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The stagecoach rocked
back and forth blowing dust into the uncovered windows as they
travelled across the bleak countryside. A young man presuming to be
sleeping with his hat over his eyes, an older well-dressed man, an
impeccably dressed young lady and a drummer of ladies apparel all
sat in the heat and the dust.

The drummer was
monopolizing the conversation with the young lady and it was
obvious to the others that she was only being polite as he jabbered
on about the woman’s fashion of the day and the line he
represented. When the young man moved and looked out from under his
hat she saw a chance to escape.

“And you sir, why are
you heading to Fairchild Creek?”

He lifted his hat a bit
more to get a better look at her. He assumed by the way she was
dressed that she was high bred and well educated…and she was
uncommonly pretty.

“I’m not going to
Fairchild Creek…I’m going to Lone Butte.”

What she had intended
as a break away from conversation with the drummer had now opened
up something new.

“I see, you must not
have been around here for a long time…it is no longer called Lone
Butte.”

He pushed his hat a
little higher to get a better look and as she stared blankly at him
waiting for an answer he looked directly into her eyes. She was
beautiful and now she had his attention.

“It will always be
called Lone Butte to me…I haven’t got much use for the Fairchild
name.”

He saw the sudden look
of anger cross her lovely eyes as he spoke, and it took her a
minute to respond.

“My name is
Fairchild…Samantha Fairchild and my father Mitchell Fairchild is an
important man in the town of Fairchild Creek…That’s why they
renamed it in his honor.”

He was about to
comment, but thought better of it and he lowered his hat over his
face again. She was upset now, more upset by him ignoring her than
by what he had said.

“That’s it, that’s all
you have to say.”

He saw that she was not
going to let it go so he raised his hat off his face again.

“Yes, I believe it is…I
expressed my opinion and I’m sorry you take offence to it.”

She was getting hotter
under the collar as she continued pushing.

“You besmirched my
name…and my father’s name without an explanation!”

He smiled, which made
her even angrier.

“I didn’t mention you
or your father, I mentioned the name Fairchild only…and you are not
the only people who carried that name.”

He leaned back again
and resumed his position under his hat, but she was building more
into it and was not going to let it go.

“Who are you
anyway?”

He moved his hat
slightly again so he could see her reaction.

“My name is Clay
Harris.”

He watched her sudden
shock as she stammered looking for words.

“You’re…you’re the man
who killed my uncle Walt.”

He casually
answered.

“That would be me.”

She was still in
shock.

“You shot him in the
back while he was unarmed…you shot an unarmed man in the back!”

Clay was getting a
little more serious as the other two men were looking at him
now.

“Yes I did, and under
the same circumstances I would do it again.”

She was taking her
breath in gasps now.

“How did you get out of
prison…did you escape?”

He was getting tired of
the questions now.

“No, I did my time, and
now if you don’t mind I am going to get some more rest.”

He pulled his hat over
his face again and laid back leaving her without anything to say.
He could still see her out of the corner of his eye and she was
still fuming, but he had had enough...for now. He had no reason for
not letting anyone know who he was but Warden Thompson had warned
him not to expect a friendly welcome in the town where he was
convicted.

His thoughts went back
to the night he was charged with murder and they were just as fresh
as they were that night. Shooting an unarmed man in the back was
unacceptable no matter the reason and someone had to pay the price.
The price in this case was ten years in prison for a sixteen year
boy. He didn’t do the killing but he was happy to take the
punishment, if it meant his mother would remain free.

Walter Fairchild was a
miserable man who spread that misery to everyone he did business
with and there were not very many people who mourned his death…but
nevertheless someone had to pay for his killing.

Martha Harris was a
young widow when her husband Samuel was killed in the war. He had
gone off with most of the young men around Lone Butte and not all
of them returned. It was a special day for Martha and her young son
Clayton when all the people in Lone Butte turned out to watch as
the government envoy presented her with the Medal of Honor that her
husband had received posthumously.

President Lincoln had
signed into law a congressional act of congress authorizing a medal
called the Medal of Honor to be presented to army personnel who
distinguished themselves by gallantry in action, and Sergeant
Samuel Harris was only the eighth man to receive the award.

The citation read.

‘Sergeant Samuel
Harris while defending a cannon battery as it was being overrun by
enemy forces ordered his men to safety as he stayed behind, without
regard for his own life, firing his rifle and pistol to cover their
retreat until he was overcome by the superior force.’

Samuel and Martha
Harris were well liked in the community that was isolated in the
small valley surrounding Lone Butte and Martha gained more respect
when she managed to keep the ranch running while her husband was
off fighting the war.

Clay was too young to
remember the ceremony, but it was told to him over and over by his
mother until he could almost see it in his mind. He did remember
the day that Walter Fairchild married his mother and moved to the
ranch.

For four more years
after Sam’s death Martha kept running the ranch, just as well as
most men could do, but being alone finally seemed like too much
when she met Walter Fairchild. He was well mannered, well-spoken
and a man who carried himself under the cloak of a gentleman …and
she was taken by his ways.

When Walter and his
brother Mitchell moved to the valley nothing was known about them
but they soon began to acquire property. It began with the saloon,
a business that was always good for covering up other deeds. When
Walter met Martha Harris he saw another way of getting some
property. She knew little about him but he was gracious and good
mannered around her and she fell under his spell.

He slowly took over the
operation of the ranch and the first time she objected to what he
was doing she ended up regretting it. Clay watched as his mother
reeled back from the slap across the face. He was six years old and
too young to understand, but the picture remained in his mind, and
as he grew older and tried to intervene he too faced Walter’s
wrath

Through the years there
were many other pictures added, he did not witness them all but he
often saw the result on her face. The thing that bothered Walter
most was the mention of Sam’s medal, while other things triggered
him off it was any mention of the medal that turned him real
nasty.

Others saw it too but
she was a proud woman, too proud to let anyone know that she had
made a mistake, so she took the verbal and physical abuse without
realizing how much it was taking of her strong bold character.

Clay had always
suspected it was because he was jealous and for ten years he
watched from the sidelines as Walter took out that jealousy, and
almost anything else, on his mother. One night when Walter was
beating his mother particularly hard he said the words that drew
him off her and unto him. The words of how brave his father was and
what a coward a man that would hit a woman was.

He stood up to Walter
that night but it was a mistake for a sixteen year old boy to try
and face a brute of a man like Walter Fairchild…and he was paying
the price. Walter held him against the wall and choked him until he
passed out and when he hit the floor he was just about to stomp on
him with his big boots when the shot rang out knocking him to the
floor beside the unmoving boy. Martha had ran to the door and got
the pistol from Walter’s belt and the smoking gun was still in her
hands when Clay came around.

The weight of Walter’s
body was pushing on him and the warm blood was running down his
cheek as he squirmed to get out from under the dead weight. When he
crawled out he went to his mother who was standing in the same spot
still holding the gun. He took it gently from her hand and led her
to the table where he got her a drink of water and sat while she
regained her composure.

“Clay, ride to sheriff
Waters and tell him what I did. I will wait here.”

Clay did as his mother
asked but on the ride to town the words ‘tell him what I did’ kept
ringing in his mind. By the time he got to the Sheriff’s office he
had made his mind up that his mother would not take the blame, so
sheriff Waters sat and listened while the young, almost, man told
how he shot an abusive man who was attacking his mother.

The news about the
abuse was nothing new to Billy Waters, as it would not be to most
of the people in Lone Butte. Billy sympathized with the young boy
who sat and calmly told the story of how he shot Walter Fairchild
in the back, then he locked him in a cell and headed for the Harris
ranch, it was now the Fairchild ranch but to him it would always be
the Harris ranch.

He found Martha still
sitting at the table and he could see the bruises on her face but
what shocked him most was her statement of how she had shot her
husband in the back. Martha told him that she had done the shooting
and it didn’t take long for Billy Waters to know that they were
trying to cover for each other. He had listened to them both and
both of the stories were credible, so he was faced with a
dilemma.

He felt sure that there
would be a cry for justice, especially from Walter’s brother and he
would have to charge one of them with the killing. He, and anyone
else who knew him, knew what kind of man Walter Fairchild was but
since his brother owned half of the town he was sure that this was
not just going to blow over. The degree and circumstances of the
killing would be up to the court to decide.

After Walter’s body was
removed and the doctor who was attending to Martha had her settled
in bed with a sedative he headed back to town. As he rode he was
weighing a decision. Based on the testimony and the understanding
that there were few men who condoned the hitting of a woman he felt
that the punishment would be more lenient. He was not sure what
punishment a judge would hand down, but it would certainly involve
some jail time.

He could testify
himself to the bruises he had seen on both Martha and Clay and he
had seen similar ones through the years, but there was always some
feeble excuse she made for them.

If he picked Martha the
ranch would suffer and perhaps be lost, but he felt that a judge
would be more sentimental to a woman if the story could be
presented right. He knew that a plea of self-defence would require
a jury and although there might still be some people that would
stand up to Mitchell Fairchild he had his doubts if enough of them
could be found to fill a jury.

If he chose Clay he was
young enough to still have a life if he were sentenced to prison.
He had to make the decision of his career. Mitchell Fairchild ran
the town that was now named after him. He had even tried to own the
sheriff and when he found Billy Waters could not be bought he had
his own man run against him.

Fortunately there were
enough people left who respected the job that Sheriff Waters had
done for the past ten years and it was those people who kept him in
office much to the chagrin of Mitchell Fairchild.

In the end it was Clay
that he chose to take into custody for the killing of Walter
Fairchild. Martha wailed and cried, but he was strong enough to
ignore her pleas. He knew in his heart who did the killing, but he
was going to stand by his decision.

Since Clay was pleading
guilty there was no need for a jury but before the judge passed
sentence Sheriff Waters stood up and presented a convincing plea
which the judge obviously gave some credence to as he sentenced
Clay to only ten years.

Clay was happy to do
the time in fact he was prepared for whatever the sentence
was…including the possibility of hanging. Mitchell Fairchild was
furious but the judge was a circuit judge and was beyond the
control of him like most of the rest of the town were.

Billy Waters had
watched as the good people of Lone Butte were slowly corrupted and
bullied by the Fairchild brothers until it became a place where
that he was ashamed of, but he had no intention of leaving or
giving in to the Fairchild pressure.

When Clay arrived at
the prison he was interviewed by the warden who had already
received a letter from Sheriff Waters explaining the whole
situation and what his belief was of what really happened.

Warden Thompson was
used to dealing with tough belligerent criminals who all professed
their innocence even through the overwhelming evidence was against
them. He took a liking to the well-mannered young man who stood in
front of him willing to take the punishment in defence of his
mother.

There was little he
could do to help him in the prison system but he did spend a lot of
time with him trying to keep him from falling under the spell of
some of the hardened criminals who were imprisoned there.

He wanted Clay to be
the same well-mannered young man when he left as he was when he
arrived…and he achieved his goal. He had never seen anyone who was
so happy to be in prison and he often reread the letter he had
received from Sheriff Billy Waters. It was Sheriff Waters’
explanation as to how he believed the shooting went that brought
him to understand.

If Clay actually did
the killing he was happy that he protected his mother and if she
did the shooting he was still protecting her. He put Clay in the
trustee system as soon as he could where he could keep a closer
watch on him and through the years he managed to do just that.

It was him who handed
Clay the letter from Sheriff Waters, it was his job to read all the
incoming and outgoing mail and this one was not a happy one. He
watched as Clay read the letter telling him that his mother had
been killed.

The letter didn’t
explain much except that his mother had been found shot beside the
road on her way to town. He was no longer the young man who Warden
Thompson had first met nine years before and he watched as Clay
read every word of the letter over again and went slowly back to
his work.

In his final year he
wrote to Billy and tried to get more information. Billy had been
good to him while he was waiting for his trial and he liked him a
lot, but now he was not getting anywhere with the letters he
wrote.

There was still no
evidence of who killed her but Clay was determined that he would
find out when he was released. Warden Thompson knew what Clay’s
intention was and he broke all the codes when he started training
Clay in the use of firearms.

He thought that sending
an unarmed man into a world that lived by the gun would be unfair
and he took him as often as he could away from the prison and
taught him how to use both a pistol and a rifle. Along with the
instructions he was also teaching him to follow the law and not do
anything that would be illegal.

Warden Thompson had
never mentioned his and Billy Water’s suspicion about the shooting
but it didn’t take much to convince Clay that prison was not the
place he wanted to come back too. He had made up his mind that he
would work as closely with Billy as he could but he too was
concerned that the trail might be cold by now.

He laid back in his
mock sleep for the rest of the trip and when the stage arrived at
Fairchild Creek he waited until the other passengers were out.
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Samantha had been in
the east for the past five years, when she turned sixteen her
father sent her to a finishing school for her education and her
social training. She didn’t want to go and put up as much fight as
she could, but in the end her father won out…like he always
did.

She was not a very good
student much to the disgust of her teachers but she was bright and
won their hearts in other ways. She was out of her element in this
environment and no matter how hard they tried to change her she
retained much of her tomboy ways.

She hadn’t seen her
father for five years and, just as she expected, had never received
as much as a letter from him in those years. At sixteen she was
independent and was the only one who tried to stand up to him. She
had watched her mother take the verbal abuse through the years
until she found that it was easier with a few drinks. When she
pleaded with her mother not to be sent east her pleas fell on
drunken ears.

Her mother had lost all
her spirit along with her dignity, and throughout all the years she
was determined that she would not succumb like her mother did. Her
father never hit her but he struck her with the same demeaning
words he used on her mother.

The only good thing
about the last five years was that she didn’t have to watch her
mother as she drank her life away, or take the verbal abuse her
father dealt out on a regular basis. She was mentally preparing
herself when a man walked up to her.

“Miss Fairchild, I’m
Charlie Lawrence your father asked me to bring you to him.”

He picked up her valise
and she fell in behind him and steeled herself for the meeting. He
led her to a building whose sign read ‘Fairchild Land Development’,
but before she entered she turned one time and watched Clay Harris
as he got out of the stage. Her anger had subsided by the time the
stage arrived and now her curiosity was aroused. Why would a man
come back to a place where most of the people despised him? She was
only eleven when the shooting happened and she didn’t pay much
attention at the time, but through the next few years she heard
more and more about it, and every time the story was told it became
more gruesome.

Her father was sitting
behind his desk but got up when she came in.

“Thanks Charlie, you
can put that valise in my carriage.”

Charlie turned toward
the door, but she stopped him.

“Put it down here, I
will be going to the hotel for a hot bath.”

Her father nodded and
waved him off as he put the bag down where he stood.

He didn’t approach her
for a hug and she didn’t expect it.

“How was your
trip?”

It was the kind of
small talk she expected.

It was long, hot and
dusty...but there was one interesting thing. Clay Harris was on the
stage with me.”

She expected to see
anger in his eyes but instead she saw something else, something she
had never seen before…it was fear.

“You will be going out
to the ranch, you can bathe there.”

She drew her shoulders
up.

“No, I will be going to
the hotel…I am not going back to the ranch. So if you insist on
doing something with my luggage…you can have it delivered to the
hotel.”

She turned and walked
out without any further words and Mitchell Fairchild just stood and
watched her go.

Her mind was racing
now, why would her father be afraid of Clay Harris? She had
expected him to be angry that the man who killed his brother was
back in town. When she reached the street her eyes automatically
took a look around. The stage had been moved and there was no sign
of him. She shook her head trying to get him out of it as she
headed down the street to the hotel.

While she was entering
the hotel Clay was talking to Billy Waters. Billy was not surprised
when he walked in the door, he had received a letter form Warden
Thompson telling him all about Clay.

“Howdy Clay, I see you
didn’t waste much time getting here…have a seat.

Clay took the offered
chair and Billy sat down behind his desk.

“I know what you are
here for and I have to tell you that if you break the law I will
have no choice to arrest you. That would make a lot of people happy
here because you are not going to be very popular around town. I
see you have a gun on and if you use it without just cause it will
be your ticket back to prison. ”

Clay smiled at the
thought.

“I did my time and I
didn’t come back to make any trouble, as soon as I find out who
killed my mother I will be moving on. What can you tell me
Billy?”

The sheriff took a deep
breath and began.

“Your mother was killed
on her way to town…how graphic do you want me to be Clay?”

Clay looked down and
shifted his feet.

“I want to know every
detail…I want to know it all.”

Billy lit his pipe and
continued.

“When you were taken
away your mother went through hell…and we both know why. Your
mother was a strong independent woman when you father went off to
war. I wasn’t here then but I heard the stories. She ran that ranch
as good as most men and better that some, but when she married
Walter Fairchild she changed.

I came along in time to
see that change and I always suspected what was the cause of it but
I could never get your mother to act on it. He was a mean man, a
brute, a man who got pleasure out of hitting women and I’m not
sorry he’s gone.”

He waited for a moment
but Clay didn’t say anything.

“Your mother had lost
her independent spirit, her dignity and her self-respect but she
was well on the road to recovery when she died. She had the ranch
back to running like it was but she was being harassed by Mitchell
Fairchild. He had already bought up the town and most of the other
ranches in the valley and then he was after your mother’s
place.”

He took another draw on
his pipe and continued.

“He was not doing
anything I could act on, he was trying to get her to sell her place
and she held on strong. Your mother was shot on her way to town,
one shot in her chest and another at close range to her head. I
suspect that she knew the shooter and he didn’t want to take any
chances that she would survive the first shot.”

Clay listened intently
to every word, even though it was tearing him up inside.

“Someone rode in and
reported it to me and when we had her moved to town. I spent time
looking around. The ground was hard so there were no foot prints
and I didn’t find any empty shell casings. I did find where she
tried to scratch something in the ground…it looked to me to be the
letter ‘F’.”

Clay quickly leaned
ahead in the chair.

“Fairchild!”

Billy continued.

“That was my
thought…and still is, but there was no other evidence. Your mother
was shot by a forty five and everyone knows that Mitchell Fairchild
carries a thirty eight in a shoulder holster. When I went to
question him he showed me a bill of sale for the ranch with what
appeared to be your mother’s signature.”

Clay was sitting up in
the chair now hanging on every word.

“It said he had given
her seventeen thousand dollars and when I checked at the bank,
which is also owned by Fairchild, the manager confirmed that he had
withdrawn the same amount out the day your mother was killed.

I thought it was
strange that he would deal in cash not just use the bank to
transfer the funds and when I questioned Fairchild he told me that
was the way she wanted it. He said he paid her the money and she
signed the paper and headed for town, and of course there was no
money found on your mother.

He said he called the
hands together and told them about the sale and they would be
working for him now. By the time I got around to checking all the
stories Fairchild had his own men at the ranch. Three of your
mother hands had been killed in an apparent rustling attempt made
on the ranch and the other two had left the country. It all sounded
too convenient to me but it left no one to contradict his story and
no one has seen hide nor hair of the other two since.”

Clay sat quietly
digesting the information.

“I’m sorry Clay but I
have to go by the law and if I were to arrest Fairchild on such
flimsy evidence he would never be convicted.”

Clay had an idea.

“If she did sell her
ranch and was coming to town…did she have any luggage?”

Billy knocked the ashes
out of his pipe and filled it up again.

“I thought of that but
Fairchild told me he was giving her two weeks to get her personal
stuff removed. He has countered me on every turn but there is no
doubt in my mind he killed your mother and maybe now that you are
back it might stir him into making a mistake that I can act
on.”

He struck a match and
lit his pipe again.

“I want to know exactly
what your plans are before you leave this office Clay.”

Clay took a breath, he
had hoped that there would be more concrete evidence about who
killed his mother and all he would have to do was track him
down.

“Well, I’m broke. I
spent all the money the Warden gave me on the ticket to get here so
the first thing I have to do is find a job.”

Sheriff Waters took a
long drag on his pipe and blew some smoke out.

“That may not be as
easy as you think. The people in this town have a long memory and
when Mitchell Fairchild hears you are back he will probably put the
word out not to hire you.”

Clay stood and held out
his hand.

“Thanks Sheriff
Waters…but I gotta try.”

The sheriff shook his
hand and watched him go up the street. He was worried…worried about
what Fairchild would do but also worried how much young Clay could
take before he reached for the gun he was wearing.

A couple of hours later
Clay was heading back down the street. He wasn’t sure what he
expected his reception would be but since he knew he was innocent
and had done his time he expected better. He was feeling low, not
only did most people ignore him but some called him a back shooter
to his face. After listening to what the Sheriff said he was
wondering if he had made a big mistake by coming back here.

He was not the only one
who was wondering that same thing as Samantha Fairchild watched him
from her hotel room. She
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