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A Leap of Faith
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“This is your last chance to take a break,” the head guard, Alexander Chambers, said. “Get up now.”

Nat McBain stood up and stretched. He shuffled along the open wagon, but the other two prisoners, Fletcher Crawford and Raymond Davis, reached the end first and jumped down. Nat followed them.

Then the three men shuffled along as quickly as their bound feet would let them to reach a boulder twenty yards from the wagon. With Alexander and his two guards, Theodore and Earnest, facing them, they took turns to relieve themselves against the boulder, but then with Alexander not gesturing for them to return immediately, they moved on toward the edge of Devil’s Canyon.

For the last two days they had been skirting along the top of the canyon. Now the long gash in the ground stretched away from them to the south, but to the north the base of the canyon was less deep, confirming they were approaching their destination.

The sheer drop down to the base was several hundred feet. With the edge being unstable the three men stopped around twenty paces away. Nat breathed deeply, figuring this would be his last chance to enjoy the open air before they reached Beaver Ridge jail and the gates closed behind him.

His sentence was seven years for a series of misdemeanors, but the reputation of the jail was poor. So he figured he would need plenty of luck to survive those years and to get to enjoy his freedom again.

His fellow prisoners kept their heads lowered. Then again, they both had their reasons for not enjoying their last moments of freedom. Fletcher had killed a man and he had been given life, so he’d spent every moment of their journey waiting for a chance to escape.

Raymond’s sentence was a year for a crime he didn’t want to talk about other than to murmur that he’d done nothing wrong. So he had spent the journey in a state of panic about what he might experience there.

“I reckon we’re another two hours from Beaver Ridge,” Nat said to break the silence.

“Why should I care about that?” Fletcher said.

“I never said you should.”

“Then don’t make pointless comments.”

Nat raised his bound hands and backed away a pace, but Raymond spoke up.

“Quit arguing, you two,” he said. “We prisoners have to stick together.”

“Do you reckon?” Fletcher spluttered, rounding on him. “You’ve clearly never been a prisoner before. In Beaver Ridge it’ll be every man for himself and the sooner you accept that, the less you’ll suffer.”

Raymond turned to Nat for support, and Nat shrugged.

“Leave him alone, Fletcher. We’ll all find out the truth for ourselves soon enough.”

Fletcher sneered. Then he moved on for a few paces until the iron shackles that bound the ankles of the three men together drew him to a halt. Fletcher was in the middle of the three prisoners and he kicked his legs to either side to play the chains out and that let him move forward for another foot, but that encouraged the guards to intervene.

“Don’t get no closer to the edge,” Alexander shouted from the wagon behind them. “We don’t want you three to fall to your deaths. The jail doesn’t like it when that happens.”

“Let them do it,” Theodore said. “I’ve never seen a prisoner jump before.”

“I have and it wasn’t a good way to die. The ground is so hard down there it took us hours to find all the pieces.”

With the three guards then chortling, Fletcher snarled and tried to jerk forward. He was unable to move any closer to the edge, but this time Raymond walked on to stand with him and, feeling a need to support his fellow prisoners, Nat shuffled on to stand beside Fletcher.

For a while they faced the canyon. With nobody speaking the thought hit Nat that the guards might be wrong. Falling to his death might be an acceptable way to bring his problems to an end.

It’d be quick and painless and it would save him from having to suffer all the indignities that would be inflicted on him during his long jail sentence. The idea made his pulse quicken and he even smiled.

Then he noticed that the other two prisoners had glazed eyes suggesting they were having the same type of thoughts. He turned away from the canyon to avoid dwelling on the idea.

“Don’t let the guards get to you,” Nat said. “They want to break us, so we have to be stronger.”

“We do, and I know how we can prove we’re strong,” Fletcher said. “We jump.”

“I’m not killing myself.”

“Neither am I. It’ll be a leap of faith.”

Raymond turned to Fletcher with hope lighting his eyes so Nat shook his head.

“It won’t be. You heard what Alexander said about the ground down there, and from here we can see that it’s hundreds of feet down to the bottom.”

“Except like you said, they want to destroy us so they lie. We can’t see what’s directly below us and I reckon there’ll be something soft down there to break our falls. Who’s with me?”

Fletcher turned to either side, receiving a shake of the head from Nat and a gulp from Raymond. Nat didn’t know what he could say to convince Fletcher that he was talking nonsense, but thankfully he didn’t need to as the guards then decided they’d had enough time to rest up.

“You’re all chatting too much over there,” Alexander called. “Get back here now.”

Raymond’s shoulders slumped and he turned away from the edge of the canyon, but Fletcher placed a hand on his shoulder.

“We don’t do nothing they say no more,” he said. “Trust me on this.”

Raymond nodded and then turned back to the edge making Fletcher grin before he faced Nat.

“I don’t want to die here and neither does Raymond,” Nat said with a smile as he tried to make light of the situation.

Fletcher’s stern expression didn’t waver so Nat moved toward the wagon, but that appeared to galvanize Fletcher as he took a decisive step toward the edge. A moment later Raymond followed his lead.

“They’re not going to do it, are they?” Theodore said from over by the wagon.

“Of course they’re not,” Earnest said with a sneer. “Even these men aren’t that stupid.”

Despite the comments, Fletcher and Raymond both took another pace. So with a sigh Nat took a step away from them ensuring that if Fletcher took another step he would be standing at the farthest extent of the chain that connected them.

“I have friends in Beaver Ridge jail,” Fletcher said, his voice low and for Nat’s ears only. “Come with me or I’ll make sure that one of them kills you.”

“If the choice is between certainly dying here or probably dying later, I’ll wait and take my chances,” Nat said.

Fletcher kicked a leg forward taking the chain to the utmost extent of its reach, so Nat steadied himself. Then, with the guards muttering behind him, Fletcher rolled his shoulders as he clearly weighed up his options to complete his foolish plan, but then to Nat’s surprise Raymond was the first to act decisively.

He took three long steps toward the edge and, when the chain brought him to a halt, he tugged several times until he accepted he could go no farther. Then he snarled and stomped back to them.

He dropped to his knees, grabbed Nat’s chain and yanked it, his quick movement making Nat slip and fall over. Fletcher slapped Raymond on the back and then both men set off toward the edge.

With them walking purposefully they dragged Nat across the ground on his rump. He dug in his heels, but the ground was too loose for him to find any purchase, so he gestured at the guards.

The three men were tipping back their hats in bemusement, suggesting that they really would let them leap to their deaths, but then Alexander ordered the other two guards to bring them back. Theodore walked toward them with steady paces, but Earnest didn’t move.

With the guards showing no sense of urgency Nat turned to the front and to his horror Raymond and Fletcher were now only a few paces from the edge. They then stopped and both men gathered a firm hold of Nat’s chain, which they hauled in until Nat was lying beside them.

“Have faith and jump with us, or get dragged over,” Fletcher said.

“You’ve gone loco,” Nat said.

Fletcher smiled. “Dragged it is.”

When Raymond nodded, the two men took long steps forward. Nat pressed his back to the ground as he tried to keep himself safe when Fletcher and Raymond leaped. As it turned out, they didn’t get a chance to make a dignified jump, as a rumbling sounded and then the section of ground around the two men collapsed.

Nat tensed up, but the two men disappeared from view and a moment later he was yanked forward. Then he was sliding down the side of the canyon amid a heap of tumbling earth. With no control of his body he rolled over and then was jerked back when the chain around his ankle dragged him the other way.

A moment later he crashed down on to solid ground. Then he lay on his back while the sky appeared to swirl around him. It took him several moments to accept that he was no longer falling and that he had also come to a halt much faster than he’d expected.

Even better, he didn’t reckon he’d hurt himself. He raised his head and found that he was lying on a ledge only a short distance down from the edge, while above him the side of the canyon sloped upward steeply, although it wasn’t the sheer drop he’d expected.

“Perhaps I should have had more faith,” he said.

“You should have,” Fletcher said, making Nat turn toward him.

Fletcher was sitting up and rubbing his arms and legs as he checked himself out after the fall. Then he frowned. The third member of the group had fallen awkwardly. Raymond’s forehead was pressed up against a rock, the copious blood spilling down his cheek suggesting that he was in a bad way.

Nat got up and shuffled over to him. He stretched out a hand to shake him, but then recoiled. Raymond’s head had crashed down on the rock and his eyes were already glazed.

“Then again, perhaps Raymond shouldn’t have had faith,” he said.

Fletcher shrugged. “It’s too late to worry about that now.”

Fletcher then tugged on the chain and dragged Raymond backward. There was a small recess where the slope met the ledge and Fletcher headed for it. Nat confirmed that the guards had yet to come to the edge to find out what had happened to them. Then he helped Fletcher get Raymond out of sight before joining him in crouching down.

“This was your leap of faith, so what do we do now?” he asked.

“If he can see us, Alexander will probably take shots at us, so we wait him out before we make our way down to the bottom. Then he’ll have to come down to recapture us. I doubt he’ll risk the route we’ve just used and the nearest safe path down for their horses is a few miles away. By the time he gets to the bottom, we’ll be long gone.”

“You sure have put a lot of thought into this leap of faith.” Nat narrowed his eyes and then nodded as the truth dawned on him. “You knew that the slope here wasn’t as steep as elsewhere and that means you planned this beforehand.”

Fletcher winked. “I sure did.”

“But you couldn’t have known that the guards would stop here.”

“I could when I’d bribed one of them. Earnest helped me out and he’ll do it again if we have to take on Alexander.”

“You appear to have thought of everything, but even with Earnest on your side, these bonds are secure and we’re chained to a dead man.” Nat waved his bound hands and then gestured at Raymond’s body. “We’ll be lucky to get down to the bottom safely never mind evade two armed men.”

“I have thought of everything.” Fletcher turned away while squirming, and when he turned back he was clutching a short knife. “Or to be precise, Earnest thought of everything.”

“You’ve had that knife all along?”

“I’ve been biding my time, waiting for the right moment to use it. Now I just have to free us.”

Fletcher twisted the knife in his hand and began sawing at the bonds around his wrists. Within moments he’d cut through one rope and that loosened the rest. Then he turned to Nat. The rapid change in situation had bemused him so he didn’t hold out his hands.

Fletcher grabbed them and sliced through the rope. Nat flexed his wrists and then pointed at the shackles around their ankles.

“That’s the easy part, but that knife won’t cut through our chains.”

Fletcher chuckled and then appraised Nat’s ankle and then Raymond’s.

“Maybe not, but I’m sure it can cut through flesh.”

Nat winced and shuffled away from Fletcher, but Fletcher winked. Then he leaned over to jab the knife under the clasp that kept the band around his ankle in place. He started on the shackle chaining him to Raymond, and he must have put some thought into how he’d open it as, after poking at the metal for only a few minutes, the clasp sprang and he was able to slip it off his ankle.

As he got to work on the shackle that chained him to Nat’s leg, Nat raised himself. The ground above was clearly unstable, but there were several rocks that could be used to climb up or down, and he figured that with care it was traversable.

As the guards weren’t visible, Fletcher had probably read the situation correctly and they were now heading to the safer path down to the bottom. So he turned around. Despite the slope that was almost vertical in places, there were several routes down that could be traversed with care, and they would be much easier to use if they weren’t chained together.

To that end, Fletcher whistled in triumph. Then he shuffled away from Nat while tossing aside the second band that had been around his ankle. Fletcher crawled away to the edge, leaving Nat with the bands still around his ankles. These shackles ensured that, even if he was no longer attached to Fletcher, he couldn’t move his ankles apart for more than two feet.

“And now deal with me,” Nat said gesturing at his ankles.
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