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			Chapter 1

			I found the kid two days outside of Flatcreek, not long before sunset. He was about a quarter mile away when I crested a low rise. He spotted me a few seconds later and quickly ducked into an arroyo that roughly paralleled the trail on which I was riding. In spite of the early December chill, I pulled back my duster on the right side to expose the Colt holstered on my hip. I rode on slowly, keeping an eye on the ditch, but the kid never emerged. Either he was legitimately scared, or it was a trap. I suspected the former but prepared for the latter.

			The day was late, but there was still good visibility under a clear azure sky, and the land was mostly flat. Trees and bushes were sparse, and I didn’t see many places where an ambush could be set. I was still careful, though. I was always careful.

			When I was about even with where the kid went in, I stopped my horse, rested my hand on the butt of my pistol, and called out to him. “Kid, you hungry?” No answer. “I have food. It’s not much but I’m happy to share.” Still no answer.

			I dismounted. The middle of the Kansas prairie seemed an unlikely place for an ambush, but I had learned a very long time ago that trouble pops up in all kinds of weird places. Once, not long after the war, someone tried to rob me in a church. It did not work out well for them.

			Seeing nothing but wary of the deep arroyo, I grabbed a small leather pouch from one of my saddlebags, then went to the edge of the deep gully. Monty was a good horse and wouldn’t go far, so I didn’t bother looking for a place to tether him.

			I approached the long cut in the ground slowly, having no idea if the kid was the only one down there. Leaning over to look in was risky, I knew. Someone could be down there just waiting to put a bullet between my eyes. I’d never been shot in the face, but it wasn’t something I particularly wanted to happen. Pouch in my left hand, my right on the gun’s butt again, I chanced a quick glance over the edge. The kid wasn’t immediately visible, but neither was anyone else so I took a longer look and, seeing nothing suspicious, I carefully made my way down. My old knees didn’t work as well as they once did, and I felt a bit unstable on the steep slope, but pretty soon, I was at the bottom. It was deep enough that I couldn’t see the trail or my horse. That worried me a bit. But worrying is one of the things that had kept me alive for fifty-four years.

			“Kid,” I said, loudly but gently as I walked slowly along the debris-strewn bottom of the wide ditch, keeping an eye on everything in every direction as best I could. “I’m not going to hurt you, but it’s not safe out here for children. Come on out.”

			I waited but got no response, so I walked a bit more in the direction I’d been riding. I was about to give up when I saw him. He was farther west than I’d expected, hiding behind a fallen tree. I could just see a bit of his light colored shirt.

			“Hey, kid,” I said. “I see you. If I really wanted to hurt you, you’d already be dead.”

			The shirt quickly dropped out of view.

			I went to the edge of the tree. It was an oak, its bark was mostly gone, and the wood bleached by the sun. Was the kid the only one back there? What if his bad hiding was just a ruse to draw me toward where older, more dangerous people were doing a better job of concealing themselves? It was a possibility but my gut was telling me I’d be okay. Still, ever cautious, I drew my gun.

			Leaning over very slowly in case he was not alone, I saw him prone on the rocky bed of the arroyo. He wore a shirt two sizes too big for him that might have once been white and might have also once been nice. His brown cotton pants, held up with a piece of frayed rope, exposed his ankles and a fair amount of his lower legs. He wore no shoes, but his feet were so dirty that, at first glance, I thought he was indeed shod. Long, dark blond hair hung around his shoulders, partially covered by  the small, filthy hands clasped atop it. He was shivering. I didn’t know if it was from the cold or fear, but I thought maybe it was a little of both. After another quick look around, I holstered my pistol.

			“I have some jerky and some biscuits. An apple, too. There’s even some water back with my horse,” I said. He didn’t move. “Kid, I’m looking right at you. Get up.”

			Moving very slowly, he unlocked his fingers and rolled over to stare up at me. His face was covered with grime and painted with an expression of pure terror. I figured that if he was a teenager already, he hadn’t been one long. And I knew how I must have looked to him. Tall, with a scraggly nearly-white beard and long unkempt hair, I probably looked like the Devil’s right-hand man or the evil, thinner brother of Santa Claus.

			“I’m Jack,” I told him. “Jack Quick.”

			His eyes widened a bit. “The Jack Quick?”

			“Well, I was once.”

			He stood carefully, keeping his eyes on me and looking ready to bolt.

			“You’re a killer,” he said.

			“I only kill those who deserve it.” I didn’t feel too bad about lying because what I told him was mostly true.

			He straightened a bit but there was still a slight bend to his knees in case he needed to run. Shivers wracked his small body. I could see goosebumps on his exposed legs. His eyes kept darting to the big pistol that hung low on my right hip in front of the pulled-back coat.

			I slowly opened the pouch, and he tensed.

			“It’s food,” I said.

			I pulled out a piece of jerky and held it out toward him. He started to reach for it, then backed up a few steps.

			“Set it on the tree,” he said.

			I nodded, put the jerky back into the little leather pouch, and put the whole thing on the horizontal corpse of the oak.

			“Now back up,” he told me sternly. “Ten–no–twenty steps.”

			I did, counting off each step. To make him feel safer, I went all the way to thirty. There, I sat down and crossed my ankles. My hands went to my knees.

			“The gun,” he said. “Slowly, very slowly, put it on the ground.”

			I looked around and actually thought about doing it, but I couldn’t see out of the deep ditch, so I made eye contact with him and slowly shook my head. “I can’t do that, kid. This gun only comes out of its holster when I’m about to shoot someone.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah.”

			“So you can load it while it’s in your holster?” His voice dripped with sarcasm.

			I laughed. “Yeah. Actually, I can. The cylinder doesn’t pop out on this model. There’s a little feeder spot on the back near the hammer. I might show you sometime.”

			He took a step toward the tree and the food but quickly backed up. “How do I know you won’t shoot me?”

			“You don’t.”

			He stared at me, more unsure than ever.

			“You never can really know anything about what people will do. Sometimes, hell, most times maybe, they’ll do what you expect but, from time-to-time…” I turned up my palms and shrugged.

			“Do you promise not to shoot me?”

			“I do promise not to shoot you.” He took a hesitant step toward the food but stopped when I spoke again. “But you have to learn to not trust people, especially strangers, and extra especially when you’re all alone except for the stranger.”

			“Okay.”

			I laughed. “I’m not going to shoot you, kid. You don’t know it yet, but you can trust me to do  what I say. I may not exactly be a man of honor, but I am a man of my word.”

			The kid thought about it for a moment, then said, “Fuck it, I’m hungry.”

			He gave me a questioning and slightly frightened look, the way most kids will when they curse around a grown-up. I just nodded, letting him how I didn’t give a fuck what kind of profanity he used in my company.

			The kid went to the bag and tore into it. He ate like he hadn’t seen food in days. Maybe he hadn’t. The apple was gone almost instantly, the core discarded on the rocks. Jerky usually takes a bit of work, but he was like an animal, and it went fast.

			“Slow down, kid,” I told him. “You’ll make yourself sick.”

			He didn’t pay any attention to me.

			I looked around again then told him. “Kid, I’ve already been down in this arroyo for too long without knowing what’s going on up there. I need to check. I’m going to stand now.”

			He just nodded and kept eating.

			I stood, and the cracking of my joints startled the kid. He froze for a moment, eyes wide.

			I chuckled. “Relax, kid. It’s not gunfire, just my knees.”

			He nodded and went back to eating.

			“You can have everything in there if you want it,” I told him over my shoulder before I began the climb up. “And there’s water with my horse.”

			After almost five-and-a-half decades, many of which were spent out on the range, my body hated me. It reminded me of its displeasure with creaking joints, aching muscles, and random spasms in my lower back. But I still had a good bit of strength left, so even though I didn’t do it with the grace or speed with which I had done similar things as a young man, I was still able to haul my ass up the ragged, steeply sloped side of the arroyo.

			Never one to just pop out into the open, I slowed as I reached the lip of the cut in the land. With one hand, I took off my hat, then used the other to pull myself up behind a scraggly bush that clung to the edge. I did not like what I saw. Not at all

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 2

			Five men in red hoods approached from the west on horseback over another low rise, silhouetted by the low December sun. They rode leisurely, but there was no way they hadn’t seen Monty, who had his head down, munching on some grass maybe a hundred yards or so east of my position. The rider in front had a rifle at the ready.

			I slid quickly back down into the canyon. The kid was just finishing his hasty meal.

			“You said you had wat–”

			I cut him off in a stage whisper. “Hide. Quickly. On this side of the tree. And be quiet.”

			He nodded, grabbed the now empty pouch, scurried across the tree, then ran eastward down the bed of the arroyo. The rocks had to be hell on his bare feet, but he barely made a sound. I didn’t wait for him to hide before I started to reascend.

			When I got to the top, out of breath and with a hammering heart, the riders were maybe three hundred yards away. That was closer than I’d hoped because I climbed so slowly. I ducked back down and pressed myself against the rocky side of the arroyo. With my left hand, I grasped a thick root of the bush and braced my legs against the uneven wall. My right hand slowly removed the big pistol from its holster.

			Five guys, six shots. I had another, smaller Colt holstered at the base of my spine, but the long duster would make getting to it quickly tough, and I didn’t have a free hand to grab it with anyway. I heard the horses approaching, their hooves a jumbled clopping patter on the soft trail. By the time they were even with me, my left shoulder was on fire. The muscles ached, and the three-day-old bullet wound in my upper arm stung like a thousand wasps were attacking it. But remaining alive is a powerful motivator, so I maintained my grip and my precarious position. Once the sound of the hoofbeats had passed, I counted to one hundred, then heaved myself slowly upward. All five of the hooded bandits were armed. Three held pistols, and two had rifles. Every one of them was ready to shoot, but all were looking from Monty to the deep gully. Not one was looking back at me.

			Moving as quietly as possible, I climbed out of the arroyo and carefully crossed the trail. They were approaching Monty and I couldn’t risk him being hit in the crossfire. I knelt by a low shrub, one of the few in the area, rested my right wrist in the palm of my left, and took careful aim at the guy in the rear. I held my breath, aimed for center mass, then took up the small bit of slack in the trigger. The rear guard glanced over his shoulder, looking toward the arroyo. Still holding my breath, I fired. His body twitched violently, but I moved quickly to the next in line while the sound of the gunshot was still rolling over the prairie grass. All three horses spooked and reared a bit but it wasn’t enough movement to throw off my aim too badly.

			The second guy’s arms went wide when the bullet hit him. By the time he had fallen sideways in the saddle, I’d already shot the third bandit. The shot was a little higher than I’d intended, but I saw his head snap forward, so I knew it had been effective. The first guy’s horse was shielding one of the two leaders, so I moved on to the other. He was turning toward me, bringing up his rifle. My bullet caught him in the side. He crumpled and lurched sideways but held on to the gun. He didn’t have a shot. I tracked toward the guy at the front of the pack. The horses had been trained for gunfire, but I’d caught them unprepared, and they were skittish. I still didn’t have a clean shot at the fifth man. I didn’t even know if he could see me yet.

			The third man I’d shot was falling off his horse. The first slumped against the strong neck of his horse, and the second was hanging sideways in the saddle. None of them were a problem, but Mr. Bullet in the Ribs was pulling himself upright and trying to aim. I still hadn’t exhaled the breath I’d taken before the shooting started, so I aimed at the fourth man. Instead of having to shoot him in the  back, I had a clear shot at the front of his torso. I took it. He dropped the rifle.

			One bullet left.

			I tracked toward the last guy even as his rifle shot rang out. Dust erupted to my right, and I shot him in the abdomen. He crumpled.

			My left hand went under the duster and dug the .38 out of the holster at the small of my back. The shorter barrel meant it had less range and accuracy, and I wasn’t as good of a shot with my left hand, but I didn’t think it would matter much.

			One guy lay supine and motionless on the ground, one slumped unmoving against his horse, and another was struggling to stay upright and in the saddle. The man I’d shot twice was still upright but ignored me as he fought for breath, and the last guy was doubled over, hand moving to the gun at his hip. I took careful aim and fired twice with the .38. The first went wide, but the second caught Gut Shot in the left eye. He, too, fell out of the saddle and didn’t move once he was on the ground.

			Moving quickly, I closed the distance between me and the survivors. The big colt, now empty, went back into its holster, and I switched the .38 to my right, again using my left hand to brace it. The man I’d shot twice looked at me and tried to raise his hands. I could see the terror in the eyes behind the two crude cutouts in the scarlet hood. He got his palms as high as his shoulder before I put two more shots in his chest. He groaned as he slid off his horse. I thought I heard a bone or two break as he hit the grassy ground.

			The man struggling to stay on his horse—the man I’d shot second—had dropped his pistol and had a two-hand death grip on his horse’s blond mane. I picked up his gun, and as his horse turned toward me, I shot him in the side of the head with his own gun.

			The last man lay nearly motionless against his horse. I saw his fingers twitching. He moaned as I walked up to him. I saw his eyes tracking me through the holes in his crimson mask. “Please,” he whispered. “Don’t.”

			I sighed. I hated it when they begged.

			“Sorry,” I said just before I shot him in the face.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 3

			
			“It’s all clear, Kid. You can come out now,” I called down into the arroyo as I reloaded my pistols. It took a couple of minutes and a few more calls, but I finally saw him peek out from behind a bush. When he realized it was just me, he came out and stood below me.

			“What happened?”

			“The wild west happened,” I said.

			“Like in the penny novels?”

			“Not at all.”

			“Seriously though, what happened? What was all the shooting about?”

			“Bandits,” I said. “They’re gone now.”

			“You ran them off?”

			“No.”

			It took a few seconds for him to respond. When he did, he only said, “Oh.”

			I watched him climb the side of the ditch much more quickly and easily than I had. He scurried like a scared rodent and was beside me in no time. When he saw the five bodies, his mouth dropped open, and his eyes widened.

			I pulled a heavy, rolled-up gray wool blanket off the back of one of the bandits’ horses, shook it out, and handed it to the kid. “Here. Wrap yourself in this.”

			He took it without a word and quickly huddled inside it. It dragged the ground.

			The corpses were dressed in range appropriate clothing but nothing resembling a uniform. The only common factor was the red cloth hood each wore. They looked a bit like dyed potato sacks at first, but upon closer inspection, they seemed to be something like pillowcases. Roughly cut eye holes showed closed or open-but-lifeless eyes. I had seen similar masks before. Seeing them again, so far from Texas, worried me. Beside the bodies, their horses milled about, unconcerned. Horses can be easily startled, and they can be affectionate, but generally, they don’t give a shit about corpses.

			I noticed the kid was staring at the bodies. I couldn’t read his expression. Was it horror? Fear? Anger?

			“You okay, kid?”

			“You killed them?” he asked.

			“Yeah.”

			“All of them?”

			“Just two of them,” I said. “The other three shot themselves out of fear.”

			“Really?”

			I chuckled. “No. Not really. I shot all of them.”

			A long moment of silence passed between us. He continued to stare at the dead men.

			“Red hoods,” he said.

			“Yeah.”

			“You seen those before?”

			“Yep.”

			“Know who they are?”

			“These guys? I probably don’t know them personally. But I know their type. And I know of the gang, I think. I’ve heard stories recently.”

			His eyes were still locked on the motionless bodies.

			“Have you seen them before?” I asked.

			He nodded.

			
			

			“They why you’re out here alone?”

			He nodded again.

			I walked toward them, and the kid asked, “Did you get hurt?”

			“What?”

			“You’re limping. Did you get hurt in the shootout?”

			“Oh. No. It’s an old war injury,” I said. “If you hadn’t been so focused on the food earlier, you would have noticed. I limp all the time, especially when the weather turns cold.”

			Working quickly, I dragged the men so that they were all on their backs, side-by-side, at the edge of the trail. I wasn’t gentle or reverent. They were wearing full-face masks. That meant they were up to no good or planned to be up to no good. I doubted they were on the side of right and light, but I had seen stranger things. I had actually done stranger things.

			One by one, I removed their masks. “Don’t know him…” I said. “Don’t know him… Don’t know him… Don’t know him…” I was ready to repeat myself for Gut Shot, but I couldn’t. Instead, I said, “Bart Paschall.”

			“You know him?”

			I knew him. And I hated him. I’d never served with him, but I’d fought against him, and I knew he was directly responsible for at least one horrible Pawnee massacre following the war.

			“Yeah,” I said. “He rode with the Grays in the war. I encountered him a couple of times. Real asshole.”

			“My dad fought for the North,” the kid said.

			“So did I.”

			“But we were from Chattanooga.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah. That’s in Tennessee. In the South.”

			“I know,” I told him with a slight chuckle in my voice. “I’ve been there. It’s one of the places I met this beady-eyed sonofabitch.”

			“You from the North?”

			“No. Atlanta.”

			“That’s in the South, too,” he said.

			“Smart kid.”

			“But you fought for the Blues.”

			“Seemed the right choice,” I said.

			He nodded. “That’s what my dad said.”

			I unbuckled Paschall’s gun belt and rolled him off it, then I went through all his pockets. He had a little over a buck in change but nothing else worth anything. When I was done with him, I did the same with the other four. By the time I was finished, I had two rifles, seven pistols, three Bowie knives, two pocket knives, and almost ten dollars. No one had any jewelry or watches. I took another rolled-up blanket off one of the bandit’s horses and spread it out on the ground. On it, I made a pile of the loot.

			I went back to the first guy I’d shot since he was the smallest. He appeared to still be a kid himself, maybe sixteen or seventeen, and not a lot bigger than the living kid standing near me. I pulled his heavy duster off him and wiped the fresh blood from the inside, then tossed it at the smaller kid’s feet. He looked at it, then at me, then back at it like he didn’t know what to do with it. I took off the dead teen’s boots and put them with the jacket at the feet of the blanket-wrapped boy. “Put them on. They’re a little big, but they’ll keep you warm.”

			“But they came off a dead guy,” he said. “There’s still blood on the coat.”
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