Homecoming
the sequel to The Preacher’s Son, by Setcheti

From the Author:

This story is UNFINISHED, and it may never actually get finished. I am sorry about that: I love The
Preacher’s Son, and I’d love nothing more than to see its sequel or sequels all written out for everyone to
read. But since I haven’t been able to make that happen, and because a few people have let me know they
wanted to find out what happened after The Preacher’s Son ended, I came up with this.

You’'re actually getting a weird little glimpse of the way I write here. I ‘see’ various scenes of a story in
my head rather like little movie clips, I write them down the way I see them, and then I come up with other
scenes to connect them so they tell the complete story as I envision it. Sometimes I don’t see a scene
clearly enough to write it down, though, or I can’t figure out how I want to bridge a gap between scenes.
So throughout this document you’ll find these gaps filled by some sort of explanation of what should be
between two rows of arrows that look like this: >>>>>>>>>>>>>. And that’s the best I can do right now,
although I'll never give up on the idea that someday, somehow, I will actually get rid of the arrows and fill
those gaps with the rest of the story.

It is a fact of life that little boys grow up. It is also a fact of life that they all grow up different.

Ezra at eighteen still hadn’t added a single inch to his height since his fifteenth year; if his small stature
bothered him, however, he didn’t show it. He had an easy dimpled smile and an infectious laugh, and his
compact frame was layered with hard muscle from trying to keep up with his much bigger and stronger
father. Few of the townsfolk of Four Corners knew that the same nimble fingers that shuffled cards in the
saloon nights to keep the games honest also did most of the mending on the clothes that were left at the
church to be given to the less fortunate members of the community, although Vin was wont to observe
rather loudly at times that Ezra could sew on a button faster than most people could rip one off. Ezra,
coincidentally, also had a charming blush.

Vin, seventeen, liked to tease his best friend—although that didn’t mean he would let anyone else do it. He
was just barely under six feet tall and still wore his wavy golden-brown hair long, and he had the same
rangy build and quiet, watchful disposition as his father Chris; but one glimpse of the mischievous sparkle
in his crystal-blue eyes was enough to convince anyone of the truth in the old saying, that it’s always the
quiet ones who’ll surprise you. And Vin, trained to track with almost Indian skill, could be very quiet.

Fifteen year old JD was in awe of Vin and Ezra, and the younger boy trailed after the two of them like a
puppy wherever they went. He was only as tall as Ezra and of a much sturdier build than either the
preacher’s son or Vin, but in spite of that he still possessed as much energy as three normal boys and was
constantly in motion...except when he was working with the horses. JD had a talent for breaking and
training the animals Buck and Chris raised on the ranch that belied both his age and his activity level; once
he set foot inside either stable or corral the fast, loud boy became immediately calm, patient and soft-
spoken, the perfect horse trainer. It was a talent Buck bragged about whenever he got the chance, and no
one in Four Corners could deny he had the right.

SSSSSS>5>555>5>>

And a little more description of the town and the boys. Vin and Ezra are fine young men, and their fathers
have every reason to be proud of them.

SSSSSSSS5>5>>>

Neither Ezra nor Vin were prone to hanging around the saloon for no reason like some of the other young
men in town, and when they were there both were very abstentious in their drinking; all three boys, as a



matter of fact, had an absolute horror of drunkenness stemming from an incident that had occurred early in
their lives in Four Corners.

Chris Larabee and Josiah Sanchez had gotten drunk. The set of circumstances that had led up to that
particular decision for the two lawmen had been outside the boys’ understanding at the time, Ezra being
eleven, Vin ten and JD just eight. The two older boys had warned the younger to stay back while they
cautiously waded in and attempted to defuse the situation in the absence of any of the town’s other
peacekeepers...but it had been too late, and their adopted fathers too far gone in their impotent fury to even
comprehend a reason for holding back. Neither man ever registered the presence of the two boys as such,
sensing only dimly that something or someone was trying to hold them back and reacting accordingly,
unthinkingly.

Vin fared best, receiving only a hard shove that sent him tumbling to the floor for his interference, but Ezra
was unlucky enough to receive a backhanded blow from Josiah that sent him flying into the nearest wall.
The preacher’s son’s cry of pain as he crumpled to the floor had been lost in the tumult that filled the
saloon, and by the time Buck had extricated himself from the alternate method he’d chosen to ease his own
mind the boys had disappeared from the premises. It was Inez who had stopped the ladies’ man and his
helpers from simply pouring the two men into a bed to sleep it off with a torrent of frightened, furious
Spanish that only gradually gave way to a biting accusation in English that froze Buck’s blood. “The
Reverend Sanchez, he hit his son.”

A very quick and completely ungentle sobering up treatment had been administered to Chris and Josiah
with Nathan’s very willing help and a search had been started. When they’d finally found them in a
dilapidated barn well outside of town the boys had been asleep, with Ezra and Vin curled up protectively
around JD. Tear tracks had been visible on all three faces and Ezra’s arm was hanging limp in a rough
sling, but worst of all...all three boys had awakened only to flinch away from their rescuers in obvious
fear. JD true to his nature had bounced back quickly, but Ezra and Vin had stayed skittish for several
weeks. Josiah hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol since; the big preacher had confided to Chris at one point
that every time he laid hands on a bottle of whisky he could hear the scream Ezra had let out when Nathan
popped his dislocated shoulder back into place.

The awful incident had bonded Ezra and Vin tight as brothers; they were rarely far apart and sometimes
seemed to have a sixth sense about each other that verged on supernatural.

SSSSSS55>55>>

And this is where we catch up on the backstory that happened between The Preacher’s Son and now.
Josiah is gone, having taken it upon himself to return a kidnapped Chinese girl to her family. Then about
six months after he left, a strange preacher comes to town with the story that Josiah is dead and he is
taking over the church. He has Ezra run out of town as an ‘undesirable element’ and Vin goes with him,
seeking adventure. Some time goes by and then no one hears from them again; in the meantime, the con
artist gets everything he can from the town and then moves on to greener pastures. Buck and Chris are out
on the trail taking some of their remuda to be sold when a telegram comes in for the sheriff telling him that
a dangerous fugitive from justice is headed his way and that he should use caution when trying to
apprehend...Ezra Standish.

SSSSSSSSSSS>>>

JD slumped on a corner of the jailhouse desk and crumpled the telegram in his fist; Nathan dropped a
comforting hand on his shoulder. “You know what you have to do...Sheriff.”

“I know,” JD sighed. “ButI don’t have to like it. I wish we knew...”
“That don’t matter,” the tall black man said firmly, giving him a little shake. “An’ you can’t let this

uncertainty you’re feelin’ show when you do this—you can’t afford to lose the town’s respect, not if you
want to keep your job.”



JD walked into the saloon, his eyes avoiding everyone except the red-jacketed man leaning heavily against
the bar. “Ezra,” he said in as firm a voice as he could manage. “I’ve got a warrant here for your arrest,
you’d best come with me down to the jail.”

The words came out harsh, and Ezra’s shoulders slumped; then he straightened slowly, drained his glass
and turned around, keeping his hands in plain sight. His black hat shadowed his face, concealing his
expression as he walked toward the young man he’d grown up with like a brother and extended his hands
for the shackles without a word. JD sighed. “I don’t think I’ll need to do that, will I Ezra?” The gambler
shook his head, and the young sheriff took his arm and led him unresisting out of the saloon and to the jail.
He felt a shudder ripple through the silent man as he steered him into the waiting cell but received no other
reaction.

Nathan got up and walked over to stand beside him, watching as the prisoner settled heavily onto a corner
of the cell’s rough cot. “Guess you was right, JD; you didn’t need them shackles after all.” The words
brought Ezra’s head up, and the doctor gasped, taking an involuntary step forward and grasping one of the
bars. “Ezra?”

JD had gasped too; Ezra’s skin was unhealthily pale, his face thin and drawn, his green eyes haunted and
sunken. “Ez, my god, are you sick?! Why didn’t you say something, I wouldn’t have...”

His hand, reaching for the cell door, was stopped by Nathan. The healer had recollected himself and come
to what—for him—was the obvious conclusion. “He ain’t sick, JD, he’s just been livin’ down to his baser
nature all this time; bet he ain’t done an honest day’s work in a real long time.”

JD leaned closer to the bars, looking hard; then he pulled back, shaking his head. “Well, that’d explain
why Vin ain’t with him; bet he couldn’t stand to ride with him no more. Ezra, where’s Vin now?”

A spark that might have been hope died in Ezra’s eyes, and he sank back into himself, wrapping his arms
around his chest. And he didn’t move again until the lawmen from Texas came to get him the next
morning—and even then, he didn’t speak. The big deputy, a man named Eli Joe, asked JD and Nathan if
they knew Vin’s whereabouts but didn’t seem surprised that Ezra hadn’t told them. “Think the two of ‘em
might’ve had a fallin’ out on the trail or somethin’—Ieft town together an’ then this one comes ridin’ back
alone grinnin’ like a cat in cream. Been chasin’ the slippery little bastard ever since, almost eight months
now. Soon’s I find that kid’s body, Red Fox,” he threw at Ezra through the bars. “I’m gonna hang you
from the nearest tree an’ leave you for the crows, you got that?”

JD cocked his head at the big man. “Red Fox?”

Joe snorted, gesturing at the silent figure in the cell. “It’s that damn red coat,” he explained. “Like a fox
flashin’ his tail, got to be his trademark; son of a bitch slinks around here an’ there and then out he’ll pop
just darin’ us to catch him. Guess this time he done raided the wrong coop, though, huh Sheriff?”

JD hadn’t had an answer, sickened that the man he’d grown up beside could have turned so bad in such a
short time. “He shouldn’t have come back here,” he said finally. “Maybe he thought we wouldn’t arrest
him ‘cause we’ve got history...but he should’ve know that wouldn’t hold no water once we found out
about Vin. You certain he’s dead, that Ezra killed him?”

The big man shrugged. “Only one knows for certain is him,” he said, jerking a thumb in Ezra’s direction.
“An he ain’t talkin’—yet.” He grinned mirthlessly at the prisoner. “Long way to Texas, Red, a real long
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way.

No sound, no movement; no one could see the shudder that ran up Ezra’s spine, and his frightened eyes
were concealed by the brim of his hat. He knew he’d never make it as far as Texas.



SSSSSSSS>S>>>

Lots of bad and evil things happen here - Eli Joe is actually hunting Vin, who he framed for murder, and
Ezra is the only person who knows where Vin is. At that same time, Vin comes back and meets up with
Buck and Chris and tells them the whole story. JD, who in spite of Nathan is suspicious of Eli Joe, rides
out to the ranch and tells his story about the goings on in town. Chris, Buck and Vin immediately ride out
after Eli Joe and his ‘posse’, but they are too late - Ezra has escaped. Of course, Eli Joe and his men don’t
get that opportunity.

SSSSSS55>55>>

Not long before dawn, a staggering figure detached itself from the shadows and made its way into the
ruined church, collapsing just inside the sagging doors. After two unsuccessful attempts to regain its feet,
it began to drag itself across the debris littered floor, not stopping until it was resting just in front of the
remains of the rough altar. The sound of weak, broken sobs drifted through the darkness...and then the
church was silent again. Outside, a lone rooster began to call the sun.

Josiah rode into town with the first cock crow and headed straight for the church, eager to see his son. He
hoped that Ezra would be there, but he knew that he wasn’t expected and the boy might be off somewhere
with Vin. When the building first came into view, the preacher felt his heart stagger in his chest; when he
dismounted and approached the sagging doors, seeing an obvious blood trail leading through them, he
forgot how to breathe. The blood was fresh; the nagging, impatient feeling that had driven him to ride
through the night to reach his home was making all too much sense now. He pushed open the door with
one shaking hand and peered into the silent darkness...

Josiah never remembered crossing the debris-strewn floor; one moment he was standing horror-stricken in
the doorway, the next he was crouching over the crumpled, bloody body of his son and wondering if he
dared to touch him. Need to know finally won out over his fear, and he ever so gently rolled Ezra over.
To his surprise, pain-dulled emerald eyes blinked up at him, and a ghost of a smile creased the bruised
face. “Knew you’d come for me,” the young man whispered weakly. “Missed you...so much, Father.”

“And I've missed you, Ezra,” the big preacher rumbled brokenly. “Son, what...what happened?”
Ezra’s eyes rolled closed again. “Such a long story...”

“Can’t wait to hear it,” Josiah sighed. “But first we need to get you taken care of; you wait right here for
me, all right Ezra? I’ll be right back.” No response, but he hadn’t really expected one. Josiah pushed
himself to his feet and made a hasty survey of the building; his own room appeared to have suffered the
least damage, and he quickly retrieved his saddlebags and bedroll from his horse outside and spread a clean
blanket over the dusty bed before returning to his son’s side. “Ezra, I’'m going to move you to a better
place now—is anything broken I should know about, son?”

“No.” The word was more breath than speech. “Better place...we goin’ home?”

Josiah carefully gathered the limp body up in his strong arms, tears gathering in his blue eyes at how light
it felt. “We are home, Ezra.” But those tears didn’t actually start to fall until he had laid out the now-
unconscious young man on his bed and gotten his first good look at him in the light from the east-facing
window beside the bed. Ruthlessly, he pushed his feelings aside; if he didn’t get the boy taken care of
now, he’d be crying over his grave. Powerful hands ripped away the remains of Ezra’s clothing and then
used the rags to make temporary bandages to stop the worst of the bleeding before covering his emaciated
body with a second blanket for warmth. Pulling out his canteen, he wet one callused finger and ran it
gently over the cracked, swollen lips, encouraged when they parted slightly as though inviting the moisture
inside. He obliged, lifting his son’s head and allowing a small trickle of water to run into his mouth,
almost cheering when Ezra swallowed it. “You’re gonna be fine, son,” he whispered. “T’ll go get
Nathan...”



“NO!” Ezra was too weak for the shout to come out as much more than a loud moan. He forced his eyes
open, pulling himself out of the comfortable semi-conscious state he’d been resting in to plead with his
father. His breath was coming out in short, harsh pants. “No...please. Don’t want to...die in jail. Please,
Father, don’t go.”

Die in jail?! What in God’s name had been going on?! Josiah cradled the frightened young man’s head in
his large hands, forcing himself to meet his son’s eyes calmly. “Ezra, it’s all right; I won’t let anyone take
you anywhere. And I won’t get Nathan...but I'm going to need some help. Who can I ask for help, Ezra?
Vin? JD?”

The resulting sob shook Ezra’s entire body, and the hopeless look in his eyes before they slid closed again
almost broke Josiah’s heart. “No one,” he whispered. “There’s...no one, anymore.”

“I’m here,” the preacher reminded him softly, soothingly, in spite of the growing rage that made his voice
tremble. I asked them to look out for him...and they said they would. “I’m here and I won’t go away,
Ezra. Idon’t understand what’s been going on in my absence...but you’re safe now, I promise.” He
leaned over and kissed his son’s forehead, feeling the fever already radiating from the too-pale skin. “You
know I won’t let anything happen to you.”

Ezra’s eyelids flickered, but he couldn’t manage to open them again. “I know. So tired, Father.”

“Then by all means, go to sleep,” Josiah allowed, patting his cheek. “T’ll take care of everything.” He
stayed frozen in place until he was certain Ezra was asleep and then stood up, looking down at his son with
a frown. “I’m so sorry, son,” he murmured. “I asked them to look out for you while I was gone; guess I
put my trust in the wrong people.” Then he shook himself, looking around the dilapidated room. “Wood
for the stove,” he said, thinking out loud. “Plenty of that out front, I suppose. And then I’ll need a bigger
pot to heat water, and clean bandages and herbs...but first the fire.”

Leaving the room reluctantly, Josiah went back into the main room and gathered two armloads of scrap
wood that he then piled neatly beside the small stove in his room, thanking God that the stovepipe was still
apparently in one piece. A larger piece of scrap went up to cover the broken window, and he lit the small
lantern from his kit to replace the morning light now shut out of the room along with the cold morning air.
“I’'m going to go get some water,” he said unnecessarily. “Don’t worry, I’ll be right back.”

He was about to slip out the back door of the church to go check the well when he heard voices outside the
front doors—familiar voices. The rage swelled up in his chest like a live thing, and this time he didn’t
need to hold it back; he stalked back across the room and reached the doors just as they swung open. “You
boys just hold it right there,” he growled.

Vin almost fell backwards into Chris, and Buck jumped; all three men turned white. “J-Josiah,” Buck
stammered. “But you're...”

“Home just in time, apparently,” the preacher interrupted. “Don’t tell me, you’re lookin’ for Ezra, right?”
“We finally found his trail,” Vin said, wide-eyed. “Thought he might’ve dragged himself in here...”

“You thought right,” Josiah said coldly. “And now that you know, you can all just go right back about
your business.”

Vin looked at Chris, who was frowning. “You know, you look awful lively for a dead man, Josiah.” The
preacher snorted and Chris shook his head. “Later. Is Ezra all right?” Josiah waved a hand at the blood
on the floor, and Chris shook his head again. “Okays, is he going to be all right?”



“Now that someone’s here to look out for him,” Josiah snapped. “But you ain’t takin’ him anywhere, any
of you—and I ain’t lettin’ you in here to try. Looks like my boy’s been through enough since I left.” Vin
winced, and the large man’s lip drew back in a snarl. “Yep, that’s what I thought.”

Chris stopped Buck from saying anything with a look. “We ain’t gonna settle this now,” he said sharply.
“Josiah, what do you need? We’ll get it for you—and we won’t try to come in, you have my word.”

“Like I had your word you’d look out for Ezra while I was gone?” the preacher said bitterly. This time it
was Chris who flinched, but the big man just shrugged. “Bandages and herbs, and a pot big enough to heat
a bucketful of water—and any man who comes farther than this door gets stopped with a bullet. You be
sure to tell the other two as well.”

The door slammed shut in their faces, and Vin turned to his father with tears in his eyes. “Pa, I...”

Chris pulled him into a hard embrace. “Ain’t your fault, Vin, ain’t your fault. Man comes home after
almost two years to find his home a wreck and his boy...well, I probably would have shot first and asked
questions after. Buck, you go tell Nate and JD to stay the hell away from here, ’'m gonna watch this door
while Vin gathers up those supplies—don’t want no one walkin’ in here unannounced.” He gave his son a
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little push toward Buck. “Get on now, time’s a wastin’.
Once they were gone, he leaned against the wall and stared out at the street. “Josiah.”

The door opened. “You wouldn’t have shot first any more than I would have, not knowin’ exactly what
was goin’ on.”

“Might’ve.” Chris pulled out a cheroot and rolled it around in his fingers thoughtfully. “He gonna make
it?”

Josiah sighed. “Don’t know; fever’s already started, and there’s about nothin’ left of him to fight it with.
How come he’s afraid he’ll die in jail if I let you boys in here?”

Chris echoed the sigh. “Long story.”

“That’s what he said.” The big man shook his head. “He about had a heart attack when I suggested getting
Nathan.”

“I could understand that,” Chris said. “Buck and I were out on the trail, but JD told us some—he’s actin’
sheriff, by the way.”

“Take it he had some ‘help’,” Josiah replied softly. “Where’s my boy been, Chris?”

“Runnin’.” Larabee turned and looked at the big man directly. “About six months after you left, man
showed up and said you were dead; then he took over the church and threw Ezra out, pretty much ran him
out of town. Vin went with him, never could keep those two apart. What I hear, Vin got framed for
murder someplace down in Texas and Ezra busted him out of jail, left him with the Commanches for
safekeeping and then took off to lead the hounds away from the scent. Them hounds been huntin’ him for
near eight months now.” He sighed and tucked the cheroot back in his pocket. “Like I said, I wasn’t here,
Josiah; but from the way JD described his looks when he showed up here in town three days ago, I think
maybe he knew he just couldn’t keep goin’ any longer.”

The preacher’s brow furrowed. “So he came home to get help; why didn’t he?”

It was Chris’ turn to snarl. “Nathan convinced JD that he had to act on the warrant sight unseen, told him
if he didn’t he was riskin’ everything he had in this town. Nate was convinced that Ez had just gone bad.”



“Like he always expected him to do,” Josiah filled in grimly.

“Like he always expected him to do,” Chris agreed. ‘“He saved Vin’s life, Josiah.”
“Ain’t the first time.”

“Nope, it ain’t.” He looked at the preacher again. “Glad you ain’t dead, you know.”

Josiah didn’t quite chuckle. “So am I, Brother.” He sighed heavily, looking at the church. “I’m gonna
need your help, I think.”

“You didn’t even have to ask.” Chris offered his hand; Josiah took it. “Get on back in there with Ezra; I'll
bring in the supplies myself, don’t want him to wake up alone.” He saw the preacher’s dubious look and
shook his head. “I’ll leave Buck on guard, he won’t let anyone else in; but...I need to see, Josiah.
Whatever happened to him out there, it happened because he was savin’ my son; I need to know just how
much in Ezra’s debt I am.”

Josiah was silent for a long moment, thinking of the scars he’d seen, some of them from bullets; of the
once strong and healthy young body now gaunt and wasted; of the green eyes once filled with laughter
now tired and sunken and haunted. “Ain’t a debt I think can be paid, Chris,” he said slowly. “But like I
said, I'm gonna need your help...so you can come in.” And without another word, he slipped back inside
and closed the door.

Buck was still watching the door—while re-hanging it on new hinges—when Nathan showed up at the
church that afternoon. “What’cha want, Nate?” the cowboy demanded shortly, not really looking at the
man; Josiah had let him in briefly to see Ezra as well, and he was consequently more than angry.
“Whatever it is, you’d best look for it away from this here door.”

“I plan on goin’ in that there door, Buck,” Nathan told him irritably. “I need to make sure Ezra’s all right.”

“He ain’t,” was the reply, punctuated by a blow from the hammer as Buck secured the upper hinge. “Now
git.”

Nathan folded his arms stubbornly and held his ground. “I need to check on Ezra,” he repeated.
Buck set another nail. “Had your chance three days ago.”

“That was different.” The healer was plainly disgusted. “Ain’t nothin’ I can do about that boy’s
lifestyle...”

The hard blow that impacted his chin came as a complete surprise, as did his sudden impact with the
ground; Buck was standing over him, his pleasant face livid. “You know, you bastard, this is the second
time that you tellin” JD what to do has almost got Ezra killed, and as that boy’s father I'm tellin’ you to
keep your ‘advice’ the hell away from my son from now on.” He paused, taking a breath. “And as
someone who’s been your friend all these years, I’'m warnin’ you to stay the hell away from Josiah and
Chris because they’re both hot for your blood.”

Nathan sat up, gingerly rubbing his jaw. “And you ain’t?”

Buck shook his head and went back to the door. “If I was you wouldn’t be gettin’ back up, now would
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you.



Eventually everyone was allowed inside the church except for Nathan and JD, and the building once again
began to resemble a house of worship instead of a neglected ruin. At Josiah’s insistence, Ezra’s old room
was completed first. “T want him to wake up in his own bedroom,” the preacher insisted. “I just wish all
his books weren’t gone, he really loved his books.”

“Don’t I know it,” Chris smiled at him, and the next day the books were back on their old shelf as though
they had never been gone. The only person who didn't appreciate the miracle was Ezra himself, whose sole
conscious moments were weak, restless bouts of delirium in which he insisted over and over again that he
didn’t know where Vin was and felt around frantically for something that wasn’t there. Chris settled a
small fraction of his debt by solving the latter problem; a small unloaded gun placed in the searching
fingers stilled their wandering immediately and appeared to relax the young man. “He’s been sleepin’ with
a gun in his hand,” Chris told a worried Josiah sadly. “I’ve done it myself once or twice, when it was just
me on my own; we’ll have to break him of it once he’s stronger or he’ll do it for the rest of his life.”

A gasp from behind them turned out to be Vin, who after one guilty, horrified look at Josiah bolted from
the room. Chris made to go after him, but to his surprise was stopped by the preacher. “No, Brother, I
think this one is mine to settle,” the older man said, shaking his head. ““You mind stayin’ in here with Ezra
for a bit?” Chris’ answer was to settle himself into the rocking chair they’d placed next to the bed, and
Josiah went after Vin.

The young tracker was outside, slumped against the adobe wall with one arm flung over his eyes; he
stiffened when he heard Josiah’s approach. “Don’t wanna talk about it none; kindest thing y’all could do
for me right now is to shoot me.”

“Don’t think Ezra would appreciate that much,” Josiah said quietly, and Vin jumped at the unexpected
voice. “Don’t think any of the rest of us would, either.”

Blue eyes met blue eyes, and then the younger pair looked away. “Don’t see how y’all can even stand to
look at me,” Vin said bitterly. “I’m the reason he’s...he’s...”

“Nope, you ain’t.” The words startled Vin all over again, and this time Josiah laughed. He sobered
quickly, though. “Vin,” he told the young man seriously. “Did you ask my boy to bust you out of jail?” A
negative shake of the golden-brown head. “How about askin’ him to lead the pursuit away from you, did
you do that?” Another shake, this time with a slightly affronted frown. “So I'm guessin’ you were the one
that told him not to tell nobody nowhere where you were at?”

“Of course not! I wouldn’t have done that to Ez! He just...” Vin’s voice broke and he suddenly rubbed at
his eyes. “Hell, I didn’t even know what was goin’ on until he’d been gone almost two weeks. The
Commanches told me he’d said for me to stay there until he came back, so I waited...”

“Got right settled in after a while, I bet? Liked livin’ with them?”

The young man’s voice and face filled with self-loathing. “Yes! There I was just livin’ and havin’ a purty
good time while he...while he...”

“Wasn’t,” the preacher finished, nodding sagely. He dropped a heavy hand on Vin’s shoulder and
squeezed reassuringly. “Vin, do you think Ezra is going to hold that against you?”

“He should.” It was a whisper, bitter and broken. *“You all should.”

“We don’t.” Josiah pulled Vin into his arms and held him tightly, feeling him start to shake. “He won’t,
either; he’s just gonna be glad to see you again, Vin—and after all this, I bet he’s gonna be damned glad to
know you’re alive and safe.” He reached up a large hand to stroke the young man’s long hair. “I know I
am...and [ know I’m more than thankful we’ve got the both of you back home where you belong.”



Vin cried even harder, and Josiah just held on and let him. Wish it would be this easy to help Ezra, he
thought sadly. But I know it ain’t.

Ezra’s fever lingered three more days, finally leaving him so weak that he could barely be seen to breathe;
the hour it broke, the battle to keep him alive had begun. Josiah, Chris and Buck had already carefully laid
out their plans, combining decades of personal experience with advice from almost everyone they knew.
They fed the young man every two hours, alternating broth with water, sliding a spoon between his
unresponsive lips and massaging his throat until he swallowed. Morning and night they rubbed his
emaciated arms and legs to increase the warming flow of blood in the cold limbs; he was never left alone,
always being talked to, read to or touched, and he was never allowed to become cold or uncomfortable in
any way. And then they waited to see if the plan would work.

After two days, he swallowed without encouragement for the first time; by the end of the third, he was
opening his mouth for the spoon. And the day he closed his mouth and tried to turn his head away to
refuse any more water, Josiah put his head down on the bed and cried hot tears of relief; Ezra was coming
back to them. In two more days he had opened his eyes for the first time since his fever had broken and
had recognized his father, trying hard to smile at him before falling asleep again. Progress slowed a little
after that; he was staying awake for longer periods but still wasn’t talking. They added soft foods to his
diet, custards and soups and soft-boiled eggs, and a hint of color started to come back into his pale face.

He was moving around more, too, and trying to tighten his thin fingers around the warm hands that grasped
his cold ones.

The break came one day when Chris had been reading to him. Ezra had fallen asleep and Chris, lulled by
the warmth in the room, was starting to doze off in the rocking chair; neither heard the soft knock at the
door, but when Vin slipped into the room and quietly called to his father, Ezra was the one who opened his
eyes first. Every bit of color drained out of his face, and his emerald eyes were as round as saucers.
“Vin?” he whispered.

Vin started violently. “Ez? You’re awake?” He moved silently to the other side of the bed and sat
gingerly on the edge, looking down at his now shaking friend with concern. “Ez, what’s wrong?”

The emerald eyes filled with tears. “Vin,” he breathed again, shaking his head. “You...you’re alive.”

Vin caught his breath and nodded, tearing up as well. He patted Ezra’s cheek gently. “Thanks to you,
pard.”

Ezra shook his head again. “Couldn’t...come back, Vin. They kept...following me.”

“Not anymore,” Vin reassured him. “We caught up with ‘em, Ez; they ain’t followin’ anybody ever again.
Me an’ Pa and Buck, we planted ‘em for ya.”

Ezra smiled, turning his face into the warm hand as his eyes slid shut again. “Glad you’re okay, Vin. 1
was...so worried.”

Vin dropped his head with a soft sob. “Oh Ez...”
“Vin?” Chris was awake, and looking at him worriedly. “Son, I thought I told you to...”
“I came in to fetch you for JD,” Vin said softly. “He woke up, Pa, he...he was worried about me. Just like

Josiah said.” Then he remembered exactly what it was he’d come for and he stood up. “Pa, you need to
get over to the jail, there’s some folks over there and...well, they ain’t too happy.”



Chris sighed and pushed himself up out of the rocking chair, laying the book aside. “Yep, I’ve been
expecting the townsfolk to react to what happened. You stay here with Ezra, son. Don’t you leave this
room until one of us comes to relieve you.”

“I won’t.” Vin traded places with him and started to sit down in the rocking chair, then looked up at his
father with a hard expression on his young face. “Pa, about JD...”

Chris sighed again, and nodded. “I know, Vin. Iknow you agree with them and I understand why. We’ll
talk about it later, right now I need to go stop this from gettin’ any uglier than it has to.”

“Yes sir.” Vin let himself settle back in the rocker, trying to let the motion of it soothe him. He’d spoken
to his cousin only when he had to since he’d found out what happened, finding it very hard to forgive him
for siding with Nathan and giving Ezra to Eli Joe, for not even asking Ezra what was going on but instead
letting the judgmental healer come to his own twisted conclusions and then going along with him all the
way. Were they Comanche, Vin knew, both Nathan and JD would have been beaten out of the tribe for
their betrayal and never allowed to return...but they weren’t Comanche, and so he’d defused some of the
angry citizens by sending them after Nathan and then come to get Chris to protect JD.

Because God help him, he had no desire to protect his cousin himself.

SSSS55>5>>>>

Chris goes to the jail, and finds a large number of townspeople gathered there, all angry with Nathan and
JD. Emotions are running high, and they are rapidly working their way into being a lynch mob.
SSSSSS55>>>

“I seem to recall,” Chris interrupted in a clear, strong voice. “That you and some of these other folks did
the same thing not two years ago.” Silence fell and startled, angry faces turned towards him, and he took
advantage of their distraction to push through the crowd and plant himself in front of the jail. “You must
all have some pretty short memories if you don’t remember how you helped that carpetbagger run Josiah’s
boy out of town before — and since that was why he and my boy were out there on their own in the first
place you are all damn well as guilty as Nathan and JD.” He turned to the boy he’d helped raise without
softening at all. “Give me your badge, JD.”

The young sheriff’s brown eyes widened...and then, dropping his head in shame, he did as he was told.
Chris took the shiny star and immediately pinned it to his own shirt. “That settles that,” he informed the
murmuring mob. “The judge won’t be back through here for another three weeks at least, so until then I'm
taking over as sheriff. Now all of you get back about your business.”

“What about Jackson?” The strident demand came from Olaf Rikersen, the blacksmith. He was usually a
pleasant, gentle man with a friendly manner, but there was nothing friendly or gentle about the way he
looked now. “The boy is just a boy, we all know that. But Jackson is a man and he knew better than what
he did, he can’t be let to get away with it, ja?”

“I don’t think so, no,” Chris agreed slowly, but he quelled the babble of opinions that admission brought
forth with one upraised hand. “Under normal circumstances I’d let you run the bastard out of town on a
rail, but these ain’t normal circumstances; Jackson is the only healer anywhere ‘round these parts at the
moment, and at the moment I’m thinkin’ that we can’t afford to get rid of him. What I will do, though, is
lock him up for a bit, give him some time in the jail to think about what he did — so if there’s any
emergency that comes up, one of you folks come get me or Buck and we’ll bring Jackson around to do his
part.”

And with that he grabbed the shocked healer by the arm and dragged him away from the dispersing mob
and into the jail, where true to his word he marched him straight into the nearest cell and locked him in.
Nathan grasped the bars in his hands, his face reflecting disbelief and a touch of anger. “You can’t lock
me up for makin’ a mistake, the law don’t ‘low...”



“Law don’t allow those fine upstanding citizens to lynch you, either, but they’d damn sure do it if I gave
them half a chance.” The healer’s expression didn’t change, and Chris turned away from him to look down
at JD. “Son, I want you to get on your horse and ride hell-bent for leather back to the ranch, don’t stop for
anything or anyone, you hear? You tell your pa what happened and tell him I said you’re to stay on the
ranch until I say different but I need him in town sooner and not later. Now get goin’.” JD fled the jail and
Chris sighed and shook his head before turning back to Nathan. “You still don’t get it, do you, you self-
righteous bastard?” he snarled. “All these years I thought you’d seen how stupid you’d been when it came
to Ezra, thought you could see what a fine boy he turned out to be — and now a damned fine man, one I'd
be proud to ride with any day. And my son...” a mixture of pride and worry flickered across his face and
then his expression hardened again. “My son’s been livin® with the Indians; you know what the tribes
would do to a man who did like you did? I can see it in Vin’s eyes, what he thinks should happen to you
and his cousin, even though he won’t say it to me out loud, and it’s tearin” him apart. You do realize that it
was Vin who sent that mob up to get you, right?”

“Chris, how was I supposed to know...”

“You were supposed to know Ezra, because he’s your best friend’s boy,” Larabee snapped at him.

“You’re supposed to know that there’s two sides to every story, because you’re one of the lawmen here.
And you’re for damn sure supposed to know better than to stand in front of a lynch mob and try to justify
how stupid you’ve been, especially when your neck’s not the only one they want to stretch.” He reined
himself in with obvious effort. ““You may not be in trouble as far as the law is concerned, but you damn
well are in trouble with the rest of us. And as soon as I can get a telegram off to Travis he’ll know that you
are no longer a lawman in this town and never will be again. And he’ll know why.”

SSSS>>>>>>>
And Ezra is still slowly getting better, but JD has yet to come to see him...
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JD was nervous, but Ezra’s reaction was heartbreaking; his shoulders slumped, he took one slow, sad look
around his room and then without a word began to struggle upright.

He almost made it; Buck darted forward to catch him when his strength gave out and lowered him gently
back onto his pillows. To his shock Ezra fought him, weakly pushing his hands away. “I’ll
walk...there...under my own...power,” he gasped. Visibly gathering himself, he tried again to get up and
this time was unable to even raise himself from the bed. Falling back again, Ezra covered his face with his
hands and dissolved into quiet, helpless sobs.

JD stared at him, horror-stricken, and started to back away. “I didn’t mean...I just wanted to...”

“Wait, JD,” Buck ordered the stammering young man. “It’s not you; he thinks you’re here to take him
back to jail. Ezra...” Buck gently pushed Ezra’s arms out of the way and cupped the thin, pale face in his
hands. “Ezra, JD isn’t the sheriff any more, do you hear me? He’s not the sheriff any more, the town fired
him. Chris is the sheriff now.”

Wide green eyes stared up at him, still glistening with despairing tears. “He’s not...my fault?”

“No, his own fault for not doin” what he knew was right,” Buck corrected firmly. JD winced but said
nothing. “Only fault you have right now is the way you keep tryin’ to blame yourself for what went on,
you gotta cut that out. JD brought what happened on his own self.” He was careful not to mention Nathan,
they all had been, not thinking it wise to give Ezra anything more to be upset about.

SSS555>5>5>>>
And we get to have a nice emotional apology scene. And Ezra is still getting better, and things begin to
return to normal in Four Corners...so it must be time to introduce another antagonist to our story.



SSSSSS55>>>

Ezra was proud of himself for making it across the street to the dry goods store; he had determined that he
would take a short rest, check at the store to see if his father’s tea had come in, and then walk back to the
church. He had gotten as far as the short rest when a woman’s imperious voice ordered him to his feet.

SSSSSS>5>>>

Mrs. Willis is the new banker’s wife and a complete bitch - you know, the type that shouldn’t come West
because all they do is cause trouble. She and her husband have a little brat of a son too, but we won’t be
seeing too much of him. Mrs. Willis was just in Potter’s store buying supplies and believes the young man
sitting outside is lazy because he isn’t helping her load her packages fast enough.

SSSSS555>5>>

Mrs. Potter steered him to the high stool she kept behind the counter and kept one hand on his shaking
back while he tried to catch his breath. Vin blew in a moment later looking frantic and hurried
immediately to his friend’s side. “Ez...”

Ezra extended one shaking hand to reassure him; the hand dropped onto Vin’s buckskin-covered arm and
stayed there. “I’m...okay...Vin. Just...need to...catch...my breath.”

“Uh-huh,” Vin drawled. “What’d you do to chase it off in the first place?”

“It’s not his fault, Vin,” Mrs. Potter interjected. “He was doing just fine until that awful woman started
ordering him around.”

“She...didn’t know.” Ezra’s eyes were closed, so he missed the look that Vin and Mrs. Potter shared over
his bowed head; Ezra was getting stronger, but his face was still too thin and too pale for anyone to mistake
him for anything but an invalid. “You...know me...Vin.”

A fond smile twitched at the corner of Vin’s mouth. “Yeah, I sure do, Ez,” he agreed quietly. He slipped a
strong arm under his friend’s shoulder and half-lifted him to his feet. “Come on, let’s get you home.”

Mrs. Willis, having surveyed the dry goods store and formed an opinion of the local youth, next set her
sights on vetting the church; she had heard some odd things about the ‘preacher’ who ran the place and
wanted to ascertain the man’s fitness for his position.

SSSSSSSSSSSS>>>
And of course she sees nothing wrong with poking around in the church and eavesdropping...
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It was the ‘lazy’ young man from the store—not lazy after all, apparently. Another young man clad in
fringed buckskin was supporting him in an upright position while a large, gray-haired man helped him
drink from a steaming cup. “That’s it, drink it all, Ezra,” the large man was saying soothingly. “Should
have known better than to push yourself, son; looks like you’ll be letting Vin beat you at chess tomorrow.”

“Ain’t no ‘lettin’ about it,” Vin snorted. “I’ve been beatin’ him at chess since we was kids.”
“I’ve...always let you win,” Ezra responded faintly with a slight smile. “I’m sorry, Father...”
“Shh, it wasn’t your fault,” Josiah reassured him. “If anything it’s mine for raising you on Chaucer and

Dumas - you’re far to chivalrous for your own good.” He helped his son lay back on his pillows and
pulled the blanket up snuggly around him. “You just go to sleep now, Ezra.”



It was Vin who caught sight of the banker’s wife standing in the doorway watching them and his face
darkened. He touched Josiah’s arm lightly and jerked his head toward the door; the big preacher looked,
cocked a questioning eyebrow at Vin - who nodded - and then carefully stood up. “T’ll stay with him,” Vin
told him quietly.

Josiah patted the young man’s shoulder in thanks and then strode over to the door. “Ma’am, if you don’t
mind, the public area of the church is this way.”

“This entire church is public property,” she informed him haughtily, but couldn’t really stop herself from
being herded out into the main room. “And I was looking for you.” She looked him up and down
disdainfully. “You are Reverend Sanchez, aren’t you? And who is that young man back there, the one in
the bed?”

“That would be my son, Ezra,” Josiah rumbled. “And you are?”
“Your son? You are a widower then?”
“No, I adopted Ezra when he was a child, Mrs. ...7”

“Oh, I see - a charity case.” She was too busy raking her scathing glance over the interior of the church to
see the flicker of anger and disgust that crossed the preacher’s lined face. “Well, that’s all well and good
I’m sure...but you should really put church business first, you know, and you should definitely teach him
his place better than you have, He actually tried to refuse to help me at the store, I had to be quite stern
with him...”

“Ezra has been ill, which should be obvious to anyone who sees him” Josiah interrupted sharply, startling
her. “And he is not a ‘charity case’, he is my son - and that is his place, thank you, and he knows it very

well. Now was there something I could help you with, because if this was merely a social call I'm afraid
I’'ll have to ask you to come back another time; my son needs me right now.”

Mrs. Willis’ mouth opened and closed several times in a fishlike manner before she found her voice again.
“Well I never!” she exclaimed.

“I never did either,” Josiah replied implacably. “Not in twenty years of livin’ in this town have I seen
anyone so puffed up with their own importance that they would run an obviously ill boy back into his
sickbed and then attempt to revile his father for taking care of him.”

SSSSSSSS>>>>>
Well, she’s obviously not going to stick around very much longer after that. And then a little while later...
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The soft voice calling his name from the back of the church was unfamiliar to Josiah, and when he came
out of the kitchen he saw a little girl standing near the pulpit with a covered bowl in her hands. “Reverend
Sanchez?”

“What can I do for you, Little Sister?”” he asked. “I don’t believe I’ve seen you around town before.”

“We just moved here,” she told him, and held out the bowl. “I heard about...what happened earlier, and
that your son was ill. I thought this might help.”

He took the bowl, and as he did so noticed that her hands were trembling — and that she wasn’t so little as
he’d first thought, just small in stature. But before he could open his mouth to ask her anything she was
talking again. “I really must get back before I'm missed, I’ll come for the bowl tomorrow if that’s all right
with you?”



“Certainly, Little Sister — and thank you for thinking of my boy, I know your kindness will make him feel
much better.”

The smile she bestowed on him was shy but radiant, lighting up dark blue eyes and bringing a becoming
flush to pale cheeks. And then she was gone in a silent flash of brown skirt and black hair. Josiah lifted
the cover from the bowl and saw the still-warm pudding seconds before its delicious aroma reached his
nose. He quickly carried it into Ezra’s bedroom and set it on the small table beside the bed. “Well, that
was interesting,” he told Vin quietly. The younger man raised an eyebrow, questioning. “It was a
little...well, a young woman but very small,” the preacher elaborated. “Didn’t give me her name, just said
she’d heard what happened and she’d come for the bowl tomorrow. She said her family’d just moved into
town, you know anything about some new folks with a daughter?”’

“Little bit of a thing with long black hair, dressed real plain?” he asked. When Josiah nodded, Vin’s
expression darkened again. “Ain’t their daughter, she’s their ‘charity case’. Her name’s Juliet, and from
what I heard already that banker and his wife have learned her her place right well; there were two men in
the saloon last night that Mr. Willis hired to help him get his stuff in the house, they were makin’ jokes
about how it ain’t legal to keep no slave no more so if’n you want one now you have to adopt ‘em.” His
blue eyes flickered with something that wasn’t quite humor. “Thought Pa was gonna have a fit, I ain’t seen
him that mad in a while.”

“I can just imagine,” Josiah murmured, shaking his head. “I guess that explains what Mrs. Willis said
about Ezra knowing his place, too.

SSSSSSS5>5>5>>>

Preacher, you don’t know the half of it. Once Ezra finally meets Juliet, though, the preacher’s son
discovers a lot more. Unfortunately, he and Vin can’t do anything about it: the law says the Willises can
treat their daughter any way they please, even if how they treat her isn’t anywhere near good or right.
And the boys are frustrated by the apparent blindness of their parents and the other townspeople to the
situation, which gets even worse when Ezra and Juliet fall in love and can’t find anyone who will support
their desire to be together. In desperation Ezra goes to Chris, and failing there tries once more to talk to
his father. What he doesn’t know is that Mrs. Willis has already been to see Josiah, causing the preacher
to break his personal vow not to drown his problems in a bottle any more.

SSSSSSSSSSS>>

Josiah shook his head, not even looking up. “She’s just a child, Ezra.”

“She is not — she’s seventeen, almost eighteen.” Ezra was getting frustrated; his father wasn’t even
listening to him, was just dismissing him out of hand like everyone else had. Everyone else...a horrible
thought occurred to him. “You think...you think they’re right.”

A soft snort. “You aren’t exactly husband material, son — especially not for an innocent little bit of a thing
like her, so helpless and needin’ someone to protect her. I’m sure you care for the girl, but you can’t
seriously expect to marry her.”

Had he been watching, Josiah would have seen his son’s face absolutely drain of color. But he wasn’t
watching. Ezra swallowed hard — twice — and then nodded to himself. “Ah see,” he said in a strained
voice. “Ah...appreciate you bein’ honest with me, then. It is good for a man to know where he stands.”

SSSSSS5>5555>>
So Ezra goes to find Juliet...
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“Juliet, I love you; do you feel the same?”” Ezra almost demanded.



Her indigo eyes widened...and then filled with tears. Juliet dropped her head and nodded. “But they
won’t let...”

“That doesn’t matter.” He squeezed her hands, torn between anger and anguish by the desolation that
marred her beautiful face. “Darlin’, there’s a travelin’ preacher camped out south of here, and once he’s
married us we can be together for the rest of our lives. Do you trust me enough to run away with me?”’

Juliet’s head snapped up, and for a moment he was afraid of what her answer would be. But all she said
was, “When?”

Ezra let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding and pulled her into his arms in a crushing
embrace. “Now?” He felt her nod against his chest. “If there is anything you need to retrieve...”

“No.” She burrowed closer for a moment and then pulled back to face him. “They...they’ve always told
me that if I were ever to leave it would be with only the clothes on my back, if that. Everything I use
belongs to them, even my hairbrush. I...I’ll be coming to you with nothing to offer, Ezra, not even a
change of clothes.”

“You have plenty to offer, ma cher,” he corrected quickly. “And as for clothing, I believe that may not be
so much of a problem as you think.” Grabbing her hand, he pulled her into the church and left her standing
by the door while he darted into his room. When he came back out his arms were full of a carefully folded
blue dress and he was blushing mightily. “This...this was placed in the box some weeks ago, and as I
knew the box was where Mrs. Willis was wont to procure your clothes, I...I had been in the process of
making some alterations to it before putting it back there for her to find.”

Juliet took the dress from his arms and shook it out...and gasped. “Oh Ezra...”
“You don’t like...”

She shook her head, her eyes filling with tears. “It’s so beautiful. I...I haven’t had a pretty dress
since...since Mama and Papa died.”

Ezra couldn’t help himself, he enfolded her in his arms dress and all. “Oh my love, you deserve wardrobes
full of them. And you’ll have them, if I have to sew every one myself.” He held her tightly a moment
more, then gently pushed her away. “All right, we haven’t time to spare if we’re to get away. You remain
here...” He saw her quick glance toward the back of the church and shook his head. “My father
is...indisposed, he likely won’t waken until morning and I doubt he’ll even recall my existence before
noon. I shall go get Porthos from the livery and bring him around the back, then I'll throw a few
necessities in a bag and we’ll be off.”

He leaned down for a quick kiss and she patted his cheek. “T’ll ready your bag, Ezra — you’re right about
not having time to spare, if Mrs. Willis decides she wants me for something she might come looking and
then we’ll never get another chance. Is there anything specific you want to take?”

“The Three Musketeers,” he told her. “And the gray book of sonnets, if you would. Two changes of
clothing and your dress should fit in the carpetbag under my bed if you pack the books in first, and my
shaving things and hairbrush are on the washstand. I'll be back as quickly as I can, if anyone comes to the
church just stay in my room behind the door and I'll take care of it, all right?”

“All right.” She stood up on tiptoe and kissed him again, then darted into his room and pushed the door
closed behind her. Ezra bit his lip, then straightened both his clothing and his expression into normalcy
before strolling out the front door and heading for the livery stable. He forced himself to take his time
readying Porthos, acting as though he was merely heading out for a short ride and not preparing to flee the
town and everyone in it. He responded with forced casualness to one or two people in the street as he led



the horse back to the church, knowing they would assume he was checking in to let his father know he was
leaving for a while.

Ezra only wished that could be the truth; he didn’t want to leave like this, but at the same time he knew he
had no choice. He’d tried asking for help and everyone had refused, so he would just have to do the best
he could on his own. He slipped back inside the church through the back entrance, taking a good look
around before stopping in front of his own bedroom door and calling out softly. “It’s me, I’'m back.”

The door opened, and Juliet stepped out with the carpetbag clutched in her arms. “I have everything
packed that you asked for, are we leaving now?”

“Most definitely, Porthos is saddled and waiting at the back door.” Ezra took the heavy bag from her and
put his free arm around her slender shoulders to lead her outside. He stopped momentarily to look in on
his father, scribbling out a note for the preacher to find on awakening and regretting that he couldn’t say
goodbye, and then hurried back out to the horse and helped Juliet to mount before swinging up behind her
and guiding the animal around the other side of the church and away from the town. The magnitude of
what he was doing hit him hard when he looked back and saw the town he’d spent most of his life in laid
out behind him; he was leaving his home for the second time, quite probably for the last time.

Juliet felt him shiver and turned in his arms. “Ezra?”
He was still looking back at the town. “We can’t ever come back, you know that, right?” he asked softly.

A small hand patted his cheek, drawing his green eyes back to her blue ones. “We can if we go back right
now, Ezra. Do you want...”

“No.” He tightened his arm around her waist and with sudden decision kicked Porthos into a trot. “What I
want is for you to be my wife, and if I have to leave Four Corners to have that...then so be it.”

SSSSSSSSSSS>>

Of course, the Willises aren’t going to just let this go. And a traveling preacher camped outside of town
says that he saw the young couple and married them; he’s quite incensed that the townspeople have
disobeyed the dictates of the Word of God that a man shall choose a wife and cleave to her, so he’s not
willing to tell anyone where the fugitive newlyweds went from there, if he actually knows in the first place.
Chris doesn’t know if Josiah knows anything about what’s going on or not, so he goes to the church and
finds a distraught, hung-over preacher clutching Ezra’s note.
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“I...Idon’t rightly remember, Chris,” Josiah almost whispered. “I know he asked me about it, but...” He
dropped his head into his hands. “Oh Lord, what did those cruel spirits I'd given in to say to him? He saw
to my needs and then he left, and the only word he left behind was a note that said even though everyone
was against him he still had to follow his heart and he hoped someday I’d forgive him.”

“Let me see that note.” Josiah handed the crumpled piece of paper over without looking up, and Chris
sighed and shook his head when he read it. “The Willises are screaming kidnapping and stirring folks up,
this isn’t going to help.”

“The Willises.” The big preacher lifted his head, a bleak, half-angry look in his eyes. “The woman had
been in here, railing at me about Ezra and the attentions he’d been paying to Juliet — have you noticed that
they never call her their daughter, Chris?”

Chris just shook his head again. “Vin’s disappeared, I don’t know where but I'm pretty sure it’s because
he doesn’t want to be asked to track Ezra down...”



“Or maybe because he’s gone to warn him of what’s going on,” Josiah countered. “If my boy comes back
you’ll be arresting him, right?”

“I won’t have a choice.” Chris clenched his jaw and hit the top of the table with his fist. “It’s my fault too,
Josiah; Ezra tried to talk to me too and I did almost as bad as you did. What I was thinkin’ at the time was
that maybe he needed to get stronger before he tried to take on responsibility for startin’ a family, but |
didn’t come right out and say that and I may have given him the idea that I didn’t think he’d be a fit
husband and he ought to just forget about it.”

Josiah felt a twinge at those words. “I...suspect I may have made that same error, brother,” he said
heavily. “Every time I’ve turned to the wrong spirits for comfort I’ve hurt the boy, and look what came of
it this time. He’s my son, he should have been able to stand here in this very church to be married, should
have had a wedding celebration and a feast the whole town could share in...and instead what did he get?
He had to steal away like a thief in the night, whisper his wedding vows to a traveling preacher and then
partake of unleavened bread and river water before riding back into the night in fear with his new bride.”

“He didn’t have to do those things, he wanted to,” Chris felt obligated to point out. “But he wanted to for
all the right reasons, can’t fault him for that. I had to send off some telegrams asking after the two of them,
but I sent them to places I was pretty sure he wouldn’t go — told everyone that he was too smart to stop
anyplace close.” He chuckled with a wry face. “Of course, I'm pretty sure they’re either in Eagle Bend or
Riley, but I ain’t plannin’ to share that with anybody.”

“I thank you for that,” was the preacher’s reply. “I wish he’d come home so I can make amends — to both
of them — but a part of me hopes he’ll just keep ridin’ and find a place to settle down and be happy.”

“I know what you mean.” Chris clapped a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “I’d best be gettin’ back to the
jail, Il let you know if I hear anything.”

Josiah looked up at him miserably before dropping his head again. “T’ll be praying you don’t, but I
appreciate it all the same.”

Two days went by with no word and no sign of Ezra, Juliet or Vin. It was on the third day that two horses
and three riders were spotted coming down the road from Eagle Bend, and by the time they arrived half the
town had gathered in the street to see them. Several people tried to congratulate Vin for ‘capturing’ Ezra,
but the young tracker brushed them off rudely. “Wasn’t my idea to come back to this God-forsaken place,’
he declared loudly. “I was just followin’ Ez, why don’t you ask mister ‘I can’t let you leave your family
‘cause of me’ over there why me not leavin’ Pa is so damned important he’s willin’ to make his new wife a
widow over it.”

l

“I couldn’t be responsible for taking you away from your family, what choice did you leave me?” Ezra
dismounted and then lifted Juliet down from her seat as carefully as though she were made of china, and
then he turned to face Chris and Buck, waiting.

Chris sighed; he didn’t want to do this, and not just because it was so like what had happened with JD the
year before. The irony wasn’t lost on him. “Ezra, you need to come with me to the jail, you’re under
arrest.”

“I had expected that,” the young man said evenly, and Chris was relieved to see no blame or anger in his
eyes, only weary resignation. “However, first one thing must be taken care of.” He slapped aside Mr.
Willis® hand as it reached to grab Juliet’s arm. “Sir, you will keep your unworthy hands away from my
wife. Father,” his confident mask faltered for a second, revealing a flash of fear and uncertainty. “If I
might presume upon you, as a man of God, to look after my wife until this unpleasantness is settled...one
way or the other?”



Josiah felt a sharp pang as he realized that his son half expected him to refuse, the memory of his
unremembered words haunting him; had he hurt the boy so badly over this as to destroy the trust Ezra had
in him as his father? They would have time to discuss it later, though. “My daughter in law will always be
welcome in our home,” he responded gravely, stepping up behind the young woman and slipping one large
arm around her slender shoulders. He could feel her trembling, apparently Ezra wasn’t the only one who’d
been unsure of his support, and he tightened his hold reassuringly. “It will all work out, son, don’t you
worry.”

Ezra nodded, then enfolded his now-tearful wife in a gentle embrace before turning away and offering
himself into custody. At Chris’ nod Buck reluctantly placed the manacles around the young man’s wrists
and fastened them, wishing he could lay a comforting hand on the slumped shoulders but knowing he
couldn’t under the circumstances. “Come on then, let’s go.”

The sound of Juliet crying and a torrent of demands and imprecations from the bank manager countered by
angry replies from Josiah and Vin followed them, and they had only gotten a few yards away before Olaf
Rikersen’s deep voice rose above it all. “This has gone far enough, ja? Mr. Willis, sir, call them off and
let the boy go.”

Chris turned around. Rikersen was looming over the rotund bank manager with another decidedly
unfriendly expression on his face — and most of the rest of the crowd appeared to be backing him. “He’s
right, this is obscene,” Mrs. Potter chimed in. “We all know what that girl is to you and your wife, Mr.
Willis, and it certainly isn’t a daughter. And I for one will not stand here and let you drag her back into
servitude while the man who loves her rots in jail!”

“I agree,” Mary Travis said seriously. “We should have stepped in sooner before it went even this far; if
your wife won’t do her own housework, Mr. Willis, then you need to hire someone to do it.” Her voice
dripped frost. “Or I suppose you could always adopt another one.”

Willis flinched. He wasn’t as uncaring about the situation as it appeared, but he was totally and completely
ruled by his domineering wife — and right now, he was more afraid of her than he was of the townspeople.
He quickly resumed an air of haughty authority. “I really don’t think...”

“Obviously not,” Josiah rumbled, the barest of smiles dawning on his face. “But apparently neither did any
of us — and we still aren’t, brothers and sisters. This whole mess can be settled with a single question.
Juliet, did Ezra kidnap you?”

Wide indigo eyes looked up at him in shock. “No, of course not! He...he asked me to marry him and I
said yes. But no one would...no one would help us, so we had to run away.”

The preacher’s smile widened, and answering ones appeared on Chris and Buck’s faces. “Buck, get those
shackles off,” Chris ordered. “Sorry about that, Ezra, I wasn’t thinking. You’re free to go.”

“But...but you can’t do that!” the banker spluttered indignantly. “He took her...”

“She went with him willingly — no kidnapping, no crime,” Chris corrected. “Which also means that the
marriage is completely legal. You don’t have to like it, but the law has no right to interfere.”

“It does when thieving is involved!” Mrs. Willis’ carping voice startled everyone. The rotund woman
pushed her way through the gathered crowd and pointed an accusing finger at Juliet, who cringed. “You
can arrest that ungrateful little trollop and I insist that you do it right now! She stole from my husband and
I, money and who knows what else...”

“Do you have any proof of that?” Chris cut in. He wasn’t about to make the same mistake twice in one
day.



“Don’t you wish I didn’t!” the angry woman sneered up at him. “The very clothes she’s wearing are proof
enough, she had to buy them with something and I would never have allowed her to dress so above her
station in my house...”

“For your information,” Ezra said icily. “The dress she is wearin’ was a gift from me; some kind soul left
it in the box at the church and I remade it to fit Juliet.” He met his little wife’s eyes with a look of wry,
fond sadness. “At the time, however, I did not realize it would end up bein’ her wedding dress.”

“I wouldn’t have wanted any other,” Juliet replied softly. Then she turned to look at the fuming older
woman and visibly drew up all the courage she possessed. “I did take something from you, though — at the
time I had little choice, but now you may have it back.” She went to the saddlebags and tugged one of
them open, standing on tiptoe to pull out a bundle of brown and white fabric which she presented to Mrs.
Willis proudly. “You always told me that if I ever were to leave your house it would be with nothing but
the clothes on my back, and not even those if you could find so much as a rag for me to cover myself with
in their place. I was well aware when I left that I couldn’t take so much as the hairbrush I had the use of
because it did not belong to me, nothing I used did. So here, here are the clothes I was wearing when I left,
even the shoes and stockings. I took nothing else.”

Even Mr. Willis flinched when his wife snatched the bundle from the young woman’s shaking hands.
“Nothing but a harlot and a thief,” she hissed. “You all heard her, she stole from us! I demand that she be
locked up!”

Ezra had had enough. He pulled Juliet into the protective circle of his arms. “Father, I think Juliet and I
had best be on our way now...”

“Wait, please,” Josiah requested. “Chris?”

“I’m not doing anything,” Larabee said, making a face. “Ezra, why don’t you and Juliet wait for us in the
church until this is all straightened out? I promise you both, no one is going to bother you on my watch.”

“T’ll put up the horses,” Vin said quickly, nodding to Ezra. “And then I'll join ya over there, okay?”

“Very well.” It was painfully obvious to everyone that Ezra’s trust was in Vin, not in Chris or his father.
“We will wait in the church then, Father.”

“I’ll be in as quick as I can,” the preacher told him. “You two go ahead and put on the kettle for tea, all
right?” He waited until they were well on their way to the church before turning back to the fuming Mrs.
Willis. “May God forgive you for your actions here today, sister. That was the most unchristian display
I’ve ever had the misfortune to witness.”

The banker’s wife drew herself up, radiating righteous indignation. “Of course you would say that,” she
sneered. “You didn’t bother to train that one of yours properly, filled his head with nonsense about being a
son, and look what came of that? He’s gambler and a criminal and he doesn’t even have the decency to be
ashamed of it! And he brought out the bad blood in the girl, too, undid all my training, convinced her she’s
just as good as anyone else. Well, she isn’t! If that family of hers had been good, God-fearing people the
Lord wouldn’t have taken them, now would he?”

Dead silence; even Josiah was speechless. Buck alone found his voice, and it was angrier than anyone
there had ever heard it. “Just what are you goin’ to do with the girl’s clothes? You for damn sure can’t
wear them yourself.”

An ugly, triumphant smirk twisted her lips. “I’m going to burn them. I have no doubt that she has plans to
steal them back, the next time I see her I'll throw the ashes in her face!”



Chris put out a hand and held Buck back. “You do,” he said in a very quiet, even voice, fixing the gloating
woman with hard eyes, “and you’ll be seeing the inside of my jail. I suggest you think about that before
you try anything. And now I think for your own well-being you’d better get on home before that mouth of
yours gets one of these fine, upstanding folks into trouble they don’t deserve.”

The woman gaped at him for a moment and looked like she was about to make another cutting remark, but
Chris’ cold gaze and the naked anger she could see in the faces around her changed her mind and she
flounced off without another word. “Brother Willis,” Josiah said softly but firmly. “There is a reason the
Good Book says a man is to be master in his own house and that,” he pointed at the retreating woman, “is
it. You’ve let her have dominion over you instead of the other way around, and the shame she brought on
you both today is the result.”

Willis tried to protest, albeit weakly. “We took the girl in...”

“You adopted her,” Chris corrected firmly. “In the eyes of the law that made her your daughter — and I'd
have to say in the eyes of God, too.”

“Have either one of you ever shown that girl the least little bit of love since you got her?” Buck wanted to
know; he was still fighting mad. “Why’d you take her in the first place, anyway?”

The man’s expression changed abruptly, becoming thoughtful and...something else, something indefinable
and vaguely disturbing. “Ethel was...so lonely, stuck there in the house while I was at work all day, sick
from carrying Roscoe Junior. I took half a day and went over to the orphanage to see if maybe I could find
a child, one old enough to not be a burden on her but still young enough to be raised. I looked at so
many...and then I saw this little girl with black hair, such a lovely little thing with pale skin and dark eyes,
I just had to have her...” His voice trailed off dreamily, and then he shook himself. “Young Mr. Standish
is a very lucky man. I'd best be getting back to the bank now.”

He seemed completely unaware of the silence of the crowd, or of the way they drew back from him as he
passed. “I think I’m gonna be sick,” Buck muttered. “God damn, that just ain’t right. You think he...”

“I think he was waitin’ for her to grow up, get big — she just never did.” Chris’ jaw was clenched. “He
was still waitin’, though. Bet he knew all along Ezra didn’t kidnap her.”

“Mrs. Willis must have figured it out, the reason he brought her home, that is,” Mary observed.

“That’s still no excuse,” Josiah rumbled, looking even angrier and more sickened than Chris and Buck.
“I’m gonna go home, get everything settled back down — and I have some apologies to make to my son.”
He looked thoughtful for a moment, then shook his head. “Brothers and sisters, I think it would be best if
we kept what we just learned to ourselves for the time being; it won’t do us any good to talk about it, but it
could sure do a lot of harm.”

“He’s right,” Mrs. Potter agreed. “It’s a horrible thing, but it’s all past now that she’s married to Ezra.” A
smile dawned on her face. “As a matter of fact, I believe we owe those two a wedding party; Mary, you
and Berta come with me and we’ll make some plans over a pot of tea.”
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The townsfolk disperse with a little encouragement from Chris, and he and Josiah start heading for the
church.

SSSSSSSS>>>>>

“Got bigger problems,” Buck called out, not loudly, trotting back up to them. “Vin didn’t take those horses
to the livery, boys, he’s done stashed ‘em nearby.”



“Ready to head back out.” Chris sighed. “We’ll settle this, they ain’t leavin’ tonight. Buck, get those
horses and put them up right, Josiah and I will take care of Vin and Ezra.”

“Can do,” the ladies’ man said. He shook his head at Josiah, who had stopped dead in his tracks, his face
stricken. “Preacher,” he began, and then sighed himself, not having comfort to offer. “Just do your best,”
he told the older man quietly. “That boy loves you, you’re his father.”

SSSSSSS5>5>55>>

So Buck goes off to the livery stable, and Chris and Josiah go into the church to see if they can fix things
with Vin, Ezra and Juliet.

SSSSSSS5S>5>>

“No, Vin,” Ezra interrupted quickly. “I understand why Father...feels the way he does about me. It’s all
right.” He turned to his father, visibly steeling himself. “He left me here because he was under the
impression that I could take care of myself...and I believe we know how well that turned out. He has no
reason to expect that I can manage my own affairs, much less be responsible for someone else.” He
swallowed. “And I believe your father agrees with his assessment for the same reasons.”

Josiah paled, but Chris was quick to respond. “No, I don’t,” he said firmly. “You didn’t understand what I
was trying to say before; all I meant was that I thought you might want to get a little stronger first, not that
you shouldn’t get married at all. And I'll tell you what I told Nathan, you’re a fine man and I’d be proud to
ride with you any day.”

“I don’t...don’t remember what it was I said to you,” Josiah jumped in before his shocked son could
comment. “But I know that whatever it was it was unworthy of both of us. Son, Ezra, there’s no way on
earth or in heaven I’d ever think you were irresponsible — you’ve been responsible all your life, too
responsible. You’ve never once in all these years let me down. As a matter of fact, you’ve put me to
shame on more than one occasion, made me wonder why the good Lord saw fit to gift me with such a fine
son. I've let you down badly, I know...but please, Ezra, give me one more chance to right the wrong I’ve
done to you.” He swallowed hard. “Please, let me earn your forgiveness.”

SSSSSSS5>55>>>

Yet another emotional apology scene, and then Vin puts his two cents in — remember, Vin only came back
because he didn’t want Ezra to face the townspeople alone, and Ezra only came back because he didn’t
want to be the reason Chris lost Vin again. But Vin had a plan he hadn’t let Ezra in on: he was planning
to break Ezra out of the jail and take Juliet back from the Willis house, and then the three of them were
heading for Mexico even if he had to knock Ezra over the head and tie him to his horse to get him there.
Vin is very clear about the fact that he both loves and trusts his father — it’s the sheriff of Four Corners
and the townspeople the sheriff serves who he doesn’t trust. Nobody can really argue with that, so Chris
makes a deal with Vin to give he and Ezra enough of a head start to get to the border if things go sour
again, and surprises his son by saying that he and Buck will join them in Mexico afterwards if it comes to
that. And then it’s time for everyone to turn in for the night.

SSSSSSSSS>5>>

The next day was quiet, normal. The residents of Four Corners went about their business in the dusty
streets the way they always had. Nothing seemed out of place, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. It was
as though the town had simply absorbed the ugliness of the previous day and gone on without a backward
glance.

Chris and Buck knew better. They both stayed on watch at the jail, occasionally working their way
through the saloon or restaurant when it was appropriate...and they both worried. Mrs. Potter, Mrs. Travis
and Mrs. Rikersen had gone over to the church that morning, presumably to discuss the proposed wedding
party. The women had had a bundle with them that the lawmen supposed contained clothing and other
things for Juliet, and after about an hour the three of them had come out and gone their separate ways.



People kept moving around, quietly. Business seemed no busier than usual at any one place, and although
several people cast narrow-eyed glances in the direction of the Willis” house, no one seemed to be avoiding
the bank and business came and went there in its usual steady trickle. At noon Mr. Rugger, the bank clerk,
locked the doors and went to the restaurant for his lunch while Mr. Willis went home for his. The bank
manager was avoided, but several people stopped to speak to Rugger both on his way there and on his way
back. Buck spoke to him when he came out of the restaurant as well, and was assured that everyone was
being perfectly polite with their questions.

Buck and Chris thought over that and didn’t like it. Several people entered the bank after Rugger opened it
back up, and a little while after they’d come out several more people entered. And then a few more, and a
few more. The two lawmen moved out to the porch in front of the jail and got comfortable, watching.
Mary Travis left the newspaper office at the same time that Gloria Potter left her store, and both women
made their way to the bank with the rest. Olaf Rikersen came out to stand in the doorway of his shop at
about that same time, watching. He spotted Chris and Buck and nodded to them; they nodded back.
“Someday we ought to deputize that man,” Buck told Chris.

Chris thought about it, then stood up. “Maybe today’s that day,” he answered. “Might need him, and even
though I think he’d help anyway I’d rather have it be official — saves trouble in the long run. I'll be right
back.”

More people went to the bank while Chris was at the blacksmith’s shop. When he left it, Rikersen went
back to his post in the doorway, this time with a very proud look on his face. But the face Chris presented
to Buck was worried. “It’s gonna be a run on the bank,” he said once he was back on the porch. He didn’t
sit back down. “Go on over there and act like you’re just makin’ sure everything’s okay, but when you go
in get our money and close our account. Rugger’s in on it, you won’t have any problem.”

“Kind of thought he might be, since everyone was bein’ so nice to him,” was Buck’s reply. “What did
Olaf think?”

Chris didn’t quite chuckle. “He’s pretty happy right now, just as proud as punch. We should have done
that a while back.”

“Well, at least somethin’ good will come outta this. I’'m gonna go see what’s goin’ on over at the bank.”
Buck adjusted his hat and went down the street. As per Larabee’s instructions he stopped several people
and apparently asked them what was going on, and he asked a few people coming out of the bank as well
before going inside himself. He came back out about fifteen minutes later and repeated the procedure, then
ambled back to the jail. He was grinning, and there was a suspicious bulge under his vest. “Got it —JD’s
too,” he told Chris. “Rugger has his resignation all written out, and I guess he wired somebody at the next
bank up the line to say they had a problem at the bank and could they get somebody out here ‘cause he
couldn’t ‘in good conscience’ work for Mr. Willis no more himself.”

“I bet that got someone’s attention.” Chris eyed the house that was just visible down the street from the
bank. “Nobody’s told Willis yet?”

Buck shrugged. “Don’t think anyone’s goin’ to. The way folks’ faces wrinkle up when they say his name,
I think that story from yesterday got around.” He saw movement from the direction of the church, squinted
and then grinned. “Mrs. Standish is out hangin’ laundry.”

Chris looked too, shook his head. “Not alone,” he corrected, shaking his head. Ezra had come out to help
her, and a bulky shadow near the back door was most likely Josiah. “Doubt they’ll be leavin’ her alone as
long as that Mrs. Willis is still in town.”

“Doubt she will be, for long.” Buck shrugged again. “Ain’t no woman in town gonna speak to her after
that scene yesterday. She always wanted to go back East anyway, now’s her chance.”
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And this would be the end. The Willises will leave, the women in town will have a belated wedding party
for Ezra and Juliet, and Ezra will tell his father that he’s going to work for Inez at the saloon and will
eventually be taking over managing the place for her. It’s a happy ending for almost everyone, and at
least for the moment nobody has to worry about the fact that Vin is still technically a wanted man, Ezra
has his not-so-savory reputation as the conniving cardsharp Red Fox to worry about, JD is still on the
outs with his brother and half the town besides, and someone is eventually bound to complain about their
preacher letting his son live in the church while he’s supporting his wife by working in the saloon. Not to
mention that eventually most marriages bear fruit...yeah, there’s probably enough there for one more story
at the very least, right?
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