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Chapter One: It Takes One to Know One 
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Few things were certain in this rough life out in the plains of the old West. Death was one of them, and this was a grim and common fact. Another fact was that Gruff Garrett was old. Garrett was pushing slightly over sixty years, and that made him one of the oldest, active deputy Marshals of the US. Garrett might have taken more pride in that fact, if only his old ticker didn't hurt so much. His advanced age and his chosen profession had taken a toll on his body and heart. 

He had already started to show signs of wear and tear. Gruff was starting to pant and catch his breath a lot more. He even felt his heart feel tighten a little now and then, but the old man ignored these instances. Garrett was an old man who still had a lot of pride in himself and what he had accomplished in his long life. It was this pride that was pretty much one of the few things Garrett had left, that Father Time did not take from him. 

Aside from his pride, Garrett still also had his keen senses honed from all the gunfights he had survived. Sharp ears and eyes, and a fighting spirit that would not go quietly into the night, still served Garrett well. One might say that the old Marshal still had the essentials and in his line of work, that was pretty much all that mattered. 

Chief Marshal Howard Longsdale had been more insistent than usual these days with Garrett. He had suggested to him on more than one occasion to consider retiring from the service. Such prodding’s only seemed to motivate Gruff Garrett even more. For Garrett, his age and any calls for him to take it easy or outright retire, were simply challenges that he was determined to overcome. This was simply how the old marshal was. Garrett had known nothing but enforcing the law and he would not step down that easily.

The current case of Ma Edgar Hoyce and her four kids was the perfect opportunity for Garrett to show that he still had a lot to offer as a marshal. Ma Edgar Hoyce was known around three territories as a notorious bank robber and murderer. It didn't matter that Ma Edgar was also an old timer, and quite plump. She did not look like the traditional outlaw, but Garrett and the other marshals had long ago learned not to judge her on her appearances alone. Ma Edgar was wanted for robbery and murder in three territories, and her five kids were just as dangerous. The whole family had made robbery and murder their business.

Garrett rode on a large roan named Dynamite. Dynamite almost seemed as old as Garrett, only he was much stronger and faster. It seemed as if Garrett and Dynamite had been with each other for as far back as anyone could remember. The younger deputies often joked that Garrett and Dynamite were one entity connected at the hip. 

Garrett snickered to himself when he remembered the young deputies he worked with. Deputies Roy Halpert and Scott Beemis did not really think too highly of Garrett. For them, he was the older wolf, and they were the younger wolves eager to prove their worth at his expense. He could still remember how they had all come to the decision to follow the trail that led to Meef's Hollow, down to Red Arrow Creek. It was after all the logical trail to follow considering that Ma Edgar had taken great pains to let the lawmen think that she and her murderous kids had taken this route.

Or at least that was what Gruff Garrett believed. For the old marshal, it all just seemed a little too easy. It was all just too convenient and easy to follow and his old instincts told him that an old cunning coot like Ma Edgar would not leave a trail of bread crumbs that were that blatantly obvious and easy to follow. No, such a sly old fox like that would take another trail, the one directly opposite to the trail to Meef's Hollow and Red Arrow Creek.

Gruff was sure this was the case now. After all, Ma Edgar was just as cunning and ancient as he was. It took one to know one, and Gruff was sure he knew what she was planning.

Gruff tried to convince Beemis and Halpert but the young deputies would have none of it. They shook their heads and waved him off, brushing his suggestion aside.

They politely told Gruff that they would follow the trail that led down to Meef's Hollow. Gruff was more than welcome to follow them or the other trail. They were polite as best as they could be, but Gruff wasn't falling for their routine. He could see right through their polite gestures, and directly to what they really felt about him. Gruff knew that they didn't really respect him, and for the young marshals, his time was up. It was their time now, and they would prove it by ambushing Ma Edgar and her kids. They would make a name for themselves and show that the old marshal was way past his prime.

Gruff of course, went the opposite direction. He turned around and followed the opposite direction. Beemis and Halpert thought that Gruff didn't hear them talking behind his back as he rode away, but he heard every word they said.

“Look at that old geezer chasing clouds an' windmills! He ain't going to catch Ma Edgar an' his kids!”

“Nope. He insists on going his way so who are we to try and stop him?”

“You don't think he'll get into any trouble, Scott? Maybe we should follow him or something just to make sure he'll be all right.”

“Follow him and miss the chance to catch Ma Edgar? No way, Roy! Let him go. Besides, what kind of trouble could he get himself into going the wrong way like that? He ain't goin' to get into no trouble. He'll just be riding in circles!”

The two young marshals laughed hard. They were  pretty confident that they were on the right track, and Marshal Garrett was following the wrong trail. Garrett ignored them and kept on riding, sure of himself and his time-tested skills.

“Dumb kids think they know everything there is to bein' a marshal. Well, this old lawdog knows all the tricks in the book, an' I'm following the right trail here!” Garrett said to himself.

Garrett would soon be proven very right, indeed.
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Chapter Two: A Bolt of Lightning 
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Dick ‘Dicky’ Hoyce was out hunting when he spotted movement from the distance. He had gotten quite familiar with these surroundings in the short time he and his family had hid out here. 

Dicky was the oldest among the Hoyce siblings. For that reason, the tougher jobs often fell upon his shoulders. One of these jobs was to hunt for their food. Dicky had brought his rifle along with him, a good long range weapon that could tag a target from a considerable distance. He was expecting to find some game to hunt and provide Ma and the others with some food. He didn't expect to find someone snooping around, much less a lawman.

Dicky hid behind some bushes and spotted Garrett riding around. If he followed his current trail, he would find Ma Edgar and Dicky's siblings. He couldn't let that happen. He steadied himself and took aim at Garrett, who had no idea that he was already being targeted.

Even before Gruff Garrett and Dicky Hoyce's fateful meeting, it had been a cloudy day. The clouds above were dark, with the imminent promise of rain. Despite the dark clouds above, the rain would not fall. It was this broken promise of rainfall that would prove timely for Gruff Garrett.

A moment before Dicky pulled the trigger and fired his rifle, a flash of lightning cut through the air. The lightning lit up the whole surrounding area for that brief moment, catching Dicky off-guard. At that brief moment, his aim was messed up and he did not fire the best shot that he could. The shot rang through the air as the bullet tore through Gruff's large hat, ripping it off his head.

“Dang! I liked that hat!” Gruff said.

Gruff's bravado was a little misplaced as it was much better that he lost his hat, than his head. Gruff didn't bother considering gratitude for this. He didn't have time to be grateful, not when someone was trying to shoot his head off.

Gruff took a mental note of the general direction of the shot, and quickly dismounted from Dynamite. Just as he dismounted another shot rang out that just missed the old marshal. He had gotten off his mount with exceptional speed that should not have been there. Gruff didn't notice any of this, as adrenaline was now coursing through his entire body. It was this adrenaline and excitement that was fueling him now, giving him the added boost he needed to survive. Gruff was more than familiar with this rush of adrenaline. After countless gunfights he did not care to count, it was this rush that had kept him alive this long. Hopefully, it’ll keep him alive again. At least that was what Gruff hoped for now.

“All right! I'm more of a target sitting on top of your back, boy. So gidyap an' get out of here! I'll find you later!”

Dynamite responded with Gruff's quick slap on his thigh by bolting out of the
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