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  Author’s Note


In Jed Stuart’s part of the story, I use the term “Da” to refer to his father. This is intentional. Iain Stuart is Scottish and “Da” is the term many Scots use when referring to their fathers. 
Also, for those of you who live, or have lived, in Wyoming and Montana, I realize that some of the terrain may not be completely accurate. I tried to keep it as close as possible, but sometimes characters simply take over the story you are writing about them and do things that you least expect, or the story will dictate what needs to be done. Thus, either I or my characters may have manipulated some of the terrain in the story.











  
  
He that dwelleth in the secret place of the most High
shall abide under the shadow of the Almighty.
I will say of the Lord,
He is my refuge and my fortress:
my God; in him will I trust.
Psalm 91:1-2

The Lord is my rock, and my fortress, and my deliverer;
my God, my strength, in whom I will trust;
my buckler, and the horn of my salvation,
and my high tower.
I will call upon the Lord, who is worthy to be praised:
so shall I be saved from mine enemies.
Psalm 18:2-3

Be thou my strong habitation,
whereunto I may continually resort:
thou hast given commandment to save me;
for thou art my rock and my fortress.
Deliver me, O my God, out of the hand of the wicked,
out of the hand of the unrighteous and cruel man.
Psalm 71:3-4








  
  Chapter one

October 1875 
Southern Illinois
Robert ran out the back door of the house and into the barn. “Daddy, Uncle Joshua! There’s a letter from Grandpa and Grandma!” He stood in the doorway and pointed toward the house. “Mommy said it’s probably about their ranch.”
Joshua exchanged a glance with his older brother, Matthew. Could it really be true? Have Pa and Ma finally found their ranch? His parents had left him and his younger sister, Ruth, in Matthew’s care while they went west to find a ranch in the Wyoming or Montana territories. 
Joshua’s brown eyes danced and he jogged a few steps toward the house. He looked back toward the field and noticed that Matthew followed at a slower, almost reluctant, pace.  Joshua came to an abrupt halt halfway between the barn and the house as he realized that Matthew had been resistant to their parents plan to move west ever since his pa had mentioned his dream of owning a horse or cattle ranch. Matthew loved having all his family around him. He had grown up with three sisters and one brother and had always been around his family, even after he had married Leslie. Even now, two of their sisters were married, but still lived nearby and Matthew visited with them often. Joshua decided to tamp down his excitement so he wouldn’t rile Matthew too much. At least he would try.
Unlike Matthew, Joshua had been in complete agreement with his pa. Going out west had always been a dream of Joshua’s almost as much as his pa’s. Joshua’s feet nearly jumped onto the porch steps as he hurried into the house. He glanced back again for a quick look at Matthew and noticed that Matthew was still following, very slowly.
Joshua rushed through the door and saw his nephew and niece hovering excitedly around their mother. With a quick glance he noticed Ruth quietly scrubbing the rest of the flour off the table, her brown hair still neatly in a bun. The smell of fresh bread dough still hung in the air, tempting Joshua’s already empty stomach. 
Matthew’s wife, Leslie, looked up as Matthew walked through the door, his wide shoulders brushing the edges of the doorframe. She smiled as he nodded at her to read the letter.
Leslie’s voice was sweet and clear as she read. 
August 15, 1875
Dear Family,
It is with great joy that we write to you. We found a ranch! This is a dream come true for both of us. The ranch is just outside Cartersville, Montana, and will be perfect. We can’t tell you how wonderful the ranch is. You must come out here to see it for yourselves!  But, since we know many of you will not be able to, we will do our best to describe it.
When you ride onto the property, the first thing you see is the hills. This land is definitely not flat! The hills are everywhere. The land has some flat areas, but definitely not very many. The property has a small cabin to the left and a few run-down fences. The cabin will do until Joshua and I can build a house. We already have the perfect spot picked out for our new house. It is off the “road” aways and on top of a hill overlooking the mountains to the west. 
Oh, the views from some of these hills! Ruth, you will love wandering the property reveling in God’s beautiful creation. We expect a few poems from you. The mountains are a hazy blue all the time. The sight of them takes your breath away. I cannot imagine what they will look like in the winter. Even from this distance we can see the snow on the tops of the mountains.
At night, the stars are phenomenal! You can see so many of them. It is truly amazing that God would give us so many blessings. All that is missing are our two youngest children.
Enclosed you will find money for the stagecoach for Ruth and Joshua. We hope to see you as soon as Matthew can spare you.

Love you all,

Pa and Ma
Joshua was the first to speak. His voice was tinged with excitement. “Can I go to the stagecoach office and get the tickets?”
“Pa didn’t say anything about wanting you two out there yet.”
Joshua felt as if his jaw would drop to the floor. Looking around the room, he saw Ruth’s raised eyebrows, Leslie’s narrowed eye, and Robert and Eliza both looking between the older people.
Silence reigned for a full, horrible minute while Joshua fumed. His quick temper exploded. “So?” he asked. He would not have been surprised if flames had shot out of his mouth. “What did he have to do? Say, ‘Make sure you send Ruth and Joshua with the next letter’?”
Matthew scoffed and looked away. “No, but he didn’t say you were to go yet. He said ‘as soon as Matthew can spare you.’”
“He sent the money for the travel expenses.” Joshua’s voice rose to the rafters as he failed in reining his anger in. “How much more obvious can you get?”
Matthew’s eyes narrowed. “I still need your help getting the wheat in. After the wheat is in, then we’ll discuss it.”
“After the wheat is in?” Joshua was incredulous. His eyes met the wide, frightened brown eyes of his niece and he forced his voice lower. “After the wheat’s in, you’ll say we need to wait until after winter. Then it’ll be planting time and you will never let us go. We’ll be forced to be your slaves forever! Matthew, you wanted this farm. You did fine without us before Pa and Ma left us here. You can do it again.” His eyes narrowed as he hissed, “Pa and Ma need us more than you do.”
Matthew gritted his teeth and glared at Joshua. “That is enough, young man!” His voice was tight and forced.
Joshua walked around the table, hands balled into fists, and stood right in front of Matthew. “Anytime you want to fight this out man to man, let me know!” He stormed out of the house, slamming the door behind him.
Matthew’s eyes bored holes through the door. He did not even look at anyone else as he followed Joshua out the door. 
Joshua and Matthew worked side by side the rest of the day, speaking to each other only when words were needed. Ever since they were kids, they had often clashed because they were stubborn, bull-headed, and harbored their anger until something, or someone, broke through to them. 
For three days, the tension was high. The two men refused to speak to each other unless absolutely necessary and everybody was miserable. 
Saturday night, Matthew announced that they would not be going to church the next day. “The weather will be good and we need to get the wheat in before it rains.” He ignored the condemning look he received from his wife and sister. Joshua was too exhausted to respond. 
As Joshua went to bed, he heard Ruth and Leslie whispering suspiciously together. He shook his head. “Girls,” he muttered under his breath and dragged himself into bed.

      [image: ]Sunday dawned bright and clear. Not a cloud in the sky, Joshua thought as he walked to the barn to milk the cow. Do You not want us to go to church today, God? If it had been raining, maybe Matthew would’ve changed his mind. He shrugged and shook his head. As he finished milking the cow, a sudden thought came to him. That had been his first prayer since his argument with Matthew. 
He climbed the ladder to the hayloft. “God, I am sorry I stayed angry at Matthew so long. It was wrong of me. Help me apologize to him and help him accept my apology, please. I have missed talking to You. I just didn’t realize it until now.” A slight smile crept up on his mouth as he tossed hay down to the horses before climbing down the ladder. “I’ve even missed talking to that bull-headed brother of mine.” His smile grew even bigger.
He saw Matthew already headed for the kitchen door. He hurried to catch up with him. Breakfast waited! His stomach growled. Matthew opened the door and stepped inside. Odd, Joshua thought. I don’t smell anything cooking. What is going on? Joshua ran into Matthew’s back when Matthew came to a sudden stop in front of him.
“What is this?” Matthew asked from just inside the door. Joshua moved around Matthew to see what was happening. Leslie, Eliza, Robert, and Ruth sat at the kitchen table, a Bible open in front of them and they held hands as they prayed together. 
“Where is my breakfast?” Matthew demanded. 
Leslie, Ruth and the kids ignored him as they continued praying. Joshua watched them in admiration, his grin rapidly broadening to a full smile. 
“I think Leslie and Ruth decided not to make breakfast this morning,” Joshua said. 
Matthew shot Joshua an angry look. “I can see that,” he snapped. “What I want to know is why?”
Joshua shrugged. “They’re probably tired of us staying mad at each other.”
Matthew shook his head in frustration. Joshua grinned as he waited for confirmation from the silent foursome.
“What are you smiling about?” Matthew snapped.
“It is a wonderful day to be alive,” he replied with a hint of joy in his voice. “I have decided that Ruth and I will stay here until the crops are in.” He held up a hand for silence before Matthew could respond. “But, as soon as they’re in, we are leaving.”
Leslie and Ruth looked up in unison at Joshua’s declaration.
Matthew glared at him. “Fine. Let’s get out there then.”
“Sorry for staying angry with you, Matthew.”
Matthew grunted in reply as he headed to the door. Joshua followed reluctantly, flashing a wry smile at Leslie and Ruth.
Ruth smiled her encouragement. “I will try to get some food out to you soon so you don’t starve.”
Joshua laughed as he headed out to the field. Determined to make this Lord’s Day a day of worship, he launched into song as he gathered his tools.
Joshua quickly discovered how hard it was to harvest wheat on an empty stomach. The day was hot and sticky, and Joshua was soon drenched in sweat. Since Matthew was unable to afford a new threshing machine, they worked the old fashioned way: with scythes. Joshua preferred scythes anyway. Even on hot days like today he liked the rhythmic motion of swinging the scythe back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. 
Today, he still found it soothing, but less than usual. His stomach was tight and empty. He hoped Ruth would make good on her promise to bring him something to eat. At least they had a bucket of water at the edge of the field. He glanced at Matthew without breaking his rhythm. Surely Matthew must be feeling the hunger pangs, too. Joshua sighed. He knew his brother’s stubbornness too well. Matthew would never quit until it was all done or he collapsed in exhaustion. 
Think about something other than your stomach, he scolded himself. Bible verses. That should work. He began quoting Bible verses in rhythm to his scythe. A grin started to appear on his face as he worked on putting the verses to simple tunes. He could get used to singing and quoting scripture in time to the scythe. It certainly helped pass the time. 
He reached the end of a row and looked back. His eyes narrowed. Was his scythe blade dull? The blade had left the wheat stems cut in jagged lines. He frowned as he put his thumb to the blade and shook his head in disbelief. It was dull. He had never had a blade get dull that fast.
As he started trudging towards the sharpening wheel, he noticed that Matthew was already there. 
“Yours is dull, too?” 
“We’ve used ’em a lot this week,” Matthew said. 
Joshua resisted the urge to roll his eyes at his brother’s emotionless existence and shrugged. “I suppose, but I just checked this blade last night after we finished for the day. It shouldn’t be this dull after just two rows.” A mischievous look entered his eyes. “Unless you planted steel stemmed wheat.”
Matthew glared up at him. “Very funny, Joshua.” Joshua observed the slightest hint of a smile in Matthew’s eyes. Would he actually get in a good mood? Or was the smile just my imagination? After all, the hint could have just been his exhaustion or pain or...anything really.
Matthew slowly rose to his feet and plodded back to the field as Joshua moved into place to sharpen the scythe. 
They worked at a steady pace for another couple of hours. Joshua sent a quick, worried glance up at the sky a time or two until he got too engrossed in his singing and work. He was singing his favorite hymn, “A Mighty Fortress is Our God” when he heard a young voice join his. A grin spread on his face when he noticed Robert carrying a basket of food. His stomach growled in anticipation of the feast.
“Matthew!” Joshua yelled. “The food is here!” 
Matthew stretched his back and rubbed his eyes as if tired. He grunted his acknowledgement. “I’m not hungry.”
Joshua wondered if he could believe his ears. How was that possible? “Fine. Do whatever you want.” He shook his head and jogged to meet up with Robert. Matthew was near them when Robert spoke up.
“Here’s your food, Uncle Joshua. Dad, Mom said to tell you to look to the east. She thinks God is trying to tell you something.” Still humming Martin Luther’s hymn, Robert handed the basket to Joshua before skipping off.
Matthew turned with narrowed eyes. He swore under his breath.
Joshua shook his head at Matthew’s unusually profane language and with reluctance he followed Matthew’s gaze. Low in the horizon, but moving toward them at a rapid pace, were large, black clouds. Not dark gray, black as coal.
“Don’t just stand there gawking!” Matthew snapped. “Let’s finish harvesting before the storm hits.”
Joshua stepped in front of his brother. “Matthew Brookings! Use the brain God gave you! If we continue harvesting, the rain will ruin the entire crop. We need to get Leslie, Ruth, and the kids out here to help us get the harvested wheat inside the barns.”
Matthew’s shoulders slumped and his eyes glazed over. Joshua sensed that something wasn’t right. Matthew didn’t respond with an off-hand smart-aleck reply and he looked like he hadn’t slept all night. Realization hit Joshua like a ton of bricks. “Matthew, did you sleep at all last night or did you come out here and try to harvest wheat in the dark?”
Matthew staggered. “We gotta get the wheat—” his exhaustion made his speech sound almost like he was drunk. Joshua made a quick, executive decision. He grabbed Matthew’s arm and pulled him toward the house. “You are going to bed. I’ll get the wheat in the barn for safe keeping.”
To his surprise, Matthew didn’t protest. Leslie looked up in surprise when they entered the house. 
“Get him to bed and then all of you get out to the fields to help me with the wheat,” Joshua ordered. “We need to get the wheat in the barns before the storm hits. I’ll hitch the horses.”
As he strapped the horses into their harnesses, he thanked God for Leslie. She did not ask unnecessary questions. Leslie, Ruth, Robert, Eliza, and Joshua worked at a pace beyond their years and natural abilities managing to get the wheat inside before the rains hit. The first sprinklings of rain chased after them, as Joshua drove the last wagon of wheat into the barn. Looking out the kitchen window, they watched as the downpour began. 

      [image: ]Monday dawned bright and cheery. Matthew came down for chores and looked mostly human that morning. As they put their boots on, Matthew spoke, “After breakfast, we’ll head out to harvest the rest of the wheat.”
Joshua stared at him; confusion etched into his face. “Didn’t you hear the storm last night?”
Matthew’s hand paused as it reached the doorknob. “What storm?”
Joshua shoved past him and opened the door. Matthew stared past Joshua and the barn to the wheat field. 
“A bad hailstorm went through. I doubt if anyone around us has crops to harvest anymore. All we have is the wheat we have harvested the last few days. We were able to get it all inside before the rain started.”
Matthew stared in disbelief at the thoroughly beaten fields. His face was a study in self-control. He let no emotion enter his face. He stepped past Joshua and headed to the barn.
Half an hour later, Joshua and Matthew sat silently eating their hotcakes with the family. Matthew had yet to say a word since hearing about the storm.
Joshua finished eating and was about to get up when Matthew’s voice arrested his movement. “I have been very selfish these past few days.” He paused, swallowing hard. “I needed that crop to pay for next year’s crop. Because of that need, I pushed myself and others harder than I should’ve. Instead of trusting God, I trusted my own reasoning.”
He looked across the table to where Ruth sat. “Ruth, you are turning into a lovely young woman. You may be only fifteen, but you have such a big heart, and you are not afraid to correct someone, even if they are twelve years older than you. Your note of encouragement and exhortation was just what I needed yesterday.”
Ruth’s eyes were filled with happy tears and a shy smile lit up her face as she dipped her head in silent acknowledgement.
Matthew turned his attention to his wife. “Leslie.” His eyes were wet. “Leslie, you have been a faithful wife. Your gentle prodding and reminders this morning were the extra push I needed.” He blinked rapidly before looking at Joshua.
“Joshua. I don’t know what to say besides thank you. I know we are too much alike at times. Our wills butt against and into each other too often. This week is a living testament of that. Yesterday, I saw you grow up and grow past some of that. You were a much better man than I. Despite knowing that you were breaking the Sabbath, you obeyed my orders. You went above and beyond what was asked of you when you forced me into bed and got the wheat in the barns. Thank you.”
Joshua watched Matthew gather his thoughts. “I have already asked God’s forgiveness, and now I must ask yours. Can you? Will you all forgive me for everything I have done or failed to do the last few days?”
Ruth was the first to respond. She moved swiftly to her oldest brother and put her arms around his neck. “I forgave you days ago,” she said in her quiet voice.
Leslie smiled softly. “As did I.”
“And me,” came two small voices. 
Joshua laughed. “And I forgave you yesterday morning.”
Matthew smiled, the relief evident on his face. “Thank you all! Now, I have one more thing to say before you all disappear.” He grinned in satisfaction at the five eager faces. “Ruth and Joshua, you can leave as soon as you are ready and as soon as the stagecoach is available.”
“Yippee!” Joshua shouted. “Can I go to the stage office right now?”
“No.” Matthew stated. “I think we should let Ruth go.”
Joshua felt a twinge of jealousy that Matthew would choose Ruth over him, but when he noticed Ruth’s eyes glitter with joy, he knew his brother had seen something that made him think Ruth had wanted to go. 
He knew that Ruth was a sensitive and shy girl. As the youngest of five siblings, all of whom were energetic and boisterous, Ruth often seemed out of place and out of mind. She was also very helpful. From a young age, she had always picked things up and helped her mother and her sisters, Martha and Esther, in any way she could.
Joshua was the closest to her in age at seventeen. Though still loud and boisterous, Joshua was the most subdued of the older four children and he was often the one most able to understand her unspoken desires. However, since moving in with Matthew, Matthew had begun picking up on them, too. Joshua was glad Matthew had seen this desire of hers.
“We should write Pa and Mother first so I can mail the letter telling them we are on our way,” Ruth said quietly.
“I’ll get the pen, ink, and paper,” Joshua volunteered.






  
  Chapter two

May 1868 
Stuart Farm
Tennessee
Iain Stuart made sure his son knew how ashamed and mad he was at Jed. His mother had died giving Jed life. The doctor had been unable to save her. Jed’s da had loved his wife more than his life and hated his new son. Iain’s hatred toward Jed fermented and spread until they were both bitter toward each other. Jed’s sister and brother were treated with some respect and a touch of love from Iain, but Jed received none of it. Instead, he got all the blame for everything.
The beatings came just about every day. As a boy, Jed tried to understand why he was beaten, but soon found it impossible. The only reason Jed could figure out was that his da hated him so much that he tried to beat him to death each day simply because he was still alive. He had learned to try to please his da from an early age. But the beatings still came. Every night after a beating, Jed dreamed of the ways he could get back at his da. He knew he had to get away as soon as he had the strength and courage.
He bided his time and the day finally came. On Jed’s fourteenth birthday, as he looked across the table at his da, he realized that he could look past the top of his da’s head. This realization gave Jed the edge he needed.
Jed followed Iain out to do chores. Caleb had already gone to the field and Anna was cleaning up after breakfast. 
It was finally time! “Da!” Jed stopped walking. Iain stopped and turned around. “We need ta talk,” Jed said. Jed walked up to his da until he stood nose to nose. Iain glared at his son and Jed glared right back. 
“What’d you want to talk aboot?” Iain asked, a threat in his voice.
“You,” Jed said. “You’ll never beat on me again.”
Iain said nothing. Jed briefly wondered what he was thinking, but shoved the notion aside when he saw his da set his jaw and tense up.
“I’m leavin’,” Jed hissed through clenched teeth as he spun on his boot heel to leave, but Iain, shaking with rage, grabbed his shoulder and threw a fist at his son’s face. Jed raised his arm to block the punch and the two began trading blows.
Jed had the advantage. He was taller and more agile. The hatred and bitterness that he had been harboring for fourteen years came out through his fists. His da would find out what it was like to be beaten so badly you could barely walk. Jed didn’t stop until his da lay on the ground, unmoving. 
Jed stared at the mess he had made, gave his da one last kick, turned on his heel and stormed to the house. He grabbed his father’s Army revolver off the porch and left everything behind. There would be no more farming, no more beatings, and no more family. He would make his own way.
The woods had always been Jed’s friend. He often escaped into them and had learned much about how to survive in the woods. If necessary, he could live off the woods for years. Whenever he was in the woods, he was content, even almost happy. Today he was even more happy and content because he knew he’d never go back. He would live in the woods and have nothing to do with humans ever again.
Jed strode forward with a purpose he had never felt before. As he worked his way into the woods, he took a deep breath, smelling the intoxicating, free air. His eyes remained ever alert as he let his feet carry him far away from his family. An abrupt notion occurred to him as he walked on. Would his brother and sister miss him? He dismissed the idea almost as soon as it came. They’d never done anything more than feed him and take care of his cuts and bruises. 
He came to the edge of a steep embankment and hastily stumbled backwards. He crouched down to look down at the road he had almost fallen onto. On the road he saw a stagecoach with a dead driver and shotgun guard. He shuddered at the sight of the dead men. Then he saw movement. Three men carried things to their horses while another moved a tree out of the road. He watched with growing curiosity as each of the men worked without talking, discussion, or apparent signals.
After they mounted their horses and the leader gave a signal to leave, Jed stood up to start on his way to freedom. The outlaws had already taken care of the bodies and he saw no reason to involve himself or his emotions in anything. Jed was about to turn away and continue working his way further from his former home when one of the men saw him and yelled out, “Tom, thar’s a stray!”
Jed stood frozen to the spot, staring down at the three men on horseback, unsure of what to do. These men had murdered the men driving the stage. Had he escaped his da just to be killed in cold blood for accidentally stumbling on the robbery? Jed felt the blood drain from his face and his hands began to shake. Should he bolt? No, that’d make ’em shoot me for sure. 
Jed stood with his arms hanging limply against his sides. He glanced down at the leader and worked up his courage to talk to the man.
“What’re you gonna do with me?”
“You with th’ stage?” Tom asked.
“No, I ain’t.”
Tom’s eyes narrowed.
“If I were with the stage, you think I’d be standing here jawin’ with you? Nah, I’d have shot you all by now.” Jed’s heart beat like a herd of spooked wild horses and his mouth was dry. He could hardly believe that his voice sounded so steady and confident.
Boy and man stared at each other for a long moment. Jed could have sworn it was the longest minute of his life.
The outlaw leader spurred his horse around the embankment continuing on until his horse’s nose was touching the bottom of Jed’s chest.
“Why’re you here, Boy?”
Jed jutted his chin out. “I ran away from home and headed this way nearly falling down the embankment. I’ve only been here for a few minutes.” He paused. “You really know how to handle your men, Sir.”
Tom looked at him with narrowed eyes. Jed wondered what was going through the man’s mind. 
Jed stared up at Tom and he stared back at Jed. The staring match lasted a full two minutes. 
“What’s yer name, Boy?”
Jed pondered the question. Should I give my real name or come up with a new one? Not having any ideas off hand, he made his decision. “Jed Stuart.”
Tom nodded. “What were you plannin’ on doing after runnin’ away, Jed?”
Jed shrugged his shoulders, a bored expression on his face. He tried his hardest not to show any of the fear he felt. “I figgered I’d live off the woods.” 
Tom lifted his eyebrows. “Would ya now? And just how long d’ya think you would’ve lasted?” He shook his head. “I don’t cotton ta takin’ charity cases, but I can’t have you headin’ straight for town neither. So either I gotta shoot you or take you with me and the boys.”
Jed’s throat went even dryer and his heart sank to his stomach. Tom seemed to be waiting for something. Jed wasn’t sure what, so resigning himself to whatever fate Tom chose, he squared his shoulders and lifted his head to meet Tom’s unfaltering gaze. The right corner of Tom’s mouth twitched with such a small motion, Jed almost missed it. He had a feeling that was as close to a smile as he would ever see on Tom’s face.
“Dustin!” Tom yelled. “Bring over the extry horse. We got us a new boy to train in the ways of the outlaw.”
“You got it, Tom!”

      [image: ]Tom kept Jed busy doing all the grunt work. He took care of the horses, gathered firewood, cooked, washed clothes, and hauled water. When nobody was around, Jed practiced with his revolver knowing that practicing was the only way he could be the fastest draw around. Tom insisted he be a good shot with a rifle, so he also practiced with one of the rifles. 
One day, just months before Jed turned fifteen, Tom approached him, a grim look on his face as he held a rifle in his hands. “Jed?”
“Yeah, Tom?”
Tom turned the rifle over in his hands. “I’m givin’ ya a very important job. We’re gonna rob a stagecoach today. I need ya to sit where I tell ya and shoot the shotgun guard off the coach. Got it?”
Jed nodded even as his throat constricted and his stomach churned. Could he really kill a man?
“I’ve seen ya shoot, Boy. I know ya can shoot from a distance and draw fast when needed. This is the most important job I could give ya. Ya miss and the whole thing could go wrong. Got it, Boy?”
Jed gulped. Had Tom seen him practicing his fast draw? Jed took the rifle Tom handed him. He put one hand around the barrel and looked up at Tom with a determined glint in his eyes. It was time for him to prove himself to this group of men.
As Jed walked away, he heard Lefty ask Tom, “Why’re you givin’ the kid that job? It’s his first robbery. His first time doin’ anything illegal.”
Tom’s voice was hard and full of anger. “I’m aware of that,” he snapped. “I’ve seen Jed shoot. He’s better’n any of us. He may be green, but he’s still the best for the job.”
Jed turned his head in time to see Tom stalk off and Lefty shaking his head, a disbelieving look on his face. Jed’s determination grew. He knew now that this would be his one and only chance to prove himself. 
So a man would die to give him that chance—what did that matter to him? If he wanted to make it in the world of outlaws, he’d have to do some killing. Jed shivered despite the warmth of the autumn sun. Jed clenched his jaw and straightened his spine to rigid attention; all the while hardening his heart to the man he would be killing in a matter of hours.
The sun arched its way to the western lands as they worked their way to the site of the robbery. Tom put Jed on a hill above the road where he would have a perfect shot at the guard. Dustin and Lefty waited on the other side of the road and Tom stood in the middle of the road, rifle cradled in his arms.
When the time came, he took the guard down with one shot. He felt exhilarated and disturbed at the same time. I just ended a man’s life. 
But he had no time to think about it. He needed to help unload the moneybox and get the stage off the road. They took the horses with them and dumped the stage down the side of the road and out of sight.
Once they got to the hideout, Lefty went up to Jed. “Jed, I gotta admit, I was a bit surprised when I heard Tom was giving you that job. But after I seen what you done, and how well you done it, I’d trust you with my life.”
Dustin nodded his assent as Tom came up and slapped Jed’s shoulder. “Ya did good, Kid. Just don’t get cocky. Ya get cocky and it could cost yers and other’s lives.”
Jed dipped his head. “Yes, Sir.” His heart swelled with pride as he went to work. He was finally being accepted for who he was.

      [image: ]A few weeks later, Tom decided it was time to go into town and get a few drinks. Jed came with, but as the son of a Scotsman who was often drunk, he had never liked the idea of drinking. To keep up appearances, Jed slowly sipped a beer, all the while keeping a sharp eye out on everything and everybody. Tom had just finished what he had said was his last drink when a commotion began. Jed watched as Lefty swung his fist at another man’s jaw. Tom jerked to his feet; he wobbled as he went to try to stop the fight, but Jed had already seen the problem and, being steadier on his feet, Jed was halfway across the room before Tom even got out of his chair. 
Jed stepped between the two men; an arm outstretched to each of them, separating them as much as he could. “Calm down—”
“Stay outta this, Boy!” the man spat.
Jed turned his back on the man and spoke to Lefty. “Lefty, let’s get going.”
“That man insulted me!” Lefty protested.
“Don’t matter,” Jed said flatly. “We don’t want no trouble. This would be trouble.”
A firm hand grabbed Jed’s shoulder and spun him around. The man, now in front of him, was livid. “You don’t turn your back on me, Boy.” His eyes narrowed as he eyed the revolver on Jed’s hip. “Can you use that gun, Boy?”
Jed looked the man full in the face with eyes full of hatred. “Yeah,” he hissed, eyes narrowing. “I can use it.”
“It’s time to teach you a lesson then, Boy. Then your friend can leave.” The man’s evil laugh rang through the silent saloon. 
Men scattered as Jed took a few quick strides backwards. Jed and the man stood facing each other. They watched each other carefully. Jed saw the man’s hand waiver with slight movement and Jed drew his gun, aiming it with a quick and sure confidence bred by much practice. The other man’s gun didn’t even have time to clear leather before his body fell to the floor. 
Stunned silence reigned for a few breathless seconds. Then mayhem and noise broke loose. 
“Did you see—?
“I never seen anybody draw that fast!”
“He’s just a kid—”
Jed looked at Lefty who stared back at him in disbelief. Tom staggered over with Dustin at his side and the four left town. None of them wanted to be questioned by the sheriff.
The next morning, a subdued Tom sat at the rough table in their hideout.
“Jed? What you done last night is goin’ to earn you the label of a gunfighter.”
Jed looked up, then back down at his plate. He shrugged. “So?”
“Other men’ll come hunting you down to test you. Some men will want to hire you to kill people for them. You prepared to do that?”
“If it’s a way to get money, I’ll do it. I’m already an outlaw, may’s well go the whole way.”
Tom nodded and nothing more was said.

      [image: ]As the years passed, Jed came to love his new life. With Tom and the gang, he grew from a gangly boy into a full grown man. He filled out and grew taller; he even grew a beard, something his da would have hated. Jed stayed with Tom and his gang most of the time, but once in a while he did some gun fighting. Jed enjoyed the feeling of being accepted for who he was instead of who he wasn’t. He could live this way his whole life, or so he thought.
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