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Chapter One
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Once upon a time in the wild, wild west, a notorious outlaw named Jack Kade roamed the dusty plains and rolling hills. Jack was known far and wide as the Nevada Kid, a title he wore like a badge of honor. With piercing dark brown eyes and a quick draw, he robbed banks and stages with a confident swagger, leaving lawmen scratching their heads in disbelief. He thrived on the thrill of being hunted, outsmarting every sheriff and ranger who dared to pursue him. His notoriety grew, and with it, his desire to be remembered as someone special—a legend of the Wild West. 

Among those determined to bring Jack to justice was Bill Henson, a Texas Ranger famed for his athletic prowess and steely resolve. Standing at 6’ 1", with deep-set weary eyes, Henson was a man of few words. His voice was as laconic as the dry desert air, conveying authority without the need for embellishment. After countless pursuits and hair-raising confrontations, Henson finally cornered Jack in a small mining town, a showdown that would solidify his legacy in the annals of Ranger history. 

Post-capture, Henson absorbed the weight of success; he believed he had put an end to the Nevada Kid.

Fast forward to 1918, when the world had transformed, and Henson hung up his spurs for good. Eager for a peaceful life away from gunfights and high noon showdowns, he purchased a modest ranch located at the base of Copper Ridge. The stars twinkled in the night sky, a welcome sight after years of chasing lawbreakers. Henson tended to his ranch with care, content in the knowledge that Kade was behind bars—another outlaw lost to time.

Everything changed on a bitterly cold day in February when Kade’s release from prison sent ripples through Henson’s newfound quiet life. “Alright, Kade, you’re free to go. But stay outta trouble,” said the warden as Jack stepped into the world, freedom tinged with apprehension. The chill in the air matched the one in Jack’s heart, for he had spent years plotting his comeback. While his gang had met their demise, Jack knew the West was a vast place, and remnants of his legacy still lingered in the shadows. 

****
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On a quiet evening in Texas, Bill Henson and his wife, Hattie, enjoyed the warm breeze from their porch. Bill leaned back in his creaky rocker, his brow furrowing as he turned to Hattie, his voice tinged with mild concern. “Hattie, have you seen my newspaper? I’m getting so old I’m beginning to forget things.” Behind her sweet smile, Hattie held back a pang of worry. She knew exactly where the paper was tucked but lied with gentle conviction, “No, Bill, I haven’t seen it.”

Bill, unperturbed by Hattie’s response, scratched his head and looked around the porch as if the paper might magically appear in the fading sunlight. “Hell, I can’t even find my glasses, Hattie! You seen my glasses?” His words carried a hint of frustration. Unbeknownst to him, the spectacles were carefully hidden behind the flower pot that Hattie had watered the day before, a secret borne of her desire to protect him from the alarming news of the day—news that announced the release of a notorious figure: the Nevada Kid.

With a determined huff, Bill stood up from his rocker, the wood creaking under his weight, and headed into the ranch house. “I know where they’re at,” he snapped playfully, his mind racing back to the bedroom where he had last seen them. Inside, he began his search, rummaging through drawers and shuffling past years’ worth of clutter until his eyes lit up at the sight of his glasses resting atop the dresser.

Victorious, Bill marched back out to the porch, his glasses perched on his nose and determination in his step. “I found them!” he declared, a bright smile on his face as he sat down next to Hattie. Their eyes met, and in that brief moment, Hattie felt a flicker of relief. Yet, the tension lingered beneath the surface, both aware of what lay outside the quiet sanctuary of their home. They filled the evening with small talk and laughter, trying to push away the shadows that loomed at the edges of their idyllic life, if only for a little while longer.
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Lowville was a small, unassuming town in Texas, where the dust never settled, and whispers of adventure floated through the streets like tumbleweeds. Life moved at a slow pace, punctuated only by the occasional shout from the schoolyard or the raucous laughter echoing from the local saloon. Most days passed quietly, but there were moments that stirred the pot – like the night Sheriff George Harper apprehended Tommy Hanks after another escapade with whiskey. However, all that changed one fateful afternoon when the Nevada Kid, Jack Kade, disembarked from the stagecoach, ready to make his mark.

Jack was no stranger to the allure of the Old West, with his tall, dark figure clad in a well-worn duster and a mischievous glimmer in his eye. He had an Ohio accent that rolled off his tongue like honey, smooth and rich. As he sauntered into the saloon, heads turned. The regulars instinctively shuffled away from the bar, giving him ample space. It was common knowledge around town; this was a man who carried the weight of notoriety like a badge. With his cool demeanor and nonchalant swagger, Jack made his way to the bar, exuding an air of confidence that had everyone fixated on him, including the bartender.

“Whiskey and leave the bottle,” Jack requested as he perched himself at the counter. The bartender, not taking notice of his identity at first, simply nodded, only to turn his gaze and realize he was standing before the legendary Nevada Kid. “Y-yes, sir, Mr. Kid, or do you prefer to be called Nevada?” the man stammered, his nerves betraying him under the palpable tension that had filled the saloon. Jack chuckled, the sound smooth like velvet, “Whiskey will do just fine.” The bartender hurriedly poured and placed the bottle in front of Jack, who lifted it slightly in a casual salute.

As Jack savored his drink, Lola Martinez, the saloon’s sultry singer, stepped onto the stage. With her long dark hair cascading down her shoulders and a voice that could make angels weep, she captivated the audience. The beauty had a way of holding her audience spellbound, and today was no different. The notes of her song swirled around the dimly lit room, wrapping around Jack’s heart like a soft embrace. It was evident that Lola was used to drawing attention, but today, her eyes kept drifting toward the new stranger, intrigued by the mysterious aura he radiated.

Outside the saloon, Sheriff George Harper kept watch, his weathered face set in a stoic expression. He had seen enough trouble in his years to sniff it out from a mile away. Jack’s arrival in Lowville had raised a red flag for him; the last thing the sheriff wanted was a string of trouble after his town had enjoyed the peace, however fleeting. But the Nevada Kid was known as much for his charm as he was for his prowess in brawls and poker games, and George felt a reluctant curiosity about this enigmatic figure. Perhaps it was time for a closer encounter, but he knew maintaining order in Lowville was paramount.

As the evening progressed, Jack and Lola exchanged stolen glances, each one building an unspoken connection that would change the course of that quiet little town. Jack’s presence filled the room with a kind of electricity that nobody could quite explain, but everyone felt – like the stirring wind before a storm. Even Tommy Jenkins, the town drunk, sensed the shift as he stumbled into the saloon, ready for another round, blissfully unaware of how his quiet existence would soon be swept into the wake of Jack’s arrival. And as the last chord of Lola’s song rang out, drawing applause from the crowd, an undercurrent of anticipation surged through Lowville, hinting that life was about to change forever.

Sheriff George Harper sauntered into the dimly lit saloon, the wooden floor creaking beneath his boots. He spotted Jack, a towering figure infamous for his lawlessness, seated at the bar with a whiskey glass in one hand and an air of defiance swirling about him. Leaning casually, George eyed the bottle of whiskey resting on the counter beside Jack and decided to confront him. “You know, Sheriff, you’re going to look funny with that pistol sticking out of your ass,” Jack quipped, a mischievous grin spreading across his rugged face. George felt the sweep of his own instincts; he eased his hand off the butt of his gun, calculating his next words carefully.

"Now, what can I do for you, Sheriff?" Jack continued, maintaining his casual demeanor. There was a challenge in his eyes, an invitation to an unusual encounter between lawman and outlaw. George, steeling himself against the unlikely aura of camaraderie enveloping them, replied, “It’s my civic duty and the law around here to ask strangers what they are doing in Lowville.” There was a tense moment, the kind that could explode into violence or dissolve into something unexpected. Jack’s dismissive chuckle rolled through the air and piqued George’s curiosity.

“I’ll let you know,” Jack replied, leaning closer, his voice lowering conspiratorially. “You want a drink?” The proposition caught George off guard. Here he was, a lawman face-to-face with one of the most wanted men in the region, exchanging pleasantries over whiskey. Uncertain but intrigued, George replied cautiously, “Sure,” as he pulled up a chair alongside Jack, drawn into the vortex of the outlaw’s world, if only for a moment.

“Bartender! Another glass,” Jack called, his voice booming while he poured himself another generous shot of whiskey. The bartender, visibly shaken, swallowed hard and hurried to the table, delivering a glass to George with an apprehensive look. Jack raised his glass in mock salute, an invitation to engage in what felt like a risky dance of fate. George, feeling the weight of the badge on his chest, lifted the glass with his own intentions—was he defending the town, or simply looking to understand this man who wore the outlaw’s life so easily?

As they sipped in unison, the atmosphere of the saloon shifted. Patrons steered clear, casting wary glances in their direction. Yet in that moment of shared rebellion against the norm, George understood something vital—the lines between right and wrong often blurred, and in the heart of Lowville, even a sheriff could find himself drinking side by side with the devil. The whiskey burned as it went down, a reminder that every choice comes with a price, and tonight, that price was a drink with the devil himself.

In the dimly lit saloon, laughter echoed against the walls as George tipped back the bottle of whiskey Jack had generously offered him. "That’s not bad, Jack. Good whiskey," he said, a grin spreading across his face as the drink began to take effect. George slithered away, looking for a quiet corner to savor the amber liquid, while Jack leaned back against the bar, mesmerized by the sultry voice of Lola singing a nostalgic tune. She swayed with the rhythm, casting playful glances across the room and capturing the attention of all who dared to dream within the saloon’s smoky haze.

Just then, the heavy door creaked open, and in shuffled Pappy Wash, a familiar figure from Jack’s past. The sight of the old man sparked a wave of boisterous laughter among the patrons, their jovial mockery ringing out as he hobbled inside, frail and bent with age. "I done told you old man, to get away. Now go on, git, before I get mad!" barked the bartender, clearly wearied by Pappy’s persistent presence. The old man stumbled back, inadvertently bumping into the chair where Jack was perched.

Jack turned, recognition flooding his senses. "Pappy! How the hell are you?" he exclaimed, reaching out his hand. Pappy’s face lit up with a grin as he took Jack’s hand in a firm shake. "Bless my soul, Jack! It’s been too long!" he said, relief and joy mingling in his voice. “Have a seat, Pappy. Last I saw you, it was thirty years ago. How have you been?” Jack asked, curiosity twinkling in his eyes. Pappy, with a mischievous twinkle, replied, “So-so, but never mind that. How are you? I thought you were in prison?” With a casual shrug, Jack replied, “Just got out.”

The bartender eyed Pappy warily, prepared to intervene if necessary. “Is this old man bothering you, Mr. Kade?” he asked, his irritation simmering just below the surface. Jack waved him off with a chuckle, enjoying the absurdity of the moment. “Not at all! This old man is an old friend,” he replied, a hint of camaraderie rising between the two men. As the saloon buzzed with laughter and stories, the old days seemed to rush back, filling the room with a warmth that even the whiskey could not drown. With George happily in his corner and Lola’s voice weaving a tapestry of sweet memories, Jack felt a fleeting moment of peace—a cherished connection made anew in this quaint corner of the world, where laughter flowed as freely as the whiskey.

Jack leaned against the dusty wooden door of the saloon, the sun filtering through the cracked glass as he squinted into the shadows of the room. “Pappy,” he began, his voice low and urgent, “I’ve been good, but I sure as hell couldn’t wait till I got out. Enough of the pleasantries, you know why I’m here don’t ya?” His eyes were intense, brimming with a restless energy that belied the calm façade of the old man across the table. “I’m looking for some men.”

“Like who?” Pappy asked, arching an eyebrow as he absentmindedly toyed with his bushy white whiskers. Jack took a deep breath, the weight of memories pressing on him like the very chains that had held him captive. “Well, for starters, Digger Holt,” he said with a glimmer of hope.

“Dead,” replied Pappy, his tone grave yet almost nonchalant. Jack’s heart sank but he pressed on, “Yeah? What about Dynamite Dick Blueford?” “Dead,” said Pappy again, a hint of amusement in his eyes. "Okay, what... what... what about Wildcat Kelly?” Jack stammered, half-laughing, half-despairing. “He’s dead too,” Pappy smirked. The grim litany continued, each name echoing like a tolling bell marking the end of an era, and Jack’s patience began to fray.

“Is there anybody left?” Jack asked, exasperated. He could feel the specter of his once-mighty gang looming large, but the grim reality he faced was suffocating—most of his comrades laid low by time, bullets, or betrayal. As he pondered the wreckage of his past, Pappy leaned back, tapping one thick finger thoughtfully against his chin. “You weren’t thinking of doing what you said you’d wanna do... rob a Texas train, were ya?”

“Shhh! Not so loud, Pappy,” Jack hissed, glancing around to ensure no eavesdroppers were lurking. “You’d have every lawman in the state here before you know it. But I was considering it.” A glimmer flickered in Pappy’s eyes—was that interest? “I might know a few that might be just what you’re looking for,” he said, the corner of his mouth curling into a sly smile. Jack leaned closer, his heart racing with the thought that maybe—just maybe—his wild dream still had a chance, even amidst the ruins of his past.

Jack sat at the small table in the dimly lit bar, the flickering candle casting shadows across his face. He had been nursing the same drink for too long, lost in thoughts of the conversation he had just had with Pappy. “Meet me around midnight, Jack, and I’ll tell ya the names of the men that might be just what you’re looking for,” Pappy had said, his voice gruff and intriguing. With time dragging on, Jack found his gaze flickering to the clock, its hands moving with torturous slowness. What could he possibly do for four long hours? 

Just then, Lola drifted over like a waft of sweet perfume. She had a confident sway, her eyes sparkling mischievously. "How about you and I go upstairs, darling?" she suggested, the corners of her mouth curving into a knowing smile. Jack felt a thrill at her words, that twinkle igniting in his eyes as he leaned closer. They both understood the unspoken meaning behind her invitation. “I guess we could go up for an hour and talk. As long as we talk. I’m not a whore, you know,” Lola emphasized with a hint of playfulness, solidifying her boundaries.

The two of them climbed the creaky staircase to a small room above the bar, a sanctuary away from prying eyes. Inside, the atmosphere shifted from the noisy bar below to a soft intimacy. Jack scripted the conversations in his mind, wanting to learn more about Lola while trying to mask the urgency of his plans. They settled into a rhythm, sharing stories of lost loves, dreams deferred, and the peculiarities of human nature. For a fleeting moment, the looming shadow of Pappy’s promise faded into the background as he enjoyed this unexpected connection.

As the hour drew closer, a tension began to weave through Jack’s thoughts. He knew he had to leave soon, but he was reluctant. Jack studied Lola, her laughter painting the air with joy, and he suddenly felt a pang of guilt. Pappy had promised answers, opportunities likely tied to the lives of men Jack did not know. But here was Lola, a bright spark midst the murky waters of his life. What was it worth to trade this moment for the uncertainty that awaited him below?

The clock struck ten, a reminder of the ticking clock that governed his choices. With a deep breath, Jack made a decision—one that would surprise them both. “Lola,” he said softly, his voice steady, “how about we meet again, after midnight? I want to know you better.” Her eyes widened slightly, and a smile spread slowly across her face, revealing that perhaps both had been searching for something more, something deeper midst the fleeting shadows of the night.

****
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Around midnight, under a starlit Texas sky, stood Black Dog Charlie Basset, a towering figure at 6’ 3" with jet-black hair and deep brown eyes that reflected the fatigue of a hardworking life. Beside him, Pappy Wash, a wiry man with a twinkle in his eye, leaned against an old oak tree, setting the stage for a dramatic encounter. "Man, this joker isn’t coming, Pappy. I haven’t got the time to be waiting on no foolish idea about a train robbery. I got a wife and kids to support," Charlie grumbled, his frustration palpable in the still night air. The prospect of danger and scandal weighed heavily on his conscience, but Pappy’s unwavering belief in the plan gave him pause.

Pappy, with his weathered face and talkative nature, shrugged off Charlie’s impatience. "I tell ya, Charlie, he’s coming. Just give it a few more minutes." A sigh escaped Charlie’s lips as he glanced down at his pocket watch, the ticking hands marking each second he could have been home. "Okay, Pappy, I’ll wait until five after. If he ain’t here, I’m going home." He could already visualize the warm embrace of his wife and the laughter of his children, and it fueled his annoyance.

As if conjured by their conversation, a figure emerged from the blanket of darkness—a man of average build, approximately 5’ 11", with salt-and-pepper hair and a glint of mischief in his dark brown eyes. Jack Kade had spent the earlier hours of the evening alongside Ms. Lola, and the residue of revelry hung about him like a faint mist. "So you know a few men that are willing to do the job?" he asked, cutting straight to the heart of the matter.

Pappy wasted no time on the introductions. "Jack, I’d like for you to meet Black Dog Charlie Basset... any problems working with a Negro?" The question sliced through the night, its weight heavy with unspoken histories. Jack studied Charlie for a moment, perceptive eyes scanning the man’s sturdy frame and resolute expression. After an interminable silence, he replied, “No problems here, Pappy. Everybody’s got a role to play in this world.” A sense of camaraderie began to weave through the trio, as they realized that though their beginnings were vastly different, their current desires were united in the pursuit of a risky adventure. The night, still pregnant with possibilities, awaited the choices they were about to make.

Jack leaned against the weather-beaten barn, his eyes fixed on the horizon where the sun dipped low, casting long shadows across the barren land. Pappy stood nearby, rolling a cigarette with practiced hands. “So what’s his story?” Jack asked, nodding toward the figure pacing nervously at the edge of the dimly lit space. “Why don’t you ask him yourself?” replied Pappy, a glimmer of mischief in his eyes. Jack turned his gaze to Charlie, who stood tall despite the uncertainty in his stance, a man with a past that held both weight and resilience.

Charlie shifted his feet, the dust rising around his boots as he cleared his throat. “I’m a freed slave. I know every trail along the Texas border.” His voice held a low, steady cadence that was both inviting and commanding. “I’m part Cajun and part Indian,” he added, scratching his hair nervously. Jack studied the man before him, dressed impeccably in a clean white shirt and trousers that seemed ill-suited for the rough life ahead. “Now I can’t feed my family, but I hear tell ya looking for some men to rob a train. I’m pretty handy with a gun and nobody handles a knife like I do.”

Jack felt a flicker of intrigue. There was something about Charlie that hinted at a deep well of experience, a man molded by the fiery trials of life. “You’ll do,” Jack replied after a long pause, his decision made. He turned, disappearing into the darkness, the crunch of gravel underfoot slowly fading as he vanished into the night. Pappy flicked the remnants of his cigarette into the dirt, a smile playing on his lips as he contemplated the unfolding path ahead. “I’ll get you a few more men,” he called out, turning towards the darkness, leaving Charlie alone with his thoughts and the weight of the choices he’d just made.

In the cool night air, Charlie felt an unexpected blend of excitement and fear. Here he was, a man forged by hardship, now standing on the precipice of some grand adventure. The stars twinkled above, reminiscent of freedom and hope, echoing the promise of something greater, something more than mere survival. With each passing moment, the weight of the past seemed to lighten, and he felt a surge of determination. Whatever lay ahead—danger, fortune, or redemption—he was ready to ride the storms of fate, armed with not just a gun and a blade, but a spirit unbroken and fierce with resolve.

****
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Pappy strolled leisurely along the weathered boardwalk, the morning sun warming his back as he took in the sights and sounds of the bustling town. His eyes wandered, and he stumbled upon a sign that read, “Doc Hays, Optical Specialist.” However, Pappy, unable to decipher the letters, mistakenly believed it said “Gun Specialist.” The thought sparked a sense of excitement, and with a swell of confidence, he pushed open the door to the office.

“Be right with ya,” came a cheerful voice from within. The whistling melody that followed was catchy, rhythmic, and somehow colloquial, putting Pappy at ease. “Take your time, Doc,” he called back, the anticipation of his visit creating a playful grin on his weather-beaten face. Moments later, a tall figure emerged, pushing up glasses that glinted under the light. The young man introduced himself as Ozias Hays, or “Ozzie,” as he preferred.

Pappy wasted no time, boldly extending his hand for a shake. “You’re perfect!” he declared with unrestrained enthusiasm. For him, this was more than just a misunderstanding; it felt like fate had brought him here. In truth, Pappy had concocted a grand idea in his mind about what he wanted from the doctor—a trusted ally for an adventure he was planning. “Meet me at this location,” he instructed, pulling a creased piece of paper from his pocket, the edges fuzzy from years of folding and unfolding.

Ozzie, intrigued yet slightly bewildered, peered at the paper while Pappy continued with his fervent storytelling. The optical specialist was not typically involved in escapades, yet something about Pappy’s exuberance stirred a curiosity in him. As Pappy detailed his dreams of a train heist, all ideas of optics slipped away from Ozzie’s mind, replaced by visions of maps, chests brimming with gold, and the camaraderie of an adventure.

****
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Pappy strolled along the wooden boardwalk with a purpose, his mind set on acquiring just two more gunmen. The sun was beginning to set, painting the sky in hues of orange and pink, casting long shadows on the ground. As he walked past the jailhouse, he noticed a faint sound of singing drifting through the air. His curiosity piqued, he decided to investigate, suspecting that there might be an opportunity within those stout walls.
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