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About the Author

Solomon MacLean was born for trouble, and the untamed west is eager to oblige. A charming drifter who prefers the wild side of life to the quiet of the MacLean family’s Virginia tobacco plantation, Solomon discovers his true talent and settles into playing cards in one of New Orleans’ most notorious saloons.

However, his pearl-handled Colts are faster than any hand he deals. After killing an important man, Solomon flees New Orleans heading west with a Creole beauty, drifting from town to town, and earning a deadly reputation as a gunman.

Whether by luck or fate, he drifts into Cold Spring, Montana, where he is stunned to find his younger brother, David, serving as the town marshal. The reunion stirs something inside him he didn’t know he was missing.

Has he finally found a place to settle down, or will he continue to drift like a ghost, searching for the one thing he can't win at the card table?
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Life is not a matter of holding good cards, but of playing a poor hand well.

- Robert Louis Stevenson
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The sun, a blazing white disk in the early afternoon sky, hammered down on the MacLean tobacco plantation. It was unusually intense for a Virginia spring, potent enough to draw the life out of the rich, red earth, but exhausting to the men who worked it. The air was thick and heavy, saturated with the metallic scent of turning soil and the sweet, musky green of young tobacco leaves, just finding their place in the furrows.﻿

Solomon, known simply as Sol, lifted his broad-bladed hoe and brought it down in a practiced, relentless arc. Thud. Thud. Thud. The rhythmic percussion echoed across the fields, a monotonous soundtrack to a life and a place that was beginning to feel entirely too small. At eighteen, Sol was tall and whip-corded, his wiry frame belying a deep reserve of strength earned through years of this ceaseless labor.

He worked in tandem with his brothers. Jeremiah, twenty and already carrying the burden of the heir, moved with a steady, grim efficiency, his face set beneath the brim of a sweat-stained hat. David, fifteen, shorter but possessing the restless energy of youth, swung his tool with less discipline, occasionally glancing toward the row where their father directed the rented hands.

Though Sol’s arms obeyed the rhythm, his mind was miles away, floating somewhere above the dusty rows. His gaze kept snagging on the horizon, drawn irresistibly to the distant, hazy blue-gray line: the Blue Ridge Mountains. They were more than geological features; they were a shimmering curtain, the symbolic barrier to everything unknown, untamed, and vast. On the other side of their slopes was the promise of the West, the geography of freedom that had already claimed three MacLean sons.

He was thinking of Noah, who had made his way to the farthest coast of California, sending sporadic letters full of sun and distance. He thought of Daniel, strapping and steady, who had married a Tennessee girl named Allie and was building a life somewhere in Texas. And of Zeke, Jeremiah’s twin, who had been the only one among them to side with the Union during the war. He was wearing blue and serving on General Sherman’s staff.

Sol coveted that distance, that absolute break from the monotony of his life. The plantation was a magnificent anchor, but it was suffocating him. He was built for movement, quick and decisive, not for the slow, agonizing toil of the endless cycle of planting and harvesting. Each harvest tasted of ash and failure since the war had broken the back of Virginia, leaving the land tired and the family poorer in everything but sons.

Malcolm MacLean didn’t miss the drifting gaze in his son’s eyes. An elderly widower, etched with the hardness of a man who had survived a harsh war and the harsher peace, still ruled the plantation with a stern, straightforward hand, his expectations for his remaining sons clear and unwavering. He watched Sol pause, leaning momentarily on the hoe handle, staring at the mountains as if calculating how long it would take to reach them.

“Solomon!” Malcolm called, his voice sharp enough to cut through the heat. “Leave off that row. Head on up to the barn. We need to take a look at that plow shear.”

Sol nodded, his heart giving a quick, nervous jump. The plow shear was fine. This was not about equipment; his father had caught him gazing at the mountains, and he was about to be scolded. He wiped his hands on his worn trousers and walked toward the shade of the main barn, the dry, hot soil crunching beneath his boots.

The barn was a cool, cavernous structure, smelling of old hay, harness oil, and the sweet, earthy ferment of curing tobacco. Dust motes danced in the shafts of light cutting through the high slats. Malcolm was waiting by the workbench, fiddling with a piece of tack he didn’t need to repair.

“You’re a good boy, Sol,” Malcolm began, not looking at him, his voice low and devoid of anger, which made it far more unnerving. 

That wasn’t exactly the opening he was expecting from his father.

“You got the hands for the work, and you ain’t afraid of a twelve-hour day. But your heart ain’t here.” His father’s stern blue eyes focused on his eyes as he looked up.

Sol leaned against a timber pillar, sighing as he tried to choose his words carefully. “It’s hard, Pa. Since the war... the land just feels empty. Like we’re waiting for something that ain’t comin’.”

Malcolm’s eyes held the same piercing quality Sol had inherited. Though they were rheumy with age, they were still sharp with insight. “It’s the MacLean curse, I reckon. We put down roots, but they don’t go deep enough. Three of your brothers have already crossed over that hazy horizon. You know why your mother named you Solomon?”

Solomon shook his head.

“She hoped you would be wise and stable.” He snorted, a dry, dismissive sound.

He gestured vaguely toward the West. “Noah’s in California. Daniel’s in Texas. Zeke is with Sherman in St. Louis. They all found their way, just like you’re hungry to find yours.”

Malcolm picked up a leather length and began slowly twisting it. “My eyes are growing dim, but I ain’t blind, son. I know this farm ain’t the end of the world for a young man with a head full of steam. It ain’t the same place it was, and the world out there is getting bigger and calling. A man has to make his own way, and I wouldn’t stop you from that.”

Sol felt a rush of unexpected warmth and relief. His father understood.

“But I got worries about you, Sol,” Malcolm continued, his tone hardening just slightly. “Worry number one is your flighty nature. You got more charm than a traveling preacher. Sure, you can talk a squirrel out of a walnut tree, and you can sweet-talk a widow out of her last dime, but you tend to lose focus.”

Sol shifted uncomfortably. That was fair. He often chased the brightest light, even if it led him into a thicket.

“Out West, Sol, the men who survive are the ones who can look down a long, hard road and walk it straight, day in and day out. Surviving out west will take focus. You got quick hands and quick wit, but do you have the staying power?” Malcolm fixed him with a challenging glare. “To come straight to the sharp edge of the ax. You got a thirst for adventure, not necessarily a thirst for work.”

“I can work, Pa,” Sol countered, his voice earnest. “I’ve worked the land my whole life.”

“You can work. But you haven’t embraced its value. You need steadiness. And I need you to wait.”

Malcolm laid the leather strap down. “Jeremiah needs you more than ever now that I’m gettin’ to where I ain’t much help anymore. He’s carrying too much weight already, trying to steady this place. Give him a year or two more, Sol. Help him find his footing. If you leave now, you leave him buried under those furrows out yonder.”

The request struck Sol hard. He loved Jeremiah, respected his older brother’s quiet endurance. But the thought of another year, a twelve-month sentence of sowing, weeding, and praying for rain, all while the mountains beckoned, felt like a lifetime.

“Think on it, son,” Malcolm said, ending the conversation with the abrupt finality of a judge’s gavel. “I’ll not lock you in. But think of your brother.”

Sol spent the rest of the grueling afternoon wrestling with his conscience. The arguments for staying were powerful: duty, family, and the undeniable truth of his own impulsive nature. His father was right; he was flighty. He had started half a dozen projects in his life that he’d never finished. The West was dangerous, a place that chewed up careless men.

But those mountains were still there, the blue shade growing deeper as the sun began its slow descent toward the horizon. The truth was, if he waited a year, the resolve might drain out of him. He might settle into the routine, marry a local girl, and wake up one day at sixty, having never seen sagebrush or smelled the cool air of the high plains. He needed to go before the duty that held him deepened into an inescapable obligation.

He made his decision somewhere between the fifth and sixth furrows, the scent of the evening air finally masking the scent of the dirt. He would leave.

Supper at the MacLean house was a serious affair. Under Malcolm’s roof, the food was always hearty, though lacking some of the finer delicacies they’d enjoyed before the war. When they sat down that evening, the table sagged under a skillet full of fried ham, fresh garden beans simmered in bacon grease, and a mound of cornbread, set on the table by the one black woman who had stayed on as paid help after she’d been set free. Betty had taken on the role of mother when their mother passed during childbirth with Boone. She had never been able to turn away from “her children.”

The family gathered: Malcolm at the head, Jeremiah and Sol on one side, David and the younger two on the other. Sadie, the only sister, was thirteen going on thirty. She sat opposite Sol, trying to look grown-up and failing only because her expression was too open, too revealing of her affections. Ten-year-old Boone was perched near the end beside her, his spoon already hovering near the bowl of molasses.

Grace was brief and came from the stern voice of the MacLean patriarch. The clatter of forks against thick ceramic plates took over before the last syllable of amen was uttered. In the MacLean household, talk during meals tended to be related to the day’s work and what needed to be done the next day. Personal, difficult conversations were reserved for the front porch or the barn.

Sol ate slowly, the food tasting like cotton in his mouth. He watched Jeremiah, who was meticulously dividing his ham portion, and David, who was shoveling in beans. He watched his father’s eyes focused on his plate. Their meeting in the barn had been kept between the two of them.

Sol wiped his mouth with his napkin, laid it beside his plate, and pushed his chair back slightly, the sound grating horribly across the floorboards.

The sound was the same as calling out or clearing one’s throat. The room fell silent. He looked directly at Jeremiah, then at his father.

“Pa,” Solomon started, the name catching in his throat, “I’ve thought on what you said this afternoon.”

Malcolm merely grunted, folding his hands over the table edge, his eyes unblinking.

Sol swallowed. “And I can’t wait. I’m going to head on out.”

He watched the declaration settle over the table like a suffocating shroud.

Stunned silence fell. The only audible sound was the rapid, shallow breath of the coal fire in the hearth.

Sadie, perched across from him, stared for a moment, her lower lip trembling. The movement was almost involuntary, a raw exposure of adolescent grief. She stood abruptly, knocking her own chair backward, and retreated from the table without a word, her hurried footsteps retreating upstairs and down the hallway as she ran to the sanctuary of the upstairs bedroom.

Boone, whose ten-year-old world revolved around his older brothers, stopped chewing his cornbread and frowned, his brow furrowed as he tried to figure out why another of his brothers was talking about leaving.

David slowly shook his head, a gesture of weary resignation. Noah, Daniel, Zeke, and now Sol. Soon, there wouldn’t be anybody left on the plantation, leaving him next in line to the crushing weight of Jeremiah’s burden.

Jeremiah, the steady anchor among the brothers, was the last to react. His head was bowed over his plate, but the movement was noticeable as he slowly lowered his fork. He raised his eyes to meet Sol’s gaze. There was a mixture of apprehension and deep understanding. Jeremiah had known this day was coming, just as he knew his own fate was already sealed in the Virginia soil of the MacLean plantation.

His voice, when it came, was quiet and measured, a balm attempting to soothe the sudden panic.

“We’ll talk about this later, Sol,” Jeremiah said, his eyes conveying a million unspoken words of fatigue and disappointment, yet also a flicker of shared MacLean restlessness. “No sense upsetting everybody at supper.”
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The room was still dark, cloaked in pre-dawn gloom, but Sol moved with the practiced ease of one who knew every plank and shadow of his childhood home. He lit a single tallow candle, its feeble flame casting dancing giants on the walls, and began to pack.

His canvas satchel lay open on the floor. Into it, he systematically placed the bare necessities. Two changes of shirts, still smelling faintly of lye soap, carefully folded. A pair of extra trousers, patched at the knees but serviceable. A thick woollen blanket, rolled tight and secured with leather straps. His worn leather boots, sturdy and familiar, would be on his feet. A tin mess kit, a bar of soap, a razor, a small grinding stone, and a coil of stout rope completed the practical items. He hesitated over a small, leather-bound book of poems his mother had treasured, a delicate thing that seemed out of place among the rugged accoutrements of travel. He ran his calloused thumb over the gold-leaf title, a pang of sentimentality. He closed his eyes, then slipped it into the deepest recess of the bag, a secret indulgence.

The previous night’s conversation with Jeremiah had been as uncomfortable as Sol had anticipated. After the younger boys and Sadie had been sent to bed, and Malcolm had retired to the front porch with his pipe, a silent, heavy truce, Jeremiah had cleared the supper table with Betty’s help, his movements stiff and deliberate. Sol had followed him to the kitchen and then out onto the step outside the kitchen door.

“You set on this, Sol?” Jeremiah had asked, not looking at him, his voice low, resigned.

“I am, Jeremiah,” Sol had said, his own voice sounding thin and reedy in his ears. He hated the way it sounded like a declaration of war against his brother’s quiet endurance. “I told Pa. I can’t stay another year.”

Jeremiah had let out a long sigh, a sound that seemed to carry the weight of all the undone tasks, all the unspoken worries that rested on his shoulders. “Pa’s not wrong, you know. He’s failing, and this land takes a man, Sol. It takes all he’s got, and then some. I ain’t sure I got enough left to give.”

Sol had felt a hot flush of shame burn up his neck. “I know, Jeremiah. God knows I know. You’re doing the work of three men. And I’m sorry. I truly am. But it’s like a bird in a cage, this place. For me, anyway. I feel it closing in. I hear the west calling, Jer. ”

Jeremiah had turned, his eyes, usually a calm, steady grey, held a deep, weary sorrow that made Sol’s stomach clench. “Sol. It ain’t just adventure, it’s hardship. It’s loneliness. It’s danger. You ain’t never had to face true loneliness, not like that.”

“I know the risks,” Sol had insisted, though a part of him knew he only understood them intellectually, not truly in his gut. “I’m not a boy, Jer. I’m eighteen. I can make my way.”

“Eighteen ain’t old enough to know a damn thing about the world, Sol,” Jeremiah had countered, a hint of steel entering his voice, a rare flash of anger from the usually placid brother. “You’re impulsive. You fly into things, and you don’t think. You’ll get yourself killed out there.”

“I’ll learn,” Sol said, desperation creeping into his tone. “I have to. If I stay, I’ll just fester. I’ll be no good to you then, either. Better I go now, while I’m still young and foolish enough to think I can conquer the world.”

Jeremiah had stared at him for a long moment, the anger draining from his face, replaced by that familiar, deep weariness. He was too tired to fight, too burdened to truly resent his brother’s escape. He saw the fire in Sol’s eyes, the unquenchable yearning for the horizon, and recognized the spark of a man who was already on his way.

“Pa said he won’t lock you in,” Jeremiah finally conceded. “And I won’t either. A man has to make his own way, I suppose. God knows, I’ve often wondered what it would be like to just walk away myself. To see what’s over those mountains, not just the next furrow, but I can’t. This is the hand I’ve been dealt and my burden to bear. I guess you have to find yours. Just be careful, Sol. Send word when you can. Don’t forget what and who you’re leaving behind.”

Sol nodded, a silent vow to himself that he would not forget. He felt a profound sense of relief, mixed with a crushing wave of guilt. Jeremiah was giving him his blessing, but the cost was etched on his brother’s face.

Now, as the candle flickered in the pre-dawn quiet, Sol finished packing. He pulled on his trousers and a fresh shirt, shivering slightly in the cold air. The house was slowly coming to life. He heard the muffled sounds of Betty in the kitchen, stoking the fire, the distant crow of a rooster from the barn.

He slipped out of his room, the floorboards creaking softly under his weight. The scent of brewing coffee and frying ham wafted up from the kitchen, a smell that had always signified comfort and the start of a long day’s work. Today, it was the aroma of farewell.

Betty was already bustling about, her usually cheerful hum absent. Her back was to him, her shoulders slumped slightly as she moved between the hearth and the counter. He watched her for a moment, the woman who had filled the void of their mother, her love a constant, unwavering presence.

“Betty?” he said softly.

She spun around, startled, a small cry escaping her lips. Her eyes, usually sparkling with good humor, were already red-rimmed and swollen. “Solomon! Child, you up already?”

He walked over to her, trying to keep his expression light, but her obvious distress made it difficult. “Couldn’t sleep much. Figured I’d get an early start.”

Betty wrung her hands, then reached out, her warm, calloused fingers gripping his arm. “Oh, my sweet boy. You truly gonna go? Leave all of us here? What’s out there for you but trouble and heartache? This here, this is your home. We are your family.”

Tears welled in her eyes, threatening to spill over. Sol felt a familiar pang of helplessness. Betty’s love was so absolute, so unconditional, that it was almost suffocating. “I know, Betty. And I love you all. But I just got to find my own way.”

She shook her head, her lips trembling. “Your own way ain’t always the best way, Solomon. Sometimes the good Lord plants you where you need to grow. This land has nurtured you. It’s kept you safe.” She pulled a small, hand-stitched sampler from the pocket of her apron. It was a simple piece, a vibrant red bird perched on a green branch against a creamy white background, with the words “Home is Where the Heart Is” sewn beneath it in neat, blue cross-stitch. “I made this for you last night. While you was sleepin’. Don’t matter where you go, child, carry this with you. And remember where your heart belongs.” She pressed it into his hand, her fingers closing tightly around his.

Sol felt a lump form in his throat. He smoothed the sampler, the tiny stitches a testament to her hours of patient work, her silent love. “Thank you, Betty. It’s beautiful. I’ll keep it safe.” He carefully folded the sampler and tucked it into his satchel, right next to his mother’s poetry book. He knew it wasn’t just a pretty cloth; it was a piece of home, a tangible reminder of what he was leaving behind.

Betty pulled him into a tight embrace, her arms wrapping around his waist. Sol, tall and wiry, felt small again in her comforting hold. He could feel her tears dampen his shirt. “Be careful, my sweet child,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. “Don’t you go gettin’ yourself into no trouble. And don’t forget to write. You hear me? A letter, just to let us know you’re safe.”

He patted her back, a silent promise. “I will, Betty. I promise.”

When she finally released him, Malcolm MacLean was standing in the doorway of the kitchen, his formidable presence filling the space. His face, usually a landscape of stern lines, seemed softer this morning, the weight of his age more apparent in the pale light. He held a small, buckskin pouch in his hand.

“Morning, Pa,” Sol said, his voice a little shaky from Betty’s farewell.

Malcolm grunted, a sound that conveyed both disapproval and reluctant acceptance. He walked over to Sol, his gaze piercing. “So, you’re truly set on this folly, boy?”

“Yes, Pa,” Sol answered, meeting his father’s eyes squarely.

Malcolm nodded slowly, a deep sigh escaping his chest. “Foolishness. But we MacLean’s are a stubborn lot, I suppose.”

Malcolm offered the buckskin pouch. It was surprisingly heavy. “This ain’t much, but it’s enough to get you started. Don’t gamble it away. Don’t spend it on whiskey and loose women. Use it to build something. To make a life. Honesty and perseverance are all a man truly needs. Be honest in your dealings, and persevere when things get hard. And they will get hard, mark my words.”

Sol opened the pouch. Inside, several silver dollars gleamed dully in the dim light. It was more than he’d expected. “Thank you, Pa. I’ll remember.”

Malcolm placed a hand on Sol’s shoulder, his grip surprisingly firm. “You got a good head on your shoulders, Solomon, even if it’s full of wild ideas. Just use it. Think before you act.” His eyes softened for a fleeting moment. “Godspeed, son.”

It was the closest thing to an embrace he would get from his stern father, and Sol cherished the weight of his hand, the depth of his unspoken care.

As he stepped from the kitchen into the main hall, Sadie was waiting for him, a heartbreaking figure in her nightgown, her tangled brown hair disheveled from a sleepless night. Her eyes were red and puffy, and her lip trembled just as it had the night before.

“Solomon!” she choked out, launching herself at him, her arms wrapping around his waist, squeezing him with surprising strength. “Don’t go! Please, Sol, don’t go! It’s not fair! Everyone leaves! Noah and Zeke and Daniel... and now you! Who’s left for me?” Her voice was muffled against his chest, her sobs shaking her entire frame.

Sol felt his resolve waver, a sharp pain in his chest. Sadie’s raw, unrestrained grief was harder to bear than that of his father or Betty. Her world was shrinking around her. He stroked her hair, trying to gentle his voice. “You’ll be fine. You’ve got Jeremiah, and David, and Boone. And Pa, and Betty. You’re not alone.”

“But I want you!” she cried, tightening her hold. “You always make me laugh! You tell the best stories! What will I do without you?”

He knew if he looked into her tear-filled eyes, he might break. He pressed his face into her hair, inhaling the familiar scent of lavender from her pillow. “I’ll write to you, Sadie. I’ll send you stories from the West. Of mountains taller than any we’ve seen, and rivers wider than the James. I’ll tell you about the buffalo, and the grizzlies, and the men who ride with the wind at their backs.”

His words did little to stem her tears. He could feel the desperate cling of her small hands on his shirt, and he knew he had to go. This was the hardest part. He squeezed his eyes shut, steeling himself. He gently, firmly, began to pry her arms away from him.

“Solomon, no!” she pleaded, her voice a desperate wail.

“I have to, Sadie,” he whispered, his own voice cracking. “I have to go.” He finally managed to free himself, pushing her gently away. For a moment, she stood there, bewildered, her face a mask of utter heartbreak. Then, with a fresh sob, she turned and ran, her bare feet pounding on the floorboards as she fled to the comfort of Betty’s waiting arms.

Sol watched her go, a fresh wave of grief washing over him. It was a cruel kindness, leaving like this. He felt like a villain.

“Sol!”

He turned to see Boone standing at the top of the stairs, still in his nightshirt, his eyes wide and wet. The ten-year-old was struggling heroically to be grown-up, his chin trembling, but no tears had quite escaped yet. He looked so small, so young.

“Morning, Boone,” Sol managed, trying to sound cheerful.

Boone descended the stairs slowly, clutching a small, wooden toy horse. “You really going, Sol?”

Sol nodded, trying to infuse his smile with confidence. “Yep. Time for me to see the world. Think of all the adventures I’ll have. I’ll send you things. Maybe a real Indian arrowhead, or a wildcat’s tooth. What do you say?”

Boone’s eyes widened slightly at the thought of such treasures, but his mouth still drooped. “Will you come back?”

“Someday,” Sol promised, though even to his own ears, it sounded like a hollow echo. “Maybe I’ll even send for you. You may be all grown up by then, running the whole plantation with Jeremiah.” He crouched down, meeting Boone at eye level. “You look after Sadie for me, alright?”

Boone nodded solemnly, a single tear finally escaping and tracing a path down his cheek. He wiped it away with the back of his hand, trying to maintain his brave front. “I will. Be careful, Sol.”

“You too, little brother,” Sol said, giving him a quick, firm hug. He squeezed Boone’s shoulder, then stood, sensing another presence behind him.

David.

His younger brother, only a few years younger than Sol, was leaning against the door frame of the parlor. David, the practical one, the clear-eyed, quiet observer. He was already dressed for work, his sleeves rolled up, but his face was serious.

“Come on, Sol,” David said, his voice low, a command rather than a request. “Walk with me to the barn.”

Sol nodded, grateful for a moment away from the emotional goodbyes. The barn had always been a place for men to talk. The air outside was cool and crisp, a relief after the suffocating heat of the day before. A thin mist still clung to the trees. The dew sparkled on the grass, pristine and untouched.

They walked in silence, the crunch of their boots on the gravel path the only sound. The smell of horses and hay filled Sol’s nostrils. Inside the barn, the gentle nicker of a horse greeted them.

David stopped beside a stall, running a hand over the rough-hewn wood. He turned to Sol, his expression serious. “So, you’re actually doing it.”

“Yeah,” Sol confirmed, leaning against the opposite wall. “No turning back now.”

David pulled something from his pocket. It was a sturdy, well-used pocket knife, its bone handle smooth from years of handling, the blades worn but meticulously sharpened. “Here. Figured you’d have more use for it out there than I do here.”

Sol took the knife, the weight of it solid and comforting in his palm. It was a proper tool, heavy and well-balanced. He thumbed the main blade open, a satisfying click. “This is a fine knife, David. Thank you.”

“Keep it sharp,” David advised. “It’ll save your hide more times than you know. And speaking of hides, try not to get yours shot full of holes?” He met Sol’s gaze, his eyes holding a depth of understanding that few others possessed. “The West ain’t like Virginia. There ain’t always folks around to break up a fight. You get yourself into trouble, you might not walk away.”

“I’ll try to stay out of trouble,” Sol said, a genuine smile touching his lips. He knew David was right. He had a knack for finding scrapes.

“Try harder,” David insisted, his voice firm. “Promise me you’ll go easy.”

Sol’s smile faded. “I promise, David. I’ll stay out of avoidable trouble. I’ll keep my head.”

David nodded, a flicker of relief in his eyes. “Good. And send word when you can. Just let us know you’re alive. It’ll mean a lot.”

“I will,” Sol repeated, the promise feeling more sacred this time. He knew David wasn’t just saying it; he was asking for a lifeline, a connection to a brother who was leaving them behind.

David clapped him on the shoulder, a firm, brotherly gesture. “Well then. Go on. Don’t let the sun catch you dawdling.”

Sol gripped the knife, its familiar weight a connection to his family, to the lessons learned on this land. He slipped it into his pocket, nodded, and turned towards the wide barn doors where Jeremiah stood, the rising sun outlining his form.

“Reckon we said our goodbyes last night,” Jeremiah mumbled.

“Yeah.” Solomon could feel the weight of his betrayal pressing down on him.

“You go easy, Sol,” Jeremiah said, surprising him by taking him into his arms. After a short, meaningful hug, he pushed him away. “Now, get goin’.”

Sol walked out and onto the dirt road that led away from the MacLean plantation. The morning mist still clung to the lowest branches of the ancient oaks and sycamores, ghostlike tendrils reaching out to him.

He didn't look back immediately. He walked a dozen paces, the dust of the road rising around his worn boots. Then, unable to resist, he paused, turning for one last look.

His family stood on the porch, a tableau against the backdrop of the familiar two-story farmhouse. Malcolm, a stern and unmoving sentinel. Betty, her apron clutched in her hands, her face still streaked with tears. Sadie, clinging to Betty, her small frame convulsing with sobs. Boone, standing a little apart, still trying to be brave, but his small hand kept reaching up to wipe his eyes. Jeremiah, standing beside his father, his shoulders slumped, his gaze fixed on Sol, a silent benediction mixed with profound sorrow. David stood on the bottom step, his arms crossed, a silent, knowing farewell.

They waved. Slow, hesitant waves from his father and Jeremiah, more frantic, desperate waves from Betty and Sadie. Sol lifted his hand, returning their salute, a lump the size of a fist in his throat.

He squared his shoulders, a slight, almost imperceptible tremor running through him, then turned his back and started forward, his stride lengthening, pushing him into a future he could only imagine, a future that was finally, irrevocably, his own. He was leaving. And he wouldn’t look back again.​
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The Three Rivers Lady
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Solomon had traveled over the Blue Ridge Mountains, across the Shenandoah Valley, and continued west, his eyes fixed on a horizon that promised something more than the familiar scent of tobacco and the predictable cycles of his family’s Virginia plantation. After a week of steady walking, he was perched on a scrubby hill overlooking the Ohio River, the world exploded into a cacophony that made his chest tighten.

Below him, the river was a monstrous, muddy serpent, teeming with life and a raw, untamed energy he longed for. It wasn’t a gentle stream you could step across; it was a churning, roaring artery of commerce, indifferent to the pettiness of men. A bustling dock lay sprawled along its banks, chaotic with activity. Wagons rumbled, men shouted, and the sheer, impossible bulk of a steamboat, belching smoke like a wounded dragon, dominated the scene. Its massive paddle wheel churned the water with a relentless, thunderous beat as it coasted into the dock. 

The sheer scale of it all, the noise, the movement, and the pervasive smell of coal smoke, was overwhelming. It was a far cry from the quiet, ordered existence of the MacLean plantation. In that overwhelming chaos, Sol felt a thrill stirring deep in his gut. This was it. The true start of his grand adventure.

His gaze, sharp and observant, scanned the scene, his natural curiosity drawing him towards the heart of the commotion. He wanted to understand this behemoth of a vessel, to feel its pulse. He descended the hill, the sound of the river growing louder with each step, the shouts of the dockworkers filtering to him like fragments of a foreign language. He mingled with the throngs, his loose, confident grace allowing him to slip through the crowds unnoticed. His eyes, usually so quick to amusement, were wide with primal fascination.

He found himself drawn to the gangplank of the steamboat, its name, emblazoned in peeling gold paint, reading “Three Rivers Lady.” He watched the ceaseless flow of people and goods, the organized pandemonium of loading and unloading. He was contemplating the possibility of passage. The Three Rivers Lady could take him down the Ohio to the Mississippi, and beyond that, the wild, beckoning allure of New Orleans. 

“Hey. Farm boy, you wanna make a little money?” The voice, raspy and low, scraped against his ear.

Sol turned, his quick hands instinctively hovering near the worn leather of his belt. A man stood before him, his face obscured by shadow and grime, his clothes little more than ragged remnants covered in soot. He looked like he’d been wrestling with the steamboat’s engine.

Sol’s lips quirked into a familiar, easy grin. He was a quick study, and this man reeked of hustle. “Excuse me, friend, but you don’t look much like the kind of man who is payin’.” His voice was light, but his eyes were sharp. He’d learned early in life that assessing a man’s intentions was as crucial as breathing.

The sooty man’s grin was a gap-toothed affair. “I ain’t the one what’s gonna do the payin’,” he countered, his voice a conspiratorial rasp. He gestured with a grimy thumb towards a figure standing a short distance away. “He’ll do the payin’.”

Sol followed the gesture. The man indicated was a stark contrast to his own rough appearance. He was well-dressed, his suit immaculate even in the dust and din of the dock. He exuded an air of quiet authority, his face impassive as he observed the scene. Beside him stood a mountain of a man, broad-shouldered and thick-necked, his arms like seasoned oak. 

“What do I gotta do?” Sol asked, his curiosity piqued and a familiar spark of recklessness igniting within him. He’d always been a bit too eager to prove himself, a trait that had both served and, at times, led to danger.

The sooty man’s eyes glinted with a knowing amusement. “You see that giant brute standin’ with him?”

“Yeah,” Sol replied, his gaze never leaving the imposing figure.

“If you can whoop him, there’s prolly twenty-five dollars in it.”

Twenty-five dollars. The sum was staggering. It was more money than he’d seen in his hands in a single lump sum in his entire life. Enough to buy passage, to eat well, to buy some clothes like the man standing beside the brute. He could start his journey in style. The inherent gamble, the sheer audacity of the challenge, appealed to the part of him that chafed against caution. He was tall and wiry, yes, but he was also quick, his hands unnervingly deft, and his instincts honed by countless card games and the unspoken language of danger. He’d faced down men bigger than him before.

“Twenty-five dollars, you say?” Sol mused, a playful glint in his eyes that belied the calculating mind at work. He met the sooty man’s expectant gaze. “Alright. I reckon I can whoop him.”

He didn’t hesitate. With a sense of purpose and determination, Sol straightened his shoulders and strode towards the well-dressed man and his hulking companion. The crowd parted, sensing a spectacle. As he approached, the well-dressed man turned, a flicker of something unreadable in his eyes as he took in Sol’s lean frame.

“You’re here about the wager?” the well-dressed man asked, his voice smooth as polished wood.

Sol inclined his head. “I hear you’re offering twenty-five dollars to the man who can best your friend here.”

A thin smile touched the man’s lips. “Indeed. Though ‘best’ is a relative term. I’m merely looking for a demonstration of spirit.” He gestured to the mountain of a man, who offered a slow, deliberate nod. “This is Sampson. He’s... experienced.”

“So am I,” Sol replied, his voice carrying a hint of arrogance he didn’t entirely feel, but which he knew was part of the game. He’d learned that confidence, even feigned, could be a powerful weapon.

The well-dressed man offered a brief, perfunctory nod. “Then let us proceed. No weapons. A fair contest of strength and will.”

Sol was led and partially pushed by the gathering crowd, which flowed toward a makeshift ring of ropes tied to barrels. Stripping to the waist, he slipped under the rope to face Sampson, realizing for the first time that the man was much bigger than he’d appeared earlier.

Several dozen raucous voices roared, their collective energy a tangible thing that vibrated through Sol’s very bones. Not wanting to be caught flatfooted with the brute, he moved with the grace of a seasoned dancer, a stark contrast to the man-mountain across from him. Sampson. The name alone was a testament to his raw, unadulterated power, and his reputation for making fights brutally short had preceded him into this makeshift arena.

Sol, a flicker of lightning in the dim light, circled his adversary. He was a ghost compared to Sampson’s immovable presence; his strategy was simple: hit and don’t get hit. His quick hands were a blur, a flurry of jabs and hooks designed to sting, to probe, to find a weakness in the giant’s massive frame. A sharp crack reverberated as a swift cross landed flush on Sampson’s temple. Another thudded against his ribs, followed by a quick uppercut aimed at his chin. They were clean, precise blows, each carrying the weight of Sol’s formidable speed and technique. But Sampson seemed to absorb them like a sponge, barely flinching, his eyes remaining fixed, unblinking, on Sol’s every move. There was no pain, no surprise, only a slow, deliberate turning of his massive head, a predatory patience that sent a chill down Sol’s spine.

Frustration, hot and bitter, began to curl in Sol’s gut. He had never faced such an unyielding force. His stinging blows, usually enough to make even the toughest opponents reconsider, did not affect Sampson, except to awaken something deep inside the slow-moving titan. Sampson’s movements, though certainly not graceful, were devastatingly effective. Each lumbering step shook the wooden slabs beneath their feet, each swing of his arm a displacement of air that Sol could feel even as he ducked and weaved, dancing on the precipice of disaster. He could hear the heavy whoosh as a colossal fist cleaved the air where his head had been milliseconds before, the sheer force of it chilling him to the bone.

Then came the opening. Perhaps it was Sol’s momentary lapse in concentration, a split-second too slow on a pivot, or maybe Sampson had simply waited for his chance, his infinite patience finally paying off. A massive fist, thick as a sledgehammer, launched forward, not with speed, but with an unstoppable, crushing momentum. It connected with Sol’s jaw,  a sickening, wet thud that drowned out the roar of the crowd and sent a blinding white flash through his vision. Lights exploded behind his eyes, a starburst of pain that momentarily severed his connection to reality. He tasted copper, and the world tilted precariously. His legs, usually so quick and dependable, suddenly felt like water, like unreliable stilts beneath a head that now screamed with a thousand bells.

Sol staggered, trying to keep his balance and move away from the brute’s onslaught, but Sampson pressed his advantage instantly, sensing the shift, the momentary weakness. A thunderous, primal roar erupted from his chest as Sol fought to shake off the paralyzing daze. But Sampson was already there, a blur of raw power despite his size. 

Sol could do nothing but watch the massive knuckles of Sampson’s hand moving in slow motion toward his face. Its impact jarred his head backward. His knees buckled and he felt himself falling. He never felt himself hit the wooden planks of the dock as consciousness spiraled away, leaving behind only the cold, crushing weight of oblivion.

When Sol’s senses slowly began to return, the first thing he felt was the gritty dust against his cheek. The second was a throbbing ache in his head that made his teeth rattle. Muffled sounds filtered through the fog of pain. He heard the murmuring of a crowd, the distant clang of metal, and then, a familiar, rasping voice.

“You didn’t do so well, boy.”

Sol grunted, trying to push himself up, but his limbs felt heavy, disconnected. He managed to roll onto his back, blinking against the harsh sunlight. The sooty man was hovering over him, a smirk plastered on his grubby face.

He was lying among broken barrels like discarded refuse, not far from where the ropes and barrels had been brought together for a makeshift ring.

Sol started to speak, but only a weak croak escaped his lips. He felt a sense of dawning horror. His hand instinctively went to his belt. The small leather pouch, the one his father had given him with the coins for his journey, was gone. He patted his pockets frantically, his heart pounding a desperate rhythm against his ribs. Empty. Every single pocket was empty.

“My money...” he rasped, his voice thick with disbelief and a rising panic.

The sooty man chuckled, a dry, hacking sound. “Tough luck, kid. Best keep a closer eye on your valuables. This here’s a rough place.” He extended a grimy hand. “Come on. Let’s get you on your feet.”

Sol, weak and disoriented, numbly accepted the offered hand. He felt a profound sense of loss, not just for the money, but for the trust he’d placed in his own judgment, for the naïve belief that he could so easily conquer any challenge. He’d been outfought, outsmarted, and, most importantly, robbed blind. His adventure had taken a sharp, unwelcome turn.

Though his money was gone, the satchel he’d been carrying was only a few feet away, its contents scattered around it. Evidently, it had contained nothing of value to the looters.

After gathering together his things and stuffing them back into the satchel, the sooty man, who called himself Jed, seemed unfazed by Sol’s predicament. He steered Sol, still unsteady, towards the gangplank of the Three Rivers Lady.

“Don’t worry none,” Jed said, his tone lacking any genuine sympathy. “Plenty of ways to make coin on a riverboat. Especially if you ain’t got any to start with.”

Sol’s mind raced. Without his money, he was stranded. He couldn’t afford passage, couldn’t buy food. Desperation clawed at him. He looked at the towering steamboat, its smoke stacks still belching, its massive paddlewheel churning. It was his only hope, his only escape from this immediate disaster.

Jed guided him onto the boat, the sounds and smells now more oppressive than fascinating. He led Sol past the paying passengers, who eyed Sol’s bruised face and disheveled state with a mixture of curiosity and disdain, towards the bowels of the ship. The air grew hotter, thicker, filled with the metallic tang of the engine room and the pervasive scent of coal.

“So,” Jed said, turning to Sol, his eyes glinting with a predatory gleam. “You need to eat, right? And find yourself a place to sleep, even if it ain’t exactly a feather bed.” He gestured towards the colossal boiler, a beast of iron and fire. “That there needs to be fed. Constantly. And there’s cargo that needs movin’ at every damn stop.”

Sol understood. The implicit offer, the unspoken threat. He was indebted, not only to this man but to the ship itself. He was a prisoner of his own recklessness, his grand adventure now a grim necessity for survival.

“You want me to work?” Sol asked, his voice barely a whisper.

Jed grinned, a slow, satisfied spread of his grimy lips. “That’s the idea, farm boy. I’ll talk to the boss, but I’m pretty sure you’ll be hired on. You’ll be a stoker. Feedin’ coal to the boiler. And a deckhand. Musclin’ cargo. You’ll see the Mississippi. You’ll see New Orleans. Just ain’t gonna be quite the way you pictured it.”

Sol looked at the roaring furnace, the endless piles of coal, the sheer, backbreaking labor that awaited him. His dreams of adventure had curdled into a harsh reality. He was penniless, bruised, and bound to this churning metal behemoth. He had no choice.

He met Jed’s gaze, a flicker of defiance, a spark of the survivor he was born to be, igniting in his eyes. The playful humor was gone, replaced by a grim determination. This was not the glorious beginning he had envisioned, but it was a beginning nonetheless.

“Alright, Jed,” Sol said, his voice firm, though his body still ached from the beating. “Where’s a wash basin and my bunk?”

“Wash basins are hard to come by, but I reckon you can dab a damp rag to yer face to clean it up some,” Jed grinned. “Bunks are right over there.”

Jed pointed toward four, hastily constructed wood structures bottomed by thick-roped cargo netting and filled with straw.
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