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Chapter One: No Way Out
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Gruff Garrett lay on the hard ground with his face looking up at the sky above him. He had a blank stare in his eyes and his companions weren't sure if he was still alive. 

Alisa Pemberton and Paolo Dixon looked down upon Garrett and both of them were clearly concerned. Dixon was his long time rival and now prisoner, whom he was escorting back to a proper jail and trial. Alisa was the lady in waiting he had rescued earlier who had joined them. The old, black outlaw had always been warning Garrett that his gang was coming for him. He had said repeatedly that they were coming for him to make him pay for some old debts. Garrett never listened to Dixon, and now his gang was upon them. Apparently, the old lawdog had paid the price for ignoring the old outlaw's warning.

Bullets flew around them, but the young lady in waiting and the aging outlaw found shelter behind a rocky ridge and the walls of a cave at the top of the ledge they had climbed. The bullets flew around but hit the ledge, or the cave walls kicking up dust and pebbles but nothing more. Dixon's gang was just under them and firing up at them. Dixon clutched a rifle with both hands, and occasionally returned fire. Now seeing his old rival lying on the ground with a blank look in his face, it was a little harder for Dixon to concentrate on returning fire.

“Paolo, Gruff! He's... he's not breathing!” Alisa said.

“I can see that, girl! The old buzzard mentioned something about his having to take nitrogen pills or something like that to restart his heart! I can't really remember the specifics!”

“You think he has some of those pills on his person?”

Dixon looked at Alisa, and there was a look of desperation and panic in his eyes.

“Considering how we're here cornered an' trying to fight back against my old gang, it won't hurt to try and look around for them pills!  I really don't know what else to do!” Dixon said.

He peeked from behind the ledge and fired another shot with his rifle. The shot cracked through the air, but Dixon didn't hit any of the outlaws. There was still numerous boulders and some trees for them to hide behind.

Dixon took a look at the bottle of whiskey that Alisa had managed to bring up to the cave with them. It looked very appealing for the old man now.

“I sure could use some of that moonshine.” he said.

Alisa ignored Dixon's desire for some moonshine as she began to frisk Garrett desperately. She checked his shirt pocket and found what she was looking for. Or at least it seemed like it. There were two pills in his shirt pocket. Alisa took them with her hand and held them up to the sunlight, as if they were a pair of gold nuggets. 

“All right, these have to be the nitro pills for Garrett's heart. What else could they be?” she said.

Alisa still wasn't completely sure they were the right pills, but she couldn't hesitate. Gruff was lying on the ground, and she didn't really have any other options now. She opened his mouth and jammed both pills inside his mouth. She then massaged his throat to force the pills down. 

Alisa looked at Garrett for several tense moments. He still wasn't moving, and it seemed as if the pills did not do their job. 

Alisa didn't know how long she stared at the old marshal, and how long he lay on the ground. What she did know for sure was that he suddenly opened his eyes and began coughing. 

“Gruff! Gruff!”

Alisa helped the old marshal to a sitting position. He was coughing and panting, but otherwise, he seemed to be all right.

“Alisa! I thought... I thought I was a goner... You found my pills. You saved me.” he said.

“I didn't know what else to do, Gruff! I'm just glad you're still with us.”

Alisa struggled to keep her voice from breaking. She couldn't help herself, and hugged Garrett. Garrett was surprised, but eventually smiled and held her, as well.

“It ain't this old lawdog's time yet, Alisa. All thanks to you. There was once a time I coulda climbed clear through without yer help in no time at all. But I was a younger man then, and well, it sure is a pain in the ass to get older!”

“Thanks for the compliment Gruff, but we still got ourselves a real pressing problem down below! If we don't address our problem, ain't none of us are gonna get any older!”

The sound of gunfire and the angry shouts of 

the outlaws quickly snapped Gruff back to reality. For a moment, he had forgotten the dire situation that they were in. 

“They're still below us! And from the sound of it, they want our blood real bad!”

Gruff turned towards Alisa and managed to get a good look at her. She looked haggard and exhausted. There was dirt and blood all over her hands, face and dress. Alisa looked much older than she really was, and looked more like someone who had been through a war than a lady in waiting. Garrett wasn't really surprised that she looked so bad. This was a small of sorts, after all.

“You all right, Alisa? You sure look like you've been through the wringer.” Gruff said.

“What did you expect, old man? We are in the middle of a gunfight here!” 

“Good point.”

Garrett turned and saw Dixon lying on the ground. His face was pressed to the ground and now, he was the one that wasn't moving.

“Good Lord, what happened to Dixon? Was he shot?” 

Alisa shook her head. “Not that I noticed. He fell to the ground after taking in some moonshine.”

Garrett slapped his forehead. “Of all the dumb and stupid things to do! Why am I not surprised? Wake up!”

Garrett pulled up Dixon's head and began slapping him with his palm. It took some slaps but the old outlaw finally came to his senses.

“What in tarnation? What's going on?” Dixon said.

“What's going on is, you're getting some shuteye at the worst possible time! Unless you forgot, we're under attack by your angry old friends!” Garrett said.

“Gruff! Good to see that you're still with the living! For a minute there, Alisa and I thought that yer old ticker finally gave in.”

“Like I told the lady earlier, I don't die that easily! Now get back to yer feet and start throwing lead at your old buddies!”

More bullets flew past them. Garrett and the others ducked and the bullets struck the ledge kicking up more dirt and pebbles at them.

“For a minute I forgot that we were in the middle of the fight for our lives here! You just interrupted me from a wonderful dream I was havin' about this lovely lady I met down in...”

Dixon's storytelling was cut abruptly by the sound of a gunshot. The shot sounded a lot closer than the others. Dixon even felt the heat from the bullet as it flew past him, coming a little too close for safety and comfort.

Garrett saw that one of the outlaws was climbing up the steep slope and had come much closer to them than his companions. Garrett didn't even think twice and acted. He pointed his revolver at the man and fired. Garrett moved so fast, it was almost unthinkable that he was on the verge of dying only moments earlier. The bullet struck the man right in the chest, and he tumbled down the slope back to the other outlaws. Garrett and the others heard the man scream as he fell to the ground.

The man landed back on the stony ground with a sick thud. Garrett and the others heard the outlaws shouting angrily at them from above. It was still a desperate situation, but Garrett allowed a smile to cross his lips.

“You'll pay for that! You'll all pay for that! Mikey was a good kid!” 

They all recognized the angry voice that rose over the others as Claudio Henderson. Their prolonged stand had angered the outlaw leader. For him and his boys, this whole thing should never have gotten this far. 

“We shoulda killed all of you at the camp back then! But nothin' you do is going to stop the inevitable! You all can't hide there forever, an' you're running out of lead to spray! Eventually me an' my boys are going to get up there, and when we do, you're all dead!” 

A grim silence fell upon Garrett, Alisa and Dixon. They knew that Henderson's words echoed with the truth. The heavy weight of that terrible reality weighed on them, until Garrett broke the silence.

“Yeah? Is that so? You talk a big talk conveniently hiding behind your men or a large boulder, Henderson! I've seen a lot of outlaws in my time! Taken down a good number of 'em too! You ain't nothin' special! You're nobody I ain't already seen before. You're just a two bit thug looking for some extra cash. Then when you get that cash, you blow it all on wine an' women in the same day! Why don't you come up here by yerself an' we can settle this up close an' personal?”

Garrett's spoke fighting words. They were the words of a desperate man and his companions with the odds stacked hopelessly against them. Despite that, the outlaws grumbled from the trees and boulders they hid behind. They held their fire, and for a moment, it seemed as if Garrett's words had actually hit them in a sensitive spot.

It was only after several tense moments that Henderson hammered his response from below them.

“Speaking of women and settling things up close an' personal... why don't your lady friend come down here so me an' the boys can give her a little more of what she got before? We still got a lot where that came from, an' I'm sure she's just achin' for more! Hahaha!”

Henderson laughed like a rabid hyena, and his fellow outlaws all howled afterwards. Alisa heard everything including some catcalls and low whistles directed towards her. Her entire body trembled with rage and her face went red. She clutched at the rifle in her hands and was
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