Hidden within the darkest pocket of night, while sheets of hot rain slapped my face, I hugged the white-washed paneling under the bedroom window and heard the sounds of hell unleashed directly above me.
As my boots slipped in the fresh mud below me, I heard cursing voices, yelling throats soaked with cheap whiskey.  I could hear the smashing of glass, the splintering of wood, the groans of wounded men desperate and forlorn.  

I clutched a pearl-inlaid pistol and with shaking hands clicked the chamber open and counted the bullets inside.  

The weapon was ripe and ready for violence.       

I could’ve been clear down the road by now, safe and alive, but I had returned, compelled by whatever lunacy called men to certain death.  
Under Charlie’s window, I feverously plotted a mad and desperate move. 

Under Charlie’s window, I prayed to whatever God would hear me that I wouldn’t die that night. 

There’s Some Men Asking Questions

It was the middle of that summer day, murderous in its heat, when Martin looked up to wipe his brow and saw Charlie making a blazing mad dash towards the ranch house on his horse from a distance, a dense cloud of dust billowing up around him as he raced.
Martin and I were tethering rope to some calves in the pen adjacent to the barn not fifty feet from his homestead proper.  We stopped a moment and stretched our backs and kicked dirt off our boots.  
“Looks like Boss has a tongue of hellfire lappin’ at his heels,” mused Martin, blood shot eyes squinting from out his sunburned face.  
“Sure does,” I replied.  
Charlie rounded the fence from the road, still flogging his beast, cruel lashes on left side and right, screaming harsh words from a croaking throat.  About five feet from his porch Charlie kicked up off of his favorite horse, Gabriella, and went skidding mad into the house almost pulling the door off its hinges.  
Martin and I frowned at one another and started to hesitantly shuffle up towards the house when Charlie reappeared on his porch and started hollering at us.
“Get on up here quick!” he yelled.  “There’s not a lot of time!”  Charlie then spun around and reentered his homestead.  Even from where we stood outside, we could hear the heavy stomping of his boots from inside the house and the calamity of objects falling on the floor and of glass breaking.   
More confused than ever, Martin and I commenced to running up to the porch.
As we approached the porch Charlie reemerged.  Something long and shiny was in one hand, a cluster of brass trinkets in the other.
Both Martin and I skittered back a bit.  “Jesus, Charlie,” yelped Martin.
In his hand was a beautiful full-bore rifle, Prussian made by the looks of it.  A handful of bullets filled his other hand, some of them tumbling out onto the porch as he started pushing bullets into the chamber, the rifle now rested upon one leg that he had propped up onto the railing.
Charlie’s face was a wet sponge of sweat.  “I don’t have a lot of time to tell you what’s about to befall us here, and quite a bit of what I’m going to tell you won’t make a whole lot of sense, but  both you must to bare me out,”  he said.
“Speak on, Boss,” I said.  
“Spit it out,” said Martin.  “We’re ready for what you got to say.”
Charlie looked up briefly scanning the horizon.  Not a thing moved in sight.  The air was still.  A butterfly danced over a cluster of dandelions in the lawn that lined the front of the house, its wings transparent in the sunlight, a tranquil a sight as one could have found that summer day.
“In town there’s some men asking questions.  Questions about me.  About ten men hostelling at the Square Deal Saloon.  Got there yesterday.  These men…”  Charlie struggled a bit with his words.  “…these men want to find me for a reason…they want to find me real bad.”

A Man of Many Talents

Charlie Oliphant was a man of many talents.  
First off, it must be said that he was a wrestler without peer.  Could lead a line of cattle like the Pied Piper of Hamlin.  He would sashay up to the beasts, careful and slow-like atop his Gabriella, his horse, always an old cigarette butt, barely lit, stuck between his teeth.  Many a minute atop his horse, barely moving, and then as if provoked to action by some unseen spirit, give a gentle kick to his horse, make a soft tsk tsk sound, or maybe a long, low whistle, and just like that, the cattle would just turn and follow him, even if they were hell-bent on going the other way just a few seconds before, every last beast from the first to the last, calling to his beckon without fuss, like sorcery.

He was an educated man.  Could read and write Greek and Latin and had memorized long passages from folks like Cicero, Plato, Shakespeare.  Was clever with mathematics and mechanics as well.  In his free time he liked to whittle away the hours in his cluttered kitchen, tinkering with chemicals and elixirs, oils and potions, bubbling, foul-smelling stuff that he like to procure at the town apothecary.      
With vices he was even better.  

At the Square Deal Saloon, he would drink a quart of whiskey, maybe burp a little, that was it, then get up off the table, dance a nimble, little jig, his feet flying out from underneath him in a blaze, something light and sprightly from the Old Country, round it off with a deep courtesy to the floor, never tipping over all the while blowing kisses to his assembled admirers, then head back to his table on sturdy legs to his table and call out for another round.  
No man in Lavernia, Texas could gamble like Charlie could gamble.  We used to say, “Any man who cut a deck with Charlie, left his purse with Charlie.”  And that was the dammed truth.  I was on the losing end of cards across the table from Charlie more times than I could count.  Even when he wupped your ass in cards the man could be gracious in victory, though.  

If he considered you his friend, Charlie would let you take a nickel off the table for lunch.  

I always ate lunch.  I guess he considered me a friend.  

He first came to the county right after the war, might have been the summer of ’66, maybe the summer of ’67, the years are somewhat lost to me.    
He was from Tennessee or Kentucky, originally, I reckon, and his mountain Scot accent stuck with him hard and thick like a cold blanket.   

I remember when he first arrived in Lavernia, a large, well-dressed man behind a large white wagon led by the two of the most gorgeous speckled black and white quarter-horses you ever could lay your eyes upon.  
Charlie said he wanted to look at some property in the hills, a nice couple hundred acres already improved upon, ready for grazing, ready for living.  Paid cash ol’ Mr. Schwab’s ranch after a little haggling.  Bought three hundred head soon after that.  Paid cash for the cattle as well.  

That’s where Martin and I come into the story.  Charlie hired us to help him run his ranch.  Five dollars a month.  Sunday’s off.  We were obliged by the work.  
For close to six years we worked for Charlie Oliphant, spent most of our time with him.  Ran cattle with Charlie back and forth from places like Ft. Worth and Wichita more than a few times.  

Charlie was a melancholy sort most of the time, friendly enough to most, but prone to dark moods.  He was also slow-tongued when talking of the past.  He kept just as many things to himself.  He was a little queer that way. 

He never talked much of his past, where he came from, but that wasn’t unusual, especially in those sad and tired days, especially in the wilderness.  There was so much bloodshed and sadness in the hearts of every man and woman, young and old that people tended to not dwell too much on where they came from, of the events that had conspired to drive them west.

Charlie was a bit like all of us in that regard.    

A Bed That Serves Two Masters
“Are you in trouble?” I asked.  “Who are these men?”
Charlie had finished filling the rifle’s chamber.  He took the other bullets and placed them in his pant pocket.  It was only then did I realize that a sheathed buck knife poked out of his other pant pocket.  
We had followed Charlie into the house and stood in the middle of his cluttered bedroom.  There wasn’t much to it; just a bed, unmade of course, an old dresser, a small table with two chairs around it.  On the table was a tumbler half full of a yellow liqueur, probably whiskey by the looks of it, an empty glass smeared with fingerprint, and a hunk of old cheese with a knife stuck in it.  Several dozen books were on the table, next to the bed, some on the floor in the corners.    

Lastly, a thick and dusty rug, one that was once a bright red but now was just a sad, old maroon, covered the floor.
Charlie tossed his rifle atop his bed, grabbed the foot posts and heaved the entire frame off the carpet.  Then, with both of his hands, he took a corner of the rug and pulled it off the ground and curled it over the bed.  Under the bed, under the rug, were five or so boards, loose in their sockets like rotted teeth.  Charlie pulled up the boards, reached down into a hole and pulled up a small locked caisson of handsome construction.  On the front of the box were the words CONFEDERATE STATES OF AMERICA in brass letters.  He then reached into his shirt and pulled out a brass key tied to a leather string.  Charlie then took the key of his neck and buried it into the caisson, made one full rotation, then opened it up. 

Martin and I stood there silent as we both gazed into the box.  Stood there like monuments of stone.
“Do you like what you see?” Charlie asked.   

In the chest were a pile of dull yellow wafers, at least one hundred of them.  Charlie reached into the box, took a handful and let them fall through his fingers where they rejoined their family with a pleasing clinking sound.  

“Boss, are those…” Martin trailed off.  Out of the corner of my eye I could see his eyes darting around the opened box.  

“Yes, it is,” Charlie said.  “Yes, it is.  Gold, and lots of it.”

Both Martin and I were silent, struck dumfound by what we were looking at.  Charlie dropped the last of the gold and looked up at us, from one pair of eyes to the other as if he was trying to read something on our faces.  Finally, he spoke again.

“I am going to talk awhile and I want you both to listen.  I’m going to talk fast so you’re going to need to pay attention.  Don’t ask any questions, don’t interrupt.”

When Charlie was satisfied that Martin and I were ready - attentive and quiet as church mice - he continued. 

The Last Days of the War

The Union soldiers were descending like locusts on Greensboro, and Charlie led the last escort out. There were ten riders in the party, including George Trenholm, the Secretary of the Treasury, in the par.  

The first few weeks were uneventful – a mad push for Mississippi through South Carolina, north Georgia, and Alabama – staying at odd hours at the homes and farms of known sympathizers.    
Charlie was ridding in the last wagon that day with a young buck from Knoxville named Blunt.  As the countryside rolled steadily by them, he brooded over the events that had transpired over the past few years – his campaigns across Pennsylvania and West Virginia, the family and friends that he had lost, the wanton destruction suffered by his country, the senselessness of it all.  Then, as it often did, his mind wandered to what rested directly behind him, in the wagon’s hold, a locked chest nestled under a thick Spanish carpet, red in color with a border of black.    

Traveling with Charlie and the Secretary was a chest of gold to be used to help procure safe passage out of New Orleans to France for Davis and his administration.  The gold had been traveling in the front wagon until this morning but had been moved at the Secretary’s request to Charlie’s wagon on account that the old bastard wanted to nap in the back of his wagon.  

The plan was for Secretary Trenholm to meet up with President Davis in Meridian, Mississippi, then we were to all head due South and sail out of New Orleans.  A well-fitted boat was already there but the French would only consider such an endeavor if there was a large cash payment at boarding.  

Davis and his war cabinet were going to continue to fight the war from afar, in France, work with our allies over there to rebuild the Confederacy.  

Charlie thought such fanciful thoughts as pure foolishness, but as a patriot, he did his sworn duty.  

They were somewhere outside of Irwindale, Georgia and it was close to midnight when Charlie, tossing a spent cigar onto a road, heard a furious row of gunshots erupt from the blackness in front of them.
Looking up, Charlie saw a phalanx of ghostly riders swarm at them from around a bend in the road ahead.        

Blunt’s hands gripped the reins hard, red and white blotches burst along the tops of his hands, as the boy struggled to control the horses in the tumult.  

Charlie saw that the attackers steadied their first volleys on the Secretary’s wagon up front.  Charlie made an immediate and cunning calculation.    

 “Turn around!” Charlie screamed, the cords of his next taught under his skin.  “Get us away now!”  

With immense effort, Blunt was somehow able to spin the wagon around.  Thick, gray gun smoke surrounded them as bullets hot and angry flew around their heads.

Charlie could see that the rest of the party had pulled their wagon together and survivors were now buckled behind the wheels with pistols drawn.  
As gunshots rolled off the trees, Charlie and Blunt whipped the horses away from the fracas.      

 A few hundred feet down the road Charlie looked back to see two riders bolting towards them with pistols drawn.  Even in the darkness Charlie could see vapor billowing out of their steed’s nostrils as the animals closed in on us.  He could hear the clamor of their hooves on the packed dirt below him.  He heard the cracks of their side arms and felt the hot pellets fly by his head.

 Charlie pulled himself around the wagon, to the back, and drew his pistol.  As one rider pulled himself directly opposite them he let a bullet fly.  Even in the darkness – even with the wagon bouncing crazily on the road – Charlie saw the attacker’s head explode clear off his shoulders.  Coolly, Charlie saw the headless galoot ride the horse another fifty feet until his body finally slipped off the saddle in a comical splay-legged collapse.
In the distance, Charlie could hear the main battle behind them.  
The other rider was now on the other side, right next to Blunt.  

“Colonel!” Blunt screamed.  “Over here!”  With one hand now on the reins, Blunt was fiddling impotently at trying to pull out a rifle he had stashed under the bench.  
Charlie looked over and struggled to make sense of what he saw.  He immediately recognized the other rider.  Charlie saw his bloodshot eyes drenched with whiskey.  He saw his beard stained yellow with tobacco.  He saw the insignia and red ribbons on his dress grays under his overcoat.  He saw the chevrons on his collar.
It was Colonel Thomas Persons.  Just weeks before Charlie and the Secretary had dined with him in Greensboro.

“The bastard,” Charlie muttered.      

Colonel Person’s pistol flared in the night.  The first shot ripped a rivet in Blunt’s left arm.  Blood from Blunt’s arm sprayed Charlie’s boots.  In shock Blunt dropped the reins and the wagon started rolling right side, driverless.
 Another bullet ripped into Blunt’s neck.  Charlie heard him shriek a pitiful sound as he fell over.  Now Charlie’s face had Blunt’s blood all over it.  He pushed the youngster down under him on the bench and grabbed at the reins to steady the wagon.  
More bullets from Colonel Persons’ firearm flew by.  

Charlie now had the reins and pulled them hard to correct their course and the colonel stayed with them gallop to gallop.  Depleting one firearm Charlie saw Person’s throw the pistol away and started to pull out another one from his waistband.  
With his free hand, Charlie picked up his pistol from off the seat next to him where he dropped it to take the reins and peeled off a couple of slugs in the general direction of Person -  hoping for a hit but not really expecting one.  The wagon was bouncing pell-mell along the road and it was all he could do to not lose control of the wagon and fly off into the trees and it was dark and he could barely see what was direct in front of him that night.
Suddenly, the Colonel yelled out sharply followed by the unmistakable thud of a horse collapsing under its own weight met Charlie’s ears.  Then Charlie realized that the colonel was no longer beside him.  He hadn’t hit Persons but he had hit the next best thing, his horse.  Charlie marveled at his good fortune but wondered if it would last.    

He was another one hundred feet down the road when, faintly, he heard the bastard shoot off his revolver.  A few seconds passed and Person’s let out another six shots.  He was trying to signal out to his fellow murderous associates that a wagon had got away.  Charlie could imagine the bearded bastard hot and furious in the darkness behind him, teeth clenched with indignation that his ploy had fallen apart.   

Charlie kept the wagon on the road.  A couple of miles later he saw – barely, almost hidden – a trail into the woods.  He backed the wagon up and took her off the main road.  The trail went down a little ways – through a thick thatch of cedar trees – and behind an embankment to an open area alongside a little creek, barely more than a puddle.  

The road was well above him now, hundreds of feet away.  He tucked his sidearm into his britches, hushed the horses down, pulled out a blanket from back, and eased out Blunt onto the ground.  All the while he kept a careful ear to the road above them.  Not five minutes later he heard the gallop of horses and the shouting of enraged men ride past.  Fifteen minutes later he heard them ride back.  Charlie squatted there next to the creek with Blunt’s rifle ready for anything but they never saw him.  In the gloom, they never saw the overgrown trail off the main road.
Blunt was bleeding profusely.  Charlie did his my best to dress his neck but the wound was too deep.  The boy moaned like an animal on the ground, moaned for his momma, moaned for the Lord.  Charlie couldn’t do a damn thing for him.  He tried to feed him whiskey from a small flask he carried but the sweet stuff just fell away and soaked the ground. 

Several hours later the boy died.  He dug a hole for him.  At dawn Charlie said a prayer for him and buried him deep into the earth.  For several hours Charlie hadn’t heard a peep from the road.  At mid-morning he cut the healthier horse from the wagon, fished out some provisions from the wagon, and pulled out the strongbox from the back.  He hauled the chest up onto the horse, hid it under a thick blue blanket, and took the guns.  
Then he let the other horse run wild, left the wagon and the rest of the wagon behind, and returned to the road.
I Have Two Offers for You

“I disappeared into the woods of Mississippi, the hills of Arkansas, no one ever paid me any mind,” said Charlie as he gazed out of his window, scanning his lawn with care.  “I heard that the secretary and some of his retinue had gotten away that night but were soon caught by Union agents in Louisiana.  Word got out and Colonel Persons was exposed and was now a wanted man.  The papers carried rumors of his whereabouts for months but he was never found.  There was never any mention of me, I was assumed dead.  The gold, of course, was of considerable interest, but it was assumed that the Colonel had found what he had murdered for.”

Martin’s eyes were wide in the grip of Charlie’s tale.  “You couldn’t turn in the money, could you?  You had to take it.”

Charlie’s eyes sparkled in the sunlight behind the window.  “That’s right.  I had to take it.  Who could I even turn it in to?  It was southern money but the Confederacy was over and done with and I sure as hell wasn’t going to turn it over to the Yankees.  The loot had no real claim.  I had to take it and I sure as hell did.”
“You think Colonel Person’s has found you?” asked Martin.  “After all these years?”

“I’m certain of it.  Men like Persons don’t give up, especially when they sell their honor and betray their brothers for a little gold like Judas.  He has nothing to live for now that the world knows of his treachery but the gold.”  
I cleared my throat.  “What’s your real name then, Charlie?”           

Charlie walked away from the window and smiled knowingly.  “You are right, Edmund.  These past few years I have lived under a false name.  There is no Charlie Oliphant anymore than there is a Spring Heel Jack.”  

“My real name is John Oliver Toole.”

Martin and I exchanged amazed looks.  My partner’s mouth hung open and low as if unhinged from his jaw.  Half of me felt like the Boss was pulling our leg, the other half was sure he wasn’t.

Finally, Martin clapped shut his mouth and raced over to the war hero while sticking out his hand.

“Colonel John Oliver Toole, it is indeed a great honor to make…”

Colonel Toole rebuked Martin’s offer of a handshake.  “Put your hand away.”  

Instead, he placed his free hand on the man’s narrow shoulder and squeezed hard.  

“I am many things, some of them good, many of them bad, but I can tell you both this - I was never a hero, a patriot maybe, but never a hero.  I left men under my care to die that night in Georgia when Person’s attacked us.  Men died because of me.  I will live with that shame forever and today I am prepared to pay for it.  Pay for it dear with interest, do you both understand me on this?”  

Colonel Toole walked over to us and we all stood in a circle.  His face was firm and his yes bright.  I could smell the faint scent of aftershave and talcum powder on him.  “You boys have been real good to me, loyal and true.  I have two offers for you.”  
“One, is that you both can leave here right now, leave me be and I would never think any less of you.  Got that?  This is my business and I can never expect you two of getting involved in it.  If this is your intention, I would suggest you leave right now.  I will give you each one hundred dollars and the pick of the best horse bar Gabriella and you can be on your way.  That’s offer one.”  

“But I also have one other offer for you.”

I could almost see the wheels of Martin’s mind turning laboriously behind his brow as he struggled to take in the Colonel’s words.

“Offer two is this.  It’s simple.  Saber-up and stay here with me and fight these murderous bustards.  I have more guns than sense.  If we all live, I will split the chest three ways even.  If you live and I die, split the chest however you want.  If none of us live….well…we won’t be in any shape to care one way or another.”  

Martin frowned while pulling at the bottom of his scraggly beard.  “Why don’t we all leave, Boss?  Head for the hills and leave them in our dust?  No one knows the hills like we do.”

“I will not run again, Martin,” said Colonel Toole.  “I’ve lived awhile with the gold.  I no longer covet it enough to run from these evildoers.”

It was not too long before Martin and I made our decision.  It was not too long before Colonel Toole opened up his arsenal and we felt the weight of varnished wood and steel in our hands.
Another Night, Another Fight

“Edmund, I want you to prowl the grounds outside.  Keep hidden.  Hug the ground like a heathen.  If you see Person and his cadre, stay put, get as close as you can without being seen, and wait for my move.  Do you understand me?”   

Colonel Toole, befitting his history, quickly became the battlefield tactician that had made him a legend during the Wilderness campaigns.  He had given both Martin and I rifles and pistols as well as fresh-sharpened bowie knives, knives so long and thick they could have driven railroad stakes.
Hours had passed since he had first stormed in from town.  No one had made themselves known but Toole was sure they would be coming soon, probably in the dimmest sliver of dark.  Persons, he told us on more than one occasion, preferred it that way.  
Martin was to crouch inside the house, hidden in the pantry.  I was to skirt the shadows of the lawn.  Toole’s position was decidedly less veiled.  He was going to sit on his porch, obvious under the light of the moon, and smoke a cigar until they came.   

Now I could smell the rich scent of grass, could feel the dewy damp of moisture soak through my trousers as I hugged the ground.  
In the distance, on the porch, a ghostly silhouette reclined.   
A bright red ember glowed like a beacon from the still form.
The Moon Alone Witnesses My Cowardice

Time sluiced slowly away like well boiled rib meat falling off a bone.  Nothing stirred around us but a stale wind, hot and fetid, that swaddled me into a drowsy daze.    

I had almost fully succumbed to slumber, when I was jerked awake by the sound of shouting and gunfire.   

I looked up as two hulking shapes from the shadows around the house bolted onto the porch with furious speed from opposite directions.  Moonlight, bright and sinister, combined with the dirt water dull cast of Toole’s lantern illuminated the front of the house with sickly sheets of light despite the advanced hour of night.  
I could see every detail of our unfolding.    

I trained my gun on the attackers but I couldn’t get a good sight.  My hands were like slippery eels.  I fumbled with the weapon like a greenhorn.  Toole tried to level a pistol at one of the shapes but before he could get a shot off, the other assailant knocked him off his chair, from his side, with a savage downward jab of his rifle butt to the back of the Colonel’s head.  
Toole hit the deck hard and limp, like the Spirit of the Lord had clean leveled him at altar call.   

I heard the sound of hooves like pistons thundering on packed earth.  I turned and saw three riders explode from the forest towards the house.  
Events were progressing before I could assess soberly what was happening.  

From inside the house, like an avenging demon loosed from hell, Martin bolted through the front door, wide-eyed and screaming.  With two pistols he parted his shots blindly.  As they approached, one of the horsemen coolly let off a lone, careful shot from a rifle cradled in the arm.  The shot was true.  Martin flew backwards, his two pistols flying from his hands never having found a victim.
Immediately the man on the porch who hadn’t struck Toole was atop of Martin, kicking him, stomping with full weight atop his narrow head, calling him every bad word ever uttered from under the sun.    
I turned to take aim, to come to my friend’s aid – I meant to – but to my shame I fell to the ground and pulled my hat tight over my head.  
As the attackers swarmed the homestead I took careful leave of my employers homestead, crawling backwards on my belly, like a snake, a shameful thing, weeping and gutless.
“We got him!” yelled a nervous, high-pitched fellow.  He was hooting excitedly, his boots scooting from one end of the porch to the other.  “We got him!  He ain’t goin’ nowhere!” 
The Weight of Guns
About mile from the ranch I paused along the road.  
Finally, it had begun to rain.  

My clothes hung heavy on me, the garments drenched from the downpour.  I heard a strange bird shrieked from the woods, its voice pained and wretched.

I could feel the weight of the guns on my side.  
I could see Martin and Colonel Toole as corpses burning in a wild fire set by dancing torches held by hateful men.  
I could see the glitter of gold in a wood box, a treasure that no longer had a claim.     

I turned around and returned to the homestead I had called home these past eight years.
My Redemption through Violence
Looking up, I craned my next to peek inside, so careful out of fear of being seen.

The room was framed with a sickly, yellowish hue.  Tall straggle-legged men in long black coats stood in Toole's bedroom.  Martin was on his knees.  He had been shot in the shoulder and a deep red wound gushed blood in rolling waves onto his chest.  A man stood behind him and held a gun to Martin’s head as my companion swooned and moaned.  
Toole was on his back sprawled across his bed, his arms and legs tied down with rope.  A rippling pool of blood framed his beaten face like a cruel halo.  One other man loomed over Toole holding a steel-tipped riders whip.  A third sat at Toole's desk idly flipping through his prized collection of books.  A fourth man, the leader, the murderous Colonel Persons, stood in the center, gazing down at the other Colonel taunting him with measured words of menace.  I could see Person's stringy gray hair on his back, the gut of a bristly thatch of beard from a narrow jaw. 
A few minutes earlier I had heard the front door open and the sound of two men descending the patio steps just around the corner from where I crouched.  My heart seized within my chest as I pulled the rifle up towards the corner but the men's voices trailed off as they shuffled out into the yard and moved towards the barn that sat about one hundred feet to my right.  They both held torches and pistols and I surmised that the two renegades were fixing to search for the gold in Toole’s stable.  

I pulled myself even closer to the house but they never thought to look my way.  If either one bothered to look back I would have been discovered.  If that didn't happen, I knew they would see me on the way back to the house.      
“I will give you ten seconds to tell us where the gold is or Bartholomew here will blow your man’s head clear off his stalk.”  Colonel Person’s voice was like two pieces of bark scrapped together. Words tumbled from his throat as if compelled by fiery gas.    

 “One…two…three…” 

Person’s started to count before Toole cut him off with a gurgled, wheezy cough.   

“You want the gold you got to deal,” he said.
“What are your terms?”

“Let my man go and I will tell you without delay.  You have my word.”

Colonel Persons chuckled and unsheathed a pistol.  “Your ‘word’?  This is what I think of your word.”  

With those words the bandit blew a hole in Toole’s left kneecap.  

My friend’s horrific screams compelled me forward.  

In the torrential rain, I rounded the house and tiptoed onto the porch.  After a quick glance through the window, I slowly pushed open the door and was pleased to find no one waiting for me.
Toole’s bedroom loomed in front of me.  The door was half ajar.  I could see the bandit who was holding a pistol at Martin’s head through the doorway.  His back was facing me.

I found an angle that provided maximum advantage, crouched, aimed, and then let off a lone, hot pellet straight into Toole’s bedchamber.  
A loud crack reverberated through the house.  The man whose backside I was able to see stood there still, dully and rendered mute like he was a bit confused.  He even lifted up his pistol and stared at it as if it was some kind of magical talisman.    

Martin was now screaming even louder than Toole was, his arms waving madly, his whole body trembling as if driven wild by lightning.  

“Bill, what the hell are you doing?  I didn’t tell you to shoot…”  Person’s voice was a strange mix of confusion and anger.  
A red blotch now teased the backside of Bill’s dirt-singed shirt.  

The man who was standing next to Martin now started a slow crumbling collapse towards the floor.
In those vital moments, I made most of the situation and jumping up from my crouch, stormed through the doorway.  

One bullet gone, five to go…                
Colonel Persons, deadly quick, like the slipperiest of eels, figured it out well before his henchmen did, and dove behind Toole’s dresser.  As he darted from me I saw his thumb drop to his holster, I saw him slide his pistol out in one slick, oily move.    
I trained my pistol at the marauder who just a few seconds earlier had been flipping through Toole’s books and who now had fallen off his chair in a pitiful effort at relieving his weapon from his holster because he lacked the speed and grace of his commander.  I placed one bullet square in the middle of his pug-ugly head.  A wet, soppy spray fanned out behind him onto the wall, red and in a perfect circle, almost beautiful.    

Two bullets gone, four life-takers remaining… 
Persons now was training his sidearm at me.  In a split second, without any hope of getting a good scope, I turned my pistol towards him and fired a shot.  A long, thin splinter from the dresser folded up like cut cheese as the bullet bore towards him and the sliced wood chip bounced off the colonel’s forehead, the bullet doing no more damage.  I knocked him off-balance and the old bastard fell back behind the dresser.    

Three shots down, three bits to go….

Martin had flung himself towards the wall where he remained screaming.  Through it all, Toole watched all, all four appendages drawn tightly to the bedposts.  
I felt a searing slap on my face, flesh pulling apart savagely, rendered loose by what felt like Zeus himself had flung a lightning bolt across my cheek.  The attacker with the whip had got me good.  Now he was flinging back to let another one fly.  That was not acceptable, and while hot blood poured down from my forehead and drenched my left eye, I trained the sweet steel in my hands on the ship-holder and squeezed one out fast.    
The whip-holder, wrenching hard to his left, dropped the lash and fell to the floor.  

Four hot ones away, two slugs left…

I could see the colonel flipping around the floor now.  He had the gun again and was pointing it at me from under the dresser.  I dove towards the other side of the bed as Persons shot off a couple.  The whip-holder was writhing right next to me, all moaning and agitated and in some kind of fierce pain.  
He wasn’t going anywhere and could wait till later.  

For now, the traitering colonel was it.  
“Slow down, there,” I heard the colonel coolly say from the other side of the bed. “If you care one iota for your beddin’ buddy.”

He was threatening Toole.  I imagined his pistol pointed at Boss’ head.

“Kill him,” Toole said.  “Don’t worry about this ol’ boy.”

I saw Persons’ boots on the other side of the bed.  I leveled my pistol at his ankle and let an angry one loose.   

The traitor’s leg flew back behind him, his body falling back forward as he lost a grip on the floor with his other boot and his head bounced off the bedspread.  
Five now spent, one lone bullet in the chamber….

I could see Persons struggling to keep himself on the bed.  He still had his pistol.  It hadn’t dropped to the floor.
“Damn you,” Persons screamed.

I bolted up and saw Persons on the other side of the bed.  His pistol made a slow arc towards me as he struggled to keep himself up with his free arm.
Gun smoke now filled Toole’s bedchamber.  From across the bed, I pointed my pistol at Colonel Persons and he pointed his pistol at me.  I could the cruel sneer on his lips, the heat of his eyes, the skin pulled tight across his skull.  Between us Toole stared up at the ceiling, tranquil and still, as if locked in the grip of prayer.    

Shots rang out.  Loud shattering cracks echoed around us.  I feel something graze my shoulder.  Another searing pellet flicks the top of my ear.  
I sense movement on the other side of the bed.  Click.  Click.  My gun is now useless and I toss it aside.  Click.  Click.  Click.  Persons’ gun is now spent as well.  
I remember the bowie knife and pull it out.  Leaping over the bed I see the traitor hobbled at the side of Toole’s bed, his arms held up, screaming for mercy.
Finding him, my arm swings down with brutal intention.  The blade finds flesh and propels itself to down to the guard.  Struggling, I bring the knife back up and charge it down again.  I look down to see Colonel Persons small, black eyes looking up at me.  My adversary’s screams become gurgled moans.  Clutching Persons hair I feel his body go slack.  His eyes now become glassy and dull.  
I let Persons go and his body collapses to the floorboards.
A momentary stillness converged upon Toole’s bedchamber.   My ears rang out with the sound of gunfire and I could feel deep within my chest my heart galloping as if the poor organ was being flogged by some kind of cruel, lashing demon.  
I dropped the knife and as my head cleared and as the gun smoke started to dissipate my eyes took in the carnage that lay around me.  

Persons and his henchman reposed amongst piles of split blood on the floor.  Unhurt, Martin was in the corner weeping, covering his head with scarecrow thin arms, a man never made for violence.  

Looking over at Toole within his bed, I saw a bright red blotch soaking through the bed sheets, dripping onto the floor, to mix with the other colonel’s.  His eyes remained open as did his mouth.  From his neck, I could see a blackish hole pierced straight through, as if a red-hot skewer had been driven through his stalk.  

As I reached over to close my Colonel Toole’s eyelids I heard from outside the sound of shuffling boots scrapping across sanded wood.  

The men from the barn!
I realized with horror that I no longer held a weapon.  Now the men were storming in through the front door.  My eyes blazed across the bodies.  

There, a glint of metal!  
The marauder who just a few moments earlier had been fumbling with his sidearm at Toole’s book table before I rendered him ready for the afterlife still had his unused pistol drawn halfway out of his holster, a limp, white hand still gripping the gun’s handle loosely.  

I ran over to him and reaching down pulled out the sidearm.  

As a man in a pistachio red felt hat bolted through the door, gun held out, he calculated incorrectly what man left breathing within Toole’s bedroom posed the greatest risk, and trained his first volley on the still quivering, harmless form of Martin.  He let out two shots, the first of which pierced his right arm, the second of which struck him clean in the middle of his back.  Martin’s face slammed hard into the corner and he crumbled into a heap, his bone-thin neck bent in a bizarre angle as it slid down the wall.
I pointed his colleague’s pistol at Pistachio Red and within three shots had riddled his body with enough hot lead to send him pell-mell into the Great Hereafter.  

Behind him, the last man standing from the original pack of marauders, poked his wide-eyed head into the room and not liking what he saw, hightailed it clean out of there back out into the night.  I followed him out into the lawn.  As the flaps of his trench coat fluttered like a bat in the night I knocked him flat on his face in the mud and muck with a clean slug through the back of his head.
The rain was unyielding.  I shuffled back to Toole’s homestead my boots sloshing within growing puddles.  Inside, the house was silent like a tomb, barren of life.  I made my way back to Toole’s bedchamber and after removing the bodies of Martin and the Boss, their bodies shrouded in clean bed sheets, to be placed in a temporary resting place in the kitchen, I pushed the blood-drenched bed to the wall and removed the gold-laden caisson.
The rain still falling around me, as the night started to make way for the day, I dug two deep holes, much like Colonel Toole had done years before for a boy named Blunt somewhere outside of Irwindale, Georgia, and buried my companions using the words from the 43rd Psalm read aloud from Toole’s dog-eared Bible.  
The storm had almost depleted itself the next morning as I saddled Gabriela.  
I had packed lightly in all ways save one.  Nestled right behind my saddle, tied down taut with cords of intertwining rope sat a handsome, well-built wooden chest.        

….the dusty road outside the colonel’s ranch led to countless destinations, to thousands of different cities and towns…

….to untold places to hide…..  
Coda
Several years later, sitting in the plush parlor of a well-lit salon that sat plump and expectant across from the dockyards of San Francisco town, a man known as Charles Pembroke, mush-mouthed and drowsy from the twin effects of whiskey mixed with Chinese opium, placed then cards on the table, smirked, then drowned the last of his drink.  

Hooting triumphantly, his opponent placed his own cards on the table, and then reached over to collect the stacked chips in the middle of the felt.  

Damn.  Full house.  Lost again.
Charles Pembroke then reached down to his pant pocket and felt the comforting weight and heft of his last gold chip and debated throwing it into the hopper.  

He was about to take out the coin and toss it onto the table when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw the salon keeper scowling at him while he vigorously washed a shot glass with a dishrag and Charles Pembroke remembered that his rent was due….
…..remembered that his rent was due……   

THE END
