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Chapter One: Once and For All 
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“We got to get out of here Garrett! Henderson and his men are going to kill my daughter!” The words of Paolo Dixon hung in the air around the small bedroom that Gruff Garrett had rented for the night. US Marshal Garrett lay in his bed with Alisa Pemberton when Paolo Dixon, an old outlaw, and Garrett's oldest rival barged in. Pemberton was a young and fetching lady in waiting that Garrett had rescued on the trail from her unscrupulous employers. Garrett himself was supposed to escort Dixon to prison when his old gang jumped them, just as Dixon had warned. They ambushed the three of them over some money that Dixon had screwed them over for. Dixon had repeatedly warned Garrett of what his gang would do, but the old marshal ignored his prisoner's constant warnings. It only made the old marshal feel even more guilty for what had happened. The outlaw gang captured Dixon and savaged Alisa. They didn't even bother to kill Dixon and Alisa outright. This led to them tracking down the gang and somehow rescuing Dixon. They had been wondering where the gang would be now. Garrett didn't even think about bringing Dixon back to prison. All that mattered was payback for everything his old gang had done. Payback was the only thing on the strange trio's minds when Alisa had entered Garrett's room. The result was a pleasurable, albeit awkward reprieve for the old marshal and the young lady in waiting. 

Their brief moment of bliss was cut even shorter by their trail partner Dixon suddenly barging in the room. And now he was ranting something new now. Something completely unexpected.

“What are you yappin' about Henderson and his gang Dixon? And you have a daughter? How is that even possible?” Garrett said.

“I have to agree with Gruff here, Paolo. No disrespect but, I never really saw you as the fatherly type.” Alisa said. She spoke while one hand kept the sheets close to her breasts to cover her naked body. Alisa was still clearly embarrassed being caught in bed with Garrett, who was several years her senior. 

“An' no disrespect to ya both, but I can't exactly un-see what I've just seen right now with my two eyes!” Dixon said.

“You could have knocked you know!” Garrett said.

Dixon slapped his forehead with one palm. “Lissen, I ain't in the mood to jawbone with either of ya! What the two of you do is yer business, an' I ain't going to judge. We just gotta head on out to Woodridge where my daughter is an' warn her! Henderson and his gang are probably going there now and have a head start already!”

Garrett raised both hands in the air to try and calm Dixon down. The sheets came off of Garrett, revealing his old and wrinkled chest. It dropped dangerously low, almost revealing Garrett's privates, but somehow, the old marshal kept them covered.

“Whoa, whoa. Slow down there, Dixon. Maybe you can explain alla' this a little more carefully, like. Let's start from the beginning here. You have a daughter?” Garrett asked.

Dixon slowly nodded his head. He seemed to start to calm down, but not by much. 

“Yeah, I have a daughter. I met a girl by the name of Polly. Polly Mendehlson. She was a sweet an' wonderful lady. Lookin' back, she might have made me a better man if I stayed with her. I guess that was why I had to leave her. I guess the prospect of me shapin' up scared me more n' I cared to admit.”

Garrett shook his head. “I'm not surprised. You're not the kind of man to want to settle down.”

Dixon nodded. “Exactly. I guess Polly wasn't surprised either. When I left her, she didn't hold no grudges or anything. She took it very well an' accepted everything. That's just the kind of lady Polly was, a very kind an' accepting soul. An old owl-hoot like me didn't deserve a gal like that. I didn't know I had a kid with her, until Polly wrote me tellin' me all about her. Her name was Sally. Sally Mercer. I honestly only learned about her a few years back. She's pretty old now. A fetchin' young lady like Alisa there.”

“Mercer? She got married?” 

Dixon nodded and smiled. “Very perceptive, but what else would I expect from a marshal like yerself, Gruff? Yep, she got married down in a small mining town, Ridgemont north of here. Pretty short ride if we hurry.”

“Why did Polly write to you about her, only recently? I mean so much time passed, and she only wrote about it recently?” Alisa asked.

Dixon lowered his head and his voice sounded quite somber for a moment. “She wrote to me about her because she was dying. Heard she got the consumption. A few weeks after I received the letter, I heard Polly passed on. I guess she wanted to tell me about Sally just so I could know that I had a daughter. And she would know her father.”

“I'm sorry, Dixon.” Even Garrett's voice sounded somber now, as he acknowledged his one-time rival's loss. 

“I guess you visited her after you got the letter?” Alisa said.

Dixon nodded. “That I did, yes. Rode to Richmond myself and asked around about her, until I finally found her in town.”

“And how did it go when you met her?”

Dixon continued to lower his head. His mood was still heavy. “It didn't go so well. Sally was quite well, strong-willed, to say the least. She didn't really like the idea of her old man being an outlaw an' all.”

Garrett didn't say anything. While he was a lawman, he had rode with Dixon during this entire situation with his former gang. In all that time, Dixon had proven himself to be trustworthy, and had indeed saved his life a few times. Garrett didn't want to admit it, but he had gained a new sense of understanding and even respect for his former rival. And despite Garrett's being a lawman, he didn't feel it was right that his daughter was so quick to judge Dixon. Even if he was an outlaw, he was still her father. That had to count for a lot.

“I'm sorry to hear that, Dixon.” Garrett said.

“I am too. That must have hurt you. A lot.” Alisa said.

“Of course. But she's still my daughter. She's still my blood an' all. Even an old, black outlaw like myself can understand how deep blood runs. So I made sure she would be provided for.”

“Provided for?” Garrett asked.

Somehow, he didn't like Dixon's tone of voice when he said he made sure she would be provided for. The years had taught Garrett a lot about Dixon, and he didn't like the sound of what he heard from him.

“You know what I mean, Garrett. She's my daughter an' all. Ridgemont's a small mining town that ain't far from here. A lotta poor folks prospectin' hopin' to strike it rich, but not getting any luck. Sally and her husband Walter were like that. They weren't very well off. And considering their boy had some kind of brace on his knee well, I couldn't just let 'em be.”

“Their boy? Your grandson?” Alisa said.

“Yes my grandson, Kevin. They said the sawbones diagnosed him with some kind of bone disease. I forgot what the name was. All I know is he can't really walk straight, an' he'll have to see a sawbones for surgery very soon.”

Garrett and Alisa could see that it pained Dixon to narrate the circumstances of his own daughter and grandson. It broke his heart to see how they were struggling with life, and neither of them could judge the old outlaw for feeling this way. It was however quite unusual to see the softer and more caring side of Dixon out in the open like this. Neither Garrett nor Alisa were used to seeing him so vulnerable and exposed like this. It was almost as if the old outlaw were truly baring his heart to them now.

“So how did you help them?” Alisa asked.

“I sent them some money. Discreetly. Or at least I gave the money to Walter, I mean. I knew Sally wouldn't accept the money at all, because of my background and what she thought of me. But Walter accepted the money. He was desperate. That was his family suffering. My daughter and grandson suffering.”

“Not just “some” money. You sent them the money that Henderson and his men are looking for, didn't you?” Garrett said.

Garrett spoke with a pointed tone. Dixon heard him and was clearly embarrassed. He shook his head and seemed to shrink just a little to the corner of the room. He scratched the back of his head and spoke.

“What was I supposed to do? I didn't have any money of my own and I wanted to help Sally, Kevin and Walter so badly. Taking the gang's money and sending it to them seemed like the best idea at the time.”

“How did they even know you had a daughter?

You told them?” Alisa said.

Dixon seemed to shrink back even further into the wall. He felt so small and ashamed and actually wanted to just vanish. Dixon felt like a child that had been caught with his hand in the cookie jar, and it was not a pleasant feeling.

“Well, yes.”

“Why would you do something as stupid as that?” Garrett said.

It was Alisa who answered for Dixon.

“I wouldn't be too harsh on Paolo, Gruff. I mean, he must have felt so elated that he had a daughter after all these years. You can't just keep something like that to yerself. You have to tell someone, anyone. You want to just spread the joy and the pride of being a parent.”

“Exactly! That's exactly how I felt! You're a very perceptive young lady, indeed!”

“And you had to tell these outlaws the good news? You couldn't have just told a preacher or something?” 

“Come on, Gruff! You know I was a wanted man. It's not like I could have just approached anyone and told them my life story! Besides these boys were once honorable! I led that gang once, and yes I know I've done a lot of horrible things. Things I should pay for all right. But I swear to you
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