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Dedication
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To the restless spirits of the old Texas trails—

To the outlaws who ran from the law,

the lawmen who chased shadows,

and the families caught in the crossfire.

To Sam Bass, whose life was a tangle of charm and contradiction, and to every soul who ever rode the fine line between infamy and immortality.

And finally, to the storytellers—past, present, and future—who keep the dust of the frontier alive and remind us that even legends bleed.

​​
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Introduction - Journalist from Galveston, Texas
*****
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The sun dipped low on the horizon, bleeding its last crimson rays into the indigo dusk that slowly devoured the Texas sky. A warm breeze whispered through the cedar trees, but it carried no comfort—only the buzzing threat of mosquitoes and the eerie cry of a distant coyote. Long shadows reached across the landscape like ghostly fingers, grasping at the ground in farewell. Somewhere beyond that horizon, lawlessness still ruled, and the name Sam Bass stirred both fear and fascination.

James Surrey, a young journalist barely past boyhood, clutched the reins of his chestnut stallion as they picked their way down a stony path toward the creek. The sound of hooves grinding against loose limestone broke the silence, echoing eerily in the growing gloom. Brushy Creek snaked lazily through the gully below, its waters placid now, but James knew one summer storm could awaken its fury. He shivered at the thought, his imagination conjuring tales of wagons and riders swept away in muddy torrents.

“Easy, Sugar,” James whispered, patting the stallion’s damp neck. “We’re getting close.”

The creek glistened under moonlight as they descended. James had followed fading hoofprints for miles, unsure if they belonged to the outlaw or another weary traveler. The weight of his mission pressed hard against his chest. His editor in Galveston had sent him on this fool’s errand to interview a dying legend. But what if the legend didn’t want to talk? What if he wanted the witnesses buried along with his secrets?

He dismounted beneath a crooked live oak and gathered mesquite branches to build a fire. Sparks leaped skyward as flames caught, crackling defiantly against the encroaching dark. James huddled near, warming his trembling hands.

“Get a grip,” he muttered to himself. “You wanted this story.”

But doubt gnawed at him. Was he chasing a headline or courting death?

The dawn broke quiet and golden, bathing the world in a field of shimmering bluebonnets and dew-dusted grass. James mounted again, drawn forward by instinct and stubbornness. Just as Sugar crested the next bend along Brushy Creek, a snort echoed from the underbrush. James stiffened. The hairs on his neck prickled.

Then, rounding the bend, he saw him.

A man slumped against a gnarled mesquite, his shirt soaked in blood, one hand clutching a revolver, the other pressed feebly against a wound in his ribs. His breath came in labored gasps. A sickly pallor drained the color from his cheeks, but his eyes—dark, sharp, defiant—still burned.

James gasped. “Oh, Hell! Uh—I mean, hello, sir. You startled me.”

The man’s cracked lips curved into a weary smirk. “Well now, ain’t you polite. You the boy they sent to chase my ghost?”

“I... I’m James Surrey. A reporter for the Galveston News,” James stammered. “Are you... are you Mister Bass?”

The man chuckled, though it ended in a grimace. “Took you long enough to catch up, kid. Yes. I’m Sam.”

James’s throat went dry. He hovered near his revolver. “Are you gonna shoot me?”

Sam’s eyes sparkled faintly. “Only if you call me ‘Mister Bass’ again. My friends call me Sam. I figure I’ve earned that much.”

Despite the terror in his gut, James cracked a nervous smile. “Alright then... Sam.”

The outlaw nodded slowly. “Tie up your horse and come sit. You’ve got your pencil sharpened, I hope. We’ve got a Hell of a story to tell before I bleed out.”

James did as told, hesitating only briefly before sitting beside the wounded legend.

Sam looked skyward, voice softer now. “Funny thing, James. Most people think of me as a villain. A killer. Maybe they’re not wrong. But no one ever asks what led a man to outlawry. No one cares about the boy behind the gun.”

James pulled out his notepad, flipping it open. “I care. That’s why I’m here.”

“Good,” Sam rasped. “Then listen. Write this true.”

James leaned in but paused. “Before we begin—do you need water? Whiskey?”

A flash of gratitude crossed Sam’s face. “Hooch would do nicely, son. Pain’s eatin’ me alive.”

James retrieved a bottle from his saddlebag and handed it over. Sam took a slow swig, exhaled shakily, and then looked across the creek, his expression unreadable.

“You ever wonder, James, what separates a legend from a mistake?”

“I suppose... a legend gets written down. A mistake gets buried.”

Sam chuckled again, but his face darkened. “I made choices, boy. Not all of ’em are good. But I never turned my back on my men. Never sold out a soul for silver.”

He paused, squinting at the horizon. “Frank Jackson... he’s long gone now. But if you see him again, tell him I died true.”

James swallowed hard. “Will anyone come for you?”

“No one left,” Sam replied, his voice cracking. “Just me, you, and the truth. Now, let’s begin at the start—before the trains, before the posters. Back when I still believed a man could outrun his past.”

James set his pencil to paper.

“And James,” Sam whispered, his voice barely audible, “when they read this one day... let them see the man, not just the myth.”

​
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CHAPTER ONE - The Early Days
*****

July 21, 1851 – Near Mitchell, Indiana
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The storm gathered like a conspiracy overhead.

It was four o'clock in the afternoon, but the skies had dimmed to a grim, gunmetal hue, brooding with the weight of a storm that had already overstayed its welcome. For five unrelenting days, the rain had pelted the countryside, soaking the land until it could hold no more, and still, it came—sheets of water falling like a sky in mourning.

Beyond the porch of a modest clapboard farmhouse, the yard appeared deceptively serene. The grass, still green, swayed gently under the wind, but every blade sat atop a spongy mess. Step once from the safety of the porch, and the illusion shattered—the earth gave way like wet dough beneath one’s foot, mud sucking at boots, puddles swallowing ankles.

Inside, a different storm raged.

Elizabeth Bass lay on her side in the back bedroom, her breath ragged, her forehead slick with sweat that clung to strands of her auburn hair. The room, small and spare, felt both too close and too distant. Yellow lamplight flickered across the rough-hewn walls, casting elongated shadows that moved with each shift of her body. Her mother and sister hovered nearby—steady hands offering cool cloths, whispered prayers, and the kind of quiet endurance passed down through generations of frontier women.

But Elizabeth no longer heard them. Her world had collapsed inward, compressed into the stabbing contractions that seized her abdomen like a hot iron. Each wave of pain scoured her body clean of thought. It was not just pain—it was something primal, something ancient. It tore through her like a feral force of nature, more consuming than any fire or storm she’d ever known.

On the porch, Daniel Bass could do nothing but pace.

Eleven years of marriage had taught him how strong Elizabeth was. She could lift a bale of hay like a farmhand and sing lullabies while sewing in candlelight. But now? Now, the sound of her cries cut through the wood-planked walls like bayonets. He gripped the railing, white-knuckled, boots scuffing with each anxious turn. The rain misted across his shirt, cool against his skin, but it did nothing to slow his racing pulse.

Inside, the pain reached a crescendo.

Elizabeth arched against the quilted bedding, her fingers clutching the sheets until her knuckles turned white. Her sister whispered encouragement through clenched teeth, but the words faded into the background hum of storm and suffering.

Then—suddenly—the air changed.

A cry rang out, sharp and piercing, slicing through the storm like sunlight through a fog. At that very moment, the clouds outside began to part. A single shaft of golden light slipped through the gloom and landed across the floorboards like a blessing.

The storm didn’t end. But in that room, for that moment, everything stopped.

Elizabeth’s trembling arms enfolded the tiny, squirming bundle placed against her chest. Her eyes locked on two wide brown ones blinking up at her—curious, alert, impossibly new. The pain faded, replaced by a fierce, overwhelming love that rooted itself deep in her soul. This child, this boy, was her everything now. She would protect him with her last breath, shield him from a world too often harsh, and offer him the best of all she had left to give.

The door flew open with a sharp bang. Daniel burst inside, soaked through, eyes wide with a storm of his own—fear, wonder, desperate anticipation.

But before he could cross the room, Elizabeth’s mother stepped forward, arms raised like a sentinel.

“Now, Daniel,” she said gently but firmly. “Give us a minute. The baby’s here, but we’ve got to clean up first. Go on now.”

Daniel backed away, caught between relief and frustration, then turned, closed the door, and stood trembling outside it, forehead against the wood. Thunder grumbled in the distance, but his world was now held captive in the silence beyond that door.

Finally, Elizabeth’s voice, soft and tired, called out: “Hun, you can come in now.”

He stepped inside like a man entering a chapel.

Elizabeth’s face shone with exhaustion and triumph, her eyes alight with joy. In her arms rested their newborn son, bundled tight in a patchwork quilt made by her own hands.

“Sweetheart,” she said, her voice trembling, “we are the parents of a baby boy.”

Daniel moved to her side, bent low, and kissed her sweat-dampened brow. Then, with trembling fingers, he reached to pull back the edge of the quilt.

Elizabeth let out a weary laugh. “Now, Dan, you don’t need to unwrap the child to confirm what’s already been announced. He’s yours. All ten fingers, all ten toes—and definitely a boy.”

Daniel laughed, tears mixing with rain on his cheeks. “He’s perfect,” he whispered. “What do we name him?”

Elizabeth looked up, her eyes still soft from the storm. “I’ve got a few names in mind, but what about you?”

Daniel scratched his stubbled chin, eyes still fixed on the baby’s face. “Well, unless you object, I’d like to call him Frank. What do you think?”

Her smile widened. “Frank, it is.”

In the far corner, their older children sat patiently. George, Euphemia, and Clarissa leaned forward, eyes bright, trying to get a peek at their new brother. Little Solomon squirmed in Elizabeth’s sister’s lap, feet kicking in the air as she tried to keep him from crawling toward the bed.

The Bass family was now eight strong—and the house, though modest, felt full of light.

The farmhouse was cloaked in a tense silence, punctuated only by the rhythmic patter of rain against the windows and Elizabeth's muffled groans of pain. The air was thick with anticipation and fear as Sarah and Maggie prepared for the daunting task ahead of them.

Maggie and Sarah exchanged a glance, their expressions somber. "Lizzie," Sarah began, her voice steady but laced with concern, "Maggie agrees with me. The baby's butt appears to want to come out, but the child is turned around."

Elizabeth's eyes widened, a flicker of fear passing through them. "And...?" she prompted, her voice strained.

Sarah took a deep breath, steeling herself for what she had to say next. "Well, we need your call on this. We can try to deliver the breech baby and save his life, or let you continue to work and have the baby—"

"I want my baby delivered," Elizabeth interrupted, her voice filled with fierce determination. "If we need to do this to save my child's life, we need to do it." She closed her eyes, biting down on her lower lip as another moan of pain escaped her.

Sarah pressed her hands over her eyes, exhaustion and worry etched into every line of her face. "Okay."

Maggie rolled up a clean washrag, holding it out to Elizabeth. "Lizzie, I know your labor is agonizing right now, but this might be even more painful. Here, put this washrag in your mouth and bite down hard. When you give us the nod, we will deliver the baby."

"One more thing," Sarah interjected, rising to her feet. "I need to go let Daniel know what we are doing. Give me one minute."

"One minute, are you—!" Elizabeth cried out, her eyes wide with disbelief as she watched her sister hurry from the room.

Outside the bedroom, Daniel stood rigidly, his hands clenched into fists as he listened to the muffled sounds of agony emanating from within. The storm outside mirrored the turmoil within his heart.

Sarah found Daniel waiting just outside the door, his face etched with worry. "We are getting ready to deliver the baby. He or she was breech, and Liz gave us the go-ahead. Maggie and I wanted to let you know."

Daniel nodded, his voice barely above a whisper. "Okay, we will be here waiting."

Returning to the bedroom, Sarah paused in the doorway, her gaze falling upon her sister's pale, sweat-drenched face. She took a deep breath, crossing the room to stand beside the bed. "Well, my darling sister, did you ever think I would be the one to help deliver your tenth baby? Remember when we played house during our younger years? We both said we could not wait to get old so we could each give birth to twenty babies. Well, you’re halfway there."

Elizabeth laughed, the sound strained and breathless. "Oh, God, Sis, you got too good of a memory. I think ten is enough!" She grimaced as another wave of pain seared through her abdomen, her mind struggling to form a coherent thought.

"Sarah, my goodness, you said it right back then. Playing house and real life are two different things. But, yes, I can recollect. I'm older, and my poor body can no longer handle this. This is my last one! I mean it. This is the last! You two girls go for it. I'm ready!" Elizabeth took the washrag, pushing her head back into the pillow as she nodded her assent.

Sarah began the delicate process of trying to turn the baby, Elizabeth's screams of agony muffled by the rag clenched between her teeth. Despite her best efforts, Sarah couldn't reposition the infant, so she pushed the baby back up, straightening the tiny legs. "Liz, hang in there. I know it hurts, but we are almost there," she encouraged, her hands steady as she continued to work.

Maggie hovered nearby, her face a mask of concern. "What can I do, Sarah?"

"Here, quick, you grab one of the feet. I will grasp the other. We will pull simultaneously," Sarah instructed, her voice calm and focused.

Together, the two women pulled, their muscles straining with the effort. Slowly, inch by agonizing inch, the baby began to emerge until, with a final, triumphant cry from Elizabeth, the newborn slid free.

"Oh, Liz, my goodness..." Sarah breathed, her eyes wide with wonder.

Weak and exhausted, Elizabeth struggled to sit up, her voice raspy with fatigue. "What do you mean, my goodness?"

Sarah and Maggie exchanged a glance, their laughter ringing in the small room. "No problem, Liz, there's no doubt. Well now, congratulations, you are the mother of a handsome baby boy," Sarah declared, her face widening with a grin.

As they cleaned up the mess and wrapped the baby in a soft blanket, Sarah and Maggie called the rest of the family in to greet the newest addition. The brothers and sisters filed in, their faces alight with joy and wonder as they took turns holding the tiny bundle.

Sam, Elizabeth's eldest son, lingered after the others had gone, holding his mother's hand in his own. "Mamma, are you alright? You're white as a ghost," he said, his voice trembling with fear.

Elizabeth managed a weak smile, her eyes soft with love. "I am weak, honey, from having the little one. I will be fine." She glanced over at Daniel, shaking her head almost imperceptibly.

Sarah, sensing Sam's distress, gently touched his shoulder. "Sam boy, run along now and join your brothers and sisters. We will finish doctoring on your mother." Her voice shook slightly, betraying the fearful images that raced through her mind.

"Okay, Daddy. Mamma, can I name our new baby brother?" Sam asked, leaning close to the newborn, his bright blue-green eyes locking with the baby's own. The infant's tiny fingers grasped Sam's, holding tight, and in that moment, a bond was forged that would last a lifetime.

Daniel and Elizabeth exchanged a smile, their faces soft with love. "Why, of course, Sam. What name would you like to give your new baby brother?"

"John Denton Bass," Sam declared, his voice filled with pride.

"Well, it's settled, John Denton, it shall be. Now run along, Sam, and let our friends help your mother," Elizabeth said, her voice fading to a broken whisper.

In the following weeks, neither Elizabeth nor little John Denton showed any signs of improvement. They grew weaker with each passing day, the blood loss from the delivery taking its toll. Daniel watched helplessly as his wife and newborn son slipped away, their lives hanging by a thread. He paced the front porch, his eyes constantly straying to the road, hoping against hope to see the doctor riding up to save them.

When the doctor finally arrived, his face was grave. He examined Elizabeth and John Denton, his hands gentle as he checked their vitals. Turning to Daniel, he spoke the words that shattered the man's world. "Daniel, I am afraid it is only a matter of a few hours, if not minutes before their hearts will stop beating. There is simply too much blood loss."

Twelve days after the delivery, Elizabeth and John Denton slipped away, their lives extinguished like candles in the wind.

Six months after their passing, Daniel's grief showed no signs of abating. The heaviness was in his limbs as much as his mind, the weight of his sorrow bearing upon him like a physical burden. The things that once brought him joy now only served to deepen his pain, and he found himself wishing for the simple pleasures of hugging his wife goodnight and kissing her before breakfast each morning.

Now, there was only a graveyard a few hundred feet behind the house, the headstones bearing Elizabeth and John Denton's names, their cold bones resting beneath the earth.

Strange as it may seem, Daniel Bass didn't continue to mourn the loss of his wife for long. The demands of raising his children, even with the help of other family members, proved too much for him to bear alone.

In a move that surprised many, he hastened to deal with his loss by marrying a pious young widow named Maggie Newkirk, whom he had met at Elizabeth's funeral. Maggie was a devout member of the Methodist Church, and her faith and companionship brought a measure of solace to Daniel's troubled heart.

Less than nine months after their union, Daniel and Maggie welcomed a new baby boy into the world. They named him Charles Bass, though he quickly became known as Charlie to all who knew him.

Since the death of Elizabeth, Daniel had stopped attending church services, and his faith was shaken by the loss of his beloved wife and son. He questioned God, wondering why He would cruelly take them from him. However, after marrying Maggie, Daniel found himself drawn back to the church, and for the next three years, he and his new wife were devoted members of the Methodist congregation, never missing a Sunday service.

Daniel's newfound faith brought him a measure of peace, and he clung to it until the day he died on February 20, 1864, near the end of the War Between the States.

Before her passing, Elizabeth had asked her brother, Daniel Sheeks, to watch over the farm and the children in case anything happened to her, leaving the young ones without anyone to care for them.

As Sam Bass grew older, his voice deepened with each passing day, and he took great pride in watching over his siblings, Bess, Sarah, and little Charlie. At eighteen, he was a man now, no longer the boy who had helped bring his youngest brother into the world.

Sam worked hard on the farm for five years, learning agriculture skills under his Uncle Daniel's watchful eye. He was a diligent, God-fearing young man, keeping the Sabbath sacred and attending the Methodist Church every Sunday without fail.

But as his eighteenth birthday approached, Sam's independent spirit began to assert itself. He grew restless under his uncle's supervision, longing to see more of the world beyond the confines of the farm. He knew there was so much out there waiting to be explored, and he was ready to hang up his plow and set off in search of adventure.

Seeking solace, Sam wandered out to the ancient oak tree in the backyard, its thick branches clawing toward the sky like the arms of some forgotten sentinel. It had stood there since before he was born, a constant witness to laughter, tears, births, and burials. He leaned his back against its rugged bark, the calm wind rustling the leaves above like whispered voices from the past.

There, beneath the vast Indiana sky, with the sun bleeding gold through the clouds, Sam felt a shift deep in his chest — not of grief, but of yearning. He didn’t belong to this land, not entirely. The plow, the hymn book, the farm bell—they had shaped his youth but not his destiny. Something beyond the fence line called to him, louder than the sermons, clearer than his uncle’s guidance.

He closed his eyes and let the breeze wash over him. He saw a horizon he’d never touched—riverboats drifting down the Mississippi, horse races in Missouri, shadowed saloons filled with cards and secrets. The world beyond wasn't safe, but it was vast, wild, and waiting.

The wind kicked up, swirling dust at his boots like a beckoning whisper.

Sam Bass stood up.

He looked back once—toward the farmhouse, the smoke curling gently from the chimney, toward the graves that marked his beginning. His mother, Elizabeth. His baby brother. His father. The soil that held them also gave him the strength to walk away.

He hoisted the satchel over his shoulder, heavy with the weight of goodbye and the hope of something more.

Then he stepped off the porch, down the path, and into legend.

The city was loud, restless, and unforgiving.

Sam Bass wandered the chaotic streets of St. Louis for weeks that bled into months, surviving on odd jobs and instinct. He loaded crates on riverboats, swept floors in saloons, and even helped a blacksmith in exchange for stew and a cot in the hayloft. But no matter how many nights he drifted from one place to the next, St. Louis never felt like home.

To a boy raised on Indiana soil and lullabies hummed under oil lamps, the vast stone and iron belly of the metropolis felt like a machine grinding him down. The people moved too fast. The streets smelled of soot and stale beer. Sam missed the cadence of a rooster's crow and the soft hum of cicadas in the evening air.

One afternoon, while walking along the docks with hunger gnawing at his gut and homesickness settling into his bones, Sam spotted a large sidewheel steamer moored at the riverside. The ship towered above him, majestic and humming with energy. Workers shouted orders, ropes were cast off, and stacks of cargo were rolled up planks. The brass bell above the pilot house chimed a deep note that vibrated in his chest like a drumbeat.

He paused. Something inside him stirred.

“Where’s she headed?” he asked a grizzled deckhand slinging cargo.

“South, boy. Rosedale and Vicksburg. Got your fare?”

Sam didn’t hesitate. He handed over most of what he had and stepped aboard.

The steamer groaned to life as smoke curled into the sky. Sam stood on the upper deck, wind tugging at his shirt, watching the shoreline pull away as the Mississippi swallowed the last edges of the city. The river flowed like time itself—brown, slow, and full of secrets. Cypress trees leaned in from the banks as if to whisper old truths.
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