
Free 
Rowdy: Redemption

 PDF Download

 Chris Mullen

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/kWZqj/Rowdy-Redemption-Book-2-of-3-Rowdy
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/kWZqj/Rowdy-Redemption-Book-2-of-3-Rowdy
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/kWZqj/Rowdy-Redemption-Book-2-of-3-Rowdy
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/kWZqj/Rowdy-Redemption-Book-2-of-3-Rowdy
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/kWZqj/Rowdy-Redemption-Book-2-of-3-Rowdy


In this transformative coming-of-age western a devastating fire sends Rowdy hot on the trail in

a twist of vengeful pursuit…When Rowdy returns from a hunting trip he discovers the Circle ‘R’

has been burned down and Dog severely injured. Searching for answers, he finds a clue that

just might lead him to an old foe. Filled with anger, frustration, and pain, Rowdy once again

sets off with Roberson and Cappy to face Patrick Byrne, the man behind the ruthless

attacks.Things go awry on their trip north when they stop to help travelers, and Rowdy and

Roberson soon realize they have been double-crossed. Taken captive by bandits, Rowdy, now

a prisoner, must await his fate. Forced to fight for survival, Rowdy takes a stand with

Byrne.Rowdy’s journey from Lincoln started as a vengeful pursuit, but somewhere along the

way he came to the realization that no matter their acts, it was not for him to decide the fate of

another. Leaving Rowdy to wonder, can he find Redemption of his own?“Rowdy’s vulnerability

and forthrightness make his character relatable to people of all ages and backgrounds.” – Early

Reader

About the AuthorSince escaping from university with a pair of degrees in theoretical physics,

Kevin Sands has worked as a researcher, a business consultant, and a teacher. He lives in

Toronto, Canada. He is the author of the award-winning and bestselling Blackthorn Key

series.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.Chapter 1CHAPTER 1“IT WAS

AN ACCIDENT,” I said.The carriage burned with a bright orange flame. Fire raged across its

body, the silk curtains fluttering through the windows in smoking tatters to the road. The frame

turned charcoal black, while inside, the stuffing in the seats gave bright flashing bursts as

buttons popped off the upholstery.Tom clutched his cheeks in horror. “I told you,” he said,

staring at the slowly crumpling carriage, our boots sinking in the mud. “I told you.”The heat

drove away the late winter’s chill, but I wouldn’t have felt it anyway. My face was burning with

shame. “It was an accident.”“I told you.”Sally stood next to him with her head bowed, palm

covering her eyes, auburn curls falling across her face. I’d never seen her so disappointed. “Oh,

Christopher.”Behind us, a farmer, his wife, and two young daughters leaned against a wooden

fence, cattle watching nervously from a distance. The girls gawked in wide-eyed amazement.

Their father, chewing absently on a piece of straw, considered the flames.“Now there’s a thing I

never seen before,” he said.“It was an accident,” I said.He nodded. “Would almost have to

be.”Ahead of us, twenty of the King’s Men waited, stunned, atop their warhorses. A pair of them

had dismounted and were now soothing the four draft horses they’d cut loose from our

carriage. The road smelled like smoke and cows.Tom moaned. “Why wouldn’t you listen? Why?

Just another couple hours and we’d be back in London in a nice dry room, meeting the king.

And everyone would be happy, and we could say, ‘An honor to see you again, Your Majesty,’

instead of ‘Goodness, Your Majesty, I hope you didn’t want your carriage back, because it’s

sort of on fire!’?”Sally shook her head. “Oh, Christopher.”I didn’t have time to answer. The

leader of our band had arrived. Riding ahead of our escort, he’d come back when he saw his

men had stopped outside this farm. Or, more probably, when he saw the king’s carriage

burning in front of the supply wagons.Slowly, the man maneuvered his mount through the mud.

His horse, a veteran of many battles, seemed unfazed by the bonfire.Lord Ashcombe, the

King’s Warden, dismounted. He was dressed, as usual, in black, wearing fur to keep out the

cold. An embroidered patch covered his left eye, an angry scar tracing from under it to the side



of his mouth, which turned upward in a permanent half scowl. His pearl-handled pistols,

polished to a fine sheen, hung off his belt, grips forward.He regarded the carriage for a

moment. Then he grabbed me by the collar and pulled me close.His voice was like gravel.

“Explain.”“It was an accident,” I said.He looked like he was ready to add me to the blaze. I

spoke quickly.“Right… um… well… Tom and I were talking, and… and I said wouldn’t it be

amazing if… if you could mount a cannon on a carriage? And fire it.”“Ridiculous,” Lord

Ashcombe said. “The recoil would flip it like a leaf.”“Well, yes. Tom said that. But then it

occurred to me: What if you had two cannons? One on either side. So you could fire both at the

same time. And make the carriage of steel, instead of wood, so it wouldn’t crumple. Then you

could ride your carriage into the enemy and shoot it off. Like a warship, but on land. A mobile

artillery platform.”Lord Ashcombe looked off into the distance. “A mobile artillery platform…,” he

mused. Then he blinked. “Why am I considering this?”His grip tightened. For someone who

only had three fingers on his right hand, he sure was strong. I almost told him he was

strangling me, but then I supposed that was the point.I continued. “Anyway—ergh—we didn’t

have cannons, obviously, but… well, you know those fireworks I made last night? To celebrate

the fact we’d finally be back in London today? I remembered I had one left in my apothecary

sash.”Actually, I had three left. But I didn’t think it wise to mention that.“So… er… I told Tom it

wouldn’t need to be a cannon. We could shoot rockets at our enemies. Call it Blackthorn’s Fire-

Spitter! And… well, never mind. Anyway, I said I’d show him.”Tom tried to shrink into the mud.

Seeing as how he was about three times my size, he wasn’t particularly successful.I did try to

get him out of trouble. “Now, Tom said this was a bad idea, he did. But I thought, how can

research be a bad idea? You always learn something, even when you fail. That’s what Master

Benedict said.”That was sort of true. I mean, my late master had said that—though it hadn’t

stopped me getting punished from time to time. “Anyway, I tied the firework to a stick and lit it. It

was supposed to shoot into the meadow. But… well… the road was so bumpy. I… might have

lost control of it. Just for a second.”Sometimes it’s the second that counts. Lord Ashcombe

glared at Tom. “You couldn’t have stopped him?”“I tried,” Tom wailed. “I did. But you know what

he’s like.”The King’s Warden regarded me. “Yes,” he said finally. “I suppose I do.”He let me go. I

really enjoyed breathing again. I even thought I might get out of this unscathed.Then Lord

Ashcombe smoothed out my collar where he’d crumpled it. That wasn’t a good sign.“Get on the

horses,” he said.The King’s Men had saddled the carriage horses they’d freed from the now-

charred reins of our transport. The driver had taken one of them. Tom and Sally, with a final

look of deep disappointment, climbed onto the horses beside him, one of the King’s Men giving

Sally a leg up.“Sorry,” I mumbled, and stepped toward the last mount.Lord Ashcombe laid a

finger on my chest. “Where do you think you’re going?”“You said to get on—”Slowly, he shook

his head.Horror dawned as I realized what he meant. “But… we must be five, six miles from

London!”“You think so?” He stared off down the road, considering it. “I would have said

seven.”“My lord… I… It was an accident.”Lord Ashcombe climbed into his saddle. “I

understand. So if you’d rather not walk”—he jerked a thumb at the flaming heap behind me

—“feel free to take the carriage.”--This text refers to the hardcover edition.
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sales.ROWDY: REDEMPTIONCHAPTER 1Slowly, I stood in the saddle and dismounted at the

entrance to the Circle ‘R’. A hot wind blowing from the south burned my nose as I breathed in

the charred air around me. I removed my hat and wiped my brow, staring in disbelief at the

sight set before me. Blackened, smoldering timbers and toppled stone now took the place

where the Circle ‘R’ ranch house had stood. The roof had collapsed in on itself creating a V-

shaped gap from the front steps to the back porch. Soot and dust took flight with every gust of

wind, coating the surrounding trees with a gray blanket of suffocating ash. Plumes of dying

smoke bent by the wind trailed off in the distance. I stepped towards the remains of what I had

come to call home. Anger, frustration, and that sense of helpless loss fanned the burning

question, what in the world happened?I looked to the barn. It was still standing but the wall

closest to the house was burned through leaving a black hole like an evil smile taunting me. I

took another step closer. A cold chill ran up my spine and my stomach turned uneasy as I

realized what was lying at the base of that terrible blackened grin from the barn. I dropped my

hat and let loose the reins that guided Delilah and ran. Dried patches of spattered blood led the

way and grew as I got closer. I stopped, placed a shaky hand over my mouth, and knelt slowly

in disbelief, feeling the shock of loss again like a mule kick to the gut. It was Dog.Dog lay on the

ground only a few feet away from the barn. His fur was singed, his skin raw and pink from

burns. A trail of blood slowly seeped from his right ear. His front paw was missing two claws

and was swollen from the trauma. His hind leg was cut open but looked to be a clean slice. I

turned and stood, looking around, still in disbelief at what surrounded me.“Rrrrrr.”A guttural

whimper came from Dog. He was alive! I knelt again and gently placed my hand on Dog’s side.

He was warm. I felt the slightest raise of Dog’s chest as he struggled to gain a breath of

air.“What happened here, Dog?” I whispered.The ground around Dog was discolored with ash

and blood and dust, but there was more. I had not noticed at first, but the blood-spattered

ground trailed away from the barn with a single set of boot prints accompanying in a staggered



retreat. These were the steps of an injured man. Standing, I followed the trail to the edge of the

trees across the yard. The sun was low in the sky but provided ample light for me to see

through the coppice of juniper trees and beyond the entrance of the ranch.Snagged on a tree

limb less than ten feet from the end of the boot print trail hung a blood-stained patch of cloth. I

stepped closer and snatched it from the branches. Its crusty, hardened form suggested it had

been there a while, but not too long as some of the blood mixed with my sweaty fingers,

leaving a tint of red. I took another look around but did not see any further signs of distress or

pieces of clothing, though I wished to find bloody remains of the owner of this piece. I

squeezed the crusted fabric in my fist and turned to walk back to Dog.He was not dead but was

practically scratching at death’s door. Could he pull through, and what was the extent of his

injuries? The right thing to do was to end Dog’s suffering. Put him down right here. I pulled the

pistol from my belt and looked at Dog. My hand shook and a sour lump grew in the pit of my

stomach.“I’m sorry, boy.”Dog’s breathing was noticeable now and his right ear perked up when

he heard my voice. A deep black eye surrounded by a white, bloodshot frame slowly opened

and focused on me. It had stories to tell, and it pulled at my heart as I looped my finger over

the trigger.Pressuring the hammer of the pistol with my thumb, it slowly reared back. With a

click, it engaged fully, springs tensed and ready. Wanting to let loose, snap down and fire, a

bullet waited in the chamber the gun yearning for action.Delilah clomped forward and had

stopped next to me. Her breath was hot. She looked at Dog, regarding him in a way only an

animal might. She then looked at me and bobbed her head. This simple interruption was just

enough to distract me. My finger ached on the trigger. I paused and looked at Delilah. Her gaze

spoke to me, pleading for reconsideration. To stop. To remember how bad a shape she was in

when I found her, and how I never gave up on her.I looked at Delilah. A calming feeling swept

over me. I looked down at Dog and knew what I must do.CHAPTER 2Dog's body lay gingerly

across my lap, his tongue lagging from the side of his mouth. His shallow breaths formed small

bubbles of sweat, mucus, and curdling blood. Delilah clomped along as we rode to town,

heading for Doc's office with Dog.It was late in the day. Gray clouds blocked most of the sun.

Beams of light shot through the gaps in the clouds, brightly illuminating the ground in a polka

dot fashion across the prairie. We entered Lincoln, passing by Jameis Duncan’s livery. He was

sitting out front, tipping back in his chair, waiting for a chance to fill another stall.The Waterin’

Hole Saloon was oddly quieter than most days, but I immediately recognized Cappy's wagon

and old brown donkey waiting for his lumbering return."Hey there," a soft voice called out.It was

Molly. She stood just outside the general store, sweeping the afternoon dust away."What’cha

carrying there, Rowdy?”I first saw Molly the day Percy and his gang decided to welcome me to

town. Their reception had resulted in a broken window at the general store. Molly stood wide-

eyed and steaming from our fracas, while her employer, Annabelle Hawkins quietly picked up

the mess. Molly and I crossed paths once or twice since then, and she was kind enough to

come to Sam McAlister's funeral, but we had never had as much as a conversation of

pleasantries."Dog’s injured. Bringing him to Doc."Her face changed from curious to concern.

Still holding on to the broom, she quick-stepped down the walk and out into the street. I pulled

on the reins, slowing Delilah."Can't stop. He's bad off and needs attention.""And you think

Doc's the best option?" she questioned.Her auburn eyes examined Dog. She placed a hand on

Delilah's side and gently rubbed as she walked in the dirt next to us."Come with me. Doc is

good for people, but he doesn’t know anything helpful when it comes to sick or dying animals.

He'll probably tell you to spend a bullet on him."I stopped Delilah and looked discontentedly at

Molly. Immediately sensing my distaste for her comment, she looked to the ground and

blushed."Ms. Hawkins may be old, but she knows things. She'll be your best bet if you want



Dog to make it.""Ms. Hawkins?" I questioned. "Ain't she a little off the deep end? Nice enough,

but with a spat of crazy in her?""You mean kinda like your good friend, Cappy?"She looked

straight at me and smirked a sassy smile."Come on. She's out back."I looked at Dog, then

down the way to Doc's office."Trust me," she said and placed her palm on my hand.Her small

hand was warm and soft and was comforting the moment our skin touched."Ok," I said.Molly

walked back to the stoop at the front of the General Store and leaned her broom against the

railing. I led Delilah to a hitching post. Leaving Dog atop her, I swung my right leg around and

slowly dismounted. Firmly on the ground, I reached and gently slid Dog from Delilah into my

arms, cradling him like a child. He grunted an uncomfortable "gruff", but sank into me as if it

was his last resting place. I followed Molly through the General Store to a rickety door leading

to the back of the building.I had not been behind the General Store before and did not know

there was another building standing in its shadow. It was small and dusty. The roof hung low in

places. A small porch that once welcomed visitors now seemed to say Enter at Your Own Risk.

To one side, a porch swing dangled unevenly. The ropes that held it in place were ragged and

frayed.Molly stepped onto the porch. The boards painfully creaked beneath her feet as she

gently knocked on the door. A moment passed without an answer. I walked closer to the

building and tried to listen for any movement inside. Molly knocked again.A crackly voice

answered from behind us, "If I'm not answerin', I'm not home."Molly jumped as a startled cat

might have after coming face to face with a rattlesnake. I whipped my head around to see little

Ms. Hawkins standing right behind me. Her deep eyes and wrinkled face gazed upon mine

inquisitively. She turned her attention to Dog. She raised her weathered hands to Dog's matted,

crusty fur and softly laid them atop him. Molly collected herself and joined Rowdy at his

side."Can you help him?" Molly asked, a sense of pleading in her voice.I looked at her and

wondered why the sudden concern. Was she that much of an animal lover? I did not know.

What I did know is we needed to move quickly if Dog was going to survive."You do this to 'im?"

She raised an eyebrow and studied my face."No, ma'am. Of course not. Found him this way.

Just returned from a hunting trip to find my ranch burned to the ground and my dog attacked

an’ left for dead. He and I have been through a lot. Couldn't put him down without trying to help

him first. I owe him that much. He saved my life before. Now I aim to do the same. Can you help

him?"My heart pounded. Her look softened a bit, and she removed her hands from Dog.

Stepping back, she walked around us and headed for the rickety door to the ramshackle

building. I looked at Molly wondering if I had wasted my time coming here first. She glanced up

at me."Ms. Hawkins…""Bring 'im in,” she interrupted. “Place him near the fireplace. Don't sit

down. Don't touch nothin’."Molly and I looked at each other as Ms. Hawkins disappeared

through the door."Trust you, right?" I said.We cautiously stepped forward and let ourselves in.

The door creaked on its hinges as Molly pushed it fully open. A musty aroma filled my nose as

we walked into the main room. The fireplace was in a corner to the right. A bookshelf, home to

dusty cobwebs as well as rows of old, tattered books stood floor to ceiling against the back

wall. A small window let in some daylight to the right of the fireplace. It provided enough light to

see but gave the place a dank and dreary feeling. Ms. Hawkins disappeared into a second

room, leaving Molly and me alone with Dog. I walked to the fireplace and looked around."Set

'im down. Pull the blanket from the rocker if you want to," Ms. Hawkins’ voice echoed through

the thin walls, but she did not re-enter the room.Molly pulled the wool blanket from the chair,

folded it in half and then half again. She laid it on the floor. I kneeled with Dog and placed him

on the blanket, sliding my arms out from under him with care. The blanket was scratchy but

was better than lying on the splintered wooden floor. Dog’s breathing remained shallow and the

gash on his leg continued to seep. It was not until I put him down that I realized my entire side



was wet with fluid emitted from Dog's wounds. Blood, fur, and sweat mixed together dying my

shirt an ember brown. Its cloth stuck to my skin. Ms. Hawkins reappeared with a bowl, small

strips of cloth, and something that looked like an oversized paint brush."Leave 'im with me.

Come back in the mornin' if you like. He'll either be here, or he won't, if you know what I

mean."Her voice sizzled in my ears, crackling and dry and absent of any emotion. She began

humming to herself."Molly, you get back to the store now and let me be.""Yes, Ms. Hawkins,"

she answered and grabbed my arm. "Come on, Rowdy, let's go."Reluctantly, I stepped back

away from Dog. He was a dog after all. Just an animal, right? Wrong. To me, Dog was a lot

more. A guardian. A partner. My friend. I hoped I would see him again."Come on, Rowdy,"

Molly whispered, and tugged a little harder on my arm.Silently, I turned and followed her out

the door. The gray early evening sky was dotted with orange from the horizon to mid-way

overhead as a waning sun tried to emit some beauty through holes in the clouds. In the alley

between the General Store and Ms. Hawkins' strange building, I paused. Molly noticed."He's

gonna be OK," she said, a forced smile blooming on her face."Yeah," was all I could

muster."What are you gonna do now, Rowdy?" she asked.CHAPTER 3I opened the front door

to the Sheriff’s Office and Jail and stepped inside. Sheriff Campbell sat behind his desk, slowly

cleaning the barrel of his pistol. A pot of water steamed on his desk next to a small jar labeled

DEER TALLOW. He placed the pistol on a rag in front of him and waved me over."Sheriff," I

said and greeted him with a nod."Rowdy. What brings you in?""You hear about my place?" I

asked."Can't say that I have. There a problem?""You could say that."I replied with an overly

sarcastic, and slightly irritable tone."The ranch is burned out. Just got back in from hunting in

the mountains with Roberson to find it smoldering in the wind.""Burned out?" he replied. "Why

that just don’t seem possible.""Possible or not, it happened. And I'm sure it was set."Sheriff

Campbell motioned for me to sit. I took a seat in a simple straight-back chair. It was

uncomfortable but did the job. I looked him dead in the eye. He sat behind a small desk in an

oversized wooden chair that screeched as his weight strained its joints."It was set. And Dog

was attacked. ’Bout killed. I just left him with Ms. Hawkins before heading over here. You didn't

hear nothing about the ranch?""Rowdy, you know as good as I do that had I known I'd have

done what I could to help save yer place. Don't forget that I've been around here much longer

than you and have spent many an evenin’ out with McAlister, God rest his soul."He paused and

folded his hands atop his desk."It's a shame. Shame about Dog too.""Yeah, but whoever it was

didn’t get away without injury. I'm pretty sure Dog gave 'im a good run for his money. He got off

a few good bites or tears before, well, before he was cut down. I found this snagged on a tree

branch at the edge of the property."I pulled the stained piece of cloth from my pocket and

handed it to Campbell. He took it and examined the crusty blood-dried fabric. After a moment

of sniffing it and feeling the texture between his thumb and forefinger, he laid it down on the

desk."What's yer take on this, Rowdy?""I've got my ideas, but no way to prove 'em."Campbell

lifted the cloth from the table again and squeezed it inside his fist."You've got this, Rowdy.""If

the snake that did this is still around, we'll find him," he said, slapping his palm to the table,

effectively squashing the crusty mesh into a ball of wrinkled cloth.The door to the jail creaked

open behind me. I turned to see Roberson enter. The door slapped closed behind him. Taking

notice of us, he walked over to the desk where I was sitting with the sheriff.“Howdy,

Sheriff.”Roberson tipped his hat.“Hey, Rowdy. What’s brought you in? Here to brag about yer

close call with that twelve pointer? You know you never had a chance at that buck.”“Not exactly,

Roberson. Thought you’d be knee deep in with the missus by now.”“Should be. Was helpin’ ol’

Mason Guidry and his son. They found some stranger passed out next to his horse just around

the bend from their place. They’d been out with their wagon collectin’ wood when they come



across ’im. He’s in bad shape too. I followed Mason into town and helped carry him into Doc’s.

Stranger’s there now, but I wouldn’t want to be him. Looks barely above snakes. And like he’s

been in a scrap of some kind, too.”The hair on my neck stood up and a tingling sensation

warmed through my fingers and up my hands. I looked at Sheriff Campbell. He looked back at

me, eyes digesting this new information. I knew we were both thinking the same thing, but

could it be? I stood up, startling Roberson.“Whoa there, Rowdy,” he said.“Sheriff?”I asked but

did not have to. Sheriff Campbell was just as clued into this mysterious stranger as I was.“I’m

right behind you, Rowdy.”The two of us headed for the door, leaving Roberson to wonder what

he was missing.“Hey. You think you know this guy?” he asked.I was already one foot out the

door, but bellowed back, “Come on, I’ll explain on the way.”We walked at a pace with purpose

and unapproachable focus. I filled Roberson in on what I had found upon my return to the

ranch.“The whole thing? Burned? Hot damn, Rowdy!”He spit and wiped his lip. The look on his

face changed from curiosity to sympathetic frustration and concern. I was his friend, and I

knew he was ready to split hairs on the head of whoever was responsible. Roberson was that

kind of guy. His loyalty and friendship were unwavering. He proved that during the showdown

with Byrne’s men, and again when we were cornered by a grizzly on our hunting trip. Now I

could tell he was ready to throw down. His calm demeanor was his strength, but the look in his

eyes could burrow holes in the soul of any man that got in his way.We arrived at Doc’s office.

The sun had sunk low from the overcast vastness of the New Mexico sky. Its last attempt to

shine was blocked behind the buildings at the far end of town, sending darkened shadows

grasping out from their uneven rooftops. The sky was bleeding crimson, saturating what blue

was left in the cloud muddled sky. Oranges and pinks tried to slink their way into view, but the

darkness, mixed with a splotchy red, was too much for the warmth of these colors to hit their

mark. It was going to be a dark night, and depending on what we found out inside, could make

it all the darker.“You think this guy had somethin’ to do with the ranch bein’ burned?” Roberson

asked aloud.“Dunno, but we’re gonna take a look,” I answered.Sheriff Campbell looked at me

with a stern eye.“Keep yer head, Rowdy. This might not be our guy. For all we know this is just

some drifter lookin’ for work that caught an unlucky break headin’ into town.”While I understood

what the sheriff was trying to say, my gut told me otherwise.“Don’t worry, Sheriff. I’ll follow your

lead,” I said clenching my fists.Roberson must have seen the gesture.“Hey, take it easy like. We

don’t know anythin’, yet.”He patted me on the shoulder and walked up the stoop and through

the door. I took a slow moment and a deep breath. While the ranch was going to be a huge

undertaking it was Dog that kept running through my mind. I left him back to guard the ranch

and I know he did the best he could. He had stood teeth to teeth with wolves, charged down a

shotgun-toting Santiago, and had been there for me time and time again. He did his job and

fought almost to his last breath.“You comin’?”Roberson stuck his head out the door and looked

at me questioningly.“Yeah,” I said.I stepped across the creaky wood porch to the door.

Roberson held it open as I passed through. When I got inside, the room was illuminated with

lantern light. There was one lantern hanging in the corner of the room from an ornamental iron

hook. Another burned brightly on a desk across the room. A third hung from the ceiling. It was

hooked over a brushed steel claw protruding from a dragon’s body. The torso twisted its way

towards the ceiling and was made to hang by its rear claws. The dragon’s head had two large,

blackened eyes. It smiled, barring its teeth as if it had a secret to hide. Scales scalloped from

its neck to its tail. As odd a thing to see, it must have taken a very skillful artist to create such

an ornate piece. I wonder why Doc had this hanging in his office.I noticed Roberson looking at

it too. He looked at me and mouthed the words, What the hell? I shrugged and looked across

the room at Sheriff Campbell. He and Doc were talking, but I could not hear what they were



saying.Finally, they stopped, and both looked over at me. I raised my arms slightly to the side,

my fingers flailing out with anticipation to know what they were discussing. Sheriff Campbell

stepped slowly over to Roberson and me.“The guy’s out cold. Has a fever that’s burnin’ right

through ‘im. Doc says he may not make it through the night.”I started to speak but Sheriff

Campbell interrupted.“I know what yer thinkin’ and I know what yer gonna say. Best bet is to

hope he pulls through so we can talk to ‘im. Figure out what happened.”All my steaming

anticipation released at once, deflating what hope I held onto. If he dies, we’ll never know. If he

lives, we might find out that he isn’t who we are looking for. But, if he turns out to be who I want

him to be, God help him.“Come on, Rowdy,” Roberson said. “I’ll put you up for the night and we

can ride in first thing tomorrow mornin’.”I looked at Doc.“You think he’s got a chance at

all?”“Time will tell, Rowdy. He’s patched up, but he’s got a big fight ahead of him.”“Alright, Doc.

We’ll be back in the morning,” I said, frustrated with unanswered questions.Doc nodded. Sheriff

offered his hand and Doc shook it. As we turned to walk out the door, I caught sight of the

dragon’s face once more. The lantern light flickered, dancing between its blackened eyes.“I’ve

got a secret,” it said. “I’ve got a secret, but I’ll never tell.”Its toothy grin seemed to widen in the

shadows. It laughed at me as I walked out of the room and into the blackened night.The town

was mostly quiet. A few saloon patrons wavered in their steps as they tried to navigate the

uneven dirt cut by wagon wheels and horse hooves. One drunkard slipped and fell to his

knees, causing the men who staggered with him to erupt in laughter.“Y’all go on,” Sheriff

Campbell said. “I’m gonna make sure these chuckleheads don’t cause any trouble.”“Need a

hand?” Roberson asked.“Nope. I got this. You two roll out. Stop by the jail in the mornin’ and

pick me up on yer way to Doc’s.”“Will do, Sheriff,” Roberson replied. “Come on, Rowdy. Let’s

saddle up and grab some chow. I know Addie’ll fix us up somethin’ that we’d be dyin’ to sink our

teeth into.”I smirked at Roberson.“I still don’t know how you convinced a girl like that to settle

down with you.”“Better get to walkin’ Rowdy,” he said, pointing down towards the hitching post

where Delilah patiently awaited my return, a sly grin growing from the corner of his mouth.“You

may find me ridin’ off without ya.”“Ok, Ok.”I paused.“Thanks, Roberson. I can’t believe all this is

happening. Seems like I can’t hold on to anything good in life.”“Yer alright. Go get Delilah and

let’s roll out.”I nodded and walked down the dusty way to the hitching post outside the General

store. When I came upon Delilah, I stroked her nose and looked into her dark eyes.I’ve got a

secret, but I’ll never tell. I’ll never tell.These words echoed like thunder in my mind. I shook my

head, trying to scramble the fuzz that lingered in my thoughts. It had been a long day, and as

much as I wanted to rest, I knew it was going to be a long night as well.I untied the reins,

stepped into the stirrup, swung my leg up and over Delilah, and gently came to sit in the

saddle.“Come on,” I whispered while giving her a pat on the neck. “Let’s go.”CHAPTER 4I

watched the sun rise from the front porch of Roberson's ranch house. I had spent most of the

early morning sitting, listening to the rustlings in the dark. The anticipation of what news the

day might bring kept my mind racing and any rest I needed at bay. Was Dog still alive? Was the

stranger? If so, would he be the one we were looking for or just some guy with a stretch of bad

luck? And the ranch. What was I going to do about the ranch? Was anything salvageable?

Sunlight shot from the horizon in riveting rays of warmth and brightness. Night was herded

away once again by this stampede of brilliance that stretched upwards and out, reaching all

points in its path like a springtime gully washer. Darkness fled. A dry breeze blew with a hint of

chill, marking the beginning of a new day. Whatever it brought, I needed to be ready to

respond.I leaned forward in my chair. I was about to stand up when I heard the front door creak

open and then smack as it closed behind Roberson."What? The bed inside ain't good enough

for you?" Roberson said with a sarcastic grin.He held two cups of steaming coffee in his hands,



offering one to me."Thank you," I said and raised the cup to my lips.The steam moistened my

upper lip, and the aroma of fresh coffee filled my nose. The sip I took singed my throat on its

way down, but it felt good and helped sweep away some of the sleepy anxiety I was feeling

from a night of unanswered questions."Was thinking we should swing by the ranch on the way

in this morning," I said.Roberson wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his shirt."I want to take

another look around. I got so focused on Dog that there might be more to find. Having an extra

pair of eyes would be a big help."Roberson nodded in agreement."Let's finish this coffee first.

Yer place ain't goin' anywhere. Plus. It's too early to head to town anyway," he said, leaning on

the porch rail."Sure wish we'd caught up with that buck on the mountain," Roberson

reminisced. "He was a beaut."Sure wish I'd been back here before the ranch was burned, I

thought.I looked at Roberson and understood his angst for a missed opportunity. The good

comes with the bad. Unfortunately for me, I was in the wrong place at the right time.

Again.Shouldn’t dwell on things that are out of your control, Rowdy. No man can go back to fix

the past, but he can shape the future.McAlister. Sounds like wisdom my father might have

given me, but that was all McAlister. I smiled and took a swig from my cup. It is amazing to me

the impact one person can have on another, especially if love or respect is involved. Words

sink in. They resonate. They help polish rough corners and heal old wounds. It is these bits of

knowledge that stand against time and death and live beyond the years from which they were

spoken.I can't do anything about the ranch, about Dog, but I can take action to find answers.

Answers I might not like. Answers that I was sure would lead me back to a place where I did

not really want to go. Answers that would lead me to…Byrne. Who else would go to such

lengths to send a message? To cause grief? To seek revenge? With that realization, I stood

up."Come on, we're wasting daylight," I said.I handed Roberson my empty cup and walked

down the steps towards the horse stalls to Delilah."It's like that, huh?" Roberson

snorted."Thanks for the coffee," I said talking over my shoulder, but not looking back. "Now let’s

get a move on, ya ol' coot."Roberson stood there, two empty cups in his hand, watching me as

I entered the barn."Go on, ya ol' coot," echoed from the doorway, followed by a soft, high pitch

laughter.Addie stood smiling at Roberson."Hmph," Roberson grunted and handed the empty

cups to Addie.Her smiled widened and she lovingly shook her head."Go on. He needs

you."Roberson cracked a small grin and returned her loving stare. He was tough as nails and

could be about as rough as a freshly branded bull on a cattle drive, but something about Addie

tamed him."See ya soon," he said.Roberson leaped from the porch and made his way towards

the stalls to join Rowdy.The sun was low in the sky, but its warmth spread rapidly. Puffs of white

scattered randomly across a sky so blue you might think you were looking through water. The

white crescent moon lingered, hoping to catch a glimpse of the day's action, but as it tried

many times before, will fail to see the true light of day. And today's light might just illuminate a

new path down the darkened road of redemption.CHAPTER 5"Hoe-lee cow," Roberson

sounded off in astonishment. "This is worth shootin' someone over."His reaction to the utter

destruction of the ranch was quite like mine, especially after finding Dog in the state he was

in.“If I'd come across the man while he was still here, I would have made sure that the last

thing to go through his mind, besides the words I'd lay over him, was the searin’ burn of a

bullet.”"Yeah," I said sullenly. "Let's take a look around."We dismounted and tied the horses to

the fence post of the corral. Tufts of smoke still swirled from the smoldering, collapsed roof. I

walked to the spot where I had found Dog. Nothing spoke to me. No clues or signs that I may

have overlooked before."Hey, Rowdy," Roberson called out. "Come take a look."Roberson was

standing at the edge of the steps leading up to the porch. The front wall, door, and all,

scorched and collapsed inward, lay silently amidst the splinters and ash. I walked over to



him."That one of yours?" he asked, pointing to a short blade knife laying just above the top

step.I knelt and picked up the blade. Its steel was stained by smoke and soot. The handle was

intricately carved from deer antlers, almost ornate. I wiped the blade with my thumb, cleaning

its edge, and successfully cutting myself in the process."Nope, not one of mine. Sharp though,"

I said. "Here, check it out."I turned the blade and passed the knife to Roberson, handle first. He

grasped its hilt and looked it over."Heavier than I expected," he said.There was something very

familiar about the craftmanship of this knife."Yeah. That is a one of a kind. Specially made for

someone. You'd need to know or be a…"I froze mid-thought. I closed my eyes. My ears rang

out like the rapport of a shotgun blast. I balled my hand into a fist and pounded it against my

open palm."A what, Rowdy?""A Blacksmith.""You know how many Smithys there are? That

knife could have come from anywhere.""True," I answered.I put my hand out, gesturing for the

knife. Roberson handed it back to me. I turned it upside down so we could see the butt of the

handle."But there is only one that I know that leaves this mark."Roberson looked closely and

saw what I was talking about. Some blacksmiths imprint symbols on their pieces, sometimes in

disguise, but usually where it is noticeable if you are looking.The symbol on this knife handle

was simple but told me more than enough. A small 'S' was etched into the heel of the

decorative antler. The top and bottom of the letter swirled around ending on two flat lines that

poked sideways as if coming to the dead-end of a trail. Another line crossed through the middle

of the 'S', essentially cutting it in two."I know who made this blade," I said showing him the

marking.Roberson looked at the symbol and then at me."Who made this, Rowdy?""Shepard," I

gritted my teeth. "Barrett Shepard. Blacksmith in Dodge City.""You sure?""The very man I used

to work for. The same man that warned me to steer clear of…"I paused. Anger erupted inside

me. The hairs on my neck prickled and a surge of energy pulsed from the pit of my stomach.

My fingers tingled and my hands went numb. I turned and swiftly made my way to

Delilah."Rowdy, clear of who?""BYRNE!" I yelled out. "Let's go see if the stranger is awake and

has anything to say about this.""Rowdy, that’s pretty unlikely.""May be, but I've got a feeling."I

saddled up and headed out with Roberson close on my heels. We rode in at a quick pace, all

the while I kept thinking over and over, Byrne, it must be Byrne.CHAPTER 6Dust flew as

hooves pounded the ground. Delilah's gait was strong and purposeful, though smooth and fluid

like a steamer cutting through the current on open water. We entered Lincoln, passing by

Lincoln's Livery. Jameis Duncan was already up and moving about the stables, caring for the

horses inside. He must have recognized us as we galloped past, giving us a wave, and

returning quickly to his chores at hand.The anticipation of what I might learn this morning

tugged at me, spilling a wave of anxiousness through my body. While I wanted to run straight to

Doc's office, Sheriff Campbell had requested we swing by when we came in this morning so he

could join us. We slowed to a trot and headed for the jail.A hasty dismount caused Delilah to

snort in disapproval of my hurriedness."Whoa there, Rowdy. Catch yer breath," Roberson

called out.I heard him but did not answer, or slow down. Three quick steps and I was at the

door to the jail. I reached out to turn the knob of the door to let myself in but stepped back as

the door opened inward. Sheriff Campbell stepped forward, filling up most of the entrance to

the jail, a cup of coffee in hand."In a bit of a hurry, Rowdy?""Sheriff?"He took a long-drawn-out

sip from his cup and looked to the edge of town."Saw you and Roberson tearin' in. Hell, the

dust storm you caused will certainly give townsfolk a reason to question why yer so riled up.

You want people pokin' their nose into yer business, Rowdy?"Frustration welled in me, partly

because I wanted to get a move on and see the Doc, but mostly because the Sheriff was right.

The second I let my emotions take over I might as well hang up my hat. It would not do me any

good to go off half-cocked and ready to fire, even though that’s exactly what I wanted to do."No,



sir. Just anxious to get to Doc's," I said. "Roberson found something this morning at my place."I

pulled the knife from my belt and handed it to Campbell."I know who made this knife. I know

where it is from. If it belongs to the stranger…"I paused and shook my head."Sheriff, I know in

my gut what the truth is."Sheriff Campbell inspected the knife, twisting his wrists to see each

side of the blade."You think this guy is workin' fer Byrne, don'tcha?""That's what I think,

Sheriff."Sheriff Campbell handed the knife back to me, took a final swig of coffee before

dumping the rest out with a flick of his wrist."Let's go see the doc," he said.Roberson stepped

out of his saddle and tied his horse to the hitching post next to Delilah. Campbell stepped

inside the jail, placed his empty coffee cup on his desk, and grabbed the shotgun that was

leaning in ready position by the door. He stepped outside again, closed the door behind him,

and squinted in the direction of Docs’ office as if trying to home in on prey.“Everything alright,

Sheriff?” Roberson asked.“A-yuh. Just decidin’ to be a little on the cautious side is all. Let’s

head on.”Sheriff Campbell stepped down from the walkway, electing to walk down the middle of

the road instead. As Roberson and I followed along I wondered what gave Sheriff cause for

alarm and why the show of force.“Sheriff, you think we’re gonna run into some trouble? You just

said that my riding into town hell-bent for trouble might stir up some of the townsfolk. Maybe

give them reason to wonder what all the fuss is about. Ain’t this a little like that?”Sheriff

Campbell stopped and turned to Roberson and me. He purposefully placed the shotgun barrel

over his shoulder and slightly tipped back his hat.“Rowdy, if this man is who you think he is,

odds are he ain’t alone. And if that’s the case I want everyone in town to see that I ain’t playin’

around today fer nothin’.”Sheriff Campbell turned and continued walking. Roberson and I

shared a glance, both realizing the truth in the words Sheriff Campbell had just said and

recommenced our pace as well.It was still early in the day, well before noon. Rays of sunlight

broke through the scattered clouds that lingered in the sky above us. Fresh smoke from the

blacksmith’s fires ascended and disappeared with the morning breeze. Jones Henry stood at

the door to the bathhouse talking with Miles Steadman. Jones was owner and operator of the

bath house and Miles recently took over the small hotel next door. Moe Steadman, Miles’ uncle,

was the owner, but when his wife got sick, he had taken her back east to be close to her family.

Things did not look to good for her, and it was tearing Moe apart. Miles stepped in and said he

would keep the place going until they got back, but I do not expect that they will ever return.As

we walked toward Doc’s it was hard not to notice the quiet atmosphere that penetrated the

town around us. The blanket of normalcy that seemingly protected this town from prolonged

shenanigans was all any of us could ask for. Consequently, it was also hard to miss the cackle

that scratched at that quiet like fingernails on a schoolhouse chalkboard.“He-He-He…”It was a

cackle I knew all too well. We stopped and turned around to see Cappy driving his mule cart up

behind us, a smile on his face so wide you would think his head was about split in two. His

eyes twinkled with anticipation and excitement. All we could do was hold up for a minute and

wait for him to catch up.“Mornin’ to ya, old-timer.”I raised a friendly hand in greeting.Roberson

sighed, then spoke through his teeth so only I could hear.“Cappy. That’s all we need.”He liked

Cappy well enough but did not have the patience to withstand the barrage of questions that

were about to be thrown at us. Cappy loved to be in on, well, everything. Especially when there

was a chance to see some action.“Hey there, young feller. Don’t go callin’ me old this early in

the mornin’. Make it seem like I won’t catch the next sundown.”“We ain’t that lucky,” Roberson

said, slipping those words from his clenched teeth again for my ears alone.“Sheriff? What’s

with the howitzer there?” Cappy questioned pointing to Campbell’s shotgun as he brought his

cart to a standstill.“Nothin’ to worry about there, Cap,” Sheriff Campbell replied.“Looks to me

like yer out to get…”He paused and looked at each of us, fishing for information. The three of



us stood firm, not taking the bait. Cappy’s smile softened and his brow furrowed with

disappointment.
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