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The weight of battle and burden pulled Rhone McLean’s features to the desert dust like heavy iron shackles. Blood oozed out of the laceration in his left shoulder, soaking his already soiled white shirt. The cowboy raised himself to his knees, stabbed the blade of his broadsword into the charred earth and leaned its hilt. McLean heaved his torn spirit from the ground upon trembling legs and examined the damage done to his mortal shell. Rhone lifted the black duster and matching vest to get a better look at the gash in his shoulder. The claw of the winged nightmare had sliced right through his gold scale-mail. His matching leg armor and black slacks had suffered a similar fate. 

Rhone tugged the brim of his hat down as a gust of warm Everdark wind blew into his face. The foul odor of spent powder and brimstone clouded his nostrils. He halfway expected something to come right out of the breeze and strangle him then and there. Just one of those things he had become accustomed to in this unpredictable world. 

Brilliant bolts of light streaked across the heavens in flashes of purple and red. Their brief lives illuminated the hellish landscape and the mound of scaly gray flesh before him. McLean sheathed his golden blade on his back and staggered over to the mortal remains of the Beast. None of its seven heads so much as whimpered when he kicked its chest with his good leg. 

“Serves you right, you son of a bitch.” Rhone pulled his revolver off his right hip. 

The outlaw scanned the battlefield as he chambered six fresh rounds into his trusty sidearm. A massive nine-pointed star within a circle pulsed in crimson light ahead. Rhone’s winged companion, Bellerophon, lay just beyond that - his snow white hide covered in deep bleeding wounds. Rhone had to go through the circle and finish this. The dark gate represented the last obstacle between him and Clara, the love of his life. Who or whatever dwelt beyond this gate still had her. God only knew what type of torture it subjected her to now. 

“No time like the present,” he said. He limped toward the pulsing gate of darkness unsure what form of hell he faced.  

Rhone’s boot unearthed something else shimmering beneath the desert soil. He knelt his weary frame down over the reflective object. 

“There you are,” he said. He tugged the shield from the clutches of the scorched earth. 

Its surface had seen better days. The left half of the angular shield had been charred and tarnished by the flames and acid of the Beasts’ many heads. McLean rubbed the right portion of it with the sleeve of his duster bringing it back to its former luster. 

“That’s seen better days, too.” He stared at his reflection in the shield’s gold surface. 

McLean smoothed down his thin moustache with the back of his right thumb and got lost in his own blue gaze. Why her? Of all of the mortals in the world, why did it choose Clara? The Oracle had given him the answer, but he still found it a harsh bite to swallow. Rhone had murdered just to collect enough souls to get here. Not to mention the unnamed forms of Hell that he’d been forced to endure to get to this point. 

“How in the hell did I wind up here?” he asked his reflection. 

It sure was a long way from the dirt road that led to her front porch back in West Virginia.  
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April, 1865

Lost Creek, WV

THE SUN BROKE OVER the distant hills in hues of violet and rose. Rhone whistled an old war song as he strolled down the worn path that led to his family’s farm. The long line of oak trees whispered in the early morning breezes. Rhone had just been released from duty in the Union Army’s 133rd Militia stationed near the Virginia border. Colonel Westfall had called them all into formation less than a week prior under a grove of sycamores in the cool of evening. 
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“GENTLEMEN,” HE HAD said in his usual booming voice. “I have just received a message that I felt you all should hear.”

The Colonel poked a weathered hand into his trouser pocket, and drew out a small telegram.

“To: 133rd Militia of Upshur county, West Virginia, Colonel Watson Westfall, Commanding Officer. Stop. From: the President of the United States, Abraham Lincoln. Stop.”

Several soldiers drew in gasps of disbelief. 

“This message is being disseminated to all Union Forces,” Col. Westfall continued, “to notify all concerned that the Confederate Forces have signed an unconditional statement of surrender on this day 9 of April 1865. It is with great pride and honor that I discharge all those in service. Your sacrifice and fortitude will never be forgotten. End message.” 

A loud collective whoop reverberated around the meadow. Several other men fired off their muskets in celebration of their victory. This long war had finally come to an end. 

“One-thirty-third!” the Colonel shouted through his black beard. “Atten-hut!”

The formation snapped to attention. Westfall scanned his loyal followers one last time trying his damnedest to preserve this moment in his memories. 

“Dismissed! Get on back to your families.”
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NOW, RHONE WANDERED down the same road to his farm that he’d run over more than a thousand times as a kid. He had his Army issue musket slung over his back. The front door creaked open as he rounded the final bend in the road next to the big patch of blackberry bushes. 

“Rhone! Thank God!” his mother cried, running down from the front porch. “Oh, praise the Lord, praise His name!” 

The sixteen-year-old boy became smothered in his momma’s affections as he approached the staircase.  

“Mom, mah...” he forced through her unending kisses. 

“Oh, land’s sakes,” the petite woman said, wiping her hands on her apron. “The last we’d heard from you, you boys were down there near Winchester.”

“That’s been a month,” Rhone said cleaning off his cheek with the sleeve of his uniform. “We got discharged less than a week ago. The war’s over.”

“Praise God,” she gasped. “Well, your Pa, Jake and Noah are down in the lower forty tendin’ to the fields.”

The young man nodded his head. 

“Never you mind that, though,” the worn woman said, putting a warm hand at the small of his back. “Let’s get you inside, and me and your sister will put together something for you to eat. You must be half-starved.” 

The small foyer of the two-story farm house had remained as Rhone had remembered it when he left. The two oval portraits of his grandparents, Ira and Evelyn McLean, still hung on the wall at the base of the staircase. They were the first of the McLean clan to set foot on American soil three decades earlier. Anyone could tell where Rhone got his long oval face and hawk-like blue eyes. 

“By the time we get done,” his mother said, “it’ll be gettin’ on to supper time anyway.”

His younger sister’s face widened in amazement. Her long mahogany locks bounced around her freckled cheeks as she ran across the kitchen. 

“Rhone!” she exclaimed. “You’re finally back.”

She grabbed his lean frame in a massive bear hug. 

“Whoa!” he said in surprise. “Easy there, Janey.”

“Why don’t you go on up to your room and get settled in while I go get dinner fixed,” his mom said prying his thirteen-year-old sister from his neck. “C’mon, Jane. Let’s go get your brother something hearty to eat.”

Rhone’s room had been kept in the same condition and manner as it was before he got called up to service. His handmade oak bed sat in the far corner of the small room. A matching ornate chest of drawers sat on the other side of the room. The lean teen walked over to it and picked up the journal that he had started when he was twelve. Rhone caressed its rough brown leather cover. 

“Right where I left it,” he said smiling. 

He cracked the book’s pages and turned to its first entry:

’19 August 1860

‘My name’s Rhone Tobias McLean. I’m twelve. I don’t know much else to write in this thing. My English teacher Ms. Simms put us all up to this dumb task. I‘d rather be down in the creek fishing with Joey Jenkins and my two no-good brothers.’

Rhone chuckled. He could remember sitting on the rock under the pines just outside of the barn when his mom made him finish that day’s homework. He flipped the journal to the last entry, and let his blue eyes scan its contents.

’20 September 1863

‘Two men showed up at the farm today. They introduced themselves to Pa and me as Patterson and Regar. They said they was here looking for young men to enlist in the local 133rd Militia over in Buckhannon. They asked if I’d be willing to go fight the Rebs and defend our new state. Of course, Ma was in a frightful panic about me going anywhere to shoot a gun at anything. Pa said that I was old enough to make decisions like these on my own now. Travel, adventure and combat were calling my name.’

“Yeah, they were.”

Rhone eyed the pencil setting next to the oil lamp and considered writing down another entry in his journal. 

“Nah,” he said, putting the book back on the dresser. “That was another time.”

The telltale chime of the dinner bell startled the young man out of his daydreams. Its high-pitched ring reverberated around the surrounding valley.

“Boys!” his petite mother shouted. “Dinner’s on the table!” 

She sure had a huge voice for such a little woman, he thought.   

His younger brothers Jake and Noah shared a room across the small hallway. He poked his dusty blond mop in its doorway on the way back down to supper. A small pile of miniature metal blue and grey soldiers lay scattered across the center of their room. Rhone shook his head with a grin. They looked up to their older sibling and wanted more than anything to fight side by side with him. 

“It’s a good thing it all ended when it did,” he said. He trotted down the stairs and into the inviting aromas of his mom’s home cooking. 
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THE SUN HAD BEGUN ITS final descent into the cradle of the hilltops when Malcolm McLean lit the large pile of logs and tree branches. The head of the McLean clan had invited their friends and neighbors from the Jenkins family over to their field for an evening bonfire, good music, good times and most of all some good shine. 

As the night wore on, Clara’s Pap – Old Man Jenkins, flew four sheets to the wind. The volume of the 120-proof jug he brought with him matched the level of the old-timer’s remaining sanity. Rhone kept a watchful eye on Clara. Being two years her senior, he had known the girl her whole life. He could recall when Joey Jenkins had come running down over their meadow shouting at the top of his lungs that he was a big brother. When Rhone left, she still wanted desperately to keep up with the boys. Now... oh, no. Somewhere in the couple of years that he went to war, Clara had blossomed into the vibrant young lady that stood across the flickering flames from him. Her emerald gaze found his. Rhone felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. 

I’ve gotta just stroll on over there and—

“Hi, Rhone,” she said, rounding the dying fire to stand beside him. 

“Hey, Clara,” he said looking down to the grass at his feet.

“Whatcha doin’?” she asked, straightening out the non-existent wrinkles in her best dress. 

“Oh, you know,” he prodded at a clump of crabgrass with his right boot. “Just standing around.”

They both shared in an apprehensive chuckle. 

Rhone swallowed hard and looked into her eyes. The bright orange flames danced there making Clara’s green irises seem magical to the young man. 

“W-Would you like to maybe,” he stuttered through a quivering jaw. His left finger pointed toward the trail that led down to the creek’s edge. 

“Sure,” Clara said, taking his hand in her own. 

Rhone looked back over his shoulder to tell his mother, but her ear-to-ear grin let him know that she had already figured it out. 

The young couple strolled down the moonlit trail toward the gurgling creek. A light breeze drifted among the evergreens as they sauntered past. 

“I thought about you every day,” Clara said. Her grip tightened on his palm. 

“You did?” he asked. His tone carried a hint of mockery. 

She ignored his attempt at playful banter and continued on with the conversation that she had rehearsed hundreds of times while he was gone.

“Several boys tried to ask me to dances and such,” she said. Her right hand floated through the tops of the tall weeds at her side. 

“Did they, now?” 

The young redhead nodded. Her gaze remained fixed on the narrow trail ahead. 

“Yup. They did, but I turned them all down.”

Rhone smiled at this notion. He saw out of the corner of his right eye that Clara smiled, too. 

“Tell me about the war,” she said, changing the subject.

“What do you want me to tell you?”

“What was it like?” she asked. “Where did you go?”

Rhone stopped in front of a large boulder and leaned up against its cool surface. 

“Well,” he began, “we did a lot more marching that we ever did fighting. One of my best friends during those times was a fella from Webster County named Tubbs – Roscoe Tubbs.”

Clara stood between his legs and laid her head upon his chest.

“Your heart’s about to leap out of your chest,” she said. She sat her left hand over his heart.

“You have that effect on me.” 

He drew in a deep lungful of the crisp spring air and continued his tale.

“So, me and Tubbs was in the infantry division as scouts for the militia.”

“Really?” she asked in a flirtatious tone. Clara brushed some of her dark red locks back behind her ear. 

“Uh huh,” he said. “Usually, we’d be sent out a day ahead of the rest of the group to look for the best route that would give us the most protection and cover from Rebel fire.”
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THE MORNING FOG HAD laid low upon the valley far below them. Rhone and Tubbs marched across the hilltops near the Virginia border. The fragrant smell of last night’s rainfall filled McLean’s nostrils as he and his partner made their way up the gentle incline.

“You hear that?” Tubbs asked, snapping his flabby neck around to his left.

“Hear what?” Rhone said.

The portly seventeen-year-old boy turned his brown stare back straight ahead. 

“Sounded like some movement over there in the underbrush.” He pointed to the side of the hill fifty yards ahead.

Rhone slid the bill of his forage cap back on his damp forehead. The late summer heat and humidity had made this morning’s expedition unbearable. 

“Probably just a rabbit or a squirrel.”

“Nah,” Tubbs said, lifting one of his large legs over a fallen tree. “Sounded too heavy to be a small critter.”

“Then, what do you reckon?” Rhone asked climbing over the same log.

Tubbs’ eyes scanned the deciduous forest with keen detail. 

“Dunno,” Tubbs said. “We’d best keep our eyes and ears open, though. I reckon that much.”

The tandem forged forward through the thickening underbrush into the heart of the hilltop. 

“This air’s so thick you could practically wear it,” Rhone said pulling his Army coat away from his drenched body. 

“Shh!” Tubbs hissed. He jabbed a round finger out into the cluster of trees ahead of them. “There they are, McLean.” 

“Rebs?”

“Damn right, Rebs.” 

The rotund young man raised his Union issue rifle up to his right shoulder, and fired off a round into the dense morning air. The round zipped and tore through several leaves before peeling off a chunk of elm right beside a greycoat’s shoulder. 

“Shit,” Tubbs said, poking the butt of his musket into the dirt at his feet. If he did it right, Rhone figured he could have it reloaded in around forty-five seconds. 

“I’ll cover ya,” Rhone whispered. 

Rhone shouldered his Springfield musket, and glared down the barrel catching a Rebel in his sights. The man on the other side of his barrel didn’t appear to be much older than Rhone. He rushed to pull his percussion musket from his shoulder and defend himself. Rhone trained his bead on the young man’s chest. His right index finger waivered over the metal trigger. 

C’mon, Rhone, he thought. You don’t even know this guy. Take the shot. 

The young Reb hoisted his musket up to his shoulder and took aim at Rhone. 

“Damn it! I just can’t do it,” Rhone said, firing his shot at the last moment. 

The mini-ball round sank deep into the left shoulder of the opposition causing him to collapse to the forest floor in agony. 
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HE FELT CLARA’S ARMS wrap around his thin waist and clasp at the small of his back. 

“I just couldn’t take the life of another person,” Rhone said. “There ain’t much in this world that I’m scared of anymore, but killin’ someone is the biggest.”

She rubbed the small of his back with consoling strokes.

“This one time,” he said, clearing his throat, “me and Tubbs went out hiking across the hillside near the Virginia line. The Rebs musta had the same idea, ‘cause no sooner had we started planning our route than gunfire split the trees right beside where we was standing.”

Rhone broke out in a fit of laughter.

“Ole Tubbs pissed his britches right there on the spot. I’d never seen a big fella run as fast as...”

His story suddenly lost its allure. He felt the warmth of Clara’s lips brush against the side of his chin. Rhone looked down into her inviting stare. The passion and desire radiated from deep within her soul. Rhone slid his hands around her thin waistline and leaned in for a little bit of Heaven. His calloused hands slid down to her shapely buttocks as they shared in a moment of passion. Clara stood up on her tiptoes allowing his hands to probe farther down into her nether regions. 

“Rhone Tobias McLean,” she said, breaking free from their kiss. “I’ve been waiting for that most of my life.”

“You shoulda said something sooner,” he replied still fondling her. 

She gave him a playful slap on the shoulder and pecked him once more on the lips.

“We’d better start back before our folks get too antsy.” 

Rhone heaved out a long sigh. 

“I reckon you’re right.”

Clara wrapped her arm around his waist and the young couple drifted back toward the growing music floating on cloud nine. 
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October, 1866
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THE DECIDUOUS TREES on the hills surrounding the McLean farm set the hills ablaze in deep umber, violet, and bright gold hues. The decaying leaves rustled in the boughs high overhead as the young couple led their horses up a narrow trail on the far side of Elk Creek. 

“Steady girl,” Rhone said, calming his mare. The pitch black horse shook her mane in contempt. “I know,” Rhone said rubbing Midnight’s muscular neck. “Just a few hundred more yards, and we’ll stop for a while.”

Midnight let out a loud huff in response.

“She doesn’t seem to be up to your notions,” Clara said with a chuckle. 

She led her own painted mare just behind Rhone. 

“The air’s mighty clear our today,” Rhone noted. He pointed up to the sun as it neared its zenith in the deep blue sky. “We should find a spot in the clearing up ahead for lunch.”

Clara giggled under her breath and her round cheeks flushed. Rhone turned his head away and smiled. There were only a handful of reasons that a young couple would go out on a ride together, and he had an idea of what some of them were. 

“I guess we should,” she replied. 

The young man led his mare to a cluster of sycamore trees along the bank of the Elk and tied her off with enough lead to get to the creek for a drink if need be. 

Clara followed suit tying off her horse in the same manner. She hugged the wide trunk of one of the trees and glided along its girth in a playful manner. 

“I hope you packed a hearty meal for us,” she said, looking back over her left shoulder for her lover. 

“Oh, I did,” he said. Clara stumbled into his chest when he snuck around from the other side of the large sycamore. 

Her trembling hands found his muscular chest. He clasped them close to his pounding heart. 

“If you don’t think,” he began, but Clara gave him a clear sign that she wanted it just as much. 

The youthful redhead turned away from Rhone and slid her hands up under her skirt.  She pulled her lacy drawers down to her shoes and then stepped out of them. Rhone came up behind her, gently slid her fiery curls to one side and caressed her neck with his warm lips. She sighed and widened her stance against the trunk of the tree. Rhone slid his hands down around the front of her thighs and caressed her groin. His young lover moaned and ran her hand along his tightened right thigh. 

“Drop your trousers,” she panted. “I’m ready.”

Rhone’s hormones needed no further instruction. As his dusty pants hit the tufts of grass at his feet, Clara hiked up her hand-sewn skirt to her corset revealing her shapely waist and buttocks. He lowered his member between her cheeks, and felt Clara’s warmth envelop him as they tapped against his groin. 
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“I DIDN’T HAVE MY WOMEN’S trouble last month, Rhone,” Clara said leaning back on the quilt in the grass. 

His eyes narrowed in confusion. He rolled over to face her for an explanation. 

“I missed my flow, Rhone. I think I might be pregnant.”

“Holy Christ,” Rhone said. “Your Pa’s gonna skin my hide for sure.” 

Rhone rolled over and tossed another stone out into the creek. It skidded across the cool brown surface coming to a halt mid-stream and sank. 

“What do you suppose we should do now?” Clara asked, laying her long mane of red hair next to Rhone’s elbow. 

“I figure there’s only one thing left for us to do.”

He turned his gaze from the horses at the creek down to meet her emerald stare. She giggled and looked down to the quilt in a bashful gesture.

“Just what are you proposing?” she asked.

“Marriage, of course,” he said, brushing a few stray locks out of her face. “If I didn’t, my Pa would skin my hide.”

“Well,” Rhone asked, “what do ya say?”

“Are you askin’?”

“Are you agreein’?” he countered. 

“I might be,” she said.

“Then, I’m askin’.”

The young man got up on one knee and took one of Clara’s thin hands in his own. 

“Clara Jane Jenkins,” he stated, “will you make me the happiest man alive, and accept my proposal to take your hand in marriage?”

She sat up to face him. A few of her dark curls fell over her face framing it in a way that took Rhone’s breath away. 

“Mr. McLean,” she said, looking into his deep blue eyes. “Of course I do.” 

He embraced her with every fiber of his being, and let out a loud whoop that echoed around the hollow. 

“What am I gonna do with you?” she said between laughs. 

“Whatever you want,” he said with excitement. “You’re gonna be my wife!” 

Clara held her arms out over her head in the universal gesture of wanting up off of the ground. Rhone got up, dusted his hands off and helped his new fiancée to her feet. 

“We should be getting back before Daddy sends my brother lookin’ for me,” Clara said, sauntering to her horse. 

“Yup, we should.”

Rhone untied Midnight from her trunk and led her over next to Clara. Once he helped his lady up into her saddle, Rhone mounted his own horse. The couple trotted off back down the trail toward where the two property lines met. 

“Where do you think we’ll live?” Clara asked as they descended the narrow dirt trail. 

“Around here somewhere, I figure,” Rhone said. “I’ll find work in town. I’ll see if I can get us enough saved up to buy our own place.” He looked at her belly. “Big enough for the three of us, of course.” 

Her cheeks reddened while the couple continued up the thin trail. 

“That sounds perfect,” she said, halting her horse. “Well,” Clara said peering off into the rolling waves of grain toward her homestead. “This is where we have to part ways.”

“Guess I’ll see you sometime tomorrow, then?” he asked.

“You’d better,” she said. “No husband of mine is going long without me.” 

“Do you think we should say anything to our folks?” she asked.

“About?”

“Everything, Rhone.”

The young man shuttered in his saddle. How in the hell am I going to explain this to my parents? Rhone pushed his hat back on his head and heaved out a stressful sigh. 

“Yeah, we should.” He turned one eye toward her. “Do I need to sleep with my rifle tonight?”

“’Course not!” she said, giving his arm a shove. “Alright then, I’ve gotta go.”

Clara leaned over and gave Rhone a long kiss good night before trotting off into the whispering waves of the meadow. 

His father continued to split the last of the old walnut tree with relentless force when Rhone arrived back home. He tied Midnight off in her stable, and hung his saddle and gear up on the far wall of the barn. 

“Rhone? That you?” he heard his Pa shout.

“Yeah, it is Pa.”

“Could ya come on over here and give me a hand with this firewood?”

His palms went clammy and cold. Did he know already? How could he? Rhone tried to calm himself down with slow deep breaths
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