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Preface

Both real and fictional places are named in this book. However, the characters and events portrayed in this book are purely fictional. The story is in no way intended to reflect on any real people including the current or past residents or citizens of any actual places. Any similarities to real events or actual persons are strictly coincidental and should not in any way be considered factual.
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It was a miserable night to be traveling, but Lane Jackson was determined to press on in hopes of stretching the distance between himself and the band of vigilantes that had been dogging him since early morning. As he topped the ridge, two structures appeared and disappeared in a flash of lightning, but the faint glow of a lantern in the window of the smaller structure remained visible. 

“Jesus!” Lane said aloud as another earsplitting crack of lightning streaked across the sky directly overhead. “We best get off this ridge, Buster.” 

Lane nudged his horse with his spurs to hasten its pace down the steep grade. His eyes remained fixed on the faint light in the distance as his horse continued loping along the muddy road. Another streak of lightning briefly lit the sky, revealing a simple adobe structure, large wooden barn, and corrals by the side of the road about a mile ahead. The rain continued to come down in sheets, but the rumble of thunder and the sharp whip-like crack of lightning was fading behind him by the time he reached the buildings. He could hear his teeth chattering as he pulled on the horse’s reins with his cold, trembling hands. His horse slid to a stop directly across from the adobe and Lane gazed at the dimly lit window. The smell of a wood fire filled his nose as he fought back a sniffle. 

“What do you think, Buster? Should we keep riding or impose on these folks and beg ‘em to give us shelter for the night?” Lane asked his horse aloud.

When Buster whinnied softly as if he understood, Lane laughed and patted him on the neck. Whether or not horses actually understood the things cowboys said to them has been debated for endless generations. Lane was always of the opinion that they did. So, he had always been in the habit of talking to horses as if they were his friends. Regardless, the bond between Lane and Buster was very apparent and it was a sure bet that Buster would have continued without resistance if Lane was so inclined. But as it was, Lane dismounted and led his horse off the road to the front of the adobe. A distant flash of lightning provided just enough light to make the sign on the porch roof visible.

“Cactus Flats,” Lane said aloud as he read the sign. “What do you know, Buster, it’s a stage stop!” 

Lane tied Buster to the hitching rail and stepped onto the covered porch that ran the length of the adobe. He shook like a wet dog as he rubbed his hands together. Then he cupped his hands and blew a couple of breaths into them, hoping to restore some feeling before knocking loudly on the thick wooden door. 

After knocking several more times, a dim light appeared in the windows on the front side of the adobe.

“What do you want?” came a loud, gruff voice from behind the door.

“I’m just a weary traveler looking to get out of the rain,” Lane replied. 

The door opened slightly and a rough looking man, dressed in a nightshirt, holding a shotgun, and lantern, came partially into view.

Lane could smell the whiskey on the man’s breath as he asked, “Are you alone?”

“Just me and my horse,” Lane replied, shivering.

“Who is it, Tom?” a woman asked from somewhere inside.

“Just somebody looking to get out of the rain,” the man shouted in an aggravated tone. 

“Well, let him in before he catches his death of pneumonia! He can sleep by the fire!”

An angry expression appeared on the man’s face as he turned his back on Lane and shouted, “Never you mind! Go back to bed!” 

“I don’t want to be a bother, mister, but me and my horse are soaked clean to the bone,” Lane said, sensing the man’s anger. “I see you got a big barn there. I’d be obliged if I could just stay the night in the barn.” 

“Well, alright, there’s a room in the back of the barn. It’s got a bed and a good stove in it. You can spend the night there.”  

“Thanks, I really appreciate it,” Lane said with a grateful smile.

“Better take this lantern. But you be careful with it! Don’t go burning down the damned barn and don’t go stealing none of my grain or hay, either. If you want to buy some, we can settle up in the morning.”

“Okay, thanks again,” Lane said as he took the lantern.

After untying Buster, Lane led him to the barn. The other horses in the barn greeted Lane and Buster with a variety of whinnies and snorts as Lane opened one of the large doors and led Buster into an empty stall. After removing the saddle from Buster, he placed it on the stall divider next to his slicker and then he used a couple of empty feed sacks to wipe Buster down. Once Buster was relatively dry, Lane carried his Winchester, saddle bags, and bedroll to the small room at the rear of the barn. He smiled when he saw that the wood box still had a few pieces of juniper in it and within minutes, he had a fire going in the potbellied stove. After taking a few minutes to savor the heat from the stove, Lane emptied his saddlebags and after wringing out each garment, he hung them around the room to dry. Then he rolled out his bedroll and placed it on top of the bare mattress that covered the metal framed bed. He smiled again as he felt the inside of his bedroll and discovered the oilcloth covering had done a good job of keeping the insides dry. Next to the wash basin, Lane found a threadbare cotton towel which he used to wipe off his Winchester and Colt pistol. Then he applied a few drops of gun oil from the can he kept in his saddlebags. Once the wood box was empty, Lane slithered into his bedroll and after working out a few wrinkles, he blew out the lantern and let out a long sigh. 

The morning sun shining through the dingy glass in the small window woke Lane up as soon as it cleared the ridge east of the stage stop. Lane sat up, yawning and stretching as he reached for his cotton drawers and undershirt, which were still a bit damp. Once Lane was dressed, he walked into the main part of the barn. Buster and several of the other horses greeted him with a series of whinnies.

“Good morning to you, too!” Lane said loudly as he continued by the stalls with a big grin. 

Lane swung both of the large doors open and took a deep breath of fresh air as he continued out of the barn while gazing up at the clear sky. The ground was wet, but the puddles of standing water had for the most part been swallowed up by the thirsty soil. A thin line of smoke streaming from the stove pipe on the roof of the adobe suggested that those inside were awake, but the door was closed, as were the curtains and windows. As Lane stood in the open enjoying the warmth of the sun on his back, he noticed a pile of wood by the side of the barn next to a large stump and he decided to split some wood to show his gratitude for being allowed to spend the night in the barn. After a brief search of the barn for an axe, Lane went to the woodpile and started splitting wood. Lane had only been at it for a short time when an unexpected voice startled him, causing him to miss the piece of wood he had just started to split. Lane turned around quickly and smiled as he saw a young boy standing a few feet away.

“Didn’t mean to spook you, mister,” the boy said with a sheepish look.

“That’s okay. I just wasn’t expecting anyone to come up behind me.”

“How come you’re chopping our wood?”

“Well, I’m a firm believer that one good turn deserves another. So, when I saw there was wood to be split, I just thought I would go ahead and split some to pay your folks back for letting me stay the night in the barn,” Lane replied. 

“You ain’t a preacher, are you?”

“No,” Lane laughed. “Do I look like a preacher?”

“Not really, but that part about one good turn deserving another...that sounds like something a preacher would say.”

“What’s your name, son?”

“Cody O’Shay.”

“Good to meet you, Cody. I’m Lane Jackson,” Lane said as he extended his hand to the boy.

The boy smiled as he took Lane’s hand.

“Something wrong with your arm, or is that all the grip you got?” Lane asked, grinning as he continued holding Cody’s hand. Then, as the boy’s grip became firmer, Lane said, “That’s more like it, Partner.” 

“Could I really be your partner?” the boy asked.

“I suppose so,” Lane chuckled.

“Would it be okay if I call you Lane?”

“I reckon so,” Lane replied, smiling. “Providing I can call you Cody.”

“Of course! Grownups always call me by my first name,” Cody replied with a big grin.

“Well, most grownups call me by my first name, too. So, I guess we got something in common.”

“Mister Quinton gets mad if I don’t call him mister or sir. He says it’s impolite. But he looks a lot older than you. Besides, partners are friends and friends always call each other by their first names.”

“Well, a fella can never have too many friends,” Lane said, chuckling again.

“Are you looking for a job?” 

“No... Why are you hiring?” Lane asked, grinning.

“I’m not, but Mister Quinton is. He’s looking for a man to help out around the place on account of the last helper just quit. Can’t say I blame him. He told me once that Mister Quinton was the meanest man he ever met. He was right, too. Mister Quinton sure has the devil in him sometimes.”

“Is Mister Quinton in charge of the stage stop?”

“Yes, Sir, and he’s married to my maw.”

“I see. Well, I ain’t lookin’ for a job. I’m just passing through on my way to Virginia City.”

“That’s where we used to live!” Cody said in an excited voice. Then with a sad look, he said, “But we moved here after my maw married Mister Quinton.”

“You and your maw been here long?”

Before Cody could answer, a woman standing on the small covered porch at the back of the adobe shouted, “Come on, Cody! The biscuits are ready!” 

“Okay, Mama!” the boy shouted back. Then turning back to Lane, he said, “We got so busy talking, I forgot what I come out here for. My maw sent me to tell you to come in for some coffee and biscuits.”

“Well, that’s mighty nice of your maw,” Lane said, smiling. “You go tell her I’ll be right there as soon as I change out of this sweaty shirt.”

“Okay, I’ll tell her,” Cody said as he took off running to the adobe. 

Lane returned to the barn and after changing into one of the shirts that had dried out overnight, he hurried to the back of the adobe. 

“Good morning, I hope I’m not being a bother,” Lane said as he knocked on the already open door.

“Please come in,” Cody’s mother said with a welcoming smile. 

“Thank you, Ma’am,” Lane replied with a concerned look as his eyes became fixed on her bruised and blackened left eye. 

Her face started to redden as Cody’s mother detected Lane’s stare and she quickly turned her back to him and returned to the stove, saying, “Please, sit down and help yourself to some biscuits before they get cold while I get you some coffee.” 

“I sure appreciate this,” Lane replied, turning slightly red himself as he sat down across from Cody.

“You’re quite welcome,” she replied as she filled a cup with coffee. Then, glancing at Lane with a smile designed to hide her embarrassment, she added, “That’s plum jelly in the jar there.” 

Lane nodded and returned her smile as he helped himself to a biscuit and jam.

“Here you are,” Cody’s mother said as she put a cup of steaming coffee on the table in front of Lane. “Do you take sugar in your coffee?” 

“No, Ma’am, just black will be fine.” 

“I’m Carrie Quinton,” Cody’s mother said as she sat down next to Cody. “My husband and I run this place for the stage company.”

“I help, too!” Cody blurted out after swallowing half a biscuit.

“Yes, you do. And you’re a big help, too!” Misses Quinton said, smiling and affectionately patting Cody on the head.

“Forgive me for not introducing myself,” Lane said, starting to turn red again. “I’m Lane Jackson.”

“Quite all alright, Mister Jackson. When you run a stage stop, you get used to strangers coming and going without the formality of introductions.”

“I imagine so, but I apologize just the same.”

“My son tells me you are on your way to Virginia City.” 

“Yes, Ma’am. I understand you and Cody used to live there.”

“Yes, my husband ran the stage depot there before he was sent here to Cactus Flats.” 

“Speaking of your husband, Ma’am, I was hoping I could talk to him about buying some hay and grain for my horse before I leave.”

“Well, I’m afraid he isn’t feeling too well this morning.”

“Probably from drinking too much again!” Cody muttered with a contemptuous expression.

“Cody, that’s enough!” his mother scorned.

“Well, it’s true,” Cody said with his head slumped.

“Not another word, young man! Now apologize to Mister Jackson.”

“I’m sorry, Mister Jackson and I’m sorry for talking back to you, Mama.”

“Apology accepted,” Cody’s mother said with a weak smile. “Now, you better get started on your chores. It’ll be time to start your lessons soon.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Cody replied as he left the table.

“I’m sorry, Mister Jackson. Cody hasn’t been quite himself since we moved to Cactus Flats. Being out here all alone with no friends has been quite difficult for him. In fact...it’s been quite a change for both of us.”

“Yes, Ma’am, I can imagine,” Lane said as he reached for another biscuit.

“Anyway, as I was saying, there’s no stage on Tuesdays and since my husband isn’t feeling well, he’s decided to stay in bed.” 

“Well, I’d be glad to pay you cash for a little hay and grain.”

“To be honest, Mister Jackson, we need the help more than we need the money. Besides, the hay and grain are not really ours to sell. They belong to the Carson City Stage Company. So, if you wouldn’t mind helping out with a few things, I’d be happy to repay you with hay and grain for your horse.”

“Be glad to. Sounds like swapping some work for a little hay and oats might be best for the both of us!” Lane said with a hearty smile.

“Splendid! How about another cup of coffee and then we’ll get started!” 

As Misses Quinton returned to the stove for the coffee pot, Lane’s eyes wandered up and down her slender, shapely body. She was an attractive woman with soft features, long dark brown hair, which was pulled back and tied with a pale blue ribbon that was starting to fray. After refilling their cups, Lane and Misses Quinton engaged in idle conversation while drinking their coffee and then they walked to the barn where Cody was busy mucking out the stalls.

“Okay, Boss, where should I start?” Lane asked in a jovial tone.

“Well, to start,” Misses Quinton said after a short laugh, “you can give each of the horses two scoops of grain and some fresh hay, then fill their water buckets, and I noticed you were pretty handy with that axe...so if you could split enough wood for Cody to fill the wood boxes, I’d really appreciate it.” 

“Anything else, Boss?” Lane asked in a teasing tone of voice.

“No, that should be more than enough,” Misses Quinton replied, smiling. Then, turning toward Cody, she said, “As soon as you finish cleaning out the stalls, come inside so we can start your lessons.”

“Okay, Mama,” Cody replied. 

Lane finished tending to the horses and he was again splitting wood when he noticed Misses Quinton walking toward the barn with a pitcher and a jar in her hand.

“I just finished making some lemonade and I thought you could use something to drink, Mister Jackson.”

“Thank you, Ma’am.” 

Lane stuck the axe in the stump and mopped the sweat from his forehead with his bandana as Misses Quinton filled the mason jar with lemonade.

“I hope it’s not too sour,” she said as she handed Lane the jar. “We’re running low on sugar and I was planning to bake an apple pie later, so I wanted to make sure I had enough sugar left for the pie.”

“It’s fine, Ma’am. Real refreshing,” Lane said after sampling the lemonade.

“Shall we sit in the shade while you finish it?” Misses Jackson suggested.

Before Lane could reply, Misses Quinton walked closer to the barn and sat on the stacked wood beneath the overhanging eaves of the tin roof.

“You look like you’re accustomed to hard physical work, Mister Jackson,” she said as Lane sat down on the other end of the wood stack. 

“Been working hard most of my life, I reckon. My pa died when I wasn’t much older than Cody.”

“I’m sorry... I guess you can appreciate what Cody is going through then,” Misses Quinton said, smiling. “His father passed away a little over two years ago.”

“Yes, Ma’am, I guess I can. It’s hard on a boy to lose a father and it’s even harder growing up without one.”

“Yes...a boy needs a father.” 

“I imagine you got your hands full trying to raise the boy alone,” Lane chuckled. “I know my maw sure did.”

“Well, I’m not exactly alone, Mister Jackson. Don’t forget I have another husband.”

“Sorry, Ma’am. I didn’t mean to imply that Mister Quinton wasn’t a father to Cody,” Lane said in an apologetic voice.

“Well... to be honest, Mister Jackson, Tom has had a hard time getting accustomed to having an eight year old boy around. He means well, but he’s a bit harsh at times and he forgets that Cody is only a boy.”

“I know it’s none of my business, Ma’am, but I can’t help wondering about that shiner you got.”

“You’re right, Mister Jackson. It’s none of your business!” Misses Quinton said as she stood up suddenly and abruptly started back toward the adobe.

“Sorry, Ma’am! Didn’t mean to stick my nose in your affairs!” Lane apologized loudly.

After emptying the mason jar, Lane returned to the pile of wood and resumed swinging the axe. It took him about an hour to split the rest of the wood and he was in the process of stacking it next to the barn when Cody walked up.

“Gosh Lane, that aughta last us a week or two!” Cody said with an impressed look. “You’re a pretty good wood chopper!”

“Well, I spent a few years swinging a sledgehammer for the railroad when I was younger. Swinging an axe ain’t much different except it don’t weigh as much.” 

“My Maw wants to know if you’re gonna stay for supper?” Cody asked as he started filling his arms with wood.

“Well, I hadn’t really planned on staying as long as I did, but I kinda wanted to get all this wood split.”

“Couldn’t you stay another night and leave first thing in the morning?”

“No, I probably aughta hit the road.”

“Please stay! My maw’s baking an apple pie! Been a long time since she baked a pie.” 

“I don’t know... I hate to outstay my welcome,” Lane said as he helped fill Cody’s arms with wood and then filled his own.

“You won’t be outstaying your welcome. Besides, you won’t get any pie if you leave now and my maw bakes the best apple pie in the whole world.”

“Well, let me think on it while we fill up the wood boxes,” Lane said as he started following Cody to the adobe.

The aroma of cinnamon and baking apples brought a smile to Lane’s face as they entered the kitchen. But his smile quickly faded as Lane glanced at Misses Quinton and sensed that she was still upset over his question about her black eye. 

After filling the wood box by the large fireplace in the main room, Cody and Lane returned to the wood pile for another load. 

“I guess that does it, Partner!” Lane said after he and Cody finished filling the wood box in the kitchen.

“Mister Jackson, will you be staying for supper?” Misses Quinton asked in a direct tone.

“I hate to put you out, Ma’am. I feel like I’m already in your debt for letting me stay the night and feeding me breakfast.”

“Don’t be silly, Mister Jackson. If anything, we’re in debt to you for all the work you’ve done.”

“Please, Lane, stay. I promise you’ll be glad you did when you taste my maw’s pie.”

“Cody, I’m your mother, not your maw. And since when do you call adults by their first name?”

“Lane and me decided to be partners,” Cody replied with an innocent look. “And partners always call each other by their first names.”

“He’s right, Misses Quinton...we did agree to be partners,” Lane said with a disarming smile.

“Well, I suppose that makes it alright,” Misses Quinton said, trying to hide her amusement. “But I’m not sure Mister Quinton...I mean, my husband...will approve.”

“If your husband has a problem with it, I guess I’ll be the one at fault,” Lane said, still smiling. “So, if there’s an apology to be made...I’ll be the one to make it.”

“Does that mean you’re staying for supper then, Mister Jackson?”

“Yes, Ma’am, I reckon it does. By the way, it would be okay for you to call me by my first name, too,” Lane said as he looked into her soft brown eyes.

“I’m not sure my husband would approve of that either, Mister Jackson,” Misses Quinton said with a blank expression.

“Didn’t mean to be forward, Ma’am,” Lane said, blushing slightly as he continued gazing into her eyes. Then, looking at Cody, he said. “Well, I guess if I’m staying for supper, I best do some more work. I noticed one of those hinges on the barn door is coming loose, Cody. What do you say we go fix it?”

Lane and Cody were in the barn getting nails and a hammer when Mister Quinton entered. He was a man of average size in his early fifties with chiseled facial features and unruly eyebrows. His ruddy face was unshaven and his hair uncombed as if he had just rolled out of bed. 

“What the hell are you still doing here?” he boomed in an angry voice.

Lane was taken back by the man’s gruff voice and hostile demeanor. He stared at the man with a defensive look, but remained silent until the man was close enough to carry on a normal conversation.

“I was about to try to fix that loose hinge,” Lane said in a calm voice.

“My mother invited him to stay for supper,” Cody added.

“You keep your mouth shut!” Quinton growled at Cody. “I wasn’t talking to you and I’ve told you before to keep quiet when adults are talking.”

“There’s no reason to get mad at the boy,” Lane said. “He was just trying to explain...”

“I don’t need you to tell me how to raise the boy!” Quinton interrupted in a loud voice.

“That’s a matter of opinion!” Lane replied in a tone that indicated that he was starting to become angry. 

“I think it’s time that you best be leaving, mister!” Quinton said in a threatening voice.

“I think you’re right,” Lane replied with an un-intimidated look.

“No, don’t go, Lane. Mama said you could stay for supper,” Cody said as he grabbed Lane’s arm.

“I ain't sittin’ down to supper with no free-loading saddle bum!” Quinton snapped.

“But Mama said...”

“I told you to shut up!” Quinton shouted while raising his hand as if he were about to strike Cody. 

“There’s no call for that,” Lane said quickly as he stepped in front of the boy.

“Why you...”

Quinton started to take a swing at Lane, but before he could deliver a punch, Lane hit him square in the jaw with a fast right. Quinton staggered back, shook his head, and charged at Lane, throwing another punch. Lane side stepped the punch and delivered a right hook, followed by a left uppercut, which put Quinton on the ground.

“You son of a bitch!” Quinton yelled as he wiped the blood from his mouth. “You better get the hell out of here before I get a gun and kill you!” 

“I already said I was leaving,” Lane replied calmly.

“If I ever see you back here...I’ll kill you!” Quinton threatened.

“Yeah well, if I do come back and I see a bruise on the boy or another black eye on your wife, you better have a gun because you’ll need it!” Lane said with a look that convinced Quinton he was serious. Then, kneeling down so he could look Cody in the eyes, he said, “You best go on in the house, Son. Thank your mother for the supper invitation, but tell her I thought it would be best for me to move on.”

“Okay...so long, Lane,” Cody said in a very sad tone.

“So long, Partner,” Lane said, smiling as he patted Cody on the shoulder.

Quinton remained in the barn, glaring at Lane, but keeping
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