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By R.L. Foster

CHAPTER 1

How in the hell am I going to get out of this mess? Nick asked himself. The snow fell steadily and heavily around him as he gazed out across the large valley. His horse was tired, and he knew he was going to have to find shelter soon if they didn’t make it down. At 31 years of age His life had been hard. His arms and legs were muscled steel toughened by years of hard work. Dancer his horse, he had raised from a colt. He had found His mother at the bottom of a rocky gorge where she had fought off the cougar giving her life to save her young foal.

He had raised and broke the horse with a gentle hand, believing that love freely given would be love freely returned. He had been right, and he knew the big horse would defend him to his last breath. He kept his fingers crossed and he would never have to test that. The horse always seemed to be restless and moving when Nick wasn’t around, and Dancer seemed to be the perfect name. 

Nicoles “Lone Eagle” Sheldon was born in the Selkirk mountains of Idaho. His father had been a trapper, gold prospector and miner. His mother had been the daughter of Tall Elk, the chief of a small band of Nez Perce Indians that lived in the region. His father had taught him hard work and honesty. His mother had taught him honor and pride. He had taught himself the speed of his right hand. 

He had found out at an early age he had a natural ability to handle a gun, and he had honed his skills to the point where he feared no living man. His gentle nature and wariness had kept him hidden from public scrutiny until that afternoon in Carson City Nevada. The day had been hot, and he had stopped in at the saloon for a cold beer. The Cold-Creek Saloon was known to actually have cold beer.

The owners had designed a way to route cold mountain water around the beer barrels mounted in the walls. The beer had a reputation of being super refreshing after a hard day in the mines or for the lumber jacks that supplied the timber for the area. The saloon had been crowded that afternoon when he had walked in. He had found a place at the bar and had ordered a glass of beer. It had tasted good going down and he had drained almost half of it before he sat the glass down.

The commotion in the corner had caught his attention and he turned to look. The young man had been cornered by three thugs, and they seemed to be ganging up on him laughing loudly. Nick could see right away that the young man was probably down on his luck and had been begging money. It appeared that the three thugs were trying to get a reaction out of the young man and were starting to get angry that he wouldn’t respond the way they wanted him to.

Nick had leaned against the bar watching until one of the thugs had pulled his fist back and struck the young man. Nick stood still until he heard the young man beg them not to hit him again. When the bully had struck the young man the second time, Nick stepped forward. “I think that’s enough,” Nick said as he stepped away from the bar. Out of practice he slipped the thong off the hammer of the Colt .45 hanging on his hip. The bully had hit the young man again when Nick had grabbed the bully by the collar and pulled him back. “I said that’s enough!” Nick shouted as he pulled.

“Who the hell are you?” the bully had screamed spinning around to face Nick. Nick said nothing but gave the brute an Icey stare until he backed down. Reaching down he helped the young man up and asked if he was okay. The young man had thanked him wiping the blood from his mouth, but the desperation was still in the young man’s face. Reaching into his vest pocket he pulled out a ten-dollar gold piece and handed it to the young man.

“You pay me back when you can,” Nick had said and turned back to his beer on the bar. The soft cursing and the young man trying to shout a warning had caused Nick to spin around. The heavy Colt was already in his hand as he spun. The sound of the gun had barked loud in the saloon, and he could feel his own gun buck twice in his hand. The young man had foolishly leaped forward trying to push Nick out of the way. The bullet had caught him in the back and drove him forward.

The two bullet holes appeared on the bully’s chest just above his heart and he was dead before he hit the ground. The young man was on the floor blood pouring from his chest where the bullet had exited. Nick knew right away that the young man was not going to last long. Kneeling down he could feel the anger rising inside him, and he wanted to shout at the young man for being so stupid.

“Ppplease. My..my sister. No one to take care of her. By the..By the creek, no..north” the young man had said with his last breath. Nick had stared down at the young man for a couple of minutes trying to make sense of what had just happened. “I never saw him draw,” someone in the crowd had said and in just a few seconds several others were agreeing with him. The sheriff came running through the bat-wing doors with his gun drawn. He slowly holstered it when he realized there was no longer any danger.

“Can someone tell me what happened?” the sheriff asked. Several men stepped forward pointing and gesturing with their hands cooperating each other’s stories. “None of us ever saw him draw sheriff,” one of the men had said. The sheriff looked at Nick while the men were explaining nodding his head in understanding. “What’s your name young man?” the sheriff had asked him.

“Nick Sheldon,” he answered. That was the first time his name had ever been mentioned in combination with a gun fight.

“Everyone agrees that you killed that man in self-defense,” the sheriff had said. “Who is that young man?” the sheriff asked kneeling down to look the dead man over.

“I don’t know sheriff. Those two men were just bullying him,” Nick had said. He stood thinking about what he should do next. He kept what the man had said as he was dying to himself. He knew the kind of life a young woman would be forced to live without a man to take care of her. The sheriff had stood back up and held his hand out. The ten-dollar gold piece lay in his palm. “Use it to give him a decent burial sheriff,” he had said as he turned to walk out.

CHAPTER 2

Nick had climbed onto Dancer’s back and started north out of town at a slow walk. He figured he would have to get a couple of miles out of town before he found any isolated areas where a young girl might hide. He could see several places where people had camped but nothing looked recent to him. It took him close to an hour before he saw the first sign and that had been a smoldering fire someone had tried to put out with short notice.

Nick didn’t know how to proceed from here. Stepping down off Dancer he walked into the camp. He saw an old, tattered blanket hastily rolled and tossed under a large bush and an old pot. Taking a deep breath, he sat down on an old log and stared at the creek. “If you’re the girl waiting on her brother to come back from town, he’s not coming back,” he said. “He told me you were out here before he died, and I want to help you,” he added. “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said listening closely for any noise in the brush.

He heard the soft sob and his heart melted even more. He could tell it was several yards away and in heavy brush. “He was asking me to find you I think,” Nick said. “He died trying to warn me. So, I guess I owe him,” he added. He heard the rustle of the brush off to his right and waited silently. Dancer nickered softly warning him that someone was approaching. “It’s okay, I’m not going to hurt you,” he repeated. Turning his head slightly he caught the movement to his right. What stepped out of the brush was not a girl, but a young woman.

Her long dark hair was matted and gnarled, and he could tell that it hadn’t seen a brush or comb in several months. Her clothes were tattered and had several holes in them, and her feet were bare. He sat silently watching her, wanting to say something but not knowing what to say. She stopped several feet away just looking at him. He could tell she was pretty and guessed her age to be maybe twenty years old.

“I’m sorry about your brother. He tried to warn me about a guy getting ready to shoot me in the back and jumped in front of the bullet meant for me,” Nick said looking down at the ground. She was silent as the tears rolled down her cheeks. 

“His name was Jimmy. He went into town to try and get us some food. He wouldn’t let me go with him. He told me it wasn’t safe for me,” she said through soft sniffles. “My name is Gracie, and he was my little brother. He has been trying to take care of me for the last few months,” she added. “We were on our way to California when my mom got sick. She died a few months ago and dad went out hunting and never came back,” she said.   

“Sounds like you’ve had it tough,” Nick said. “When was the last time you had something to eat?” he asked. There was a pause while she thought back. 

“Day before yesterday, I think,” Gracie answered. She was silent again. “What happened to my brother’s body?” she asked looking at Nick.

“I gave the sheriff money to give him a good burial,” Nick said. He could feel his own stomach growling, and he knew the young woman was hungry. “Does that pot hold water?” Nick asked, gesturing toward the pot next to the old blanket. Gracie nodded her head yes. “Get some water from the creek and we can start some beans to cooking. I have a bit of bacon left too,” he said. Gracie sniffled again and nodded and headed for the pot. Nick found some old dry wood and started nursing the red embers back to life. Within a couple of minutes, he had a nice flame before he walked back to Dancer for his frying pan and slab of bacon.

Nick watched the young woman eat letting her eat just about everything, but a couple slices of bacon. He had gone into town for supplies but hadn’t gotten them before he had come looking for the young woman. The fact that he had been forced to kill a man hadn’t helped much either. Walking down to the creek he washed the skillet and the pot and let the warm air dry them.

“I owe your brother so I will give you a choice. I can either take you into town in the morning, or you can go with me,” Nick said. Gracie was quiet as she looked at Nick. Her eyes were soft like a doe’s eyes, and he found himself wanting to look into them. He could tell she was scared, but the decision had to be hers.

“Where are you going?” she asked tentatively. She sat closer to the fire feeling the chill of the mountains coming down for the night. 

“Virginia City. There is a pretty valley over there that I have staked out. I plan to start ranching there as soon as I can get a cabin built,” Nick said. 

“Is it okay if I go with you? I don’t know anyone in town, and I don’t know how I would live. I know it’s not fair to you to have to start worrying about me, but you seem to be nice,” Gracie said. “I don’t know anything about ranching but I’m a fast learner and I promise I’ll work hard, and I’m a pretty good cook,” she added trying to sell herself to Nick. 

Nick smiled softly and nodded. “I’ll go back into town and get some supplies and see if I can find you a horse in the morning. Bring your blanket close to the fire. It’s going to get cold tonight,” Nick said.

CHAPTER 3

Nick was up at daybreak and had the fire built back up withing just a few minutes. He smiled when he saw Gracie try to
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