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The Masons lived on the mountain that has borne their name for longer than anyone could remember, and any stranger going up their mountain was putting their life in danger. Meanwhile, the Isaacs, who lived in the valley down below for just as long, protected their land just as fiercely.

These two families had lived in relative peace until two young men fell in love with the same girl. Grant Mason and Hyson Isaac both grew up in Comstock County, and although they were not particularly friendly, they did know each other well.

The Masons kept to the Mountain and seldom came down, but when Sarah Bowling moved into the valley with her parents, it was enough to bring Grant Mason down from Mason’s Mountain. Grant and Hyson both fell in love, but Sarah’s choice to go up the mountain stuck in Hyson’s craw. 

When he crossed the river to try to change her mind, fists flew, and Hyson staggered back across the river with a beaten body, a broken heart and a hatred that fueled the flames for a feud that has lasted for seventy years. Eleven men had fallen to gunfire through those years, six Masons and five Isaacs, leaving the whole county teetering on the edge, waiting for the next shot. 

Many people had already moved out, and new people considering moving into the fertile valley had reconsidered that choice because of the risk of a family member being killed by a stray bullet, leaving the other people in Comstock County no choice but to choose sides.

When Cullum MacGregor stepped from the train, it was the first time he had seen the town of Comstock in eight years. This trip was very different from his leaving in the dark, empty freight car that left him in Washington. As he looked up the main street, nothing seemed to have changed. Comstock was still the small, lazy town it had been when he left.

His mind drifted back to the day when he said goodbye to his father and left the farm. He was not a farmer, and he never would be. His mother knew that, she spent the hours in the evening teaching him how to read, write and do numbers, and when the teaching was over, she read a few passages from the bible. Before she died, she urged him to seek his own way in life. Her last words to him were ‘follow your heart and your head’ and he did just that. 

He stayed with his father until their butting heads was leading to a complete breakdown in their relationship. Their parting wasn’t on the best of terms, but in time he came to understand that he was equally, if not more, to blame, and although he had not been back, their relationship had been reconciled somewhat by letters back and forth.

His father, Ian MacGregor, was a big, burly Scot who came to this country from the Scottish Highlands with his new bride. There had been no harsh words between him and his father when the MacGregor Clan gathered to bid them farewell.

His father understood well what lay ahead for the MacGregor clan as well as all the other clans under the heavy hand of the English and being the chief of the clan it was up to him to guide his people through the hard times he knew that were coming. He bore the responsibility well from years of making decisions such as going to war with other clans or negotiating peace treaties with them. 

The clan chief took on the day-to-day responsibility of monitoring the behavior of the clan members and enforcing the justice of the 'clan law', which in most cases had been established hundreds of years earlier. Lesser disputes were resolved by negotiation of the parties involved or by the final decision of the chief, but he understood that there could be a better life for his son Ian.

If he had stayed, he was destined to be the clan chief when his father was no longer able, but his father’s insight convinced him that he must strike out for the new world and make a new life for himself. He gave Ian what money he had, and the rest of the clan pitched in what they could, and with the money he bought the land in the ‘new world’ that his father had envisioned and he grew to love.

He didn’t understand how Cullen could not feel the same way about the land, and that was what drove the wedge between them, but it was not a change of heart about the land that brought Cullen back to Comstock County...it was the news he received about his father’s death. 

Sheriff Bailey's telegraph message, which he clutched in his hand, stated only that his father had been killed. He remembered Sheriff Bailey as a competent and fair man who walked a delicate tightrope in a country wracked by a long-lasting feud between the Masons and the Isaacs. As often happens, those citizens who were not actually a Mason nor an Isaac eventually chose sides, which left Comstock County split. 

His father was not very punctual at answering his letters, but the last letter he received worried him as he read between the lines. He never came outright and said he was worried about something, but Cullen had a feeling as he read it and now regretted that he had not taken the time off and gone back for a visit.  

Whatever was worrying his father must have been something serious because in all his years, Cullen had never seen him upset by anything happening around him...but whatever it was, it was too late now.

As Cullen made his way down the street to the sheriff's office, he was thinking that maybe he was reading too much into it. The telegraph only said he was killed, and that could mean he died in a number of ways.

He opened the door to see a young woman sitting behind the desk.

“I’d like to see Sheriff Bailey.”

The woman smiled pleasantly.

“What can I do for you?”

He thought about the badge in his pocket and his instructions not to tell anyone about it. 

“My name is Cullen MacGregor, and I want to see Sheriff Bailey.”

The woman stood up.

“Yes, Cullen MacGregor. I have been expecting you...I’m Sheriff Catherine Bailey.”

She smiled at the surprised look on his face.

“That’s right. When my father retired, I ran for his office. I know that most folks outside the County find it strange to see a female sheriff. You don’t remember me, do you?”

It was a small town in a remote county with not a lot of people and he did remember her, but he remembered her as a young girl just blossoming into womanhood.

“Seems like I recall a girl by the name of ‘Cat’ that used to hang around Sheriff Bailey's office a lot.”

He looked her over closely as he was talking and liked what he saw.

“Cat, that’s what all my friends call me...I was sorry to have to telegraph you about your father.”

She offered him a chair, and she sat back down.

“All the telegraph said is that he had been killed...can you tell me more about it.”

She picked up a pencil and fiddled with it.

“I’m sorry, I used the term 'killed' to soften the blow, but he was actually murdered.”

Cullen was already prepared to hear what she was saying, but he feigned surprise.

“I suppose you have already caught whoever did it.”

Her face reddened a bit at that question.

“No, so far I’m stymied about why he was killed and who did it. You probably remember the ongoing feud between the Masons and the Isaacs, and until now, only members of those factions have been shot in the same way your father was. In all these years, never once has there been enough evidence to bring anyone to trial.”

Cullen had grown up around the feud, but his father had not taken either side like most of the people in the county did, so he had his doubts about that theory...especially based on the information he had received from the commander.

“Can you tell me how it happened?”

She stood up and held her hand out.

“First, I’ll take that gun you have. We have a ‘no gun’ law in Comstock, it doesn’t apply to the county, but it does in town, then I’ll ride out with you...I suppose you will be staying at your old place.”

He was surprised that she noticed the gun in his shoulder holster. He thought about his badge again, and then he carefully reached into his coat, pulled out his gun, and handed it over to her. 

“No, I would prefer to stay in the hotel.”

She opened the drawer and laid the gun in, grabbed her hat and walked around the desk.

“Okay. I’ll walk you over there.”

He picked up his duffle bag and followed her out the door.

“Your father was shot in front of his house, and we buried him two days later...that was ten days ago.”

He could tell by the way she said it that she thought he should have been there sooner.

“I was away doing some business in Texas, and I came as soon as I got word.”

He was a little upset that he had to explain that to her, but he let it drop.

“It’s getting late in the day, I’ll get a buggy and we can ride out there in the morning. I was just getting ready to go and have some supper...would you like to join me?”

He hesitated for a minute, and then he looked into her eyes and saw that it was her attempt to apologize for chastising him.

“I’d be glad to. It will be good to see your father again, although I doubt he will remember me.”

Her look suddenly changed.

“That won’t be happening. You see, he’s gone too.”

It was something he had not considered, and he sensed she didn’t want to talk about it.

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

He stopped with that, expecting that she might elaborate, but she struck out across the street without any comment. She waited while he checked in and put his duffle in his room, and then they walked to a small house at the end of the street. It was a neat little cottage style house with everything in place, and she sat him at the table. He watched, and as she hurried around the kitchen getting the meal ready, she asked him questions about what he had been doing with his life. 

He had his cover story, and even though she was the law in the area, he kept to it. Finally, she set the plates down, and they ate in silence. After they finished, she quickly cleaned up, grabbed her hat again, and led him to the door. 

“Come on, I’ll walk you back to the hotel.”

He smiled at the thought that he couldn’t find his own way, but she hooked her arm in his and they strolled slowly back to the hotel...and she walked right to his room with him. He looked down into her beautiful eyes again and had to resist the urge to take her in his arms and kiss her.

“This is the first time a girl ever walked me home.”

She chuckled as she turned to leave.

“I had to make sure you didn’t get into any trouble.”

He tipped his hat to her.

“If I remember Comstock, there aren’t many places a man could get into trouble.”

As she walked away, she was deep in thought. When Stanley Silver came to Comstock, his dapper look and his winning charm enthralled her. There had been men in the valley who paid attention to her, but she had never had any feeling other than friendship toward them.

She soon found out that the number one interest in Stanley’s life was making money, and that having her around was a convenience that was good for his business. Now, seeing another man awakened her interest again. What was confusing for her, it wasn’t that she had fallen in love with him but that her eyes were being opened to a completely new world, and she did fall in love with the idea. She began doubting her involvement in his schemes...but because of her father, she was committed to following it through, so she shook the thoughts off and headed home.

Meanwhile, the encounter had awakened something in Cullen too, and when he finally laid on the bed, his thoughts turned to Ruby. This was the first time he had thought about another woman in that way since she was gone, and as he lay there, things came rushing back to him as he recalled the leaving of Comstock County.
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He was eighteen when he left, and the empty boxcar seemed like his invitation to a new life. Night was just falling when he finally jumped out of the boxcar and landed right in front of a big, burly railroad man with an even bigger looking club.

As the man raised his club, he just stood there and instead of completing his swing of the club, he looked into the eyes of the young man in front of him. 

Most of the men he encountered riding on his trains ran or tried to fight, but this young man just stood in front of him doing neither. He didn’t see fear in those eyes, all he saw was a questioning wonderment as he looked around, so he lowered the club to his side. 

“Boy, don’t you know it is wrong to steal a ride from the railway like that?”

Even now, Cullen didn’t move or attempt to run.

“Well sir, I looked at that big empty car and figured that since it wasn’t being used, I wouldn't hurt the railway if I used it for a little while.”

It was the first time he ever encountered anyone with that simple an explanation.

“I think I detect a bit of the ‘old sod’ dripping off your tongue. Would it be a Scotty lad you are?”

Cullen relaxed a bit now.

“Yes sir, my father and mother were MacGregors from the highlands...I’m Cullen MacGregor, but I was born in this country.”

The man was shocked by the fact that he was willing to give his name, and he also relaxed now.

“I’m a Campbell myself, Alexander by name, and I know well of the MacGregor clan. How far have you come, boy?” 

Cullen just stood there wondering what he should do next.

“I came from Comstock County in Tennessee. My folks settled there. My pa always told me that the hilly country reminded him of the highlands.”

The big man walked over and put his hand on Cullen’s shoulder. 

“It’s hard to take the ‘old sod’ out of a man, even over here. Do you know where you are now, young Cullen MacGregor?”

Cullen looked around slowly for the first time.

“No sir, I just got tired of sitting in that cold boxcar and figured one place was as good as another.”

Alexander waved his arm around in a broad swing.

“All around you is your country’s capital. This is Washington, in the District of Columbia. I’m about ready to sign off my shift, and I think that you better come along with me until you decide what you are going to do.”

Cullen was reluctant at first, but when he looked into the face of the big man, he relented, and now he lay thinking it was the best move he made in his life. That visit changed his whole life. There he met his future wife, and he fell into the career that he now loved. 

Alexander clocked out as he said, and he led Cullen to a corner where they stood without talking until a team of horses appeared around the corner drawing the biggest and fanciest wagon he had ever seen. It stopped in front of them, and he followed Alexander on and sat beside him on a plush seat.

Alexander could see the wonder in his eyes, looking around in amazement as they passed through the streets well-lit by lamps on every corner and flowing with activity under those lights.

“It’s busy like this every night...it’s just the nightlife of the city. This fancy horse-drawn wagon is what we call a streetcar, and it comes along this street as others do on other streets, and for a small amount of money we can get on and off at any of its numerous stops. It is actually on tracks, sort of like the train you rode in on, only a man from France invented a side-bearing rail that is flush with the street surface.”

He pointed to the people walking in and out of the businesses. 

“This is the entertainment district, and most of the people you see moving around the streets use the streetcar system to come and go.”

Cullen listened with bewilderment, as he had never heard of the things he was seeing or the things this big man was telling him. Soon the corner street lamps ended, and the activity faded, and they were in what Alexander called a residential area. 

Seeing so many houses so close together was another first for Cullen. Back in Comstock County, the homes were miles apart in some cases. As he took it all in, Alexander finally led him off the streetcar and down a dark, narrow lane where they came to a small house on the corner.

His father had taught him that looking into a man’s eyes was like looking into his soul, and what he had seen in the eyes of the big man in front of him had left him without any fear. Although he wondered why this man was doing this, he wasn't afraid, and meeting his wife and family answered most of his questions.
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