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      Catherine “Cathy” Courtauld lived on the far side of the river in a small log cabin her husband Jude built before he died of scarlet fever in the summer of 1870. Some people from the nearby town of Bethlehem believed he had picked up something awful from one of the many bordellos he was known to frequent, but Cathy did her best not to listen to such spurious, hurtful gossip. People were jealous of what she and her husband had achieved in such a short span of time, and when folk are jealous, they allow their tongues to wag. That was how she saw it, and nothing much had happened since to convince her otherwise. Jude was a good man, and she missed him. Well, “good” in the sense that he provided. She wasn’t so certain about everything else.

      A slim, strikingly handsome woman, she worked tirelessly to keep the family smallholding in good condition, something in which she excelled. Nevertheless, loneliness gnawed into her bones. The land was uncompromising, the soil hard, the weather lacking in rain. She longed for a partner to share her burdens.

      The late afternoon she heard the spattering of gunfire, she was on her knees, weeding through the root crop. She stopped, senses alerted. Cautiously, she raised her head and squinted towards the distant tree line. In one direction, the river formed a natural barrier for her land, another a cluster of trees, interspersed with bracken and shrub, another. It was from somewhere within this area that the gunfire came.

      For a long moment, she considered running back to her cabin, to find the Henry carbine she always kept in her buggy. It hadn’t been fired since Jude was alive, and she had no idea where extra cartridges were kept. So she squatted and waited and prayed that whoever it was wouldn’t approach her place.

      But they did.

      Four men riding shaggy looking mares, their faces cast into deep shadow by the brims of their dusty hats. She flattened herself, putting her cheek against the earth. Perhaps if she remained deathly still, they wouldn’t notice her.

      They were close now, steering their mounts around the root crop field. She gave up a tiny prayer of thanks for that.

      “We should go see who is in there.”

      “Could be they heard the gunfire.”

      “Could be they have seen us.”

      These three statements came from three distinctly different voices, one clearly Mexican, one old and gruff, the third much younger, a tinge of fear on the edge of his words. The fourth, when he spoke, was that of their obvious leader. A man well used to giving orders, of others doing as he bid. “If they had heard, we’d see ‘em running, and I’d kill them dead before they opened their blabbering mouths.”

      “So who lives there, Jonas?”

      “I don’t know and I don’t care. Maybe they is in town picking up supplies. I don’t see no buggy.”

      This much was true. Cathy did possess a buggy, but it was stored away in the barn. When she needed to, she rode into town on her colt, Pharaoh. Pharaoh had thrown a shoe some days previously, and the blacksmith was due any day now. She sheltered in the small stable, together with her burro friend. Being out of sight proved another reason to thank God.

      The riders moved on, the clomping of hooves gradually fading away until, ears straining to hear, Cathy caught the sound of water splashing. They were crossing the river and heading away from her place.

      She let out a long sigh, rolled over onto her back, and settled herself before climbing to her feet. She gave a look around. Satisfied no one remained behind, she broke into a run. Not towards the house, however. Towards where the gunshots came.

      In a dip amongst the trees where the harsh warmth of the sun could not penetrate, she found him.

      Shot. Two times. Once in the left shoulder, once in the chest. He appeared to be dead, the pallor of his flesh waxen, drained of color. He was young, had been handsome, smooth-faced. They had taken his gun, his hat, his boots, leaving him to bleed out alone in this sad and dreary place. It was the blood that made her stop and take a closer look.

      Dead don’t bleed.

      Quickly, she got down on her haunches and felt his neck for a pulse. A tiny gasp escaped from her throat.

      He was alive.

      

      She dressed his wounds as best she could, fetching water from her well, washing away the worst of it before wrapping bandages torn from the bedsheets she’d only recently purchased from the local town’s merchandise store around him. He groaned several times, and she knew this was a good sign. When she put water to his lips, he coughed, and her heart leapt.

      Returning to the smallholding at a run, she fetched Brandy, the burro. Pharaoh didn’t like that, but Cathy ignored her horse and led the donkey to the trees. There she fashioned a sort of sledge from fallen trees, threading them together in the way Jude had shown her to make wattle fencing. It took her a long time to struggle and place the wounded man on the sledge. Her grim determination saw her through, despite the weight of him. She paused several times to wipe the sweat from her brow but before long he was positioned on the sled and, satisfied, she led Brandy back to the cabin.

      That night she lay him down by the fire as the fever came, the bullet in his chest the worst of the two. Bathing his brow, she watched him as he writhed around on the cabin floor. She thought he would die and dreaded the thought of having to dig a grave deep enough to deter coyotes. The hard earth would barely cover his body. But he did not die, and the morning dawned to find him breathing, an infection rattling in his chest. She washed away the sweat from his brow, changed the bandages covering his wounds, and made sure the fire was well stacked up.

      She nursed him for another day before she accepted the inevitable – she would have to cut out the bullets if he were to survive.

      He drifted in and out of consciousness, lucid moments few and far between. Managing to roll him onto an old piece of canvas, she sharpened one of her kitchen knives, held her breath, and worked on the lesser of the two wounds.

      It proved a godsend he was unconscious for most of it.

      The slug, when it came out, looked surprisingly small. She studied it for a long time, marveling how something so insignificant could cause such distress.

      Setting to the second wound proved a far more laborious, stressful, and difficult task. It was in deep, forcing her to use a different knife with a thinner blade. At one point, he arched his back and bellowed, eyes snapping open, wild and afraid. He tried to sit up, but she pushed him back down, put a wet cloth over his forehead, waited until his spasm subsided, then set to work once more.

      It took something like twenty minutes to ease the bullet out, although it felt a lot longer. She was exhausted when she managed to lever it free.

      The blood pulsed freely, but that had to be a good sign, and she packed the wound like the Kiowa had shown her all those years before, cleaning out the wound with some of Jude ’s whisky before making a poultice from dampened, stale bread and herbs.

      To her astonishment, as the evening wore on, his breathing grew lighter, the perspiration abated, and his almost constant moaning lessened until, finally, it ceased. He slept soundly. The following day, he sat up, face dry, eyes focused. She studied him from the far corner where she stood, the old Spencer in her hands. Who could guess what this man, now recovered, might try to do?

      His lips, when he spoke, trembled slightly, his voice sounded raucous, the throat dry. “I could do with some water, ma’am, if you could be so kind.”

      Without any hesitation, she twisted around to where a goatskin gourd stood on the rickety table next to the water pump. She placed it on the floor within his arm’s reach. Not for a single moment did her eyes leave his as she carefully stepped back.

      He nodded his thanks, lifted the gourd to his lips, and drank fitfully, coughing hoarsely as the water hit his parched mouth.

      “Take it slow,” she said quietly.

      Something passed across his eyes as he swallowed some more. A look of gratitude, so overwhelming that the tears came to his eyes and spilt down his cheeks. He looked away, ashamed at this show of emotion. ‘I’m so very grateful for what you have done, ma’am.’ He broke down and sobbed uncontrollably, head on his chest, shoulders heaving with the power of his outpourings.

      Cathy watched, speechless, in two minds as to what to do. It could be a ploy, of course, to draw her to him, lower her guard so he could pounce, over-power her, and … and then what, she could only speculate. But something about the rawness of his tears made her think that this was no ruse. This was genuine, the sheer relief of being alive causing him to react in such an open, sincere way.

      “I’m sorry,” he said as the tears abated at last. He dabbed at his eyes with the back of his hand. Pulling a piece of white material from her sleeve, she crossed to him and pushed the makeshift handkerchief into his hand. He mopped at his wet face and smiled his thanks.

      Stepping away again, Cathy studied him, the way his dark hair flopped over the left eye, the full, feminine mouth, smooth-cheeked, strong jawline not yet sprinkled with the shadow of a beard’s growth. How old could he be? Eighteen? Twenty perhaps? And here he was, in her home, recovering from bullets which should have killed him. Who was he, and what had forced those others to attack him so viciously?

      He caught her look, and his cheeks reddened slightly. “As soon as I’m able, I’ll be on my way, ma’am. I don’t wish to impose upon your hospitality any more than I need to.”

      “You’re not imposing,” she said, a slight smile playing across her mouth. “It was me that brought you in. And, besides, you can’t go, not until you have some new boots.”

      He laughed, the relief palpable. “Ah, yes. They took those, I suppose.” A sudden darkness came over his features. His eyes held hers. ‘Did you see the men who did this to me?’

      “No. Only heard them as they rode by.”

      “But they didn’t see you?”

      She frowned at the panic in his voice. “No. Don’t worry yourself about that. I was on the ground, well hidden.”

      His shoulders visibly relaxed, and he lay back in the bed. “Thank you.”

      “Who were they? Why did they shoot you and leave you to die like that?”

      She knew it was too soon to ask such searching questions. She had yet to gain his trust and, indeed, for him to gain hers. She held her breath, unable to take back her words, wondering if he would reveal it all or slip into coyness.

      “We had a falling out,” he said simply, his voice growing distant. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I’m tired. And I need … you know … I need …”

      “Yes!” she blurted, understanding immediately what he meant. “There is an outhouse round back. Are you sure you can walk?”

      “If you were to put that carbine away, you could help me. At least to the door of the privy?” He sat up, laughing, and the sound cut through the tension which had settled between them.

      “We’ll see,” she said, propped the carbine against the wall, and drew back her threadbare cardigan to reveal the Colt Navy stuffed into her skirt waistband. “My husband’s. He taught me how to shoot, saying I’d need to if ever he was away on business and I was left alone.”

      “Is he away on business now?”

      “Kind of.” She took a step towards him. “Let’s get you feeling a little more comfortable.” She smiled and put out her hand. He took it after a moment’s hesitation and slipped out from beneath the covers.
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      “I’ll swear in a posse and run them down before sundown.” Roose worked fresh cartridges into the Henry. He was breathing hard, his anger clear for all to see.

      People began to gather around, staring at the bodies, muttering among themselves, commenting on how awful it all was, that such a lovely day could have ended in such a murderous way.

      “We need to get these bodies off the street and go check the bank first,” said Cole. “Put two armed men outside while we go inside.”

      Singling out two young men, both wearing tied down guns at their hips, Roose pointed to the bank. “Anyone but us comes out, you shoot ‘em.”

      Appalled, the two young men exchanged nervous glances. Cole chuckled, “Don’t worry, boys, I very much doubt there are any desperados left inside.”

      “Even so,” muttered Roose.

      “Even so, you just do what you can.” Flashing them a wink, Cole inched forwards, alert, carbine ready. Roose scooted past, slamming himself against the wall adjacent to the entrance. He carefully propped the Henry beside him and drew his Colt Cavalry. Nodding to Cole, he eased back the hammer.

      Cole went inside, sweeping the room with his Winchester. The three tellers behind the counter had their arms stretched upwards with such strain it looked like they were in pain. Cole pressed a single finger to his lips, gesturing with the Winchester for them to lower their hands. He scanned the rest of the room and, satisfied, lay down his carbine and pulled out his revolver. One of the tellers slowly pulled up the hatch to allow him to slip behind the counter. Cole went to the bank manager’s office.

      The door was part-open, and, using his foot, he pushed it wide, his gun ready.

      There was paper money all over the floor, a lot of it splattered with fresh blood. Against the far wall, a man, clearly dead with his open eyes staring into space, a look of abject bewilderment etched across his frozen face.

      A trail of more blood led to the rear entrance, usually heavily bolted with two thick iron bars giving further security. Everything was hanging open, the locks released by one of the keys from a bunch thrown onto the floor.

      “He used my keys,” explained a well-dressed and badly beaten man slumped in the corner, his mouth so swollen his words were barely recognizable.

      Lowering himself to one knee, Cole peered through the crack in-between the door and the jam.

      “The other one shot him.”

      Cole arched a single eyebrow and gave him a questioning glance.

      “Young fella, very tall. He shot the both of them. They wanted to kill me, but he stopped them.” He tried to sit upright but failed and, letting out a long wail of pain, slumped back down. “He saved my life.”

      “But only wounded the one who got away.”

      “Yes. Perhaps he was hoping you’d arrest him, throw him in jail.”

      “Why do that when there would be a chance he’d tell us everything he knows about the gang – their hideout, who they are, where they planned on headin’?”

      “Who knows? Mister Cole, could you please send for a doctor? I’m not sure how much more of this pain I can take.”

      Returning his Colt to its holster, Cole stood and headed outside, picking up his carbine before gesturing the tellers to follow close behind.

      “Anything?” asked Roose, visibly relaxing as Cole stepped up beside him.

      “One dead, shot by one of his own according to the bank manager, who needs a doctor by the way. The other one he shot managed to get away. He’ll be riding hell-for-leather to meet up with the rest of ‘em.” He nodded to the two young would-be gunslingers. “Thanks, boys, we won’t be needing you today.”

      Looking relieved, they slinked away and headed towards the nearest saloon.

      Roose watched them move away, then said, “Do we know which one did the shootin’?”

      Cole scanned the many bodies sprawled out in the street. “Could be any one of ‘em. The only witness we have, the manager, won’t be able to confirm anything until the doc’s checked him over.”

      “If he’s one of the ones who got away, there’ll be a reckoning.” Roose chuckled. “They might even do our job for us.”

      “Somewhat wishful thinking there, Sterling. You’ll need to hunt ‘em down and bring ‘em in, then we can get to the bottom of this damned fiasco.”

      “You’re not coming?”

      “Sterling, I’ve done my duty for the day,” he sighed. “I’m supposed to be retired, remember?”

      “You’re too young to retire – besides, I need you.”

      “Nah, you don’t need me, Sterling. You can call on Brown Owl, the Arapaho. He’s the best tracker there is.”

      “Except he’s not – you is.”

      “That’s gracious of you, you old skunk,” he grinned, “but I need to get back to Pa’s place. He ain’t too well. I’m not sure he’s gonna be around much longer.”

      Deep in thought, Roose swung away for a moment. Already, bodies were being covered in white shrouds. Several burly men lifted them and stacked them in the back of a flat-bed wagon, destined for the undertakers.

      “All right, Cole, if that’s how it is.”

      “You’re in safe hands with Brown Owl. He’s a good friend, dependable and honest. I’ve known him for as long as I can remember so I have no worries about placing you in his good hands.”

      “Yeah, but I’ll miss you, Cole.”

      “Now, don’t get all maudlin on me, Sterling. How hard can it be to track down such an incompetent bunch as this?”

      “Not very.”

      “Well, there you go. I’ll see you back here in less than two days. Trust me.”

      “I hope you’re right,” said Roose and moved away, calling to several men lingering close by.

      Cole watched his old friend swear in the men as deputies and couldn’t prevent a shudder running through him, his sense of foreboding growing by the second. He couldn’t understand why, but perhaps none of this was going to be as straightforward as he’d said it would.
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      The old place felt chill as he stepped inside, kicking off the dust from his boots. Hanging up his jacket on the hat stand in the hallway, he moved to the foot of the stairs and looked to the top. “Pa? Pa, are you awake? Got some news for you. From town.” He started to climb then stopped as Marta, his father’s loyal Mexican housekeeper, appeared from the rear kitchen, face screwed up in anguish.

      “Oh, Señor Reuben,” she said, words laced with tears, “it is Señor Martin, he is not eating and seems so weak. I wanted to call for the doctor, but I was too frightened to leave him.” She broke down, and Cole went to her, holding her tight. Pressing her face against his chest, she sobbed uncontrollably.

      Waiting for the right moment before he released her, Cole drew in a deep breath. “All right, Marta, I’ll go to him now. You ride over to the Doc’s and tell him to get here as soon as he can.”

      She scurried away, wringing her hands, muttering incoherent Spanish under her breath. Taking his time, dreading what he would find, Cole climbed the stairs.

      His father’s room was blanketed in darkness, the heavy drapes shutting out all available light. A small oil lamp flickered pathetically in the far corner, and the air was heavy with the smell of sickness. The only sound was the awful, dry wheeze of his father’s labored breathing.

      Up until a year ago, his father’s health had been robust. Often, he would be found out in the far reaches of his ranch, checking the fences, guiding any errant cattle back to the main herd, a herd which was due to be sold in only a few weeks’ time. He’d return to the house, full of vim, grinning like an ape, happy to be alive.

      After he’d moved in, Cole marveled at how sprightly his father was. “News was you ain’t so good, Pa,” he’d said on that first meeting. His father merely laughed for a reply.

      Not anymore. Since then, his father’s health had deteriorated until just, two weeks ago, he’d taken to his bed and had not yet moved, save for the occasional visit to the bathroom.
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