
		
			[image: cover2.jpg]
		

	
		
			Your Resting Place

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Also by

			Also by David Towsey

			Your Brother’s Blood

			Your Servants and Your People

		

	
		
			Title

			[image: ]

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Copyright

			First published in Great Britain in 2015 by

			Jo Fletcher Books

			an imprint of

			Quercus Publishing Ltd

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			An Hachette UK company

			Copyright © 2015 David Towsey

			The moral right of David Towsey to be

			identified as the author of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any

			information storage and retrieval system,

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available

			from the British Library

			TPB ISBN 978 1 78206 440 4

			EBOOK ISBN 978 1 78429 040 5

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters,

			businesses, organizations, places and events are

			either the product of the author’s imagination

			or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

			actual persons, living or dead, events or

			locales is entirely coincidental.

		

	
		
			Dedication

			For Grandpa, i.m.,

			who never understood where I got such ‘bloody strange ideas’

		

	
		
			Contents

			Prologue

			Book One

			1 : 1

			1 : 2

			1 : 3

			1 : 4

			1 : 5

			1 : 6

			1 : 7

			1 : 8

			1 : 9

			1 : 10

			Book Two

			2 : 1

			2 : 2

			2 : 3

			2 : 4

			2 : 5

			2 : 6

			2 : 7

			2 : 8

			2 : 9

			2 : 10

			Book Three

			3 : 1

			3 : 2

			3 : 3

			3 : 4

			3 : 5

			3 : 6

			3 : 7

			3 : 8

			3 : 9

			3 : 10

			Book Four

			4 : 1

			4 : 2

			4 : 3

			4 : 4

			4 : 5

			4 : 6

			4 : 7

			4 : 8

			4 : 9

			4 : 10

			Epilogue

			Acknowledgements

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Walter had five bodies on the bed of his wagon. Judging by the clean holes through their heads, they’d stay that way. He liked that: one less thing to worry about. They weren’t bleeding much, either. The boards of his wagon were stained plenty already; the rusty smell was a constant, as were the specks. But it was important to keep the bed clean. He had a reputation to think of.

			He waited on the edge of Pine Ridge until dawn, and then waited some more. Law-Man Miller was not an early riser. Walter couldn’t fault him for that – Pine’s trouble kept late hours. He licked his lips at the memory of whiskey and took a slug from his water-skin, then grimaced; he didn’t have the imagination to fool his mouth. Collect from the Law-Man first, then see to Patches and the wagon, and then a soft bed and a soft body. He rubbed the base of his back. He’d earned a little respite. He glanced at the bodies in the wagon. A canvas sheet covered all but their feet.

			‘I too have earned it!’

			They stayed silent.

			He rubbed his nose and was shocked at the chill of his finger. He’d waited long enough. The first flick of the reins had no effect. He leaned over to find Patches asleep. The shaggie’s talent for sleeping standing up rankled him and he slapped the reins harder. He was pleased with the resulting snort as Patches lurched forward, the wheels creaking their own protest. They were all idle – he was the only one in this outfit who understood hard work. As he rolled into Pine Ridge, he figured he might be the only one in the whole county.

			The streets were empty: not just the main thoroughfare, but the side streets and alleyways. He was relieved to see a mouser scratching at the side of a tanner’s shop – he was starting to worry that this was a dream. Dreaming of coming to town with a full wagon wasn’t new to Walter, and it was after those dreams that he generally thought seriously about his line of work. He waved to the mouser. Its contempt was real.

			He pulled up outside the Law-Man’s building, one of the smaller places on the thoroughfare. It was just a single storey; the windows were barred and the door was reinforced with heavy studs. He eased himself down from the seat, his cold joints popping with the first few steps, and knocked on the door with the side of his hand, hitting one of the studs. He cursed under his breath.

			‘He’s not in yet.’

			The face at the window had a rough red beard with plenty of knots and what looked like bits of food tangled in the hair. That and his nose were all that poked through the bars.

			‘Many of you in there?’ Walter said.

			‘Just me and two old-timers. If they’re still breathing.’

			‘Will you shut it?’ a voice came from inside.

			‘Drink, was it?’ Walter said.

			‘Don’t remember. S’ppose he’ll tell me.’

			Walter sat down on the narrow porch, shifting until his back was comfortable against the wall. Miller shouldn’t be too late if last night’s duties were limited to three scruffy drunks.

			‘Full load, I see,’ the bearded man said.

			‘For once.’

			‘What’d they do this time?’

			‘Does it matter?’ Walter said.

			‘Don’t you wonder?’

			‘I just collect. The things I wonder about happen after that.’

			The man spat through the bars. ‘Bet you don’t even find out their names, do you?’

			Walter noticed a streak of dried mud on his boot. He took out his pistol and scraped away the flakes.

			‘Do you?’ the man shouted.

			‘Quit your noise, Robson,’ someone said, and Walter looked up to see Law-Man Miller coming round the corner of the building. His deputy, a large lad with small eyes, followed close behind. 

			Miller tipped his hat when he saw Walter. ‘Morning,’ he said.

			‘So it is.’ Walter stood with some difficulty. 

			Miller made no offer to help. ‘Full wagon today.’

			‘That’s what I said,’ Robson squawked.

			Walter led the Law-Man and his deputy to the back of the wagon. He pulled back the sheet with a little flourish. Five dead men, eight pistols still in their holsters. Five hats. Ten boots. One or two pockets bulged with who-knew-what. Walter made sure their possessions were easy to see; he wasn’t a thief.

			‘Recognise them?’ he said.

			‘Do you?’

			Walter laughed awkwardly, unsure if Miller was joking. ‘’Course I do – every one’s on a poster.’ He pointed towards the Law-Man’s office and the wall that was papered with faces.

			The deputy – Lacey or Macey, something like that – went to the side of the wagon and lifted one man’s hat to get a better look.

			‘You working alone these days?’ Miller said.

			‘Henry’s off planting crops.’

			‘And these – all the same gang?’

			Walter spread his hands. ‘Who can tell, with all their comings and goings?’

			‘All clean shots,’ Macey said – it was definitely Macey. ‘One here, one here.’ He pointed at his head and then his heart.

			Miller glanced up and down the street. ‘You’d best come in. Put the bodies in the back, Deputy.’

			Macey set to, ignoring the jibes of the bearded prisoner.

			Inside the office, Miller put his hat on his desk. ‘Sit,’ he said. 

			Walter did as he was told, and Miller put his hands on the desk, palms down, and leaned forward. Walter noticed his greying ponytail was tied tight back today.

			‘You can stop pissing up my wall now, Walter.’

			‘Wh—?’

			‘As in: I know how small the cock is, despite the display. That’s not your work out there.’

			‘I don’t follow,’ he said.

			‘Yes, you do. You’ve brought in bodies before with more lead in them than bone.’ He turned to the wall of posters, examined them for a moment, then yanked five from their pins. ‘And now you bring me half a gang threaded as neatly as needles.’

			‘Well, there’s no need—’

			‘Walter, if these posters are right, this isn’t just a bunch of roughs. You’re talking about guns who ride with the Pastor’s boy.’

			He sighed. ‘Does it really matter? They’re here . . .’

			‘That’s not what I’m worried about. I’m worried about who isn’t here, who isn’t sitting in that chair claiming their bounties.’

			‘You know already though, don’t you?’ he said.

			‘I could take a guess.’

			‘Is it my fault she don’t bring in the bodies?’

			Deputy Macey came into the office, his smile so big his eyes were lost completely amongst the wrinkles. ‘They say she can’t be killed. Not like Walkin’ normally can, anyhows,’ he said.

			Walter had to shift bodily in his chair to confront the deputy. ‘And how do you know who we’re talking on?’

			‘Oh, Deputy Macey has made her a special project,’ Miller said.

			‘They say it’s because she drowned: so burning her would be like trying to set fire to a wet log.’

			Walter shook his head. ‘Are you hearing this?’ he said to Miller.

			‘The Drowned Woman – that’s what they’re calling her.’

			‘I don’t care what she’s called, even if it is as stupid a name as that. If she don’t want the bounties, then I do.’

			‘She just leaves the bodies there, out in the sun, ready for the blightbirds?’ Miller said.

			Macey came over to him and stood real close. ‘Have you seen her?’

			‘From afar,’ Walter said, undoing the top button of his shirt. ‘And yes, she leaves ’em where they fall.’

			‘You’re not there when it happens?’ Miller said. 

			‘No.’

			‘You don’t chase her off?’

			‘Are you serious?’ Walter said.

			‘I need to hear you say it.’

			‘No. I just cart ’em to town, is all.’

			‘Picking over the bones,’ Miller said.

			‘I’m not getting any younger.’

			‘Come on then.’ The Law-Man picked up his hat. ‘Let’s make sure it’s them.’

			Macey led the way. He had laid out the bodies under an overhanging roof. Walter dabbed at his forehead with a handkerchief and then kept it pressed to his face, to mask the too-sweet smell of rot. Funny he’d not noticed it in the wagon.

			Law-Man Miller looked at his first piece of paper, then dropped the poster on the chest of one of the men. The resemblance was clear as day. The number at the bottom would buy a drink and some company. Times that by five and it would be a good week. Or a bearable month. 

			Miller paused at the final body. ‘Deputy, you know little Billy Crawford, lives on Upper Lane?’ he said.

			‘My second cousin, Martha, she learns her letters with Billy.’

			‘Would you fetch him?’

			As Macey hustled between the houses and was soon lost to sight, Walter asked, ‘Problem, Law-Man?’

			‘This here is Arthur Crawford, Billy’s pa.’

			‘Oh.’ Walter peered at the slack, clean-shaven face. ‘Wouldn’t Mrs Crawford want to know too?’

			‘No, I don’t reckon she would.’

			As they waited in silence for the deputy, Walter edged away from the bodies as much as he could without making it obvious. He couldn’t settle on whether it was better to breathe in through the nose or the mouth – more years than he could remember in the job and there was still no getting used to that smell.

			Macey returned holding the hand of a skinny, dark-haired boy. Billy was wide-eyed, and Walter could see he was shaking a little. 

			The Law-Man said, ‘You’re not in trouble, Billy.’

			The boy, so young he couldn’t have been into double figures, almost collapsed in relief. When he smiled he was missing most of his teeth – but no one else was smiling and he soon stopped.

			‘Come here, boy. I want you to see this,’ Miller said. The Law-Man put his hands on the boy’s shoulders. ‘This is your pa, Billy.’

			The boy stared dumbly at the body. Macey had closed the eyes, though there was still the matter of the hole in the head. Walter wished he were back at the wagon or, even better, in the saloon – this boy’s grief was none of his business – but there weren’t any tears. Billy stood there until the deputy came and led him away. The boy didn’t even look back.

			Walter whistled through his teeth. ‘That’s left me cold.’

			‘How so?’

			‘I hope someone weeps when I go.’

			‘Don’t lose sleep over it,’ the Law-Man said. ‘Billy never met his pa.’ 

		

	
		
			Book One

		

	
		
			1 : 1

			The summer sun was hotter than a cornered mouser. Ryan pulled his straw hat down till it almost covered his eyes, though the sun still went on through to most of his neck and shoulders; dead-lies and the seasons had eaten away at it. He chewed on a hay stalk like he’d seen the men do.

			Stepping onto the lowest beam of the fence, he looked out across their one field. The hay was getting tall, and no amount of looking would get the harvest done; the army man was late. Crops were being worked all along the low hills. The McGraw fields were already on their second cut. He bounced on the beam, half hoping it would break. 

			He turned his back on one mess only to face another. Their house squatted at the top of a long slope leading down to the road. Between the road and the house was an old corral that hadn’t seen use in years, and a chook house with half the chooks already dead and eaten. They had sold the neats two summers back; fat Simmons, with his sweaty hands and busy eyes, taking pity and paying for what he could’ve stole.

			Ryan headed over to the well, kicking any stones in reach. They rattled across the dry dirt. One hit the back wall of the house and he waited for a shriek, but it didn’t come. It wasn’t long past noon; she’d still be drunk. At the well he lowered the bucket, rattling it all the way down. It might remind her of what went on outside and piss on her morning.

			Despite his racket, today was too peaceful for that. Even the chooks didn’t start a fuss when he took them the water. The heat might have slowed their senses, still, he didn’t take any chances: they were a malicious bunch. Chooks and mothers were created under the same bad moon – they made soothing sounds, all right, but there was evil in every eye and their claws were knife-sharp. The sickly warm smell of chook shit, old and new, made Ryan gag. He filled up their water bowl with one hand over his nose. 

			They would need feeding later, a few handfuls of seed from the bag that sagged against the house. It was half seed, half wheatle now, but the chooks weren’t worried. Loveless, demon-eyed chooks. He kicked a stone at their house and even that raised nothing more than a warble from them.

			‘Ryan!’ his ma screamed. She was standing in the doorway glaring out at the world. ‘What are you doing out here?’ She leaned hard on the frame. She was wearing nothing but a nightdress: a string of bones topped by lank black curls. 

			‘Morning, Ma.’

			‘Don’t you sass me. Where’s the—?’ She belched and spat onto the porch. ‘Where’s my eggs?’

			‘I’ll see to them d’rectly, Ma.’

			‘Well then. Don’t go waiting for them to hatch, eh?’ She stumbled back into the house. 

			He took the bucket back to the well. Taking off his hat, he scratched the sore on his head. It was dry today. He checked over the field again. Them soldiers had better come soon or he’d have to watch it all rot, as useless as a bucket full of holes. He took two logs from the woodpile, which left a big empty space where the pile should’ve been. There weren’t any trees worth chopping down on the McDermott farm. At least he now had a reason to be away from the house that night; sometimes his ma thought that was important when she had company; other times she didn’t seem to care. First he’d steal the axe and then steal the wood – or maybe just steal the wood, depending on where McGraw chained up his rufts.

			‘I told you not to move that damn chair,’ Ma yelled. She could’ve been bawling right in his ear, the gaps those walls had. There was a crash, likely the chair hitting the table. Even drunk, she had a wiry strength.

			Hefting a log in each hand, just in case, he went round to the front of the house and peered in. Ma was sitting, arms crossed, at the small table, which had been shoved up against the wall. The other chair was lying on the floor. One leg was missing.

			‘That’ll need fixing,’ she said. She must have eaten the leg; it was nowhere he could see.

			The bedroom door was shut. There were marks on the floor where he’d dragged his pallet out. He remembered kicking at it, just to see the dust cloud up – did he move it last night, or was it the night before? Either way, he’d slept by the cooking fire that he’d managed to keep going on hope and ashes, warmed by the embers, trying not to hear. When he needed to, he went and did his business outside, at the far end of the field, then walked back slowly. His ma wasn’t so picky. 

			He’d swept the floor that morning whilst she was sleeping, but now he was bringing it all back in. There was black stuff between the floorboards; who knew what that was? He opened the stove and shoved one of the logs in. 

			His ma was drumming her fingers on the table. He washed his hands in the bucket while the pan heated up.

			‘There any bread?’ his ma said.

			It was four days old, and mould covered half of it. He hacked off the bad bits, then cut the rest into slices that hissed as he dropped them into the pan.

			‘I don’t want it cooked,’ she said.

			‘You don’t want it like rock neither.’

			He had broken one of the yokes as he’d dropped them into the pan; he put that egg on his plate.

			‘You eat like a mouse – look at you, all elbows and wrists.’ She seized his arm with one of her claws. Her nails were bitten to the quick. ‘I am cursed with weak men.’ 

			He’d given her three eggs, taken just one for himself. 

			*

			Ryan wasted the afternoon hours in the shade behind the house, throwing stones and watching any critter that moved, while his ma sobered up. She found him there as the sun started to get red, all colours of angry. She’d had a wash and her cheeks had a little colour. She’d changed into a flowery cotton dress, not her best but it had only one hole, which she had patched over using cloth from an old red blouse so the patch looked like a faded bloodstain. She wasn’t smiling, but she wasn’t glaring either.

			‘We got washing to do,’ she said, and he got up and followed her into the house. 

			Ma came out of the bedroom with a bundle of sheets. The broken chair was leaning against the wall. Chances were she couldn’t remember lunch. He picked up the table, turned it sideways, and started for the back.

			‘No, Ryan, put it in the sun.’

			She was ready with the soap and a small pruning knife that had rusted near the handle. She shaved three slices of soap into the water and started scrubbing. His job was to drape the clean clothes over the fence. Left out overnight they would be icy-cold by morning, though mostly dry. Both of them knew this was a chore that should be done early, and they both knew why it wasn’t.

			‘My ma used to make me wash my own clothes, all on my own,’ she said. ‘She was a hard woman – not soft on me, like I am on you.’

			He knew better than to disagree. ‘Do you miss your ma?’

			‘Of course.’ She wiped her brow. ‘We fought plenty, but she’s my mother.’

			‘Will she ever come visit?’

			‘Someone’s coming over tonight,’ Ma said eventually. ‘An important man.’ 

			That meant his pallet stayed out. If he got back too early from thieving McGraw’s wood he’d have to stuff his head under a pillow if he was to get any sleep. 

			‘You’ll like him; he rides a big white courser. Deep pockets.’

			He didn’t want to hear it.

			He went to the fence and wrung out a pair of cotton trousers, the cloth straining in his fingers. His stomach was bile and his breath was hotter than coals. 

			He stood for a while, watching her as she fought with a sheet. She’d tied her hair back, but stray curls kept slipping out. Her face looked rounder and her skin warmer as she worked. Her arms were too skinny and the black marks under her eyes never went away, but maybe she was pretty.

			She passed him the sheet. It still smelled of men and their business.

		

	
		
			1 : 2

			Night dropped slowly onto the hills around the house. The scrapers started their wasteful noise and Ryan was glad for it. He was sitting in front of the stove, making a show of looking after the fire. Ma was at the table. They were both waiting on the dark. She lit a tallow candle, its stink cloying beyond its little bubble of light. He put on his jacket. His skin was pale through the holes. 

			‘Where are you going?’

			‘We need wood.’

			She’d put on her rouge and done her lips, though she didn’t go as far as the women in Fort Davis. ‘You be careful,’ she said.

			He stopped by the door and pulled on his wool hat. There was a box of nine or ten little bottles, all empty, waiting to be taken away. They clinked like a handful of coins as he slammed the door behind him. 

			*

			The air was as clear as spring water and almost as cold. There wasn’t a cloud to block out the stars. He nearly turned back into the house, considering his chances against McGraw and his rufts pretty poor in such light. But they needed wood. He picked up the stick he favoured for walking and headed down the track. His feet were slipping around inside his pa’s old boots like two drunkards trying their first barn dance. Most of his clothes had been his pa’s, left behind like the farm, like his ma and him, before he was old enough to be wearing proper clothes. The man couldn’t have been particularly fat or tall, though the clothes still hung loose on the boy’s shoulders. The brown woollen trousers were rolled up, the legs each kept in place by a couple of stitches.

			As he passed the chooks they gurgled away inside their house. The corral stood quiet as a graveyard; fenceposts were headstones marking where neats had once been. He pulled his hat further over his ears and shivered.

			The end of their track bled into the main drag which ran from the foothills to the Fort some miles away. If he followed that meandering trail he would come to the front of McGraw’s farm, but quickest was straight through the woodland that blessed that miser’s land. The trees would spit him out at the back of the house, right at the woodpile. Which side the rufts were chained to: that was something Fate would decide.

			In the woods he thumped his stick on the dry ground as hard as he dared; hushts weren’t the only thing needed scaring off. The trees looked thirsty. Some were dry to the bone, as naked as a newborn, and had low branches he could snap right off, but they’d barely be a nibble for the fire. Other trees were covered in needles or sharp leaves and had long branches that clawed at you. He stepped carefully between those old-timers, knowing one might swallow him whole out of spite.

			The feebleness of Ryan’s situation was not lost on him. The gift of knowing when you were feeble was a McDermott family heirloom. He was walking through a field of wood, all of it waiting to be harvested, to steal another man’s labour. The half-mile or so of woodland gave him plenty of time to stoke his shame.

			The spectre of McGraw floated between the trees as Ryan thumped along in his oversized boots and with his beat-up stick. His ma’s sole comment on the man was: he’s a widower from the East. That was all there was to it, to her mind. That he had no wife explained the dirty, matted hair, how bad he smelled, and the mess of a house. But it didn’t explain the temper.

			To Ryan, the bigger mystery was how McGraw chopped down trees with only one hand. The boys at the Fort figured the other was a hook, somehow surgeoned on, though no one had ever seen it. McGraw wore a long jacket the whole year round.

			A watcher hooted somewhere; a big noise for something so small. It cut across the racket of the scrapers. He stopped banging his stick. There was the cabin, all dark.

			He stood behind a trunk, ready to run, and surveyed McGraw’s estate. The cabin was a miserable-looking shanty. There was an outhouse that leaned heavily; it would’ve ­toppled if it weren’t for the huntsmen’s webs. Unless McGraw did his business in the dark, he was either asleep in the house or drunk at the Fort.

			One of his rufts started hollering.

			Ryan ducked behind the tree, not sure if the ruft had seen him or just smelled him. It made a hungry sound, full of saliva, that turned to growling. He heard the clinking rattle of a chain. Ryan hoped, his eyelids clenched tight, that McGraw hadn’t conjured more chain for the ruft. He was fairly rewarded as it grunted and stopped well short.

			The animal was the gritty brown of a farmer’s fingernail but had the cleanest set of teeth you’d find this side of the Gregory. She – anything that mean had to be a she – hunkered down, making ready to pounce. Eyes and teeth were all Ryan could see properly, but he knew there were claws to match; McGraw’s rufts were legendary.

			As if rushing might break the spell, he stepped slow and circular towards the woodpile. Big shutters covered the windows; there was no sign of warm, furry candlelight. The ruft inched round with him. Her chain made half the pile hers. She kept biting the air. The wood was stacked waist-high, the logs cut clean and even. All done by that single hand.

			‘Shut up, damn you!’ McGraw’s voice boomed and slurred, so close he had to be standing right next to Ryan. McGraw on one side, the ruft on the other. If McGraw were to open that shutter, there’d be nothing for Ryan to do but stare him in the eye and raise his hat. The ruft stopped its barking, happy now to just growl at the boy. When he picked up his first piece of plunder it stopped even that. The ruft was smiling at him, he was sure of it.

			Ryan heard the soft sound of paws on dirt the same time as his leg exploded. He fell back, away from the chained animal who spewed hellfire again. A dark mass of teeth was burrowing into his leg, searing the flesh – he was being branded like a neat. Branded a thief. He clamped his lips down so as not to scream and holding the log tightly in his hand, he took a heavy swing at the ruft biting him. 

			He must have hit something important, an ear maybe, because the animal made a mewling sound. It was cutting to hear, and despite the situation, his heart turned for it. Yelping, dragging its head along the ground, the ruft stumbled off.

			Ryan didn’t have time to dwell on the blood pooling in his boot for McGraw had struck a light. He grabbed three more logs and stuffed them under his arm, then turned tail. He left behind the stick he favoured for walking; he was running now: a lame courser gait. 

			Over the sound of barking he heard the shutter swing open. He might have even heard the rifle snap shut. McGraw’s aim proved thirty-odd feet off. How did the man fire a rifle with one hand and a hook? Ryan figured the unfortunate tree somewhere in the dark was proof of how.

			He kept pushing on, tears running down his face, blood down his leg. It was a long half-mile. Skeleton trees loomed over him, scrapers laughed at him, the logs got heavier and heavier. He hoped nothing hungry could smell the blood. He was imagining all kinds of fantastical things that might haunt these woods as he took a breath, leaning against a tree. The bark flaked in his hand. There was enough noise around him to drown out an Easter Day parade and he tried to look every which way at once. He didn’t stop for long.

			When he finally came out from under the trees, he had the idea he’d left his leg a hundred paces back. He couldn’t feel anything except the cold; he was shivering all over. He hobbled up their track, but didn’t want his ma to see him like this so he aimed for the well.

			But candlelight and who knew what else was escaping from their open front door. 

		

	
		
			1 : 3

			He limped towards the house. It was different somehow, its measurements altered or a piece missing, though he couldn’t quite recollect what that might be. When he’d catch a stag-bug or bright-lie or anything like that he would cup it in his hands, but he couldn’t ever resist peeking, so he’d open up and out the creature would come. The house looked like his empty hands: something had gone. 

			Soft, so as not to break the silence – and it was silence, the scrapers were either all dead or all spooked or all both – he put McGraw’s logs down on the porch. He kept one, feeling its weight and the destruction it might make. The blood on his leg was drying, sticking to his trousers. Dark now, it might have been the stain of soil fat with clay – if it didn’t smell so sharp.

			He looked round the doorframe. The room was shocking in appearing so normal. The chairs were upright, the table neat, the candles alight and fine in themselves. The box of bottles was gone. A glow came from the fire, pitiful, but still burning. The door to Ma’s room was closed.

			He readied himself again. He wasn’t to open that door; that door was either open or closed and he had no business with it in either state. He listened hard, and heard nothing. If she were asleep, alone or not, he’d just close it again. If she was hurt . . .

			The handle felt wrong, hot and cold under his fingers, and heavier than a whole herd of neats. He found the strength, somehow, and eased the door out.

			The linens were all messed up: pillows strewn across the room, one of which was lying at his feet. Candles glared at him from each corner. There was a small bloodstain, dead centre of the bed. His ma was sitting against the wall a few feet away. She looked up. She wasn’t scared or nothing. Half her face was storm clouds, purple and black and veined in red.

			‘He didn’t like it on him,’ she said, staring straight ahead.

			Ryan sat down beside her, keeping his bloodied leg to one side. He let the log thump on the floorboards. Tear tracks had carved through her rouge. Her lip paint was smudged. She was breathing steady, and all was calm, despite how she looked.

			‘Where is he?’ Ryan said, his voice thick.

			Ma shook her head. ‘Long gone.’

			But he wasn’t. Ryan could still smell him, still feel his hulking frame filling the room, taste his sweat. Gazing at her bruises, he knew she wouldn’t tell him who it was.

			‘What got you?’ she said.

			‘One of McGraw’s rufts.’

			‘That’ll need washing,’ she said.

			He peeled up his trouser leg, wincing as it tugged at his skin. He looked like a piece of gristle, chewed up and spat back out, all teeth marks and dried blood. There were two big holes where the animal had really got hold, though the rest wasn’t more than scratches. 

			Ma didn’t even look. He left her sitting there and washed his leg in the other room. The water in the bucket was clean, though it was soon red and soiled with flakes of him. 

			When he came back she was sitting on the bed. It took up most of the room, leaving only a man’s width either side. It was simply made, and solid. A travelling man – it would be too kind to title him a carpenter – on his way west had stopped at the house and made it. For payment, he put his work to good use. Ryan had had to remind him which direction west was.

			‘Come here,’ she said.

			He was too big, but he sat on her lap anyways and hugged her as hard as he could. She lifted up his leg and turned it over. He didn’t make a noise as she prodded, even though it hurt.

			‘Would we know ourselves, if it weren’t for the bruises?’ she said.

			*

			That night he slept with her in the bed, but on top of the covers. He was too tired to get into his night-clothes, though he took off his boots and his bloodstained socks. He curled up, and she was asleep before him. He couldn’t find peace with the stink of iron and its bitterness, whether it was hers or his.

			*

			He was warm and the smell and feel of sleep was a winter blanket that had started as a comfort but was getting too heavy. His mother’s arm was around him. The first shots of dawn fired across the bed. He had to be up before her; he would put down all the coin he might ever earn that she’d drink like a summer field that morning.

			He eased her arm up and slid to the edge of the bed, then, forgetting himself, he stood. Fire shot up his leg and he bit hard, so as not to yell. He aimed all kinds of silent curses at himself as he hobbled out and pulled the door to.

			He cursed himself again: the front door was still wide open, inviting trouble of every shape – but the living room was as he’d left it, which was now twice a miracle. Stepping out onto the porch he sucked hard at the fresh day. The sun was starting early, warm on his face and bright on the farm. The chooks were up, pacing their patch with the majesty of foreign queens until they lunged head-first at the dirt.

			Bringing out the bucket, he sat on the porch steps. He took his time wiping the dried blood from his leg, smiling as the red crust came away. It was replaced by the raw pink of his skin. There was a long scab and a lot of bruises that made him wince as he prodded and poked them. ‘Would we know ourselves?’ she had said. She had that turn in her, where she would start philosophising. Pa hadn’t liked it, so she always said, though that wasn’t why he left. No, she made it clear that Pa really hadn’t liked the sight of a swaddled babe; she made it clear all this was Ryan’s fault – despite her quick temper and her eyes that swam with more than just tears. Even in those quieter, more contemplative moments he was still ready to duck. Ryan wondered how good his pa had been at ducking. 

			He heard the courser before he saw it. He waited for the sound of more, but this was a lone rider. He rolled down his trouser leg and eased himself up. Nothing to steal on this farm except chooks. And drink. Part of his calm came from knowing that McGraw rode a wagon not a courser. And this sounded like the hoofbeats of something dainty, not a shaggie. 

			When they came into view the man was wearing a Northern uniform: a lone Northerner; not the crew the field needed so bad. This one, here he was, riding all the way from the Fort – during the day – and stopping at the end of their track to take off his hat. There just wasn’t any earthly way to predict such a thing.

			The man dismounted with a soldier’s ease and dropped the reins. Fancy war coursers, they stood stock-still so as to look lifeless without their rider. Ryan didn’t have a hat to take off, or he would have done so.

			The man was ropey, without an ounce of spare fat to him. His face was all bearded, except for a spiteful scar that ran down one cheek. His short hair and his beard were the same mud brown and his skin wasn’t much lighter. His uniform was clean but used and he had stripes. 

			‘You lost your crew, Bryn?’ Ryan said. 

			‘Not in the way you mean, son.’

			‘Got the wrong time of day then, haven’t you.’ Ryan wasn’t asking, he was telling.

			‘Ryan, you know I don’t come here for that.’ He said each word carefully, so each came out whole, like he was blowing bubbles.

			‘And you don’t come here alone, neither.’

			The soldier smiled at something. He was looking over Ryan’s head and without turning, Ryan knew his ma was at the door. The sun caught the soldier’s smile and it glittered with gold.

			‘You got some guts,’ Ryan said. ‘Coming back after—’

			‘That wasn’t me. But I have something for your ma,’ he said. He undid a saddlebag and, as if he was handing over a newborn, lifted out a bunch of flowers. They were a little squashed, though he saw to that. Most were regular plains types: pale colours and small petals that came in twos or threes. But the one in the middle – Ryan had never seen that before. It didn’t grow around here, sure as chooks had claws and fire was hot. It was such a deep blue as almost to be black. Bryn had dropped a gem amongst pebbles. It looked expensive.

			He handed them over, still staring up at the house. He then got on his courser and raised his Northern hat before putting it back on. Ryan watched the soldier go. 

			The house door was closed when he turned around. 

			*

			The following day Bryn showed again. Punctual as the sun, he rode right to the house this time and got off his cold-eyed animal. Ryan stood at the front door, watching with his mouth wide enough to catch specks. Ma hadn’t as much as sniffed at yesterday’s blossom and here was another. The Northerner took off his hat and brushed it against his leg. He headed on up the porch stairs. 

			His uniform looked smarter than the day before – his morning ride hadn’t left a mark, as if he’d been borne on the wings of angels. Or devils. He smiled at Ryan, which made Ryan ball his fists tight.

			‘I need a word with your ma.’

			‘She don’t need a word with you.’ She hadn’t said as much – she hadn’t said a thing about Bryn – but that was the impression Ryan got. He had half a mind to advise the man that his mother wasn’t the kind of woman to be moved by flowers.

			‘I told you I wasn’t the man who raised a hand to her,’ he said, putting back his hat. ‘And she’ll be wanting to know there’s boys in the field.’ The soldier gestured to a wagon rolling up their track: a small flatbed pulled by two white-haired shaggies. Poor things looked hot. One of the so-called ‘boys’ was driving; another few were in the back and there were four or five trailing behind on coursers. They were all uniformed and carrying rifles as casual as their beards. If they hadn’t looked so bored, Ryan would have worried they were there to raid the farm.

			Ma came out of her room. She’d made no effort to cover her bruising, but her hair was brushed. She glared at the Northerner.

			‘These are for you,’ Bryn said, holding out the flowers. To his credit, he’d put an expensive one in this bunch too. She tossed them onto the table with the others.

			‘Come to admire my colouring?’ she said, so flat that Ryan swallowed down his breath. There were a lot of rifles on their land.

			‘It’s the same as every year: you’ve got a field of corn ready for harvest. I’ve got an empty store, and a purse to fill it. Any objection?’

			She went to the window. ‘They don’t come in the house. Not this time.’

			‘Of course,’ Bryn said.

			‘And we can’t feed them.’

			‘Oh, they brought a fine picnic.’

			She went back to her room. She wasn’t quiet about closing the door. 

		

	
		
			1 : 4

			They drove the wagon up to the field. The shaggies were taken out of the traces and then hitched to the fence, the coursers trusted to stay by their dropped reins.

			With nothing more exciting than clearing the chook house to fill his day, and that done, Ryan settled in to watch the men at work. They wouldn’t take any help from him, though he ran buckets of water over to them when they had a thirst.

			To begin, they all slung their rifles in the wagon and drew out hand sickles. Some of the blades were older than Ryan. With one sharpening stone between them it was a while before they got going. 

			Ryan was sitting in the shade of the house and Bryn perched his wiry self on the fence. The boys took to the field in a regimented way to begin with. Bryn barked orders that weren’t needed – the boys had been farm-hands; Ryan could tell by their smooth cutting. Fat Simmons and his gang could do no better. 
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