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Chapter One
The River West of Town
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Cedar Bluff
July 15, 1853
“You don’t get in water over your head,” Martha Brisco called after her son. “Remember, you don’t know how to swim. Just because Charlie does doesn’t mean you do.”

“All right, Ma. I hear you.” Lafe grabbed the small cloth sack from the kitchen table. “I’ve got to hurry. Charlie is probably already there.”

“Here are two sandwiches and an apple. Be sure to wave to your father when you go by the south field, and stay away from that awful Quint Casper boy!”

“Aw, Ma, that ain’t Quint’s fault. His pa being Indian don’t make him bad.”

Lafe had never understood his mother’s suspicion of Quint. The Casper boy had always treated him fairly, and that was what mattered to Lafe.

Lafe tucked the food beneath one arm and picked up the new slingshot his father had carved for him from a sturdy forked branch. The leather pouch was smooth and the bands were tight. Henry Brisco had spent two evenings shaping it by lamplight, testing the pull, and showing Lafe how to hold it steady.

Outside, the morning sun lay warm across the fields. Henry was guiding the plow through the south acreage, preparing the soil for the first planting since the hailstorm had destroyed nearly every crop in the county the year before. Lafe waved as he passed. His father lifted one hand from the plow handles and waved back.

Lafe ran until the farmhouse and the field disappeared behind the cottonwoods. The river was not far from town, but to a ten-year-old boy with a new slingshot and a fishing pole, it felt like the far edge of the world.

Charlie Banks was already sitting beneath a sycamore tree with his line in the water. A dented bait tin rested beside him.

“Hurry up, Lafe,” Charlie said. “Old Big Belly isn’t going to wait all day.”

Lafe dropped his sack in the grass and leaned over the bait tin. “Did you bring the night crawlers?”

“Yep.”

“The big ones?”

“The biggest I could find. Now quit jawing and get your hook baited.”

Lafe threaded a worm onto the hook and cast his line into the slow green water. “Bet you a quarter I catch the first fish.”

Charlie looked over and grinned. “You don’t have a quarter.”

“I might.”

“No, you don’t. But you do have something I want.”

Lafe glanced at the slingshot beside his sack. “You know I can’t bet that. Pa just made it for me. It isn’t even broken in yet.”

Charlie shook his head. “I wouldn’t take it, even if I won. Let’s forget the betting and fish.”

For a while, neither boy spoke. Their corks drifted on the current while cicadas buzzed in the cottonwoods. Lafe had no way of knowing that the simple morning would become one of the last memories he carried from the life he had always known.

By noon they had caught nothing but a sunburn and a tangle of weeds. They ate the sandwiches and split the apple. Then they walked back to the Banks place, where they spent the afternoon climbing through the hayloft and planning another fishing trip for the next morning.

Lafe never made it back to the river.
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Chapter Two
The Night of Fire
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The Killian gang rode into town after sundown. By the time anyone understood what was happening, the bank windows had shattered, the banker lay dead behind his counter, and Sheriff Barnes had fallen in the street with his hand still wrapped around the grip of his revolver.

One of the outlaws had taken a bullet beneath the ribs. Oscar Killian, the gang leader, ordered the others to carry his brother to the nearest farmhouse. That house belonged to Henry and Martha Brisco.

Martha did what she could with clean cloth, hot water, and trembling hands, but the wound was too deep. When the injured outlaw died on the kitchen table, Oscar Killian blamed the woman who had tried to save him. In a fit of rage, he shot Martha. Henry rushed forward and was shot as well.

Before the gang rode away, they set fire to the house.

The next morning, Deputy Albert Cole stood on the Banks family’s front porch, turning his hat over and over in his hands. Mr. Banks saw the look in the deputy’s eyes and knew before a word was spoken that something terrible had happened.

“Howdy, Deputy,” Mr. Banks said quietly. “Won’t you come inside?”

“No, thank you. Is Lafe here?”

“He’s still asleep. What is this about?”

Albert swallowed hard. “I’d rather speak to the boy myself.”

A moment later, Lafe came hurrying down the stairs, pulling up his trousers as he crossed the room. “Howdy, Albert. What’s going on?”

The deputy removed his hat. “Lafe, I have some bad news.”

The boy stopped moving.

“The bank was robbed late last evening. Sheriff Barnes and Mr. Wilkins were killed. On their way out of town, the Killian gang stopped at your house. One of them had been wounded.” Albert paused. “Your parents were killed too. I’m sorry, Lafe. I am truly sorry.”

For a few seconds, Lafe did not seem to understand. Then tears ran down his cheeks. “But Pa and Ma were home. They weren’t part of any bank robbery.”

“No, son. They weren’t.”

“Do you know the names of the men who did it?”

“The Killian gang. We are forming a posse now.”

Lafe wiped his face with his sleeve and looked toward the door. “I want to go.”

Mr. Banks placed a hand on his shoulder. “You need to let the deputy do his job. You are still a boy.”

“Pa taught me to shoot. I’m good with my gun.”

Albert shook his head. “You stay here. We will find them.”

The posse returned the following evening with tired horses and no prisoners. Two days later, the men came back again, empty-handed. The trail had vanished among the rocks to the west.

Lafe stood outside the sheriff’s office as Albert explained that wires would be sent to every law office in the surrounding counties. He listened without speaking. His childhood had ended in a single night, and the men responsible had disappeared into the open country.
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Chapter Three
Marshal Howard Brisco
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A few days after the funeral, a telegram arrived from Lafe’s uncle.

Henry was my brother. The Good Lord saw fit to take my wife and boy more than a year ago. I reckon Lafe should come live with me. I will arrive within the week.

Lafe read the message twice before looking up at Mr. Banks. “Why can’t I stay here? I promise I won’t be any trouble.”

Mr. Banks lowered himself into the chair across from the boy. “We would gladly keep you, Lafe. You know that. But Howard Brisco is your father’s brother. He is your kin. He wants to give you a home.”

“I already had a home.”

Mr. Banks had no answer for that.

A week later, a large man rode into town on a bay horse, leading a paint and a pack mule. He wore black trousers, a gray shirt, and a dark leather vest. A pearl-gray Colt rode low on his hip. A silver United States marshal’s badge was pinned to his chest.

Howard Brisco stopped first at the sheriff’s office. After a short conversation with Deputy Cole, he walked to the Banks residence with the purposeful stride of a man accustomed to being obeyed.

Mr. Banks opened the door. “Marshal Brisco. Please come inside.”

“Thank you, but we need to get on the road. I cannot leave my district without the law for long. Is the boy ready?”

Lafe and Charlie came down the stairs together
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