
Into The West 
By L. Allen Hurd, Jr. 

aka coz1 
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Chapter IX 
 

Oklahoma Territory, August 1871 
 
The hot summer night had done nothing for the chill Sonny felt deep down inside.  A 
knot that seemed to envelope his entire body, there was no place his mind could turn that 
would allow him to get away from what he knew would not turn out well.  Nothing else 
had, so why would now be any different? 
 
He considered his cousin, and how long it had been since he had seen him.  Those 
awkward moments in which words seem to be superfluous as all of them were aware of 
the possible outcome of the war and their own parts within it.  Yet Sonny had remained 
by Dinny’s side.  Where had Will gone?  To ride with Forrest, but what then?  Where had 
he been and what had he been doing since the war ended?  Sonny could only hope it was 
something better than his own path of late.  He was not ashamed so much as confused.  
How had he let it get to such a point?  Part of his answer walked out onto the porch as he 
thought on it. 
 
“Sonny…you should get some sleep.”  Barnes did not look at Sonny but rather rested his 
hands on the railing and looked out over the night sky. 
 
“Can’t,” was the slight response he received. 
 
“Well, there is little you can do for Frank if you are exhausted.  And I dare say we 
cannot…” 
 
“Barnes, why don’t ya shut it with what we can and can’t do, or what I can and can’t do, 
OK?  Ain’t got the stomach to hear ya right now.  Jest get!” 
 
Barnes nodded slightly and sensing there was little to change Sonny’s mood, left him 
there to ruminate alone.  He stopped just long enough at the door to make sure Sonny was 
aware, “We must leave come daylight, regardless of his condition.” 
 
Sonny did not turn to watch Barnes leave.  He understood that Frank’s injury was 
slowing them down.  But he also understood that Frank might not be part of the equation 
for very much longer.  He had lost a lot of blood and his wounds were in a place that 
made tying any sort of tourniquet difficult, if not outright impossible.  And without that, 
he would surely die.  At least that was the summation of the doctor fetched by Gus and 
Hollis, with the help of their gracious host long since tied up to a chair in the parlor. 
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He turned to look inside and was greeted by Gus walking out to join him.  “Hot night, 
ain’t it Sonny-boy?” 
 
Sonny turned back without saying a word. 
 
Gus stood next to him, occasionally stealing a glance over in Sonny’s direction.  “Still 
thinkin’ on what Frank told ya?” 
 
Sonny nodded his head and Gus was tempted to leave things right there.  But he pressed, 
“Got to be hard, I know.” 
 
“What do ya know?” Sonny finally lashed out. 
 
“Hey there…ain’t no call to jump down my throat!”  Gus stood tall and Sonny realized 
his mistake. 
 
“Sorry Gus.  Jest…I don’t know what to do.” 
 
“What can ya do?” Gus replied, sure there was no other answer. 
 
A few moments passed while Sonny tried to form the words of his own reply, knowing 
Barnes would not welcome them, but hoping to be able to trust in Gus, “I’d like to see 
him.” 
 
Gus stepped back.  “See him?  Are ya nuts?  They’ll arrest ya…or shoot ya on the spot!” 
 
“Maybe…maybe not.  He don’t know I’m part of this here gang.” 
 
“He’s got the flyers everybody else does, don’t he?  If’n he got those, he’s got a pert good 
idea of who’s in the gang.  Unless he ain’t a smart fella, then he’s damn sure put two and 
two together, Sonny.” 
 
Sonny lowered his head, knowing Gus was right but not liking the other possible 
outcome either.  “Well if’n I don’t go to meet him, he’s gonna come to meet us.  And 
when he does, either we die or he dies.  Ain’t that right?” 
 
Gus knew he was correct and dropped his head to look at the floor as well.  Scratching 
the back of his neck, he looked back up and over to Sonny.  “Then I spect we best not 
give him…or us…such pleasure.” 
 
Sonny exhaled with force, exasperated by his options.  “God damn that Barnes!” 
 
The two remained quiet after that, even if Gus wished to remind Sonny that this was not 
especially Barnes’ fault any more than it could possibly be Will’s.  In the end, Sonny’s 
quandary came down to Sonny alone.  But now was not the time to try and mention it.  
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Gus felt badly for Sonny, knowing his only family member that remained was now on the 
opposite side of the life he led. 
 
“Let’s get on inside and see to Frank, what’s say?”  Gus tried to change the subject and 
get Sonny moving. 
 
Sonny complied, though with half a heart.  He knew the outcome of at least one problem 
and wasn’t anywhere close to reconciling that any more than the problem with Will.  But 
go inside he did and with a forced smile once they moved into the room where Frank was 
lying down. 
 
“How’s it goin’ there pard?”  Sonny tried to seem positive. 
 
Frank was weak and could barely talk, but he noticed Sonny walk in the room and his 
face lit up all the same.  “Oh…I dunno.” 
 
The frown that covered Sonny’s face made Frank try again, “Well…maybe not…not so 
bad…” 
 
“Ah, cut the shit Frank.  Ain’t no need to play around with me.  I know as well as you 
what’s happenin’.”  Sonny hated being so honest about it, but what other choice was 
there?  He had always been honest with the kid. 
 
“I’m…sorry…real sorry, Sonny,” Frank tried to say between gasping breaths. 
 
“Look here, Frank…ya save yer voice.”  Gus sat in a chair next to the bed and leaned 
over to check the wound. 
 
“Please do not touch that!” a voice came from the door.  Both turned to see the doctor 
enter with a put out look on his face.  “It is bad enough that you must wake me, kidnap 
me and drag me away from my family, but I will not have you ruining the prospects of 
this young man’s health.” 
 
Gus stood and walked to the wall, leaving a wide berth for the doctor.  “Well do 
somethin’ then, if ya can!” 
 
“Gus…jest leave it, will ya?”  Sonny, somehow, was able to show some diplomacy.  But 
only for a moment, until Frank began to cough with such harshness that he began to 
cough up blood.  “Well ya heard him, Doc…do something!” 
 
“For goodness sake…will the two of you please leave?”  The force in the doctor’s voice 
made them take heed and both moved from the room, worried over Frank’s lack of 
progress. 
 
As the door was shut behind them, they turned to see Barnes and Hollis waiting for them.  
Hollis remained quiet and as usual, irritated.  He would have left the bunch of them if he 
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could have convinced Barnes to go too.  But Barnes still had some loyalty and wished to 
wait out Frank’s possible demise for the time being. But even he was beginning to get 
worried. 
 
“As I mentioned, Sonny, we really do not have much time.  I doubt we shall be so easy to 
find in the midst of this territory, but if they tracked us to Dodge then they are surely 
tracking us still.  We have little time to sit and dither, sirs.  We must continue to move 
south.” 
 
“We ain’t goin’ nowhere without Frank!”  Sonny was adamant. 
 
Hollis spit in the corner and walked over to a table set up with bottles of whisky.  “Christ, 
Sonny!  He’s slowin’ us down!” 
 
The ferocity that came over Sonny was something unexpected, even if part of his 
character they all knew well.  But it took Hollis by surprise when he found himself 
punched in the face and sprawled out on the floor.  He was quick to get up and try and 
repay the favor, but Sonny was on him again. 
 
Now on the floor with Sonny’s hands around his neck, he struggled to yell for Sonny to 
stop.  The others did as well, but none could be heard over Sonny himself, “I ain’t gonna 
leave him!  Do ya hear me?!  I ain’t gonna leave him!” 
 
Gus and Barnes were finally able to pull Sonny off Hollis just in time for the doctor to 
walk back into the room.  “Well, isn’t this typical?  While your friend lies dying in the 
next room, the four of you are out here beating each other’s skulls in.  Yes, how 
appropriate.  Perhaps it might interest you to know that he is no longer.” 
 
Sonny fell from Gus and Barnes’ grip and sat on the floor with a thud.  He placed his 
head in his hands for only a split second and then moved to stand.  The others remained 
still waiting to find something to say or do, as the clock seemed to have stopped and all 
the players in the room with it.  Time quickly sped up eventually, however, and soon Gus 
and Barnes were holding Sonny away from the doctor as well. 
 
“Sonny…Sonny!  This will solve nothing.”  Barnes tried to reason with him. 
 
Sonny shifted quickly and threw Barnes hands off of him.  “Well it works out real well 
fer ya, don’t it?  He’s dead now so we can move on without a care!” 
 
“I would not say so, Sonny.  Nor would I be so cavalier as to dismiss the loss of this good 
man.” 
 
Sonny walked towards the front door and threw it open with force.  But he did not walk 
out.  Nor did he turn to look back into the room.  Rather, he spoke calmly, “Doc?  Can ya 
bury him?” 
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The doctor was not sure what to answer but replied in the positive.  Still without turning, 
Sonny reached over and pulled his hat from a table. Placing it on his head, he spoke 
again, “Real sorry for takin’ ya out of yer place, Doc.  And when we’re gone, you can 
untie the folks what own this place.  Jest give us some time to get.” 
 
And then he stepped over the threshold of the door and walked out into the night.  He 
knew they were destined to ride back down to Texas, and he knew that eventually he 
would have to face his cousin in one form or another.  He hoped it would be in a situation 
that did not mean the death of one or the other of them, or possibly both.  But he had no 
way of knowing how this would turn out.  He had run his life thus far the only way he 
knew how, but perhaps that time was coming to an end.  Perhaps his time was coming to 
an end.  He knew, in time, he would at least learn that much. 
 

* * * 
 

Texas, October 1871 
 
There were only two horses slowly moving across the barren landscape, but they carried 
the weight of four men.  Looking at them, all of them, one could see the fatigue from 
weeks of travel…escape.  Having somehow lost the marshal’s out of Oklahoma, these 
four men were to remain the hunted through much of the southwest.  Anything and 
everything to try and slip out of the noose set for them.  Mountains, sandy dunes, rock 
nor water could shake their pursuers.  Even splitting their forces did not work, both times 
they tried it.  And now they rolled towards Lago on the only two horses they had left 
aimed to go to the only hospitable place they could think of. 
 
Sonny sat in front, with Gus half asleep behind him.  He could make out the features of a 
farmstead in the distance, but there was not much more around.  Some horses and cattle 
milled about, but only enough to make the farm livable.  An attempt at a garden could be 
seen off to the right of the house, but the elements had been unkind.  And out in the 
middle of the yard, feeding chickens, was the man they had come to see. 
 
Sonny watched Lem stop his work and stand upright, his hand rested above his eyes to 
shield the sun.  Next to him was a woman unfamiliar to Sonny.  As they approached, he 
realized she was Indian.  She too stood up and looked to Lem as if to ask what to do. 
 
The two horses made a stop at the edge of the yard and Lem moved closer to inspect his 
guests.  Immediately he recognized who they were and his face betrayed whatever 
warmth his words were meant to offer. 
 
“Well bless my soul.  I would never expect to see the bunch of you.  Laws no…” 
 
Sonny allowed Gus to jump down from the horse once he had been nudged awake and 
then he too stepped down, quickly moving towards Lem to shake his hand and hopefully 
give him some sense of safety.  As Sonny held out his own hand, he greeted his old friend 
with a simple, “Lem.” 
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There was a sense of trouble among the group, and Lem picked up on it quickly.  But not 
sure what to say or how to approach it, he instead stretched his arm to point at the Indian 
woman, “This here, Lily…Lily One-Feather.  She stumbled past here not long 
back…shunned from her tribe.  Took her in…” 
 
Barnes by now had also stepped down from his rather weary mount and moved forward 
to greet Lem, “Good sir, we must impose upon you to hopefully allow us to rest here for 
a time.  I do hope it is no great inconvenience.” 
 
Lem pondered the idea for a moment or two, but not quite knowing how to respond in the 
negative to this man, simply nodded.  “Spect I might as well be hospitable to the man 
what sold me the farm.  You welcome any time Mr. Barnes.  And I sure do thank ya for 
the chance here.” 
 
“Speak nothing of it, my good man.  Now I wonder, might we find some place to give 
our horses some water?” 
 
Hollis had pulled the reins of both horses together and was already walking towards a 
water trough.  Lem had little choice but to point and nod in assurance.  He stole a look 
towards Sonny, as if to ask if everything was all right, and saw that Sonny was occupied 
looking around the perimeter of the place. 
 
“Don’t see too many folks out this a way, Sonny.  Rest assured of that.” 
 
Sonny shifted to look back at Lem, a haggard look on his face.  His eyes were puffy and 
face red from the sun.  It seemed as if the weight of the world rested on his broad 
shoulders and there was little chance of Lem seeing a smile escape Sonny’s lips. 
 
“Well why don’t we let you folks get on inside and rest up,” Lem continued to play the 
host, unsure of what that might bring.  “Ya’ll be amazed at what ‘ol Pete can cook up.  
He’s inside…come on.” 
 
Lem walked towards the house, his arm outstretched to invite the others to follow.  Lily 
watched with eagle eyes as they passed her, stealing one glance over to Lem who was 
looking back to her as if to say he was none the wiser than she.  And Sonny shifted 
listfully along with Gus half pushing, half stumbling along himself.  As they passed Lem 
at the door of the small one level house, Lem placed his hand on Sonny’s back and 
guided him inside. 
 
“Sure do appreciate ya sendin’ Pete here along.  He’s been a might good cook for us, I 
can tell ya that.” 
 
Lem walked Sonny over to Pete who stood next to a table, a cloth rag in his hand since 
fallen to the floor.  One man’s eyes met the other and instantly, Pete could tell that things 
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had gone worse than expected since they had last seen one another.  Sonny could tell that 
his look exposed his loss of spirit and tried to put a braver face on. 
 
“Good to see ya, pard.”  Sonny held out his hand for Pete to shake. 
 
Pete took the hand, but pulled Sonny in close to give him three hearty slaps on the back 
in a manly hug.  Sonny winced slightly at the affection and pulled back, his attempt at a 
smile no better. 
 
“Well…I have to say…is good to see ya as well, my friend.  You say to Pete that this 
Lem Johnson is honest and good man, and now Pete sees why.”  He shot a smile towards 
Lem that was returned and then realized that the other three men were standing, silent and 
waiting…hoping perhaps, to be offered some food and drink. 
 
“All of you…yes…you sit…I will get drink…water?  No…whiskey, yes.” 
 
Pete wasted little time in pulling out a few chairs and offering them with his hands.  He 
quickly moved towards a cupboard and pulled out a dusty bottle of whisky.  Placing it on 
the table in front of the men, he gathered glasses for everyone, picking up his rag and 
cleaning the last one he placed down. 
 
“You drink…and rest.”  Pete smiled, hoping this was the right thing to do, and perhaps 
what Sonny needed.  And Sonny did his level best to follow along.  All of the men took 
turns pouring a drink and swallowing it in short order.  A quiet descended upon the room 
that was uncomfortable, but no one knew quite what to say.  Eventually, Lily One-
Feather poked her head into the door and grunted.  Lem turned and walked out with her, 
saying quickly back to the room, “Be right back, fellas.” 
 
Taking down the remaining whisky in his glass, Sonny took the opportunity to follow.  
He calmly rested the glass on the table and stood up, giving a slight nod to Pete as he 
walked out the door to speak with Lem.  Once out in the open, he saw Lily talking loudly 
to Lem, her hands gesticulating all over the place and in a language Sonny had never 
heard.  It seemed that Lem did not have that luxury.  Sonny sheepishly moved closer, 
hoping not to anger this Indian woman any more than she might be. 
 
“Lem?  Can I speak to ya?” 
 
Lily looked over with her dark eyebrows squinted in anger.  She gave one look back to 
Lem and then stormed off leaving behind a heavy grunt.  Lem allowed her to go with a 
shrug of his shoulders and smiled to Sonny, “She’s a bit…scared…ya understand?” 
 
“Sure Lem…sure do.  Look…I don’t know how long we got to be here.  Thing is…well, 
we got some folks on our tail…and they ain’t likely to give up it seems.” 
 
“How long?”  Lem looked back with a worried look on his face.  If he was unsure of his 
new guests before, he certainly was now. 
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“Months now, Lem.  And they done followed us through every which a way.  Barnes 
talked about Mexico, and I spect we’ll head that way in not too long, but it’s hard to say 
when.  We’re real tired and ain’t got but the two horses now.  Hard travelin’.” 
 
Lem nodded his head and understood slightly what Sonny was saying to him.  “Look 
here, Sonny…I ain’t got much, but I got a big ‘ol debt to ya, friend.  If it weren’t for you, 
I wouldn’t have this here spread.  Anything I can give ya, I’ll do my level best.” 
 
“How ‘bout some time, Lem.  Can ya do that?”  Sonny asked as he looked over his 
shoulder at Lily still storming about the yard. 
 
Lem followed the glance yet nodded his head anyway.  “Count on it, Sonny.  But I got to 
tell ya…what ya tell me is a sure fright.  I…I don’t want no…” 
 
Sonny could sense what Lem was trying to say and moved to stop him, “I’ll do all I can 
to keep that kind of thing out of here.  Like I said, we’re likely to move on in a little 
while.  But we got to stop and rest fer now.  We got to have that time.” 
 
Sonny looked square into Lem’s eyes, pleading almost, “I got to have that time.” 
 
Lem nodded again and tried to hold his arm out to direct Sonny back to the house.  Sonny 
followed at first, but a look past the house towards the landscape beyond stole his 
attention.  He picked up his pace and walked to the corner of the house, leaning on the 
wall.  Behind him, he heard the sound of someone leaving the house and walking up to 
Lem.  Sonny recognized the voice. 
 
“One hell of a mess we got here,” the distinctive tone of Gus moved past Sonny’s ears.  
“One hell of a mess.” 
 
“Yes…Sonny done told me.”  Sonny heard Lem respond. 
 
“Ain’t even all of it, friend.  He tell ya who was with ‘em?” 
 
“No’m.” 
 
Sonny turned around to see Gus reply, “His cousin.” 
 
Leaving the mental image of Gus and Lem in his head, Sonny shifted away from the wall 
and walked out further into the yard.  He moved to higher ground and started surveying 
the surroundings.  It was open, but mostly barren.  Not a soul was seen for miles around, 
but any dust storm in the distance had to be a worry.  They were not far from Lago now, 
if they wished to go back into that town.  But who knew when the marshals would arrive 
and push them on once again? 
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Sonny hated imposing on Lem like this, but there was little other choice.  His seemed the 
only safe placed among so many no longer safe houses.  But it would not…could 
not…remain that way for long.  And even while Sonny’s main attention was geared 
towards finding the best route to Mexico or beyond…something safer…he kept a small 
reservoir dedicated towards finding and speaking with Will.  Given the circumstance, he 
realized that any attempt to do so would likely result in his own arrest, but perhaps the 
chance to see his cousin would be worth it.  It would extract him from this life, to be sure.  
But that’s if he lived.  And as long as Barnes was around, no meeting between Sonny and 
Will could result in no one being killed.  Barnes would sooner kill the both of them than 
allow any such meeting, as he would never give himself up. 
 
How to do it?  Could Lem be safe if Sonny simply took off?  Pete?  Gus even?  Hollis 
would do anything Barnes told him to do.  And thus Mexico seemed the brighter future 
somehow.  In time. 
 
Sonny sat back on a rock and watched as the sun began to set beyond the hills miles and 
miles away.  The reddish and orange hues that slowly melted into the background of the 
sky kept Sonny’s rapt attention, as they matched his thoughts completely.  They would 
eventually turn to a bluish, black night built for slumber.  And right now, Sonny could 
figure no way that his own outcome could be any different. 
 

* * * 
 
The morning after is often a time to reflect on the decisions made and recognize how 
smart or dumb they were.  This occasion was no different for many of the men sitting at 
the table.  Barnes surely would have liked to be elsewhere, preferably farther south, and 
so too would Hollis, one might assume.  Gus probably would have been fine with his own 
judgment – stay with the group and stay safe.  But the group was becoming increasingly 
less safe, and recognizing this, Lem did not feel entirely comfortable with his own 
decision to allow them to stay and neither did Lily.  Pete?  Sonny was not sure.  He 
almost felt Pete was disappointed seeing him once more, surely due to the fact that he ran 
around with this group of men.  For Sonny himself?  It seemed that Sonny had been 
disappointed for the better part of ten years. 
 
The talk at breakfast had been limited to the warmth of the day and a brief, if boring, 
story about Lem trying to build a barn all by himself. 
 
“You can see the remains right out back,” he said with a smile, obviously without a care 
that the project was never to be completed. 
 
Sonny remained quiet and in his own thought.  He knew what his heart told him to do, 
and what his head said was likely.  But the two did not agree and thus Sonny was stuck 
immobile, like a tree that was dead and just waiting for a strong enough wind to come by 
and blow it over.  He pulled the coffee pot over to him and poured himself a cup, wishing 
it were something a bit stronger. 
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“Mmm-mmm,” Gus exclaimed.  “I don’t know who done taught ya to make cornbread, 
Pete.  But this here got to be some of the best I had since…well hell…I can’t recall the 
last time I had some so good.” 
 
Pete brimmed with pleasure that his cooking was well liked, but shrugged his shoulders 
as if to say he knew not where the talent came from.  “Must have good guide,” he instead 
gave the credit to Lem. 
 
“Taught him everything I know,” Lem was quick to agree. 
 
Sonny sipped on his coffee and watched the Russian man serve up another plate of his 
now famous cornbread. There was one decision that turned out right.  Sonny at least 
knew that helping Lem get set up and sending Pete to him were some of the best choices 
he had ever made.  If only he could have done that a few more times.  He took another sip 
and almost shook his head in bewilderment, but was interrupted when the door of the 
house blew open. 
 
Sonny, just like his fellow outlaws, turned quick to protect himself.  But Lem and Pete 
seem to pay it no mind.  Perhaps they assumed it was Lily One-Feather.  Sonny still 
wasn’t sure where she slept.  But the face of the man that entered instead pushed that 
question from his mind and refocused it on thoughts of ill choices.  The man in front of 
him was a testament to that very same fault. 
 
“Tommy!” Lem hollered out, standing and walking towards Sonny’s old friend.  “I was 
wonderin’ when ya’d make it back out here.  Look like we got some company.” 
 
As Lem gestured to the new arrivals, Thomas’ face moved quickly past all of them and 
towards Sonny.  Neither man smiled, and in fact, Thomas bowed his head just slightly as 
if embarrassed.  Barnes, instead, made his greeting, “Well Thomas…my, my, my.  I must 
admit, I was not sure we would get the pleasure once more.” 
 
Thomas recoiled slightly at the hand that Barnes offered, but shook it just the same.  
Hollis made no movement whatsoever, other than a nod of the head.  Soon after, he was 
once more shoving cornbread in his mouth as if nothing had happened.  Gus, no less 
interested in his eating, at least made movement enough to smile at Thomas and held his 
hand past Barnes to welcome him. 
 
Sonny’s response was of a far different manner.  Rather than greet his old friend, Sonny 
stood and walked past him quickly.  Lem tried to call out to him, but Sonny was too 
quick out the door.  The last person he cared to see right now was Thomas.  The damn 
fool!  Sonny had long passed the idea that Thomas had anything to do with setting him 
those years back, but he had never truly forgiven Kitty for her own role, and Thomas was 
the very reminder he would rather leave behind. 
 
He walked back to the familiar rock on the hill that had kept him company the previous 
evening.  There was still no sign of anything on the horizon and Sonny sat once more, 



 11

ready to contemplate the unthinkable…or at least, the no win situation he was in.  
Unfortunately, Thomas soon interrupted him once again. 
 
“Sonny?” Thomas’ voice asked, wanting to talk to Sonny but not wishing to disturb.  
 
When Sonny’s lack of movement signaled that he would not be recognized, Thomas kept 
moving up the hill.  He knew Sonny might be in a mood, but was intent on talking with 
him anyway.  As he reached the top, he sat using his one arm to balance himself as he did 
so. 
 
“Look here, Sonny…” Thomas started to say until Sonny stopped him. 
 
“I got nothin’ to say, so take it somewheres else.”  Sonny remained harder than the rock 
upon which he sat. 
 
“Look…I ain’t got a clue what yer angry for, Sonny.  When ya left out a here back in ‘65, 
ya didn’t say no word…not even a fair the well…ya jest up and left with Barnes.” 
 
“Ya knew where we was headed.” 
 
Thomas bit at his lip slightly, looking back down the hill as if to find someone calling 
him away.  He then looked back at Sonny, “What’d I do, Sonny?” 
 
Sonny made a point to turn slightly away from Thomas, and he asked the question again.  
“Tell me what I done, can ya?  Ain’t we still friends, Sonny? Don’t I deserve at least 
that?” 
 
“Ya deserve nothin’ but what ya brought on yerself…you and that damned sister a yers!” 
 
Sonny was getting angrier by the second, and Thomas could sense it. But this did not 
deter him, “I ain’t got nothin’ to say about Kitty.  She left on out a here herself couple of 
years back.  I can’t speak for her…but I can speak for myself…” 
 
He stopped just then, and Sonny turned back in spite of himself.  Old habits die hard, he 
supposed, and his instinct was to hear Thomas out even if his head told him to smack him 
over the head with the butt of his gun. 
 
Thomas sat with his head down, and he spoke now almost as a whisper, “Truth is, 
Sonny…I never told ya…but when I saw ya way back in Illinois, during the war…well, it 
was like an angel done come along and took me back home…back to Missouri…back to 
my friend.” 
 
Sonny felt the emotions well to the top, but he pushed them back down with all of his 
might as Thomas continued. 
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“Sure, we’d changed…but it was like I was back home and you and me was fishin’ and 
talkin’…like there never was no damn war and nothin’ coulda kept us apart…jest like 
when we was kids.” 
 
Sonny gave a slight hrmph after that, but Thomas would not let him interrupt now, “And 
when ya came ridin’ back into town here…well, it was the same thing, but better ‘cause I 
knew no war could keep us from bein’ friends again.  It’s like there was another 
chance…someway I could separate my life from before and after the war…I don’t 
know…but there ya were and I wasn’t do so well…it was like a gift, Sonny.  And then it 
was gone away again.” 
 
The look on Thomas’ face practically pierced Sonny’s heart.  He’d seen that face only a 
few times before, and even if he couldn’t place the exact circumstances anymore, he 
knew it was from a time that Thomas discussed that very minute – when the two of them 
were nothing more than children without a care in the world.  Back in a time when a rift 
in their friendship meant the world, and Sonny knew that Thomas would have done 
anything to mend whatever fence was broken.  And in fact, Sonny could sense Thomas 
trying to do the very same now. 
 
And then the plea once more, “What happened, Sonny?” 
 
Damn, that was loaded question!  How could he give any one answer?  How could he 
explain to Thomas that nothing had happened in terms of their specific friendship, that he 
had nothing special against Thomas, now or ever, and that what he was more angry at 
than anything was the very same thing Thomas now spoke of?  He couldn’t admit these 
types of things to himself, much less this man that brought back so many terrible 
memories – of war, of family, of what used to be happiness…of a woman, another 
woman, that had used Sonny and thrown him away like so much waste. 
 
Sonny shifted his weight and slowly held out a hand towards Thomas.  “More than I can 
say…” He allowed the hand to linger in the air for a moment, just as he did his words as 
he followed with, “…friend.” 
 
That last little bit was enough for Thomas, “That’s fine, Sonny.  Ya ain’t got to get talkin’ 
if’n ya don’t want.  I jest…” 
 
“I know, Thomas…I know.”  Sonny turned his face to look back over the morning view 
and knew he truly meant what he had just said.  “Ain’t no rhyme or reason about some 
things, Thomas…they jest happen.  Spect it’s like how we ended up on different sides.” 
 
As Thomas nodded his head in agreement, Sonny realized what he had just said.  Had he 
known what irony was, Sonny would have laughed.  Rather, he rustled his hand in his 
pocket and produced a cigar.  He placed it in his mouth and chewed on it without lighting 
it. 
 
“Ya got another of them?”  Thomas asked innocently. 
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Without a beat, Sonny reached into his pocket again and pulled another for Thomas.   He 
found a light as well and struck it against the rock, holding it to Thomas’ first and then 
his own.  They sat quiet for a few moments before Thomas spoke again.  And when he 
did, it was of more mundane matters…the new saloon in Lago, the barber that had been 
shot last week, and the new job he had for the town paper. 
 
“Them presses only need one good arm, really, and I got me that,” he said with 
satisfaction. 
 
The two of them sat there for the better part of the morning, with mostly Thomas 
discussing his life but occasionally with Sonny joining in about a few items, but little on 
the matters directly at hand.  They seem to fall back into a familiar rhythm, and one that 
Sonny surely felt some comfort in, perhaps now more than ever.  At that moment, the 
number of hogs killed that year by Hamilen Barker seemed far more interesting to Sonny 
than his own impending outcome.  Whatever it was, Sonny allowed himself one brief 
moment to stop and enjoy his time with a friend thought gone forever.  But here Thomas 
was, and seemingly sober for a change.  Sonny had to admit to himself - that was 
unexpected. 
 
“And that was how Lily come to live with Lem.  Ain’t sure if he’s slippin’ her the bone, 
but I got a pert good idea about that.”  Thomas finished his latest offering and sat back 
with his arm supporting his weight.  “Yeah…a real good idea on that.” 
 
Sonny allowed a smile to creep across his face.  “Yeah?” 
 
“You bet,” Thomas grinned back. 
 
“’Bout time, if ya ask me.”  Sonny offered with a chuckle.  “Old boy was about to 
shrivel.” 
 
“Which one?”  Thomas asked as he burst into laughter that carried Sonny with him. 
 
When the laughter stopped, Sonny tamped his cigar on the rock next to him to put it out 
and looked back out over the vista.  “Thomas…I got to ask ya…” Sonny started to 
question, but stopped himself when he realized what he was about to ask. 
 
“What?” 
 
Sonny wanted to ask it, but knew it would only anger him.  But he had to know, “About 
Kitty…” 
 
“Told ya…” Thomas looked back with the recognition that this was a touchy subject with 
Sonny, “She moved on.  Up north.” 
 
“Ain’t no sign of where?”  Sonny was pushing it now. 
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“No…not readily.  But she been sendin’ letters from all over.  That’s how I know it was 
north.  The addresses say so.” 
 
“Ya miss her?”  He was asking himself as much as Thomas. 
 
“All the time, Sonny.  Every day.  But she helped me more than she knows.” 
 
“Yeah?” 
 
“You bet.  Her leavin’ was what pushed me to give up on the drink.  I knew that with her 
gone, I’d be in the grave faster than…” he looked to Sonny and left it at that. 
 
Sonny was pleased to hear that Thomas had quit drinking.  He knew that was most of 
what caused his problems.  And he recognized he too probably suffered form some of the 
same.  He reached out his arm and patted Thomas on the back a few times, “Good thing 
to hear, Thomas.” 
 
“Yeah, well…got me more money in my pocket, that’s for sure.  But I do miss her.” 
 
“Me too,” Sonny heard himself say.  He didn’t know where it came from but he knew he 
meant it.  “Damn!”  He followed up by cursing himself. 
 
“What is it?” 
 
Sonny fought the urge but once more felt the words come out, “She double-crossed me, 
Thomas.  That’s why…” 
 
“Why ya was angry at me?” 
 
Sonny made a brief nod. 
 
“Ya think she was workin’ with Barnes, Sonny…and your wrong.  More wrong than you 
could know.  She was just doing her job.”  Thomas saw that Sonny was about to say 
something in response and stopped him.  “She was, Sonny.  I can figure that ya didn’t 
care for what she did, but there it is…she worked for tricks.  If Barnes figured some way 
to play that agin ya, well…that figures.  But she had no part in nothin’ like that.” 
 
Sonny wanted so desperately to believe that.  He had tried many times to make some 
sense out of her role in the shooting that took place before he had left Lago the last time, 
and it always came back to what the most obvious answer was – just as with Elizabeth – 
she was working for herself.  But did that mean she was working against Sonny?  Perhaps 
Thomas was right.  Perhaps their circumstances simply got crossed…just like so many 
others.  And what was he doing here discussing this when there was a bounty on his head 
and men coming to find him, men including his own cousin? 
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Sonny stood suddenly and Thomas followed, “Look, Sonny…I didn’t mean to…” 
 
“It ain’t that, Thomas.  Don’t care to talk about it and all, but there’s more important 
things to take care of right now.  This jest ain’t the time to bring up old wounds.” 
 
“Sure Sonny…but what’s happenin’?” 
 
Thomas surely did not want to know.  He might have thought he did, but once he found 
the answer, his face went white.  He instantly recognized the quandary for Sonny and 
how truly difficult any choice was for him at the moment.  Had the tables been turned, 
Thomas knew he would find himself face down from the bottle.  But Sonny didn’t have 
that luxury. 
 
“Thomas,” Sonny came close to him.  “Barnes is probably gonna ask ya to be a look out 
in the town, if I know him by now.  And ya do jest that.  But I want ya to talk to me 
before ya say anything to him, ya got me?” 
 
“What’s up, Sonny?  Ya thinkin’ of…” 
 
“Never mind what I’m thinkin’.  Jest come to me before ya give Barnes any information.  
Them marshals ought to be here any day and I need to know if Will’s with ‘em.  Can ya 
do that for me?” 
 
Thomas nodded with force, “You bet, Sonny.  Anything I can do.  I’m jest sorry it has to 
be like this, you not seein’ Will all this time and all…” 
 
“Yeah…me too.” 
 
The sadness in Sonny’s voice was evident, and he looked back out over the landscape 
once more longing to ride out of there at that very moment and go with Thomas towards 
Lago.  They could both meet Will and maybe even ride back to Missouri.  Maybe they 
could fix the old homestead up and live like normal people.  But Sonny knew those 
thoughts were dreams.  Like so many other circumstances, this was another out of his 
control.  But maybe…just maybe Thomas could get to Will first.  And then… 
 
Sonny slapped Thomas on the back lightly as he turned to face him once again, “Jest let 
me know, OK?  That’s the best help you could give me.” 
 
Thomas nodded again and the two walked back down the hill together, barely noticing 
Barnes leaning against the house as he watched the two of them.  Sonny made a slight 
gesture as acknowledgment, but kept walking with Thomas across the yard as they 
continued to catch up and once more enjoy each other’s company.  Sonny had not wanted 
to see Thomas when he arrived, but later that day when he left, Sonny was sure glad to 
see him.  He was a friend re-found, and perhaps…perhaps more. 
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* * * 
 

Texas, November 1871 
 
The day started just as the others had since Sonny and the group had been at Lem’s.  Lily 
One-Feather and Lem would get up early and start the work, closely followed by Pete.  
And then Barnes would rise and walk around outside a bit by himself, at times almost 
looking like an overseer.  Hollis and Gus would follow soon after but Sonny would have 
been up before everyone.  Much like Barnes, he needed time alone.  Time to think and 
time to consider that which was inconsiderable the day before. 
 
It had been just three days since they had arrived at Lem’s, and though that had been 
enough to push the month forward, their situation remained exactly the same.  Barnes had 
mentioned the evening before that they should probably head on in the next day or two, 
but he seemed unsure somehow, or so it seemed to Sonny.  And that, mixed with his own 
uncertainty, was a worry.  Had Barnes somehow decided that Sonny was a liability, 
knowing his cousin was a tracker for the marshals?  And if so, what did that suggest 
might happen to those friends of Sonny that surrounded them – Lem, Pete, 
Thomas…even Gus? 
 
As much as Sonny cared, by this point in his life, he was ready to leave them behind if it 
meant reuniting with his cousin somehow.  Each morning, Sonny waited on his familiar 
rock, watching the horizon for any signs of a guest, or guests.  He especially waited for 
Thomas to return with some word about Will.  Once that word came, it would be time for 
Sonny to make his decision.  And he was fairly sure he knew what that would be. 
 
As it was, he did not have to wait terribly long that day as Thomas arrived soon after the 
others sat down to breakfast.  He was slow to crest the hill in the distance, but once he 
was clearly in Sonny’s eyesight, Thomas seemed to slow down.  Sonny realized it was 
only his lack of readiness to answer his own question that produced such a feeling, but it 
made the truth no less so.  But by the time Thomas had reached Sonny, and dismounted 
his horse, there was an energy in the air that had somehow seemed absent before, as if a 
charge had been struck under Sonny that made him want to move immediately. 
 
“So…what’s the word?”  Sonny was quick to ask before Thomas even had a chance for a 
proper greeting. 
 
Thomas looked over to the house first and then back at Sonny, his eyes searching.  “He’s 
there.  I’m pert sure I saw him talkin’ with one of them marshals.” 
 
“Absolutely sure?”  Sonny grabbed Thomas collar and pulled him close. 
 
Thomas nodded and took a second look back down to the house.  When he turned to see 
what Sonny wanted to do, he was met with an empty space.  Sonny had already started 
walking down the opposite side of the hill.  Thomas followed him and saw that he 
already had a horse saddled and ready to go. 
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“Hey…where ya goin’, Sonny?” 
 
“Where ya think?” 
 
Thomas led his own horse close to Sonny and reached out his arm to stop him.  “Ain’t ya 
gonna tell Barnes somethin’?” 
 
Sonny remained standing there with a hard look on his face and Thomas quickly 
understood. 
 
“How ‘bout Lem?  Or Pete?” 
 
“We need to go…now.” 
 
That was all Sonny could say.  He had lifted himself up on his horse and was already 
starting a slow trot, and Thomas wasted little time in joining him.  They were soon on 
their way and Lem’s house grew smaller in the distance.  Sonny could only think about 
what was ahead…the greeting he might give Will…and the explanation.  But he felt 
better than he had felt in a long time, and he was ready to face whatever consequences 
might arise just as long as he could meet up with his cousin again. 
 
So it was surprising when not long after they left, Hollis caught up with them and pulled 
his horse alongside in travel. 
 
“Where ya headed?” he asked with a sharp smile that played with Sonny. 
 
Both Thomas and Sonny tried to look calm and Sonny was quick with an answer, “Jest 
headed into the town.” 
 
Hollis allowed his eyebrows to rise in a question, and Sonny quickly followed that up, 
“Kitty left somethin’ for me…at the house.  Thomas was takin’ me to get it.” 
 
“That whore again,” Hollis quickly spit out.  “That one’ll sure give ya trouble.” 
 
Sonny pushed down his anger and simply nodded as he picked up his pace just slightly.  
Hollis was not going to let it go that easily, however.  “Mighty dangerous to be headin’ 
into town, ain’t it Sonny?” 
 
“Thomas told me them marshals ain’t even there yet.”  Sonny was trying to bide his time, 
not sure if he should simply kill Hollis right there and be done with it or to keep moving 
and hope he gave up.  He knew the later was most likely never going to happen, but he 
was not prepared to do the former…not right now when he was about to see Will.  He 
had enough to be sorry for, much less another murder on his hands. 
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“I find that hard to believe,” Hollis refused to give in.  “Fact is, Barnes saw the two of ya 
leave.  He was a little worried, I gotta say.” 
 
“So he sent ya to play spy?”  Sonny kept his gaze forward as he allowed himself the dig 
on Hollis. 
 
“Yeah.  And I spect ya fellas don’t mind if I tag along…do ya?” 
 
Sonny simply kept riding without responding, leaving it up to Thomas to respond, “Suit 
yerself.” 
 
And that is how they stayed for the remainder of the trip into Lago - Sonny unwilling to 
give into Hollis but also unwilling to take care of the problem, and Hollis perhaps even 
aware of this and glued to Sonny’s side. 
 
As they approached the outskirts of town, they could all see that Lago had grown.  More 
streets seemed added and it was no longer a one-strip town.  Wagon trains were lined up 
all along the road leading in, and there was quite a bit more activity than Sonny 
remembered.  But the center of town was almost the same.  Busier, but still with the same 
saloon, the same old office that Barnes had used, though now home of the Lago Gazette 
and in the distance, the same whorehouse where Kitty had worked. 
 
The three men slowly moved along the road and reached a hitch not far from the edge of 
town and stopped.  All three were quick to get down from their horses, but while Thomas 
and Sonny had their eyes focused on the town, Hollis had his on Sonny.  Tying the horses 
up, they all began movement further into Lago, and it did not take long for Sonny’s lie to 
become apparent. 
 
There was a new feature in Lago that had not been there before, and this was the sheriff’s 
office.  Though there had been sheriff at times before, it had usually been an honorary 
position and one not taken terribly seriously, but from the looks of this office, times had 
changed.  And to make matters worse, the activity outside the office was bustling. 
 
What happened next seemed to occur in slow motion.  It was clear to everyone looking 
that the men in front of them were the very same marshals they wanted to avoid.  And 
though Sonny knew that Hollis was surely angry, he was still a little shocked at his 
response.  The marshals began to turn and focus on the men walking down the street and 
whether they recognized Hollis or Sonny as some of the men they were looking for, 
Hollis did not let them take action.  Instead, he started it.  Pulling both six-shooters from 
his side, he began firing.  Quickly, Sonny found himself scrambling for cover and 
pushing Thomas along to do the same. 
 
The street was cleared almost immediately as the townspeople were aware of what to do 
should a gunfight break out.  After all, it was not an uncommon occurrence.  But what 
took their place was a barrage of fire and smoke from the street in front of the sheriff’s 
office.  There must have been at least six or seven of them, all hunkered down and doing 
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their best to stop these men that had fired upon them.  And to make matters worse for 
Sonny, not one among them was Will.  
 
Sonny had little choice but to return fire if he did not want to be killed, and Thomas was 
little help, as he no longer carried a gun.  Losing sight of his friend, he focused on the 
other side of the street, trying to scare but not kill with his shots.  Hollis was some ways 
further down the street, and not at all concerned with the damage he might inflict.  And 
there it stood for a few minutes until out of the front door of the sheriff’s office walked a 
man that looked awfully familiar to Sonny. 
 
He was older, and a little heavier than Sonny remembered, but the hair coloring, the build 
and the face were a dead giveaway.  The man was Will.  And for a moment, Sonny was 
not sure what to do.  He had already made his decision, but now in the face of unfriendly 
fire, he was unaccustomed to standing down.  But he did not want to risk hitting Will, and 
now that he had seen him, simply wished for the whole thing to stop.  Perhaps it was that 
wish that led him to stand up tall and holler across the street,  
 
“WILL!” 
 
Will must have heard it because he looked directly towards Sonny, and quickly moving 
forward, he motioned for the marshals to stop firing in his direction.  They did not stop 
firing at Hollis however, and that was partly because Hollis too had seen Sonny yell, and 
upon seeing who responded, began aiming directly at him.  Will ducked down and the 
marshals aimed everything they had towards Hollis.  It was some kind of luck that 
followed him as he backed down the street towards his horse.  Mounting while 
maintaining his own pressure, Hollis was quick to speed away back towards safety and 
Barnes. 
 
Once he was gone, Sonny wasted no time in yelling again, but was met by shouts for him 
to drop his weapon and walk out into the street.  He was prepared to do that very thing 
but a noise behind him made him stop.  Turning, Sonny saw Thomas lying on the ground, 
blood quickly seeping through his shirt from a hole in his chest.  He had been shot. 
 
Sonny kneeled down and crawled over to Thomas, grabbing his hand as he reached him.  
“Ya OK?” 
 
Thomas shook his head slowly from left to right but did not speak right away. 
 
“Damn it, Thomas.  Don’t ya do this!” 
 
Thomas tried to open his mouth, but silence was all the came out.  Sonny brushed back 
his hair and cleaned his face off slightly as he looked back towards Will and then once 
again at the white face of Thomas. 
 
“Sonny,” Thomas finally spoke with a gurgling breath.  He reached towards his chest 
with care and fumbled around until he had a gold chain in his hands.  The chain held a 
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locket and Thomas pulled it from around his neck.  “Here…” he struggled to say as he 
held it out for Sonny to take. 
 
“What?”  Sonny was not sure what to say or ask.  He simply wanted Thomas to live.  But 
that tall order was not to be.  Thomas pushed his hand into his friend’s chest and finally 
Sonny took the chain and locket from him. 
 
“Give this…to Kitty,” Thomas sputtered as best he could.  “And say hey…hey to…Will.” 
 
Sonny watched his eyes close and his chest give one more timid heave.  And then 
Thomas died. 
 
There was only time enough for Sonny to absentmindedly put the chain and locket in his 
pocket before he heard shouts behind him. 
 
“Drop yer weapon!” 
 
“Stand up!” 
 
“Keep yer hands in the air!” 
 
Sonny did everything that was asked of him as he kept his eyes on Thomas.  He did not 
notice Will walk up, but he felt the hand on his shoulder.  He turned to look at his cousin 
and was actually shocked when he did not know what to say. 
 
“Sonny?”  Will questioned.  “That really you?” 
 
Sonny looked into Will’s eyes and could see the threat of disappointment.  But he had no 
choice. 
 
“Yeah Will…it’s me.” 
 
And that was all the time they had.  The marshals swarmed Sonny without wasting a 
minute more.  They had him cuffed and were dragging him away as Will followed 
behind.  Both men took a few glances back at Thomas as he lay dead by the street, but 
neither showed any emotion about it.  Instead, Will wanted to know everything that had 
happened to Sonny and Sonny was beginning to regret his decision.  It had ended with 
Thomas killed and himself arrested.  What kind of power did Will have?  Did he have 
any weight with these men?  Was his plan destined to fail and find Sonny in jail or 
hanged? 
 
Sonny did not know the answers to these questions, nor did he know how he would, or 
even could, explain himself to his cousin.  But he had found him.  And that was 
something.  A start.  What happened after might be considered a new life.  Or so Sonny 
hoped.  But if the earlier parts of his life were any indication, this was one wish that 
might never be true. 
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* * * 

 
It was neither the culmination of a reunion long sought, nor a reward for a good decision, 
but rather the losing end of a half-hatched plan that found one friend dead and another or 
more in trouble.  Instead of gaining his cousin once again, he had lost his oldest friend 
and ended up chained and captured.  And so Sonny sat, angry and sullen; unable to think 
of a way out or how to face the inevitable conversation with Will that was now at hand. 
 
With his legs shackled and chained to large iron loops anchored to the floor, and his 
hands no less free, Sonny has now prisoner of the U.S. Marshals.  His face matched the 
description of several flyers they had posted and there was no denying his actions just 
outside.  Even if Hollis started the shooting, Sonny was now charged.  The marshals were 
a professional government service and did not stand for justice without following all legal 
means, so the safety of knowing Sonny would not be judged by mob rule was some small 
satisfaction he could look forward to, but that was the limit of Sonny’s luck.  And now 
Will stood in front of him with a quizzical look in his eye and an angry tone. 
 
“How is this possible, Sonny?  What in blazes were ya thinkin’?”  Will tossed the report 
he had been given on the table and Sonny eyed it, curious to know what the government 
actually had on him.  But he remained silent for now, unsure of how to respond to his 
cousin. 
 
Will walked the length of the second story room and looked out the window overlooking 
Lago’s main street below.  He shook his head from left to right and said almost to 
himself, “Your parents would have never wanted this.” 
 
Oh how that stung!  Sonny might have rushed his cousin at that point and fought him as 
hard as he could, had he been free.  But with his chains, Sonny could only swing his head 
to face his cousin, spitting on the floor, “Don’t ya talk about them!  Ain’t got nothin’ to 
do with it!” 
 
“The hell it don’t,” Will swung around on Sonny and threw his hands in the air.  “Yer ma 
would die if she knew you was into all this!  Yer Da, too!” 
 
“God done took care of that already, or do ya remember somethin’ different happenin’?  
They got yer parents too, Will!  And I don’t recall them leavin’ any directions on what to 
do next…do you?” 
 
Will rushed to Sonny’s side and fought back the urge to knock him across the face.  He 
simply did not know how to react to what Sonny had become.  And Sonny had no way to 
explain it to him. 
 
“How many have ya killed, Sonny?”  Will’s eyes pleaded for an impossible answer as 
Sonny turned his face to look away. 
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“Do ya enjoy it?” 
 
Sonny remained stone cold without an ounce of emotion.  He stared off into the distance 
and actually considered the number.  Ten?  Twenty?  Somehow he had lost track.  And 
no…to answer his cousin’s question…he did not enjoy it.  But he’d be damned if he was 
going to admit it one way or the other to Will…or anybody. 
 
“I jest can’t figure…ya always had the better head between you and Din…the better 
sense of right and wrong…” 
 
Sonny felt a long since forgotten emotion well up inside his chest, but he refused to give 
into the temptation to let it out.  He simply looked at Will with almost empty eyes and 
said softly, “Don’t matter what Dinny thinks neither, does it Will?” 
 
“Sonny!  How can ya be so cold about it?  I don’t know who you are!” 
 
Sonny allowed a small laugh to escape his lips.  That was the first thing Will had said that 
he agreed with.  He nodded his head as he looked across the room towards the door and 
saw a marshal enter. 
 
“Mr. Gamble,” the marshal began as he picked up the report and looked at the marks 
against Sonny.  “I’m sorry to say that there was no chance to save the gentleman in the 
street.  He was dead long before our surgeons could take a look at him.” 
 
Looking up at Sonny with sharp eyes he raised his voice slightly, “Nor could we save 
Deputy Marshal Don Gary, son.  So I guess that makes us even.” 
 
“Thomas wasn’t no part of who yer after!”  Sonny spat. 
 
“Regardless, sir, you will now face the law that you have so cavalierly skirted thus far.  
And it will be my pleasure to see justice delivered.” 
 
The marshal looked at Will, “I am afraid I must cut short your meeting with this prisoner.  
I understand he is family and all, but we ain’t done findin’ these criminals” 
 
There was a look back to Sonny on those words, and Will followed it.  He and Sonny 
looked into each other’s eyes and searched for any sign of recognition.  Sonny, for his 
part, allowed his guard to fall slightly and tried to find some way to reconnect with his 
cousin, but he found little.  And Will?  He was simply too stunned to make heads or tails 
out of Sonny’s actions.  He still could not get Kinchen’s face out of his head…how 
devastated he would have been. 
 
“Yer Da, Sonny…jest think to him.” 
 
That was the limit of Will’s advice.  He knew it would sting.  He meant it to.  He couldn’t 
change Sonny, but he could remind him of where he came from.  But Sonny did not take 
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the bait.  His eyes went dark again and he looked away and out the window.  The marshal 
gestured for Will to leave and he followed as he gave a half-hearted wave to Sonny, but 
there was no response.  Sonny was alone.  There was nothing Will could do.  He would 
hang.  Unless he could find a way out of there.  And his prospects were not good. 
 
To escape, he faced having to unchain himself, somehow make it from the second story 
and away from his guards and then find some way to get out of town.  Without some sort 
of luck, there was little Sonny could do to effect his situation.  But that did not stop him 
from thinking.  When the marshal left and closed the door behind him, there was only one 
guard in the room.  He was a larger man, heavy in the stomach rather than the chest.  And 
he had so far ignored much of the discussion in the room, satisfied to hold his position 
and do what he was told.   
 
Another guard sat outside the room and had come in every so often to check on things, 
and this one seemed more amiable.  Rather than jeer at Sonny, he seemed a good old boy 
type that was simply getting paid.  He sensed that this guard had some sympathy for 
Sonny.  Perhaps he had worked in a similar line of work at some point.  That might 
explain it. 
 
Sonny arched his neck to look as much behind him as possible, and then returned to spy 
the window.  There was a slight balcony, but there was nothing to jump to in the event 
that he freed himself from his chains.  And there was a gun cabinet on the wall opposite, 
by the door.  Two shotguns stood upright and Sonny saw ammunition boxes on the shelf 
below. 
 
He cleared his throat and tipped his head at the guard, “Hey there…ya think I can maybe 
take a visit to the outhouse?  I been workin’ up some kind of shit all mornin’ and it’s 
poundin’ at the door, if ya know what I mean?” 
 
When the guard did not respond at first, Sonny was more vehement, “Hey!  Ya want me 
to mess myself right here?” 
 
The guard laughed slightly.  He stood and walked over to the door, opening it to ask his 
fellow guard if it might be permissible.  They spoke together for a few seconds and then 
both returned to the room. 
 
“Better not try nothin’ funny,” the first guard said as the second guard bent to unlock his 
leg chains.  They were tossed aside and they both helped Sonny to stand. 
 
“I’ll take him out back to the shitter and stand watch outside.  You stay here in case 
Wilson comes back, hear?” 
 
The heavyset guard nodded and sat back down as the second guard walked Sonny 
carefully out of the room and down the stairs.  It was a direct line from the second floor 
to the door out back and Sonny took in every detail he could.  He was led outside and he 
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allowed himself a moment to appreciate the sun on his face.  The guard pulled at him and 
kept him moving as he was walked to the outhouse. 
 
Sonny’s hands were still shackled and he held them out to the guard, “Ain’t ya gonna 
take these off?” 
 
The guard chuckled, “Yer gonna have to figure that out fer yerself, pard.”  He reached up 
and grabbed the door to the outhouse through the moon shaped cut near the top and 
swung it open for Sonny.  The smell hit him instantly.  This was a well used outhouse.  
But he took a step up and in and pulled the door shut behind him. 
 
He stood in the small space and thought hard on how next to proceed.  Looking around, 
he tried to find something he might use as a weapon.  As he followed the limited objects 
at his disposal, he spied a tin on the floor.  It was most likely where the paper was, so not 
out of place, but the lid was slightly askew as if someone had hastily replaced it.  
Bending down, he nudged at it and one side fell to the floor, allowing Sonny to see the 
revolver inside…Gus’s gun.  That glorious, wonderful bastard!   
 
He reached in and grasped the gun in his hands, checking to make sure it was loaded.  
But of course it was.  It would have done Gus little good to put it in here otherwise.  The 
question was, where was Gus now?  Surely lurking outside somewhere, but would he be 
ready when Sonny made his move.  He’d at least have enough time to hear it, just like 
everyone else.  So there was no time like the present to move. 
 
Turning in the heat soaked rankness, Sonny kicked the door and sent it swinging wide.  
He leveled his weapon and quickly caught sight of the guard, firing twice and hitting first 
his gun hand and then his leg.  It wouldn’t kill him, but it would give Sonny time to get 
across the yard and upstairs to retrieve his rig.  He burst out of the box and ran as fast as 
he could, ignoring the possibility that there might be other guards around.  He didn’t 
really know how many there were in total.  And it mattered little.  He would either 
succeed or fail. 
 
Reaching the door to the sheriff’s office, he considered the time of day.  Most of them 
would be sitting down to supper after the long hours of the morning.  He gambled that 
few would be stuck standing guard and opened the door carefully.  His suspicion was 
correct, as the hallway lay empty.  Taking a cautious step inside, he tried to cover his 
blind spots as he rushed towards the stairs and up.  The last few found him slowing down 
to make sure the door was closed and he could surprise the heavy one. 
 
Cresting the second floor and slowly making his way towards the wall, Sonny allowed 
himself a look downstairs.  To his surprise, he was greeted by Gus with a huge grin on his 
face.  “What’s happenin’, pard?” 
 
“Get out a here!” Sonny hissed.  “Get some horses and pull ‘em under the balcony out 
front.” 
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Gus nodded and started to go but turned back for a second, “Don’t I get no thanks for 
savin’ yer hide?” 
 
“Yeah…thanks, ya sumbitch.  Now come on!” 
 
Gus smiled again, but wasted no time in doing as Sonny directed.  And Sonny wasted no 
time in moving back towards the door, but was again shocked to now find it open and the 
heavy set guard fumbling for his gun after hearing noises but not expecting what he 
found outside the room. 
 
WHAM! 
 
Sonny fired a shot that hit the man directly on the belt, severing his holster and gun.  As 
they fell to the floor, the guard looked up and was greeted by a second shot that hit him in 
the foot and sent his heavy frame tumbling to the floor. 
 
“Sorry ‘bout that, pard.  But yer in the way.”  Sonny leapt over him and secured his guns 
and hat.  He still had his handcuffs on but he’d have to worry about that later.  Instead, he 
went towards the gun cabinet and pulled down a shotgun.  Loading it with two shells, he 
moved towards the double doors that led out onto the balcony and carefully opened them 
to survey the street below. 
 
A shot from across the street ricochet off the doorframe next to Sonny’s head as he poked 
through to see outside and he quickly squatted down and made his way onto the balcony.  
Lifting himself, he fired one quick round from the shotgun towards where he though the 
man was, and another directly below in the event someone was on the landing.  He 
jumped back down again to load two more shells, and craned his neck to see if Gus was 
on his way.   
 
Hearing the sound of horses, Sonny stood this time and fired another shot across the 
street and was somehow missed by a shot that whizzed past his ear.  He turned to face 
another man inside the room behind him and fired a second time.  The man dropped to 
the floor, just missing the bulk of the shot and took scattered hits in his arm as Sonny 
released the weapon.  It fell to the ground as Sonny braced himself with his chained 
hands on the railing for a jump.  He placed all his weight on his arms and leapt over, 
quickly falling and coming to a solid stop atop a brown and white palomino.  His hands 
grasped the reins and he kicked with his legs as she took off like a bullet. 
 
Gus followed directly behind, covering as best he could and the two men rode out of 
town without stopping for at least six miles.  Even then, it was only long enough for Gus 
to shoot the handcuffs from Sonny’s wrist and tell him about Hollis’ return. 
 
“He was mighty sore,” Gus warned.  “And Barnes too.  I lit out of there the minute I 
heard, and told Lem to keep them others safe.  But there ain’t no tellin’ what Barnes 
gonna do.” 
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Sonny agreed and allowed himself one look back.  He hoped he was not done completely 
with his cousin, but this was no time for sentimentality.  He was not going to swing from 
any tree nor would he be put behind bars.  Sonny had experienced some kind of freedom 
for too long for that.  He turned back to Gus and nodded his head, but still with a sad look 
in his eye.  Sonny was still not ready to look past his anger at how the whole affair had 
turned out.  He should have known better. He was perhaps more angry with himself than 
anything.  He should have known not to trust.  Even his cousin.  After all, how could he?  
And the guilt that followed, both from Thomas’ death and the long repressed thought of 
his father were weighing on him terribly. 
 
He’d have to square things with Will some other time, if he was able.  But now, he 
followed Gus.  Back towards Barnes, and a confrontation a long time coming.  He had a 
fair idea of what to expect and how to respond.  But nothing could have prepared him for 
what he found in the end.  It simply made no sense.   
 
Then again, not much did these days. 
 

* * * 
 
From a distance, things seemed normal, but it was only upon reaching the near 
surroundings of Lem’s spread that Sonny realized something very bad had happened.  A 
plume of smoke wafted into the horizon in front of them and there was an eerie quiet that 
hung in the air that spoke loudly in Sonny’s ear.  Barnes had reacted, it seemed.  And the 
reaction could not have been worse. 
 
As Gus and Sonny directed their mounts around the house, they were both quick to spot 
the once meager attempt at a garden now on fire.  And on the ground in front of it lay 
Lily One-Feather, face down in the dirt and her skirt hiked up halfway over her waist as if 
she had fallen that way.  Sonny made quick movement with his eyes to survey to rest of 
the grounds and his darkest worry came to light.  Next to the front door of the house, 
sitting up with his back against the doorframe as if simply taking a rest, was Lem.  His 
head drooped down to his right shoulder, and the bullet hole through his temple was a 
clear sign that this was a longer rest than intended. 
 
Sonny was speechless.  Gus had jumped from his horse and moved to Lily’s side.  Seeing 
that she too had been shot in the head, he turned back to Sonny with a blank look on his 
face.  “Could Barnes of done this?  Truly?” 
 
Sonny continued to sit on his horse, not desiring to move.  He did not want to accept that 
Lem was dead, and that perhaps he might somehow be the cause of it.  He only wanted to 
see his cousin.  Didn’t he deserve that?  He certainly didn’t deserve this.  And neither did 
Lem. 
 
“Sonny!  We got to go find them bastards!  Barnes has to pay for this!”  Gus stormed to 
Sonny’s side and looked up to him from the ground.  “Ain’t ya got nothin’ to say?” 
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The look Sonny returned was not one that Gus understood.  Was Sonny scared?  The 
eyes, usually squinted and hard, were now wider and almost welling with tears.  That was 
not something Sonny was known for.  And he seemed to be trembling.  Gus could see 
Sonny’s leg move slightly against the side of the horse. 
 
“Sonny?  What is it?” 
 
“They…” 
 
Sonny could not complete the sentence.  It was too horrible.  He pulled in on the reins 
and turned his horse around ninety degrees, looking off towards the sun swept land that 
surrounded the place.  He was only trying to make some sense out of it but his eye landed 
upon what looked to be a reflection of something in the distance.  His instinct quickly 
took over and he spurred his horse to head towards it. 
 
Moving at a feverish pace, Sonny was quick down the slope and then up a rocky 
embankment.  He already had his revolver pulled and directed it towards the man he 
hoped it would be.  He was surprised when it was Pete instead. 
 
“Sonny?  God bless you!  It was terrible thing…” 
 
Pete stood there with a spyglass in one hand and a rusty pistol in the other.  His clothes 
were dirty as if he had been crawling along the ground and there were clear signs of tears 
streaked across his otherwise filthy face.  “It was the man…Hollis…” 
 
Sonny jumped from his horse and holstered his weapon as he stepped forward to 
carefully take the pistol from Pete.  He placed it in the saddlebag and then returned to 
place his hand on Pete’s shoulder.  “There…there ain’t no words…I can’t explain this…” 
 
Pete seemed to understand what Sonny wanted to say but was still in a state of shock 
himself.  These men had saved him from another death only to bring him so very close 
again.  But he trusted Sonny somehow.  And he saw that the deaths had torn at him as 
well. 
 
“But how did you escape?”  Pete all the sudden realized how incredible it was that Sonny 
was standing in front of him.  He was supposed to be locked up. 
 
“Gus,” was the simple answer and Sonny left it at that.  He gestured for Pete to get onto 
the horse and he too mounted.  Riding back towards the house, Sonny tried to think of 
ways to avoid the bodies once he saw them again.  He did not like seeing Lem in such 
fashion.  And he could not bear touching him. 
 
They pulled to a stop once back into the yard and Sonny was grateful to see that Gus had 
already moved.  Lem and Lily lay tangled together, and Gus stood next to them eying the 
garden fire.  The thought of it was awful, but Sonny realized that this was the best thing 
to do. 
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“Go ahead,” he called out as he stepped down from the horse and walked over to Gus.  
“We ain’t got time to bury ‘em.”  He shuddered as he said it. 
 
They both stood there, silent with their heads bowed for a few moments as Pete walked 
up to join them.  They remained that way for a long time, the three of them lost in their 
own thoughts and remembrances, and some thoughts by Sonny tying this to an earlier 
time and place. 
 
Sonny finally lifted his head and took one more look at Lem.  Turning back towards the 
house, he uttered with an empty voice, “Throw ‘em on the fire, Gus.  Jest do it.” 
 
As Gus and Pete reluctantly went through with the action, Sonny walked back to the 
house, stopping briefly by the door to look down at where Lem had been killed.  The shot 
had passed through him and made a mark on the frame of the door, bloody and splintered.  
In disgust, he passed over the threshold and inside. 
 
It was musty in the afternoon sun, and the light played tricks through the torn curtains 
over the windows.  There looked to be little sign of struggle, but it was clear that Barnes 
was gone.  All of his and Hollis’ gear had been removed.  Sonny realized that there 
would be no clues to help him find Barnes and a part of him did not even want to.  What 
a waste the last search had been, and now to go off in search of another man to kill?  The 
list of things he could be proud of had become expressly shorter, and Sonny did not look 
forward to another item placed there. 
 
Pete startled him when the Russian entered the house.  But Sonny recovered and turned to 
face the man.  “What exactly did Barnes say?  Did you hear?” 
 
Pete shook his head and messed about near the table where he was packing a few things 
together in a satchel.  “I was not around.  When Gus leave, I already scared of Mr. 
Hollis…Lem…” Pete stopped for a second as he said the name.  “He tell me to go off and 
hide and I do as he say.  I do not trust this man Barnes.  I should have stay and help my 
friend.” 
 
As he hung his head low, Sonny walked over to him and found some way to try and 
comfort Pete.  “Don’t do that to yerself, Pete.  Ain’t nothin’ ya could a done that woulda 
kept them alive.  Hell, he’d a killed you to if you was here.” 
 
“I suppose…” Pete held back tears. 
 
“Ain’t no supposin’.  That there’s a certainty.”  Sonny kept a firm grip on Pete’s shoulder 
and pressed it as he felt the emotions in himself. 
 
Gus walked in and found the two men silent and could not think of any way to interrupt 
it, nor did he want to.  He walked to the corner and picked up the rest of his own gear and 
started to walk back out.  He was greeted by a stranger holding a gun. 
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Pete and Sonny too turned to face the intruder and Gus was quick to return the favor of 
being drawn on.  But Sonny stayed his friend’s hand as he held out his own, “No.  Ain’t 
no call for that.” 
 
He looked to the man in the doorway and tipped his head, “How do, Will?” 
 
“What in hell are ya doin’, Sonny?”  Will asked, shocked that he had found Sonny once 
again. 
 
“What’s it look like?  I ain’t gonna hang, Will.” 
 
His cousin dropped his own weapon and walked towards Sonny.  “I can’t help ya, 
Sonny.” 
 
“I know that!” Sonny was quick to return as he pulled away from Will.  “Ain’t sayin’ to.  
But I ain’t stickin’ around for yer friends.” 
 
“How’d ya find us, anyway?”  Gus broke in and Will turned to face him with a scowl. 
 
“Tracked you out of Lago.  It weren’t too hard to hear all the ruckus and I saw the two of 
ya leave town.”  He looked back to Sonny.  “And them others ain’t far behind.” 
 
That statement put some energy into Sonny’s movement and he went about gathering his 
own things, what little of them there were.   He shared a quick look with Gus and he too 
moved with more speed, gathering food and other items for a longer journey.  When they 
had what they were taking with them, they stopped and look at Pete. 
 
“Look here…I know ya don’t want to come with us…but I don’t think ya should stay 
here.” 
 
Pete nodded his head quickly, “You are right.  I do not wish to come.  But I do not wish 
to stay.  As you say…it is more safe for Pete to travel with you.  I know no one else.” 
 
Sonny looked to Will.  “Maybe you could stay with my cousin.  Will?” 
 
“Sonny, I got to tell them marshals whatever I found here.”  It was easy to see that Will 
did not seem happy about that.  “He can stay, but I can’t vouch for what’ll happen to him 
once they see the bodies outside.  It ain’t like I got a whole lot of freedom with ‘em.” 
 
Sonny and Will shared a look as if Will was asking for forgiveness for working with the 
Federals and Sonny had honestly never thought about that aspect.  But it mattered little at 
this point.  As Gus had told him earlier, the war was over.  And he was somewhat 
grateful that his cousin had not followed in the same type of path he had. 
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Will changed his expression slightly to one more pleading as he spoke again, “If you are 
goin’…then ya’d best get movin’ now.” 
 
Pete nodded as he looked at Sonny, “I come with you.  But to where?” 
 
Sonny pulled his own satchel from the table and slung it over his shoulder as he walked 
to the door, his boots making slow but deliberate sounds as they met the wood floor.   
 
“Mexico,” was all he said. 
 
Gus moved right after him and followed him out the door, giving a slight tip of the cap to 
Will as he passed.  Pete did not wait himself as he shifted his weight at first and then 
followed behind leaving Will alone in the house.  Sonny did not wait for him to walk out 
as he prepared his horse and then mounted.  It was only as he was slowly trotting out of 
the yard that the cousins met one more time. 
 
“Sonny!” Will shouted to stop him.  Sonny did so and waited to hear his cousin.  “I 
guess…I’ll see ya again?” 
 
Sonny kept his gaze ahead and simply tipped his head forward as he kicked at his horse 
once more to move along.  Gus and Pete followed on their own horses leaving Will 
standing there, once more alone. 
 
Sonny had said Mexico, and that was their intended destination to be sure.  But what they 
were to do down there once they arrived was anyone’s guess.  None of them truly knew if 
Barnes went there.  It had only been mentioned a few times.  But it was the best guess.  If 
only Sonny had the desire.  Instead, he was full of dread.  It seemed like the worst things 
that could happen had happened and the two men riding with him were just as capable of 
falling prey to Sonny’s curse as any.  He had no idea what the right choice was now, and 
even though his soul ached with feelings of anger and revenge, as much now for Barnes 
as he ever had for Tanney, his heart somehow seemed missing from that equation.  In 
fact, it seemed missing in full. 
 

* * * 
 

Mexico, January 1872 
 
The afternoon air was cold with the stiff breeze that blew through the town.  It was far 
milder than winters farther north, however, and Sonny was grateful.  He looked down at 
the drink in front of him and then away towards the mission in the distance.  The bell 
rang as many of the townsfolk that lived near were filing out after yet another seasonal 
Mass and Sonny looked forward to returned service where he, Pete and Gus sat. 
 
They had done their best to go after Barnes, crossing the Rio Grande and searching 
throughout northern Mexico.  So far, there had been little sign of him.  Sonny knew that 
couldn’t last, but ever since he left Texas, he had increasingly felt that doing nothing 
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might be the preferred action.  Yes, he could search out this man that surely laughed at 
him from a distance, but what good would it do in the end?  In the process, more people 
would die.  And Sonny was sick to death with killing.  It had made him ashamed to return 
home, to reconnect with his cousin, and left a path of bodies that cut at Sonny’s every 
thought. 
 
He reached out and grasped at the glass with defeated strength and pulled it up to his lips 
in a slow arc.  Tipping his head back, he took down the warming liquid only to find that it 
seemed to hit no bottom.  What once was a vessel to be filled was now an empty cavern 
in which massive quantities of liquor would no longer suffice.  But Sonny was willing to 
test the theory.  Another glass was poured. 
 
Pete looked to his friend in some pity and perhaps a little scorn.  Sonny felt it, and he felt 
it especially now.  But he did not say anything.  He allowed the “tsk, tsk” to depart the 
Russian’s lips without comment.  In fact, he offered him another drink to keep him 
occupied.  Pete would not take it. 
 
“Whether we stay or go, this is no way to be,” Pete had said.  And Sonny knew it to be 
right.  However, he would make no motion to stop.  For the attempt to fill that void was 
all that seemed important at the moment. 
 
“Sonny,” Gus slapped at Sonny’s shoulder, “We been here for three days.  We got to 
keep at it. Ain’t gonna find that sumbitch jest sittin’ here.” 
 
Sonny pulled the next attempt at fortitude towards his waiting lips and ignored Gus.  He 
slowly put it at his mouth and poured back the contents, hoping…no, praying, that it 
might be the one to hit the spot.  It would not be. 
 
“Fact is, we might do better to spot him ridin’ in the winter.  Maybe he won’t move so 
fast, neither.  But we got to try.”  Gus looked to Pete for assistance. 
 
For his part, Pete did not agree or disagree.  He seemed to spend some time thinking over 
the ideas, but he was comfortable keeping his own counsel.  Sonny wished that was a 
quality he might assign to all of his thoughts. But there, Pete never failed.  “I think it is 
not good for our friend here to drown himself, but I cannot say about the other.” 
 
Sonny reached out his arm and wrapped it around Pete’s neck.  “Ya listen to this one 
here,” he played with the words in his coming inebriation.  “He don’t see the harm in 
waitin’ here, even if he don’t like what we do…while we do.” 
 
Sonny trailed off with a high-pitched hoot that signaled the accuracy of the alcohol level 
in his drink and belly, even if he disagreed.  Gus stood in disgust and walked away in a 
huff, uncertain of how to explain the urgency of the situation or not understanding 
Sonny’s changed mood. 
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Pete leaned over, as he pulled Sonny’s arm from his shoulder and rested it on the table, 
“He does not appear happy, Sonny.” 
 
“Well what the hell am I supposed to do?” Sonny leaned back in defense. 
 
“I…you will do what you will do…” was all Pete could think to say in response. 
 
But Sonny would not leave it, “No!  Yer always so damn quick to say.  What’s with this 
cryptic shit?  Say what yer thinkin’, Goddamnit!” 
 
“But you do not like these words…” 
 
“No…” Sonny remained quiet for a second.  “Yer right…I don’t.”  He trailed off in 
thought and Pete made slight movement to push his glass away.  
 
Sonny swiped his arm across the table and knocked the glass to the floor.  “Fine…ya 
don’t want me drunk?  Now I ain’t drunk.” 
 
Pete was shocked at the behavior, but did not allow his fear to show right away.  He did 
not move in his seat as he slowly drew his arm back towards his body.  He kept eye 
contact with Sonny the whole time and only waited for the next words.  Finally they 
came. 
 
“I’m sorry, Pete.” 
 
And Sonny was.  He was not so drunk yet that he did not know what he was doing.  But 
he was angry.  And any act of violence seemed to spell him for a moment.  But only a 
moment. 
 
“See there?”  Pete questioned with his eyebrows. 
 
“Aw shit, Pete…” 
 
“Yes?”  Again Pete allowed Sonny the floor. 
 
Sonny began to see the game and though he did not wish to play, gave Pete a nugget he 
was looking for, “It feels better.” 
 
“What does?” 
 
“Drinkin’.” 
 
“Why?” 
 
Sonny placed his hand on his neck as if to keep it from reaching out and grabbing Pete’s 
throat, “To keep me from thinkin’ ‘bout the other.” 
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“And what is that?” 
 
“Ya know what that is, Pete,” Sonny answered back, angry that he’d even have to be 
specific. 
 
“The death, yes?” 
 
Sonny nodded and looked around hoping to find the proprietor of the meager 
establishment. 
 
“And you feel that you are reason for death…” 
 
Sonny shifted in his seat as the discomfort grew.  He fumbled around in his pocket for a 
cigar but could not find one.  He considered getting up right there and walking away from 
the conversation.  That might have been the smartest thing for him to do.  But he sat and 
tried not to answer, instead. 
 
“Do you think you are bad man, Sonny?  Is this it?”  Pete had the grasp of it, but Sonny 
could not allow himself to agree.  He shook his head slowly as if to say no, but the 
performance was not believable. 
 
“Have you enjoyed your acts?” 
 
Damn Pete!  The answer was clear, wasn’t it?  Why must he repeat himself?  “It don’t 
matter!” 
 
Pete kept the inquisitive look on his face.  “It does not matter that you enjoyed them, or it 
does not matter that they are dead?” 
 
Sonny stood and walked across the small area set aside for tables.  He leaned against a 
wooden beam and looked over to the mission where children had stopped to play.  Their 
smiling faces brought back a memory to his head…many memories, in fact.  And he 
turned back to Pete with a scowl. 
 
“I ain’t got nothin’ to say about that or nothin’ else, friend.  I wished you’d get her head 
around that!  Ain’t nothin’ to talk about in the first place.  Them folks…they jest died.  I 
can’t change that.  I can’t bring ‘em back!  What?  What could I have done?” 
 
Pete stood and walked over to his friend.  He stood tall before Sonny, his hands reaching 
out to grasp at Sonny’s shoulders.  “There is nothing you can do about that.  Not now.  
Like you tell me…you cannot blame yourself, right?  But you have choice now…choice 
to make new path…new life.  You do not need be ashamed…or feel guilt anymore.  Trust 
in…” 
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“Don’t ya say it!” Sonny pulled away and weaved through the tables to the other side of 
the patio.  “I ain’t interested in hearin’ about yer damn God no more!” 
 
When Sonny turned his back, Pete stopped his attempt to reach out to him again.  He 
walked back to the table and picked up his things instead.  “Sonny…you are not so bad a 
man…not so bad.  You have a good heart…I think.  But you do not believe in it.” 
 
Pete walked closer to Sonny and reached out his arm once more, placing a hand on 
Sonny’s elbow.  “You can make choice to believe in it.  Any time.  And the rest does not 
have to be like this.” 
 
Sonny heard Pete walk away behind him.  He was glad for it, too.  He had no wish to 
determine what his problem was.  He had no wish, because he knew it already.  He was 
cursed…doomed.  At least, that was the thought that kept coming back to him.  Everyone 
around him that he cared for somehow ended up dead.  It seemed only a matter of time.  
He thought back to another holiday and another person in his life he had cared for.  If 
only briefly, the image of Ida Snow rushed to his brain.  And yet another winter when he 
sat waiting to hear that Jackson had found his health restored only to take his last breath.  
There was his brother…so cold, surely, lying alone out in that field.  And his father…his 
mother…his friend…so many of them. 
 
And those around him now were just as liable to find themselves in the same position.  
To Sonny, they were destined to die.  And if Pete was right, he had a choice.  A choice to 
keep them as far away as possible.  Perhaps then they would live.  Perhaps then Sonny 
could find some peace. 
 
When Gus had finally calmed down and returned to talk to Sonny, he was met by an even 
colder response than he anticipated.  Sonny was still drunk.  More so even.  But more 
than that, he was determined.  Barnes could stay out there, as far as he cared.  And if Gus 
wanted to go find him, then he was welcome to it.  But Sonny would not be going 
anywhere.  Not with Pete.  Not with Gus.  Not with anyone.  Because to Sonny, anyone 
he rode with would die.  And him soon after.   His choice was to stay.  To drink.  And 
perhaps even forget. 
 

* * * 
 

Mexico, December 1872 
 
The early evening light was enough to allow Sonny to see off in the distance, but his 
blurred vision was no help at all.  Rather than attempt such again, he allowed his head to 
fall to the table with a thud.  His hair was oily and long, and his face a mass of wild 
whiskers and untrimmed tangles.  He pulled has hand up to use the table in lifting his 
head, but found it little help.  Instead, he waited for the serving girl…Juanita…to come 
along and do it for him.  Dutifully, she did not long after. 
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She had said something in Spanish, but Sonny had not put much effort into learning the 
new language while he had been here.  He was grateful, but could barely put two words 
together that she might understand.  He attempted a smile as thanks, but through all of the 
facial hair, it was but an afterthought. 
 
The two had shared a few nights together throughout the last year.  However, most nights 
found Sonny lying in a pool of his own sick.  The floor rather than the bed was more 
convenient, and besides; Sonny was generally unable to perform sexually anyway due to 
his high alcohol content and continued inebriated state.  She had been a fair companion, 
if only as a shoulder to rest his head on, but she remained as foreign to Sonny as 
everything else that surrounded him. 
 
Juanita brought Sonny another bottle to replace the half empty one that had fallen on the 
floor just minutes before.  Sonny had not heard the bottle break, but a cursory look to the 
side of his chair found the mess.  He considered an apology, but knew it would do no 
good.  He did not really mean it. 
 
Sonny watched the girl kneel to clean the ground, careful with the glass and expert in 
cleaning up after drunken and lazy men.  He could see that she was pretty.  He’d seen that 
often.  Her hair was a dark brown with traces of red, and her face as clear and 
unblemished as he’d ever seen.  Her body was no less enticing, if only Sonny were 
capable.  He watched as her cleaning motions moved her breasts back and forth as the 
clothes holding them in loosened slightly.   
 
He allowed his eyes to trail down her body towards her hips.  As they swung left to right 
to back again as she cleaned, he longed to pull her into an embrace and show her how 
terribly beautiful he thought her, but his mind made sure to remind him of his failings.  
Sonny left her to her work and did his best to pour another drink. 
 
Carefully, his dirty arm reached out and his fingers felt for the bottle.  Grasping his hand 
around it, he was able to pull it towards the filthy glass that sat empty before him.  If he 
kept the bottom of the bottle on the table, he found that he could tip it forward and catch 
some of the whisky in the glass.  Expert in this by now, he soon found another drink 
waiting for him if only he could muster the strength to bring it towards his mouth.  That 
would have to wait until his hand was less shaky.  And so he sat, quiet and still. 
 
He allowed his eyes to pull in more of the landscape and watched as a Mexican priest 
walked towards the mission and entered.  Sonny had never spoken to the man, but had 
seen him often enough.  The mission was a busy place, and Sonny often wondered if it 
were the only reason this attempt at a town existed.  He was thankful for it, however. He 
had been able to lose himself here, and for good or bad, it had been a calmer life these 
past eleven months. 
 
Sonny felt restored for a single second that gave him the courage to attempt a grasp at his 
glass.  When it too ended up on the floor, he turned to Juanita and tried another smile as 
if to say he was sorry.  She did not let the moment pass without offering her own 
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displeasure in the form of a sigh as she went back to cleaning.  Sonny wanted to laugh.  
She deserved better. 
 
He felt a wave of nausea come over him, and Sonny did his best to stand.  But the 
dizziness that followed made him sit once more.  Thankfully, the nausea had passed and 
he lay down his head on the table and closed his eyes.  Not quite drifting off to sleep, but 
seeing certain visions in his mind, he caught a glimpse of Pete and Gus.  He wondered 
what they were up to.  They had been gone since the previous January, Gus to find 
Barnes, and Pete to…well, to be gone from Sonny’s sight.  That had been a bad 
departure, Sonny thought.  Did he really need to point his gun at his friend and tell him to 
stay away?  He barely remembered the scene, but he could not forget the confused look 
on Pete’s face when it happened.  He would not have used his gun, but it served to send 
the two of them away.  And Sonny needed his solitude. 
 
Juanita stood and swiped her dirty rag across the table in front of Sonny’s head.  She 
patted his matted hair and walked away leaving Sonny on his own.  He was able to sit up 
and reached out to find a glass no longer there and only then recalled that it had fallen to 
the floor.  Thankfully, Juanita returned with another glass, no less dirty, for his use.  She 
poured another drink for him and slowly pushed it to the edge of the table.  Helping him 
find it with his hand, she left him alone once he had his fingers around it. 
 
For his part, Sonny was unsure of how he might get the glass to his mouth, but he began 
to think of an ingenious plan.  He could lower his head so that his mouth rested on the 
edge of the glass.  He could then simply tip it forward to taste the contents within.  In his 
attempt to test his plan, Sonny once again found the bulk of the whisky on the floor in 
front of him.  Exasperated, he pushed the table away with more strength than he assumed 
he had.  He sat in his chair now, the table two feet away from him and wondered what 
would come next.  It did not take too long for the answer to become clear. 
 
Out in the distance, a lone rider could be seen with a careful eye.  For Sonny, it was only 
the blur of a solitary figure amongst a brilliant matte of red and orange.  It did not 
become clear until the man passed the mission.  He moved along with a slow cadence, 
finally reaching the stone fountain that marked the halfway point between the mission 
and the cantina.  The horse and rider finally came to a full stop and it was only then that 
Sonny could make out that the rider was unknown to him.  Something was wrong, but 
Sonny could not put his finger on it. 
 
As he looked around the square, Sonny almost caught himself wishing to become 
invisible.  Who knew whom the man had come for?  But Sonny quickly felt the sinking 
feeling that it was for him and the reason and result would both be unpleasant.  But he 
soon found his eyes locked with the man and realized the moment would come regardless 
of his wishes. 
 
Sonny felt the urgency hit him as the strange man began to walk towards the cantina and 
made a mental note to check that his gun was still with him.  It was, but had he loaded it 
since the last time it was shot?  He’d barely thought of such things these last few months, 
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and the men of the town had mostly left him alone since July.  But risk approached and 
he needed his security.  He did not have much chance to check, however, as the man was 
soon upon him. 
 
He was Mexican, with dark skin and short, slick hair.  His clothes were enough to speak 
of his years on horseback, and Sonny could see in his face that he was well traveled.  
Before he said a word, he reached into his pocket and produced a letter of some sort and 
placed it on the table, and then he spoke with a heavy accent, “You are called Sonny?” 
 
Not knowing how to respond, Sonny could only reply with, “Who wants to know?” 
 
It came out clear enough for the man to understand and he smiled.  “A friend.” 
 
What friend?  Sonny had few of those anymore.  He wrinkled his brow and looked into 
the man’s eyes.  He learned little from that and finally asked out loud, “What friend?” 
 
“An old one,” the man answered as he looked around for another chair.  Pulling it close, 
he sat and reached out to pull the table in as well.  Juanita came out just then and the two 
locked eyes.  She immediately returned inside and came back once more with two glasses 
this time.  She poured both men drinks and walked away, allowing one final look over 
her shoulder.  Sonny watched the suspicion and felt it himself.  But he was curious who 
this man was and so he asked again, “What friend?” 
 
The Mexican laughed under his breath and took his shot of whisky straight away.  
Placing it down, he searched the surroundings for a moment and then looked back to 
Sonny.  “One that needs your help.” 
 
Who could that be?  He was barely able to help himself, much less anyone else.  In his 
attempt to explain the mystery, he did not notice that his dexterity had slightly returned 
that allowed him to take another drink.  But he was glad for it when he tasted the sweet 
nectar on his lips.  It would do little once it reached bottom, but it always started out so 
nice. 
 
“Who the hell are ya?” Sonny asked as he reached up and scratched at his beard. 
 
The man reached out and pulled the whisky bottle close as he answered, “It does not 
matter who I am, senor.  What matters is the reason I am here.  You have an acquaintance 
by the name of Gus Fannin, yes?” 
 
Gus?  He was here about Gus?  Sonny nodded as his mind began to ask these questions. 
 
“Then you might be interested to know that Mr. Fannin is dead.”  The importance of what 
he said was not matched by the nonchalant way he poured himself another drink.  He did 
not seem overly concerned with the news he was giving Sonny and thus not a friend 
himself.  But if not, then who? 
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“Dead?” Sonny asked, not really sure he wanted the man to repeat himself. 
 
“Si, senor.  Dead.  A week ago.”  The Mexican took down his drink as Sonny tried to 
make sense of the news. 
 
How could Gus be dead?  Had he found Barnes after all?  And if Barnes killed him, why 
was this man here?  Perhaps to find Sonny and kill him too.  Sonny found his arm falling 
to his side.  The Mexican saw it as well and held up the letter. 
 
“Perhaps you would care to look at this first before you shoot me, senor.” 
 
Sonny slowly lifted his arm and pulled the letter from the man’s fingers.  He drew it close 
to his eyes and attempted to read it.  It turned out not a letter so much as a set of notes.  
Directions, landmarks to look for, towns visited and names of people Gus had spoken to.  
There was a rudimentary drawing that looked like a map, and in the center a star where 
Gus had obviously found something big, most likely Barnes, Sonny had to assume. 
 
“Did he give ya this?” was all Sonny could think to ask.  When the man did not answer 
right away, Sonny found enough strength to reach his arm over to grab at the man’s coat, 
“Did he give ya this!?” 
 
“No.”  The Mexican remained calm.  “I found it on him after he died.” 
 
Sonny released the man and sat back again, studying as best he could what Gus had left.  
His other hand reached up to his neck by instinct and he found his fingers searching for a 
chain with a locket.  He felt strength of some sort returning to his body, and an anger 
rushing to his brain.  As his face turned red, he set his steel eyes on this man across from 
him.  Blood-shot or not, the Mexican saw that Sonny was serious. 
 
“Senor…I have only come to give you that.”  Reaching down to his bag, he pulled out 
something wrapped in an oily cloth. He placed it on the table in front of Sonny and 
continued, “And this.  It too belonged to your friend, senor.” 
 
Sonny did not want to unwrap the item, fearing the contents.  He kept his eyes on the 
Mexican, searching for the man’s fear.  It was not there. 
 
“What do ya want?”  Sonny decided that direct was the best course of action.  He placed 
both of his hands palm down on the table and asked again, more forcibly, “What do ya 
want!?” 
 
“You have another acquaintance as well, do you not?  A foreigner?” 
 
Now Sonny’s blood began to boil.  He wanted desperately to test that his gun was in fact 
loaded, but he needed answers and this man could not give them if dead.  With some fear, 
Sonny uttered the words, “Pete?” 
 



 39

“A man named Petrovsky, in fact.  Is this one and the same?” 
 
Sonny nodded his head, the fear in his belly growing stronger. 
 
“I am obliged to tell you that he is in grave danger, senor.  In fact, held against his own 
will.” 
 
Sonny’s first instinct took over, “Where?”  He had no idea how he might find him, but 
now Sonny realized he would have to act…somehow.  The Mexican reached out his hand 
and tapped two fingers on the note that Gus had left. 
 
His head was swimming, both with drink and confusion, and Sonny allowed his gaze to 
drift past the man in front of him and out beyond the mission.  He was not sure what 
exactly was happening, and began to question the validity of this man’s story. 
 
“How do I know this here is from Gus?  How do I know what ya say is the genuine 
truth?”  He let his eyes speak just as loudly as his words as he questioned the man. 
 
Holding out his finger once more, the Mexican pointed to the item on the table.  “Open 
it.” 
 
Sonny followed his gesture and began to unwrap the oily cloth.  Inside, he found Gus’ 
’51 Colt revolver.  He picked up and it felt heavy in his hands for some reason.  He took a 
look at both sides and then checked to see if it was loaded.  It was…with one shot. 
 
“What in hell is this?” 
 
“A message, senor.  Consider it a message.” 
 
At that, the Mexican stood from the table and made a slight bow towards Sonny.  He 
reached out his hand to pour one final drink and lifted the glass to his lips.  Taking back 
the whisky, he turned the glass upside down and gently placed it back on the table.  He 
smiled and bent to lift his bag onto his shoulder, the sound of leather stretching key in 
Sonny’s ear.  He did not say another word as he turned and started to walk back to his 
horse, leaving Sonny sitting there wondering exactly what had just happened. 
 
“Hey!” Sonny shouted.  “How did ya find me?” 
 
Without turning around, the Mexican answered, “It is also in the notes, senor.”  He 
reached his horse and began tying his bag to the saddle. 
 
Sonny looked back down at the gun as he used his other hand to pick up the note.  
Studying it as well, he did not see that it suggested Barnes in any of this.  But who else?  
And who else might go through so much damn trouble?  But why?  Sonny had left him 
alone.  He had spent the better part of this past year barely conscious.  It was Gus that had 
gone after him, and look at him now.  Dead. 
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One more glance to the note made Sonny suddenly stop.  He focused on one word that he 
had somehow missed before.  Hollis.  It was as clear as could be and written next to a 
cluster of towns on the map.  And Sonny knew Hollis was not smart enough to do this on 
his own.  So it was Barnes…somehow.  And that meant that Sonny had to finish that 
business eventually.  Now or later, the payment would come due and it would be bloody. 
 
Sonny shifted his gaze from the note to the Mexican now stepping into the stirrups.  He 
felt the weight of Gus’ gun in his hand and realized he could use it.  That one shot 
left…the message it perhaps spoke.  He could end it right here and allow it to be truly 
done.  Pete was dead anyway so why not just finish it?  But that other part of him spoke 
just as loudly…don’t give Barnes that satisfaction.  His anger swelled from deep inside 
and gathered itself in Sonny’s deadly arm.  Before realizing that he was doing it, Sonny 
stood and pointed the revolver.  Pulling back the hammer, he kept his gaze on the 
Mexican.  He felt the rage rising into his head, the sadness and fear overwhelmed and 
buried.  He pulled the trigger and the gun fired smoothly.  Loud and echoing off the 
mission walls, it sent that one final shot towards its intended victim with deadly accuracy. 
 
The Mexican was hit with such force that he toppled over to the other side of his horse, 
one leg still stuck in the stirrups.  The horse bucked, rearing onto its hind legs and took 
off running, dragging the man behind.  Sonny looked down at the smoking weapon, 
placing it calmly on the table in front of him.  He picked up the note and took one last 
look before folding it in half and stuffing in into his pocket.  He considered one last 
drink, but knew he’d have a long road ahead before he was dry enough to do what he had 
to do.   
 
Instead, Sonny walked away from the table and out into the street.  Familiar ground.  He 
allowed himself only one last look at his makeshift home for these past months and 
caught sight of Juanita as she walked outside.  She would remain his final reminder of 
this time alone – the last picture imprinted on his mind.  It could have been worse. 
 
And with that, Sonny turned his back and walked out into the night. 
 

* * * 
 

Wyoming Territory, 1881 
 
Sonny awoke in the barn.  He sat up from his bedroll and pulled his hands to his face, 
hoping to wipe away the cobwebs.  It did little good.  He stood, feeling somewhat dizzy, 
but forced his body to right itself as he held on to the wall for support.  He realized his 
arm was much stronger than it had been.  And his leg felt healed as well.  Taking a few 
steps, he smiled after so many long months of recovery to be able to walk without a limp.  
But he was still light-headed.  He moved towards the door hoping that sunlight might be 
the cure. 
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Swinging the barn door wide, Sonny looked out over the farm and was surprised to see 
his father’s old property.  In fact, Sonny was standing in the old barn…the only thing 
Sonny knew still stood.  He did a double take with his eyes as he looked up towards the 
house…as it was.  The sunlight was bright and seemed to rise up from behind the house 
like a reverse spotlight.  Sonny squinted to see it clearly.  Taking a few steps towards it, 
he was startled by the low rolling thunder of artillery in the distance.  And when he 
turned to face where the sound came from, he spotted Frank. 
 
Frank stood alone in the middle of the road that passed in front of the Gamble property 
and did not say a word.  He held up an arm and called for Sonny to come closer.  When 
Sonny did so, Frank turned away and began walking further down the road.  Calling after 
Frank, Sonny followed. 
 
“What the hell is this?” Sonny hollered to no avail.  Frank did not turn, but continued to 
lead Sonny away from the house and barn and into a wooded area, dense with tall trees 
and heavy foliage.  Still, Sonny followed, wanting to catch his friend and see how he had 
been.  The sound of cannon in the distance did not fall away as they went deeper and 
deeper into the woods, but rather remained constant.  Far away but ever present.  Sonny 
could not place from which direction it came, as it seemed to emanate from all sides 
equally. 
 
Sonny picked up his pace to try and finally catch Frank, but tripped on a piece of root 
sticking far out of the ground.  He looked down at his knee and saw that it was bleeding.  
Wrapping a bandana around it, he stood once more and continued on.  He had lost sight 
of Frank ahead, but did notice that the overhead canopy had become far less so as he 
moved along.  What had been lush and green was now browned and thin.  Trees, much 
fatter than those before, were nonetheless dead or dying in this portion of the woods. 
 
Through the thinned brush ahead, Sonny caught sight of Frank again and saw that he was 
crossing over water in a small boat.  Sonny shifted into a run and made it to water’s edge 
just as Frank reached the other side.  The gentle current of the river was not such that 
could keep Sonny from crossing, but the absence of another boat and the depth of the 
river kept him apart from his friend who had joined with a small group in a shaded 
clearing. 
 
As Sonny focused his eyes, he began to recognize those that Frank was meeting.  
Speaking to him directly was the very vision of his mother, Mary.  She was young and 
beautiful and just as Sonny remembered her.  And she smiled as she patted Frank’s head 
and gestured for him to sit alongside Sonny’s grandfather.  There sat old Reverend 
McElderry, quiet on a log and reading his book.  He looked up at Frank when he sat and 
smiled as they started to converse. 
 
Sonny could not quite understand what he was seeing, but he did not have much time to 
give it much thought as the group included many others that he had met.  There too was 
Thomas, standing alone but with both arms.  He remained the sad Thomas Sonny recalled 
from Lago, but he somehow seemed more confident…more alive.  So too did Dinny… 
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There he was, walking towards Thomas and holding out his hand.  They shook and then 
pulled one another into a deep hug.  Smiling towards each other, they started to talk with 
large hand motions, and Dinny was especially the gentleman as he moved away briefly 
and ushered back the slight frame of Ida Snow.  The three fell deep into conversation and 
no one but Sonny noticed Lem shuffle past.  But Lem maintained the smile he had shared 
more than once.  And he seemed determined to meet someone, though Sonny could not 
see whom. 
 
Desperately, Sonny wanted to find a way to get to the other side and talk with these 
people.  He backed up and began to rummage through the empty brush that lined the river 
looking for another boat.  He found none, but noticed all of the sudden that the artillery 
seemed to have stopped.  Instead, he started hearing what sounded like himself, breathing 
heavy as though he were having difficulty.  It was soft, but ever present.  He looked down 
at himself and saw that he was fine.  But the sound remained.  That, and the sound of a 
horse slowly walking up behind him. 
 
Sonny turned quickly, frightened of what it could be but with an idea.  However, it turned 
out to be nothing but a horse with no rider.  It was a beautiful animal, and Sonny swore 
he’d seen the horse before.  But he was not sure.  The empty boots fixed backwards in the 
stirrups, however, were very familiar.  Sonny made an audible gasp and almost fell back 
into the brush.  He righted himself in time to watch the horse slowly move away, 
stopping every now and then to sniff at the ground before it finally made its way around a 
bend in the river and out of sight. 
 
In shock now, Sonny turned back towards the grouping on the other side.  They were all 
turned and pointing towards something and it was then that Sonny noticed the mountain 
that grew up from the river’s edge and towered over them all.  He could just barely make 
out the white peaks at the top, so smothered were they by the clouds.  But he had no idea 
why they were pointing. 
 
When he looked back, he now also noticed a house on the other side of the lazy river.  
And unlike the one he had seen just before, this one was set ablaze.  The fire tore angry 
pieces from the roof and black smoke billowed from the edges as the flames shot from 
the windows.  And to make matters worse, his entire set of family and friends were 
gravitating towards it, starting to line up as if to enter. 
 
His father was first, and Kinchen turned to see Sonny standing there across the river.  
They locked eyes and Sonny almost felt as if his father’s look was pleading with him.  
Kinchen lifted his arm and pointed once more towards the mountain, and Sonny followed 
his direction.  But again, he saw only the enormity of it.  Nothing else. 
 
When he shifted to look at his father again, Sonny now caught sight of Pete, Gus and 
Will all walking towards the group from out of nowhere.  Pete and Gus walked together 
and Will behind.  His friends seemed to be in friendly discussion, but Will was left out.  
Perhaps because he did not know them, Sonny figured.  But they began to line up behind 
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all the others and all three turned to look at Sonny at the same time.  In fact, the whole 
line was looking and Sonny felt their stares in his gut. 
 
He heard a roar in the distance, a foreign sound to him.  It was coming from the mountain 
somehow and Sonny scoured the edges of the trees to see what it was.  He heard twigs 
snap as clearly as if they were right next to him and he listened as leaves were crushed 
under foot of some creature.  And the finally, he saw it…an enormous golden brown 
mountain lion, its hair dirty and matted and its body scrawny as if in need of food.  It 
prowled along, careful with each step and moved amongst the group of people, weaving 
in and out of the line in between them.  As the lion passed his mother, Sonny saw its tail 
wrap around her leg as a house cat might.  The sight of it nearly froze his bones. 
 
The lion moved past Kinchen in the front of the line and began retracing its steps as the 
members of the group starting making their way one by one towards the burning house.  
Sonny tried to shout at them, but as he hollered over the river, he was met by an almost 
deafening roar from the lion.  He pulled his hands up over his ears and squinted at the 
sound. 
 
When he looked again, the lion was gone.  He searched frantically left and right and saw 
no trace of it.  But he did see something he never expected.  In the middle of the gentle 
river was a boat.  And standing in the middle of the boat was Corinna.  His very own.  
And she smiled at Sonny, also pointing as the others had before.  But she was pointing 
towards the group itself.  Specifically, Will, Pete and Gus.  Sonny watched as Will tapped 
Pete on the back.  Gus had stood at the end of the line and Pete was about to do the same 
just as Will moved.  Pete turned to Sonny’s cousin and said something that Sonny could 
not hear.  But when they finished speaking, Pete moved away and allowed Will to take 
his place in line.  Pete happily stood in behind him. 
 
Sonny yelled again, calling out to Will.  But his shout was this time met with a snort.  It 
was a deep sound, full of what sounded like frustration and anger.  Sonny stopped all 
movement and listened for it. Again he heard the snort, and it was coming from right 
behind him.  He slowly turned his body, dearly afraid of what he might see.  And then he 
laid eyes on it…the same lion from across the river.   
 
The sun beat down, practically burning Sonny’s face and the sound of his own breathing 
became louder and louder.  Sonny and the lion looked into each other’s eyes and Sonny 
saw the anger he had heard.  The lion’s eyes were dark and focused and they followed 
every small move Sonny made, which were few in his fear.  And once more the snort 
burst forth from the lion’s nose, and Sonny saw one of its paws began scratching at the 
ground.  Sonny began to back up, but the moment he moved, he knew it had been a 
mistake.  He fell backwards and the lion flinched.  It let out a deadly roar and then pulled 
back towards it haunches ready to pounce.  Then it jumped as Sonny let out a blood-
curdling scream… 
 
Sonny woke up and his body was covered with sweat.  His chest felt sore and he realized 
he was breathing as if he had little air.  He reached out with his hand and the wound in 
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his shoulder sent a piercing needle through his body.  Pushing down the pain and trying 
not to make a sound, Sonny gently shifted to allow his other hand to grab at the covers 
and he threw them off as he sat up. 
 
He finally slowed his heart rate and breathing as he faced the wall and stared.  He wasn’t 
sure what he had just dreamt, but he was in no mood to return to it.  Like so many nights 
before, there would be little sleep.  Instead, he would sit and stare out the window, hoping 
some wisdom might arrive.  He had a good idea what the dream might tell him, just by 
instinct, but he also knew his failing.  At least it had failed thus far.  And so recently too.  
How would he ever be able to stifle that impulse…that anger…that pain?  It would never 
be as easy as forgetting about an ache in the shoulder. 
 
Sonny stood slowly, grasping at the foot of the bed.  He moved towards the window and 
looked out at the night, and a part of him almost wanted to go outside and try to sleep 
under the stars.  But he did not move.  He allowed his eyes to glaze over and for the rest 
of the night and morning to follow Sonny would remain that way.  The dream had been 
dark and confusing, but it also seemed to speak of something more…something yet to 
come.  He had made up his mind already that this last had been it.  But what frightened 
Sonny so much was the uncertainty of his own will.  His choices in the past had been 
wrong and had led him to some very dark places indeed.  And even though he had vowed 
to change before, once had not done it.  Neither had the second time.  If there were ever a 
chance for him to choose once more, what choice would he make then?  He wanted to 
leave it.  He really, truly did.  But could he? 
 

* * * 
 

Mexico, January 1873 
 
He stood there, quiet and feeling his heart beat heavy inside his chest.  His head throbbed 
with anger and frustration and yet he wondered, if only slightly, why he was standing in 
front of this saloon.  But the thought was only a wave amongst an ocean of rage and 
Sonny would not waste another second on providing that answer.  Not now.  It was too 
late for that. 
 
He listened to the sound inside as it drifted past the swinging doors and out into the cool 
night air.  Mexico had been sparsely populated in the regions he had drifted through, and 
the map that Gus left had pointed to a decent sized town.  This had to be it, and thus this 
was the saloon that hopefully listed Hollis as a patron.  But Sonny wanted to be sure.  He 
had watched the people come and go from a safe place across the street all evening.  No 
one seemed to pay much attention to a gunslinger in a sea of gunslingers and Sonny had 
fit right in with his dirtied exterior and smoldering angry looks. 
 
Another cheer passed through the door and Sonny began to wonder what they were 
cheering about. But the thought was interrupted as a body moved through Sonny’s line of 
sight and the face was the familiar one Sonny wanted to see.  There he was…Hollis.  
Laughing alongside these other men, none of whom Sonny recognized.  Sonny was not 
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sure if Barnes were there or not, and it mattered little.  If he was, then the better for it and 
if not, Sonny would soon find him anyway with the help of Hollis.  And there he was like 
a pile of horseshit, each one of his cronies inside like the fly that always seems near.  
How appropriate it was that Sonny should be here to clean up the mess.  And that was 
surely his next move. 
 
Sonny took one step and then another, each one leaving a sharp clink in the air from the 
sound of his spurs.  He was prepared for any contingency and his head was finally clear 
after so many months of drinking. It was now time to do that for which he was made.  
Time to end this chapter of his life for good.  Time to finish it. 
 
Before he was even across the road, his left gun was already drawn.  Two quick shots 
later, he kicked open the swinging doors, one of which flew from its hinges with force.  
Three more rounds were fired to his right catching two men who were close to firing on 
him, and his left hand had drawn his other revolver and had dispatched a man to the left 
that had started down a flight of stairs. 
 
Smoke filled the room and in the commotion, Sonny could just barely make out Hollis’ 
form on the floor a few feet away.  Sonny had been accurate enough to catch Hollis in the 
shooting arm with one of his first shots (the second, most likely.)  And to Sonny, it 
seemed that Hollis was attempting to crawl behind the bar and away.  It would not 
happen. 
 
Sonny leveled his first gun and fired the last of six into Hollis’ leg.  He swirled around 
quickly to use his other weapon against four other men who had descended upon him.  
Four shots later, each had been disarmed, and two were dead.  With his guns emptied, 
Sonny crouched behind some chairs and quickly reloaded as he kept a keen eye on Hollis. 
 
The wounded man that he was, Hollis was not able to crawl much farther after the second 
shot but that did not keep him from trying.  He alternated looks between his destination 
and the man that had come to kill him. The knowledge that it was Sonny might not have 
caught on just yet as Sonny noticed little sign of familiarity, but Hollis knew when to try 
and get away.  Another reminder in Hollis’ other arm made him take further notice of his 
assailant.  Now the recognition became clear and Hollis’ eyes went wide. 
 
Guns reloaded, Sonny pushed at his legs hard to come up from his crouch with speed and 
take out two more men by the door, and with his other weapon, he fired once at a shotgun 
that had appeared from nowhere.  It bothered him little after that.  And a quiet descended 
upon the room as the smoke began to clear.  If there were men left, they would be waiting 
for a clear shot.  Sonny took advantage of his limited cover and crab walked towards the 
end of the bar and behind it. A man lay dead at his feet as he pushed past and fell with his 
back against the bar.  He was safe behind the cover and was able to see slightly from the 
reflection in the mirror that backed the saloon. 
 
He watched as a man moved across the room from left to right.  In his mind, he reversed 
the positions, felt a security come over him and then moved his body to stand, turn and 
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fire in the right direction.  The man fell down before he realized he’d been shot.  Sonny 
ducked again and looked up at the mirror once more.  A shot breezed over his head and 
made contact with the glass, shattering it.  Sonny held his arm over his face to shield him 
from the falling shards and he decided it was now or never.  Standing again, he focused 
his attention towards the sound of the previous gunfire and let loose his own weapon.  
Three times the hammer slammed down and each time found a like partner across the 
room…all dead. 
 
Looking around, Sonny realized that the room was finally empty.  And anyone left was 
likely to feel his wrath.  There was only one man that he wanted alive at the moment and 
as Sonny moved back into the middle of the room, he quickly found him.  Hollis had 
made no movement since the last Sonny had seen him but his eyes remained open and 
fixed on the assassin that had come for him.  He followed every movement of Sonny’s 
menacing approach and there was a moment of understanding between them as their eyes 
met.  But Sonny did not say a word and it was finally up to Hollis to ask why he had been 
singled out. 
 
“Why me, Sonny?  I done left ya alone!” 
 
He tried reasoning but Sonny would not hear it.  His dark face bristled with tension and 
Sonny kept his hard gaze on Hollis as he simmered. 
 
“It ain’t me, Sonny…I swear!  It’s Barnes!  Ya know that!” 
 
Now time to attempt a bargain.  But that was exactly why Sonny had come. 
 
“Where is he?” Sonny asked with a low, chilling voice. 
 
“He…just south a here…I swear!” 
 
Sonny moved forward and crouched next to Hollis on the ground.  He holstered a weapon 
and reached out with that hand to grab at Hollis’ lengthy hair and pulled it tight.  
“Where?” 
 
With pain searing his neck, Hollis let out a cry and then tried reach up with unworkable 
arms to find his pocket.  Sonny realized what he was attempting to do and went for it 
himself.  Pulling out a folded map, he studied what he could see of it and then shoved it 
into his own pocket.  He pointed his other weapon into Hollis face and then pulled it 
away as he stood. 
 
As Sonny looked around the room to study the several men who lay dead before him, he 
heard Hollis cry from behind, “Are ya gonna kill me now, Sonny?  Is that it?  After all 
this time and all we been through…” 
 
Across the room, one of the bodies flinched and Sonny sent an extra reminder for the 
man to stay down and turned on Hollis to follow. 
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“We been through nothin’ but hell, Hollis.  This ought not be too different for ya.” 
 
As Sonny held out his revolver once more, Hollis started to cringe.  The weapon moved 
level with Hollis’ head and the wounded man did his best to turn away from it.  Sonny 
took an extra step or two, the ominous sound of spur on wood echoing in the room as if 
bells from Hollis’ funeral.  The time had come for Sonny to finish him off and he was at 
the ready. 
 
But…he felt something inside of him say not to.  It seemed to come from deep within and 
Sonny did not wish to give it a voice any longer.  He stuffed it down with all of his might 
as he narrowed his eyes and pointed them like darts into Hollis’ frightened visage. 
 
“I shoulda killed ya along time ago!” Hollis shouted, his last gasp of bravado before 
being snuffed out. 
 
Sonny pulled his free hand up and it slammed down on the hammer of his gun until it was 
empty.  Each shot connected solidly with Hollis head and chest and the victim tossed and 
turned with each hit.  The smoke cleared and Sonny looked down at the dead man in front 
of him. 
 
“Your mistake,” he finally answered.  And had Hollis been alive to hear it, he might have 
agreed. 
 
A stiff wind seemed to pick up from the dark night outside, and a gust blew in through 
the door.  It blew the long hair that escaped from Sonny’s hat and he felt the cool wind on 
his neck.  It felt good.  Sonny allowed his gaze to sweep across the room looking for any 
survivors.  He found none and began a slow walk towards the outside.  His first task had 
been completed and he thought of the folded map in his pocket.  That pointed to his next 
challenge. 
 
There was little other thought that escaped Sonny’s mind now.  It was no longer a 
question of who had done what.  It had become a personal vendetta against a man that 
had it coming from a long time ago.  Sonny pictured Hollis shouting his last words.  And 
agreed.  In fact, the truth was really the opposite.  Sonny should have killed Hollis and 
Barnes long ago.  If this was the life he was destined for, then he should have covered his 
back.  Barnes may or may not have killed Gus and imprisoned Pete, but he would die in 
any case.  Sonny now came to the conclusion that he could not leave this life behind 
without cleaning up his own mess.  It had not been what he wanted before.  But now that 
it had begun, it was all he wanted.  And then he would be through.  He hoped… 
 

* * * 
 
It had not taken long to find Barnes.  The map from Hollis had lined up with certain 
markers from Gus’ notes and once Sonny began to approach the large compound, it was 
unmistakable.  Strange to see such a mammoth building in such sparseness, but it 
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somehow seemed appropriate for Barnes.  How he landed it was surely a question, but if 
anyone could it was that devil of a man. 
 
Finding him had not been the hard part.  It was getting close enough to him to do what 
needed to be done that was the problem, and Sonny was almost certain that Barnes had 
built a safe wall between himself and possible injury.  Getting past that wall would not be 
easy and it would take far more effort than finding and killing Hollis. 
 
And the first step would be getting inside that wall.  The compound was really more of a 
small city built inside a tall barrier, much like a European castle.  There was a large gate 
in front of him as he slowed his horse to a trot and began to think of how to talk his way 
in.  There would be no sneaking in, as the walls were too high and certainly guarded.  
And the truth of it was that Sonny almost desired a challenge.  He would get his wish. 
 
Coming to a full stop some yards away from the gate, Sonny slowly dismounted and took 
a few steps towards the large entrance.  He saw several men stand at the ready and the 
giant doors began to open with a heavy groan.  Two angry looking guards walked out 
from behind the doors with weapons drawn.  As they approached, Sonny moved with 
caution as he reached down and pulled both guns from his side.  He held them up for both 
men to see and dropped them to the ground as he held his arms wide as if beckoning the 
setting sun.  He was giving himself up.  That was how he would get inside. 
 
The two men sped up with one taking hold of Sonny’s gun and the other patting Sonny 
down.  He drew his hand down Sonny’s back and upon feeling a lump, reached under 
Sonny’s coat and pulled out the well-used knife.  Sonny would be totally disarmed as he 
went to greet with Barnes, if in fact the man was inside.  If not, then Sonny had made a 
huge mistake.  But he felt something deep within that said this was right, and he allowed 
himself to be marched off beyond the gate. 
 
As they moved further inside, Sonny started to make out small buildings surrounding a 
central square.  There was a fountain, watered only with the rain, and most of the 
buildings seemed run down.  Except for one.  At the head of the square sat a huge 
mansion, its gothic spires towering over the tiny town.  A front porch ran the length of 
the house, with an arched covering in the center more suited for presiding over an event 
rather than lounging in the afternoon sun.  Men stood to either side of the porch, each 
armed and ready to shoot any intruder into this world.  Sonny was marched straight there. 
 
A steep climb of steps led to the front of the house, and when they reached the top, Sonny 
turned and looked out over the grounds.  It seemed as if the entire town existed to support 
this one dwelling, and whoever owned and operated such a place was certainly powerful 
indeed.  Could that possibly be Barnes?  What had Sonny done? 
 
The front door opened without command, and an aged butler of local descent bowed and 
gestured for the men to walk inside.  Pulling Sonny along, the two guards did just that 
and stood in a central foyer waiting.  It did not take long to be greeted.  From the top of a 
flight of stairs to their left, an old man began to descend.  He carried himself carefully as 
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frailty seemed to be approaching, but looking that way only from the head down.  His 
face was dark like polished leather and well-groomed, whiskers trimmed neatly and a 
ruddy complexion to suggest plenty of health still in him. 
 
He smiled when he saw Sonny and held out his hand as if a neighbor had stopped by.  
With perfect English, he offered a very slight bow as he smoothed out his neatly pressed 
white suit and greeted his guest.  “An outsider.  Excellent!  It has been too long since we 
greeted new blood.  And you have the look of seriousness about you, good sir.  We must 
endeavor to see you served and served well.” 
 
He then noticed Sonny’s hands shackled behind his back and looked to the two guards as 
if to ask if such was truly necessary.  But a shrug followed as neither man moved to 
unchain him. 
 
“It is a sadness that we must take such precautions, sir, but one can never be too careful.  
After all, I have lived this long for a reason.” 
 
Without ever losing his smile, the old Mexican gentleman gently took Sonny’s arm and 
led him into a sitting room at the back of the house.  They walked along a hallway 
adorned with a beautiful Persian carpet than ran the length and a great many classical 
paintings peppering the walls.  The rich, dark wood could have suggested a wealthy home 
belonging to any of the elite American families, but it was out of place in the midst of 
rural Mexico. 
 
Moving into a well-lit room full of windows, the gentleman offered Sonny a chair and 
then spoke out loud.  “It seems we have a guest, John.  Perhaps you would care to meet 
him.” 
 
Sonny had not noticed it upon first entering the room, but now he saw a form move 
behind a high-backed chair facing away.  As the figure stood, it was instantly 
recognizable whom it was.  His face was once again clean-shaven but for his thin 
mustache, and his clothes were the finest Sonny had ever seen.  It was as if the previous 
hardships had never touched him and Barnes walked proudly over preening like a 
peacock. 
 
“Well, my eyes may deceive me but I think we have a very special guest indeed.”  Barnes 
smiled to the Mexican gentleman and winked towards Sonny.  “Allow me to introduce 
this young and may I say gifted man, Senor Montoya.  This is the young man that I have 
mentioned so many times.  May I present Mr. James Gamble, or as we have 
affectionately known him, Sonny.  I am sure he is pleased to make your acquaintance.” 
 
Montoya eyed Sonny with curiosity and a little amount of suspicion.  “How does he 
know to come here, I wonder?” 
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The look the older man gave Barnes signaled to Sonny that for once, his old mentor 
might be matched.  Barnes, for his part, nodded with a smirk and turned to look out a 
window, “He must have come across our friend Hollis.  This is what I must deduce.” 
 
With a nod in return, Montoya looked back to Sonny, “Then it is our good fortune that 
the young man has made his way here.  It is my pleasure to invite you into my home, 
Senor Gamble.  I can only apologize that we must act with such measures.”  The old man 
gestured to Sonny’s shackled hands as he offered a slight frown. 
 
“And that we must,” Barnes added as he turned back and walked up to Sonny’s side.  He 
looked down at his ragged clothes and dirty face.  A slight “tsk” followed from his lips as 
he shook his head from side to side.  “I cannot imagine that our friend here has been up to 
much good since last we saw him.” 
 
“If your man Hollis has guided this young man’s way then we should assume he is no 
longer with us.  However, I cannot call it a shame.” 
 
“Yes,” Barnes agreed.  “He could be a bother at times, I admit.  Perhaps good riddance 
should be said.”  Barnes looked down at Sonny, “And thank you, kind sir, for seeing to 
such business.  It was a great favor, I assure you.”   
 
With another smirk, Barnes walked away and moved towards a table filled with food and 
drink.  He poured himself a small glass of scotch as he located a comfortable chair 
opposite Sonny and sank into its velvet cushions.  He took a slow sip from the glass and 
placed it on the table next to him as he looked up to Montoya.  “Have you had much 
chance to speak with our young man here?” 
 
Montoya chose another chair to the right of Barnes and sat with some hardship, but 
smiled once he was comfortably seated.  “No, I cannot say we have had the pleasure just 
yet.” 
 
“Well then, perhaps Mr. Gamble might like to ask us some questions.  I am sure he must 
have his curiosity piqued by now.”  Barnes turned to look at Sonny with raised eyebrows.  
“Did you have anything you wished to say, Sonny?” 
 
“What the hell is this?” was all that escaped Sonny’s lips as he continued to switch his 
eyes between the two men opposite and the room around him. 
 
“Certainly not verbose, is he?” Montoya mentioned as Barnes stood again. 
 
“Precisely.  And much the better for it, I say.”  Barnes shifted his weight and moved 
towards Sonny’s chair, walking behind it and taking a quick glance at his shackles.  
“Words were never Mr. Gamble’s strong suit.  He is much preferred with a gun.” 
 
“Well that is good news,” Montoya cheered.  “And just in time to face Beast.” 
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Sonny watched the smile that came across both men’s faces and could tell that whatever 
they meant was surely not good news.  “Ya didn’t answer my question, Barnes.” 
 
With a quickness that shocked Sonny, Montoya was out of his chair and in front of him, 
his right arm swinging down and delivering a surprisingly heavy blow on Sonny’s chin.  
Sonny allowed his head to move with the strike, blood beginning to rise in his bottom lip. 
 
“He should learn to speak when spoken to and not else,” Montoya followed as he 
returned to his seat and allowed Barnes to take over. 
 
“You should learn, Sonny.  Senor Montoya is not a man to anger.  He is not known to be 
forgiving.” 
 
Montoya blinked in modesty and raised his hand.  “However, I shall apologize for 
striking you, good sir.  I sometimes cannot help myself in the face of impertinence.  And 
here you are, a guest in my house.  You will dine with us this evening as a gesture of my 
good will.” 
 
“A grand idea.”  Barnes gracefully followed up as he moved away from Sonny and joined 
the two guards for a moment. Sonny could not hear what they said, but he was fairly 
certain that the old scoundrel was checking to make sure Sonny had been disarmed fully.  
As Barnes returned, he spoke again, “And then after the meal, we shall allow Sonny to 
see what he has in store.” 
 
Barnes reached out and gave Sonny a slight tap on the cheek.  “You really can choose 
your occasions, my boy.  And your timing is impeccable.” 
 
Still unsure of what was happening but hoping to avoid another strike, Sonny looked up 
to Barnes with a questioning look but said nothing. 
 
“All in good time, Sonny.  All in good time.  Now let’s get you cleaned up.  You look a 
fright and I dare say Senor Montoya will not allow you to the table looking like that.  We 
eat within the hour.  I’ll have Garcia take you upstairs to a suitable room for a quick bath 
and a shave.” 
 
Barnes gestured for one of the guards to do as he was told and Sonny was soon guided 
out of the room.  He had little notion of what was transpiring still and had yet to hear 
word one regarding Pete, or Gus for that matter.  But the words on Hollis struck a chord.  
Sonny was willing to bet that everything was falling exactly into the place Barnes had set 
for it.  What he could not figure out was the relationship between Barnes and this 
Montoya.  If Sonny were forced to speak on it, he’d suggest that Montoya might be even 
more powerful than Barnes.  Perhaps his own mentor.  That would certainly be 
entertaining to watch if it weren’t for the fact that Sonny was prisoner. 
 
But he’d have the opportunity to find out what was happening soon enough.  Allowing 
his anger to be checked, and calming his emotions, Sonny moved without need of force 
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as he was led to a room on the second story.  Garcia had never left his side as Sonny was 
unchained and allowed to undress, bath, shave and dress once more in clothes that were 
finer than he’d ever worn.  The entire time, both men kept their gaze on each other – 
Garcia to ensure that Sonny did not flee and Sonny to check all of Garcia’s weaknesses. 
 
Once changed, Sonny was led downstairs once more and into the dining room.  Only 
Barnes and Montoya sat at the table, and neither man spoke as Sonny was led to a chair 
and seated.  His hands were now free, but Garcia stood behind his chair ready for any 
sudden movement.  He was quickly served a plate of food and a glass of wine as his two 
hosts continued to feast in silence.  It was only after the full meal had been served that 
Montoya finally spoke up. 
 
“Perhaps we should have our brandy in the study.  A fine cigar might be just the thing for 
our young friend, don’t you think?” 
 
Barnes smiled and nodded as he gave a brief glance to Sonny.  “Yes…just the thing.” 
 
Both stood and gestured for Garcia to bring Sonny along. 
 
“And after brandy, we can see the match.  This should prove both entertaining and 
educational, Senor Gamble.  We do hope you enjoy.” 
 
Montoya walked from the room and only then did Sonny notice the slight limp in his 
right leg.  Perhaps the cause of his frailty, though general age was certainly a culprit as 
well.  Barnes, however, moved with the fluidity he was known for…more even.  It 
seemed as if Barnes was more in his element now than he had ever been.  And that was 
the education Sonny truly wanted.  What was this place and what did it mean to Barnes?  
How had he ended up here and how had he once again set a plan in action that worked 
exactly as he desired?  He’d have to play along long enough to find out.  And perhaps in 
the process, he might discover a weakness in Barnes.  That might be his only strength at 
the moment. 
 
Sonny watched Barnes and Montoya walk in front of him as Garcia nudged him along at 
gunpoint.  The older men did not speak, but walked calmly into a dark, wood paneled 
study with deep leather chairs and walls flooded with books.  Montoya took a seat upon 
entering as Barnes moved the few steps further towards the wet bar.  He set to pouring 
drinks as he took an extra few glances back at Sonny, the smile on Barnes’ face a 
constant reminder that there was more to this situation than Sonny could see at the 
moment. 
 
“Senor Montoya…” Barnes began as he handed the old Mexican a drink, “Have I ever 
told you of Mr. Gamble’s background?” 
 
Sonny bristled as the old man shook his head no.  Barnes seated himself and took a small 
drink before continuing. 
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“It was a shameful affair, to be sure.  What savages are out there, that they should set 
upon a man’s family and murder in cold blood.  And for no good reason.” 
 
The two older men pursed their brows in disapproval as Sonny sat almost in disbelief.  
Montoya rolled his drink slightly before taking a sip and then sat it down to fiddle with a 
wooden box as he asked, “Were these man ever made to answer for their crimes?” 
 
“Not at present, I am loathe to report.  And I did assist our young man in attempting to 
locate the particular offender.”  Barnes reached over to receive a cigar from Montoya that 
he had pulled from the wooden box.  As he lit the end, he rolled his eyes up slightly to 
catch the look on Sonny’s face after his last announcement.  He was not surprised to see 
anger burn through the calm façade. 
 
“Yes…months spent in the wilderness…all for naught.  But it was a pleasant diversion.  
And profitable too…” Barnes stopped himself mid-sentence to take a few puffs from his 
cigar.  “…But then you know of this, Senor Montoya.  I have already recounted my trip 
to the north.” 
 
“Yes…yes you have.  And I was quite keen to learn of life on the outside.  But I have 
little need of it.”  Montoya looked to Sonny and smiled.  “You will find this place a 
paradise…or hell, depending on your skill.” 
 
Having no idea what Montoya meant but not wishing to receive another striking, Sonny 
allowed the comment to pass without word.  But he was furiously trying to come up with 
a way out of the current circumstance.  He had to find Pete.  And Pete would know if it 
was true about Gus.  And more than anything else, he had to find a weapon.  As the two 
older men prattled on about issues surely meant to pique Sonny’s curiosity and fear at the 
same time, Sonny was surveying the room around him and working out the problems in 
his mind.  He was having little luck. 
 
“…And so I have to say I am surprised your theory was apt, John.”  Montoya puffed on 
his own cigar as he stood and walked slowly over to Sonny.  “You suggested the young 
man had tenacity, but from the telling of the northern adventure, it seems he also gives up 
easily.  So how to square the two with his arrival here?” 
 
“Quite simple,” Barnes was quick to interject.  “It is not so much that Sonny is a defeatist 
but that he is easily swayed with the right persuasion.” 
 
Barnes allowed Montoya to walk away from Sonny’s chair and across to a set of 
windows before he himself approached his young protégé.  As he walked behind Sonny’s 
chair, he looked over to the older Mexican, “And in fact, Sonny possesses quite a few 
avenues of approach.  Usually guilt or loyalty can persuade him, but there is also fear.  
Though little.  To truly sting, such fear must be accompanied by bitterness.” 
 
“Bitterness, you say?”  Montoya had turned from gazing out the window to ask. 
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“Quite.  When confronted by a previous failure, he suggests fear at possible future 
attempts.  And through this, can be convinced.”  Barnes walked around the other side of 
Sonny’s chair and dipped his head down lower to speak directly to Sonny, “Isn’t that the 
case with your former paramour, my boy?” 
 
With graceful ease, Barnes glided away after leaving the stinging remark.  He picked up 
his drink once more and took a sip as he waited to see if he had provoked the rise he 
desired from Sonny.  Yet the fish had not been hooked, as Sonny remained passively 
quiet. 
 
Montoya took that moment to move briskly back towards the door as he bowed slightly.  
“It appears things are beginning to rustle down in the square.  I had better see to it.  If you 
will excuse me.” 
 
Sonny watched the old Mexican gentleman walk from the room and then turned back to 
Barnes with speed once he was free to speak.  “Ya gonna tell me what the hell is goin’ on 
here, ya sumbitch?!” 
 
“Please, Sonny…please…let us not spoil this moment by using such blue language.  This 
is not The Belly…not the trail.  We are in civilization and as such, we should act like it.” 
 
“I don’t even know what the hell that means, Barnes.  What is this?” 
 
Barnes took another drink of brandy as he sat once more in his leather chair.  “Sonny…I 
am home.  Can you not see it around you?  This is what I come from and what is meant to 
become of me.”  He stood and began walking down a row of books, alternating looks 
between the various titles and Sonny.  “In every one of these, I learn the lessons of 
life…of struggle…of desire and lust…and greed.  They tell of adventures…much as you 
and I have witnessed our many months and years together.  But they all speak of a place, 
which does not exist.  I know, for I have tried to find such a place.” 
 
“Have ya lost yer mind or somethin’, Barnes?”  Sonny took a quick peek behind him to 
see that Garcia remained at the ready. 
 
“On the contrary,” Barnes smiled, “I have grown closer to it.  For after all the adventures 
we embarked upon, it took coming back home to realize that it may only exist right here 
under Senor Montoya’s supervision.” 
 
Barnes returned to the wet bar to pour a slight bit more brandy into his glass as he 
continued, “Who could have known that things would come full circle and I would find 
that which I was seeking right where I left it?  But I have.” 
 
Turning to see that Sonny was totally confused, Barnes allowed a brief smile to cross his 
face and walked back to the chair to sit.  He took a small drink and placed the glass down 
as he rolled a cigar around between his other fingers. 
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“I see that you need more knowledge.  Well…do you wonder who this Montoya is?” 
 
Sonny nodded his head as he kept a cold gaze on Barnes. 
 
“He is the man that raised me.  Not my father, I assure you.  But he did serve in such 
capacity for a time.  My mother…the harlot…she became his lover and he took a liking 
to me.  He taught me everything he knew…much as I have tried to do with you, Sonny.  
And what I learned I have been able to use and use well in my life.” 
 
“He taught ya to be a prick?”  Sonny said it dryly as if matter of fact. 
 
The chuckle from Barnes hid the irritation he felt at the dig, but his words showed it 
stung, “You would do well to mind your insults, Sonny.  I am afraid you are no longer in 
a position to undermine me.  But I have no shame in admitting that a cold heart is 
sometimes needed to face the challenges life throws at you.  It allows for easier decision 
making, I can assure you.” 
 
“I ain’t seen no good decision come out of you for years, ya sumbitch.  Now quit yappin’ 
and tell me what the hell ya want or kill me, one or t’other!” 
 
Barnes stood and walked towards the window Montoya had vacated earlier.  “In good 
time,” Barnes began to say almost under his breath, “all in good time.” 
 
Sonny began to stand at that point and was quick to find a meaty hand on his shoulder 
forcing him to remain seated.  Barnes turned in time to witness this and held up his hand.  
“That won’t be necessary, Garcia.  It is time to adjourn outside.  Please bring Mr. Gamble 
along, won’t you?” 
 
He moved quickly across the floor and exited the room as Garcia stood over Sonny.  The 
guard smiled and beckoned Sonny to stand, a command heeded.  The two followed 
Barnes back through the hall and to the foyer, joining with Barnes to exit the house and 
out onto the long porch Sonny had seen on his way in. 
 
There was much more activity in the square below, and Sonny could see a large crowd 
gathered around the edges.  He looked down the length of the porch and saw Montoya 
standing there, his hands on the railing as he watched the preparation.  Barnes joined him 
and they spoke quietly before Sonny was in earshot.  He then turned and gestured for 
Sonny to take one of the seats up front. 
 
“This will be a perfect opportunity for you to see the competition.” 
 
What fresh hell was this? Sonny wondered.  It was clear that Sonny was mixed up in 
some demented game created by this Montoya and his student, Barnes.  What the game 
itself was, Sonny could only imagine.  But he knew he would find out soon enough. 
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Sonny watched as Barnes and Montoya both took a seat next to him and then turned to 
witness the activity in the square.  A few squat men rushed around making sure the crowd 
stayed beyond a certain point, and Sonny saw a lankier man standing near the fountain, 
alone and perhaps a little frightened.  The man wore a strange combination between 
military uniform as breeches and a Mexican poncho and sombrero as covering.  He was 
armed as far as Sonny could see, with one gun hanging from a belt on his side.  But he 
wore no boots, red socks standing out underneath the gray of the pants. 
 
The evening was coming along fast and the wind had kicked up, causing swirls of sand to 
jump from the ground and die as quickly.  The poncho on the man flowed with the steep 
wind but he kept his ground, looking straightforward to something Sonny could not yet 
see.  But he was not to wait long. 
 
From underneath, Sonny saw a huge man take giant strides to stand several feet away 
from the waiting gentleman by the fountain.  The height on the giant must have been at 
least seven feet and his width seemed not far off.  He had a barrel for a chest and tree 
trunks as arms and legs.  Also wearing a six-shooter by his side, it almost seemed that he 
should never need such.  He could kill a man simply by looking at him. 
 
Montoya stood briefly to announce that things were to start and waved his hands to hush 
the crowd.  “Let us now begin.” 
 
He was seated as a wisp of a man rushed to the center of the square between the two 
challengers and hollered something to each.  Sonny could not make out what was said, 
but he did see both men nod.  And he watched as the slight referee moved with speed to 
stand at the sidelines while the other two men kept their gaze on each other.  They 
remained that way for quite some time, it seemed to Sonny.  The hush of the crowd began 
to grow restless and the smiles on Barnes and Montoya’s faces grew larger. 
 
The sound a large clock striking from somewhere up and behind made Sonny jump 
briefly and he saw the action carried out below in almost double time.  The huge man 
seemed to draw his weapon slowly but with sure aim and he had fired just in time to take 
what seemed a hit in his shoulder.  But it appeared to only nudge him.  His opposite, the 
man next to the fountain, was down on the ground.  From what Sonny could see he had 
been hit squarely in the head.  He never had a chance. 
 
The crowd erupted in applause and both Montoya and Barnes stood to take in the 
accolades.  True, it had been the giant below that had done the deed, but it was clear who 
had set up the match.  And Barnes made sure to turn and offer Sonny an extra wink to 
cement that fact in his mind. 
 
Montoya too turned to Sonny with a smile as he waved his hand over the crowd below.  
“This can be for you, my young friend.  What do you say?” 
 
After a moment of silence, Sonny realized that Montoya actually meant him to reply this 
time and he took the chance to question with some shock, “What are ya askin’?” 
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“Why Sonny…is it not clear?” Barnes’ eyebrows arched in disbelief.  He laughed briefly 
as he clapped Sonny on the shoulder and clarified, “You will challenge Beast.” 
 
…And surely die. 
 

* * * 
 
The cool evening breeze felt good against Sonny’s sweaty skin.  But that was really all he 
had to be thankful for as he lay on the sandy ground surrounded by the blackness of 
night.  He looked down at his shackled hands attached to a lengthy chain of some weight.  
The chain passed from the right wrist, through a metal loop imbedded into the stone 
fountain and then back to his left wrist.  He would not be going anywhere until his 
captors decided it was time.   
 
How had it reached this point after what seemed a welcoming greeting?  It was not that 
hard to figure out.  That welcome had only come as Barnes and Montoya were pleased to 
have another contestant.  When Sonny refused, it had angered Barnes and now he found 
himself chained and waiting.  Waiting to live…or die. 
 
As Barnes had marched him down the steps and towards the fountain, Sonny distinctly 
recalled the words Barnes used to convey his certainty, “You will fight, Sonny.  If you do 
not, I will kill you myself.”  
 
He had said it without thinking twice, though Sonny knew that Barnes far preferred 
watching Sonny die at someone else’s hands.  It was the contest he wanted, not the cold 
reality of death on his hands.  For Sonny, it was reversed.  He still did not quite 
understand what the contest was, but he had no doubt in his mind that Barnes needed to 
die.  At the moment, it would take something like a miracle to get his wish. 
 
Sonny felt his stomach growl as he tried to reach his brow and wipe away some sweat.  
He was successful enough to push his hair away from his face, but the sweat would 
return, as would the hunger.  He moved his body so that his back was against the 
fountain, and rested his head on the edge.  Perhaps some sleep.  But he knew it would not 
come. 
 
The night would continue like that, with Sonny not allowing himself to think too much on 
what was ahead of him.  When the time came, he would need to act.  Until then, he would 
try to keep his mind focused on the task.  That was all that mattered.  And if somehow he 
were killed, then perhaps it was for the best.  He had done his time on this Earth and 
frankly, it had not been the greatest success.  He’d allowed his life to move into this 
direction and he saw very little that could change it.  All that remained now was to 
complete this one last action and then he could be free.  Free to disappear, or free to die.  
He almost hoped for the later.  But not yet. 
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As the morning approached, he watched the various townspeople go about their business.  
He was struck by how completely the people seemed to take to their lives in this place.  
Montoya must act as some sort of Lord, not so very different from how Barnes had acted 
in Lago.  As he thought on that, he saw more and more similarities between the two men.  
It almost seemed that Barnes had attempted to set up his own situation as Montoya had 
done before him.  Perhaps he had failed in his mind and that was what drew him back 
here.  Certainly the law on his heels played into that choice. 
 
But Sonny knew that Barnes’ potential failure surely ate at him.  This was an avenue of 
approach to gain his revenge.  But how to play one off the other, especially now as he sat 
chained and awaiting death?  He focused his mind on that and allowed all other thoughts 
to drift away.  But he would not be allowed long to think on it as the slim and tall 
gentleman who had officiated the previous contest approached him. 
 
“Good morning, sir.”  The man was American.  Sonny could hear trace elements of 
northern speech, perhaps New York.  He’d heard little of it over the years, but he could 
pick out that extreme accent.  “It is not long before you meet battle.  Allow me to go over 
the rules so you are ready.” 
 
Sonny did not respond, but listened to the man thinking the whole time what insanity 
must run heavy here.  There would be a contest to the death.  At the stroke of the large 
clock that Sonny could now see hovering over the square, each man would draw their 
weapon and shoot.  The contest would not be over until one man lay dead.  And the 
winner?  Well, he got to do it again…and again…until there were no more challengers.  
If only Sonny could convince Barnes to try his hand at it, but he knew John Barnes would 
never place his own life at such risk.  And Sonny knew that Barnes was aware of Sonny’s 
prowess with a gun.  Barnes would be too sure of his own loss to attempt such. 
 
As the man finished his speech, he turned to see the square fill up with people on the go 
in this small city and gestured for Sonny to see as well. 
 
“These people enjoy a good contest, as does Senor Montoya.  Do not fail them or you 
will surely die.  But then, Mr. Barnes assures me that you are a fine fighter and thus we 
should have quite the test of talent this day.  Good luck.” 
 
“Luck?” Sonny asked before he realized what he was saying. 
 
The thin man turned and smiled, “You will need it.” 
 
He walked away and left Sonny to wait.  And wait he did.  Morning turned into afternoon 
without anything occurring.  No food was brought to him, nor was he given drink.  The 
people ignored him for the most part as they passed.  Occasional looks and smirks were 
directed towards him, but no one confronted him directly.  It was not until late afternoon 
that a man came to speak with him, and this man was Barnes. 
 
“Well, my boy…it looks to be that time.  Are you ready?” 
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Sonny saw the superior look on Barnes’ face and wanted to smash it with his fist.  But he 
could barely reach while chained.  And the various guards around the compound would 
have something to say in reaction.  Instead he remained quiet and did not even 
acknowledge Barnes. 
 
“You may ignore me all you like, Sonny.  But that does not change what is ahead of you.  
You may choose not to fire your weapon, but Beast will surely kill you.  Your only hope 
is to defend yourself.  That is, if you wish to live.  Perhaps you do not.  If so, this will be 
quite the disappointment.” 
 
Finally Sonny turned to face his nemesis, “You had best enjoy yerself, Barnes.  I’ll fight 
today.  But only so’s I can live long enough to kill you!” 
 
Barnes allowed a hearty guffaw to answer Sonny’s threat.  “All in good time, my boy.  
All in good time.” 
 
He turned and moved towards the thin man who had appeared with a box.  Barnes took it 
and walked back towards Sonny.  He made gesture with his hand for the wispy man to 
unchain Sonny, but only the right arm was unshackled.  His left remained fixed to the 
fountain, allowing him limited movement.  And if that was detrimental to Sonny’s task, 
the next cruel joke was applied by Barnes. 
 
He opened the box to reveal a revolver and pulling it from its resting place, held it out for 
Sonny to take.  “To make things even more interesting, and perhaps to save some very 
good people their lives, I think it best to allow you just the one shot.  What say you to 
that?” 
 
His gleeful look was disgusting, but Sonny only nodded and received the gun offered.  
He checked the weapon for flaws and to ensure it was loaded as promised.  Only one shot 
and if it failed, he would surely be dead soon after. 
 
“Now…” Barnes began to walk away.  “…Shall we begin?” 
 
Sonny felt his legs under him. Weak but enough to provide support for the moment.  He 
tucked the gun into the front of his pants as he moved to the side of the fountain and 
awaited his man.  Beast walked out soon after, larger now that he was at eye level with 
Sonny.  He only carried the one gun, but Sonny was sure it was fully loaded.  That meant 
six shots to dodge if his one shot came up short.  He would have to make sure that it did 
not come to that. 
 
Barnes remained on the sidelines rather than walking back up to the house to watch with 
Montoya.  But Sonny saw the old Mexican walk out his front door and take the familiar 
position on the porch overlooking the crowd.  As he had done before, he stood and 
quieted the people and signaled for the contest to begin.  The thin man walked to the 
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center and said his usual words, looking at both contestants to make sure they understood.  
Neither nodded in return as both Sonny and Beast kept their gazes on each other. 
 
Seconds turned into minutes and each minute seemed to take forever as they and 
everyone else waited for the clock to strike the hour.  Sonny felt his fingers tingle slightly 
as they sat poised to pull and shoot and his eyes watched every movement of his 
opponent.  Beast did not appear to have any fear, and he kept a slight smirk on his face.  
Sonny hoped to knock it off quickly. 
 
Suddenly, the tick from above crashed into a chime and the moment was at hand.  Sonny 
drew his weapon and fired with true aim as he watched his shot fly through the air almost 
in slow motion and landing square in Beast’s neck.  To his astonishment, Beast only 
backed up a step when it hit.  The shot fired in return had already sailed to the left as a 
result of being pushed back by Sonny’s blow, but there were five more soon to be on 
their way, as Beast did not drop. 
 
The wound may have hurt the huge man, but it did not seem to faze him much as another 
shot was fired.  Sonny had just enough time to duck and roll back towards the fountain 
for cover.  The chain attached to his left arm yanked at him as it was pulled taut and he 
felt the pain in his shoulder.  He pushed with his feet to get his back towards the fountain 
and quickly began thinking of what to do next. 
 
He heard Beast shout over the crowd, “Beast cannot be killed!  Come out of hiding you 
yellow bastard!” 
 
Another gunshot ricochet off the stone of the fountain just over his head and Sonny felt 
the anger rise in him for being called yellow.  But he would not fall for that trick.  
Instead, he waited.  Three shots fired, and three left.  His only hope was to draw Beast 
over to him.  In fairly quick time, Sonny got his wish. 
 
The crowd was now at a fever pitch as they cheered Beast on, and though Sonny could 
not see Barnes, he was sure that the bastard too was all smiles.  He trained his ear to hear 
past the roar and listened for Beast’s approach.  Soon enough, he heard it.  The shuffle of 
feet grew louder and in short time, Sonny saw the gigantic man turn from beyond the 
fountain and face him, one hand covering the wound in his neck and the other holding a 
gun leveled at Sonny’s head. 
 
“Now you die,” escaped Beast’s lips as he began pulling his finger back to shoot, but he 
was surprised when Sonny’s legs swiped his own from underneath him.  He crashed to 
the ground as Sonny jumped on top of him, an errant gunshot escaping his gun and flying 
into the crowd. 
 
Sonny used what strength he had left to wrap his chains of captivity around the huge 
man’s neck and he began to pull with all of his might, using his legs as leverage.  Beast 
started to struggle and his arms flailed.  His gun came very close to pointing directly at 
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Sonny, but he kept his head and upper body moving as much as he could as he pulled 
harder and harder. 
 
The pain in his wrist and hands reached levels he had never felt before as he wrestled 
with the giant man’s strength, but he would not be bested this day.  Beast began to go 
blue in the face and his movement slowed as he grasped for air.  The crowd began to boo 
but Sonny heard Barnes yell above them, “It is a fight to the finish.  Now finish him!” 
 
It was not clear whom Barnes meant, but he thought perhaps Barnes was secretly rooting 
for Sonny.  He hated to do it, but he would grant the son of a bitch his wish.  Finding a 
second wind of sorts, he increased his pull and watched as Beast finally went limp.  He 
did not let up right away, but eventually loosened his grip on the chain and sat back 
breathing heavily.  Beast lay silent on the ground in front of him, one eye still open and 
staring into nothingness.  The huge man was dead, and with two bullets left in his gun.  
Somehow, Sonny had won. 
 
Barnes walked to him and stood over the body, smiling.  “I must hand it to you, my boy.  
An ingenious plan.  I would not have thought of such myself, I admit.” 
 
Sonny remained silent. 
 
“You are now champion.  How does it feel?” 
 
There was still no response. 
 
“You should be pleased with yourself, Sonny.  You now rule the roost, so to speak.  You 
could be a hero to these people if you choose.  I doubt Senor Montoya is entirely pleased, 
but I told him of your talents and he must now accept that you are the one to carry on as 
the standard bearer for his little game.  Come now…surely you must have something you 
wish to say.” 
 
Sonny felt almost ill, as if he had need to purge.  He hated having given Barnes what he 
wanted and still knew he had little avenue of escape or a method to gain his revenge.  He 
would surely be forced to do this again and again until he died, just as Beast must have 
done.  This would not be the way to gain what he wanted himself.  He looked up to his 
old mentor and flashed him a cold smile. 
 
“Yeah…I do.  Fuck you, Barnes!” 
 
It wasn’t the answer Barnes wished to hear. 
 

* * * 
 
Sonny tried to lift his head but the pain in his neck has so severe that he allowed it to drop 
back to the dirt floor with a thud.  He spit the dust and grime from his mouth and 
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contemplated how he had found himself so far down.  One second, just a hair’s breath 
away from finally destroying John Barnes, and then… 
 
…Only two shots left.  One for Barnes and then one…for himself?  No.  He was not 
going to kill himself.  He had thought about it, to be sure.  But he knew that he could not.  
He hated himself and everything that had happened since that day at the farm.  But he 
could not do that.  So then…who?  There were too many.  He had gone for the gun, but it 
was only a matter of seconds before others were on top of him.  Barnes was severe in his 
anger.  He had not liked the response, nor had he cared for Montoya’s. 
 
Beast had been Montoya’s man.  Sonny had gathered that much during those moments of 
anguish as he lay on the ground, desperately trying to will away the pain of the beating he 
had received.  It seemed that Barnes had talked a great deal of Sonny during his recent 
stay and had promised that Sonny could best any man Montoya threw at him.  For his 
part, Montoya did not believe it.  When it finally happened, he was shocked, to say the 
least.  Furious was more like it. 
 
Between Sonny’s impertinence and Montoya’s scold, Barnes could only find satisfaction 
in furthering Sonny’s torture.  And now Sonny found himself in a dank and odorous 
basement, blinded by the darkness and two swollen eyes, unable to move more than a few 
inches at a time. 
 
But somehow an angel had been delivered unto him and he found himself almost 
thanking God above for such favor.  A cool hand brushed away his lengthy hair and 
wiped away the dirt from his face.  He felt his body being rolled over and pulled towards 
the wall.  Lifted so that his back was against it, he strained to see this kind soul and then 
almost burst into tears as he finally saw the face… 
 
Pete. 
 
“You are in pain.” 
 
Yes, that was true…in so many ways.  Pain to know that he had made this entire situation 
so.  Pained to think of where Gus may be…if at all.  In pain to think that he may never 
escape this hell that was his life.  And the pain of his loss, his many losses…that word 
was too much and not enough all at the same time. 
 
“Yes…” That was all he could answer. 
 
“You eat.” 
 
Pete had always been far too kind for what he had gone through.  Never had any other 
man seen such misery and yet remained so calm in the face of it.  And here he was, yet 
again trying to do for others, even though he himself was just as much prisoner. 
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“What is it?”  Sonny spit the heavy gruel from his lips when the taste did not match what 
he had hoped. 
 
“Food…what else?”  In the darkness, Sonny could not see the man’s face, but his voice 
spoke of acceptance. Not hope, but awareness and understanding. 
 
Sonny tried to speak again, but Pete brushed his speech away with a “pish” and continued 
trying to feed him the horrible concoction.  His head throbbed from his beating and his 
body was no less angry at its situation.  Every inch of his being rebelled at being moved 
and bothered, but he was grateful nonetheless, for here was Pete, and alive. 
 
“How?”  Sonny tried to get the answers.   
 
For Pete’s part, he was amiable enough still.  “My lot,” he answered with ease.  And 
somehow, damn him for being so; he was that very thing…at ease with himself and his 
life.  Or perhaps not at ease…but willing to see it through.  It was enough to make Sonny 
angry on a normal day, but now, in his misery and desire to not yet die, he understood 
it…finally.  Pete knew what and who he was, and why…why he was.  This brought him 
comfort, even on the coldest day.  And today was the coldest of them all. 
 
To drive the point home, Sonny finally asked, “Gus?” 
 
The answer he received marked it for the record books… 
 
“Dead.” 
 

* * * 
 
When Sonny opened his eyes, he hoped that he might be back in that small Mexican 
town, looking past the mission and wishing Juanita would come with another drink.  But 
she was long gone now.  Instead, he saw Pete messing around at the other end of the 
room. 
 
There was a small light from a window above that allowed him to see.  And the swelling 
around his eyes had gone down enough that he might make out the figure in front of him.  
Pete did not move with any speed, as it seemed that he too had seen the heavy-handed 
tactics used in this place.  But he surely looked better than Sonny looked, or felt, at that 
moment.  Sonny moved his legs and felt them to be strong enough, but his arms, 
especially his left, were sore. 
 
He started an attempt to stand, but Pete quickly moved over and stopped him, “Do not tax 
yourself, my friend.  You have seen the worst of it for now, but not all I am afraid.” 
 
Sonny wasn’t quite sure what Pete meant, but he understood the first part.  He recalled 
the beating far more clearly now and saw in his memory the evil grin in the eyes of the 
offenders.  They had enjoyed it. 
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Pete moved away and then walked back with a bowl of something, perhaps more of the 
nasty gruel he had been fed before. 
 
“How long have I…” 
 
“It has been two days, Sonny.”  Pete gently lifted a wooden spoon from the bowl and 
brought it carefully to Sonny’s lips.  “Take this in.  You will need strength.” 
 
Sonny tasted the food and it was just as bad as his memory recalled.  But he ate and did 
admit; he began to feel somewhat better.  He and Pete remained quiet for a time as both 
ate.  When they were finished, Pete walked towards a set of stairs and placed the bowl on 
the bottom step. 
 
As he returned once more to Sonny’s side, Pete sat and Sonny turned his head with some 
trouble to look at his friend.  “How…how did you end up here?” 
 
“Does it matter?”  Pete’s return question was said with some sadness, but he remained 
calm and resigned. 
 
“Yeah…I need to know what the hell’s goin’ on.  How did Gus die?” 
 
Pete lowered his head and almost whispered the words, “The large one.  He killed him.” 
 
“In a fight?” 
 
Pete nodded his head a few times and turned to look at the light coming from the window 
above.  “He had hoped to trade his life for mine, I am afraid.” 
 
Of course.  Gus…always trying to help.  Looking out for his friends.  One would not 
have expected it of him if they did not know him. But Sonny had spent enough time to 
see his loyalty.  And that loyalty had led him here to be killed as some plaything.  From 
revenge to death with no glory in between…that was a lesson Sonny desperately needed 
to learn. 
 
“So why did ya end up down here?”  Sonny made movement with his arm to try and rest 
it on Pete’s shoulder but he had to admit defeat and let it fall back to the floor. 
 
“I was…made to watch.  And then when he died…I suppose Mr. Barnes have no more 
use for me.” 
 
“He had a use, alright.”  Sonny was sure he knew what, too.  As a lure to get Sonny here.  
And it worked.  “So now what?” 
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“That is just it, Sonny…” Pete allowed his speech to trail off as he thought about his next 
words.  Sonny could sense the fear in him and did not prompt him to speak until Pete was 
ready.  Finally the Russian said it, “We are to fight.” 
 
“What?!?”  The words seemed foreign all of the sudden, as if Pete were speaking his 
mother tongue. 
 
“It is exactly as I say,” Pete responded with little hesitation. 
 
“Ya mean Barnes wants you and me to go at it?” 
 
“Da.” 
 
Sonny shifted his weight, and even though it hurt, he pushed through the pain.  “Well I 
won’t do it!” 
 
“Then we both die.” 
 
“We both gonna die anyways, Pete!  Barnes’ll see to that!” 
 
“Maybe…if he not made to release us.” 
 
Sonny looked into Pete’s face and questioned.  What was his friend saying? 
 
“Sonny…I will not shoot at you.  I cannot.  You have been too good a friend to Pete.” 
 
“What is this?”  Sonny started to see where Pete was going and did not like the sound of 
it. 
 
“You must kill me, my friend.  And then you must kill the rest and escape with your life.” 
 
With a strength Sonny did not realize he possessed at that moment, he stood in shock and 
bolted across the dank room. 
 
“Hell no, Pete!  No way!” 
 
Pete stood and crossed as quickly, placing a hand on Sonny’s back.  “You must.  It is 
your only hope.” 
 
“But…what about you?”  Sonny could feel the tears that he had not shed in many years 
welling up in his eyes. 
 
“Sonny…” Pete had a peaceful look on his face.  “I have lived my life as much as I will 
ever do so.  My family has gone and I can think of nothing further I could wish for than 
to be with my beloved Anouska once more.  You…you are young still and have a life 
ahead of you.  I know this.  I wish for this.  You must do this and be rid of this life 
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forever after.  This I can give to you, my friend.  This is the gift I can give in return for 
you saving my life those years ago.” 
 
It was all too much for Sonny to contemplate.  How could he possibly raise a weapon 
against this incredible man next to him?  He knew he could not.  Even as a favor to Pete, 
he could not do it.  He began to think of how it might happen. Barnes would surely allow 
him the one shot, yet again.  But Pete might have a fully loaded revolver.  Seven shots in 
total, and if he could get to another weapon… 
 
“Look here, Pete…it ain’t gonna go down like you say.  I can’t kill ya.  Don’t ask that of 
me.” 
 
Pete heard the plea and understood.  “Then how?” 
 
Sonny allowed his friend to help him back to the wall to sit.  As they began to discuss 
what would occur, the sense of escape and freedom became more and more of a 
possibility.  For once, Sonny would try and move forward with someone else’s well being 
in his mind.  All that remained was mustering the strength to do what he had to do.  He 
would not enjoy it as he assumed he would.  But he would see this through and he would 
see Pete delivered to safety.  If he owed his friend anything, it was that…his life.  Too 
many others had died for Sonny’s mistakes.  This one would live. 
 

* * * 
 
The humidity in the air was heavy and Sonny felt his heart race.  His opposite member 
stood tall, but with uncertainty.  Sweat poured from Sonny’s brow and the lightening and 
subsequent thunder in the distance startled him, almost into action…but not yet.  First, he 
had to wait for the clock.  That last tick, signaling the moment of truth and his 
redemption as far as he could possibly have such at this moment. 
 
He surveyed the scene and tried to calm his apprehension.  His fingers all of the sudden 
felt the moment of truth and reacted.  If only a gust of cold wind might blow through and 
give him some feeling of touch, or security to know that it would end as he wished.  
Instead, he knew he must count on his ability and his knowledge that he was faster, more 
equipped…simply better. 
 
He did not wish it to be this way.  It should have been simple.  Not encumbered by the 
politics or needs of others…only his own wish for revenge and trust in his own talent.  
But as it was things had taken a turn and with it, he knew he had to blow with that wind.  
And strong it was as it blew a lengthy gust through the square and focused his attention 
on the man standing just yards away. 
 
Not desiring it but unable to stop thinking, Sonny saw his mind turn back to the 
immediate events that led to this one moment…the moment of truth.  Discussing it with 
Pete had been simple.  He would catch the gun as it spun through the air and do his best 
to protect both himself and his friend.  Pete was to get down and try to remain safe while 
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Sonny took out those that wished him dead.  But somehow…someway he had found 
another way.  Who could have known that Montoya had different plans?  Not Sonny, and 
certainly nothing he could truly count on.  But it had given him an out…a way to take 
care of what needed doing without risking his friend’s life. 
 
He and Pete had been sleeping, as much as two men could in such horrid conditions.  But 
the door to the basement had opened and the slow sound of boot meeting stair had made 
enough of a stir to grab his attention from his limited slumber.  Looking up, he saw the 
well-dressed feet of Montoya descending and he did not need to wake Pete to see the 
same.  His friend too saw the man come down and great them. 
 
“Mr. Gamble…” he had started with perfect comfort, “I have need to discuss something 
with you that I find might be most beneficial.” 
 
Pete looked to Sonny and he returned to quizzical look as if to say, “Let us see what this 
means.” 
 
“As you know, Mr. Barnes is a talented man…a resourceful man.” 
 
Sonny nodded at Montoya’s speech as he wondered why he said such. 
 
“…And it seems to me that…well, let us just say simply…he has overstayed his 
welcome.” 
 
What was it that Montoya wanted?  It was a natural question and one that Sonny had 
thought on several times while he remained stuck in this hell. But to allow him the rest, 
Sonny again only nodded. 
 
“It has been a worry to me since the arrival and now that the situation has turned in the 
manner that it has, I must find some new recourse to maintain my own stability.  Surely 
you may understand such.” 
 
When Sonny remained motionless, Montoya continued, “When a person is so evidently 
attempting to take what is rightfully yours, one must do all that they must to thwart such 
action.  As it stands, I believe you could be of great service to assist in such measures.” 
 
As he looked at the man through the darkness, Sonny instantly knew what he was getting 
at.  Barnes had stayed too long…once the prodigal son, now he was the man that came to 
dinner…at once, both the protégé and nemesis.  And somehow, Sonny knew that he was 
the device to send him home.  But how?  That was all Sonny wished to know. 
 
“You were to be forced into the street to fight this man,” Montoya had pointed to Pete 
with nonchalance as if he were nothing more than a rabbit to be served for dinner, “and I 
might have enjoyed such a match.  But as it stands now, I have need of a new set of 
fighters…” 
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Waiting for the inevitable finish, Sonny finally received it, “…You and my good friend 
John Barnes.” 
 
Montoya’s smile was at the same time both kind and sinister.  Sonny had only seen it 
once before…in the man he was now to kill. 
 
“How?”  This was all Sonny could say as he remained motionless and allowed Montoya 
to finish his thinking. 
 
“You are talented, yes?” 
 
Sonny could not argue with that and nodded his head in agreement. 
 
“You have desire to see Mr. Barnes finished, am I incorrect?” 
 
Sonny could not say no.  Montoya was exactly right on that score. 
 
“Then you will kill him for me…agreed?” 
 
It was as if Montoya knew the answer and his visit was but a formality.  But in the 
moment, all Sonny could do was be thankful that he had an out…here was a man that 
would just as soon see him dead than do something kind, but he was in need of Sonny at 
that particular moment.  The two men’s desires happen to coincide. 
 
Again, and after just a moment of reflective silence, Sonny asked, “How?” 
 
The smile on Montoya’s face was sickening, but necessary as Sonny saw it.  He let go of 
the disgust and waited for the words, “You see the window just above you, yes?” 
 
Montoya pointed to the one place that Sonny and Pete had found light during the past few 
days and Sonny nodded after a brief look to his friend. 
 
“I will place a fully loaded pistol there for you to utilize. The window can be pushed 
open, but as I am sure you have noticed is certainly not enough to escape from.  Choose 
this weapon and make your way upstairs…an act I will make available for you, as I am 
sure you can guess by now.” 
 
And Sonny could.  In fact, his mind had been working in that direction for a few minutes 
already.  It would allow him to find Barnes and force him to do his own bidding…for 
once. 
 
“Once you have located our friend, who I might add for your convenience will be in the 
study, I would like for you to move him outside so that we might have yet another 
fine…” he stopped himself for a moment as he allowed a large grin to form on his 
leathery face, “…contest.” 
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So that was it.  Montoya wished to continue his fun while ridding himself of a burden…a 
burden Sonny could take care of.  Usually, this would have been the moment for Sonny 
to say no simply to irritate.  But for once he was presented with an act that was irritating, 
as it was an act carried out for someone else, but one he would have desired anyway.  
However there was still a catch… 
 
“If I do this,” he began to stand, slowly but as surely as he could, “will you let me…and 
Pete…go?” 
 
“Well of course,” Montoya smiled like the Cheshire cat as if such a question was absurd 
on the face of it.  “Why else would you do such a thing…” he paused for a moment, 
“…unless you wish to join us here?” 
 
No, Sonny did not.  But he was willing to take the favor Montoya had given him.  His 
nod was all the response Montoya required. 
 
“Please remember, Mr. Gamble, I’ll be keeping your…” he stopped as he looked at Pete 
and frowned just slightly, “…companion here in the event you decide to use this favor 
against me.  And I should hope you would be intelligent enough to realize you will not be 
able to escape through your own ability.  I’ll have extra guards placed to see to that. But 
the basement door will be open if you wish to…walk through it.” 
 
Sonny understood then, and he understood it now as he looked up to face his opponent 
once again.  The night air seemed to grow thicker and the sweat heavier on his brow.  
Could he finish the act?  But with what had already happened, he knew that he could. 
 
It had been not long after Montoya left that Pete had scrambled to the top of a few 
stacked boxes and found the stored gun.  Loaded, as Montoya had promised, Sonny had 
tossed it back and forth in his hands a few times to get a feel of it.  He pushed it securely 
into his pants and started the slow climb of the stairs once the right hour had reached him. 
 
The door had been unlocked, but he remained apprehensive, both from distrust and the 
weather outside.  Though not yet raining, the air had grown increasingly thick with 
humidity and it was only a matter of time before a thunderous downpour occurred.  The 
flash of lightening had already begun from the dark windows of the halfway as he moved 
from the basement to the first floor of the house, and he did his best to calm himself when 
everything around him felt electric and palpable. 
 
He turned a corner and almost raised his weapon as a face appeared.  No words were 
spoken, but a guard nodded in assent and pointed to Sonny’s destination…the 
study…Barnes.  He moved on and upon reaching the room, stopped for a moment.  He 
took a deep breath, drew his gun and kicked the doors open with his feet, pleased to 
perhaps make some damage on that bastard Montoya’s home. 
 
Expecting to be double-crossed, Sonny was surprised at Barnes own shock. 
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“Wha…what is this?”  The son of a bitch had said. 
 
“Consider it payback.”  It sounded cheap at the time, but it was the first thing to come 
from Sonny’s brain. 
 
“Payback?!” 
 
Barnes was obviously unprepared, perhaps for the first time in his life.  He somehow 
never expected his old friend and mentor to do him like this.  But he also somehow 
looked past the intelligence that had taught him everything he knew.  And certainly, he 
never assumed that would come in the shape of Sonny.  For that, Sonny could be 
satisfied. 
 
“Stand up,” Sonny had said with calm but fierce determination. 
 
Barnes did as suggested, but he moved his arm ever so slightly to the side where he 
usually kept a Derringer.  Seeing it, Sonny leveled his gun to Barnes’ face, “Keep ‘em up, 
Barnes.  I ain’t about to see ya shoot me now.” 
 
“Well, when did you expect it?” 
 
The humor was lost on Sonny. If anything, he was irritated that Barnes still somehow felt 
confident to use such. 
 
“Just move on over to the side…there.  Keep still and ya might live for a few more 
moments.” 
 
Barnes did as he was told and kept his arms held high.  But he had other avenues of 
attack.  “Sonny…I have done what I could to help you.  Surely you understand that.  In 
fact, the only reason you’ve been kept in captivity was due to our rather inhospitable 
host.” 
 
“That’s a lie…” Sonny began but Montoya finished the thought as he too moved into the 
room,  
 
“And no mistake.”  Montoya spoke as he crossed behind Sonny and walked to the 
darkened windows.  He looked out into the night sky as it lit up with a bolt of lightening, 
“How unfortunate that you should choose me to lie to, eh?” 
 
Barnes’ face went ashen as well as both men could see.  He could not understand how 
such was happening to him.  He had always been so careful. 
 
“But the thing is, John…” the insincerity and condescension dripped from Montoya’s lips 
as he spoke, “…there is still a chance.” 
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Both Barnes and Sonny looked to Montoya as he turned to face the room, “I believe 
every man deserves a chance.  Yours comes tonight.” 
 
Barnes, flustered but doing his best to remain composed started to walk towards the old 
Mexican.  “Senor Mont…” 
 
That’s as far as he got before Sonny pushed himself and stepped towards his own mentor.  
“Ya stop right there, Barnes.  I’ll shoot ya now if I have to.” 
 
“But I’d prefer he did not, John.”  Montoya took a step towards Barnes and looked into 
his eyes with a smirk, “I think you’ll fair better when you have the chance to show what 
you are truly made of.  And against this…boy…you’ve made.” 
 
The sting hurt them both at once, but Sonny took it better than Barnes.  “What do you 
mean?” Barnes asked, knowing full well what Montoya had in mind. 
 
“A fight…of course.”  Montoya’s look was steel and glass all the way.  “And if you are 
fast, my friend…and sure…you may come out alive.” 
 
Barnes looked to Montoya with an almost pleading visage, but knew at that very moment 
that his welcome had come to an end. 
 
“My patience only runs so far, John.  You, of all people, should know that.  Did you not 
think I would see what and who you are?  Did you think you could get away with it?” 
 
“But…” 
 
“Please, John…it is unbecoming of you to beg.” 
 
Barnes stood back a step and allowed the scene to play through his mind. Sonny saw it 
and saw also that his old mentor was playing through the different scenarios that might 
follow. 
 
“Outside, Barnes.”  Sonny tipped his revolver to point to the door.  “That’s what the man 
wants.” 
 
Barnes straightened his vest as he looked back to the young man in front of him holding 
him hostage.  “Well of course it is.  It would not be enjoyable any other way.  But you 
surely know he is using you as much as I might have.” 
 
Sonny knew it to be true, but felt strong enough to take either of them on if it came to 
that.  But he truly wanted Barnes.  And here he was, at the ready.  “Let’s go.” 
 
John Barnes took the signal and began his slow walk towards the door.  Sonny followed 
as he kept half an eye on Montoya behind him.  The three walked from the room and out 
into the hallway leading to the porch. 
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“It is still possible to make a deal, Sonny,” Barnes began to bargain. 
 
“I don’t think so, Barnes.  Time’s up for that.  Maybe ya should of thought about that 
before ya killed Gus…or Lem!” 
 
Barnes felt the anger rise in Sonny and it pushed him on, in so many ways.  “The truth is, 
my good man, it is not I that did them in.  Surely you hold some blame for that as well.” 
 
The comment only made Sonny angrier.  He wanted to pull the trigger at that moment.  
But there was always Pete.  “Keep walkin’!” 
 
Thunder crashed outside as they made their way to the front door.  It opened without 
anyone asking or turning a knob.  The light from a second flash of lightening filled the 
room and Sonny pressed his revolver into Barnes’ back to keep him moving forward. 
 
“Amazing to me that you still think you can control the situation, my friend,” Montoya 
remarked behind them both.  “I must have taught you well, but not well enough.” 
 
This remark only stung Barnes, but he would not let Sonny see if he could help it.  But 
yet, Sonny did.  “Yeah…ya never did know when to keep yer damn trap shut!”  He hated 
it, but Sonny was enjoying this so far. 
 
Barnes remained silent as he made his way out onto the porch and started down the front 
steps.  The town had little knowledge of what was happening, but the few stragglers 
began to take notice and they started to mingle around the familiar square.  Montoya 
remained on the porch, as it was familiar ground, but watched as his two fighters made 
their way to the ground below.  And as if on cue, the wispy man who officiated, soon 
appeared and nodded at his master.  He looked at both Sonny and Barnes as he made the 
offhand comment, “Another contest.  How grand.” 
 
Directing them to the middle in a formation both men were by now acquainted with, they 
each took sides and the thin gentlemen made sure Barnes was provided with a gun.  As 
they stood in place, each could hear Montoya above, “Yet again we find a match to the 
death, good people.  And this time we have a treat.  You have all known this man as my 
friend, and he is.  But the question is…does he deserve to be?” 
 
The crowd that had gathered, though smaller than usual, erupted with cheers as they saw 
another contest form. 
 
“And as for the other…well, you have all seen him work.  Will he be able to best 
another?”  The crowd joined in with cries of ‘yes’ and ‘no.’   
 
Montoya smiled as he followed, “We shall find out.” 
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The old Mexican obviously found enjoyment out of it.  Sonny could sense it then and he 
could sense it now as he stood waiting for the clock to strike the hour.  Brought back to 
his current mind by the man opposite him, Sonny focused on his prey. 
 
“My boy…” Barnes again tried to plead in his own special way, “Do you think it really 
must end like this?  I saved you from sure death…an evil paramour…and a useless chase.  
And here you feel the need to banish me from this mortal coil?” 
 
Now he was poetic, not that Sonny understood it.  “You surely know what you might do 
to save yourself at present…and I would be very happy to…” 
 
“Shut it!”  Sonny yelled across the square.  “Ain’t got nothin’ more to say.  Today ya die, 
Barnes.  And it’ll be my pleasure!” 
 
Sonny meant it and Barnes knew it too.  There was no escape for him after all this time 
being the master of illusion.  Today, however, he would die.  And he was not prepared. 
 
But Sonny was, regardless of the outcome.  The young man fingered his revolver just 
slightly as it sat in his britches, and he felt the electricity.  His heart continued to race but 
suddenly, even in the face of oppressive humidity, the sweating and nervousness ceased.  
After all this time, he was ready…for whatever happened next. 
 
Without warning, the clock’s minute hand made the move from fifty-nine seconds to a 
minute and a revolver drifted quickly into the air and level with its target.  Time seemed 
to cease as Sonny felt the full force of the weapon discharge and almost saw every second 
of flight from his gun to Barnes’ temple.  Engrossed as he was with the murder at hand, 
he did not even notice the bullet fly past his right shoulder. 
 
Barnes had missed. 
 
The man fell backward with force as the deadly shot connected with his head.  A second 
shot, that might have surprised him had he still had awareness, filled his black heart with 
such force that it blew through his back and exploded into the air with a sticky red cloud. 
 
Across the square, his opposite member stood quiet and still, ready to fire again if it was 
needed.  It was not.  Barnes was finally dead.  And the strangest thing was, Sonny did not 
really appreciate it.  He’d wanted it for so long, and had such desire…but in the end, it 
was just another notch on his gun belt.  Nothing more and nothing less.  How 
disappointing…but not completely. 
 
The crowd shook with excitement and applause and Montoya lifted from his seat and 
began to clap wildly.  “Bravo…yes, very good!” 
 
But Sonny did not feel it.  He slowly placed the gun back into his pants, ready if needed, 
but hopefully allowed to cool.  Montoya yelled down from his place, “You may stay, Mr. 
Gamble…if that is what you wish. We have much need for man of your talent.” 
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And suddenly, the gun was out again.  Within a span of time it took to bat an eyelash, 
Sonny’s gun was level with Montoya, so far above on his pedestal.  But instead of being 
frightened, Montoya laughed with glee. 
 
“What?  You plan to kill me now?” 
 
Sonny saw and felt the range of guns arrayed against him and heard the distinctive sound 
of rifles cocked and aimed.  Four of them surely, if not more.  But he did not lower his 
gun readily. 
 
“I could’ve killed ya already…” Sonny said with certainty.  “But not today.” 
 
The weapons aimed at him did not lower, but Montoya’s smile did. 
 
“Now let Pete go!” 
 
Sonny knew he could not trust Montoya, and certainly knew that he could be killed at any 
moment.  But he remained firm and kept his weapon pointed straight at the old Mexican 
gentleman. After a second or two, Montoya raised his hand and waived it in the air.  
Moments later, Pete was lead from the house and started down the front steps.  The 
Russian was obviously scared and kept his gaze on Sonny the entire time.  He was led to 
the gates of the town and only then did Sonny lower his gun. 
 
“Is that all?”  Sonny hollered for all to hear. 
 
When Montoya took more than a second to respond, Sonny almost lost hope that he 
might escape.  But then he saw the man nod.  Sonny slowly moved after Pete towards the 
gate and both men exited as the crowd erupted once again.  Apparently they appreciated a 
man taking a stand.  And that was exactly what Sonny had done that day.  Coming into it, 
he thought he needed a trick. Or some gift from…God?  Could it be that he realized that? 
 
He did, but not openly.  And he also realized how lucky he and Pete both were, and 
frankly, how ultimately unlucky Barnes had been.  That was really all it took.  He and 
Pete never looked back as they moved through the gate and out into the open and 
uninviting landscape of the Mexican night.  Flashes of light and ominous thunder filled 
the sky as they made their way across the inhospitable ground. 
 
Finally, some ways away, Pete stopped to look at his friend.  He remained silent at first 
but finally found the words, “Thank you.” 
 
Had Sonny never buried a feeling, he might have allowed this one to overflow.  Instead, 
he knew exactly how to handle it. 
 
“You go on now, Pete.  Go on.” 
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Pete looked quizzical at his friend, “But what about you?” 
 
“I’ll be jest fine, Pete…jest fine.  And…” he stopped and thought about what he was 
about to say. “…And thank you.” 
 
Sonny began to separate from Pete and his Russian friend tried to follow but Sonny 
stopped and held up his hand.  It was enough for Pete to understand.  Sonny needed this 
time apart…this time to reflect and learn how to live this new life he was about to embark 
upon.  He did not feel comfortable or secure that he might be successful, but he knew it 
was right and just.  His grandfather would have approved, just as his brother would…and 
his cousin…his mother…and his father.  After all this time, Sonny would finally begin a 
journey not built on revenge and anger, but of hope and perhaps dreams…if he were 
lucky.  Regardless, he would be finished with this chapter.  Or so he hoped. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 76

Disclaimer: 
This PDF File is not affiliated with Paradox Entertaiment or any Victoria(TM) publisher. The 
text is the property of Paradox Entertainment. The AAR may be freely copied and distributed 
without permission for any purpose, provided it is distributed unchanged, complete and, more 
important, free of charge. All trademarks and copyrights contained in this document are 
owned by their respective trademark and copyright holders. 
 

 
 


