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TILL DEATH DO US PART

 





1871:

It was a quiet day in Tanglewood, which was just how the sheriff
liked it. He leaned back in his office chair and perused a
newspaper, glad to have the free time to do so for a change. The
paper rustled softly as he straightened it out, but he soon laid it
down in his lap when he heard a man step into the office. “Can I
help you, mister?” the sheriff said.



“Name’s Cochrane,” the man replied. “I’m lookin’ for a bounty
hunter, calls himself Hex. You know of him?”



“All too well. He rode into town ‘bout three months back, caused a
Hell of a ruckus.” The sheriff looked Cochrane over: he appeared
rather rough-and-tumble, but then again, so did many people out
West. “What’s your interest in him?”



There was a pause, then Cochrane said, “A job offer. Do you know
where he is?”



“Not directly. He was staying in town with a Chinese girl for a
while, but the two of them left a few weeks ago.” The sheriff
looked down at his paper and began to fold it neatly, saying, “I
know they took the stage to White Mill to catch the train there,
since our spur’s not… ”



“He left with a girl?”



“Yeah. Figure a guy as ugly as that finds a woman to bed down with,
he doesn’t want to lose track of her.” The sheriff smirked, looking
back up at Cochrane, only to find the man was heading out of the
office without a word. “Well… glad I could help,” the sheriff
muttered, then reopened his newspaper with a snap.

 

 



The train belched out a cloud of smoke as it pulled into the
station. Workers began to appear on the platform almost
immediately, both from inside the station house and off the train
itself, each having their own duties to perform. After a few
minutes, departing passengers joined them in milling about the
platform, as did those who were waiting to get on the train
themselves. Moving through the midst of it was Jonah Hex, a pair of
carpetbags tucked under one arm and the other wrapped gently around
Mei Ling’s waist. “Where in blazes is he?” Jonah muttered as he
tried to see past the crowd. “Ah told him we’d be comin’ in
today.”



Then he heard his name called out, and he turned to see a grizzled
old man walking towards them with a grin. “Hex, you ornery buzzard!
Is that really you?”



“Whut’s left of me, Ah reckon.” Jonah let go of Mei Ling and threw
and arm around the man, saying, “It’s good tuh see yuh,
Windy.”



“You say that now that you’re here, but what kept you from gettin’
your ass up thisaway all them other times?” He poked a finger at
Jonah’s chest. “Look at you: Mister Big-Shot Bounty Hunter, roamin’
all over God’s green Earth, an’ you can’t be bothered to drop in on
the one fella that taught you everything.”



“Well, Ah’m here now, ain’t Ah? Don’t thet count fer
something?”



“Dunno. I ain’t even decided if’n I’m lettin’ you sleep in the
house yet.”



Mei Ling cleared her throat, reminding Jonah of her presence.
“Sorry, sugar,” he said. “Mei Ling, this here’s muh old scoutin’
partner, Windy Taylor.”



“A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Taylor,” she said, giving him a slight
bow.



“Never you mind that ‘Mr. Taylor’ nonsense. Folks just call me
Windy.” He grinned at the two of them. “This sure is a nice change
from gettin’ a letter from you every couple of years. Y’all plan on
stickin’ around for a while, or is this just a quick
stopover?”



“Ain’t really decided yet. We’s on our way tuh San Francisco, tuh
see her brother an’ his family,” Jonah said, putting his arm around
Mei Ling’s waist again. “Ah just figured we’d drop in on yuh since
Cheyenne lay along the same track.”



“Well, I’m glad I picked the right place to homestead, then.” Windy
waved a hand towards the end of the platform. “Come on, let’s get
away from this ruckus. We’ll head on back to my place, an’ I’ll
cook y’all up a real nice supper.”



They made their way around to the side of the rail station to an
empty lot, where a horse-drawn wagon sat waiting. As they
approached, a dark-gray wolf suddenly jumped out of the wagon and
ran over to them. Mei Ling let out a gasp, and even Jonah looked a
bit apprehensive. “Oh, don’t mind him,” Windy said with a chuckle.
“Ironjaws is as harmless as a pup… ain’tcha, boy?” He knelt down
and scratched the animal behind the ears.



“It’s a wolf, Windy,” Jonah said. “Ain’t no such thing as
harmless.”



“He don’t know he’s a wolf. Found him a couple winters
back, damn-near frozen, an’ all his littermates dead. Reckon some
hunter must’ve killed their mama, so I took him home. He don’t even
remember bein’ wild.” As he said that, Ironjaws tried to nip
Windy’s fingers, and he slapped Ironjaws sharply on the snout. “No!
Bad!” he told the wolf, then looked up at the others. “Okay, so
maybe he’s a little wild, deep down… but that ain’t much dif’rent
from how you was when we met, Hex.”



“Ah never tried tuh bite yer fingers off,” Jonah replied as he
helped Mei Ling up onto the buckboard. Windy took a seat next to
her and picked up the reins, while Hex got in the back with both
the luggage and the wolf — the bounty hunter kept a close eye on
the animal as they made their way out of town and into open
country.



“How long have you lived in Cheyenne, Windy?” Mei Ling asked after
a time.



“Since afore it was here, actually. I built a little cabin up here
in ‘33 or so, back when I was just startin’ out as a trapper. Then
me an’ Bess — God rest her soul — we got hitched in ‘42, an’ she
settled in to take up her wifely duty. It was just the two of us
‘til our boy Tod was born… quite a peaceful life, nice an’ cozy.”
He gestured at the surrounding landscape, saying, “Then the Union
Pacific decided to run that blasted line through here an’ blow that
peace all to Hell. They say railroads bring progress, but I think
they just bring trouble.”



“We’ve had our fill of railroads lately, Windy, so shut it,” Jonah
said from behind them. “Yuh always talked too damn much,
anyhow.”



“An’ you always talked too damn little. I swear, gettin’ more’n
three words outta you some days was like pullin’ teeth.”



Mei Ling smiled and added, “He is still like that. I have never met
anyone so uncomfortable with speaking.”



“Ah ain’t uncomfortable,” Hex interjected, “Ah just don’t see a
point in talkin’ when yuh ain’t got nothin’ tuh say… unlike some
people.” He caught Mei Ling’s eye, then hitched a thumb at his old
partner. “There’s a reason folks call him ‘Windy’, yuh know.”



“That’s nothin’ compared to what them boys at Fort Winona used to
call you… ”



“Not a word ‘bout thet!” He thumped Windy on the back as the old
man let out a guffaw.



The two men continued to snipe at each other as the wagon trundled
down the rutted trail, Mei Ling doing her best to stifle a giggle
now and then. A few hours after passing the outskirts of Cheyenne,
Windy’s homestead came into sight. The cabin he’d originally built
had been added onto and refurbished many times over the past four
decades, giving it a slightly piecemeal appearance. A slim plume of
smoke was drifting above the roof, which wasn’t unusual in and of
itself… but the fact that it was coming from the side of the cabin
opposite the chimney most certainly was. “Goddam it… they’re at it
again!” Windy said.



“Whut’s all this about?” Jonah asked, trying to get a view from the
back of the wagon.



“Bit of a personal squabble.” They could now see a man coming
around the side of the cabin and going up onto the porch, swinging
an axe at everything within reach. Windy cursed again and began to
pull out a rifle holstered beside him on the buckboard. “Sorry you
had to witness this, ma’am,” he said to Mei Ling, “but I can’t just
let ‘em destroy my home.”



“Hold on, Windy. Ah ain’t about tuh risk Mei Ling gettin’ caught in
a firefight. Y’all pull over there an’ take cover, Ah’ll take care
of these skunks.” The bounty hunter was already preparing to jump
off the wagon, which was still in motion.



“Jonah, what are you doing?” Mei Ling twisted about and tried to
grab hold of him, but it was too late: he hit the ground and
rolled, then began to move towards the cabin, doing his best to
stay hidden in the high buffalo grass. The man on the porch had
spotted the wagon, and was shouting to someone else unseen as he
drew a sidearm. Jonah drew his own guns and continued to creep
forward, trying to close the distance between himself and the
cabin.



The man on the porch was starting to head around back the way he’d
come — Jonah was still a good hundred yards away, but he deemed the
distance close enough and opened fire before the man fell out of
sight. A bullet clipped the man in the side, causing him to stumble
before he whirled around and fired blindly Hex’s way. The bounty
hunter lay flat and still in the grass, listening to the man move
towards him, then he popped up and let off three quick shots.
Caught unawares, the man went flying back with a trio of red blooms
spreading across his chest.



Thet’s one… how many more? he wondered as he headed
towards the cabin. Before he could reach it, a second gunman
appeared from around back, pistols blazing. Hex dove for cover, but
he felt a shot pass through his calf for his trouble. Bleeding and
cursing, he made to shoot back, only to see Ironjaws charge past
him and attack the gunman — the wolf had jumped off the wagon right
after Hex, and had been sneaking along behind him the whole time.
Ironjaws threw its full weight at the gunman, knocking him to the
ground and sinking its teeth deep into his arm. He yowled and tried
to take aim at the animal with the pistol in his free hand, but
Jonah blasted the gunman between the eyes before he got the
chance.



“Good boy,” Jonah said to the wolf, then carefully poked his head
around the corner of the cabin to see a man running towards some
horses nearby. Jonah let off a couple more shots, winging the man
as he climbed onto his horse, but it wasn’t enough to stop him from
riding off. Hex cursed again and turned his attention to the cabin
itself: the men had splashed kerosene across the side wall and lit
it, hence the smoke, but it hadn’t spread too far yet. Holstering
his Dragoons, Jonah headed over to a well behind the cabin and
started hauling up the bucket.



By the time he’d splashed three buckets of water over the flames,
Windy and Mei Ling had come down from the road. She immediately
went over and embraced Jonah, then let out a gasp when she saw the
blood running down the side of his boot. “You’re hurt! We need to
get you to a doctor.”



“It’ll keep,” he said. “First thing we’ve gotta do is douse this
here fire.” She was persistent, however, and finally got him to
pause in his efforts long enough to tie a piece of cloth over the
wound. After close to a half-hour of wetting down the cabin’s
exterior and smothering the flames with an old blanket, they
managed to extinguish all of it. Most of the damage turned out to
be superficial, though smoke had managed to seep inside the cabin,
and the place had to be aired out for a while before Windy could
get down to fixing the three of them supper.



“This fella named Fenrick, he’s the one that’s been givin’ me
grief,” Windy told them as he fried up some sausages on the
cast-iron stove. “He came around these parts not long after the
railroad, an’ started snatchin’ up as much land as he could. Man’s
not stupid: he knows the town’s gonna keep growin’, an’ that the
land ‘round it is gonna get more valuable. He’s been harpin’ at me
for months, tryin’ to get my little parcel here. First he was real
polite ‘bout it, offerin’ to buy it outright, but when he realized
I didn’t give a damn ‘bout money, he got mean. Shot my horses,
poisoned my livestock… an’ now he’s tryin’ to burn my damn house
down!”



“Isn’t there any sort of law enforcement in Cheyenne? Someone who
can put a stop to this?” Mei Ling asked, sitting at the sawbuck
table with Jonah.



“The railroad set a fella up as constable… Hart’s his name. Good
man, an’ he’s on my side, but the trouble’s been we ain’t had no
proof.” He flipped a sausage out of the skillet and onto the floor,
where it was quickly scarfed down by Ironjaws laying at his feet.
“I know it’s been Fenrick all along — just smells like him, if’n
you get my meanin’ — but I ain’t never been able to catch any of
his boys doin’ it.”



“Thet’s a mite surprisin’,” Jonah said. “Ah would’ve figured
between yerself an’ Tod, y’all would have nailed somebody’s hide
tuh the wall by now.”



“Tod ain’t exactly been around to help,” Windy replied. “Me an’ the
boy had a fallin’ out a while back… one day, he just saddled up his
horse, then decided not to come home.”



“Sorry tuh hear thet.” Jonah recalled from his time with Windy
years ago that Tod never got along very well with his father.
Windy’s wife Bess had managed to defuse most of their squabbles,
but she’d been dead for well over ten years, and things had
probably gotten worse between the two of them since then.



“Yeah, well… at least I’ve still got one boy ‘round here I can
count on,” Windy said, gesturing towards Hex. “Thanks to you, I’ve
got two nice pieces of evidence a-layin’ in my barn. Reckon I’ll go
into town tomorrow with them in the wagon, an’ then Hart can put an
end to Fenrick’s schemes for good! But for now… ” He put the
remaining sausages on a plate and laid them on the table, along
with some cornbread and a little pot of beans. “Let’s put all that
nonsense aside an’ just enjoy a nice supper.”



Jonah dug in immediately, as did Windy, but Mei Ling only nibbled
at a piece of cornbread. Windy noticed her reluctance and said, “I
know this is probably a lot dif’rent than Chinese fare, but it
ain’t all that bad once you try it.”



“No, I’m sure it’s very good, but I… ” She appeared to be turning a
mite green around the gills, and laid a hand on her belly. “I just
can’t right now.”



“Yuh should try an’ get something down, sugar,” Jonah said to her.
“Yuh barely ate on the train.”



“I know, but… I think I need to lay down for a while.” She got up
from the table slowly, and Jonah immediately stood beside her to
offer a steadying hand. He led Mei Ling out of the main room and
down the hall to the bedroom Windy had prepared for them. It was a
good ten minutes before Jonah came back, and when he did, he walked
past the table and out onto the porch. After a moment, Windy went
to the doorway and saw Jonah sitting on the stoop, his head down
and shoulders hunched. The sun was beginning to set, bathing the
whole Wyoming Territory in red-gold light, but it appeared that
Jonah was ignoring all that glory in favor of gazing at the toes of
his boots.



“She gonna be okay?” Windy asked, but Jonah didn’t stir, he just
stayed hunkered down like a guilty man awaiting his punishment. The
old man stepped out onto the porch and sat down next to him,
saying, “If’n she’s feelin’ that poorly, Doc Pedersen don’t live
more’n an hour from here. I can hitch the wagon back up an’…
”



“Mei Ling’s pregnant.”



That shut Windy right up, both the information and the way Jonah
said it: toneless, no hint of joy or anger or any emotion at all.
Just a cold delivery of fact. Not an uncommon way of speaking for
Hex, but Windy would’ve thought that this particular subject might
elicit something a bit more lively from him. When it became obvious
that Jonah wasn’t going to continue this conversation unaided,
Windy asked, “How far along is she?”



No response at first, then he said, “‘Bout two months, give or take
a week. The doc back in Tanglewood figured the baby will come
‘round February.”



“I take it from the way you’re actin’ that the whole thing kind of
crept up on you.”



“Thet’s one way of puttin’ it.” Jonah rubbed the back of his neck,
still staring downward. “Ah’d been gone a couple weeks on a job,
an’ when Ah got back, she drops the news in muh lap. She thinks
it’s wonderful, but muhself… some days Ah feel sicker than she
does.”



Windy chuckled, saying, “You ain’t the first man to get scared over
bein’ a father.”



“Ah ain’t scared… .Ah just would’ve liked some more warnin’, thet’s
all.”



That just made Windy chuckle even louder. Then he asked, “So,
what’s the plan?”



“Same as Ah told yuh afore: we’re goin’ tuh San Francisco. She’s
got family there thet kin help her after the baby comes.”



“An’ what about you? You ain’t gonna be around help her?” Jonah
made no reply, and Windy frowned. “You lucked into findin’ a sweet
girl like that, an’ now you’re just gonna walk away from her when
she’s carryin’ your kid?”



Jonah finally looked up at Windy and snapped, “Whut in blazes do
yuh expect me tuh do? Toss her an’ the baby on a horse an’ drag ‘em
along with me while Ah’m bounty-huntin’?”



“I expect you to do the sensible thing an’ marry her!”



“Ah went down thet road once… or least Ah tried tuh… yuh know
thet.” Even in the waning light, the sadness in his eyes was plain
to see. “After whut happened, Ah decided Ah ain’t never goin’ down
thet road again. Ah just… it don’t feel right tuh marry someone
else.”



“You still carry a torch for her, don’t you?” Windy put a hand on
the younger man’s shoulder, saying, “Son, I know you loved Cassie,
an’ I know it damn-near killed you when she died, but I don’t think
she’d be very happy with you playin’ the grievin’ widower the rest
of your life. If’n you have any love for Mei Ling at all, then you
should do right by her.”



“Ah do love Mei Ling… took me some time tuh admit it, but
Ah do.”



“Okay then, now all you have to do is say them last two words in
front of a preacher.”



Jonah snorted. Not a full laugh, but enough to show that his mood
was lightening a bit, and Windy was glad to hear it.

 

 



Around that same time, Fenrick was standing in his study, a glass
of whiskey in hand as he looked over a map of the area tacked to
the wall. In the center was Cheyenne, with the rail line cutting
through it. Just west of town, nestled in the foothills, was a
square indicating the Taylor homestead, and less than ten miles
from there was Fenrick’s own ranch. It was the proximity that irked
Fenrick most: he’d managed to either buy out or drive away everyone
else surrounding him, but Taylor refused to budge, and after the
defeat that Fenrick’s men suffered today, it appeared that he might
have to learn to live with it. After word got around that the
gunfighter who’d assisted Taylor that afternoon was Jonah Hex — not
a name Fenrick was familiar with, but apparently known quite well
by others — all of his men refused to have anything more to do with
getting rid of the old codger. Add to that the two dead bodies now
in Taylor’s possession, and it looked like the war between them was
well and truly over. The best Fenrick could hope for now was to
lessen the damage to himself: he’d fabricated a story about firing
the two dead men a week before, then sent another pair off with the
injured man to camp out far from Cheyenne until things cooled
off.



If they ever do, Fenrick thought bitterly, then drained
his glass. Why couldn’t that old man listen to reason and just take
the damned money? Why’d he have to force Fenrick’s hand? He went
over to his desk and picked up the whiskey bottle. As he started to
pour another glass, there was a knock on the door of his study.
“Who is it?” he said, and the door opened to reveal Boone, one of
the men he’d sent off. “What are doing back here?” Fenrick
snapped.



“Sorry, Mr. Fenrick, but I didn’t think you’d want to wait on this.
Y’see, me an’ the boys ran into somebody… ”



“I told you to avoid being seen, you moron! If anyone
tracks you back here… ”



“You don’t understand, sir. We ran into somebody who can help us
out.” Boone stepped aside and ushered a young man into the study —
he had a lean, hungry look to him, one hand resting on the pistol
strapped to his hip.



“And who might you be?” Fenrick asked.



The young man’s lips stretched into a thin smile as he said, “Tod
Taylor, sir… an’ I hear-tell that my pa’s been givin’ you a bit of
trouble.”

 

 



The sun was barely up when Jonah helped Windy hitch up the horse
and load the canvas-wrapped bodies into the wagon. The old man
wanted to get Hart on this as soon as possible, especially now that
he had guests that could potentially get hurt by this squabble
between him and Fenrick. Once everything was ready to go, Windy got
up onto the buckboard, then saw Jonah following his lead. “Where do
you think you’re goin’, son?” Windy said.



“Where do yuh think?” Jonah replied. “Reckon after yesterday, Ah’m
tied up in this mess, too. Might as well see it through.”



“An’ you’re just gonna leave Mei Ling all by her lonesome? Hell,
she ain’t even awake yet.” He shook his head. “I sure hope your kid
ain’t as dense as you.”



Jonah glared at him, then silently admitted that the man had a
point, especially since there was a chance of Fenrick’s men coming
around again. Still, he grumbled under his breath as he got down
and stood beside the wagon. Ironjaws came up then and tried to get
on board as well, but Windy pushed him down, saying, “No, boy, you
ain’t comin’ along.” The wolf didn’t listen, however, and Windy
shouted, “I’m gonna lock you up in the barn again if’n you don’t
behave!”



“Ah’ve got him.” Jonah grabbed Ironjaws by the scruff of its neck
and pulled it off the wagon. The wolf growled and snapped at him,
so Jonah growled right back and bit it on the ear. With a yelp, the
wolf tucked its tail between its legs and cowered at Jonah’s
feet.



Windy almost fell off the wagon laughing. “I knew you two
had some things in common!” he said once he’d caught his breath.
“Can only tame the two of you so far.”



“Get a move-on, old man.” Jonah slapped the side of the wagon, and
Windy let out another laugh as he set off down the road.



It was a quiet morning in Cheyenne, and Constable J.D. Hart was in
his office when Windy’s wagon pulled up with its grisly cargo.
There was little debate between the two men about the next step:
Hart drew up the proper warrants, then he and Windy saddled up
horses for the ride to Fenrick’s ranch. Though Hart hadn’t been a
lawman for very long, Windy judged him to be a good man who took
his job seriously, and more importantly, he was good with a gun —
the old man hoped that they’d be able to end this without drawing
any more blood, but just in case they couldn’t, he was glad Hart
would be there to end it quickly.



The two men were halfway to Fenrick’s ranch when they saw another
rider approaching. They both tensed, expecting trouble, but then
Windy’s eyes grew wide, and he said, “That’s my boy… that’s Tod!”
He got off his horse and stood in the middle of the road, waving to
the young man. “Tod! Where you been all this time? I thought you
was never comin’ back!”



Tod sidled his horse up to them, his eyes going from his father to
Hart and back again. “Somebody told me ‘bout how you an’ Fenrick
been buttin’ heads,” Tod said, dismounting as well. “Thought I
should come back an’ finally settle the score.”



Windy patted his son on the shoulder, saying, “You got good timing.
We was just headin’ out to see Fenrick… be glad to have you beside
me if’n things get rough.”



“Where exactly have you been, Tod?” Hart asked. Something
about the young man’s smile — not to mention the fact that he’d
rode in from the direction of Fenrick’s ranch — wasn’t sitting
right with him. As casually as possible, Hart shifted his hand
closer to his gun.



“Where he’s been don’t matter,” Windy said. “Just be happy for the
extra hand.” He grinned at Tod, who threw an arm around his
shoulders in a friendly gesture and pulled his father close… then
drew his pistol, shoved the barrel into Windy’s stomach, and
fired.



As the bullet ripped through Windy and exploded out his back, Hart
drew his own gun — he barely got off one shot before Tod spun and
fired again, knocking the constable off his horse. Tod waited,
expecting another shot from Hart, but there was no movement. “Too
damn easy,” the young man said, then looked down at his father’s
bloodied body sprawled out on the road. “I can’t believe Fenrick
couldn’t put you away sooner.” Holstering his weapon, Tod got back
on his horse and headed up the road the way he’d come.

 

 



Back at the Taylor homestead, Mei Ling was doing much better after
a good night’s sleep, and even managed to get down some eggs that
Jonah fried up for breakfast. Though he tried not to show it, he
was still concerned over how poorly she’d been feeling lately —
he’d heard it was normal for pregnant women to get sick to some
degree, but he had no idea how sick was too sick — but Mei
Ling didn’t seem worried in the least. In fact, once they’d
finished breakfast, she insisted on picking up a little around the
house while Windy was away, as a show of appreciation for letting
them stay with him — it had been many years since any female had
been within those walls, and it showed. Jonah tried to talk her out
of it, but she had her mind set on the task, and Jonah had found
over the last three months that Mei Ling could be just as
bullheaded as himself. So he relented and did his best to stay out
of her way.



As Mei Ling went about her work, Jonah sat on the porch, smoking a
cigarette and ruminating on what he and Windy had talked about the
night before. The man had a point: marrying Mei Ling was
the proper thing, and Jonah was a mite ashamed that the thought
hadn’t even entered his mind when he found he’d soon be a father.
Lord, he was still trying to wrap his mind around that
notion, why’d he need to complicate it further by tossing on
marriage? ‘Cause yuh love her, he said to himself, an’
she’s worth the complications. If’n she ain’t, then why in blazes
did yuh say yuh loved her in the first place?



With a heavy sigh, Jonah stubbed out his smoke and went back into
the house. He found Mei Ling in Windy’s bedroom, shaking out an old
blanket and folding it neatly — her dress shifted as she moved, and
Jonah could see that her stomach was just beginning to bulge
slightly. Clearing his throat, he said, “Mei Ling, Ah was
wonderin’… kin we talk a bit?”



“Of course we can.” She laid the blanket at the foot of the bed and
went over to him. “Is something the matter? You look
troubled.”



“No, Ah just… Ah’ve been doin’ a lot of thinkin’. ‘Bout the two of
us… well, the three of us.” His eyes glanced down to her belly. “Ah
know yuh want tuh be with yer family when the baby comes, an’
thet’s fine by me, but if’n yuh want… er, whut Ah mean is… ” He
took a deep breath, then forced himself to say, “Will yuh marry
me?”



After a brief pause, she gave her answer: “No.”



“Whut the Hell do yuh mean, ‘No’?” Jonah blurted, instantly
regretting the tone of it.



“I mean that I love you… but not all of you.” She laid a
hand on his chest, over his heart. “I love the good man that
resides in here, and has blessed me with a child, but I do not love
the killer that walks about in the world. I had hoped that, once
you’d declared your love for me, that you would let go of that side
of yourself, but you have not. You still insist on going out and
killing men for money.” A veil of sadness seemed to fall over her
face as she said, “I cannot marry half a man, no matter how much I
love you… so I must choose to not marry you at all.”



Jonah was stunned silent for a moment, then he said quietly, “Yuh
knew whut Ah did when yuh met me. Ah’ve never hid it… there ain’t
no shame in whut Ah do.”



“In your eyes, perhaps, but what about in the eyes of our child?”
Mei Ling replied. “It is up to us to teach him right from wrong,
but how can we do that if you are always coming home with blood on
your hands?”



“Thet ain’t… ” he started to say, but was interrupted by Ironjaws
suddenly yowling out in the yard. The wolf had been stalking field
mice and other little critters in the tall grass ever since Windy
left, but judging by the noises it was making now, it sounded like
something a mite bigger had gotten its attention. Temporarily
forgetting the argument, Jonah went to the front door and saw
Ironjaws running wide circles around an injured man on horseback,
who was leading another horse behind him. After a moment, Jonah
recognized the body slung over the second horse’s saddle. “Windy!”
he cried out, jumping off the porch and running as the rider
stopped his horse in the middle of the yard. Hex saw a badge pinned
to the man’s shirt, and presumed that he must be the constable
Windy told them about. “Whut happened?” Hex asked.



“Taylor’s son… bushwhacked us… working for Fenrick,” Hart said with
a groan as he stumbled off his horse — the left side of his shirt
was covered in blood. “Got lucky… bullet’s stuck ‘tween the ribs…
played possum ‘til he was gone.”



Jonah was trying to take the information in, but all he could focus
on was Windy. He pulled the old man off the saddle as gently as he
could, laying him on the ground — Ironjaws came right up beside his
master and whined as Jonah looked him over. “The man’s a mess… why
the Hell did yuh bring him here? Ah cain’t do nothin’ fer
him.”



“He insisted… said if he’s going to die, he wants to do it on his
own land.”



Mei Ling was coming across the yard now, and Jonah pointed at Hart,
saying to her, “Get this fella inside an’ bandage him up.” He then
scooped the old man up in his arms and followed them into the
house, the wolf at his heels. Hex didn’t say a word as he passed
the two of them, he simply continued on down the hall, leaving a
trail of blood the whole way. Jonah laid him on the bed, then sat
next to him, remembering how their positions had been reversed when
they first met a lifetime ago. “Hang in there, Windy,” he said.
“If’n Ah kin make it, y’all kin too.”



The old man’s eyes opened halfway, and he lifted a trembling hand
off the bed, brushing it against the front of Jonah’s uniform. “Y’…
y’ gon’ asker?” he slurred out.



Hex had no clue what that meant, then it sank in. “Ah asked her
right afore yuh arrived.”



Windy smiled, a small bubble of blood forming at the corner of his
mouth. “Goo’ boy… prou’ o’ ya… ” The hand drifted up to Jonah’s
face and lingered on his scarred cheek. “Raise y’ ri… ” There was a
slight twitch in his fingers, then the hand began to drop. Jonah
caught and held Windy’s hand for close to a minute, still looking
into those old eyes that had suddenly gone dim, before setting it
down across the man’s chest. He then picked up the blanket that Mei
Ling had folded not even ten minutes ago and draped it over his
mentor’s body.



Behind him, Ironjaws let out a long, low whine. He looked at the
wolf and said, “Yuh kin come with me, or yuh kin stay here with
him. Makes no dif’rence tuh me.” Jonah then left the room, and
after sniffing the blanket a few times, Ironjaws followed.



Mei Ling was nearly finished bandaging Hart’s wound when Jonah came
into the main room, checking the rounds in his Dragoons. “Y’all
gonna be okay tuh ride?” he asked Hart.



“Think so.” Hart picked up his bloody shirt and pulled it back on.
“I’ll do my best to keep pace. If I fall behind, just go on without
me.”



“What are you… no, you’re not going!” Mei Ling stepped away from
Hart and stood in front of Jonah. “The constable and his men can
handle this, you don’t have to step in.”



“Maybe Ah don’t, but Ah am,” he answered, “an’ Ah swear, it’ll be
the last time Ah do.” Before she could ask what he meant, he said,
“After me an’ Hart get this mess settled, Ah’ll lay down muh guns
forever. Ah ain’t gonna pretend thet it’s an easy decision, but
if’n thet’s whut Ah have tuh do tuh keep yuh an’ the baby… well,
then Ah reckon Ah have tuh do it.”



“You’re serious?” she asked. “You’re not just saying this to
appease me?”



“Ah ain’t never been one fer lyin’, sugar. Just let me do this one
last thing, fer Windy’s sake, an’ when Ah get back, Ah’ll be the
good man yuh want me tuh be.”



Mei Ling took hold of his arms and stared up at him, overwhelmed by
a mixture of joy and sorrow. “You promise me… promise that
you’ll come home safe, and that you’ll stay home.”



“Ah promise.” He kissed her on the forehead, then he and Hart went
back outside to saddle up fresh horses, the wolf padding along at
Jonah’s heel.

 

 



“To be honest, I wasn’t sure if you’d actually go through with it,”
Fenrick said as he knelt in front of the safe. “Your dislike of
your father must have run even deeper than my own.”



“I ain’t gonna miss him, if that’s what you mean.” Tod crossed his
arms over the splash of blood on his shirt. “Reckon that money will
soften any lingerin’ feelings I might get later.”



Fenrick glanced at the young man, then opened the safe and pulled
out a stack of bills, counting out five hundred dollars. He laid it
on the desk, and Tod fanned it out with a smirk, saying, “Actually,
I was thinkin’ maybe we should make it an even thousand. After all,
I did get rid of that lawman for ya.”



“You mean you killed Hart as well? Are you crazy? Getting
your father out of the way like that was risky enough, but J.D.
Hart… ” Fenrick paled and sat down hard in his chair. “There will
be an investigation… more lawmen looking into my dealings here…
this is becoming too much.” He began to scoop the money back up,
muttering, “I have to get out of town… ”



Tod grabbed Fenrick by the wrist and twisted it. “You can run
after you’ve paid me, mister. Matter of fact, I’d say my
price just went up even higher.”



“I’m not paying you a damn thing. You’ve made this situation worse
than it already was.” He tried to pull away, only to have Tod shove
a pistol in his face. “Oh God… please, you don’t have to… ”



“I won’t if you open that safe up again. I’m gonna need some
travelin’ money, if things are gonna get as hot around here as you
say.” The two of them went back to the safe, Fenrick’s hands
shaking as he redid the combination. As he opened it up, he noticed
Tod was looking towards the study’s window. “There’s somebody
outside,” the young man said.



“I don’t hear… ”



“I’ll bet you don’t. Y’all got some of your boys waitin’ to ambush
me, don’t ya? Figure it’ll be safer for you if I’m dead.” He held
the gun inches from Fenrick’s face and grabbed a wad of cash with
his free hand, stuffing it in his shirt. “Why don’t you an’ me go
for a walk, eh?”



They left the study, Fenrick in the lead, and went to the front
door. “Anybody starts shootin’, an’ your boss will get it!” Tod
shouted as he opened the door. There was no one within sight in the
yard, but the young man was still wary as they stepped out onto the
porch. They were halfway down the steps when Tod heard a growl. He
turned to see Ironjaws crawling out from under a bench on the porch
and moving between them and the open front door.



“Yuh ain’t as smart as yuh think yuh are, Tod,” Jonah Hex called
out from somewhere unseen. “Even if the wolf hadn’t scented yuh,
yer horse left a trail as clear as day.”



“Come out where I can see you, or else he’s a goner!” Tod jammed
the gun against Fenrick’s head.



Slowly, Hart appeared from behind a wagon parked to Tod’s right,
and Hex eased out from behind a stout tree to the left. Both had
their guns leveled at him. “Just let him go, Tod,” Hart said to
him. “We’ve had more than enough people die over this mess.”



Tod glared at the constable, then his eyes slid over to Hex. “You
know, when I rode up on Pa his morning, I’d hoped you were the one
with him. I was lookin’ forward to cuttin’ you down as well.”



“Get in line with every other skunk in the territory,” Jonah
growled.



“Yeah, but them other fellas don’t hate you like I do. Pa never
gave a damn ‘bout me ‘til Ma died, but you… he treated you
more like a son than he ever did me. Always goin’
on ‘bout how great you was to anybody that’d listen. ‘That’s my
boy,’ he’d say. ‘I taught him everything he knows.’” Tod’s face
locked into a grimace. “Well, today I’m gonna teach you
something.”



“Don’t try it, son, Ah don’t want tuh… ”



“Don’t tell me what to do!” Tod shoved Fenrick away and
trained his gun on Hex, but it didn’t matter: the bounty hunter’s
Dragoons sounded out twice, making Tod’s body jerk about like a
puppet before collapsing on the ground, bloodstained greenbacks
spilling out of his shirt.



Fenrick was on the ground as well, sprawled out flat as Hart walked
up to him. “Th-thank you,” Fenrick stammered out. “Oh God, he was
going to kill me… thank you… he… ”



“Shut up, Fenrick,” Hart said. “Just shut the Hell up.”

 

 



Two weeks later, many of the residents of Cheyenne gathered in the
church, dressed in their Sunday best and eager for the ceremony to
start. They may not have known the participants personally, but the
name and reputation of one of them was hard to ignore, and once
word got around that Jonah Hex was getting married, no one in town
wanted to miss it.



As for Jonah himself, he was trying very hard not to think about
all those people out there and just concentrate on making his
damned tie look presentable. He stood in a back room of the church
before a mirror, fussing and swearing under his breath as he
wrestled with it. “Bad enough thet Mei Ling won’t let me wear muh
uniform today,” he said as he yanked the tie off his neck and
started over, “now Ah have tuh deal with this useless thing.”



There was a knock at the door, and J.D. Hart poked his dark-haired
head in. Like Jonah, he was dressed in a nice suit and
clean-shaven. “What’s taking so long?” he asked.



“Ah’m busy hangin’ muhself,” Jonah replied, finally getting the tie
to behave somewhat. “This is too much damn fuss fer a ceremony
thet’ll be over an’ done with in half an hour.”



“Come on, it’s not like you get gussied up like this all the time…
and to be honest, you don’t look half-bad.” He walked over to Hex
and smoothed a wrinkle out of the man’s suit coat.



“Ain’t worn a suit like this in over ten years. Didn’t like it
then, neither.” Jonah paused, then said to Hart in a more agreeable
tone, “Thanks again fer lettin’ me lay claim tuh Windy’s place. Ah
know things is still a mess ‘round here, with whut Fenrick did…
”



“Yeah, I know, but don’t worry about it. Tod was right about one
thing: Windy did talk about you like you were his son, and
I think he’d be tickled to know that you and Mei Ling are gonna
homestead here.” Hart cocked an eyebrow. “You sure you
don’t want me to deputize you, though? If you’re not bounty-hunting
anymore, you’ll have to earn a living somehow.”



“Thet may be, but Ah made a promise, an’ Ah’m stickin’ by it. No
more gunfightin’, not even as a lawman. ‘Sides, Ah’ve socked away a
little money over the years… reckon it’ll hold us ‘til Ah figure
out something else.”



“Okay, but if you change your mind,” Hart began to say, but Jonah
assured him that he wouldn’t. The two men then made their way to
the front of the church — Jonah had managed to stay fairly calm up
until then, but when he saw the crowded pews, he felt a few
butterflies flutter in his stomach. He looked over at Hart, who
smirked and gave him a bit of a shove so he’d keep walking up to
where the preacher stood.



As Jonah stepped into place, someone began to play a wedding march
on the piano, and moments later, he saw Mei Ling walk up the aisle,
her white bridal dress subtly trimmed with pink on the collar and
sleeves. Though a veil was draped over her face, he could still see
her smiling beneath it. He smiled back, a lump forming in his
throat, and took her hand in his.



Lord, let me have this, Jonah silently prayed as the
preacher began to speak. Ah’ve had so many things taken from
me, but Ah’ll forgive yuh fer all of ‘em if’n yuh let me have
this.



Please, Lord, just this once…
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"You been having a good week, son?" Sheriff William Tane settled
down in his chair across from his only child, John. The younger man
looked up from his plate and pressed the round-framed glasses up
the bridge of his nose.



"It was a fine week, Dad," he answered as he toyed with his food.
"School's going well. I have a good crop of kids, by and large.
They enjoy the learning."



"Good to hear," William said with a nod and took a forkful of food
into his mouth. He chewed thoughtfully as he watched John push the
boiled potatoes around and suppressed a chuckle. "She's supposed to
be back by the end of the week, ain't she?"



"Yeah," John replied automatically, a wistful smile flitting across
his face. Then he glanced up at William. "What are you implying,
Dad?"



"Just that she's an attractive woman," William said mischievously.
"And you two have been spending some decent amount of time
together. Nothing wrong with missing her."



"Jeanne's just over in Dos Rios, taking some landscape shots for
some magazine back in the States," John protested as his mind
wandered to the lovely photographer, Jeanne Walker; hair golden as
straw and a face that lit up like the noon-day Sun.



"You were saying, John?" The sheriff watched the way John's gaze
drifted away from the table and his words trailed off.



"Just saying," John mumbled as he focused on eating for a few
minutes. "What about you? I heard you had an altercation to quell
last night."



"You mean a fight?" William rolled his eyes up and shook his head.
"Solly had a ruckus over in his saloon last night, yeah. Them
Sanderson boys finally going at it physically. Darned shame,
too."



"You'd think their father's passing would bring them together,"
John agreed. "What's behind the friction?"



"They're feuding over the land, of course," William continued. "The
younger one, Ben, he was here through Jake's illness and when Joe
arrived for the funeral, Ben's done nothing but accuse him of
trying to grub for the ranch and not caring for Jake."



"Do you think it could be true?"



"I remember the boys growing up, and neither of ‘em were cut out to
raise cattle," William said. "There's a reason both of ‘em took off
for the big cities when they were old enough. Heard Jake had
graduated from one of them fancy colleges back East, even. Ben,
he's been a railroad man for a while now. That either of ‘em came
back to tend to Jake was surprising, I gotta say."



"I notice you didn't answer the question, Dad," John pressed with a
teasing voice, and then sipped on his ginger beer.



"Let's just say I think there's bunkum brewin', with the boys and
maybe more. Not much I can do without sticking my nose in where
it's likely not to belong, though." He sighed and leaned back in
his chair.



John returned his gaze to the plate and nodded silently. If his
father was saying that, he might as well have lit up a signal for
help in the night, one for calling on Johnny Thunder's help.

 

 



In a small town like Mesa City, Arizona, the arrival of the
immaculately-dressed stranger was news that spread quickly. It was
thus that Benjamin Sanderson was headed for his meeting with
resident solicitor and notary Russell Blaine when he learned of the
new arrival's rendezvous with his brother Joseph at Solly's
Saloon.



"See? I tol' ya, Mr. Blaine," Ben said as he dropped heavily into
the chair. "That snake-skinned brother o' mine's gotta have brung
this guy in ta steal Pa's land out from under me."



"Now you don't know that, son," Russell answered as he flipped
through the pages of Jacob Sanderson's file. "He could be anyone,
meeting for any purpose. Now, what did you want to talk to me
about? Certainly not to gossip about your brother and his
acquaintances?"



"Guessin' not, but I'm sure he's fixin' to do some funny business
with Pa's home," Ben grumbled. "That's why I'm here, Mr. Blaine. I
was hopin' maybe you could find some way to challenge Pa's will,
so's I can keep Joe's money-grubbin' paws off of it, on accountin'
he did nothin' fer Pa when it mattered."



"Well, son, that's not really how it works," Russell tried to
explain. "It really doesn't matter who was or wasn't there at a
person's death, ‘cepting of course if it's stipulated in the will.
Which Jake's didn't do."



"You sayin' there's nuthin' I can do? My brother's meetin' some
city-slicker, and I just gotta take it?"



"Well, if you're really determined, I can talk to Doc Potter, see
what he says about Jake's illness," Russell said with a heavy sigh.
"Then I can file an initial petition down at the county court house
in Phoenix." He gave Ben a grave look before he added, "This will
be costly. A lot of travel, a lot of paperwork to get it started.
And I'm uncomfortable about this. I helped your father with this in
the first place, and it would feel like I'm going behind his back
now that he can't do anything. Not to mention the conflict of
interest involved. I'll have to find me some associate counsel in
Phoenix to counter that. So let me ask, one more time: are you sure
about this? T'ain't no shame in sharing the estate."



"You jest git started on this, Mr. Blaine," Ben replied as he stood
up and shook the older man's hand. "Let me worry about any of Pa's
ghosts." He gave a knowing nod then left the office, with Russell
Blaine staring down at the five twenty dollar gold coins in his
hand.

 

 



Joseph Sanderson was troubled as the slick, well-dressed man left
him to muse over his offer. He sipped at his mug of beer and stared
off into space.



"Augustus Breyer, pleased to meet you," the oily man said as he
slid into the chair across from Joe. "It just so happens, good sir,
that I represent interests that would like to purchase the land
upon which your father's estate rests. I was hoping we could talk
compensation, enough to help you more easily pass through this
difficult and sorrowful time in your life."



The man had left a bad taste in Joe's mouth, and the beady black
eyes made Joe's skin crawl. He tore off a small piece of bread and
sopped up the soup broth at the bottom of his bowl as he thought
about how Mr. Breyer made him feel. He was to inherit half the
land, with his brother Ben getting the other half, and he had no
idea what to do with it. Especially in light of Ben's bitterness
and accusations about abandoning their father. He hadn't. He had no
idea why the messages Ben sent him never reached Boston, but they
hadn't. He was grief-stricken that he wasn't there when his father
needed him, like he was always there for his sons when they were
ill or hurt. He was grief-stricken by the fact that he never got to
give his father a face-to-face goodbye. The brokerage firm where
Joe worked was very supportive of his sorrow and needs, and he'd
have been able to travel out when needed.



"It's a shame to hear about this spat with your brother,"
Augustus said in that falsely-sincere voice of his. "But I'm sure
we can use this anger of his to challenge the will, if you like. I
could talk to some doctors, and claim your father's illness
deteriorated his mental faculties, and allowed the younger Mr.
Sanderson to prevent you from your proper inheritance as eldest
male heir.



Joseph tossed several coins onto the table to pay for his meal and
pondered the offer, and Ben's offer. Could he do that to his
father's wishes? He knew what his father was hoping to achieve with
this will. He wanted reconciliation between his sons. Joseph would
like that too.



"I understand your reluctance, Mr. Sanderson," Augustus
replied. "But you can resolve this matter in a way that clears your
intentions. We challenge the will, you claim the estate, sell it to
my interests and then split the payment with your younger sibling
as you see fit. Everyone comes out all the richer for the
experience." He grinned like the coyotes Joe would occasionally see
as a child, lurking at the edge of the ranch and eyeing the
cattle.



Joseph blinked in the sunlight as he stepped out of the building
and onto the street. He squinted and glanced around as people
looked at him strangely, and a couple of people whispered; about
him, he was sure. He saw Ben down the street, leaving Mr. Blaine's
office with a jaunty step. He sighed and felt sick to his stomach
as he found himself starting to agree with a snake like Mr.
Breyer.

 

 



Augustus Breyer returned to his hotel room, locking the door behind
him as he whistled a lively tune. He placed a leather satchel on
the table and pulled out a sheaf of papers, thumbing through them
as he continued to whistle, quite pleased with himself. He settled
down in his chair and propped up his feet to read the legal briefs,
pausing only when there was a knock at the door.



"Mr. Breyer, sir?" The squeaky whisper could barely be made out,
but it made the manipulator wince all the same.



He exhaled in annoyance, and got back to his feet, and opened the
door to look at the scrawny young man. He put on his widest,
hungriest grin and asked, "Yes, young Mr. Simms? What is it?"



"Sorry to interrupt, Mr. Breyer, but you made that arrangement with
me, to keep you filled in on messages in and out of town that might
interest you?" A curt nod from Breyer urged the young man on.
"Well, there was this, and since yer all kinda mentioned in it, I
figured I'd bring it up." He handed a piece of paper to Breyer, who
skimmed it with great interest. Then Augustus looked over to Simms,
who had a gaunt hand held out like a claw. "Good work. Go… please
yourself." He dropped a twenty dollar coin into the palm and shut
the door on his informant, locking it up tight again.



"Ah, Mr. Tane," Augustus murmured to himself as he crumpled up the
paper. "You should keep your nose in your schoolbooks and
classroom, and out of my business." He unfolded the message again,
and read once more the telegram sent to some friend named Jeanne,
that was asking her to look into his name, and the brothers
Sanderson, and get back to him quick. We'll go looking into
this Jeanne woman later. The bitter seed has already been sown, Mr.
Tane. Look all you want.



He started to whistle again, crumpled the paper up and tossed it
into the waste bucket before sitting back down and returning to
reading his briefs.

 

 



"Ben."



"‘bout time, Joe."



The sky had grown dark, though the stars were just beginning to
peek down on the world below. The night air made both men shiver,
and a brisk wind picked up and tugged at the siblings as they
stared at each other.



"Ben, what's wrong? Why are you behaving like this? Sure we ain't
been exactly close, but we're family." Joseph Sanderson stared up
from just inside the front gate, staring at the low building ahead
of him.



"Ain't nothin' wrong, Joe. Jest time I git somewhere in the world.
You shouldn't have come back. Should have jest let me have it all,
and it wouldn't have had to come to this," Ben said as he stared at
his older brother with eyes ice-cold, standing in the frame of the
front door, golden light from within bathing his outline.



"What are you talking about?" Joe narrowed his eyes, and watched
his younger brother carefully. He shifted uneasily on his feet, the
odd weight of iron at his hip disturbing him, keeping him queasy.
"Get where? What are you talking about?"



"I'm talkin' bout you. All rich, all high-falutin' out there in the
States," Ben replied in a voice as cold as his gaze. He grinned at
last, fingers twitching near the holster on his waist. "Made you
soft. Made you weak, easy to push around. No one's goin' to blame
me for protectin' myself from a greedy coyote like you."



"You're not making a lick of sense, Ben. I came because of Dad. I
came to help you settle affairs, and I'd have come earlier if I'd
only gotten those messages you sent." Joe caught the way the corner
of Ben's mouth curled up and his eyes widened. "You didn't send any
messages, did you? You lied."



"Yep. I did at that."



"Why?" Joe was at a loss now, and he flinched as he felt an anger
bubbling inside of his blood, anger at his brother's games, and his
fingers flexed now. "What's gotten into you? What did I do to
deserve all of this?"



"Got to go to college, got to be all smart and fancy and rich.
Especially all rich. That's what you did, Joe."



The hammering of their hearts, and the roar of their blood pumping
furiously through their veins was accompanied by the distant sound
of hoof beats. A horse thundered in their direction, and if either
brother thought to spare any attention to it, they might have even
heard a desperate plea to wait. But they didn't care to give any
attention from each other. Not when any slight loss of attention
would be the final signal for each man's hand.



"I've tried, for years, I've tried, Ben. But you were always the
one who thought he was privileged, though he should have it all,"
Joe said in an incensed voice. "I was at college when Ma died, and
you were here. Now you were here with Dad, got to say goodbye to
him, and I bet you didn't even really care when he breathed his
last, and yet you got it all to yourself. And you're mad at me
because I worked hard for everything I've earned? You smug,
self-righteous son of a bitch."



Ben's mouth twitched, prepared to speak as the pounding of the
horse drew closer. Instead, his hand clamped onto the handle of the
gun at his side and in a flash, two shots were fired. Then all went
still save for the desperate race of the incoming rider.



Johnny Thunder slid from Lightning and dropped to his knees at
Joseph Sanderson's body. The man was dead, shot instantly as the
bullet had shattered his breast bone and struck his heart. Johnny
felt a lump in his throat as he turned to the other brother.



Ben gazed up at the vigilante, and coughed, blood trickling from
his mouth. His wound was meaner, in the stomach, a painful and
lingering death, but a death nonetheless. "Always knew… I was the
better… shot," Ben choked out with his remaining, ragged breath,
insisting on getting the better of his older brother to the
end.



Johnny stood up in disgust and turned his back on the dying man. He
paused and looked back at Ben once more and wanted to say
something, but what would be the point? He mounted back up on
Lightning and stormed off back toward the center of town as he felt
a few drops of rain fall on him.

 

 



"Why, hello there," Augustus Breyer said as he turned in his seat
to look up at the wrathful vigilante. Johnny Thunder had just
stormed the office of Russell Blaine, and filled the doorway as
furious eyes stared at the self-satisfied city lawyer. Augustus
rose to his feet and held a hand out to shake. "You must be
Jonathan Thunderbolt, local living legend. A pleasure to meet your
acquaintance, sir."



"Johnny Thunder, Mr. Breyer. And I know you and your company were
behind this." Johnny stepped up close to the oily man in his
impeccable white suit and wicked grin. Russell stared up from
behind his desk, papers spread out over it, and tried not to shake
too much. "Benjamin Sanderson was a railroad man. For Bray &
Steele as it turns out. Just like you."



"Yes. Your point being?" Augustus then broke out into a rich laugh.
"Oh, I see. So I must have orchestrated all of this? Arranged for
these two brothers to shoot each other down in cold blood so I
could acquire the land for my employers, at a low price? Plotted
and schemed with the younger Mr. Sanderson to arrange to make the
elder Mr. Sanderson look bitter, to let the younger believe he was
a business partner, all the while plotting his own treacherous
demise? Is that what you're implying, masked man?"



Johnny stared at the brazen lawyer, with unconcealed hatred and a
body shaking with barely suppressed rage. "Yes," he finally choked
out.



Augustus leaned in and whispered into Johnny's ear, "You're right,
of course." He turned to Russell and smiled. "Have the papers
delivered to my Phoenix office, if you would, Mr. Blaine? I feel as
if my visit to this pleasant little town is at an end." He turned
back to Johnny and narrowed his own beady black eyes. "For
now."



"Breyer!"



"Pshaw, Johnny Thunder," Augustus dismissed. "I've made quite the
study about you. You have nothing you can turn me in for. You have
supposition and disgust, and you can do nothing to get your sheriff
to do more than ask me to leave town. Which I'm going to do. For
now. Rest assured, Bray & Steele is coming, hero. And Hell's
coming with us, so do try and get in the way, if you think your Red
Man magic will save you." With that, the lawyer brushed past Johnny
and left the office.



"What was all that about, do you think?" Russell asked in a quiet
hush, wiping his forehead briskly.



Johnny stormed to the office door and watched as the wicked
manipulator whistled and sauntered off to find a coach to take him
from this town. "I aim to find out, Russell. Rest assured, I aim to
find out."





You only harvest storms when you sow a bitter seed.

The bond between two brothers couldn't overcome the greed.

In the end, each would die by the other's hand.

Two graves now lie silent as they share their father's land.

-Their Father's Land, Wildfire
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Weird Western Quarterly: Mind Steel Razor Trap.

Johnny Thunder is on the road and seeking justice against the
man who ruined two brothers and brought misery to his home of Mesa
City. But is he ready to face an unknown foe in the back alleys of
rapidly-growing Phoenix, especially when it looks like the woman he
loves, Madame .44, is courting the enemy?

"The Prodigal Father"

Written by: Susan Hillwig

Jonah and Mei Ling are settling into married life quite nicely,
but their relationship is about to be tested as Woodson Hex arrives
in town. How will Jonah deal with having his lost-long father
around for the first time in twenty years? If your answer is "Not
very well", you win a cheroot.
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