The lone gunman smirked as the outlaws laid down a steady horizontal hail of rapid fire. Dodging the occasional bullet, he systematically drew a bead on his rifle, and disarmed each and every one of them, without breaking so much as a sweat.

"Uh, Alan, Isn't it supposed to be bad practice to give yourself amazing superpowers, and be just as good as the main character?” asked someone

"Only if you use those powers for evil, or blatantly abuse them in any way. Why?", said Alan, blatantly abusing his powers.

"Ne! Mr. Author Man! Where's the pudding?" called a familiar voice from the kitchen.

"Damnit Milly, I told you, in the bottom shelf of the fridge!"

"But there's no more!"

"And no donuts!" chipped in a certain Humanoid Typhoon.

"Can I charge these bills for ammo to your parent's charge card? I really need to refill my guns after that last scene!" added a certain priest.

The author's head hit the keyboardxuhu76ed5 (<------100% intentional)

"Ty," asked The Author once he straightened up, "could you remind me NEVER to write a Trigun fic again?"

"Are you kidding me? This is MY house they're cleaning out! Damnit Alan, get out of my house!"

Alan, or rather, The Author, as he likes to be called when he's writing fics, immediately grew to three times his height, and whacked his head against the ceiling.

"OW."

He rubbed his head and continued.

"THOU SHALT NOT ADDRESS THE AUTHOR <cue lightning and clouds> IN SUCH A MANNER! NOW THE AUTHOR MUST STRIKE THEE DOWN WITH

DIVINE LIGHTNING!"

"You realize that if you _do_ hit me with the lightning, this is a fic and I'll just come right back? Not to mention that you'll fry the comp, and you'll have to start all over, and buy me a new computer.

"Aw, crud." The Author shrank down to his normal size.

"Plus, the entire audience _is_ watching all of this, so....."

"Oh crap!"

<Cue opening scene>

................Black Pig Productions Presents..............

.......a Trigun Fic............................................................

Standard Disclaimer note: Trigun ain't my idea. I'm only borrowing the characters of Vash, Wolfwood, their respective guns, mannerisms, the world that they live in, etc. Oh yeah. And Kuro-neko.

Kuro-neko: Meow.

Get out of the disclaimer, dang cat.

Author's note: This is not, I repeat, not a rant. I've been out of the game so long, I felt is was necessary to add an  element of goofiness to the whole deal. At least with this, I can get the Black Pig Productions fanfic website up and running once more. And now, on with the show.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

           Trigun..........

.................Gunsmoke Dreams

------------------------------------------------------------------------

A small red convertible pulled into a sleepy town. Pretty ho hum, huh? Not if you consider that a six-foot long cross was thrown in the back seat, property of a certain priest, and a certain broom-haired individual sat in the passenger seat. As it slowed to a stop in front of a small cafe, the two occupants disembarked, and stretched their equally long frames.

<Not a lot of patronage, except for that guy reading that newspaper. I guess Vash is pretty safe, for now.> thought Wolfwood. 

Vash looked around and inquired of his not-exactly-priestly companion.

"What's this place called?"

"Lemia City. It's somewhat off the beaten path, so its a good place to go if you want to hide because someone heard you're back."

"Looks like a nice enough place."

"Sure it is. Has been since I last came here. Let's go grab something to eat"

As the two entered, they did not notice the man put his newspaper down and scrutinize Vash for a moment. Casually, he finished reading the comics, finished his coffee, and left a double dollar as a tip. Having done that, he casually walked across the street, and down the side alley of a rather nondescript building. After looking up and down the alley, he knocked thrice, pause, twice, long pause, twice. An eye slot opened and the sentry glanced out briefly. Sliding it closed, the sentry opened the door.

"News for the boss. _Urgent_ news."

"What's up?"

"I think the Humanoid Typhoon's back. I want to check it out with the boss."

"Hrmpf. go ahead. I'll let the boss know."

The sentry briefly thumbed a small switch next to the door and nodded to his companion. He nodded in return and quickly made his way downstairs into the basement. From there, he mad his way through a series of tunnels, and up into a narrow passage between the walls of another building. He turned to his right and peered out of an eyehole, and whispered.

"Boss. I got wind of Vash. He's here, and so is that priest guy that was with him. Vash matches those old reports we got from Stan while he was in jail. The other guy is definitely Chapel."

"I see. You've earned a bonus. Take as much as you want out of the box. You've earned it, so it's yours."

The thief silently turned to his left, and opened the small lockbox, and selected a few small bills and a pack of a million double dollars, and exited the way he entered. The boss waited for a full fifteen minutes before bursting into maniacal laughter.

"Who cares about money now, when I'll be getting $$60,000,000,000! UWAH, HA HA HA HA!! (a la Kefka)

.............

"Ah, nothing like a good meal after a long drive" exclaimed Vash.

Wolfie pulled a crumpled cig out of his pocket, lit up. and leaned back in his seat.

"Wolfwood, when _was_ the last time you were here anyways?"

"Probably, what? about a week before my car broke down the first time?"

"Has it changed much?"

"Looks like it's stayed the same."

"Where's the nearest place to buy bullets, anyways? I need to refill after that scene we left after you found me. Plus, who knows when the next batch of 'bounty hunters' will show up."

"Hrmph. There's a little place down the street from here. It's called Gunsmoke Dreams. As it is, I know the guy who runs the place, so- HEY!"

Wolfwood spun and kicked aside his chair as a boy snatched his wallet and bolted out the door. Wolfwood chased after him, with Vash close behind.

"HEY! YOU HAVEN'T PAID YET! GET BACK HERE!" yelled the manager.

***************

Alan/The Author: Aw crap! I lost that part of my manuscript!

Ty: It's right here. I was just reading it. That's all. And when do we get into the story? 'Cause I'm getting bored!

Alan/TA: Patience, my friend, patience. Soon, Pinky, we shall rule the world! ......Uh, oops. Power trip.

Ty: ..........

***************

Vash leapt over a table as he strove to catch up with Wolfie.

As the boy turned down an alley, Wolfwood yelled, 

"Vash! You follow the kid! I'll cut him off!" 

"Okay!"

Wolfwood turned off down to the right down a different alley. Vash followed the kid, close behind.

Left, into a back alley.

Right, back through an alley and across the main street.

Left, jumping over the rails of a house

Right, over a fence, and nearly headfirst into a large cloth-wrapped metal cross.

As the kid skidded and fell, Wolfwood loomed over him.

"My wallet, kid."

.................

There was a soft clinking of glasses as a middle aged, but still graceful woman set down her tray of drinks. She then  straightened up and bowed her head.

"Please, forgive my son. Ever since his father disappeared with his brother, he's always been like this."

"It's all right. I just figured you would want to know, if you hadn't already." replied Wolfie

"I know. I can't do anything about it, though. Only his father could keep a tight hold on the reins."

Vash selected a glass and gestured with the other hand.

"Is that him in that picture?"

Over the windowsill hung a large painting of a stern man. Clearly, he was, if not already close to, the epitome of a gunman. Tall, broad shouldered, with just a hint of mystery, and two, very rather oddly designed six shooters slung low on his belt. To top it off, a bright star was pinned to his jacket lapel.

She sighed and sat down on the cough, opposite of Vash and Wolfwood. 

"Yes, that's him. Thomas J. Gunn, Marshal of Lemia City until his disappearance. The infamous "Seven-Shot" Gunn. Ever since he disappeared, we've had nothing but incompetent replacements. Now, Lemia City is a mafia town.

Upstairs, a door slammed.

"Ma! Kai's coming! And he's got his gun! That, and the tax collectors are here!"

Vash and Wolfwood would have drawn their guns and aimed at the door, if she hadn't stopped them.

"Please, don't shoot Kai He's a family friend"

"Mrs. Gunn..." started Wolfwood.

"Alice, please."

The door burst open and a young man in a rumpled trenchcoat and hat burst in, and slammed the door.

And immediately leveled the shotgun between Vash's eyes. Kai's eyes narrowed.

"Tax collectors already here Ms. Gunn?"

"No, Kai. Just visitors"

"Humph"

Kai lowered the barrel, but cautiously eyed Vash for a few moments more.

"'Tax collectors'?" inquired Vash

"Look blondie, obviously you're new around here. These are the kind that collect from you at gunpoint."

"Oh."

A voice boomed from outside, sounding faintly like Michael Buffer.

"Mrs. Gunn! Oh Mrs. Gunn, I do believe it's time to collect your taxes!"

"Go to hell, you organized crime punk!"

Vash and Wolfie blinked as she quickly took a rifle off its display rack, primed it, checked the load, and looked through the scope mounted on it.

"I don't know how long we'll last against automatic rifles, so I do hope you boys are good."

Vash and Wolfie briefly looked at each other, and scrambled to get their weapons ready.

"Mrs. Gunn, I wish you hadn't said that. Now we'll just have to use force."

Wolfwood grinned at Vash as he unwrapped the cross.

"That guy doesn't know the meaning of 'force'"

Vash motioned at the long arm of the cross and cocked an eyebrow. Wolfie just shrugged and kept grinning.

Kai leaned over to the edge of the window, and counted off audibly.

"Three. Two. One."

****************

Ty: Finally! Some action! I was beginning to think that this was going to be one of those stupid episodes that just are there and serve no purpose to the story whatsoever, and…..

</me knocks him out with a squeaky hammer>

****************

Then he and Alice hit the ground, wit Vash and Wolfwood quickly following suit. Machine gun fire ripped through the windows, sending glittering shards of crystal to shower down on the four. Kai counted out again, through gritted teeth. The second he hit 'one', the noise stopped. Vash looked at Kai in astonishment. That caught Kai's eye.

"Standard tax collection procedure." He replied tersely

Immediately, he got up in to a crouching position, and pulled the trigger. A quarter-sized hole appeared in the side of the 'tax collection' truck. Immediately, the collectors and ringleader dived behind the truck. Shotgun blasts, rifle shots, and handgun bullets mixed with machine gun fire as a furious gunfight broke out. 

"Damnit" cursed Wolfwood. 

He dropped his guns and lifted the cross to his shoulder, bazooka side aimed right at the engine block of the truck. A black, faintly egg shaped object beat him to it by falling from above and doinking off the hood. 

"Gyahh! Grenade!"

"Run, damnit! Run!"

"Forget them! I don't care what they have anymore!"

Kai stood up and drew a bead on his shotgun at the back of a retreating tax collector. Vash immediately pushed the barrel down.

"Out of my way, blondie. I have a personal score to settle with those bums."

"No. I won't see them killed. Life is too precious for you or I to take it away."

Kai stood firm. Vash stared right back. Kai jerked the barrel out of Vash's grip

And fired a round right into the engine block. The diesel fuel exploded, giving off a brief wave of intense heat.

"Screw it. It's too late, now."

"Oh, Kai! You're bleeding!" exclaimed Alice.

She dropped her gun, pulled out a handkerchief, and dabbed where a shard of metal from the explosion had cut his cheek.

"Um, if you don't mind my asking, what was that?" inquired Wolfwood.

"It was a rock."

Everyone turned to see the kid come down the stairs, playing with another grenade shaped rock. 

"I kinda thought that they wouldn't buy it, but I guess they did."

"Heh. Whatever the case, I take it you haven't been introduced. Meet Robert, Alice's youngest son." He turned his attention to Alice, who was still motherly dabbing at his cheek "Ms. Gunn, enough already! You're acting like the mother I never had!"

After firmly convincing her that he would be all right, he turned to Vash and Wolfwood.

"I'm Kai. You are?"

"My name is..."

Wolfie cut him off.

"This is Alex, and my name is Nicholas D. Wolfwood." 

"In any case, I'm grateful for your help. You can stay at my house, if you aren't going anywhere else today. Ms. Gunn, I won't have you stay here. My house is big enough for all of us. 

...................................................

Kai's house turned out to be the top level of the Gunsmoke Dreams store. Unfortunately, the "guy" who used to run it was Kai's father, and he had passed away by a brain hemorrhage. "Probably a nine-millimeter brain hemorrhage because he wouldn't pay for his 'protection'" Kai explained, with a bitter tone. The bottom level had then been converted into a bar and restaurant. Heading up the stairs in back, it led to a modestly sized flat. After an equally modest dinner, cooked up by Kai himself, Robert went outside to play, while Vash and Kai went out to a modest shooting range in back.

BLAM

A tinkling of glass

BLAM

A small explosion of emeralds

BLAM

A crystalline halo of frozen fog

"Dang. All forty, shooting backwards. I'd have to be crazy to try that."

Vash grinned as he pulled the blindfold down and reloaded. Kai just shook his head and walked over to the targets to set up some new bottles.

"You haven't seen anything, yet."

"Oh? I'm curious. Try....This!"

Kai eyed Vash, and scooped an old, empty tin can off the ground. This, he pitched it right at Vash. Vash popped the last the last bullet in, flicked his wrist upward, and fired all six shots rapid-fire at the can. 

One bullet knocked the lid closed.

The other five went in through the bullet hole already there.

Kai gawked at a sheepish Vash.

....................

An hour later, Vash, Kai and Wolfie had set themselves up in the living room, cleaning their respective weapons. Vash paused to look outside the window, to see Robert playing stickball with some friends in the street. A genuine smile grew across his face as he watched. 

"I'm amazed. You're not one of those wanderers whose lives and wanderings have become emotionless, meaningless." Kai cocked his head and looked Vash over. "Come to think of it, I know a few girls who would go a guy like you."

Vash looked over at Kai.

"I've learned that life is precious, and to enjoy all its beautiful moments. Life is not meant to be taken by anyone on this planet. All deserve to grow old and die happily."

"Even criminals? Those low-down pieces of <censored> <censored> <censored> <censored> <censored>?"

"Do they really live happily, killing people, and robbing them? Do they?"

Kai thought this over for a moment.

"Wise words, O wanderer. Alex your name was?" Vash nodded " I guess you're as good with your philosophy as you are with your gun. May I see it?"

Vash snapped his wrist up, tossed the gun up and caught it upside down and held it out handle first to Kai.

"Do you mind if I see yours?"

Kai pulled the rag out of the barrel and closed it up. He held it out to Vash.

They switched guns.

"Gah! This is heavy!" exclaimed Kai

Vash, on the other hand, got a good look at Kai's gun clearly for the first time. It was a shotgun, whose barrel was shortened, coming right up against the stock. The back part of the stock was also similarly removed, giving the appearance of either a very old gun, or a very large, ugly looking one. A lever action supplied the motion for the five slugs that were loaded into the gun via a loading slot on the bottom.

"What is this?" asked Kai

Vash looked up.

"It's a revolver. A magnum. My brother built it."

"Well, tell your brother if he needs a job, and can keep making guns like these, I can pay him good money. A bit heavy, though."

"..............."

"Alex, What's wrong?"

"Nevermind, nothing."

Kai looked over at Wolfie, who had taken apart yet another handgun and was meticulously cleaning each part.

"Isn't six handguns a bit much?"

By way of answer, Wolfie set down the part he was cleaning and picked up the Punisher. Setting the cross on his shoulder, he fingered the catch.

*Click*

"Bazooka."

Wolfie flipped it underneath his arm and fingered the catch again.

*Click*

"Howitzer."

Kai gulped.

"Clearly I'm way out of my league."

.....................

A single oil lamp gave off a pool of light, giving everything it illuminated a mellow glow; the only source of illumination in the converted saloon downstairs. Kai was playing bartender with gusto; he did his job well. Wolfie took this occasion to break out yet another crumpled cigarette and lit up. At this, Kai quirked an eyebrow.

"Isn't it against a priest's faith to drink and smoke?" 

"Nope." And he tossed off his shot of whiskey and puffed away.

Kai took a sip from his whiskey. He'd never acquired the taste for alcohol in any form, but had some now and then when company was around. He looked down into the glass and swirled the amber liquid a bit, becoming absorbed in his thoughts. He began to do a little debating with himself.

<Kai, do you really think he can turn him around?>

<I certainly hope he can.>

<There's something about this Alex character. You know you don't trust him.>

<I don't not trust him, It's just that.....there's something else about him.>

<Yeah, exactly, a killer or something. Nobody gets that good at shooting if you're not a killer.>

<Traveling with a priest?>

<Hey, that priest's not exactly kosher himself. Carrying a humongous cross? With a bazooka and a howitzer built into it? Shooting at people? You saw how well he shot at the tax collectors>>

Any further debate with himself was forestalled by having a portable confessional slammed down on his head.

"You look like you need a confession. What's on your mind?"

"A matter of rather grave importance, actually," came his muffled reply.

Kai tilted the confessional back on his head and took a sip of whiskey to steel himself for what he was about to say. H set the glass down and looked straight at the two. He slowly walked to the end of the bar, and lifted the hinged section of counter. He made sure the door leading upstairs was closed tight before he returned to his former place.

<Kai, you're going to regret this....>

"I'm sure Ms. Gunn, or Alice has told you of her husband." He said in a low voice.

Vash and Wolfie were silent.

"The truth is, and I curse myself for it every day, is that I know he hasn't disappeared. I know where he is hiding, out in the desert. Alice and Robert need more protection than I or they can provide with me living apart from them. Takes too long to get over there. I've been tempted to move in on several occasions, because I fear for their safety. But I don't because it breaks my heart to see two places missing at the dinner table, to see a place in bed empty, and a top bunk unused. I would not be able to stand seeing Thomas's eyes bore into me from that painting, because of the secret I know. If I did move in, I would not trust myself to keep that secret any longer."

He looked up.

"I can show you where Thomas is. I'd appreciate it you would move out early tomorrow under cover. That way those thugs will still think that you're here, and won't want to try to attack again."

He looked at Vash.

"I don't know why, but I sense a.... a life in you, Alex.  I can't explain it."

Vash shifted uncomfortably a bit.

<Oh no! Does he know who I really am?>

In an effort to mask his growing alarm, he asked.

"What really happened?"

Deep sigh from Kai. He looked back down into his glass.

"When Thomas was sheriff, five years ago, there was a runaway convict that was hiding out in town. Thomas picked up on his trail. When Thomas came to bust him, the con knew, and took off. Thomas chased him down to the town square. The second they saw the con waving a gun and Thomas hot on his heels, they all cleared out. The problem was, a young woman was a little slow in getting out of the way, and the con took her as a hostage. Thomas, by the way, was a crack shot with his revolver, so he didn't even bother to aim when he pulled the trigger as he skidded to a halt. The problem was.....he missed. The con shot him in the leg as he skidded, and that threw off his aim. The bullet whizzed by the con's head. I guess that's what made him pull the trigger. The woman was shot, and nearly died. Thomas's next shot, though, blew the con's head up like a watermelon that'd been smacked with an iron bar."


"He blamed himself endlessly for days. At one point in time, he didn't come in to work for a week. One day, he came into work just like he used to before the incident. Everything seemed fine, and the town was happy that its sheriff had recovered from his trauma. But he had us fooled. The next day, he was gone. He took about three days of food, his revolvers, plenty of ammo from my dad, and his eldest son."

Kai looked to his right as a small, barely audible squeak, and a small twitching pink nose came from a knothole in the counter. Attached to this nose was a small white mouse that climbed out of the hole and began to work through a cracker offered by Kai.

"Little Zhuchu here helped me find where Thomas was hiding."

Wolfwood ground out his cigarette into an ashtray and looked skeptically at the mouse.

"A mouse helped you find him?

"There's a large outcropping of rock out in the middle of the desert that looks as if it was just dropped there by some supreme being. I go there from time to time to be alone. The thing is, Zhuchu got away from me, and I found a tunnel leading to some underground caves. Those caves have paths that lead into the cliffs about a hundred yards away. It's a veritable maze down there."

"Please, Alex, Nicholas, will you? Please?" Kai's voice started to take on a leading tone.

Wolfie and Vash looked at each other.

"Can we talk about it, first?"

"Absolutely."

Vash and Wolfwood stepped outside the building to converse, then returned and gave their assent. The three quickly settled down to discussing plan to get there and back undetected. Unfortunately, someone was outside, listening in to every detail.....

.............

Dawn.

The wonderful smell of eggs, bell peppers, ham, and a fresh pot of coffee.

And, of course, the howl of an anguished Wolf(wood)

"MY CAR!! THEY STOLE MY FRIGGIN' CAR!!"

Where Wolfwood had parked his car the day before, now sat a junky old jeep in desperate need of a paint job. A rock came down from above and clocked Wolfie in the head. No, it wasn't a divine act of God; just a divine act of a self-inserted author. ^_^ Kai's voice filtered from above. 

"Nobody stole anything. After you tossed off that last whiskey of yours, I just went and hid it. It'll be safe until you get back. Now get up here and eat."

Minutes later, Kai climbed into the driver's seat and pulled out. Vash, Wolfie and the cross were hidden under blankets in the back. After a bone jarring thirty minutes of driving, Kai stopped the jeep. Vash's hair looked a little shaken up, and Wolfwood checked to make sure that his teeth had all flown out of his mouth without him knowing.

"Sorry about the ride. I've been meaning to fix the suspension, but guns are my thing, not cars."

Sure that his teeth were still all in place, Wolfwood climbed into the driver's seat. He glared at Vash as he figured out how Vash had gotten around the same problem. 

He had doughnuts. A batch of fresh doughnuts that Kai had made for breakfast. Wolfwood glared at Vash, who was completely oblivious.

"By the way, these are really good! You should open up a restaurant one of these days!" He said around a full mouth.

"I did. And the saloon, on the bottom floor. Course, I wouldn't pay for protection. Now, I can't open up without a paid "madman" shoot up my place every day. Thomas and I have a personal score to settle."

Kai took on a grim countenance.

"Bring him back. I can't do this myself."

He held out a hand to Wolfwood and Vash. They shook hands. Wolfie nodded and floored the jeep.

.......................

Sand kicked out liberally from the jeep's tires as Wolfwood made his way towards the spires. Already in the dawning light, they could be seen, silhouetted by a pair of rising suns. An uneasy peace seemed to settle over the two. For Vash, he was struggling to resolve his feelings inside.

<What do I do? I'm going to help two men rid a city of crime.....that could be disastrous....people would die...what do I do?>

Wolfwood looked at Vash out of the corner of his eye.

"What will you do when we get there?" he asked.

"I don't know."

"Vash, I know what you're feeling...I know it's hard."

"You start wandering because you have to. You swear never to take a life. If you see anyone in need of help, you help them. But you leveled a city. Even though nobody died, you're a hunted man. You have a price on your head. Your own brother hunted you. You killed him. Now you are helping a man, no two men even a score that could potentially bathe the city in blood."

Wolfwood stopped the jeep and turned to face him. 

"If you don't want to get involved, I can do it."

Vash turned to look at Wolfwood.

"But I'll be rejoining a family, restoring a man's dignity of himself, bring peace to another, and clean those who oppress Lemia City from its streets."

Wolfie grinned at Vash.

Vash grinned right back.

"Ai to." 

"Heiwa no tameni."

***************

Ty: Oh, please…

Alan/TA: Shoot you? Why certainly!

</me pops him one with a shotgun>

***************

Wolfwood floored the jeep, and they sped on.

.....................

Wolfie and Vash drove all day, trading off the driver’s seat every few hours or so. Eventually, the spire came in sight. Vash observed the spire as he drove the jeep. Wolfwood was napping in the back, his teeth firmly locked on a corner of a blanket. It was beautiful, the way one sun lit it from the back, and the other lit it from the sides. Vash was so busy admiring its beauty that he didn’t see the dip as he went over a dune.

A piercing scream shattered the quiet tranquility of the evening as the jeep slid down the dune out of control, spinning. The spin down the hill was punctuated with a single barrel roll, which landed perfectly on all four tires.

“Uh…. Whut happened? Did yoo chrash? Vash?” asked a groggy Wolfwood

Vash was clutching the steering wheel for dear life, knuckles completely white.

Eventually, they came to the spire. Irregularly shaped rocks were strewn about liberally.

<Like July....> thought Vash, feeling a pang in his heart. 

The two dismounted and looked up at the spire. Stretching fifty feet into the air, it was impressive, considering it was one large rock being propped up by many others. Wolfwood went around back and unstrapped the cross. 

“Vash. How many guns?”

“You’re not bringing the cross?”

“We’ll be crawling around in caves like that first time. I don’t think there’ll be enough room for it.”

“The first time, Wolfwood? It reminds me of how long we’ve been together.”

“Heh. Don’t get sentimental on me, yet. Save that for the task ahead.”

“Alright. One gun, and clips. I think we may have to do some climbing. See that ledge there?”

“I see it. There’s that cave.”

Wolfwood grabbed a pair of clips from his cross and stuffed them into an inside pocket. 

The cave was not very large. Neither was it entirely real. Upon closer inspection, the back was actually a piece of cloth with rocks glued to it to give the appearance of a cave in. Behind it was a hole leading down, and a rope attached to the ceiling of the cave leading down into it. Wolfwood pulled out his lighter and flicked it.

“Having a smoke already?”

“No. Just checking something.”

Wolfwood held the lighter into the hole sideways. Immediately the small flame was pulled down towards the bottom and was extinguished.

“Air is being pulled in through here. This is probably the place.” noted Vash.

“Where you die? Certainly.” Came a voice from behind them. “Now, hands up, and turn around slowly, I don’t want to either of you to suddenly die from a .45 caliber brain hemorrhage. Now, be a pair of good boy and cough up the guns, both of you.

Vash and Wolfwood put their hands up and turned around slowly.

Behind them stood one Thomas J. Gunn.

………………

A few minutes later, Wolfie and Vash were thrown rather roughly into a room in the caves, and they rolled until they hit the wall. 

<Well, there’s one detail that the painting didn’t mention.> Vash noted. <This guys strong!)

“Oof! Hey, oyaji, please don’t hurt me. I won’t be any trouble, promise.” (Vash)

“What the heck was that for? Couldn’t just let us walk, could you?” (Wolfwood)

“Shut it. Both of you.”

Thomas drew Vash’s revolver from his belt and inspected it as he squatted in front of the odd couple. Then he looked at the two and demanded,

“What the hell are you two boys doing here? And you, my blond haired friend, can cut out the act.”

Wolfwood squirmed as he accidentally mashed his pinky against the hard stone floor while trying to get to an upright position.

“Ow. Kai sent us.”

“Bullshit.”

“Wife, Alice. Sons Robert and Michael. You’re Thomas J. Gunn, also known as the “Tommy Gunn” since you fire off those revolvers-your favorite weapon, by the way- so quickly. Kai found you with Zhuchu, a little white mouse that got away from his one day and he found that cave….” Vash ran off a list of events, and would have kept it up if Thomas hadn’t help up a hand to silence him.

“All right, all right. I’m convinced.”

The door behind Thomas opened, and a young man of fifteen stepped in. Altogether, not an unusual sight, unless you counted the high power sniper rifle under the kid’s arm.

***********************

Ty: Goddamnit. It’s about time I got in.

Alan/TA: Okay, time to take a break.

Ty: Wait a minute!  You haven’t even written anything about me yet!

Alan/TA: So?

Ty: So write already!

/me whips out a pair of Colt .45 revolvers, jumps up into the air, shoots him down, then whips out a really big sword and cleaves him in two, a la Devil May Cry.

Smoking and bullet-ridden Ty 1/2: Ow. I am never letting you play my PS2 again.

************************

“Dad, I checked it all out. Noone else is here. And it’ Kai’s jeep they’re using.

“Hmph. Mike, go and check on the food. We may be having visitors for dinner.”

……………………

In another cave, dinner was being eaten around a simple table, with four stools. Out here, or at least for tonight, dinner consisted of bread baked under the two raging suns with four-alarm chili spread heapingly on top. A bottle of hard liquor and a half-empty bottle of chili sauce sat on the table, both of which had been full, prior to dinner. Simple, but filling. Thomas leaned back against the wall of the cave and put his fist to his mouth as he burped. He picked up a glass of whiskey and tossed it off.

“Excuse me. So, boys, what news does Kai have for me? Why couldn’t he make the trip himself?”

Vash and Wolfie explained the whole situation. With each successive event told, Thomas’s face became a peculiar mix of absolute sorrow and pure rage, punctuated by another whiskey.

“So he wantsh me ta go back there and fixsh everything, huh? Wallllll Ah ain’t gonna. I can’t ‘ake it no more. Itsh a shad thing but I can’t…” He took his glass and pitched it across the room, shattering it into a million pieces. He broke down and cried. Vash and Wolfwood did absolutely nothing, as did his son. 

Thomas just mumbled to himself and walked rather unsteadily out of the room.

The three just looked at each other. This was not good for Vash and Wolfwood’s plans.

“I’m amazed. He’s never drank this much before. Usually he drinks water for dinner. I thought he’d kicked his alcoholism.”

“Michael you said you name was? I hope this isn’t going to hurt our task in anyway.” (Vash)

 Michael shook his head. 

“Just call me Mike. Dad has a problem. That’s why he’s out here, so he can pull himself back together. You wouldn’t believe the progress that he’s mad up until now. Seriously, back when I took off with dad, he was a complete wreck. He would just sit on the floor, brooding and drinking for days. I had to take care of him when he drank until he passed out. He’s done fairly well to come back from his alcoholism and that con shooting up mom. 

“WHAT?!” exclaimed Vash and Wolfwood simultaneously.

Mike jumped in his seat. He gave a few quick blinks.

“You mean, you guys didn’t know?

“Yes, I mean no, I mean, Kai told us that someone had been shot, just not who.” stammered Wolfwood

“Yeah. Mom hadn’t been married to dad for too long before it happened. She was in bed for a long time, but she came back.”

Mike looked down into his bowl of chili.

“Thing is, it traumatized him so much, that he feels he has to prove himself. What I think he needs is to be able to shoot a man and hit, and not have him be able to shoot back.

“I see….” Murmured Vash.

“I’m sorry, what did you say?”

“Nothing, nothing.”

Vash started thinking at light speed. Pieces began to click in place already.

“I see you’re planning something. If you want to talk to dad, don’t do it now. He’s really dangerous when he’s drunk. Sometimes I even think that he’s a better shot drunk than sober.”

Vash’s mind clicked some more pieces into place.

“He’s also very trigger happy, too.”

“I see.”

Wolfwood and Michael watched as Vash abruptly stood up and walked out of the room. Wolfwood kept looking at the door. Michael looked back at the table.

“Hey! Where’d the hot sauce go?”

……………………

Vash walked down the hall, with a bottle of hot sauce. 

*********************

Ty: Aw man, not this again!

Alan/TA: Quiet, fool. I’m writing this as fast as I can, and its almost ten ‘o clock. I’m running out of ideas. So sue me.

*********************

<I’m going to have to execute this perfectly. > he thought.

Vash stood next to Thomas’s door and listened to the mumbling. He cracked open the door and peeked it. He was still wearing his clothes and gunbelt.

He pulled out his gun and began reloading it with dummy rounds.

<This had better work.>

…………………..

Thomas was suffering his way through an alcohol-induced nightmare. It happened, again. He tried to dive to his left instead of skidding. He did, but the bullet moved sideways. Time slowed down to a crawl. He watched in horror as it inched towards his knee. He got up, and even ran around. The bullet inched on. He tried to shoot at it, but his hand had turned to stone, unresponsive. 

And then, the flash of pain jolted him out of his sleep.

The first thing he smelled was the gunsmoke.

And there he was.

The con, standing right in front of him, with a gun leveled at his knee. And a silhouette of a woman standing in front of him.

The con pushed the woman to the side.

Thomas brought both guns up and emptied every single bullet into the con, moving up in a straight line, starting with the two in the stomach, moving to the two in the liver, the two in the heart, and the rest in the head. 

The con fell over. 

“Heh. Geheh….heh… I DID IT! I hit him even though I got shot! I can do this now!”

Wolfwood and Michael burst into the room, Wolfwood with a handgun leveled, and Mike with a lantern.

“VASH!” screamed Wolfwood, and he dropped his gun and stooped over Vash’s fallen form.

A growing puddle of red was spreading beneath him.

Tears started to fill Wolfwood’s eyes. He stood up, and leveled his gun at Thomas.

“YOU BASTARD! YOU KILLED MY ONLY FRIEND! WHAT THE HELL DID YOU DO THAT FOR?!”

Thomas could only gawk in horror at what he’d done.

Wolfwood pulled back the slide.

“Wait.” Commanded Michael.

He held his lantern over Vash, stooped and touched his fingers to the pool of red. It was warm. He sniffed it and licked one finger.

“Hot sauce?”

<No, he couldn’t have….that devious little…> thought Wolfwood

Vash lifted his head up, freaking out everyone in the room. His face was covered in rubber darts and hot sauce.

“Well, I guess that worked. The only problem is, my eyes are starting to burn somewhat. In any case,” Vash hopped to his feet and looked at Thomas.

“Are you ready to go back yet?”

Thomas chuckled at the trick that had been played on him.

“Yes, Alex. I’m ready. Now lets go back and clean up the town.”

………………..

Back in Lemia City bar, a covert operation was being planned out. Ten men sat around a circular table, each holding a glass of water. Their leader was standing, with hands planted on the tabletop. He took one last drab from his cigarette and stubbed it out in an ashtray.

“Awright, boys, it’s a good thing y’all remembered not to be drinkin’ tonight, ‘cause once night falls we’re gonna go down to the Gunsmoke Dreams and do what we does best. Once I give the signal, just take your guns and shoot up anything that moves. Just don’t shoot the lady or the kid. Oh yeah. Boss wants Kai to die slowly, so just shoot him in the gut and leave him.”

***************

Ty: What the…. I thought you said this was a covert operation!

TA: Hey, I said it was covert. I never said it was sophisticated. ^_^

Ty: …………….

***************

“Now, I don’t think there’re any questions, so break up.”

With that, each member began talking to each other, making light conversation. But slowly, as night crept on, they slowly broke up, with each hitman slowly making his way outside to a truck loaded with automatic rifles.

…………………….

Kai was suffering through an alcohol induced nightmare. Since Vash and Wolfwood had left, he’d had a gut feeling that sending them to get Thomas at this point in time was going to be the worst decision he’d ever made. He had, despite his inherent dislike for alcohol, drank a shot of whiskey to dull the nagging sensation and went to bed. Unfortunately, what had been dulled in his consciousness, now came out amplified in his unconsciousness. Fortunately, he was jolted out of his feverishly dream rantings by a sharp pain on his nose. Momentarily disoriented, the only thing he noticed a light weight on his chest.

Looking down, he saw it was an extremely hyperactive Zhuchu. This puzzled Kai somewhat, as the mouse did not usually look at his surroundings so frantically.

He took a finger and stroked it through the little mouse’s fur to try and calm him down. Before he could though, a tinkling of glass reached his ears. Immediately, hope, then fear rushed through his mind. The little mouse bolted off of Kai’s chest as he quickly got out of bed. Throwing a hand to his bedstand, he snatched his shotgun, and checked the load. Quickly grabbing a few extra slugs, he clutched them in his left hand. He slowly crept towards the window and peered out at an angle. 

“Shit. That’s not them.” Kai silently cursed

He quickly worked the action to load a shell into the chamber and slowly, with careful silence, made his way through the top floor. He paused and knelt by the stairwell leading down, trying to take advantage of his position. He could hear grumbles of “Hurry up, already”, and “Damnit, do you want to wake the guy?” coming from below.

<Damn. They’re trying to pick the lock.>

Kai lifted his gun and held it at approximately head-level for the thugs as the lock finally clicked, and the door creaked open. He corrected his aim to rest on the head of the first thug and silently prayed.

<If there is a God, I wish I had prayed to him more often.>

Kai gently squeezed the trigger.

The midnight stillness was shattered by a shotgun blast exploding a human skull.

……………………….

Dawn met a motley crew of a priest, a marshal, a young boy, and a kind-hearted outlaw.

Dawn also woke to meet a smouldering hulk where Kai’s home once stood.

Each of the four was frantically sifting through the charred rubble for survivors.

“I found him” cried the youngest of the four.

Kai was in bad shape. A single gunshot wound to the gut was slowly killing him. If not extracted, he would not live the day. If the gunshot wound did not, then the burns on the rest of his body would. In addition, each of his right hand’s fingers were dislocated at the knuckles. They had clearly given him a good working over by knocking him to the ground and beating him. Not to mention that he was already weak from blood loss from a head wound, where one of the thugs had smashed him with the butt of his rifle. 

A brief breath of air left Kai’s lips in a groan.

Vash dropped to Kai’s side and cradled his head.

“Kai, what happened?”

“uhhh…..mafia…..hit……knew….you….were….g.one…. I….think…..”

Thomas butted in.

“Where’s my wife, damnit?”

“….took…her….and…Bob….away……alive…..for….not…paying …taxes….I…think.”

“Goddamnit!”

Vash’s mind whirled.

<There’s no way that they would have just attacked unless they knew who I am. Oh no…this can’t be happening…>

“….heard…something……about…….bait…..for…..someone……probably……you…..Thomas…”

Vash silenced him.

“Kai, just be quiet right now. You need to save your strength.”

“Hah….save….my ….strength….you’ve….got…..to….be…kidding me…. I… know…. I’m…. dying….”

“No, Kai, you’re not. You’re going to make it.”

“Liar. I…know….what….I ….look….like….”

Kai surged upwards and grabbed Vash’s collar with his one good hand.

“Kill….the….bastards….do….you….hear me? Kill…..them….All.”

He slumped back down on his back, utterly spent.

At this sight of a man who had once protected others, a boiling furnace of rage ignited in Vash’s soul. Never had he felt this angry since he had fought Monev the Gale. Never, ever did he want to see something like this happened. Who were these thugs to think that they could do such horrors to a noble and honest young man, who imposed himself in the way of evil? Who would avenge his honor, now that it had been utterly tainted?

Under his breath he said, “I will avenge. I will bring to them, all the suffering that they have rained down on this town. I will avenge….”

To Kai he asked, “Kai, where is Wolfwood’s car? I need to get some quickloaders out of it.”

Kai’s breath was coming out in pants now.

He pointed to a sheet metal shack in the back alley that had escaped unharmed. His grotesquely mangled fingers turned Vash’s rage into sorrow.

“…There…” and he slumped unconscious.

Vash put his head down on the ground gently. Then he turned to Thomas, Wolfwood and Michael.

“Quick. Get him to the hospital. He needs to be treated, now. I’ll meet you all there.”

The other three nodded and went about doing so. The blanket from the back of the jeep became Kai’s stretcher, and they carried him off to the doctor’s.

Vash watched as they disappeared around the corner. Then he turned to the shack, and his rage re-ignited twice what it was before. His eyes almost dripped blue. He strode to the shack and ripped the flimsy door off its hinges. Vash rummaged around in the trunk until he found a bundle that he had slipped in before he left to wander once again.

He grabbed it and followed after the others.

………………..

“Hm. Clubbing wound to the head, along with a fractured skull, burns on arms face and chest, gunshot to the gut, greenstick fractured ribs, dislocated fingers, mild concussion, massive internal bleeding, possible internal hemorrhaging as well, and I’m pretty sure that there may be some damage I don’t know about yet.”

The doctor stopped circling the examination table and looked down at Kai.

“You must be made of some pretty tough stuff to still be alive, young man.”

Kai groaned, his pain made doubly worse by the doctor’s oblivious recitation of his injuries.

“I’m sorry, son. I’ll start working on whatever I can”

Kai was too weak to protest too much as the doctor pushed a leather strap in his mouth and strapped down his arms and legs. He did however, scream as the doctor popped each finger back into place.

The other three were in chairs busily preparing their guns for a shootout. All the heads turned as Vash stepped in. Only Wolfwood noticed that Vash was wearing his sunglasses in this early morning. Vash nodded to the doctor.

“Is there anywhere that I can be in private?” he asked

The doctor grunted as he popped Kai’s pinky back in place, and pointed at the door leading to his office. 

Vash put a hand gently on Kai’s shoulder as he passed, and entered the office. He locked the door behind him, and sagged against it, relishing its cool strength.

He straightened back up and began to attend to the task at hand. He placed the canvas wrapped roll on the doctor’s desk. He took off his sunglasses and set them down on the desk beside it. Taking a deep breath, he unbuckled the strap holding the whole thing together.

In it, was the red suit.

……………..

The doctor, after much effort, had managed to stabilize Kai completely. He finished bandaging Kai’s head and patted his shoulder. Kai winced at the mere pressure.

“So sorry, lad. How are those fingers holding up?”

By way of response Kai bent his arm at the elbow and wiggled them briefly.

Everyone looked at Vash as he opened the door, and went into shock.

“Vash, what the hell?”

And then recoiled at what he had done.

Everyone stared at either Vash or Wolfwood

“What the…..”(Thomas)

“He’s Vash the Stampede?”(Michael)

“…..uhhh….”(Kai)

The doctor just fainted away.

Vash dashed over and caught the doctor’s head before it hit the ground.

“Yes,” he said. “I am Vash the Stampede. But I am not the senseless killer that you have heard of. I am not here to take anyone’s life. But I am here to reunite what should not be separated.”

Vash lifted the doctor up with ease and put him into a chair.

“You mean….” Thomas’s voice drifted off.

“Yes. I’m here to bring you and your wife back together. And avenge this one.”

Vash looked down at Kai.

Immediately, a brick crashed through the front window of the clinic, and hurtled straight for Michael’s head. Vash whipped out his gun and blasted it out of the air with a single bullet before it could hit him, then spun, turned to face the window and saw a figure running away down the street. Michael never even had a chance to blink. The piece of paper that was wrapped around it drifted to the floor. Thomas gawked.

“I suppose that if what Wolfwood said didn’t convince you, then that should.” Kai said from his position on the table.

Thomas turned to look at him.

“You mean you’ve seen this kind of shooting before?” he asked incredulously.

“Yup. Anyways you may want to want to read the note.”

Vash holstered his gun and picked up the note.

