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Chapter 1 
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Audrey Lincoln was a widow. Her husband, Rhys Lincoln, died four months earlier. It was a sickness that lasted nigh on twelve months. One day he was fine and the next he fell. No-one knew for sure what the sickness was. The sawbones changed his mind every time he called on the patient. His manner irritated the sick man’s wife so much that she told him in no uncertain terms never to return.  

The sickness withered the man to skin and bone. It was a painful illness, he suffered when he was conscious, but mostly he lay in an unconscious state, wracked with fever and mumbling incoherently to the world that had no more time for him. It emaciated the man so bad that when he died, Audrey was able to carry him to the grave she had dug weeks earlier. Skin and bones; nothing more in death and hardly more than a man in life.  

Rhys wasn’t much of a husband, he was barely a man. He was lazy and cantankerous, rude and inconsiderate. A violent drunk and a fool. He was possessed with ambitious ideas, but no motivation to act on them. He was a schemer and spent more time working out elaborate plans to make money, rather than putting to the required labor to feed a family of three.  

Their daughter Maddy, an image of her mother, was ten years old. She was shy and was never far from her mother’s side. She missed her father and wept heartily when he passed. His death had changed her. She was more withdrawn than normal and a greater silence than anticipated had settled over the household. Audrey tried her best to encourage Maddy to forget, but for some people, such sentiments are hard to let go. Audrey had no difficulty letting go.  

Rhys Lincoln was a brutal man and she had felt the sting of the back of his hand on several occasions. He wasn’t violent at first, but a series of bad decisions had withered away what little money they had saved. To compensate for his inadequacies as a husband, he began to drink. So, when he took sick, she had little sympathy, but she did as was expected and tended to the man’s condition.  

When he died, she was consumed with fear, happiness, and relief. Fear of the future. Happiness and relief that the man had finally succumbed to everyone’s fate. She had no care left to give and no tears left to shed. She promptly covered him over with a thin layer of dirt and abandoned him. No words were said over him, but she doubted there were any right words to speak about such a man. He would go to hell. There was no doubt about it.  

Audrey Lincoln was a religious woman, but not overly so. She believed in heaven and hell. She had no doubt there was such a place and it was there her husband would suffer, as he had made her suffer. Audrey had come to despise him and though she questioned why she tended to him in his time of need, she knew the answer before she even asked the question. It was the ranch house and the land. 

The house was modest, but in fair condition. It sat on a rise twelve miles south of Weeping Mary and two miles off the road that wound its way south through Crockett and Houston before coming to an end in Galveston. The house nestled the Neches River. The cool clear water cut a seam through the wooded hills and valleys as it continued its natural journey east. Rhys Lincoln had inherited the land from his uncle. The land itself was a hotchpotch of hill and valley. The land undulating and in places steep and unnavigable. At best it was cattle country and what little cattle they had preferred to stay close to the green pastures that sat at the bottom of the rise that visitors had to pass before reaching the abode.  

The long days and lonely nights had worn her down. She was a strong woman in her own way. But the vigil for the man she married, out of necessity, strengthened her commitment to a plan of action which she began putting into effect well before Rhys breathed his last. The plan was simple. Sell the plot of land, pack up, move and start all over again. It was in her and her daughter’s best interest to do so. But her plans were stymied by one man.  

She would fetch a fair price for her land, that is if she could sell. Her negotiations with Frederick Finch, a rancher with enough money to pay the price she demanded, had not been agreed upon. She refused to agree with his demands. Finch was not a likable character. He was loud and obnoxious, mean-spirited and demanding. Finch owned most of the land around Weeping Mary and had expressed a desire to own the Lincoln lot, but she refused.  

Audrey began negotiations with Ezra James, the only man, besides Finch, with the capacity to pay the price she demanded, but as quickly as the negotiations began, they stopped. The man never offered a reason for refusing to negotiate further, but she knew that Finch was behind his sudden reluctance. She was running out of money, perhaps she could last six weeks before she had to sell what she could in order to survive.  

During such difficult times one finds out who their friends are, and by the lack of visitors she received during her husband’s illness and the number of people who asked for him long after he died, she assumed rightly that there were few people who cared about Rhys Lincoln and his family.  

Audrey was a petite woman. Blonde hair, shoulder-length and straight. Her clothes average, her daughter a spitting image of her mother as they sat in the back pew of the Methodist Church of Weeping Mary. They sat still. Their heads bowed and eyes closed. Their hands folded in their lap. The other worshippers had left, but as always, mother and daughter spent some quiet moments alone. There was warmth in the silence, unlike the memories that swallowed them whole when they returned home. The silence was heavy and uncomfortable, but for each of them, there were different reasons for it being so.  

Audrey was praying for a solution to her problem of selling the ranch and moving on. Weeping Mary wasn’t a place for her. She had been dragged to the god-forsaken place by her husband after they married. Rhys spoke the right words and she fell for it, but that’s all he did. She wanted to move back to Houston, to be closer to an ailing father and a nervous mother.  

Maddy was praying for her father. Though she was only ten, she was wise enough about most things for a girl her age. She often heard her mother and father fight and would go for a walk when the occasion arose. She closed her eyes extra tight when the image of her sick father passed before her. Maddy was too young to articulate her feelings clearly, but old enough to understand that they were having a negative impact on her.  

“Good morning Mrs. Lincoln.” 

Before Audrey opened her eyes, she knew the man who had addressed her, and she was none too pleased about the intrusion. She opened her eyes and stared into the well-groomed, but still unsightly features of Frederick Finch. “Off you go Maddy, go wait for me outside.” 

Maddy obeyed her mother, she always did, besides, they were grown-ups and their talk bored her. “Yes, Mama.” 

Audrey stared up at the man who stood before her. His hat in his hands. His head was wide, and his face was round. He had made a crude attempt at shaving. It was obvious that the man had decided to change tactics. Audrey had never seen Frederick Finch in church before, nor had she seen him without a beard. The man was twenty years older than her and carried some weight around his girth. He wasn’t an attractive man, and she knew she would never agree to his terms, but times would soon be difficult, so it was smart not to rile the man too much.  

“Good morning, Mr. Finch. Would you be so kind as to call me Audrey, Mrs. Lincoln is a tad too formal, don’t you think?”

The man smiled, and his thick lips peeled back to reveal brown teeth. “Have you thought more about my proposal?” 

It was more of a demand than a proposal. The man had made it clear the last time they talked that he would accept nothing less than her hand in marriage. He would pay the price asked for the property, but she would be the sweetener. Audrey would be allowed to keep the money and dispose of it as she saw fit, but the land would add to his empire.  

“Mr. Finch, if you only pay the price, I asked without making demands on me, I would be in Houston by now. I see no reason why you would hold me to such an unholy bond.” 

“The land is no good and you know it. Barely a quarter of it is productive and your price is too high. I don’t need the land Audrey; I need a wife.” 

“Ezra James was interested in the land Mr. Finch. Do you know why he suddenly decided not to buy it?” 

Finch smiled, but it was uncommon for him to do so and it showed. “Ezra drinks too much. How am I supposed to know what he’s doing when he doesn’t even know?” 

Audrey was getting angry, but now was not the time or place to let the man know exactly how she felt. If she married him it would be the end of her financial troubles, but that meant she would have to lay with him and the thought disgusted her, let alone baring his children. There have been many times in her thirty years that she had acted out of obligation. Not anymore.  

“Perhaps I’ll find another buyer.” 

Finch stepped closer and he whispered softly, but the intent was clear. “There will not be another buyer. For as long as I live, no man will make an offer on your property. It’s best you understand that now. So, don’t go getting any fancy ideas.” 

Her voice was strained and filled with emotion. “But why me? Surely there are other women that would agree to your proposal.” 

“It’s you I’m interested in.” 

“What if I refuse?” 

He laughed haughtily. “You won’t.” 

“Why wouldn’t I? I have made my intentions known.” 

“Because if you don’t sell to me and commit to all arrangements...” There was a long pause as he fiddled with the hat in his hands. His face changed. His eyes pinched closer together, like a hawk after its prey. “You don’t sell.” 

She stood hastily and the movement caused Reverend Walker to lift his head from the pulpit where he was reflecting on the sermon he had delivered. “I’ll go to the sheriff.” 

“I own the law.” 

Audrey Lincoln sat back down. She felt defeated. It was no use praying. The man wasn’t going to change his mind. It was true. Sheriff Finch was his brother. There was no escape. But she needed more time. “I need more time.” 

“One week. I’ll find you. I won’t be alone, so don’t try anything.” 

She stared into the green eyes of Frederick Finch and they scared her. She nodded resignedly. “We’ll talk again.” 

She tried to walk past him, and he blocked her way. “You’re not getting any younger Audrey. A woman like you shouldn’t stay a widow forever, besides, think of Maddy. She’ll inherit everything I own one day. She’ll never have to worry about money ever again.” 

Mentioning her daughter’s name caused Audrey to search the man’s eyes. There was hatred in her eyes and heart, but for the first time since the death of her husband, she felt powerless.  

“Is everything alright here?” Reverend Walker was tall and slender. His countenance calming. His skin pale.  

“Everything is fine Reverend.” Finch looked at Audrey and gave a slight nod of his head. “I’d say everything is just dandy.” Finch put on his hat and exited the church.  

“Mrs. Lincoln, are you okay?” 

“Of course, Reverend. Why wouldn’t I be?” She smiled, but it was half-hearted.  

“You seem distressed.” 

She breathed deeply and composed herself. She knew Reverend Walker would keep asking her questions until she satisfied his curiosity. “Life is just a bit difficult at the moment.” 

“It’s to be expected, Mrs. Lincoln. Grieving the loss of a loved one takes time.” 

The reverend was way off. She wasn’t grieving, she was angry. “Yes, I believe it does. Thank you, Reverend, for your concerns.”  

Maddy was waiting for her mother atop the flatbed wagon. She was morose again this morning. Though she hadn’t been grieving it was obvious her daughter was. She didn’t know what to do about it. She looked to the left and stopped. She looked down the main street of Weeping Mary. The town itself was large enough, but small when compared to its southern and northern neighbors. It had all people it needed, all that is except Frederick Finch. It held no wife for him. She was perplexed by his demands. Every time she heard him utter his demands, she thought them foolish, but inside the church, he mentioned something that wasn’t quite so. Maddy.  

Maddy would be taken care of. She would set to inherit, providing she didn’t bear a son, the Finch fortune. As soon as she thought the idea, she forced it out of her mind. Still, she was in a predicament. She either married Finch and gained from it herself and her daughter or she tried to make it alone. That meant she had to stay in the area and there would be no moving.  

She climbed up on the wagon and took the reins in her right hand, put her arm around her daughter’s shoulder and kissed her on the head.  

“Yah.” 

The horses responded and the wheels creaked violently as the wagon rolled down the main street of town. Men and women set to trade and went about their business. Work on the sabbath used to rile most folks, but it was a matter of course, that apart from the citizen’s mutual obligation to attend church, not much changed.  

Weeping Mary had changed. There was one man in control, and he held a vice-like grip over the town. His name was Frederick Finch and as she passed the Watering Hole Saloon on her left the man in question donned his hat and smiled. She looked away, but the sight of his rotten and brown teeth lingered on in her mind.  

​
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Ron Tarry wore cross-holsters. Reverse grip. He wore them well. He polished leather and steel feverishly. They looked store-bought, but they were part of the Ron Tarry legacy. He had worn in both leather and steel. He dressed fancy. He wore a blue check shirt, opened at the top for comfort. He never did abide ties; except for weddings and funerals. His pants denim. The gun-rig snug on less than average-sized hips.  

Tarry was just as fast with each hand. He stepped through the batwings of the Watering Hole as the wagon rolled past to his left. He pulled his Stetson down over his eyes. Tarry was a tall man. Skinny, his face gaunt and clean-shaven. Hooded eyes perched crookedly over a long nose. His eyebrows thick. His lips thin. His expression was permanent. He was an ace poker player and he didn’t have to cheat to win, but he was a master of the bluff. It was his strength. It was the same strength he had used to buffalo young upstarts and wizened veterans when they got a little too close to feel the lead of his .45. But buffalo is not the right word. For there is certainty in the man called, Tarry. There was a hardness to him that most men could see, but had trouble defining. He spoke clean, and when he did, men listened. Even his boss, Frederick Finch. 

Tarry was from someplace south of somewhere. No-one knew for sure. He was cagey about his past and felt it unnecessary to unburden himself on others. He kept his life to himself. He figured, and rightly so, that it added to the mystery. Besides, it was none of their business. When asked, he simply ignored their questions. If they persisted, he either stomped on them or shot them full of holes. It didn’t matter, but if he had a choice, he’d prefer the latter.  

Life in and around Weeping Mary was lackluster at best. It wasn’t anything in particular that tired him, it was everything. He was fed up. Money or not, he was bored. “There ain’t nothing to do in this place except eat, drink and sleep.” 

Finch looked over his shoulder. “You’re getting paid a pretty sum to do so. I wouldn’t complain too much. I’ll set you to riding cattle soon enough if that’ll ease your boredom.” 

“No thank you. I’d as soon draw my pay than be a herd sniffer.” 

Finch laughed, but his mind was elsewhere.  

“You don’t need a hired gun Finch; these people have already been whipped. There ain’t nothing to them now. The whole town’s yellow.” 

His boss ignored him. Finch was preoccupied with the woman as he watched the wagon head north. Tarry was right of course. Weeping Mary had no more resistance.  

Tarry caught on soon enough. “I’ve seen prettier women Boss. Saloon girls even. I don’t know why you’re wasting your time. You’d have a son to carry on your name by now if you weren’t so fussy.”

Finch riled easily. “Ain’t no whore going to bare Frederick Finch’s son.” 

Tarry laughed. He questioned the intelligence of his boss at times. “Ain’t that Jasper?” 

Tarry pointed to his left, but he had no need to. Finch had spotted his nephew and pushed himself off the railing. It was Jasper alright and he was trailing a gray stallion. The gray was rearing in protest and his rear hooves nearly kicked the side of the wagon Mrs. Lincoln and her daughter rode in. Jasper would have acknowledged the lady’s presence by now, but he was too busy with the horse.  

Finch and Tarry stepped down into the street and it was the gun for hire that laughed first. Finch eyed him before admitting that his nephew looked a right fool.  

Jasper Finch led the gray into the main thoroughfare, the crowd thickening with every passing moment. He struggled to dismount and fell on his backside while holding the reins of the trailing mount. The horse rose and came down hard, but Jasper managed to roll away before being trampled. He scurried to his feet and held the reins tight as he dragged the protesting mount to the hitch rail and fastened him good.  

“What’s going on here Jasper?” 

The man was flabby, but youthful enough. “Darn it, Uncle, it’s the orneriest horse I’ve ever seen.” 

Finch moved to his right and eyed the mount carefully. “I ain’t seen a horse like it. What breed is it?”  

Tarry approached the stallion, but when he saw the look in its eyes, he backed away. “It sure is a beauty boss. How’d you come across it, Jasper?” 

“I found it.” 

Tarry didn’t believe the runt. Jasper was always lying. The fool developed a habit as such to impress men, perhaps because he hardly looked like one himself. “Just like that.” 

“Sure did.” 

“You just found this stallion. This stallion that looks twice the horse than even my own.” 

“That’s right.” Jasper looked away and refused to look Tarry in the eye.  

It was his uncle’s turn to be suspicious. “Jasper, horseflesh like this don’t wander off. It belongs to somebody.”  

“As I said, I found it.” 

“Where?” 

Jasper Finch was twenty years old. He was the son of Sheriff Samuel Finch. He didn’t have much going for him; except his last name. Most men and women considered Jasper a boy in many regards. His chubby cheeks, curly hair and feminine features alluded to their summation as being correct. “Three miles out of town, near Watsons Creek.” 

Ron Tarry had played enough cards and sat through enough hands to know the boy was lying. He didn’t say anything and turned on his heels and went back to the Watering Hole.  

“Well, there ain’t no sense leaving it here, take the stallion to the livery and tell your father where you found it.” 

“But I found the gray and he’s mine.” 

“Is that so?” 

“That’s right, Uncle. Unless the man who owned it comes calling for it; then it’ll live in my stable.” Jasper grabbed the reins and struggled with the gray as he led it away.  

Finch returned to the Watering Hole and found Tarry in the corner of the room sitting by himself looking out the window. The man was far away. He knew this moment was coming. A man like Ron Tarry doesn’t only go where there’s money to be made, it’s the action that sends him there. It’s the thrill of the chase. It’s exerting one’s will over another. The challenge of life versus death. It’s the smell of gunpowder and death. It’s testing your wits, fists, and speed with the gun. No guns had fired in animosity for twelve months now. Finch had complete control of the territory; thanks largely to Tarry.  

Finch sat heavily and sighed. “What’s gotten into you, Ron?” 

“The boy’s lying.” 

“He’s always lying, but that ain’t it.” 

“That stallion’s a one-man horse boss. Jasper will never be able to tame him.” 

His nephew was a fool. He was barely less capable than his brother the sheriff. But Samuel Finch was a likable character and the folk of Weeping Mary liked him. Finch had seen the restlessness in Tarry for some time. A man of his stature goes where there is trouble. He belongs where he’s needed. Finch didn’t need the likes of Tarry anymore. The gunslinger was right. The town was tame. There was no-one to challenge his rule, but out of loyalty, he tried to convince the man to stay. 

“What if I make you Deputy?” 

Tarry laughed. “I spent my life fighting the law, but I’m not wanted. The only way I’d wear a badge is if this place was Dodge City, Deadwood or Tombstone fifteen years ago.”  

“They were wild times.” 

“It’s what I’d hoped this place would be. When you sent for me, I imagined it was hell on earth. But, it’s time for me to leave.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“I don’t plan to die with this town. No tombstone bearing the name Ron Tarry will rest in Weeping Mary.” 

Finch changed tact. “It’ll be a shame to see you go, Ron. I guess I’ve taken a liking to you.”  

“It’s been good Boss, but it’s time to ride.” 

“One-month, Ron.” 

“Why a month?” 

“I’ll be married by then. When the Lincoln spread becomes mine, I’ll own it all.” 

“Why are you so gung-ho about Audrey Lincoln? I’ve seen better-looking women.” 

“She’s a woman with spirit, Ron.”  

“There’s more to it than that Boss, but I’ll let it slide.” 

There was more to it, but he didn’t trust Ron Tarry enough to tell him. Tarry was quick with a gun, but he was also sharp-witted. Suddenly, Finch realized that the man perhaps was more liability and a threat, than a help.  

“I’ll draw your pay, Ron.” 

Tarry was suddenly interested and rested his elbows on the table. “You haven’t answered my question.” 

“No reason. As I said, I’ll draw your pay and you’re free to leave.”  

A percentage woman sang soulfully. Her voice; the right tone found the two men amongst their thoughts. Shuffling back and forth, the patrons stopped while the woman’s voice soothed them. It was a common tune, but Finch couldn’t place it. The woman’s voice found him and there was an edge to the melody that caused him to feel restless. He was alone. He had it all. He was powerful and rich, but he was empty. It would all mean nothing if he had no children of his own. He was afraid his name would fade after his passing and people would forget the name, Frederick Finch.  

A round of applause and whistles greeted the woman when she stopped singing. Life inside the Watering Hole returned to normal.​
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Mother and daughter rode in peace and quiet. They were content in one another’s company and neither one sought to break the silence with small talk, though the daughter, of late, hadn’t done much talking at all. The wheels of the wagon continued to creak as they followed the worn trail home. She reminded herself that she would have to grease the wheels, but it was a job she wasn’t confident in doing. Perhaps that’s why she continually forgot to do so.  

The terrain, for the most part, was flat, the earth was dry due to the long periods of drought. Dust rose in wisps around the wheels and as the wind lifted slightly the dust swirled and danced across the air. Butterflies and grass birds flitted about the day. They flew back and forth, unsure of their destination. Their noise gave the day life. The sun was high and in a short while would become overbearing. Every Sunday was the same. They would leave at sun-up and arrive in town just before mass. After the sermon they always shared a quiet moment away from home, thanking the Lord for the gift of life. Audrey was committed in that regard. When they finished their silent prayer, they would return home and ride into Rose Valley mid-afternoon. The day was long, and they made a habit of having a brief siesta on Sundays. But there was something different about this day. Audrey felt it earlier in the morning, but thought nothing of it, until she was accosted by Finch in the church.  

Audrey had considered Finch’s proposal, though she hardly understood it to be one. It was a demand, simple. It was clear the man wanted her for a wife. Perhaps it was because he didn’t want to pay the price she demanded. It didn’t make sense, because, upon their nuptials, the money he said she could keep for the land would be his anyway. In effect, he would be gaining the land for nothing. But he had agreed to pay the price she demanded. She wasn’t falling for his logic. Something was wrong. It didn’t feel right. Perhaps she was over-thinking it too much, which she tended to do. She recalled a conversation she had with Rhys not long before he took ill. He had mentioned to her that Finch had offered to buy the property off him, but he refused. At the time, she would have been happy to sell, she still was, but there was something about the arrangement that stunk. She would have to talk to Ezra James. She decided that she would visit him on Wednesday when Maddy went to Weeping Mary’s one-room school. She only did so once a week. During the other days, her mother would listen to her read and instruct her on her numbers and writing.  

Audrey had learned from her parents the importance of developing such skills early on. Her parents were of an age now that their health concerned her, especially her father. He had a weak heart. She reminded herself to read the letters from her mother. When in town, Mrs. Lincoln would buy the necessary groceries, check the mail and gossip with the other ladies. It was to be her only form of socializing, but she didn’t consider them friends.  

She would do everything she could to avoid Finch, but he knew where she lived. She couldn’t avoid him forever. One week he had given her to make up her mind. On the day he rode into Rose Valley he would demand her hand in marriage. If she refused, he would undoubtedly ride away again. But she would never be able to sell. The more she thought about it the angrier she got. Her position seemed hopeless and she was on the verge of tears when her daughter stood on the buckboard, pointed and yelled. “Mama.” 

Audrey was startled by the sudden movement and immediately pulled the reins close. She stood next to her daughter and was unsure if what she saw was real.  

A man lay in the middle of the road. He tried to stand and managed to crawl to his knees. Even from sixty yards, she could see the man’s shirt was coated with blood. He tried to stand again, but fell harder. Dust rising from around his body as it impacted against the hard earth.  

Audrey dismounted and approached the man. Every step was wary. She held her breath, her senses heightened. Her nerves were tight. When her instinct told her she had nothing to fear, she took control.  

She ran to the man in need and crouched before him. The blood was thick and matted. The man was still bleeding. It was a steady ooze, but moving him was dangerous. She looked over her left shoulder. “Maddy, bring the wagon forward and halt the tail right here.” She indicated the place efficiently and Maddy responded.  

The man was mumbling, and his breathing was haggard. “Try and stay still mister. I’ll get you to the doctor.” 

The man heard her and instinctively grabbed her arm. His words were wracked with pain, but she heard him clearly. “Lawman.” 
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