniels, take three men, travel round north of the Savage Lands. Just ‘case there's any sign of Hills. If you spot him, come and get us at Johnson City… Do not engage.”

      Daniels rides off and calls out.

      “Lester, Hopkins, Curly. Come with me.”

      Three Pinkertons ride off with Daniels.

      “I’m sticking with you Devon, cause once your son is safe, I’ve got something for you to sign.”

      The Colonel then rides on, as Devon slows.

      The Captain pulls up next to his boss, Devon. Robert trusts his Captain, he glances at him.

      “You ever think you been tricked by the Devil? … He shows you gold, and you go home carrying lead."

      The Captain also trusts Robert Devon.

      “Sir, do you mind if I speak my thoughts on this affair?”

      “That’s why I’m paying you.”

      "I lived near Johnston city and as far as I can recollect. Some folks say The Butcher was doing service in the army when his wife and child were killed at home... No one knew who did it, or the reasoning... But he rode on up to Johnston City and killed ny’on everybody. Then went crazed with loss and found refuge in mountain dwelling.”

      “Him or not, it makes no difference, he murdered decent folk, in these boys.”

      “Mister Robert, twenty-five years ago Johnston City was the start of the Kansas Bleed. Jayhawkers came to town killing all the Free Staters, led by some of the Coleman gang, an everybody from Virginia remembers what the Coleman gang did. Well, his wife musta been caught in the crossfire, an’ the Butcher took to taking and tracking down every Goddarn Jay Hawker and Free Stater a like. Not saying this Hills fella is him, you understand. Just thought you oughta know… In the Savage Lands, he's as good as dead anyhow.”
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        * * *

      

      Jensen is like a stumbling drunk grizzly, his hulking figure crashing through branches.

      He’s tired, pained, dirty and bloody.

      He leans against a tree; he rests his face against the pitted bark. The burning in his back is rawer, now that the opium is wearing thin. His roan follows, gently stepping over rocks and unsteady ground, finding her footing.

      

      Jensen reaches into the saddle bag; he plucks out Waylen Daly's elixir. He uncorks it and sniffs its pungent aroma. It's like he's socked in the nose, he pulls away from the offensive smell; it has liquor content. Jensen hoists the bottle and pours it over his shoulder, to douse the wound in this unknown liquid. The brown fluid laps down his back and washes over the open wound.  Electric pain sears from the wound. It etches across Jensen’s face as nerve endings agitate in roused excitation.

      Jensen’s hand clutches at the tree bark; he grinds out a growl.

      

      Jensen breathes energy into his lungs as he decides to troop on, to where? He isn’t, sure.

      He comes across an ancient looking tree, with crooked branches, a twisted trunk, it looked like it is made of a thousand screaming faces.  Dozens of snakes hang in the trees, some living, most dead. They sway and twist and hiss, trying to break free of their predicament.

      The roan becomes nervy, Jensen guides her past the tree, she struts up off the ground. Her mass knocks into Jensen, he slips and stumbles, his foot lands on a branch that rolls and flips his mass forward.

      The trajectory has Jensen tumble down a sharp incline.

      CRASH - Through thick cover, his hands and face are slashed by thorny barbs.

      WACK - Into a branch, which yields in a snap.

      BOUNCE – Off of dirt.

      He rolls.

      And rolls.

      Till.

      SPLASH -  His mass breaks into a stream’s bank, thinly running over stones.

      The cold lapping waves caress him in one moment, to splash and mock him the next. Jensen sees his blood mix in the water, as clouds of flowering liquid flourish red downstream.

      

      Jensen didn’t know how long he laid for, a day, a week, or had he just arrived?

      Time had no consequence, or value, on the edges of death.  First, his roan dips her mouth into the water, and either an hour or an era later figures dismount on the edge of his vision.

      They walk upstream towards him.

      He could tell from their slender buck skin garb, low hanging rifles, and tassels to break up their silhouette, they were Comanche dog-soldiers, out on the hunt.

      Between his bouts of fading black and awareness, the Comanche stalk him, when they realize this isn't at a trap they run up the stream. Even in the black Jensen can hear their splashing feet, crash towards him. He feels the thump of a foot connect with his side; he doesn't respond, just absorbs the blow. He hears the chatter of a tongue he doesn’t know. When the Comanche were satisfied that Jensen was half straddling this world and the nether plains, they examined the roan. He could feel a tugging hand on his pistol.

      Then they stop.

      The chattering falls to the silence of the babbling river.

      In the distance are the feint sounds, of ungreased, metal rimmed wheels, slowly churning over stones.

      Jensen hears the Comanche splash their rapid exit.

      He fades from the black, to see two more people approach. A woman and an Old man, both Natives. He fades back into the sea of black, and this time he feels he shan’t return.

      

      Jensen hears whispers from the other world, the one where he used to play. Filled with splendour, colour, scent, sometimes tears, sometimes laughter. Patches of pain stitched with joy. That was then; now there was nothing, just a faded light in an ocean of black; in which he’s stranded. The whispers are more prominent.

      "He carries the curse of the battle." An old wise voice, thick, strong, with a hem of frailty.

      The next voice Jensen recognised. Little Sparrow, she was very matter of fact.

      “It doesn’t matter now; he's dying."
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      THE BACK OF THE WAGON is a cramp confine for its contents of four people. The fur covered walls and floors, made it seem more so. There’s a sense of the mystical at play. Incense sticks burned, chimes were ringing, the wagon occasionally jolts, as the wheels bounced on an unsteady road. The wagon is in transit.

      Jensen is laid out in the middle of the wagon, covered in a fur. Little Sparrow brushes burning sticks over him, to help heal his spirit. To his toe, a red tethered string that leads to a small hex bag, to ensure his astral form doesn’t leave his body. It also draws all his ailments into the animal gizzards and Hawthorne in the bag.

      Mazy is sat at the brow of Jensen, dabbing his head with a wet rag, to cool his burning fever.  Jensen's mass is awash in shivers, as if on the throes of hypothermia.

      In the corner of the wagon, dressed in shadow, sits a cross legged figure, who mumbles simple prayers, in a deep, diaphragmic, undulating tone. This is a battle ground of the spirit, with Jensen’s soul as the prize.
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        * * *

      

      Marujo has set his fire, which scars orange the black of night. In his hand a guinea fowl, who drips blood from the slit in its throat.

      He circles the flames.

      He draws shapes in the air.

      Grabs his hex bag, with Jensen’s hair in and forces it into a small hessian doll, like putting its insides back.  With the image of Jensen in his thoughts, Marujo slices his hand squeezes a fist and allows the red droplet of his fluid to crash into the hex doll.

      Marujo grabs the doll and begins to dance around the fire, with dark, throaty sounds, punched from his gullet.

      His shuffling and stamping feet, kick up little dust devils.

      His arms thrust and grab the air.
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        * * *

      

      Jensen is locked into a spazm; his body is in an electric shock.

      Mazy begins to panic, Little Sparrow signals to her - it will be okay.

      The figure in the corner begins a deep bellowing chant, a battle cry to an opponent who cannot hear him.
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        * * *

      

      Marujo’s dance stamps to a stop, a morbid grin cracks across his scarred tattooed visage.

      He chants over the hex doll, then spits on it, then chants more.

      Marujo suspends the doll over the fire. Its dry fibres begin to singe and quickly burns.

      Marujo smiles with a wicked glee as the doll instantaneously WOOFFS up in flames.

      It's no longer the doll; it has become the fire itself.

      Marujo stares into the flames and allows his hypnotic state to broaden.
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        * * *

      

      The intensity of will in the wagon is a heavy fabric that rests across its inhabitants. It can be felt, tasted, almost seen. Jensen, Mazy, Little Sparrow, and the figure in the corner, all sweat bullets, and breathe thick hampered breaths.

      The chanting becomes more intense, quicker, like a horse breaking into a gallop.

      The heartbeat of the wagon races to a th-thump, th-thump, th-thump - They’re pushing their limits.
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        * * *

      

      Marujo stares at the fire; he watches the heat buckle the air around the invisible tips of its licking flames.

      The bright burning centre leads to a hidden hot boundary. But in this living mass, of a devouring element, is something that catches Marujo’s eye.

      He snatches out quickly into the flames, to claim the prize.

      He pulls away, cradling his hand.

      Opening his palm Marujo sees the source of his distraction, which danced within the fire, unwilling to be consumed by the beast. Marujo plucks it from his palm and holds it up; he glowers in a fury, it's Jensen's single strand of hair.

      Jensen’s protected.
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        * * *

      

      Jensen has stirred from a violent nightmare, into a waking peace. His eyes flutter open as if testing their purpose. His blurred vision attunes to his surroundings; he sees Mazy's soft, smiling face looking down on him.

      She attentively strokes his head.

      “Hush, it’s okay. I’m watching you.”

      Jensen falls straight back into a willing slumber.

      Perhaps better dreams await him.
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      JENSEN JOLTS AWAKE, partly by the morning Sun crashing into the back of the canvas wagon, partly to do with the rocking on the road and a lot to do with the pain in his back.

      He winces some and twists to look over his left shoulder.

      A fresh bandage rests upon the wound, it smells of various earthy herbs.

      Jensen peers around the wagon, his clothes are laid out to the side.

      Next to them are his holstered pistols, an empty holster, where the Comanche took one. He reaches over and slides a Colt out.

      He checks it.

      Mazy clambers into the back of the wagon, she's a feisty firebrand of a girl, yet the image of Jensen holding a pistol puts her off her stride. Jensen holds his arms up, to show he means no harm, he looks as though he's being held up at gunpoint himself.

      Mazy calls out, never taking her eyes off of Jensen.

      “Pa, Pa, that corpulent fella we fished from the river. He’s awake.”

      Mazy then directs her words to Jensen, the spray like a pistol hammer being fanned, at rat-a-tat-tat speed.

      “Strong man, Joseph Joseph, mischiefed his back hoisting you in here. I said we could just drag you behind the wagon. Father said ‘em Cherokee would take potshots, fixing on you as a target.”

      She motions to leave and turns back just as quick, still with a galloping mouth.

      “Thanks for the mule, she just eats grass and breaks gas, but it’s about the best gift I ever been gifted.”

      She climbs out the back of the wagon and turns back one last time.

      “I’m Mazy.”

      She’s gone.

      Jensen’s words come too late.

      “I’m Jensen… we met before.”

      Lord Louis sticks his head into the Wagon from the other end.

      “Mister Hills, you all right?” Jensen nods in reply. “Get your Clobber on, an' come and sit by me."

      “Your accent.”

      "Oh, it changes after the carny season is over." Before Lord Louis's affected accent was a mix of French, German anything that sounded from a far off land. Now he sounds like he's from the East Coast.

      

      Jensen puts on his cleaned clothes and makes his way out to sit by Lord Louis. He feels the sting of pain from his numbed wound.  Jensen's bulky frame, makes Louis look even smaller. The dwarf, hands Jensen some bread, with dried meat on. Jensen takes it. They sit quietly, slowly grazing on thick bread and meat.

      Jensen breaks the silence.

      “How long was I laid out for?”

      “A few days.”

      “I appreciate your people saving me.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      They sit in silence again. Jensen glances back to the wagon.

      “Your daughter, Mazy, she’s normal size.”

      “She’s not a dwarf, no. My condition isn’t hereditary, thankfully.”

      The silence wafts away any more words and sits for a while. Louis is happy sitting in quiet, so is Jensen.

      They chew their provisions.

      “She said I was… corpulent.” Jensen mutters, with a mouth filled with churned meat and bread.

      Jensen spots mounted Comanche on the horizon; he reaches for his pistol.

      The Dwarf stays Jensen’s arm.

      “It's okay. They're just bemused, by our presence. A curse in one world can be a blessing in another. I endeavour to suggest that the Savage Lands, really aren’t as savage as white folk make it out to be.”

      “Well, I reckon I ain’t so sure ‘bout that.”

      "A corpulent man like yourself probably knows more than I do about that anyhow."

      Jensen eyes the smiling dwarf. Jensen just wished he knew what corpulent meant.

      “I’m obliged to you and your… compadres here.”

      The dwarf reaches over and pats Jensen’s forearm, an unusually warm gesture in the frontiers; yet Jensen knows its origin and intent. Louis has courage that belies his size.

      

      The caravan travelled in the day and night, they settled for food and to rest the horses. Louis explained to Jensen that it is probably safer to stay a moving spectacle across the Indian Nation, and not let them think they were staying anywhere too long. They took it in turns to drive the wagons, or sleep in them.  The Pawnee Mound Range, run parallel with them until they hit The Great Plains. They are watched as they leave the nation, the cloak of the night has settled, yet they decided to keep travelling until morning.

      

      Jensen, in the back of the wagon, is gently rocked by the movement, his back is sore yet manageable, even as he got older he was a quick healer, all but the pain in his gut.

      The rocking lantern light casts breathing shadows, which expand and constrict with each sway.

      Jensen glances to his satchel; he salivates with a need, he reaches in and pulls out Opium resin. He stares at the dark tar, its glistening quality, its moist, tacky texture and sweet scent.

      Jensen decides just to have one draw, to help him sleep.

      Jensen, lost in ritual, scrapes burnt residue from his pipe, gently pinches a small amount of resin and sprinkles it into the waiting pipe’s mouth.

      He’s silent, methodical.

      Jensen prepares himself, lays on his side as he lights the tar and breathes the flames across it. They lick and burn the resin to smoke, a smoke that passages up the pipe into the waiting lungs that crave that connection.

      The sweet intoxication is first smelt, then a numbness, like the ripples in water, cascade over the body.

      All things, become… Perfect.

      

      Jensen foregoes the will to move, all he can do is draw upon the pipe to let his body and mind sink further into oblivion. Laying on his side, staring into the lantern; its captive flame dancing and groping for air.  He sups more on the fumes of poppy tears, his body breaths it in. The veil lifts, he can see the flourish of the canvas, catching the wind. The iridescent aura of the flame and its fine particles that punctuate the air.

      Jensen looks to the end of the wagon; there's a figure in white by the canvass opening; that waves in the wind. Jensen strains to look down; he has to remember how to focus, how to move his head. He can see it is a female. His lips gently play off each other as he endeavours to conjure words.

      “S-sp-arrow?”

      “What are you doing my love?” It isn’t Little Sparrow; it was Her.

      She had haunted his dreams, haunted his thoughts, and had pursued him until he could no longer turn anywhere for peace. He thought he could find it in brutalised murdering revenge, or the bottle and pipe, maybe even Lotus could have given him a harbour of solace, but peace never came.

      And now, he was back here again trying to find it.

      Her face is hidden.

      “Why can’t I see your face?” He struggles to focus, all he can make out is her white frock, that is dressed in blood. He feels an emotion that quivers him to a tear.

      “I’m trying to remember how ya looked.”

      “You’re keeping me hidden.”

      “How?”

      The answer never comes; a person can never identify their own blind spot.

      She continues.

      “Tell me, are you doing this for the boy?”

      A stabbing chill lances through Jensen’s sinew, a burning cold that bites.

      Next, to him, a bloody, broken William, snarls accusingly into Jensen's face.

      “…Or yourself?”

      

      Jensen wrenches awake, he sits upright, cold pallid flesh, hot sweat dripping on cool skin. Jensen was used to the nightmares, but they’re happening more regularly. He glances around the room, the lantern flickers to its last, the pipe is laid out by the bed, next to it is William’s closed bible.

      The shadows merge more into the black canvas.

      The bullet wound is more an irritant than anything now.

      Jensen is rested yet tired; his mind churns over this apparition, the thought of William in a box encased by earth, chimes a raw nerve. His anger flares then subsides at William’s remembered words. Jensen ponders, like a man at a crossroads, is he doing this for the boy, or… Himself?

      He watches out the back of the moving wagon, at the Indian Nation behind him that wanes with perspective’s lens. He decides he’s not going to know any answers till it's over. Maybe in that answer, he will salvage the nugget of peace, that will fill the empty in his chest.
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      VEINS STAND PROUD, jutting from flesh. The grizzled groans of effort accompany quivering fibres. Sweat beads funnel down ravines of sinew. Blue eyes bulge, rimmed by red.

      “Is the Chief still in?”

      Joseph Joseph, has his hands hooked under Chief Running Cloud’s wagon, his hulking strength hoists its wheel of the turf.  Next to him is Lynn and Little Sparrow; they struggle to remove a broken wheel.

      "He's hard to wake; he's still tired from the ceremony." Grunts Sparrow.

      "Pull harder, to the left," Louis shouts instructions.

      “O’ yea, why didn’t we think of that?” Lynn shares sarcasm with Little Sparrow as they tug at the wheel.

      “I am an engineer… by trade.”

      Two large hands clasp the wheel, and with a ka-klunk, it comes off.

      Louis props the wagon up, with a log. Joseph Joseph lowers the cart, with a resounding thunk.

      Knock knock from inside, on the wagon wall.

      “Now he decides to wake.” Little Sparrow, shakes her head.

      They turn to Jensen who has the wheel in hand. Lynn curtsies to Jensen.

      Joseph Joseph whisks Lynn up in his arms and nods to Jensen – Thanks.

      Little Sparrow marches past Jensen, her face flat, emotionless.

      “Careful, your wound could split.” Jensen understands that’s caring words from her.

      "Mister Hills… That's just her way of being grateful… Thank you.”

      “It's Jensen… An' if anyone's gotta be giving thanks ‘round here. It shoulda been me.” Jensen nods. “I’m much obliged.”

      Louis makes light. “Well, we were all wondering, as you lay there. Isn’t that there Mister Hills, the one who warned us about the Savage Land?” Louis gestures to each beat of his narrative. “Yet, here he is… …You see Mister H-… Jensen. We are suckers for a hootin' story, and we decided, as you'se was laying there, that this must be one… So there youse have it.”

      “Well, it’s a kindness I’ll not forget.” Jensen is serious.

      “That’s okay. We have short memories, but I’ll not forget you saving Mazy, she’s all I’ve left, trouble as she may be.”
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        * * *

      

      Mazy's legs are pumping hard; she's passaging in a full gallop. She crashes through the knee high grass that carpets the prairie. Her lungs punch with a phosphorus like burn. She's giving no quarter to her physical limits.

      “Come on, come one.” She calls out.

      Her teeth grit in determined resolve, as she drags a kite in her wake.

      The kite skids and twists as it surfs the grass; like a fish skimming the water.

      Smack - Mazy crashes into the back of Jensen's legs, she's knocked on her butt and gives him an incredulous look as he turns round.

      The kite and tail have all put shuffled their mortal coils and spiral into the grass.

      Mazy huffs in disappointment.

      “Mister Hills, I mistook you for a bear for an instant. You got in my way Bear; I was about to fly my kite."

      “Princess, you’d be running down to Texas before that thing flew.”

      Mazy crosses her arms to feigned annoyance, though she did like to be called princess. She waggles her finger at Jensen, and peers at him through fisted eyes.

      “You speak funny and … you snore.”

      “Oh, is that so…?” Jensen acts surprised.

      “Uh hu… like a bear.”

      Jensen nods, and start to walk off. The verbal jousting hasn’t stopped, as Mazy calls out.

      “An’ sure as an English man drinks tea, that you’re just a big meany.”

      Jensen stops, he turns to Mazy and shrugs.

      “Well, princess, you gots me there.”

      Jensen walks past Mazy, she’s still on her rump, watching him stride past.

      She turns to watch the corpulent fella pick up the kite. Jensen and Mazy swap a look. Jensen holds the kite above his head.

      “Well?”

      Mazy beams like sunshine, she grabs the kite string and makes it taut.  Jensen gives her instructions and makes a game of it.

      “Let’s give it room to soar.” The string’s tight, Mazy has a look of excited hope, and Jensen adds to the fun. "Are you ready?" She nods in reply. "Cause you better run faster this time."

      “Oh yea, I can run plenty fast.” She calls out defiantly.

      “Cause this time a bear’s chasing you’se.”

      Mazy feels the thrill of fear and whispers under her breath

      “Excellent.”

      Mazy turns from Jensen.

      Kite flying and scary games, it doesn’t get better than this.

      “Three.” Jensen starts.

      “Two.”

      “One.”

      “Run!”

      It begins… Mazy starts to run, Jensen strides behind her, shouting.

      “Faster, the Bear’s coming.” Then he roars. Mazy is giddy with joy, she giggles as she sprints.  The kite tugs at Jensen’s hand, it wants to break to the skies. With a final fight for freedom, the kite snatches against the wind and sails.

      

      Mazy’s face, fisted in concentration she chews her lip as if she's willing the kite higher and higher.  Jensen stands next to her, they both look up to the skies.

      “You think it’s as high as a bird?” Mazy enquires.

      Jensen takes a wad of tobacco out from his pocket; he cuts some off.

      “Reckin’ it is.” He jaws the brown tar.

      ..

      “You think it’s as high as the clouds?”

      “Near as a whisker.”

      ..

      ..

      “Why is the sky blue, Bear?”

      Jensen chews his tobacco, trying to recollect if someone ever told him.

      “I don’t rightly know.”

      Mazy reaches out and pats Jensen’s arm.

      “That’s okay.” She goes back to focusing. “Bears aren’t privy to such things, just eating, sleeping… snoring.”

      "Kite flying," Jensen adds.

      Mazy gets excited and starts to ramble about an idea.

      “You and me Bear, you and me. We make a good kite flyin’ team. If Pa don’t get the money for my schooling, I’ll take you, me and that there kite on tour.”

      Schooling – Jensen glances to Mazy. She’s feisty, yet vulnerable.  She has a burning for better things, things that maybe out of reach for her. Jensen feels a pang of discomfort; he too feels powerless about her future.

      “Tour. I’d like that, princess.” Jensen shares a thought. "There was this real smart man. He put a key on a kite an' flew it in a storm, looking to extract lightning from clouds."

      Mazy looks disconcerted “Why?... He missed the point.”

      Jensen smiles. “I guess to prove smart men can still do dumb things.”

      They both smile and watch the kite bob and weave across the sky scape.

      They breathe and let their thoughts catch the wind, to glide to the clouds. They don’t hold on, letting them drift into the ether.

      Neither could say how long they’d been there, neither paid no mind.

      In the clarity of Mazy’s mind, a thought springs into recognition.

      “Who’s Lidia?”

      These words strike Jensen delivering a physical and spiritual blow.

      They glance at each other.

      Mazy intuitively rest her little hand on his, she adds.

      “In your sleep.” Jensen half nods in response.

      “…She’s my wife.” Jensen takes a moment to spot his mistake. “Was, my wife.”

      Mazy tries to comfort her new found friend.

      “It’s okay in being sad Bear. I lost my Mom; I still cry most days. You can come cry with me sometime.”

      Jensen is quiet; there's nothing to say about his pain, or about the fact that this young girl was trying to ease it for him. Mazy focuses on the kite again; she speaks as if she knew.

      “You must have loved her; she must have loved her Bear, too." Mazy squeezes Jensen’s hand and passes him the kite string.

      “We did…” Confirms Jensen. “Mazy, I know your Ma loves you too… very much.”

      They feel elevated, as the kite itself, in their emotional freedom within one another, in some manner they seem to be looking out for each other.

      Mazy changes direction of the conversation.

      “I don’t let anyone fly my kite, but if we’re going on the road, you better get some learning.” Mazy analyses the kite and Jensen's grip. "Hey, you're gooooddd!"

      He focuses on the kite; Mazy leans her weight into Jensen.

      “I was taught by the best, there is.” He adds.

      They stand, unified by loss, paired by hope, connecting on a level they didn’t expect.

      Mazy pats Jensen’s forearm.

      “This is just the beginning Bear. Just the beginning… Oh and Bear?”

      “Yep Princess.”

      “Can Pa and me have our bed back?”
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        * * *

      

      The Sun is over the horizon, yet its glory reflects in an afterglow across the sky.

      The Wagons rest nose to nose in a half circle; they harbour a fire, who's agitated body cooks meat hanging above it. The whole carnival sits around the fire, each glow under the light of the flames.

      A whiskey is being shared: Louis, Lynn, Joseph Joseph, Jensen, Little sparrow.

      Mazy's next to her father, she watches as Jensen sits quietly and listens to the stories being shared. Stories that have been shared a hundred times before, yet now they have new ears to rest upon. Mazy notices Jensen's eyes gravitate toward Chief Running Cloud, dressed in full native regalia, slightly sunk into the shadows.

      Jensen enjoyed the atmosphere; there was a welcome embrace of acceptance in the group. Even Little Sparrow smiled at him earlier. Yet Jensen felt the glinting stare of Running Cloud from the shadows. Jensen understood that this man saved his life, yet still he was a stranger to Running Cloud's new tribe.

      "-I said, I don't know where your tree has gone, it's a miss-a-tree." Joseph Joseph's joke elicits groans of pain from his friends.

      “Oh please, somebody shoot me.” Louis cradles his head in his hands.

      Joseph Joseph scrambles for understanding.

      “No, no you see… A missed tree and a my-stery, they sound the same. No?”

      “Darling, darling they get it.” Lynn nestled in Joseph Joseph's arms gently taps his leg.

      “Okay, I’m don’t understand, that’s funny. Yes?” Asks the muscle man.

      "Painfully funny" Louis's response gets a chuckle from around the fire.

      And so the stories went on.

      Mazy approaches Jensen with a plate of fresh meat, breaking the eye contact with Running Cloud. She slumps next to him and offers him the plate.

      “Get yourself round that.”

      "Thank you, Princess, aren't you worried I'll get too fat?"

      She grins. “Ahhh, corpulent…” She processes a response. “Well, winter is coming, we could call it your hibernation coat.”

      Jensen nods, he sees where this is going.

      “A bear bites, you know.”

      “And smells, phew-we.” Mazy waves her hand across her face.

      She grins at Jensen and gets up and thumps his shoulder. To swagger off.

      Jensen surreptitiously sniffs his armpit. He had to agree with the kid's assessment, there was a particular odour, and it's not of fresh flowers.

      Louis sits next to Jensen.

      Jensen stops sniffing himself.

      “Nothing a bit of soap an’ water won’t fix, Jensen.”

      Jensen nods in agreement as he chews.

      Louis continues.

      "Just so that you know, we're heading up North to my cousin's farm. You're welcome to join as far as you need."

      “North?” Jensen enquires.

      “Up near Johnson City.”

      Whatever is happening for Jensen, no matter how happy he feels, relaxed or welcome, he still has that feeling. A feeling that can overcast any moment at any time, the need to make accountable those who are cast unaccountable. To bring down the wrath of justice upon those who have wronged. He reaches into his coat pocket and touches William’s Bible. He remembers moments that were shared, how he had become stagnant and William, like a rush of fresh water, had given him a new life.

      Jensen looks around now at his new life and the people, and the life he had.

      He turns to Louis.

      “Up near Johnson City?”

      “Yep. Just up near Nebraska Territo-“

      “-I know Johnson City. I’ll be much obliged to come with ya.” Jensen softens. “If Mazy don’t get me first.”

      “I would say ignore her, but that’s an act of futility.”

      Jensen’s mind wanders to a thought; he turns to Louis.

      “She said something ‘bout schooling?”

      Louis straightens his coat. “Believe it or not, I wasn’t always the exiled Prince of Lilliput. I’m an engineer by trade.”

      Jensen nods in response.

      “You’re not surprised?” Louis enquires.

      “Who a man is, an’ what he does, ain’t the same. I learned that.”

      “I had… got good brain, education with certain obvious disadvantage.” Louis stands up to demonstrate his point. “An’ against certain prejudices. What started as a way of making some quick money, an' travel. Has now become a burden on the future, her future." Louis nods towards Mazy.

      “I been out there, an been in here, an’ I know where I’d rather be.”

      Louis smiles. “That’s very kind, but I would rather she had a choice.” Louis sits back next to Jensen. “Look, we’re all outsiders here, an Eastern European strong man, who’s in love with a man who thinks he’s a woman. Myself, a disillusioned dwarf. A chieftain, who’s the last of his kind and his half breed daughter. And you Mister Hills, a man running from ghosts of his history, to haunt his future…  I want it to be different for her.”

      They sit silently and watch Mazy tell a story. She’s been chased by an imaginary Bear, flying an imaginary kite and making everybody laugh with her recounting of the day. A day that Jensen will not forget, and as Mazy and Jensen connect with a quick glance, Jensen knows it’ll be a day she won’t forget for a while to come, the day she met The Bear.
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        * * *

      

      The last glow of twilight chases from the horizon. Daniels, mounted, watches the Pinkertons: Lester, Hopkins, Curly, examine tread tracks from a wagon.

      "Well, this is the only thing to come out those Injun' territories. I suggest we follow and see who's on the end of it." Daniels decides.

      The Pinkerton, Curly, stands up.

      “Well, this ain’t that fella, unless he sprouted a pair o’wheels.” Lester mounts his horse.

      “Daniels, it a fact that no white man is living through The Savage Lands.”

      Daniels rests his hands on the horn of his polished saddle.

      “You all saw what-the-fuck happened back there.” He has their attention.

      “This Hills fella has been stabbed, shot, survived Marujo and the Colonel. I mean on finding who ever came out this land, and seeing if they know anything.” Daniels sits up and grabs his reins. “Now if you ain’t got the spirit, you may as well head back home.” The men look to each other, as Daniels draws out a pistol. “But you’re riding my horses, which means you’ll be walking.” The Pinkertons look to each other; they're with him.

      

      The four of them ride off into the night.
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        * * *

      

      Jensen lies on a rough shod bed, of blankets and clothing, with his coat for a pillow. From inside the canvas tent, Jensen can hear the slight rumblings of the bed time rituals of the carnival.  The lamp plays with the shadows on tent’s fabric walls. Jensen is with William’s Bible in hand. He squints to make out the words, as he leans toward the lamp intermittently.

      He reads out loud, unintentionally and unsure of his words.

      "I have pursued mine enemies… An' o…overtaken them: Neither did I turn a-gain. Till they were co…nsumed.”

      Jensen ponders hard upon the words. They turn the cogs in his consciousness. He breathes in deep, and continues.

      “I have wounded them. That they were not able to rise. They are fallen under my feet.”

      Jensen closes The Bible. He sprinkles specks of resin in his pipe. He lights the pipe and draws in small clouds of burning poppy tears. He feels the cascade of quiet massage his marrow.

      “I have pursued mine enemies.” He mumbles.

      Jensen lays back, his head in gravities steady pull. He no longer cares to hold it up.

      He watches shadows dance on the wall. He mumbles in broken words.

      "Wounded… Them, not able… to rise." Jensen breathing becomes heavy and rhythmical.

      His hand twitches to the whisper of his dreams.

      “Psst… Bear.” Comes Mazy’s voice.

      She waits a moment before she sticks her head into the tent.

      “I would like to atone for any offence I may have caused today, saying you smell an’ such.” Jensen is motionless as Mazy rattles off her thoughts. “And thank you for returning my sleeping quarters. I missed my wagon… Bear?”

      Mazy cranes a look.

      “…Bear you listening?”

      In cosmic synchronicity, Jensen begins to snore. Mazy smiles.

      “Oh dear, the smelly Bear roars. I’ll pour you a bath come morning.”
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      JENSEN RUNS HIS HANDS along his roan’s legs, across her back and shoulders. Her head is buried in a feedbag. Jensen glances across and sees Mazy is doing the same with her mule.

      Mazy is copying Jensen.

      Jensen lifts the roan's hoof, to check its health. Mazy attempts the same; she struggles to get the mule's hoof to raise up.

      “How’s it going cowboy?” He approaches Mazy.

      Mazy struggles to lift the hoof. “This is what happens when a princess becomes a cowboy.”

      Jensen squats down with a bit of a groan, with the ease of experience he lifts the mule’s foot. Jensen points to around the hoof.

      “Ya lookings for any bruising, infection or swelling.” Mazy squints at the hoof and then at Jensen for confirmation. He nods.

      “It’s healthy.”

      They move from hoof to hoof, Jensen guides Mazy in how to clean a hoof, and how to feel the mule’s legs for any niggles. It’s perhaps the first time that Jensen had seen Mazy be serious.

      Mazy and Jensen stand back from the eating mule.

      "Well, the mule is in good condition," Jensen confirms. “I ain’t no animal physician, but I lived with them long enough to know.”

      “I was thinking of a way of thanking you for Daisy.” Jensen looks at Mazy confused – Daisy?

      “You know, Daisy.” Mazy points to the mule. Jensen nods – Oh Daisy.

      Mazy grabs Jensen's hand; she can only grasp a few of his fingers. She pulls him along.

      “I thought I’d make you something, as a way of saying thank-“

      “You didn’t have to-“

      Mazy stops and sternly looks at Jensen. “Are you going to ruin this for me?”

      Jensen, a mix of amused, bemused and shocked, shakes his head in silence.

      “Good, then come with me Bear.” Mazy continues to pull Jensen along; they walk around the Carnival’s caravans.

      

      On the outskirts of the camp is a small brook, with a low hanging tree, whose branches gently caress the water. Birds dip into the wet, before shaking off the sprinkles to whisk away. But this is not why Mazy has brought Jensen here. Under the tree, is a wooden tub with a metallic base and rim, with the lingering embers of a small fire underneath. From the lip of the tub, hot water vapours form against the cooler air.

      “I made you a bath.”

      Jensen is dumbstruck. He looks to Mazy.

      She explains.

      “You know… to bathe?”

      “I know what a bath is.”

      “Well, I’ll leave you to it Bear.” At that, Mazy sprints off back to the Caravan.

      Jensen doesn’t have time to say thanks, perhaps because Mazy knows it’s easier this way.

      

      Jensen places his hand in the placid steaming drink; ripples reach out to the tub's walls. Jensen removes his clothes, his body a tapestry of war, the old, new and the faded forgotten. He slowly submerges into a throbbing tingling sensation, as the water's heat is on the tip of being too hot. Jensen, statue slow, eases in as he becomes accustomed.

      In time Jensen slips to a seated position.

      

      Jensen is sat for a while in the heat, rubbing the soap over his flesh, rinsing it off to reveal what it has carried off his body. Jensen relaxes into the heat, the sound of the stream, the call of the birds, the whisper of the wind pushing through trees.  Jensen delves under the ceiling of water, he feels the fluid rush up his nose, and fill his ears.

      He waits,

      …till he can hear his heart pulse in his head.

      His mind is drawn back to William.

      It always will be, until perhaps this is done.

      Jensen crashes through the surface of the water, like some hairy Leviathan, he gasps for air. He clears water from his channels. He turns to see Little Sparrow staring at him.

      He stares back expectantly. Little Sparrow’s expression remains intact, solemn.

      “You heal quick.”

      Jensen glances to where the Colonel had shot him.

      “Thanks to you, I understand.”

      "I thought the great sky spirit had claimed you for herself… My father felt different."

      “I’m sorry to disappoint.”

      Little Sparrow doesn’t flicker of anything.

      "I'm joking," Jensen responds.

      “I know.” Somehow she is more dead pan than ever. Jensen is becoming uncomfortable; she’s not even blinking.

      Then she adds.

      “My Father says death follows you.” Jensen has no reply. She continues. “because you look for it.”

      At that Little Sparrow walks back to the caravan.

      Luckily Jensen was in the bath, cause her ice cold reception would have given him a chill. Jensen splashes his face.
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        * * *

      

      Beating hooves roll against the turf. Daniels is charging after a trail. A trail that leads to wagons that are nestled on the horizon, a tree sprouting out from behind them. There’s a surge of aggression in their saddles, as the four men bear down towards their potential prey.
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        * * *

      

      Louis is prepping his horse so that the caravan can head off. Mazy strolls over and begins to feel the horse’s legs, as Jensen did before. Louis opens up the salvo.

      “Darling rascal of mine.”

      “Yes, incompetent birth giver.”

      “Where’s that rapscallion oaf, whom is of no consequence?”

      Mazy for a moment takes on board the meaning…  She understands.

      “Bears bathing, an’ he needed to. Phew-we.”

      Louis notices the shape of riders that break the horizon and head towards them. They seem to gallop with an unwelcome purpose. Louis glances to Mazy.

      “Darling, you should go and do your homework, your schooling.”

      “Pops, I already have, promise.”

      “Okay, what’s the capital of Italy? What’s eight times twelve? Use the word pitch in a sentence.” Louis has put the pressure on, he wants Mazy, without fuss or worry to go into the wagon.

      Mazy is almost beetroot red with concentration.

      “Rome. Ninety fo- six Ninety-six.  Er… The ships pitch… In the pitch of night… that made the… Captain's pitcher spill. There, that's my pitch."

      Louis swells with pride, yet is niggled by annoyance, he decides to change tact.

      "Let's play hide and seek; you hide in the back of our wagon, I'll see if Joseph Joseph can find you."

      Mazy claps her hands with glee and clambers into the back of the wagon.

      

      Daniels slows as he approaches the caravan camp, he motions for the Pinkertons to keep holstered their pistols.

      They ride into the centre of the camp.

      Daniels scans the wagons for any surprise gunmen. He sees a dwarf, squaw, strong man and transvestite. He notices the squaw has a shotgun in her possession. Daniels recognises this caravan from town, a week past.

      Perhaps, he gets to thinking; they were in cahoots with Hills?

      Daniels still mounted, stands in the middle of the camp, he has everyone’s attention.

      “I’m on the trail of a certain Mister Jensen Hills, over six feet, large obtuse man. He’s a cut-throat by nature, an’ assassin by his trade.” There's no reaction from the people of the caravan; they just glance at each other. "He's wanted for the murder of innocent and there's a handsome reward for the help of his acquisition.” Still no response.

      The dwarf steps forward. “Good morning gentleman. I would love to claim a reward for such a person, yet, we’ve seen hide nor hair of such fitting your description.”

      The dwarf walks over to a, yet to be packed, trunk, he delves in. Daniel's men twitch to their pistols. Daniels stays their hands as the dwarf plucks out a whiskey bottle.

      “I’m Louis, an I’d like to offer you a whiskey, or maybe food to help you on your travels.”

      Daniels measures the moment.

      He decides to throw more chips into the pot.

      Daniels dismounts, his men follow suit.

      "Very kind of you to offer, Louis, much obliged." Daniels walks to Louis; his gait is of a soldier, a tinge of threat behind each stride. "The open plains can be a place of hostility… …Dangerous even, just to warn you.” Daniels pauses for effect. “This Mister Hills is a known and wanted murderer.” He leans down to Louis, imposing his presence on him. “Mind if we look around? For your safety of course.”

      There’s a sense of unease.

      Louis composes himself, he cannot oppose the four armed men, but he can shuffle the deck. He's jovial.

      “By all means, but please hurry, we have to entertain soon.”

      Daniels looks to his men, a touch confused. He turns to Louis.

      “Out in the middle of nowhere?”

      “That’s how the Comancheros like it. You can wait here if you wish. I’m sure they won’t mind. Hey, maybe you guys will have something in common?”

      At the word Comancheros, the Pinkertons look to each other.

      Comancheros cut their trade with the tribes of the high plains; they consist mainly of Mexican bandits, who are known for their ruthlessness and savagery. But Daniels isn't quite buying the bluff. He glances to his men who stay where they are for the moment.

      Louis ups the stake.

      “As you’re probably aware, the Comanchero trail starts from my cousin’s farm, south of Johnston City, down to the Savage lands. We are the folk who trade betwixt the natives and the bandits. What better than business, song, and entertainment."

      Daniels chews on it.

      He makes a choice.

      He signals to his men as he strides back to the horses, they’re going to ride off. Daniels is suspicious of being duped, yet he can’t take the risk.

      “We’ll no doubt cross paths again… I'll make sure of that." There's no implication here; it's an out and out threat.

      The tension in the camp eases as the unwanted visitors mount their horses ready to leave. Joseph Joseph relaxes, Little Sparrow lowers her shotgun, Louis sits down, and Lynn gently fans herself. The potential confrontation is easing into a soon to be memory.

      Just as the moment is about to expire its last, it takes a sharp intake of breath, as if smacked into awareness.

      Mazy pokes her head out from the back of the Wagon.

      “Pappa, how long do you want me to wait?"

      There's a sickening ripple among Louis and his friends. Mazy looks to the visitors, Daniels draws his pistol, and so do the Pinkertons.

      Daniels dismounts.

      “I’ve gunned down enough Comancheros to know; you don't bring a pretty little girl along to meet them."

      The Pinkertons have their guns trained on the caravan. Daniels strides over to Louis.

      “If you lied about this, what else you been lying about?”

      Louis stands, he’s quiet, defiant, he’s not scared.

      Daniels swings the back of his hand, stepping into a heavy Smack - Louis falls, his lip cut. Little Sparrow motions to move her shotgun, Louis signals for her to stay calm.

      Mazy screams.

      

      The hot tub had cooled, yet Jensen felt he could get the last dregs of warmth from the water, before having to face the toothy chill of the wind that’ll bite his flesh.

      His eyes are closed, his thoughts are with the wind, the trees, the brook.

      Mazy screams.

      Jensen’s eyes snap open, the transition from peace to the bearer of violence takes place in the opening of his lids. Peace never settled too well with this grizzled veteran, maybe because he knows that before the peace comes, or when it ends, blood is always spilled.

      

      Daniels has Louis by the scruff of his neck, his men are dismounted and have their pistols aimed at Joseph Joseph, Lynn, and Little Sparrow.

      Joseph Joseph growls in discontent; he moves forward.

      Curly shoves a pistol in his face.

      “Your muscles ain’t gonna stop a slug in the face.”

      Louis calls out “Everybody keep calm. We’ll work this out.”

      “Little men, shouldn’t make big threats.” Daniels is stewing he fell for Louis’ bluff.

      “Leave us alone.” Lynn chimes in.

      “Shut up you freak.” Lester waves his gun at Lynn.

      "Sparrow, drop your shotgun." Louis is trying to drag them back from the edge of conflict. Sparrow throws her shotgun down.

      Daniels and Louis stare at each other.

      Daniels holsters his pistol; his men follow suit.  Daniels shouts out, to ensure everybody understands what he says and what he means.

      “You’re failing in grasping my intent. People die out here. So, I'll ask again, did you happen to pick anyone up on the way?"

      Daniels locks a granite gaze with Louis. Louis gently smiles.

      “No, no, haven’t you heard? The open prairie is far too dangerous a place, for something like that."

      Daniels boils from stewing to furious.

      “Grab the girl.”  Lester makes his way to Mazy, who leaps out the back of the wagon.

      “Who’s the little man now?” Louis goads Daniels.

      Mazy runs from view behind a wagon; the Pinkerton is in hot pursuit.

      “I’m not going to hurt you kid” He reassures her.

      Lester too charges round the back of the wagon, round its corner.

      He skids to a stop.

      Thoughts and possibilities cascade through his consciousness, and he freezes in the process.

      Mazy has wrapped herself around a leg of a man wearing red long-johns, with holsters around his waist. The man is dripping wet as if dunked in a river.  Yet there's something about him; maybe it's his clenched jaw, his blazing eyes. It could be how this man seems to have the Pinkerton’s number.

      Then that moment’s gone, Lester makes his move, he reaches for his pistol, his hand reaches his grip, the pistol jolts but doesn’t leave its holster.

      Jensen, a man of few words, speaks volumes with his fist.

      Jensen’s in motion, his hand clenched into a thick mass of bone, crashes into the Pinkerton’s face.

      His nose shatters, cheek cracks, eye welts in a bloodshot mess.

      He’s out cold, as he stumbles back and bounces off the ground.

      

      Daniels sees Lester flung from the back of the wagon, and crash into the turf.

      There’s a beat of heated anticipation, that’s broken by Jensen striding into view; red long johns still drip from wetness.

      Jensen strides past the Pinkerton’s motionless body.

      Daniels and Jensen look at each other.

      Daniels had always thought the Colonel would call on Daniels to ‘encourage’ Jensen to vacate his homestead. He always imagined he would have Jensen Hills at the end of his barrel, but never like this.

      Daniels glances to Jensen's guns, which are still holstered. Daniels' eyes are nailed to Jensen; he shouts out to the caravan.

      “You folks here have been harbouring a fugitive. A man of ill repute, a vile murderer.”

      Jensen stands still, his fingers flex to kneed any tension in his hands.

      His friends from the Carnival slowly glide back to safer positions.

      The Pinkerton, Hopkins’ whispered words tumble out of his parched lips.

      “Is he the Johnson City Butcher?”

      If all eyes weren’t fixed on Jensen, they are now.

      Mazy from underneath a wagon watches on, she mutters under her breath.

      “Careful Bear.”

      Louis gazes at Jensen, in amazement -  Is it true? Could this old fool be the legendary Butcher?

      The Pinkertons snap looks to each other; Daniels is fixed on Jensen.

      Curly pipes up, unsure, as if talking to a ghost.

      “I thought ya died. Heard ya gone to live in the mountains.”

      Louis, never missing an opportunity to spin a yarn, embellishes.

      “I heard that the Cherokee called him Blood Hand, killer of white men.”

      Curly continues. “Is it true Butcher, did you slaughter your own wife?”

      Jensen feels the eyes bore into him; he can't afford to feel uncomfortable, he knows what happens next, it’ll be quick, bloody, brutal.

      Louis adds to the tension and lays it on thick.

      "I heard the devil himself came back to claim the Butcher but set him free to become the harvester of souls."

      The Pinkertons’ momentary curiosity, becomes engulfed by fear.

      Daniels snaps in anger.

      “Stow it. We’re taking you in Hills. However you want it, it is up to you.” Jensen is quiet. Daniels is impatient.

      “Well?”

      Jensen’s gaze drifts across the two Pinkertons, then Daniels and their tired looking horses; they're rankled, fatigued. Jensen supposes they've been riding continuously to get around the Savage Lands to here. Time becomes thick; breaths become laden with anticipation.

      Jensen is clear.

      “Your pistols… they don’t shoot all by their lonesome.”

      Like the unfolding of creation, all things happen simultaneously. Louis, Joseph Joseph and Lynn dive for cover, while Little Sparrow dives for her shotgun.

      Iron strokes leather, as pistols are drawn, snapping into position.

      Mazy watches aghast from behind the wheel of a wagon, it's difficult for her to say who pulled their pistol first. Daniels gets off the first round -BANG- Daniel’s slug, bores into the wood of the wagon.

      Jensen’s bullets rent the air. BLAM-BLAM-BLAM.

      Thump - A slug pervades flesh and punctures a belly.

      Crack - The sharp smack of bones splintering.

      Pom - A neck erupts in crimson.

      Daniels has dropped his pistol, his right shoulder a mess of shrapnel bone, pulverised arteries, and searing severed nerves.

      He crumples to his knees, next to a prone Hopkins, with neck gushing a river of red.

      Curly staggers, BANG - he shoots the earth.

      BANG - and again.

      He falls dead.

      Jensen’s hand lightly squeezes the grip of his Colt, its barrel exhaling a tendril of the black powder’s blue smoke. Mazy watches on in a mix of awe and restless anxiety, she thought she knew her Bear.

      She would hear the whispers of today resonate throughout the West, until legend became more than the man, as it often does. Historians would regal on the Butcher gunning down half a dozen Pinkertons, then slaughter the families in the caravan they were protecting. No one would ask the whys, or the who's; they would just accept that The Johnson City Butcher took to killing as other folks took to breathing.

      

      Louis stands up from behind cover, Joseph Joseph, and Lynn follows suit.

      Jensen slowly walks toward the quick and slow to death.

      Jensen strides lowers his pistol and BLAM - shoots the Hopkins in the back.

      He walks down Daniels as he is crawling for his pistol.

      Jensen and Little Sparrow nod to each other, they understand death and what must come next.

      Jensen presses his pistol into the back of Daniel’s head, who stops the futility of trying to grab his gun. He turns to look up to The Butcher, past the gaping aperture of his Colt.

      Daniels is defiant.

      “Go on shoot. Show these people what a monster you really are. Shoot me.”

      Daniels directs a warning to the others.

      “You’ll be next, you’re next, to be slaughtered at the hands of the Butcher." Daniels, a brew of anger, fear and despair, matches Jensen’s stare. “It doesn’t end here Hills, Dunston is coming for you, and he won’t stop till he has your scalp.”

      “When you get to Hell.” Jensen thumbs the hammer of his Colt, in an audible clunk. “Tell ‘em more’s coming.”

      BLAM.

      Jensen calmly walks, as if he were feeling the grass press against the flesh of his feet. He strides to each Pinkerton in turn.

      BLAM - Louis and Lynne twitch with the thunder clap of gunfire.

      BLAM - and again.

      Jensen has ensured that Daniels and the Pinkertons are dead.  He steps to the brim of the camp and stares off into the horizon, it’s peaceful, void of violence and eternally out of reach. He knows the Colonel is in pursuit and also knows that the odyssey of vengeance is a journey that must be travelled alone.

      Mazy steps out from a wagon, she has no words to share. She has yet to translate the well of emotions that this moment holds.

      Jensen looks to Mazy, she senses a touch of shame in him, as if there’s a part of him that he kept hidden, repressed. He tries to smile at her, yet it seems unfitting in these moments.

      

      Jensen turns his back on Mazy and the caravan and walks off.
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      JENSEN HAS REMAINED SILENT.

      His calm, quiet exterior occasionally submits to his inner turmoil.

      He’s dressed, prepared his horse and is in the midst of packing.

      Louis arrives, he doesn’t need to look to know who it is. As Jensen packs, Louis silently watches on.

      Jensen wrangles with emotions.

      “It’s not safe for you, or anyone, me being here.” He turns to face Louis. “It never was.”

      “Well, I beg to differ.”

      Jensen slides his guns into his satchel, he buckles it and is ready and takes his roan’s reins. As he walks through the camp, Joseph Joseph is shovelling turf; he's already buried one body, the two mortified corpses await their turn. Lynn and Little Sparrow watch on. They’re leaving Louis to the negotiations.

      Louis tries to engage Jensen. “So you’re just going to up and leave?”

      Mazy strolls from behind a wagon, she's brushing her teeth. She sees Jensen walking his roan out of camp; it takes a moment for her to puzzle together the pieces.

      She charges over.

      Jensen mounts his horse. Louis takes another shot.

      “Well if you’re leaving it’s because you want to, no one else. Remember that.” Jensen pauses for a second.

      “Where are you going Bear?” Mazy stomps onto the scene. Jensen doesn't look back. "Get down off your horse and talk to me." Mazy picks up a small stone; she flings it with the ferocity it pings off Jensen's back.

      He's motionless; she's waiting for a response, Louis gently rubs her shoulder.

      “Ain’t you heard it’s rude to stare.” Says Jensen, never looking back.

      “Nope.” Mazy places her hands on her hips.

      Jensen turns to Mazy. “Well it is, so they say.”

      “They?”

      “They, them, that lot.”

      “You don’t know who they are, do you?”

      “But when I find out, I’ll let you know.”

      “You don’t have to do that alone.” Mazy is heartfelt. Little Sparrow arrives, she says one solemn word.

      “Stay.”

      “See, Bear. And she don’t even like you.” Blurts Mazy.

      "I can't; more may be coming."

      “You see, that’s the problem.” Louis uses logic. “If more come and you’re not here, who’s going to help protect us? … Not me. Sparrow can handle a gun. But.”

      Jensen glances out towards the horizon; he feels a pull of destiny beckoning. He refuses to look back.

      “Sorry.” He rides off hard.

      Mazy calls out. “Bear.”

      While Louis holds her back, he tries to reassure her.

      “It’s okay Angel.”

      Mazy is frustrated, “How is it okay?”

      Mazy breaks loose and sprints after Jensen passaging into the gaping distance, it's hopeless.

      Jensen isn't riding hard, the pull of destiny is matched by the weight of guilt settled in his gut. Louis’ words rattle through his mind, they ignite feelings and bring in to light other thoughts. William suffered because of Jensen, a boy, his friend loses his life because he wasn’t there. Jensen’s mind tunnels to his destination, he knows the Colonel and that native from the shadow realm, are there waiting for him. What if they stumbled upon the caravan, what would the Colonel and the savage make of his new friends, of Mazy?

      

      Mazy has stopped running; she's stood still, her rib cage riding the expansion of her lungs punchy breaths. The long grass gentle strokes her legs.

      Mazy watches the silhouette of Jensen, shrink the further he travels. She understood, how people come and go, that was the way of the carnival, the only life she knew. Yet this story for her seemed to finish without an ending.

      They weren't quite done.

      Mazy holds onto the image of the lone rider on the horizon, that memory becomes tied to emotions, disappointment, anger,  some she cannot express.

      Then Jensen's silhouette on the lip of her world...

      Stops…

      Waits…

      He circles his roan…

      Jensen starts to ride back.

      “Pa, Pa, he’s coming back.” Shouts Mazy.

      Louis and Little Sparrow make their way from their wagons; they had accepted Jensen's decision. They glance at each other.

      Jensen closes in.

      

      They stand in silence as he approaches, his horse slows. He dismounts a child’s stone throw away. He takes the reins of his roan and guides her back to the wagons. He stops as he walks past the three of them waiting. Jensen searches for an explanation, as his eyes skim across theirs.

      “I’ve done, questionable things in my time. Now my past is riding up to me, to you. I don’t want you to be part of it.”

      Louis interjects "Well, unfortunately, it's too late for that. But… Perhaps we can also be part of the future."

      Jensen turns and in his guilt he manages a smile.

      "I ain't gonna let any wrong doings happen to you. I owe you." Jensen glances at Little Sparrow. "Even if some don't like me." It's said with humour as he walks his roan into camp. The unease has been lifted, for now.

      

      The days and the nights roll by; no one mentions the violence that took place in the camp. Nobody brings up ‘The Butcher,' or enquires about Jensen's history. Jensen thought that there would be unease, questions that need answers, but no. The caravan carries on, as though nothing happened. Maybe Jensen was the only one truly affected by it. His attention would be bound to the horizon, a nearby forest or trading post, for any possible hostiles that may follow. He would habitually maintain his weapons, always have them close by.

      Jensen was slightly on edge. He knew peace for him was always punctuated by blood, and as such, it was never really peace at all.

      

      Louis glances over to Jensen; he's sat next to him on the driver's seat. Jensen has his Winchester resting across his lap, as he peers into the night.

      “We’ll stop soon, make camp. You can rest then.” Louis mutters out loud.

      Jensen glances to Louis, then back out to the horizon.

      “I don’t need rest.”

      “We all need rest.”

      Jensen glances to Louis. They hold that momentary gaze, Jensen has a hardness about him, as though he’s put aside anything that will slow him, or cause him to hesitate.

      Jensen gazes back to the horizon.

      “Okay… well, I need rest." Louis quips.

      They go back to Louis driving and Jensen on watch.

      It doesn’t take long for Louis to start talking again.

      "By morning we'll be at my cousin's. From there you can do what you want. You're welcome to come and stay for some after you take care of your business in Johnston City."

      “Yea… once I take care of business.”

      “You don’t have to go.”

      “I know.”

      “They could be waiting for you.”

      …

      “I know.”

      “Why are you doing this?”

      Jensen has no words; silence comes when there are too many things to say. Louis seems to understand, that this comes somewhere from deep inside of his new found friend. So deep that he has to act upon it, but he doesn’t know why.

      Jensen takes a deep breath, he begins to talk, as if the very action itself will help him come to an understanding.

      “I- I… It’s just something I have to do.” He breathes deep. “A friend of mine, the ones I’m after, they… They run him down.”

      He looks to his little friend. There’s no condemnation, or judgment in his eyes. He looks forward.

      “I see.”

      "-Bear come." Little Sparrow rides up beside the wagon.

      Jensen glances from Sparrow to Louis; the dwarf knows what’s coming.

      “Running Cloud.”

      Jensen hasn’t seen much of the man who saved his life, Little Sparrow's father. He typically kept to himself and Jensen was never the kind to intrude, he understood the need for solitariness.

      Jensen, he starts to clamber down off the wagon, and passes the Winchester to Louis, he takes it and gives advice.

      “Listen and speak truthfully, or say nothing at all.”

      Jensen nods.

      

      Jensen’s outside the back of Running Cloud’s wagon, loaded with a twisting trepidation; matching the moment's anxiety before the first draw of opium. He didn’t fear what was behind these doors; he only feared what it might reflect in him. His gnarled hands run over the knotted cedar wood of the wagon. It's musky, earthy scent reminded Jensen of a snowy mountain’s face, and how the fresh, clean air harried amongst the living timber, to bluster the scent for miles.

      Little Sparrow arrives to see Jensen captured in the moment, she sees he’s touching wood, wandering in memory.

      “Scent can claim memories for itself.”

      "Yeah, that it does." Jensen is still striding the passage of his history. He snaps to the present. "Cedar reminds me of the the Mountains of Kansas territory.”

      “Colorado.”

      Jensen looks to Little Sparrow; she’s reminded him of the changes that have taken place over the last decades, names, places, faces.

      “Yeah, Colorado… Kid, it seems like the older you get, the slower you get and the quicker life becomes.”

      Little Sparrow reaches up and opens the door, its hinges creak, like the branches pressed by mountains breath. Jensen smiles at the irony as his soft leather boots step up into the wagon.

      

      The wagon is its own moody, mysterious world, where bared possibilities become probabilities, and where probabilities, in turn, can become manifest. The walls, floor, and ceiling are lined by animal furs, with symbols and trinkets amongst them. Jensen looks to the floor where his fever broke, where he had a vision of death.  It's a smoky atmosphere, Jensen stares into the pitch, he can't register anything. He must be alone, with that he sticks his finger in his ear and indignantly waggles it.

      “Welcome.” A rooted, whispered voice slips out from the behind the veil of black.

      It’s Running Cloud.

      A lantern flares to life revealing skin, like rust rock of the Mojave Desert, eyes sullen sunken, like sinking quick sand. A worn white, silken top hat, with feathers resting awkwardly on it.

      Jensen surreptitiously removes the finger from his ear, as naturally as possible.

      Running Cloud gestures for him to sit.

      Jensen lowers himself to his haunches.

      They both sit motionless for the moment. Running Cloud hands Jensen, a pipe; a long wooden stem, a stone bowl filled with burning embers. The pipe has decorative carvings, horsehair, and feathers. He nods to Jensen – take it.

      Jensen sups in the first burns of embers into his lungs, he holds it in deep, it burns to the bottom of his chest.

      Running Cloud brings the lantern and its hem of light, close to his face. It illuminates the craggy red skin, with tribal scars like harrowed heavy clay. The scars ride across a tattoo that rides high on Running Clouds left cheek, a small black raven; the same as Marujo.

      Next to it is a small tattoo of a Sparrow.

      At the Raven, Jensen coughs out the contents of his lungs, plumes of white clouds splutter out. Jensen passes the pipe back to Running Cloud.

      “Do you and I have a problem?” Jensen’s question hangs in the air.

      "You have problems Jensen Hills" Running Cloud states as matter of fact. "Many of them." Running Cloud draws on the pipe. “But, I am not one of them.”

      Running Cloud gaze sits on Jensen’s, as he touches the raven on his cheek.

      “I know you’ve seen this before. When the man you gunned down came, I knew. That man rides with U-ne-gv O-yo-hu-sa… White Death. The military man.”

      “Dunston.”

      Running Cloud strokes the Bisson’s head he’s sat by. As he gently caresses the fur, the dam of memories burst and comes flooding back. Running Cloud closes his eyes, as his theatre of dreams play out.

      "When my people would dance for the sacred life giver before the great ice winds came. He would answer the call of our pounding feet and beating drums and send the buffalo. As many as ancestors in the sky.”

      Jensen’s seen it once before, a tribe would gather in the plains, and their stamping feet and beating drums would call a sea of Bisson to thunder from the horizon. Jensen watches the old American Indian and sees a face that has witnessed history.

      Running Cloud continues.

      "Then I became a man, a Chief. We would dance and dance, the buffalo, no longer came."

      There’s a tinge of unforgotten pain in his words. Perhaps the pain bells from the knowledge that very few will remember how things were.

      “I went to the fields of life… there was only death.”

      Running Cloud glides his hands across an imaginary plain, filled with the rotting corpses of skinned buffalo, that's run crimson with their blood. Running Cloud can no longer spend time here; he opens his eyes.

      He passes Jensen the pipe.

      "The stench of death filled many tribes, and the buffalo were no more. Now the tribes are no more."

      Jensen understands loss, not on the magnitude of a society, or culture, yet loss recognises its essence. Jensen apologises.

      “It’s our way, to take and keep taking without thought.”

      Running Cloud reveals the purpose of his story.

      “First the buffalo, then my people. Now, you’re the dying breed.”

      Jensen draws in deep on the pipe.

      “I’m dying alright.” Jensen coughs. “Your raven, I’ve seen it before, first in a dream, a nightmare, then on him.”

      Running Cloud nods impressed. “You dream weave?”

      “The China-man’s pipe.”

      "Strong medicine." Running cloud continues. "When I was in the spring of my time, our tribe prayed to the Great Spirit and burning flame to deliver a blessing upon us… A boy was born… But his body was still, cold from Sun to Moon, like untouched snow."

      Running Cloud can almost see the baby cradled in his arms.

      “His spirit walked and in its place came many spirits. He became Marujo.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Marujo squats examining the earth, he’s in the middle of a street, he’s in Johnson City. He turns as if someone has called his name. Colonel Dunston, Robert, and their posse wait for direction from their tracker.

      Marujo slowly stands and points to a Saloon.

      

      CRASH – A saloon bedroom door is kicked open – Robert enters with his Captain.

      In bed is Tyler who's just been interrupted from frolicking with a young woman. Robert grabs Tyler and drags him out of bed. The room clears, and Marujo enters. He glances to the female in the bed; there's no lust or desire in his empty stares.

      She senses his animal aura and promptly leaves.

      Marujo walks to the window.

      Marujo’s dark eyes stare out across the streets, beyond the town’s edge and further. Out there is the prey he wants so badly. He reaches up and touches the burn mark on his face. The mark that Jensen left.
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        * * *

      

      Running Cloud creaks with emotion.

      “He rides with the White Devil… Dunston… Marujo lives for the hunt. We believe the Great Spirit is in all, like The Sun through raindrops. Marujo believes when he kills another, their spirit will strengthen his. Your body attests to your soul. He wants that and all those you have claimed."

      

      Running Cloud, with a tinge of pride, riddled with shame and bound in regret, reveals what Jensen already now knows.

      “Marujo is my son. You must stop him, only when he’s no more can my tribe be lifted from the curse of bearing him.”

      “I don’t know if I can.”

      Through the haze of smoke, they stare across to each other.

      Running Cloud emphasises his point.

      “You must.”

      “I’ve a little life, less each day. I don’t have time. I must right those wrongs that I ride for. To take from those who took.”

      “Before you find peace, or make the wrongs, right. Before that, he will stand in before you. Marujo’s coming, he always does.”

      They both sit in a silent union, that becomes their meditative solitude. Jensen weighs up the words they've shared. He understands that the symbols on Running Clouds cheek represent, Marujo, his son, and Sparrow, his daughter.

      Little Sparrow enters the quiet remains. She sits in the smoke between her father and Jensen. After a while, she breaks the wordless void.

      “Bear, this Devil Colonel, does he have a marking across his face?” Little Sparrow traces her finger across her face. “Like so. A carving?”

      Running Cloud speaks in his native tongue to his daughter. Jensen understands the context, yet not the content of the words.

      “Sparrow, forget your pain, our pain. Your father and mother have forgiven you, now forgive yourself.”

      Sparrow ignores her father and keeps her gaze fixed on Jensen.

      Jensen feels obliged to answer.

      “Yes, he does.”

      He feels it's best not to pursue why he passes Sparrow the pipe.

      She smokes, the three of them slip back to silence.

      Little Sparrow burps.

      “O’ listen, the Great Spirit speaks.” Running Cloud’s joke snaps all three from their internal vistas into the present.

      Each of them smiles.

      They glance at each other.

      Then glance back into nothing.
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      MAIZE IS ON THE TURN, the flourish of their crowning silk is shifting to dust bronze, the shade before brown. The sweetness of each kernel is turning to a starchy sour.

      The dent corn stands in combed rows, like browning lines on green parchment that flurry in the wind. The corn has been ripe for the picking for days now, yet there's no one here to claim the bounty.

      The corn plants come to an abrupt end, forming an eight-foot-high thick wall of vegetation. On the borders of its field is a hollow of land, where a wood and stone farm house sits in a patch of green grass. Next to the farm house is an outhouse, and a small shed. Though it looks unoccupied, the farm house has little wisps of smoke, and five horses penned outside.

      

      From a distance, Louis drives his wagon to the farm house, in expectant happiness that he will soon be with Isaac, his cousin, Isaac’s wife Frances and their new born, who he hadn’t met yet. He understood the child would be called Nathan if a boy, or Matilda if not. The pleasant expectation is cast under the shadow of curious concern as they close in on the property.

      The wagon-train is wheeling down a twisting road towards the farmhouse, there’s nothing else in view, just waves of green rolling behind them.

      Louis reaches his hand out and touches Jensen’s forearm.

      “Something is… not right.”

      Louis and Jensen share a weighted glance.

      "Stop the wagon," Jensen responds.

      Jensen leans out the side of the wagon and waves for everybody to slow down.

      Louis and Jensen look over the farm; Louis reveals his fears.

      "Isaac would never leave corn to turn; it should have been harvested weeks ago."

      “Yet there are five horses reined up,"  Jensen observes.

      “Exactly.”

      “Could he have sold the farm, moved on?”

      “Unlikely, but possible… he was having trouble with some bandits, but he’s a stubborn cuss.”

      “Right.” Jensen’s suspicious.

      Jensen slips from the wagon, as a pistol slips from his holster, two more pistols are tucked into his belt.

      

      Joseph Joseph stands next to Louis. “Okay?”

      Louis nods then nods to the figure of Jensen gliding the outskirts of the farm, out of view.

      Mazy pops her head from the wagon; she's just finishing a delicious yawn.

      "Pa, we're here." She glances about, ‘Where's Bear?"

      Louis “Bear’s gone a hunting.”

      Mazy looks up to see Jensen, crouched nearing the farm house.

      She slips back into the wagon. She bites her lip; she's deep in conflicted thought… It takes her a moment to reach a resolution.

      Mazy ducks out the back of the Wagon. Her mind is set on helping Jensen; she's not sure how, yet it seems the right thing to do.

      

      Jensen is amongst the wall of corn, peering through the breaches between the stalks.

      Journeying from breach to breach comes a Black Man, walking from the farm house to the wooden outhouse.

      Jensen watches.

      After some mentation, Jensen decides upon a passage to the farmhouse.

      There’s a disused wagon, lurched on its side, and just beyond that, a seeming tool shed, and the next stop before the farm house is, the out-house.

      Jensen peels away the stems of the corn plants as he clambers his way to the edge of the enclosed terrain. Jensen emerges from the wall of leaves and stems, into the open, he remains still, his peripheral focus encompasses all, waiting for any sign of movement. Jensen breathes deepens, his focus contracts and he bolts for the tool shed.

      Mid-sprinting-stride…

      Jensen’s boot unwittingly collides with a resting hen, hidden in the long grass.

      WHOP - She relinquishes a shrilled squawk, then quickly retreats into some clustered clucks of indignation.

      Jensen’s statue still, pistol in hand waiting for the repercussion in the form of a violent cascade. His breathing slows, the beating in his chest is an audible backdrop to the stillness of the farm.  Jensen glances to the chicken, who lays a beady irate eye on him, they both turn and part their ways.

      “Stupid bird.”

      Jensen closes in on the tool shed; he wedges his hands between the misaligned boards.

      Jensen forces his ample girth into the through the gap.

      

      The shed is dank, with light breaching the loose slats, illuminating suspended specks; the residue of decay. Jensen’s focus darts from the outhouse as he takes in his immediate surroundings. Various tools hang, each wearing a layer of an oxidised pelt. Axe, spade, a bail hook… Strewn on the ground; critter traps, rusty locks and heavy chains.

      Jensen grabs hold of a Lantern; he sloshes its contents, there’s kerosene inside.

      Jensen hears the outhouse door being shoved open. He peers between the slats, the waft of musky wood fills his nostrils. The Black Man strolls to the farmhouse, as the farmhouse door opens and out stumbles a Hispanic, unwashed, in unkempt leathers, pistols tied to his waist with a sash. In his hand a bottle of whiskey he necks.

      

      Jensen grunts with disdain, "Comancheros."

      

      The two men bump shoulders to spin into a playful stand-off; laced with menace, as if two dogs were testing the threshold for dominance. Words and sneers are exchanged.

      The bottle swaps owners, as the Black Man carries it loosely back to the farmhouse.

      The Hispanic stumbles to the outhouse. He slams the door closed.

      He lets loose an involuntary groan and sits with his breeches concertinaed around his ankles.

      He grunts a few monosyllabic drunken words.

      SMACK – The door bursts open, and in its frame stands Jensen, pistol trained upon the sitting Hispanic. The Comanchero reaches for his gun and stops when Jensen cocks his hammer.

      “If you can shit forty-fours, go ahead.”

      The Hispanic furrows a frown, he doesn’t understand.

      “That was a waste.”

      Jensen tightens his fleshy hand into a hard bony fist, CRACK - The Hispanic’s head snaps back, and he slumps into the numbed state. Jensen takes the Hispanic’s pistols and hurls them into the corn field.

      

      Four half-drunk Commancheros sit or stand in a dishevelled farmhouse. Cupboards have been emptied, plates and pots are strewn on the floor, there’s stale bread, booze, and a half a cooked chicken; it’s a putrid breeding ground.

      They will no doubt move on days after the drink has dried up and their heads have cleared, yet for now, they remain.

      Each of them is dazzled by the daylight that accompanies the crashing open of the door. It takes a moment to realise that the figure in the doorway, enveloped by corona is not their friend. As their eyes adjust to the stabbing crown of light, they see two pistol barrels settle upon them.  They, by instinct, reach for their guns.

      “Ah, ah, ah… Play nice and I will.” Jensen walks into the room. “You. Speak. English?”

      Three of the bandits look to Benito.

      Benito responds in a thick accent.

      “Hombre… What are you doing in our home?"

      “I’ve come to an understanding that, this is not you home.”

      “We found it… empty.”

      "I know your kind, since the Comanche pressed into reservation territory, you ain't got no one left to trade with." The very name Comanchero comes from the trading primarily with the Comanche; they composed of people from the frontiers villages of the northern and central New Mexico Territory.

      Jensen continues “And so now, you’re left to hound good folk.”

      "Listen, Amigo, the people here sold us horses that died; we needed to make that back."

      “Right-… oh shit.” Jensen stops, his perception is snatched away, mouth involuntarily tightens, jaws clamp to each other.

      He stumbles back.

      Jensen feels the heat of the high noon sun in his belly, a fiery torment like a beast clawing its way out.  He drops a pistol. His hand reaches down as if clutching a hand full of belly will dissuade it the pain.

      It doesn’t.

      Jensen still has one quivering pistol aimed at the four rough-necks. Their eyes glint as the table turns to their fortune. One speaks to another… Benito smiles at Jensen with counterfeit concern.

      “Amigo, you don’t look so well.” Benito steps forward. Jensen raises his pistol, the last growl of a wounded lion, surrounded by hyenas.

      “Let me help you.”

      Jensen slips down the wall, pallid face wet from sweat… Jensen’s hand spazms, the pistol falls to the floor, Benito reacts… He launches himself at the pistol and boots it away.

      Benito stands over Jensen.

      Jensen barely notices as he feels he's being dragged over a field of searing pain.

      A Comanchero quips to Benito as he pulls his finger up his centre as if to gut Jensen like a tied hog.  Benito waves him down. Benito boots Jensen in the gut WHOP –

      “Does that make it… better?”

      Benito squeezes Jensen's cheeks; he stares into Jensen's face, he seems to recognise Jensen.

      “Where do I know you from?” Benito thrust Jensen to the floor. "I know…"

      Jensen slips to the floor, his face pressed against the wood, he's in a bubble of oblivion. Benito stands above him, and SMACKS- Jensen across his cheek. He speaks in Spanish to his cohorts. There's a sense of celebration about them as if they have struck gold.

      Benito stops, he stands back away from the fallen old man. Out of the rim of Jensen's view, he sees the cause; Mazy is stood in the doorway with a pistol swaying and barrel sweeping across all the Comancheros.

      “Leave him alone,” She strikes a defiant chord. It’s only her outer courage that stays the bandits advance. Inside she’s a riot of angst, waring with daring.

      Jensen punches out the words. “Go… get.”

      “Mister Hills, I’ll wait here till your vigour returns.”

      A Comanchero edges his way closer to Mazy. She snaps to them.

      "Don't fret Bear, I'll land a slug in 'em before they lay hands on you."

      The Comancheros glance to each other, they strike a silent accord, and in unison lunge for the pistol wielding girl.

      Mazy is quick decisive -BLAM- the recoil knocks her back.

      The Comanchero next to Benito jolts, as if kicked by a mule, his flesh flowers in red, as innards spill, and the slug plunges deep.

      Mazy staggers to standing, to be forcefully shunted to the floor.

      The shot Comanchero swears in Spanish; it’s pandemonium.

      

      Jensen sees Mazy lying next to him, as buckskin boots march about, and voices are deciding what happens next.  Their eyes connect, she looks scared. The blanket of black that comes with the pain envelops Jensen. He feels as if he’s falling into an onyx ocean. Like a drowning man, he feels himself reaching out to Mazy… But it's too late… There's no action, no thoughts, there's… Nothingness…. …Then… The black.
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      IN THE MIDDLE of the golden expanse, moated by its reach to the horizon, is a town… A place known as Johnston City… From any frame of reference, it's hard to see this place called Johnston as a city. But it got the name mores in the ways of what was hoped for than realised.

      This town seemed underpopulated as if its heyday was a fading recollection. It was the Bleeding of Kansas a violent border war involving the ‘Free-Staters’ and ‘Border Ruffians,' from 1854 to 61, that led to the demise of Johnston City. The Great War between the Union and Confederates also hindered the town’s expansion.

      A lone rider passages across the golden brown, towards Johnston City.

      

      Benito rides with a mile eating gallop up the main and only street… Past the saloon, filled with whores and drunks, past a half shelved store to the dilapidated sheriff's office. He dismounts, hitches his horse and strides with purpose.

      

      Mounted on the Sheriff's office is a board, nailed to the board are various wanted posters, some faded, some new, no doubt some of the occupants of the board are dead, while others are still running wild. Benito snatches at one poster… It's fresh, and has a rough drawing of Jensen, with a $5000 reward. He mutters words of self-congratulation. Another image catches Benito's eye, he peels away the layers and snatches the old faded poster from the board. There's a similarity between the pictures, one is Jensen as he is now, and one is Jensen years past. The old poster that seems to be left for nostalgia is of the Johnston City Butcher.
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      THE RESIDUE OF BOOZE and smoke radiates from the saloon as its pungent essence. Sat in the cloud of smoke, bathed in the stench of whiskey sit: Beau Dunston, Tyler Devon, Bedford Tannon, Robert Devon, Robert’s captain.  They and their men are sat, or stood around an oak and felt card table. Other Bounty hunters and Marshals are in the saloon.  Beau Dunston has a bravado about him.

      “Well Devon, I think it’s only fair we give the Butcher two more days to arrive, before we can move on with business.”

      Robert Devon, is losing patience with Dunston. “Our deal will carry through, when I see his dead body myself, and if he isn’t dead. I want him alive.”

      Beau Dunston turns to the men in the saloon.  “After you men help me capture the Johnston City Butcher, I’ll turn this dirt water squalor into the prosperous city it were meant for."

      Alcohol soaked cheers meet this declaration; Beau turns to embrace the applause. Tyler stares at the back of Beau’s head. He has a particular disdain for the Colonel. Tyler always acted cocksure from insecurities, yet for Colonel Beau Dunston, this was no act. He was cocksure as they come.

      Robert Devon stoicism is a veneer to his anger.

      "Let's get on with the game Dunston."

      Dunston slowly turns back to the table; he picks up his cards and stares at Robert. Robert Devon doesn't look to his cards; he just matches Dunston's stare.

      Beau breaks the silence, but not the stare.

      “Robert, Robert, Robert. I knows you’re on the bluff.” He turns to Tyler. “You can see it in a man’s eyes. When they’re scared.” Tyler looks away from Dunston. “I’ve faced death more ti-“

      “-Just play the damn game!” Robert snaps.

      Tyler whips up some courage, by his father's response, and to show to his friend Bedford, that Devon's don't take shit from no one.

      “Dunston, shouldn’t your man, Daniels, have rendezvoused with us by now? I do hear you veterans can lose it at any given moment… Perhaps the glory days of all that slaughter has been caughting up with him. All those women and children he so bravely killed.” Tyler can see a flare of anger behind Beau Dunston’s smile.  “Or perhaps the Butcher got to him.” Tyler decides to step it up. “How many Native women did you force your seed upon?... I hear you’ve sired more braves than you’ve slaughtered.” Tyler and Bedford chuckle. Beau’s had enough; his steely cold stare fixes on Tyler. Yet Beau's words are aimed at Robert.

      "Devon you should teach your boy some history. Then maybe he'd comprehend, it's people like me that carve out a society fit for him to live in… If he steps outta line again… I’ll have him roped and drawn up main street, buck naked.”

      Tyler gives Dunston a riveted glare of hostile intent, the kind of look a man gives when his next breath accompanies violent enterprise. It's a look Beau Dunston has seen before; it's a look he's given before… The last look he gave his father.

      The turbulent stillness has everyone caught in its eddy.

      The tourniquet of tension twists, till Tyler snaps…

      …and snatches for his pistol.

      Marujo, a spectre, slips from the shadows. His hands scoop Tyler thrusting him, and his chair to the saw dust floor.

      Bedford, next to Tyler, reaches for his pistol, he instinctively freezes as the cold, sharp metal of Marujo’s blade kisses his throaty flesh.

      Tyler still on the floor looks to Robert.

      “Pa, say something.”

      Beau Dunston and Robert Devon, the two most notable figures in the room, take a moment, and as soon as Robert Begins to talk… The Saloon doors crash open, as Deputy Ford rushes in, this is the spark in a powder keg.

      Pistols snap from their holsters to the door.

      Deputy Ford, barely in his twenties, raises his hands, he mumbles a silent prayer. Without lowering their pistols Dunston barks.

      “Come on boy. Speak!”

      Deputy Ford stutters “W-we g-got him.”

      Marujo removes his blade from Bedford’s neck.

      Marujo once again feels the flames that have caressed the side of his face. He senses the pump of adrenaline, as each breath feeds the desire in his belly. His thousand-yard stare seems to peer into eternity. Before the day is through, Jensen Hills’ soul will be ripped from him.
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      IN THE BLACK… there’s a swirling of consciousness with an undercurrent of awareness.

      Jensen's eyes slip from the cover of their lids. The black of unconsciousness trades its state for the dazzling daylight of awareness. Jensen slowly lifts his head; he feels his back pressed against something solid, he's sat on the ground.

      Slowly he accumulates, the where's and what's… Jensen feels his arms stretched out to his sides. He tries to move them; there's a gentle rattling of iron on iron.

      As quickly as Jensen fell into the black, he now fully emerges from that numb pleasure.  He becomes acutely aware of where he is; he glances across from arm to arm, they’re crucified out wide, chained and trussed to the wheels of the upturned wagon. Jensen is leaning against the wagon’s underbelly, with his behind on the ground.

      

      Jensen is trapped, he looks out to the pastures, his back to the farmhouse. He has one thought.

      “Mazy, Mazy!” He tries to crane his neck… "Hey, Kid!" As if two alpine yodellers calling to each other, she answers.

      “Bear. Ya okay!?”

      

      Outside the Farmhouse and watched over by the three remaining Comancheros, sits Mazy. Next to her, Louis, next to him, the rest of their companions: Joseph Joseph, Lyn, Running Cloud, Little Sparrow.  One Comanchero still has lead in his belly; he's rested up against the outhouse. The Comancheros notice Little Sparrows handsome lines, her tight figure – But Benito gave strict instructions to leave the others unhurt, untouched, as the sheriff may not take to kindly to raped woman, and brutalised folk. There’s a reward at hand.

      Mazy stands, to project her voice.

      “They got us under gun. Huh-,” she's shoved to the ground. “One of them went to town, something about a sheriff.”

      

      Jensen pulls on his restraints… He stumbles to standing and yanks the chains. He braces a foot against the underside of the wagon and thrusts out, he groans, wood creaks, but the chain holds fast.

      He slumps back down.

      Jensen knows Tyler Devon and his friend Bedford had rode on up to Johnston City, at least that’s what that kid, Morgan had told him, the kid he killed. Jensen stares off into the distance as his mind roams through his recent memories, for the first time he weighs up his feelings about the four young men he recently gunned down. Of all the people that Jensen had sent on their way, they were perhaps the most innocent. A resolve washes over him, those innocents, unwitting or no, were guilty of the killing of a young boy. His mind inclines to William Grace, his friend. Mazy too has shown Jensen the kind of kinship he missed. Jensen stops.

      Is it possible Dunston has trailed him up here?

      He calls out.

      “Kid if you get a chance, just get the hell out of here, when these men arrive, that’ll be your chance!”

      

      Mazy ‘s nod is unseen by Jensen; she turns to her father.

      "They'll kill him, Papa." Louis slips a comforting arm around her. He motions to speak but has nothing to say.

      The Comancheros leer at Little Sparrow, their focus is no longer on the others, or even Jensen, primal drives are now in control. Running Cloud is all too aware of the situation. He mutters to the others.

      “Be prepared; our enemy are about to expose their underbelly."
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      MANY THOUGHTS race across Benito’s mind, but there’s one that predominated all others.

      Will these strangers he’s riding with want some of the reward for the Butcher?

      The Sheriff assured him they only want to see this vagabond dead. Is it possible they'll only send them on their way after the deed is done? Benito is used to a third class citizen, treatment. That's why his people traded with the Comanche, it may have been dicey, yet they were not as treacherous as the white folk who poured down from the North.

      Benito glances to his side, there was the tall man, a soldier, with what looked like a duelling scar partitioning his face.  They called him the Colonel; he seemed in charge, he shouted, boasted and lead the way. Benito had seen men like him before, men who had been brought up to be expectant of life, a sense of entitlement. Benito understood that what he had a hard time comprehending was this cold sweep that stroked his left side, a presence.

      He glances to his left, and there was that native, squat, muscular with a fresh scar across his raven painted face. Benito was rarely scared of any man, but this man draped in dark raiment, glances at him with a blackish slant, and Benito knew, that cold he felt, was fear.

      The Farmhouse is just moments away, getting away from this native and filling his pockets is all that concerns Benito now.
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      LITTLE SPARROW had become accustomed to the attention she elicits from men, she understood these moments. One Comanchero in-particular had basal designs on her; he stands above Little Sparrow his eyes brim with lustful intentions. She slowly looks up at him, she stoic, calm. Her look isn’t inviting, yet it’s not challenging either.

      Mazy feels differently.

      “Leave her alone!”

      Louis gestures for her to quieten down.

      Mazy notices Running Cloud, Louis and Joesph Joseph sharing looks that have a language only intimate friends acquire. She knows something’s up.

      She calms down.

      There’s an argument brewing between the Comancheros, either they don’t want their companion to molest Little Sparrow, or they wish to go first, it’s difficult to tell. After gun waving, shoving and the like, the lust filled Comanchero makes his way over to Little Sparrow. He glances back to his companions, who remain quiet, they’ve seen and participated in this before.

      The Comanchero’s face is close to Little Sparrow’s; she can smell the thick stench of his fetid breath. He snatches her head forward, for the first time she resists.

      He pulls back.

      He smiles. He laps his moist tongue across Sparrow's cheek, she shudders.

      She glances to her father; Running Cloud has moved his hand to his boot. He nods to her.

      Little Sparrow moves her hand down to her boot, while her eyes engage the Comanchero.

      She whispers, loud enough for the others to hear.

      “Now.”

      Louis snatches Mazy away, as Little Sparrow snatches a short, slight blade from her boot. She snatches the back of the Comanchero's head, as her other hand drives the small blade into his neck… She's splattered with red, from the spurting fissure in his artery.

      BANG – His pistol, a plume of smoke, as turf next to her is churned up.

      Running Cloud has also pulled out a blade; he throws it at the other Comancheros, it finds the flesh of a shoulder, the recipient fumbles his pistol.

      Joseph Joseph snatches the bloody body off of Little Sparrow. He braces it against his arms like a meat shield, as he charges at the remaining Comancheros.

      Jensen calls out “What’s happening!?”

      The Comancheros unleash round after round into the on-coming muscle-man, each round violently nestles into their companions fading flesh. It crashes into them, sending them dirt bound. They scramble as they see this man of undiluted power bear down on them.

      Joseph Joseph was always aware he was different, his strength, his size had always set him apart from his peers. When he reached his year of manhood, he could carry a fully developed Ewe up the mountain-side that was the backdrop to his Bavarian home. In that same year, he playfully wrestled his father, cracking his father's ribs in the process. Joseph Joseph swore he would never hurt anyone again; he would watch his anger and realise that at any given moment, something he would regret could happen. He was a super human in a papier-mâché world. Right now, all those years of subdued turbulence are released.  Joseph Joseph is a volcano of seething muscle, fuelled by the magma of adrenaline.

      His thick, steel-like fingers, clamp onto a Comanchero’s throat as soft sinew submits under his grasp. There’s an audible snap of breakage. The Comanchero slumps back.

      His companion reaches for his pistol, spins to shoot Joseph Joseph, to meet the back of his swinging arm. It's like being hit with tempered wood. The Comanchero fires off a round, as he hits the dirt. Joseph Joseph brings his boot down hard; it's more of a squelch than a snap.

      The Comanchero who was shot by Mazy earlier leans against the outhouse; the commotion brings him around, he sees Joseph Joseph marching toward him, like death itself. Joseph Joseph snatches an axe from a tree stump and - THUD - buries it deep in the Comanchero's flesh. He then marches over to Jensen.

      

      Louis holds Mazy while Running Cloud and Little Sparrow are caught up in the strongman's rampage, as he drives the axe into the skull of his last victim. Running cloud clambers for the remaining pistols.

      Little Sparrow turns to Lyn, to comment on her lover saving them… But the words never come… Lyn lays blood puddling across her dress, Lyn's blood. She smiles at Little Sparrow, her teeth stained in her fluids. Little Sparrow cradles Lyn’s head in her lap. She gently strokes it, to what sounds like a lullaby.
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      AS DUNSTON and his posse close into the Farmhouse, the peels of gunshots regaled a story of mayhem. Dunston was accustomed to the chaos, in some manner he welcomed it.

      Marujo felt the pang of possible regret. Could it be these Mexican savages claimed the prize he holds dear?

      Colonel Beau Dunston turns to Robert Devon’s Captain.

      “You, take Benito and two men, head straight for the Butcher, we’ll circle round the back.”

      The Captain hesitates.

      Dunston snaps.

      “Go!”

      The Captain looks to his boss Robert. Robert nods – do it.

      Robert turns to Tyler and Bedford.

      “You two stay with me.”

      

      The Posse ride on hard, they split into two factions as dust dervishes kick up in their wake.
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      JENSEN IS ON EDGE; he was blind to the cascade of mayhem that just took place, he wasn't sure of who survived, maybe his new found friends had fallen victim to the curse that seems to follow him… death. Jensen knew her all too intimately; death had become his closest acquaintance. She had claimed those who stood by him and against him… Those he loved, and those he loathed. Soon and for sure, she will come for him.

      

      Jensen hears footsteps closing in. He’s ready for what comes next… At least he thinks he is. When Joseph Joseph emerges doused in blood and sweat, breath punching through his nostrils like a raging bull, Jensen is taken aback. He then understands everything.

      Jensen responds.

      “Ya good?”

      “I-I’m… not sure.”

      Mazy screams, Joseph Joseph, glances back, he sees the person he loves, laying across Little Sparrow, there's blood across her dress. Jensen's concerned.

      “What’s going on?”

      Joseph Joseph glances to Jensen then back to Lyn he’s drawn back to her.

      Jensen halts his advance.

      “Joseph! Look!”.

      He looks to Jensen, who nods his head to direct his friend’s eyes… To the four riders eating up ground between them and the horizon. The inner turmoil and pain dissipates its energy, a calmness overcomes him, as Joseph Joseph knows what he must do, he turns to his companions, he calls to them, selfless and pure.

      “Run.”

      He then strides to Jensen.

      

      Benito sees the hulking man-mountain move to the Butcher; he knows instantly what's happening. His men had gone and got themselves killed. He turns to the Captain.

      “He’s trying to free the Butcher.” The Captain, Benito and the two Pinkertons draw their pistols. They’re way out of range for a true shot, yet they’re closing fast.

      

      Little Sparrow harries her companions into the cornfield. Louis guides Mazy as Little Sparrow encourages her aging father. Running Cloud stops, to face his daughter.

      “Father, please.”

      Cloud cups his hand around her neck and draws her forehead to his.

      “As much as I am shamed by him, I’m made proud by you.”

      “I tried to be the best daughter and son I could be. You have been, and always will be, my father.”

      Running Cloud unsheathes a large knife. Little Sparrow nods in understanding.

      As Louis drags Mazy into the cornfield, she sees Sparrow leaving Running Cloud; she glances across to Jensen… Joseph Joseph stands above him and beyond them four riders charging in, blue plumes of smoke bellowing from their pistols. Louis snatches Mazy into cover.

      

      Joseph Joseph grabs hold of the chain that traps Jensen’s right hand.

      Repeated pistol reports strike the air.

      Jensen looks up to the strong man, at his two slab hands snatching hold of the chain, he places a foot on the axle of the wagon… His sinews snap to attention, he grunts in guttural exertion.

      WHACK - turf nearby flicks up, as bullets begin to find their range.

      Joseph Joseph bares his clenched teeth; his neck is a furrowed terrain of muscle.

      Shoulders and arms ripple with continual contractions.

      Incredibly the chain begins to sing with tension, as the air around them comes alive, as bullets rent its fabric.

      WHACK - Turf powders.

      CRACK - Splinters spray, the wagon’s hit.

      WHIZZZ…

      CRACK…

      THUD -  A pink cloud plumes as Joseph Joseph jolts forward. A round buries into his back.

      “Joseph!” Jensen feels powerless, in anger he snatches at the chain.

      The man-mountain summons up an inner steel, an undiluted courage, he sets upon the chain again.

      CRACK - a bullet splinters wood across Jensen’s face.

      Jensen helps Joseph Joseph with the chain, both grunt and tremble with exertion, as the wagon creaks under pressure.

      CLIP - a bullet nicks his muscled shoulder; crimson beads spill across the wagon. Joseph Joseph keeps to task, and incredibly the chain begins to creak, deform, stretch.

      Bullets whizz past scarring the air.

      THUD - A bullet tears into Joseph Joseph's leg. He refuses to acknowledge it.

      SNAP -  the chain explodes

      “Get out of here," Jensen screams. “Just give me a gun. Go!”

      Joseph Joseph limps across to the other chain.

      He clasps hold of it and presses his blood-drenched boot against the axle.

      “Mister Jensen, I have nothing left… But to unleash hell upon them… you.”

      

      On the opposite side of the farm, cautiously approaching on foot: Colonel Dunston, Robert Devon, Tyler Devon, Bedford, Marujo with five other men; two roguish Bounty Hunters and three recently acquired Deputies. Dunston had waved them off their horses, as gunfire started. If there was a gun fight, Dunston knew it was best to flank an unsuspecting opponent.

      They settle into position on a mound overlooking the farm. The four riders approach the overturned wagon, firing off their pistols. They also see a tall, broad man standing by the wagon.

      Robert Devon squints… “Is that the Butcher?”

      Devon looks to Marujo, Marujo shakes his head – no…

      “He’s nearby," Dunston informs the others.

      Marujo vision sweeps the farm; he notices a figure by the Farmhouse, a reflection that ghosts his dreams. Running Cloud matches eyes with Marujo and slips behind the Farmhouse. Marujo moves from laying to squatting; he glances to the Colonel.

      “What?”

      Marujo breaks away from the group; he heads straight to the farmhouse.

      Dunston reaches out.

      “Marujo.”

      Tyler can’t help but throw a snide comment. “Everyone seems to be deserting you.”

      Dunston retorts “You better hope I don’t abandon your father, I'm the only thing standing between him and a snappy demise." … Dunston notices the four riders closing in on the blindside of the upturned wagon. “It looks like we’ve found the Butcher.”

      The nine men look to the riders dismounting.

      The Captain slides a shotgun, from his saddle.

      

      Jensen and his strong man companion are testing their mettle against the iron chain. Joseph Joseph’s bloodied hands slip over the iron links, bullets bite into his flesh, it’s only blind fury and indomitable will that keeps him standing, that makes him endure.

      RIP... A bullet ruptures Joseph Joseph’s ear.

      SMACK -  A hot slug punches into his knee, he collapses, struggles to stand.

      KRACK -  His back bursts blood.

      Joseph Joseph’s mass stumbles into the wagon. He’s oozing blood, for the first time he can remember his body feels weak.

      He doesn't quit; he's on his knees, his hands grab thin air as he reaches for the chain.

      Jensen is a brew of emotions, anger, frustration, pain, at the sight of his friend fighting against the futile. Joseph Joseph mouth seeps fluid, breath laden with the weight of dying; face palled, eyes wet with red. He’s still fumbling, floundering with the chain.

      BOOM – A crimson eruption, bloodied vapour fills the air.

      With a dead stare, he crumbles to his knees, and his hulking dead mass collapses on Jensen.  The Captain with a shotgun is stood feet away. By him, Benito, the two Pinkertons, they glance at each other. The Captain nods for Benito to check out the bodies.

      

      Marujo’s squat frame prowls around the side of the Farmhouse…

      …no one’s there.

      He draws a blade, expecting the silence to submit to violence. Marujo slants an eye behind him; he knows the old man is here…

      …somewhere.

      A shadow swallows Marujo, an attack from above. His intuition kicks in, he’s rarely the prey, yet knows how to respond.

      Marujo, whirls, and spins slashing out with his knife, he feels a burning in his arm the searing of severed nerve endings.  Marujo stumbles back, his hand instinctively clamps his wound… He looks up. Fresh blood drips off Running Cloud’s knife, his breath is pacing, not from exertion, but from the burden of destiny pressing on his chest. There's a sting on his cheek; he gently touches it, a lick of blood. Marujo holds up his knife; it too is stained with a fresh fluid hue.

      Father and son, nod to each other, this is the first time they’ve set eyes on one another since Marujo helped Dunston exterminate Running Cloud’s tribe fifteen years ago. They would frequent each other’s dreams, yet somehow, this reality was more unreal. They now understand, from the moment of Marujo’s baptised birth, this day has been in calling.

      

      Dunston has Robert, Tyler, Bedford, the Bounty Hunters, and Deputies in tow. He marches down to the farmhouse, confidently making his way to the overturned wagon. Dunston sees, The Captain, Benito and the two Pinkertons step behind the blind side of the upturned wagon.

      

      “Give me a hand…” The Captain asks Benito, Joseph Joseph’s limp frame is too heavy for him to move, they both peel the mound of lifeless blood-drenched muscle off of Jensen, the body rolls to the ground with a – thump.

      The Captain glances to Benito, then back to the lifeless, motionless body of Jensen, with one hand free and one hand chained.

      “Benito, your bounty was on the qualification he was alive, Mister Dunston wanted him alive.” The Captain reloads his shotgun and gives it to a Pinkerton.

      Living? Benito's fears have been realised, not the fact that he's lost his companions, it was probably their fault anyway. His concern was not getting cash, five thousand dollars could get him a piece of land, or keep him in booze and whores for years to come. Benito leans into Jensen and squeezes his cheeks… Jensen feels warm, but he’s motionless, peaceful as the dead.

      It’s a moment of eternity as Benito is snared in cognitive dissonance, Jensen looks dead, but his chest slowly, steadily balloons. It was in this second Benito knew, Jensen was alive. It was the same moment that Jensen's eyes flick open. An intimate moment of realisation they both share. Benito's eyes widen in a brew of horror and awe, while Jensen's pierces with a cold fury. The Captain, the Pinkertons are oblivious to the interaction.

      “oh no.” Is all The Captain hears Benito say, and before they can breathe before they can acclimatise to the direction their lives are about to take, before the lightning-bolt of fear can strike and elicit a survival response. Before all this, Jensen’s free hand snatches Benito’s Colt from his belt.

      BLAM – a slug ploughs into Benito, and like a door to the world he falls away. Revealing to the Captain and the Pinkertons, Jensen with smoking iron in hand.

      By the time they’ve registered this turn of events, another two shots –BLAM- BLAM- a resounding death knell.

      The Pinkertons spin and whirl to the soil, their bodies flirt with the possibility they may live, it soon passes, as they lifelessly ditch into the dirt.

      The Captain slides his side iron across leather; he draws on Jensen. Their two barrels crack like thunder, only one of their shots is true.

      Jensen flinches as the searing speeding slug smacks into the wagon, spitting shards of wood across his face.

      The Captain stumbles back… He clamps onto his chest.

      “You...” his words gargle, his breath whispers as his punctured lung fills with fluid. Jensen is versed in gunning down a stranger, and generally not knowing the reason why. At least now he’s acquainted with the whys, if not the whos.

      

      “I said I wanted the bastard alive.” Robert Devon has misunderstood the situation, all he saw was four armed men step behind the wagon and commit what sounded like bloody execution. Dunston touches Robert’s shoulder, Dunston recognises it’s not what it seems.

      "Look," The Colonel points.

      From behind the wagon, stepping backward like a puppet with tangled strings, comes The Captain. His pistol faintly gripped, he aimlessly fires into the turf … BANG.

      Tyler is the first to a summary of the situation. “Oh god, he’s free.”

      Colonel Dunston acts with military acumen, that the years of war bring.

      “Take cover.” They scatter, from the open.

      

      Breath shortens, as airways are crushed to collapse, the inner skull drives pressure against its confines. Marujo knew this was from lack of blood and oxygen, Running Cloud, his father, had managed to slip a strike, then slide his arm under Marujo’s chin.

      Marujo is in the throes of strangulation. His peripheral sight dims into submission; his vision becomes tunnelled, he also knew that next the black would envelop all and he would never return.

      Marujo lowers his centre of gravity; he throws his arm across his body. Father and son tumble to the dirt. Marujo blindly lashes out, Cloud’s soft leather boot, crashes into his son’s chest, sending him back. Marujo by skill or instinct hacks out, his iron edge runs along flesh, leaving cleaved crimson in its wake.

      Marujo and Cloud stumble to standing, one emerging from faint senses, the other feeling the mounting years in every breath. Son smiles to father, if the old man were younger maybe he would have a chance. Father blankly stares at his child, his only son. His heart fills with sorrow, regret, love. Running Cloud knows if he were younger, it would make little difference to the day. His heart was never black enough to act without remorse. If he could sit and recollect the first years of his son's life, he would see, Marujo and remorse have never crossed paths.

      Marujo steps closer.

      

      Twisted and broken bodies lay about Jensen, some dead, others not too far behind. Jensen looks to Benito and sees the keys to the lock on the chains. Jensen scrambles to reach them; he knows Dunston is coming and that Marujo isn’t too far behind.

      CHING - The chain tightens, Benito is out of reach.

      Jensen reaches his boot out, to try and drag Benito closer. It’s a fruitless endeavour. As if his god-awful situation wasn't bad enough, The Colonel calls out, to what seems like a taunt.

      “Hills, who would have thought it come to this?" Jensen is yanking at the chain if only he could get a few more inches.  “I’m going to get you Hills… …Your killing days are over. Tyler Devon is under my charge, my protection… I always get what I want.”

      Jensen sits back; he knows the futility of the situation… Think. Think… He's too centred on the key; it may as well be knee deep in the Mississippi mud.

      “And I want to see the Johnson City Butcher on the end of a rope.” Dunston continues.

      Jensen mumbles to himself, “Oh God, I wish he'd shut up." He calls out, “Ain’t you heard Dunston, the Butcher be dead.”

      Jensen reaches for a pistol left on the ground. He's frantically looking around for an answer… He still manages to goad the Colonel.

      “Is Tyler and his friend here?” Jensen stops, he arches his neck listening to the silence, he smiles to himself. “Good to know. I’m coming to get you Tyler.”

      

      Tyler quite simply panics.

      “Shit he knows I’m here, I should never have come.”

      Bedford watches Tyler, quietly confused, had Tyler just become a coward or was he always one?

      “I’ll never let anyone hurt you, son.” Robert Devon reassures Tyler.

      BLAM – BLAM - The men behind cover duck, as random shots, ring out.

      

      Jensen waves his pistol over the top of the wagon, he stretches and just about manages to glimpse over the wooden barrier.  BLAM – CLICK…  He's out of bullets.

      Jensen scans for another pistol, from another dead body.

      He sees The Captain’s shotgun, laying by the side of a lifeless Pinkerton, the only good kind of Pinkerton, it’s been remarked.

      

      SLAM – Running Cloud collides with the brick work of the farmhouse. The adrenaline of battle is fading, and in its departing wake the reality of pain is settling in, his lacerations, the blows he's received; not just those he's experienced today, but those that were once a fading memory, now sing with one accord, as if they were moments old.

      Blood seeps into his eyes; he brushes it away with the back of his hand. Marujo’s scarred raven features sneer, as he prowls closer.

      Marujo feels the pain of this conflict, the physical and emotional tussle with his own history. As the end nears, he resonates with the pain that will follow. Each stride he takes is a step closer to a new beginning for him and the demise of his father.

      

      As his boot scrapes the barrel of the shotgun closer to him, Jensen knows that without laying down covering fire, Dunston and his men will be staggering their advance closer to him. If he can just get the shotgun, maybe he could take one or two with him. He wants to die on his own terms; making it as hellish as possible for those who mean him harm.

      It’s there, Jensen reaches his hand over and snatches the shotgun from the dirt, he clamps his hand round the solid stock of walnut wood.

      Jensen brings the shotgun up to his chained hand; he cracks the breach open, it's loaded. He glances back to The Captain, sprawled in the mud of blood and dirt. The Captain has a bag of cartridges at his feet.

      He knows he can’t reach the ammo.

      Jensen glances at his chained left hand.

      He’s solemn, an icy intensity becomes his bearing.

      His cheeks puff as he breathes deep.

      The stirring of the unpleasant rumbles in his innards, not the sharp gnawing burn that can strike him down, more from a gut wrenching choice he faces. Before the stirring can become a turbulence, Jensen guides the shotgun barrel onto his left hand; he feels its cold ringed maws gently knead his fleshy palm. He gently cups his hand around the barrel… Jensen turns away.

      

      The - CRACK -  of shotgun blast reverberates its echo around the farm.

      Dunston instinctively ducks behind cover, then cautiously makes his way to the wagon, he gestures the others into flanking wave.

      

      Marujo and Running Cloud both glance to the address of the shotgun. Cloud sees his chance; he lunges for Marujo. Perhaps it is his age, his broken body or both, but this old formidable warrior is just too slow. His fading-strength and waning-will have not so much as betrayed him, they’ve just expired. They mustered up memories of old, to melt away and Running Cloud can feel it.

      Marujo glides gracefully past the laboured lunge, to navigate himself behind the passaging Running Cloud. His father’s own bearing forces the blade deep into him, yet it’s Marujo’s own doing, the snap of his hip, the snatch of the shoulder, that tears his deeply rooted blade across Cloud’s belly, letting his innards burst from their fleshy confines.

      Running Cloud collapses…

      …Marujo is there to scoop up the dying old man, before he smacks with the dirt. Gently he lowers him into his lap, and with tenderness, he rocks his father and hums to him a song that was a whisper from an echo of his childhood.

      Running Cloud reaches up a tremoring hand, Marujo snatches it as if it will stop him from falling into a precipice, the initial grasp begins to fade as if they've shared each other's pain and have learned the reasons for all the wrongs they've perceived. A tiny tear blossoms, it rambles down Marujo’s scarred face, over folds of black marked skin, to be released. It burst onto Running Cloud’s cheek; perhaps it was the last thing he felt in this life.

      He releases his father’s hand; it swings lifelessly ground ward.

      Marujo stays with him.

      

      Dunston has his back to the opposite side of the wagon; he knows Hills is probably waiting for a head to emerge so that he can make a hole in it. Without slip of culpability, he waves the Deputies or Bounty Hunters to patrol the blindside of the wagon. The men, jostle between themselves as who should go first.

      Dunston barks in a whisper. “Someone. Go.”

      One of the men creep around the side of the wagon; there are no gunshots, no furore… Just, waiting.  Dunston gazes across the farm, to Marujo cradling a body, he’ll have a word with that native once they are through… Then to the hiding Robert, Tyler and Tyler's friend whom he can't quite recollect his name.  When this is done, he'll take the mining town for himself, and profit from the railroad in need of a supply station at Dunston Town. Beau had enough of waiting. His whole life is ready to unfurl in front of him.

      “Well?”

      “Sir you better come here.”

      Dunston, pistol ready, steps around to the blindside of the wagon, the hired help keeps talking. "I'm not sure which one the Butcher is…"

      The blindside reveals five dead bodies and not one of them is Jensen Hills.

      Dunston sees the loose chain and spatter of drizzled crimson, around a splintered hole in the wagon. The bile in Dunston’s guts kicks up its welcome. Dunston understands.

      “Jesus wept, he blew off his own hand.”
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      HE KNEW the severed nerve endings that once led to his hand would shortly sing in a searing chorus of the limb’s absence.  Jensen cradles his bloody stump, wrapped in Benito's leather waistcoat.

      He stumbles into the tool shed.

      He sinks to his knees, curling his sweating forehead to the cool, moist dirt floor.

      He knows that pain’s presence will break onto the shore of his consciousness, with no chance of ebbing. Pain and death had carved a kinship with Jensen. He can no longer remember a moment when they didn’t accompany a thought, a feeling, a moment of solitude.

      Even the boy… Memories of him are tainted with that moment his young hopeful existence was trampled into oblivion. Jensen glances to the ceiling as if to see if William is looking down at him… He raises his ever paining stump as if to show-off to his dead friend.

      Lotus comes to mind, her softness, her beauty is a counter point, a stark contrast to this moment.

      The Jade necklace…

      …Jensen fumbles for the Jade necklace Lotus gave him. He’s still doubled over; his thumb runs across it, the Jade pendant opens up, inside is the sweet smelling black tar of opium. Jensen flips it into his soiled hand, and places the little parcel of release under his tongue; he tastes its bitter residue permeate his skin.

      Jensen’s momentary lapse of resolve dissolves.

      He sits on his haunches; mud is caked on his face. He reaches across to the lantern; it sloshes in his grip. He pours kerosene over his wound. It burns white hot; he can feel himself flexing his ghost of a hand to dissuade the heat.  The brew of pain and opium sharpens his reality… Jensen snatches the bale hook and strips of leather.

      He tourniquets his wound.

      Jensen places a leather strap down, then the bale hook on it, with his stump on top of that. He begins to wrap the leather around, tightening the bale hook to his left arm. He grits his teeth as the painful snap washes over him.

      Jensen stands, he has pistols taken from the dead, the shotgun that dismembered him, and a bale hook for a left hand. He looks ready for war.

      

      Jensen takes the lantern and sprinkles some kerosene around the tool shed. Its volatile nature is matched by its spirited odour, Jensen breathes it in deep, his eyes involuntarily well.

      Jensen looks across the critter traps, axe, and a gap in the slats of the wall, which frames a chicken beadily staring in at Jensen.

      Jensen stares back; he cannot help but sneer a grin.
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      “Christ, he’s a goddamn one-man army, an’ all this time, a bloody drunk, opium addicted, sow rearer." Dunston is talking to himself as much as anyone else.

      He, the Devons, Bedford, the two Bounty hunters and three Deputies stand by the overturned wagon and its feast of death. They’re contemplating what comes next, as no one has experienced this before.

      Robert Devon is less contemplative; to him the answer is obvious.

      “Well, this is our chance Dunston, he’s wounded, let’s find him and-“

      “You just don't get, do you, Devon?" Dunston wants everyone to know what he's thinking. “He’s been cut, shot with Buffalo round; he survived Marujo… The Savage Lands... He’s blown his own fucking hand clean off, and now, now you want to go right after him!?” Dunston straightens out his jacket; he stands in front of Robert Devon. "I say, we track him, let him bleed out… weaken. Prey is at its most dangerous when it has fuck all else to live for."

      “No Dunston, no.” Robert is growing a pair. “No… I say-”

      - BLAM-

      It’s not so much the ringing out of pistol fire that brings a cessation to the heated parley, or the sound of flying metal audibly cracking bone. It's Bedford's inhuman involuntary squeal; as his mandible shatters, he collapses onto the wagon trying to cradle the pulped mass that was his jaw.

      The others dive for cover, amongst the dead on the blindside of the wagon.

      Jensen calls out, over the groaning and wailing of Bedford.

      “Was that Tyler?”

      “Where is that cocksucker?” Robert demands.

      Beau Dunston peers through the miniature portholes in the wagon, the leavings of bullets passaging through wood.  Dunston sees a smoking pistol sticking out of the tool shed.

      “He’s in the shed, over there,” he gestures the direction with his pistol. “I say we shoot the shit out of it.” The men nod in response to the invitation.

      In unspoken unison the men rest on top of, or to the side of the wagon, their rifles and pistols target the shed. There's an ensemble of barrel calls; each pistol articulates its statement. Each shot stimulates the air about them in a sudden clap of expansion, that can be felt over flesh and reverberates through the marrow. Indigo plumes of barrel-breath balloon out, until thick smoke, fill their vision. Rounds punch their velocity through the decaying wooden slats of the shed.

      Wood shatters, splinters, shreds.

      As the violent chorus proceeds its mayhem, Tyler reaches over to Bedford; he's sprawled on his back staring vacuously skyward. His breathing is intermittent.

      Tyler nudges Bedford, he seems to flicker, yet he’s dormant, unresponsive.  Bedford is in the throes of shock. Tyler feels the leaden weight of guilt smacking him in his lower gut. It was he who started this murderous cascade that led to the death of his friends.

      He leans in to whisper into his companion’s ear, though there was a solitary sliver of hope Bedford would hear him.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” Tyler lays back, parallel to his dying friend, staring skyward… The gunfire becomes drowned out, he imagines his own death, at least there would be peace in that moment. He hoped.

      Then there is silence, the quiet undiluted calm after the storm. The silence punctuates the broken internals of the shed falling, yet its structure still stands.

      Robert Devon stirs with confidence; poised as if leading a charge into an oncoming brigade.

      “Tyler stay here, boy.” He beckons to the Bounty Hunters with his pistol “Bounty Killers, with me.” He turns to Dunston, a sense of smug triumph. “At his most dangerous aye?”

      Robert sprints towards the shed, followed by the Bounty Hunters and Deputies. Dunston stays with Tyler.

      

      Without breaking his stride, Robert raises his boot to the shed's hole ridden door; it cracks open to angle off its hinge.  His five gun men are behind him. A Deputy walks in slowly, gun raised. They see the shed is empty; he calls out to his partners.

      "He's gone."

      Robert peers through an ample gap in the back of the shed.

      “He went out the back.”

      A Bounty Hunter snorts the air; he comments… “I smell….”

      In the approaching prevailing moments, Robert Devon experiences an expanded awareness, it seems as causality were merely an illusion, as all events both the catalyst and response were one and the same. He acquires an understanding that his mind accepts and his body can't respond to.

      Robert sees a man step into view, framed by the hole in the back of the shed. A man he's never met before, yet in an instant, he knows who he is. Robert runs his mining town, using folk who were of shady reputation, criminals, yet after a while, each and every one of them acquiesce to docility. What Robert regards is a man, battered, bruised, laden with pistols, his left arm a bloody stump, with what looks like a rusty bale hook for a hand. This man is in his fifties and looks his weathered age and more, ample of girth; his once fine clothes are now ungroomed, unwashed… Yet his eyes. The look he gives is of something intensely wild, untamed, of a creature that will not relinquish his freedom. Robert in that moment awoke to fear; true fear is a perception of danger or possible harm tinged with awe.

      The man known as 'The Butcher,' winks at Robert, there’s a whirlwind in his innards as the man presents a lit lantern. Robert, bathed in the ether of the combustible that suffuses his senses, panics.

      Jensen throws the lantern into the shed.

      The Bounty hunter finishes his observation.

      “…Kerosene.”

      Robert fumbles for his pistol, the jitters of hysteria course through him… Jensen has no such problem, he smoothly snaps his pistol from its holster, and as the lantern reaches the shed, Jensen shoots – BLAM.

      Time and space make an unwelcome return; things happen too fast for Robert to respond.  The lantern breaches the shed's walls…

      Accompanied by Jensen’s muzzle flash…

      The lamp explodes – BOSSSCCCCHH… To release… The celestial glory of The Sun.

      Devouring orange sheets of flame cascade in a burning expanse.

      The very air itself comes to life as blazing flames ignite the shed.

      The men burn.

      Epidermal layers melt, voices scream.

      

      Jensen takes a moment; he glances back to the cornfield, and sprints for cover.
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      TYLER IS CURLED UP behind the wagon; his father had just charged off to the shed. Tyler looks to Beau Dunston; he oozes confidence, self-assurance.

      Tyler hated Dunston, yet he’s happy he was here right now.

      "Don't fret son; you'll be fine," Dunston reassured him. "We may not have seen eye to eye. But we are tied on one thing." Dunston turns Tyler. "Ensuring that you live."

      Tyler knew if Tyler lived that his father would sign over the controlling share of Keystone to the Colonel.  Tyler turns to Dunston.

      "You agreed to a lot more, than just keeping me out of prison… why?"

      Dunston ponders, it’s true, the bargain was simply meant to be not pressing charges against Tyler, or his friends. It has now escalated to tracking down that murderous assassin. Then it strikes Dunston.

      "I suppose if I allow myself to be sentimental, despite all that has occurred between your father and myself. I suppose… were once frie-"

      KABOOM – The shed rages in flames.

      Tyler stands out from the blind side of the wagon, he sees two Bounty Hunters and two Deputies, scrambling before the inferno, like worshippers of an ancient god, singed and submitting before the heat. The flaming building births a stumbling fiery figure, he collapses the Bounty Hunters try to beat the flames to extinction, it’s impossible to tell who he is. Tyler’s eyes scan the farm. A sickening realisation opens to him.

      “Papa?” he stands in shock. “Oh God, Papa.”

      The Colonel snatches at Tyler’s shoulder.

      “Pull yourself together, now’s not the time for mourning.”

      Tyler snatches away from the Colonel. Dunston almost barks, he’s found it useful to shout at men who got the fear in battle.

      “Pull yourself together. If you can't, I'll take you to this ‘Butcher,' myself. Understood!?" Tyler complicity nods. “Good lad. Now tell me, are you a Director of Keystone Mining?”

      Tyler slowly nods, yes.

      Beau Dunston ever the opportunist thrusts out his hand.

      “Then Mister Devon, we are partners.” The Colonel’s hand hangs out in front of Tyler, expecting a union with his own. Tyler feels sickened, not just because his father’s fallen foul, in direct acquaintance to his own misdeeds. Not just because his childhood friend, Bedford, is now just lifeless matter with dead eyes staring skyward, no.  It's because the only hope he has of meeting the morning is being offered by the man who has hounded his family to ruin. Tyler grasps Dunston's hand.

      Dunston springs into action.

      He points to the two remaining Bounty Hunters and Deputies.

      "I saw him depart to the cornfield; he's bleeding out." The Hunters are reticent to chase down this particular bounty. "I'll personally pay the man who brings me his head a thousand dollars on top of the five that is already on his head."

      The two Bounty Hunters glance to each other. They nod, with weapons drawn, they march to the cornfield.

      Dunston nods to the Deputies, “You too Jack and….?”

      “Hank Warden sir, I’ve been wid ya since Dunston.” Says the second Deputy.

      “Well Jack, Hank, go an’ get him.”

      The two Deputies run off to the cornfield.

      "He's going to kill them too," Tyler complains.

      “Maybe, boy, Maybe.” Dunston is scanning the farm for a vantage point. “There.” Dunston points to a small rocky out-jut overlooking the farm. "A marksman's greatest weapon is patience." Dunston grabs the cuffs of Tyler's jacket and forces him to march with him.
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      IN 1873 the supreme court ruled that Bounty Hunters were part of the U.S Law enforcement system, this is when David Johns, a former soldier, bounty jumper and brothel owner, knew it would be a lucrative trade for him to put his talents.

      It seemed like flourishing luck that David Johns was in Johnston City when the Colonel came riding into town. He was there for some drinking and whoring, burning through the last of his dollars. Then he heard about The Johnston City Butcher and a substantial compensation for his capture.  His luck seems less blossoming now, in fact, he feels it has taken a turn. As David Johns, with pistol poised close to his chest, slowly walks through the cornfield, he shudders. He can still feel the blazing heat of the flames the smell of the Long pig, his jacket catching a blaze.

      Johns peels each of the corn stems to the side as he treads as if walking through thick snow, raising his foot up and slowly resting it down. He hears a rustle of leaves; he glances to his side. The Deputy, a kid, who didn’t talk much, was blundering through the vegetation. This was no way to go about a good bushwhacking, in fact, this is how you get bushwhacked!

      David stops, he tries to remember the Deputies name.

      “Gills," he whispers “Keep it the fuck down.”

      Jack Gills and been made a deputy days earlier, he slants an embarrassed glance to Johns and the other Hunter, who obviously have more experience in these type of affairs than him. He motions to protest but is shut down quickly by the more senior Johns.

      “Shhh, listen” Johns snaps.

      The  gun-slinging Hunter quietly moves up next to Johns. They all breathe lightly and crane their necks. There’s the sound of rustling, through the thick wall of corn.

      “Let’s get ‘im” Johns whispers.

      Jack Gills wasn't sure. He glances to Hank, who’s hanging back, waiting with his shotgun.

      "Wouldn't it be best if we waited?" Jack asks.

      Johns wasn’t good at his schooling, but he knew six thousand dollars between two was better than between four.

      “Your loss kiddos."

      Johns nods to the other Bounty Hunter, and they leave Gills on his haunches. David Johns and his companion pick up the pace to close down that rustling sound.

      

      Johns is real close; he gestures for the other Hunter to fan out, after a few steps of separation they’re ready, only feet in front of them is that tapping and rustling.

      The Bounty Hunters crash through into a small opening, their pistols like weather vanes in a gale.

      The Hunter lowers his side iron, "Hey Johns."

      When Johns looks over, he gestures to a hen feeding in the green of the leaves. They lower their pistols.

      “Shit." Johns runs his hand across his face; he's betting they're going to miss out on that bounty, he turns to walk out of the clearing.

      “Damn chick-“  SLUCK – The sharpened bit of an axe, cracks into his sternum, it nestles up to the blade’s cheek in soft white bone, blood surges under the pressure and spurts up the side of the axe head. Before Johns can fall, the other Hunter snaps up his pistol to shoot Jensen, Jensen snatches the barrel to the side – BANG – a miss.

      In the same sweep, Jensen arcs his left arm down in a crescent, with bodily force till

      - SHTICK- His bale hooked arm pierces the Bounty Hunter’s eye… Fluid bursts, the man screams, Jensen snatches his pistol out of his holster, it’s point blank –BLAM – the screaming stops, as blood spatters across corn plants.

      

      Marujo wrestles with an undiscovered aspect of his being, as he cradles his father’s lifeless body, he feels… regret. He’s not sure why. Maybe this man represented the last vestiges of his own humanity. He looks up, across the farm, to see the burning shed, dead bodies strewn, he's been completely unawares.

      He re-examines this inner turmoil, and it has confirmed something he's always recognized, humanness is a weakness.

      There are quick, consecutive shots ringing out from the cornfield. Marujo feels that lust, the lust that impels him to consume. He places his father to the ground, and his squat legs march him to the cornfield.

      Marujo, the Soul Eater, is on the hunt.
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      THE SHOTGUN WIELDING Deputy Hank searches amongst the corn growths. He nervously chews his lips; it's claustrophobic; the enclosed space, limited view and The Butcher in here with him. A shadow moves in his peripheral, he swivels and shoots BOOM… Leafy confetti fills the air.

      There’s nothing there.

      Hank turns back to the pursuit. - CLICK - A thumb cocks a hammer of a Colt Frontiers Six-Shooter.

      Hank has pivoted directly into Jensen’s barrel.

      There's a moment when the two men connect; they're mere feet away. Hank can see Jensen’s jade green eyes, his dilated inky black pupils.

      Jensen nods his head as if to apologise.

      Hank shuts his eyes, falling into silent prayer.

      He never hears the pistol report, never feels the spinning ball of metal punch its mass through his cheek and rupture his brain stem.

      He’s dead before his body timbers earth bound.

      

      Jack Gills can hear random gunfire and the tell-tale sign of bodies hitting dirt. If the Butcher was got, someone would have hollered something by now. Jack's still on his haunches; he's decided to wait, to get the jump on anyone who comes near.  Also, he was too petrified to move. Somehow his motionlessness becomes more transfixed; a figurine cast from fear. Jack's mind is not still, it’s racing with possibilities, as he feels a sharp blade gently touch his throat.  Marujo puts his lips to Jack's ear and whispers.

      "See."

      Marujo points into the cornfield; Jack can make out a shadow slowly gliding through. Jack looks to Marujo, he nods. With that permission, Jack raises his pistol, as Marujo removes his blade.

      The young Deputy waits, he aims and fires.

      -BANG – BANG- the shadow rolls, twists, and fires back – BLAM – BLAM – Jack Gills jolts as if punched, he rocks, drops his pistol and slumps to the deck, a crimson carpet rolls out from him. The shadow emerges, it is Jensen. He bends and picks up Jack’s pistol.

      Marujo is nowhere in sight.

      Jensen twitches, there’s movement in the corn plants, impossibly fast, quiet.

      Now it’s behind him.

      To the side.

      Jensen now feels the closeness of his confines pressing in on him.

      He turns and shoots - BLAM-

      The shadow in the field keeps moving.

      SLASH- an unseen blade cuts Jensen across his back.

      He stumbles forward, spins to shoot - BLAM-

      Another miss.

      In front of Jensen the shadowy substance of Marujo ghosts towards him – Jensen lets off rounds –BLAM-BLAM- It’s as if bullets pass through this ethereal nightmare.

      Marujo bursts out from the thick swathe of plants, to speed past Jensen.

      He lashes out with his knife –SHTICK.

      He nicks Jensen’s neck and plunges back into the sea of green.

      What was helping Jensen now hinders him, as Marujo ghosts in and out at will. Without thought Jensen discards discretion and crashes through the cornfield, he’s making his way back to the open.

      Marujo slowly follows the commotion.

      

      Jensen’s grizzly frame crashes through the growth, what he lacks in grace he makes up for in power, determination. He breathes deep, his heart hammers, the hunt is exhilarating for the prey also, knowing that any second of these moments of freedom that can come to a crashing end only makes it that more delicious. It’s just the warrior’s way.

      He's reached the end of the wall, and like the Kraken of the deep he emerges and crashes into the open. Jensen stops a moment, he takes a knee and consumes oxygen, his head swirls; adrenaline, exhaustion, pain all tinged with the subtle buzz of opium.

      

      "See boy; patience does have its virtues." Colonel Beau Dunston is nestled behind his Enfield Martini Henry and lovingly slides .557 snider cartridge into the breach.

      Dunston spreads his leg and sprawls to a sniper position. His cheek hugs, the royal walnut rifle stock, he gently squeezes an eye closed and peers through the sight, down the barrel to the bead.  Dunston gently manoeuvres the bead, till it rests on the kneeling figure of Jensen.

      He breathes in deep.

      Breathes out.

      Breathes in… Dunston feels the cold iron of the trigger against his finger. He holds his breath to slow his heart and keep the aim smooth.

      “Colonel…” Tyler interrupts the meditation before executing a shot.

      “Not now boy.” Dunston retorts.

      “But-“

      “-Quiet boy.” Dunston adopts his position.

      He throws in one last piece of advice.

      “Everything comes to he who waits.” There’s an audible click of a cocked shotgun hammer. Dunston hears a voice, a voice he hasn’t heard before, it’s Little Sparrow.

      “And I have waited so long for this moment." She presses the shotgun barrel into the nape of his neck; she has a pistol trained upon Tyler.

      Dunston quietly places his hand behind his head; Tyler sees this squaw has no real interest in him. He glances back; he can't get to the horses, he looks across the farm… He can disappear into the cornfield and just keep going.

      Tyler leaps from the overhang, he tumbles down a bank, bouncing and skidding, till he hits flat earth below. He checks himself… He's okay.

      Little Sparrow watches Tyler sprint across the farm to the cornfield; she holsters her pistol.

      

      Jensen with shotgun, sentinel like, sweeping the barrel for anyone that emerges from the cornfield. He hears a rustling, feet trampling their way.

      It's to his right… And then he notices the motionless body of Running Cloud.

      "That son-of-a-bitch."

      The commotion passages closer, stealing Jensen back to the now. He steps forward, ready to rain pellets into the oncoming body.

      When…

      Mazy and Louis stumble out into the open.

      Jensen is happy to see his friend, but he knows danger is ever present.

      She calls out  “Bear.” He can’t afford to have her here.

      They make their way to each other.

      “Bear your hand.” Jensen isn’t listening his smile evaporates, he sees behind Louis and Mazy, Tyler charging towards the cornfield.

      Jensen drops his shotgun, he draws his pistol, but Mazy and Louis are in the firing line.

      He sprints past Mazy and Louis. She calls out.

      “Bear where’s your hand?”

      Jensen stands by the wall of green that just swallowed up Tyler.

      “I gone and lost it.” He calls back to her.

      Jensen is fastened to the moment - Should he go in after Tyler?

      What of the Marujo?

      Mazy runs towards Jensen.

      Jensen stops her.

      “Stay ther-“

      CRASH – Marujo freight trains through the plants, into the open and like a thunderbolt of fury slams into Jensen.

      “Bear!” Mazy shrills.

      The two men as one, pitch to the earth.

      Marujo breaks away.

      Jensen falls, rolls to his knees, aims his pistol to shoot his nemesis.

      Marujo SLICES his gun hand, Jensen drops the pistol, before he can peel off a shot.

      Marujo flips to standing.

      Jensen draws a blade and lashes out in one feral swoop.

      Marujo blocks, blades clash to a pitched - Ching- of metal on metal.

      Marujo keeps the energy flowing; he's circling and sweeps, Jensen’s legs from under him, he thumps to the turf.

      Jensen rolls away, as Marujo plunges his knife down -Thud- into the dirt.

      Louis has pulled Mazy away; he grabs the shotgun dropped by Jensen.

      “What are you going to do with that?” Mazy bluntly enquires.

      "I don't know," Louis answers, as he looks to the two in conflict.

      

      Jensen and Marujo are in that same terrain again, gently circling each other. Jensen can’t comprehend why this Indian has got it ‘in’ for him. Anyways, Jensen was light on contemplation and never tried comprehending the muchness of many things.  He’s more the kind of man to have a singular thought, and go galloping ahead with it.

      Right now his thought is… I’m going to gut you. Jensen holds up his blade and brandishes his weaponised left arm.

      Marujo subtly waves him on.

      Jensen accepts the invite, he creeps his lead foot forward, as if testing the firmness of the ground beneath.

      They both stop their circling. Marujo lowers himself.

      Jensen springs forward into a lunge.

      Jensen decides to go with blind fury, let his blood curdle and give it everything he’s got.

      His blade and hook scythe in long curved swings, Jensen lets out a roar.

      Marujo shuffles back, dodging, blocking or parrying the blows that cascade toward him.

      HACK – Jensen’s hook buries deep into the meat of Marujo’s shoulder.

      Marujo plucks it out and backs up, glancing to the expanse of blood that pools from his wound.

      Jensen behind his heavy breathing is sadistically smug.

      “Hurts some.. eh?” He’s poised ready and waves Marujo on.

      Marujo reaches into his boot and brings out another, smaller blade. Duel wielding, he obliges and strides forward.

      

      Little Sparrow, still has the Colonel pressed under shotgun. Her deep blue eyes move from the fallen figure of her father to Marujo in conflict with Jensen. Inside is the sickening stirrings of grief. She glances down to the Colonel, who’s craning a look at Jensen and Marujo fighting. They both have a stake in this moment.  Revenge for one, and freedom for the other.

      

      Marujo breaks his stride into a sprint, to a leap.

      Jensen side steps, two blades shave the air by him, with an audible whisper.

      The assailant adjusts his mass, twists and stabs Jensen.

      A fang of metal bites into fleshy muscle.

      Jensen stumbles back.

      Mazy screams.

      Jensen glances down to the blade that's stuck in his left arm. It should hurt, yet Jensen is too numb; from exhaustion, the opioids and adrenaline pumping through his veins. Numbness is the body disconnecting from the brain, to allow a man to push himself beyond what he thinks he's capable.

      Jensen knows he’s nearing the end of enduring. The disconnect between his mind and body are ever expanding shores.

      The next moments are a flurry of metallic arcs, where crescents clash with crescents, or they arc through flesh.

      Marujo’s large blade sweeps a wound across Jensen’s right hand; he drops his knife.

      The large blade continues its passage and plunges deep into Jensen’s chest.

      Jensen staggers back, blade jutting out his chest.

      Mazy is silent, shocked; she grabs hold of her father. Louis readies the shotgun, who knows what this native will want after this?

      Jensen takes a knee; his head hangs, blood is spilling from his mouth.

      Marujo clenches his fist, his muscles contract in a shiver of excitation.

      He releases a feral, guttural roar.

      

      Scenarios play through Colonel Dunston’s mind. After Marujo kills The Butcher, then he will come and free the Colonel.

      Dunston plays his gambit. “You let me go now, I’ll ensure you walk free, no charges, or need for retribution.”

      Dunston feels the shotgun jolt the back of his skull.

      “Shut up.”

      

      Jensen glances across to Mazy; she's wracked with dismay, tears bead down her cheeks, the back of her arm wipes across her nose, she's leaning into her father, who awkwardly clenches a shotgun. They look to him; their eyes express the empty they feel inside. He glances to Marujo; he picks up the dropped knife. From kneeling Jensen glances back to his two friends, and with knife buried in his chest, another stuck in his arm, he winks at them.

      Mazy and Louis look to each other confused.

      Marujo stands above the fallen figure of his victim; it's almost like he's kneeling before his superior. Marujo flips the knife, to a reverse grip. He feels the pang of hunger that needs to be sated, a lust for power that needs to be gratified.

      Marujo brings the blade up, raising his body, stretching his sinew, ready to snap down into the back of Jensen’s neck.

      Jensen recognises the moment, the glimpse before death, where men break or willingly surrender, not Jensen. He snatches the knife buried in his left arm, lunging forward he drives the dagger into Marujo’s thigh, splitting muscle. His nemesis staggers back his stretched sinew screams to contraction.

      As Marujo unplugs the knife from his thigh, slicing fibre on its way. Jensen turns to Louis, and before he can shout his request, the shotgun is already sailing in the air towards him.

      There’s a final race between the sailing shotgun and Marujo. Who can get to Jensen first?

      Marujo lunges.

      Jensen leaps off one leg.

      Jensen catches the shotgun, he spins and lays supine shotgun jutting, accusingly aimed upward. Marujo staggers, he sees the black maws of death, side by side, two barrels that offer one thing, release from his earthly torments.

      He catches Jensen’s eyes. Marujo, smiles, it’s soft, welcoming. The calmness of acceptance ebbs over him. He drops the knife.

      Marujo speaks in his own tongue, his voice is light, poetic, but Little Sparrow or Running Cloud aren’t there to translate.

      Jensen will never know what those last words were. That in his own twisted sense of absoluteness, Marujo had declared that in another life, another age, Jensen and he could have been brothers.

      Jensen’s grimace is of undiluted vengeance.

      "Yeah… Fuck ya too.”

      KA BLAM.

      

      Colonel Beau Dunston watches as gravity claims Marujo’s sinking body, which matches the sinking in his belly. He turns to face his subjugator. She lets him spin to his back.

      Their eyes match in colour and with equally weighted stare.

      Dunston recognised the squaw from back in Dunston. Those eyes.

      “What you waiting for squaw?”

      “For you to remember.”

      “Remember?”

      "My mother was a beautiful woman, so I am told. Men would desire her. Some men, when they want, they take.  When she was collecting water while on the buffalo trail, one of those men; who take what they desire forced himself on her."

      Words conjure images that Dunston hasn’t relived for many years, he’s smacked with regret, not that he would willingly rape, or plunder a peoples. His regret stems from, like his father the unforeseen moments can come galloping back over the horizon at any given moment, and reap their levy.

      “My father, my real father, told me she had left her mark, she cut his face from right to left.”

      Sparrow traces the shotgun barrel across Dunston facial scar; it matches her words.

      "I'm sorry." Dunston understands this is more than just a vendetta.

      "She died in childbirth, and her half-breed daughter swore revenge, for the mother she never knew, on the father she never wanted."

      …This was fate, avenging the pain he left in his wake…

      First, it would tantalise him with the sweet glimmer of what could have been; Dunston, Keystone, the railway. To deliver a bitter dish of retribution, in the guise of his daughter. Perhaps if he had shown remorse, perhaps things would have been different… perhaps.

      “Her name was Ayvita.” Little Sparrow has finished.

      Dunston pleads.  "I… I don't deserve this. I own a town; people need me. Look up to me. I have wealth, money, powe-“

      “-Things change.”

      Dunston’s journey ends here.

      …KA BOOM…
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      JENSEN HAS NEVER FELT SO OLD, chills crash through his body. He didn’t want to be an old croaker, but he knew that the end beckoned. He looks from Marujo’s body to the knife buried in his chest, a small slither of blood seeps through the jacket.

      Jensen plucks the blade out; he reaches into his pocket and tugs out William's Bible. It has a slit in its cover that goes all the way through. He peels back his jacket to see his undershirt is blood stained, the blade had found its home. Through the numbness of senses, Jensen hears a voice.

      “Bear. Bear.” Mazy crashes into Jensen and grabs hold of him.

      He puts an arm around her.  She muses at his hooked hand.

      “The Bear has a claw.” He guides Mazy away from the mess, the bodies, towards Louis.

      He squats down to her level.

      “You okay?” She glances to the hole in the jacket; she seems confused on why he didn't meet his demise. Jensen hands her the bible, she flicks through, she sees the blade's mark all the way through, on the back of the bible is blood.

      She looks Jensen in the eyes.

      “I don’t know Bear... Is the world like this? Hate, killing? Are you done with it all?”

      Jensen touches the bible. "It's not all like that; this belonged to a friend of mine. In a sense, it was his love that saved me." He looks off into the cornfield where Tyler escaped and mumbles to himself about his purpose as of late. “Perhaps it is best the kid got away.”

      Maybe he can resolve himself to this; pain is slowly subduing him.

      Louis wrestles whether or not he should impart some information to Jensen. He decides to scatter his cards to fate.

      “Jensen, I heard someone alive in the corn. They seemed to be… crying.”

      Jensen has a hard time replying, he stands, pats Louis on the back as he makes his way to the cornfield. Mazy follows in tow, only to be stopped by her father.

      “Mazy, stay with me, he has to this on his own.” She looks to him. “Redemption is a road best travelled alone.”

      

      Jensen slowly walks through the cornfield; he’s following the gentle wining of someone in pain. He walks past bloody matter, spilled from the dead bodies he passes. There’s a strange sense of peace, a vividness to the world that bursts off the canvas of his awareness. Greens seem… Greener… The blue sky an unreal azure. The essence of life is slowly ebbing from him, as if the garment of his existence is being slowly unthreaded.

      Jensen chuckles, the world around him looks painted.  He arrives at the source of the sound. Tyler has his foot gnawed in a critter trap, its bitten deep into his ankle, he’s gently groaning, unaware that Jensen is there.
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      LITTLE SPARROW, Louis, and Mazy had quickly and quietly brought order to the mess in the farmhouse. Sure, there were about a dozen dead bodies outside, but they could deal with that another tomorrow.

      A black kettle on a stove is just about reaching boiling, Sparrow wraps her hand in a damp cloth and grabs hold of its hot handle. She carries it over to the table and pours it into three waiting cups of various designs.

      She smiles softly at Mazy and Louis who are quietly waiting.

      “This will help you sleep.” She says. Mazy nods.

      “Thank you.” Says Louis.

      The three friends sit, taking comfort from each other's presence. They occasionally look at each other and smile, but it's not a smile brimming with joy, no. It's a smile that's laboured with the sadness and regret that the memories of the last 24 hours bring. Those memories will stay with them. In time they'll talk about it, in time, they'll laugh about the characters they knew. Now, is not that time.

      For now… They sit.

      “Sleep is good.” Comes Mazy’s belated reply.

      “We all need sleep.” Louis chimes in.

      “I’m worried about what I may dream, tonight.” Confesses the girl.

      Sparrow reaches over and strokes her hair.

      "Stay with me tonight; we can share dreams, go on a dream quest." Sparrow's words comfort Mazy.

      “I’m now a chief, and a chief needs someone they can trust. Can you be that for me?” Sparrow proposes to Mazy. Mazy smiles and nods… It’s agreed then.

      Mazy looks out the window, into the inky black of the night - there's a fire casting its defiantly orange flames to the blackness.  Mazy speaks without taking her eyes off the hypnotic flames.

      “Can we dream of bears tonight… Chief Sparrow?”

      "Yes, of course, bears."

      “What do you think he’s doing?” Mazy enquires.

      Sparrow guides Mazy’s eyes away from the window.

      “He’s doing what’s in his nature.”
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      ECHOED IN JENSEN’S EYES are the entwining flames, the colour of pinkish coral. As a backdrop to the fire is the farmhouse; in the window, he can see Mazy, Louis, and Little Sparrow. Everything was beautiful; the peaceful indifference that bleeds through his body, the opium’s sticky sweet smell with floral undertones that occupies that space between thoughts. Pain of any kind is lifted from him, either by the tears of the poppy he was smoking; that nestled deep, or… He's just decided to let it go.

      Whatever, it felt good.

      There’s a gentle groaning, a whisper of disturbance to Jensen’s absence. The groaning becomes more persistent, louder.  Until it reaches in and plucks Jensen back to a place, he knows he'll soon leave behind.

      The groaning belongs to Tyler Devon; he's sat next to Jensen at the camp fire. His foot a blooded mess, wrapped in a rudimentary bandage, no doubt Sparrow's doing. Jensen glances down to him, Tyler's eyes slowly peel open and look up to his captor.

      "Wondering when you'd be arriving," Jensen mumbles.

      Tyler looks to his mangled foot, as Jensen grabs a bottle of wine and knocks it back.

      He sees Tyler staring at his foot. Jensen waves his hook, occupying Tyler’s vision.

      “Don’t worry kid. Life’s all about losing. Bit by bit. Just eats its way from outside in, to inside out.”

      “Why you doing this?” Tyler enquires.

      Jensen draws upon the pipe; Tyler watches as he unloads another swig of booze, its red blood-like nature dribbles from the corner of Jensen’s mouth.

      The men look to each other, Jensen glances to Tyler’s foot and offers him the pipe.

      Tyler looks away, he refuses.

      “That’s the yellow man’s peril.”

      "Take it; your leg is gonna be screaming soon," Jensen advises.

      Tyler slowly sucks on the pipe, he lightly coughs.

      “Hold it in your lungs, like you were panning for nuggets.”

      Tyler sucks again. This time he’s ready, he draws deep and cups the smoke in his lungs. He feels the instant wash of numb, cascade over him. Jensen recognises the dropping of shoulders, the hanging of eyelids. He smiles.

      "See. Makes it better… Well not better, makes it, so you don't mind it's not better."

      "No, it makes it better," Tyler responds.

      Jensen spurts wine across the fire; Tyler chuckles at Jensen's laugh.

      “Yeah, it makes it better.” Jensen agrees.

      They sit in silence for a while. There’s still a question shadowing Tyler’s thoughts, he’s detached from the last few days, yet he still remembers them, it’s like his emotions have been put in a safe-box, and he can’t find the key. His friends and father are dead. He glances to the large old-man sat next to him, wine spilling down his front, high from the seed of poppy. Tyler wonders how it ended like this.

      Jensen breaks Tyler’s train of contemplation.

      "When I was younger… I weren't a nice man… …Still, ain't." Jensen confesses. Memories flood, most of them end in bloodshed. "Did things, I regret some."

      Tyler hazily stares at him. "They say." He starts. "They say you're the Johnston City Butcher. That you been killing and killing till there was nothing left."  The opium has allowed Tyler to let go of the fear that would inhibit his questions. "They say you killed your own wife, while she was carrying child."

      Jensen sinks into a solemn state.

      "As I said, there's things I regret and things that happened without me even knowing." Jensen sucks on his pipe before he continues. "Most folks I killed had it coming and the others, I probably stopped them before they gave me a reason to stop ‘em."

      Jensen contemplates on what he says; he nods in agreement with himself. In this state of numbness, words seem almost channelled, and one has to check on them after they are spoken.

      “What I regret, is not getting those before they hurt the folks that meant something to me. Killing the right folks is easy, son. It’s just killing ‘em at the right time, that’s hard.”

      Tyler understands this goes back to the boy, for Jensen this started long before this, but his predicament was incited by the young kid who ran out in front of him.

      Tyler almost feels Jensen’s sadness, the feelings that Jensen alchemises to embittered hate.

      “The boy, I didn’t… I didn’t mean to. I didn’t see him.” Tyler is not sure why he’s saying this, maybe he’s trying to right a wrong, or simply plead for his own life. "He just stepped out; I was scared, I kept riding." A tear pearls up, Tyler doesn't feel it, he only sees his vision bubble. He strikes a realisation. "Jesus Christ… I’m damned.” Tyler looks around the farm. “Y-you killed them all, didn’t you? My Pa, my friends, all for the boy-”

      “-Not for… because.” Jensen snaps, he doesn’t wish William to be tainted with his own nature.

      Jensen is in that dream state that he’s familiar too. He catches ghostly glimpses of William; some moments happy, others of his dying throes, each is crystallised into Jensen's mind, and can appear to him at any time. Jensen's dream state has become more of a nightmare of hurt.

      “Kid. How much is on my head?”

      Tyler takes a moment to think. "$5000… Dunston Bank and Keystone has deposited the reward with the sheriff's office."  Tyler has an idea. "I can call it off, pay you more… Whatever you want. I can change Mister Hills; you became a pig farmer. You changed."

      “Naaa, I didn't, not really”

      Jensen uses the log behind him as leverage as he grunts to standing, he stretches he knows without the opium and liquor swilling in him, his body would refuse such an act.

      “See I believe you, son, I really do. I believe you believe that you will change. But, I just can’t take that chance.” Jensen ponders until he finds the right words, he’s come to a comprehension of himself and perhaps life itself.

      "You see, a man only ‘thinks’ he's changed, yet deep down inside, he's still that nasty son-of-a-bitch that gets a kick from all the blood and guts he gets to spill. I don't know if they were borns for killing, or they just learned it on the by. All I knows is some men don't go down that road, and other men, well they hasten down that path like they were on rails."

      Jensen reaches down to his Colt, his hand slowly kneads the smooth walnut wood grip. Jensen’s pistol’s iron skates across his oiled Cheyenne holster of worn sandalwood. The pistol seems to have a mind of its own. It drifts into place, aiming at Tyler.

      "Either way, for you, for me, it ends here… Well… for you."

      “No… please.”

      Tyler is between calm and panicked, as he starts into the blackness of the Colt’s barrel, a blackness that probably awaits him on the other side.

      “Please.”

      Jensen decides not answer, not to engage… This last ten days or more, he can't quite remember, has been for one reason, balancing out was done. He knows he can never make it right again, but he can make it less wrong.

      

      BLAM

      

      Jensen slumps down by the fire place, he still has half a bottle of wine to finish, and more tar to smoke. He stares at Tyler and the fleshy crater in the young man’s face. It seeps blood that chases itself to drip of the side of his chin.  Jensen looks up to the celestial blanket that covers the sky, shattered crystals across untouchable obsidian. There was only one thing left to ensure. He didn’t measure how long he was there for. Once he ran out of drink and the last of his opium was consumed, he staggered to standing, like a bear coming out of hibernation, and ambled his way back to the farmhouse.
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      MAZY, LOUIS, SPARROW had drunk their tea, it was meant to help them to slumber, but they were all a bit too edgy to sleep. The gunfire, the screaming, the blood and guts still played a chord in consciousness. When they looked across the table, and there was no Lynn, Joseph Joseph, or Cloud, it left them empty. The kind of empty that some attempt to fill with gambling, killing, addiction, or God. Right now, they sit with that raw feeling.

      

      Jensen barges through the door, smashing the silence. The three look over to him, Jensen isn't sure of their thoughts on him, maybe they see him for what he is… A butcher of men. Mazy smiles, it's not a happy one, more of a hello. Jensen smiles back; his is from a place of happiness. He ambles over to the table.

      “It’s all over now, isn’t it Bear?” Mazy asks.

      “Nearly” coughs Jensen.

      “Sit. Please.” Sparrow gestures with her hand.

      “I can’t refuse a chief’s hospitality.”

      “I’ll serve some food.”

      Corn and some hard bread, are readily devoured. Jensen rests his eyes on each person, in turn, Louis, Sparrow, and Mazy. He's happy here. Maybe more than he would be anywhere else.

      "This is a beautiful piece of land; you'll do well here, engineer…” Jensen says to Louis.

      “I know, I know, we could settle, grow crops.” Louis raises a cup to Jensen.

      Little Sparrow raises a cup also.

      “I can be of assistance.”

      Louis ponders his cousins. “But… when Isaac and Frances come back."

      "They'll be happy you've kept the place running; this land is big enough for two families," Jensen reassures Louis.

      “I can help you too.” Sparrow reaches out and touches Jensen’s hand.

      He’s very matter of fact.

      “It’s too late for help.”.

      This comes as no surprise to anyone at the table; they didn't think Jensen would make it through the day, with so many men gunning for him.

      "There's one last thing I need you to do." Louis, Mazy, and Sparrow give him their full attention. Jensen gives them instructions.
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        * * *

      

      Jensen's mass is pressed against the straw and sprung mattress; his vision is fading, awareness sinking into the distance, he decides it’s not unpleasant; the letting go. He curiously rubs the viscous membrane painted across his stump. He holds it up, to see it in the moonlight that’s breaking through the window and chasing the shadows across the room.

      The door opens, Mazy's small figure leans against the door frame, as light floods in.

      “I don’t want you going Bear.”

      “Kiddo, I can feel it, it’s coming for me. An’ you know what?... It’s okay.”

      Mazy comes into the room; she plonks herself on his bed.

      “There’s something I want you to hear.” Jensen places a hand on her shoulder. “Listen.”

      “It’s not fair.” She falls on him; she’s too upset to listen.

      "I can make it fair," Jensen tells her as he reaches into his pocket. He plucks out Lotus's jade necklace. He hands it to Mazy; she has her head on his chest listening to his fading breath and feeling his voice reverberate through him.

      "Whenever you look at this necklace, no matter where you are or what you're doing. I want you to know things. You're brave and beautiful, and there's nothing you can’t do.” It’s a struggle for Jensen to get the words out. “Understand?” he asks her, she timidly nods… yes.

      There's silence; he's slipping, Mazy holds onto the Jade necklace.

      Jensen ebbs back.

      “…Tell me…”

      “…I’m brave, beautiful… and there’s…. there’s nothing I can’t do.” Mazy replies in between breaths of hurt.

      “Good girl, live by it.”

      She snuggles closer and begins to accept the inevitable.

      She sniffs his odour, “You smell Bear.”

      It's not a pleasant smell, but each time those wafts fill her sense, pleasant memories will flood back to her, till she has long left her youth behind.  Jensen is quiet, motionless; she lifts her head to look at him… Was there a sign of movement? She wondered but never really pondered upon it; her Bear was gone… And she would stay here till the morning Sun crashed through the windows, and demanded her attention.
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          Born of the Dead

        

      

    

    
      JOHNSTON CITY’S main street was a beehive of activity, there was a cold snap to the bright morning, and the gatherings billowing breath steamed in defiance to it.  As the moments accumulate, the buzzing energy of the crowd dissipates to a uniformed stillness. Just staring faces of men, women, and children of Johnston City. The same thread of expectation entwining them.

      

      Amongst the throng, looming and weaving through the bodies, comes Mazy. She’s broken away from her waiting Pa and Little Sparrow, who sit in a wagon on the edge of town, she said she needed to do her necessaries, but that was a lie. So here she is, she squirms through the crevasses made and passes glances with other young children there.

      There's innocence to them, an innocence that Mazy feels she no longer has. She's not sure if she's feeling pity or jealousy in those moments, maybe a brew of both.  She knows her memories of this day will stand in stark contrast to theirs, and when time whittles their memories to splinters of images, she will remember everything, till she can’t remember nothing no more.

      

      Mazy hustles her way to the front of the crowd; her soft brown eyes rest upon wooden gallows. The smell of freshly hewn timber lingers as a taste in the air. Her burrowing focus is fixed upon the centre piece of the wooden stage… A figure. A figure dressed in a red all-in-one undergarment, a hessian sack over his head, a stump for a left hand, propped up in a chair, with a noose loosely resting around his neck, ready for the snap.

      

      Mazy didn’t accompany Louis or Little Sparrow, as they took Bear’s pallid body up to the sheriff’s office. Jensen instructed the night before to trade him in for the reward, a reward they were to use to make things a little better for themselves. It was a bittersweet transaction for Louis, a receipt for $5000 to be picked up at the bank in Dunston, in exchange for his dead friend.

      As they packed their belongings in the farmhouse, to trek to Dunston, Mazy knew she had to say her farewells.

      

      Mazy, breathes in deep and lays her hands on her stomach, to dissuade nausea. The gulped pockets of snap, fill her lungs, she momentarily holds her breath, hoping the cold will chill through to her raging core. All there is for her is the pang of regret saddled on her swollen chest, and that figure cradled on the gallows. He had alluded to the coming of such a moment, yet her heart filled with unyieldingly hope, that there would be another way.

      Maybe he wanted it to go in this fashion?

      The Sheriff’s words of accusations and crimes fall on Mazy’s hardened ears. Only a few words burst through her bubble of silence.

      …”The Johnston City Butcher”…

      Mazy glances around to the cheering of the crowd, like a pack of animals baying for blood. She’s a brew of emotions that punch into her small frame, she bites her lip and tries to cope with bubbling feelings that threaten to engulf her.

      The Sheriff’s bulbous fingered hand, rests on a mechanism and in deliberate fashion, he yanks hard. A resounding thunk. A trap door splays on its hinges, allowing the chair and the body to submit to gravities invite. The rope snaps tight, cracking the neck of the figure in red, as he is killed after he is dead.

      The crowd falls away, slither by slither, though Mazy waits. The hanging mass still sways, a pendulum to the beat of creaking wood. Mazy ponders upon the Johnson City Butcher, she never really knew who he was, and now she never will. Whether in fact, he knew himself? Regardless of that, she came to understand that - What was done, and what was said, are rare bedfellows. Though she didn't know the truth of past happenings, she knew the truth of other's ignorance.

      As she turns her back on the past and strides to her future, she will deny ever being in Johnson City, and at that moment decides, she'll never come back here again.

      

      -        END        -
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