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            CHAPTER ONE

         
 
         ‘That’s Rawl water you’re filling your canteen with, mister!’
 
         Caleb Ross ignored the man’s gruff rebuke and continued filling his canteen.
 
         ‘You deaf?’ the man growled.
 
         ‘No,’ Ross replied quietly. ‘I just don’t listen to fellas who are ill-mannered.’
 
         ‘That a fact!’
 
         ‘Surely is, friend.’
 
         ‘I ain’t your friend, and you’re about to find that out, mister.’
 
         Ross heard the jingle of spurs as the man dismounted. He straightened up and turned slowly to face his mean-eyed challenger, a brash young buck who had all the cockiness of a man who had inherited rather than earned his swagger.
 
         ‘Don’t want no touble,’ Ross said. He strolled to his horse and tied the canteen to his saddle horn.
 
         ‘I’ll be on my way.’
         
 
         ‘Not with Rawl water, you won’t,’ the man grated.
 
         Two other men came from the cover of trees on the creek’s slope.
 
         ‘What d’ya think we should do with this interloper, Jack?’
 
         The snake-eyed man whom he had addressed rode forward.
 
         ‘Well, Scott, we could string him up, I guess. He ain’t no horse-thief. But stealing water in cow country in the middle of a dry spell sure ranks with horse-thieving, I reckon.
 
         ‘Or.…’
 
         ‘Yeah, Jack,’ the man called Scott sniggeringly encouraged.
 
         ‘… we could brand him.’
 
         ‘Just like a cow,’ the second man of the duo who had ridden out of the trees suggested. ‘Like that fella we caught crossing the south pasture a coupla days ago.’
 
         ‘That sure was fun.’ Jack chuckled.
 
         ‘Yeah,’ the second of the duo said. ‘Smelled worse than a darn cow when that branding iron burned him.’
 
         The man called Scott (at a guess his second name was Rawl, Ross reckoned) laughed meanly. ‘That was because he shit himself, Barney.’
 
         He pinched his nostrils.
 
         ‘Wheeew! That was sure some stink.’
         
 
         ‘Worse than a herd of longhorns cutting loose together,’ Jack said, rocking in his saddle.
 
         ‘Sure was,’ Scott agreed.
 
         ‘Hurts real bad,’ Barney said. ‘A hot brandin’ iron. But not as much as the bullet Jack put in his gut.’
 
         ‘Whoa, now,’ Scott growled, grabbing the reins of Caleb Ross’s mare. ‘You ain’t going nowhere until you pour that Rawl water back in the creek, mister.’
 
         ‘Water is God’s gift,’ Caleb Ross said quietly.
 
         ‘Yeah,’ his impeder snarled. ‘Well, the way I see it is, that God’s name ain’t Rawl, so that don’t give him any right to give away Rawl water.’
 
         He slapped his knee and guffawed.
 
         ‘Tell ya what, stranger. When you meet him, which, if you don’t pour that water back in the creek is going to be pretty soon, you can tell him that Rawl water ain’t for giving away to every no-good trespassing on Rawl range.’
         
 
         Scott Rawl glanced to the men riding with him, flanking Caleb Ross. Scott Rawl himself cut off his retreat from the creek.
 
         ‘I’m waiting,’ Rawl growled.
 
         ‘The water stays in the canteen, fella,’ Caleb Ross said, in the quiet way he spoke when his patience was running out.
 
         Scott Rawl, obviously not used to defiance, was taken aback, as were the men with him; men who now awaited with interest the outcome of the stranger’s dogged non-compliance with Rawl’s demand. When he overcame his surprise at Ross’s intransigence, Rawl’s manner was a hundred times meaner.
         
 
         ‘Are you prepared to die for a canteen of water?’ he put to Ross.
 
         ‘The water doesn’t count,’ Ross said. ‘But a man’s refusal to be pushed around does.’
 
         The Rawl riders’ surprise turned to outright dismay, and all eyes fixed on Scott Rawl. Caleb Ross had, perhaps unwisely, seeing that the odds of surviving any outbreak of hostilities were stacked mountain high against him, backed Rawl into a corner, and that was a dangerous place to back any coward into. Right now his entire future as these men’s unquestioned leader was at stake. Rawl’s pride had already been dented by his resistence, and that left him with only two options. He could back down and hang his head low and leave with his tail between his legs. Or he could maintain his challenge and risk dying.
 
         ‘I’ll probably only get one shot off, mister. But that single bullet will end up in your heart, if you push this any further,’ Ross said.
 
         Scott Rawl’s cockiness was jolted, and his sun-burnished face developed a shade of grey under the bronze. He was a bully and a coward, who had lived under the illusion that he had the kind of grit that he was now finding out he didn’t have. Backed up right into the last inch of room in the corner into which Caleb Ross had forced him, Scott Rawl became an even more dangerous man than he had been a few seconds before.
         
 
         His reaction was the expected one.
 
         ‘That’s still Rawl water in your canteen, mister. And if it’s not back in the creek on the count of three,’ he spread his legs and let his gunhand drop, ‘I’m going to kill you, you smart-mouthed bastard!’
 
         Caleb Ross’s consideration of Scott Rawl was unflinching.
 
         ‘Then I guess you can verify with God first hand that the water in that creek is everyman’s right,’ Ross said. ‘Because you’re going to meet him before I do.’
 
         Ross’s flinty response caused pure astonishment.
 
         ‘You must want to die real bad, fella,’ said the man Rawl had addressed as Jack.
 
         ‘You gotta a hole in your head,’ Barney added. ‘There’s three guns agin your one.’
 
         Caleb Ross shrugged. ‘Well, it only takes a second to pull a trigger, gents. I’ll be happy if your boss goes with me.’ He fixed a steely stare on Scott Rawl. ‘And I’ll make damn sure he does.’
 
         A greasy sweat was added to Scott Rawl’s grey pallor. Tension as sharp as the point of a needle crackled in the creek as the breathless stand-off dragged on.
         
 
         ‘You ain’t goin’ to take this hobo’s lip, are ya, Scott?’ Barney wanted to know.
 
         Rawl shot a snake-poison glance at the man who had had the impudence to ask the question he did not want asked.
 
         ‘What’s the problem, Scott?’
 
         The woman’s voice broke the impasse, which was just about on its last gasp and about to erupt in gunfire. The woman was older than Scott Rawl, but there was no mistaking their sibling relationship. She skilfully negotiated the steep shale track down from the highest point of the creek.
 
         ‘Stay outta this, Sis,’ Scott Rawl ordered the woman when she reached the creek proper. His laughter was disparaging. ‘Don’t you have a pie to bake? Or a carpet to dust?’
 
         The woman introduced herself to Caleb Ross.
 
         ‘Sarah Rawl. Who would you be?’
 
         Ross respectfully touched the brim of his hat. ‘The name’s Caleb Ross, ma’am.’
 
         ‘You’re trespassing on Rawl range,’ she said sternly. ‘Did you know that?’
 
         ‘The cows didn’t tell me.’ Ross snorted.
 
         ‘A smart mouth won’t help you any,’ Sarah Rawl said.
 
         ‘Caught him stealing Rawl water, Sarah,’ Scott Rawl put in.
 
         ‘If you’ve got a reasonable explanation, I’ll listen,’ Sarah Rawl told Caleb Ross.
         
 
         ‘For trespassing? Or stealing water, ma’am?’
 
         Sarah Rawl’s features hardened. ‘Both!’
 
         ‘Where I come from, ma’am,’ Ross said. ‘Folk are hospitable to a travelling stranger. They don’t begrudge a man slaking his thirst. A beast neither.’
 
         ‘That’s not an explanation,’ Sarah Rawl said starchily. ‘You saw Rawl boundaries and warning signs, didn’t you?’
 
         Caleb Ross nodded.
 
         ‘Then why—?’
 
         ‘Simple,’ Ross interjected. ‘To go round Rawl range would add a day to my journey, which I figured was a day too long, ma’am. Especially when I had no ill-intent towards Rawl interests.’
 
         ‘Ain’t that enough for you, Sis?’ Scott Rawl bawled. ‘Him admitting brazenly that he knowingly trespassed.’
 
         Sarah Rawl tossed back her mane of coal-black hair, her blue eyes, full of interest, fixed on the tall, dark-haired stranger, whose grey eyes were enlivened by a keen intelligence.
 
         ‘It seems that my brother’s got right on his side, Mr Ross,’ she said. ‘And you haven’t given me any good reason to defend your trespass, or,’ she glanced to the shallow creek, ‘your theft,’ she ended resolutely.
 
         ‘I guess I haven’t at that, m’am,’ Caleb Ross conceded. ‘But as I was saying to your brother before you intervened. I figure that water is part of God’s creation, and therefore free for the taking.’
         
 
         ‘We’ve had enough dancing around, mister,’ Scott Rawl growled. ‘Now get out of the way, Sarah. I’ll deal with this tinhorn.’
 
         ‘You move an inch either side of where you are right now,’ Ross quietly warned Sarah Rawl, ‘and you’ll sign your brother’s death warrant, ma’am.’
 
         Sarah Rawl smiled, what Caleb Ross would call a heart-breaker smile.
 
         ‘I’d say you’re a mite out-numbered, Mr Ross,’ she said pleasantly, secretly admiring Caleb Ross’s grit, foolish though she reckoned it was. ‘You must have a real hankering to thank the Lord personally for all that free water you’ve been purloining.’
 
         ‘Well, ma’am,’ Caleb Ross leaned on his saddle horn, ‘you see, I’ve got a choice that ain’t really a choice at all. I can ride out of this creek sucking air but dead inside because I’d be leaving my pride behind me. Or I can draw and not leave at all. But I’d have company, though it wouldn’t be the company I’d have chosen. Because if I stay put, so does your hole-in-the-head brother.’
         
 
         He held Sarah Rawl’s gaze.
 
         ‘I’ll make damn sure of that, ma’am,’ he promised.
         
 
         ‘Why you—’
 
         Sarah Rawl raised her hand to quieten Scott Rawl.
 
         Caleb Ross leaned closer to Sarah Rawl.
 
         ‘As I’ve been telling your brother, Miss Rawl. I reckon I’ll only have time to get off one shot.’ Caleb Ross’s grey eyes became flinty specks of cold hardness. ‘But I’ll make damn sure that that single bullet will shatter your sibling’s heart.’
 
         He grinned.
 
         ‘Ma’am.’
 
         Sarah Rawl could not suppress the cold shiver that ran along her spine, and then passed deep inside her. She was left with no doubt at all that Caleb Ross would do as he said he would, if he was pushed too far. And she reckoned that he was close to his limit of tolerance now. So convinced was she that, instead of moving aside as Scott Rawl had demanded of her, she moved closer to Ross and restricted further her brother’s line of fire.
 
         ‘What the hell d’ya think you’re playing at, Sis?’ Scott Rawl demanded to know.
 
         ‘We’ve got lots of water, Scott,’ she said.
 
         ‘Not enough, until the last drop from that bastard’s canteen is back in the creek.’ Scott Rawl snarled.
 
         Caleb Ross shook his head.
         
 
         ‘Your brother’s got a real hankering to play a harp, ma’am.’
 
         ‘Ride,’ she said.
 
         ‘The hell he will!’ Rawl growled, enraged.
 
         ‘Pa won’t welcome trouble right now, Scott,’ she reminded her brother.
 
         ‘Pa is off in Washington trying to woo those senators into nominating him to run for political office.’
 
         ‘That’s why he won’t like trouble right now, Scott,’ she said.
 
         Scott Rawl scoffed. ‘It’s no secret that Pa’s lost his grit for cows, and wants to dress in fancy duds and cavort around Washington. He ain’t ever going to ride Rawl range again, Sis.’
 
         ‘Ma’am, I’ll be leaving now,’ Caleb Ross said. ‘You’ll be needing the creek to wash all that dirty linen and rattle all those skeletons I reckon are in the Rawl closet.’
 
         ‘Some day that lippy style of yours will get you shot or strung up, Mr Ross,’ Sarah Rawl opined spikily.
 
         ‘You’re probably right at that,’ Caleb Ross concurred. ‘Be seeing all you fine folk around.’
 
         ‘Around?’ Sarah Rawl asked pointedly. ‘You’re staying round here?’
 
         ‘For a spell.’
 
         ‘What’s a spell?’ she questioned Ross brusquely.
 
         Ross shrugged. ‘A spell.’
         
 
         ‘That spell could become permanent,’ Scott Rawl grated.
 
         Caleb Ross fixed Scott Rawl with a lazy gaze.
 
         ‘You know, ma’am,’ he intoned. ‘That brother of yours has godawful manners. Real pushy, too.’
 
         ‘My advice,’ Sarah Rawl said, ‘is that you shorten your stay in these parts to the time it takes your horse to make it across the hills and out of Rawl sight, Mr Ross.’
 
         ‘Must be catching,’ Ross said, shaking his head. ‘Bad manners.’
 
         ‘You ain’t going to insult a Rawl and get away with it,’ Scott Rawl ranted, striding towards Ross. He grabbed the bullwhip looped round his saddle horn and unfurled it with a vicious snap. ‘I’m going to take the skin off your back,’ he promised Caleb Ross.
 
         Ross’s boot shot out and landed on Scott Rawl’s chest. He pushed hard and sent Rawl tumbling backwards. The tension in the creek crackled. Pride dented, sullen and fresh out of good sense, Scott Rawl dived for his sixgun.
 
         Caleb Ross’s pistol might as well have been in his hand all the time, that was how fast it cleared leather. Scott Rawl froze and looked death in the face.
 
         ‘Please, Mr Ross,’ Sarah pleaded. ‘He’s just a hothead.’
 
         It took a long moment of consideration before Caleb Ross slid the Colt .45 back in its holster.
         
 
         ‘Thank you,’ Sarah Rawl said.
 
         ‘Don’t crowd me again, son,’ he told Scott Rawl. Caleb Ross tipped his hat, swung his horse and rode across the creek.
 
         ‘Look out!’
 
         Caleb Ross threw himself from the saddle on hearing Sarah Rawl’s warning. He twisted in midair as he dropped to the creek. A bullet whined above him only inches from his head. His .45 blasted, and his would-be assassin, who had been hiding in the trees to back up Rawl’s play, was hurled off his horse, most of his face and head gone.
 
         Ross regained his horse.
 
         ‘Obliged, ma’am,’ he said.
 
         Caleb Ross rode away.
 
         ‘Never knowed a faster draw,’ Barney said in awe. ‘Jeez, we were proddin’ death just now. I figure he’d have taken the three of us.’
 
         ‘Shuddup,’ Scott Rawl barked. ‘I figure I could have taken him in a straight draw.’
 
         ‘Sure you could, Mr Rawl,’ Barney said, placatingly.
 
         Jack Sweeney said nothing, but he was ready to concede that Barney Collins might be right. If there was a faster gun than Caleb Ross’s, it might be his own.
 
         Sarah Rawl was just thankful that she had been in time to intervene and save her hot-headed fool of a brother.
         
 
         ‘Interesting times ahead, I’d say.’ Jack Sweeney chuckled.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         
 
         On reflection, as he rode away, Caleb Ross reckoned that he had made the kind of powerful enemies a man could do without, particularly a man as new to the territory as a newly minted cent. Scott Rawl’s aggresssion had left him with little choice, but had he been wiser he could have used the arrival of Sarah Rawl on the scene as a chance to back off, using the presence of a lady as the reason to end the dispute. It would have been a credible and better alternative to now having Scott Rawl and his cohorts gunning for him. But maybe he wouldn’t have to worry, if the shocked looks at how fast he’d drawn were anything to go by. However, inevitably in his experience, there would always be someone foolish or willing enough to challenge a man with a fast gun. It was not the start he needed or wanted.
         
 
         There’s grass round here that’s greener and richer than any I’ve ever seen, Caleb. Ross took from his vest pocket the letter he had received three months previously, it having followed him around for almost twelve months before finding him. Starting a ranch here would be real easy, Tom Watson had enthused.
         
 
         The letter went on to invite Ross to join him as his partner in setting up the ranch Tom had always dreamed of starting, bending his ear on a hundred cattle-drives about the fine cows he’d one day drive for himself.
 
         Then he’d say:
 
         ‘You and me together, Caleb. What’ll we call the ranch?’
 
         Each of them would suggest names that the other would argue about. And on like that it would go until they both fell asleep under the stars, Tom Watson still mumbling in his sleep about cows and grass and sparkling clear water.
 
         Cresting a hill, Caleb Ross drew rein to look across a valley that seemed to spread into eternity. The scent of its fresh, lush grass filled his nostrils. And the creek where he had filled his canteen surely was sweet water.
 
         He grinned.
 
         ‘Looks like you’ve really found El Dorado, Tom.’ he murmured. ‘And I’m one hell of a lucky honcho that you’ve invited me to join you.’
 
         He stuffed Watson’s letter back in his vest pocket and rode on, eager now to renew his acquaintance with his old trail partner.
         
 
         ‘Hold up, Mr Ross!’
 
         On hearing Sarah Rawl’s summons, Caleb drew rein. As he watched her negotiate the twisting canyon trail he was on, he was full of admiration for her skill with a horse. Many a man of his acquaintance would boast himself hoarse if he had a tenth of Sarah Rawl’s know-how. As with packing a gun, some folk had a natural affinity with horses, and it was obvious that Sarah Rawl and horseflesh complemented each other.
 
         ‘I thought our business was finished, ma’am,’ Ross said when she drew rein.
 
         ‘You know anything about cows, Mr Ross?’
 
         ‘I’ve driven the critters over most trails,’ he said.
 
         ‘Want a job working for the Rawl ranch?’
 
         Caleb Ross was truly surprised by her offer of work.
 
         ‘Didn’t figure I’d be welcome,’ he said.
 
         ‘You leave Scott to me. I’ll talk him round. The fact is I need a hard-as-nails foreman. And I figure that you just might be the man I’m looking for.’
 
         Ross shook his head.
 
         ‘For a good man Rawl pays top dollar, Mr Ross. Maybe even a little more,’ she tempted.
 
         ‘It ain’t a question of money, Miss Rawl.’
 
         ‘If it’s Scott you’re worried about—’
 
         ‘It ain’t Scott I’m worried about neither. Some day, if he’s guided by his sister, I figure there’ll be a good man come out of a cock-of-the-walk boy.’
         
 
         ‘So what is it, Mr Ross? Why don’t you want to ride for the Rawl brand? Most men round here would jump at the chance.’
 
         ‘I might too, Miss Rawl,’ Ross drawled. ‘If I didn’t have plans to start my own brand.’
 
         Sarah Rawl was stunned.
 
         ‘Your own brand?’ She shook her head vehemently. ‘That’s a silly notion which you should ditch pretty quick, I reckon.’
         
 
         ‘That so? Why would that be, ma’am?’
 
         ‘Every blade of grass is Rawl grass round here. And without grass, it’s pretty nigh impossible to fatten stock. And,’ she said determinedly, ‘Rawl isn’t giving any grass away.’
 
         ‘Do you know a place called Ghost Creek round here, Miss Rawl?’
 
         Sarah Rawl’s eyes flashed interest.
 
         ‘Free land, I believe. Well, that’s where my partner and me intend to raise the best cows in the territory.’
         
 
         ‘Would this partner’s name be Watson?’ Sarah Rawl enquired quietly. ‘Tom Watson?’
 
         ‘That’s him. Tom Watson. Forgotten more about cows that most men ever knew.’ His eyes held Sarah Rawl’s. ‘Now, if you were looking for a ramrod, how come you didn’t offer the job to Tom long ago?’
 
         ‘I’ve delayed you long enough, Mr Ross,’ Sarah Rawl said brusquely. She swung her horse and galloped back along the trail in the direction from which she had come.
         
 
         ‘Well now, what in tarnation do you make of that, Belle?’ Ross asked his horse. The mare, used to Ross’s mutterings on their long trails together, neighed. ‘Yeah, I agree. Pretty strange behaviour, sure enough.’
 
         His puzzlement over Sarah Rawl’s swift and indeed stiff-backed departure was short-lived. He didn’t know what corn he’d stepped on, and he did not much care. His mind returned, as it had a million times and always with greater pleasure than previously, to the upcoming meeting with Tom Watson and the venture he was about to become involved in with his old friend and trail partner. His one and only worry as he covered the miles to Ghost Creek (which he hoped he’d be able to find with the aid of the roughly drawn map Tom had included with his letter of invitation to join him) was that, owing to the delay in his letter’s finding him, Tom Watson, figuring that his interest in ranching had waned, would have taken on a new partner. He had written back to Tom but had not got a reply. However, that was nothing unusual in a country where stagecoaches and trains, being the modes of conveyance for mail, were subject to continuous threat from outlaws. The mail was often rich in pickings. So posting a letter was a pretty hit-and-miss affair. A fella could only hope that his missive would reach its destination, rather than nurture any sense of certainty that it would. And, of course, from Tom Watson’s point of view, he’d be thinking that his letter might never have reached Caleb.
         
 
         Caleb Ross had another of the anxious spells that had haunted him in his long journey. The chance to partner Tom Watson had been a heaven-sent redemption from the drifting ways he had taken to in the last couple of years, making ends meet by doing menial chores and scooping the odd poker-pot, finding that more and more doors were closed against him, and that in more and more towns the law was ready to run him out as a saddle tramp.
         
 
         His mind went back five years to when, on a trip with Tom to Dodge City, he had met Bridie Walsh, literally bumped into her, in fact. Having left the saloon with Tom, after taking on board more liquor than he could handle, he collided with Bridie as she emerged from the general store. He recalled her initial contempt for this drunk she was tussling with before they both fell on to the street. But through the rotgut haze, he knew that he was in the arms of the woman he would make his wife.
 
         ‘Ain’t goin’ to happen, Caleb,’ Tom Watson warned him two days later when, at the end of their trip to Dodge, he was heading off to hire out again on yet another cattle-drive. ‘That woman would rather kiss a rattler than you.’
         
 
         There was clear and unequivocal evidence to back up Tom’s point of view. Because on the several occasions since he had bumped into Bridie, she had steadfastly rebuffed his attempts to befriend her.
 
         ‘Never figured I’d see you moonin’ and lovesick like you are now,’ Watson had declared, a touch critically. ‘Always figured that the only female you’d ever get close to was a darn cow.’ He grinned. ‘ ’Ceptin’ of course, a saloon woman, purely for relief.
 
         ‘You take my advice, you’ll saddle up and ride with me, Caleb,’ he said sincerely, and added sagely: ‘Broken hearts are darn hard to mend.’
 
         Ross had known that Tom Watson was probably right in what he said, and his advice to ride with him made good sense. However, good sense and lovesickness are not compatible bedfellows, and an aching heart has to be broken or gladdened, before it can start to beat again in a normal fashion.
         
 
         ‘If you see sense,’ Tom Watson said hopelessly, as Ross’s attention was given over completely to Bridie Walsh’s appearance from the dress-shop, ‘we’ll meet up in six weeks at Baker Flats, partner.’
 
         ‘Baker Flats, Tom,’ Ross said absently, as he hurried away to cut across Bridie’s path on the boardwalk.
         
 
         Tom Watson had ridden away, shaking his head.
 
         ‘Never thought I’d see the day,’ he muttered.
 
         Determined not to be fobbed off this time, Caleb Ross stood in front of Bridie Walsh and blocked her path. When she shifted left, he shifted right. Right and he went left. And when Bridie grasped the opportunity presented by the sheriff’s emergence from his office and niftily rounded Ross, he danced ahead of her to block her path again.
 
         ‘You’re darn well going to hear what I have to say, Bridie,’ he’d declared. ‘So you might as well stand still while I say it. Otherwise we’ll both get dizzy.’
 
         ‘From what I’ve seen,’ Bridie Walsh said, ‘dizziness to you, Mr Ross, is quite a normal condition.’
         
 
         ‘Haven’t touched a drop in two days.’
 
         ‘Empty pockets, no doubt,’ she had flung back.
 
         Caleb Ross immediately produced twenty dollars as proof of his intentional sobriety. ‘And I’ll not touch a drop again if you want, Bridie.’
 
         ‘Is this hobo bothering you, Bridie?’ the large-bellied sheriff asked, closing threateningly on Ross.
         
 
         Caleb’s eyes met Bridie’s, and his heart sang out when the clear intention in them to seek the lawman’s assitance melted.
 
         ‘No, Andy,’ she said. ‘Mr Ross is no bother at all.’
         
 
         ‘Sure?’ the sheriff checked, his dislike of Ross evident.
 
         ‘Certain, Andy,’ Bridie had replied, in her soft Galway accent.
 
         Ross remembered how he had stepped aside and Bridie had joined him, and how he had strutted along the boardwalk like a preening peacock with Bridie Walsh at his side, the envy of every man in Dodge City.
         
 
         ‘Persistent devil, aren’t you,’ she murmured, a mischievous smile on her lips, and an impishness in her green eyes.
 
         ‘That’s what love does to a man,’ he’d said.
 
         ‘Love, indeed,’ Bridie scoffed. ‘Now you’ve got more blarney than I have.’
 
         ‘It’s true,’ Ross assured her. ‘Ever since I set eyes on you coming out of the general store.’
 
         ‘Love! Is that what you’d call that drunken dance?’
 
         ‘Marry me, Bridie!’
 
         ‘Mar … You’ve taken leave of your senses.’
 
         ‘You could have had me thrown in jail just now, but you didn’t.’
 
         ‘Pure and simple charity, that was,’ she said cockily.
 
         ‘And you troubled yourself to find out my name, Bridie. Like I did yours.’
 
         There was a flash of colour in Bridie Walsh’s cheeks that had pleased him no end.
         
 
         ‘Don’t get notions,’ she said off-handedly. ‘I got your name because I was thinking about asking the sheriff to charge you with drunken assault.’
 
         ‘Lies!’
 
         Bridie did not deny his charge.
 
         ‘There’s a travelling preacher in town,’ Caleb Ross had said.
 
         ‘A preacher,’ Bridie exclaimed. ‘I’m a good Irish Catholic. Any knot that needs tying has to be tied by a priest, and not a preacher.’
 
         ‘If you agree to marry me, I’ll find a priest, Bridie,’ he said.
 
         ‘And where, might I ask, would you find a good man of the cloth in this den of inquity?’
 
         ‘There’s a mission about three days’ ride from here. I’ll saddle up right this minute, and be back in a week with a priest.’
 
         ‘Ah, don’t bother me, man,’ Bridie chanted. ‘It’s all the stale whiskey in your gut that’s confusing your brain! Be off now with yourself.’
 
         ‘If you don’t agree to marry me right now,’ Caleb had declared. ‘I’ll hang around like your shadow for every second of every day until you do.’
 
         ‘Have you nothing better to do?’
 
         ‘Not until you marry me, Bridie Walsh.’
 
         Bridie had laughed heartily. ‘God forbid then that I’d waste your time, Mr Ross. I’ll marry you. But you understand that when a Catholic marries, it’s for better or for worse until the lid goes on the coffin. Is that understood?’
         
 
         ‘I’ll never want to leave your side, Bridie,’ he’d promised.
 
         ‘Try and I’ll kill you, Caleb Ross! I’ll not be a fancy for a time, understand. No liquor except on special occasions. No cards. And no cavorting in saloons. I’ve noticed, in me short time in the American West, that in general men have the morals of the English aristocracy. A wife is for sons. But pleasure is got elsewhere.
 
         ‘If you behave in that fashion, Caleb Ross, I’ll make it so that you’ll fit your saddle a lot more snugly than I reckon you do now. Is that understood?’
         
 
         Caleb Ross smiled fondly now, as Bridie Walsh’s words echoed back over time.
 
         ‘Yes, ma’am,’ he had readily agreed, knowing that any other woman would pale into insignificance alongside Bridie Walsh, and temptation would not be a problem that would bother him.
         
 
         ‘Well, then,’ she said, ‘why aren’t you already gone for that priest, Caleb?’
 
         Twelve ecstatically happy months was all they’d had together, before the flush on her cheeks became more feverish, and a cough that began as a niggle quickly became a harsh bark.
 
         ‘Tubercolosis,’ the town doctor had confirmed. ‘The curse of the Irish.’
         
  
         Doc Fellows had recommended rest and mountain air. But all the rest and mountain air that Bridie could get, wasn’t remedy enough. Within the year she was dead – mere skin and bone at the end when she died in his arms.
         
 
         He had buried her in the mountains, and had ridden away, bereft, on a trail that had become persistently more wayward, until Tom Watson’s letter had offered him the hope he had been seeking.
         
 
         He recognized a landmark from Tom Watson’s map – a jutting rock that Tom had described as a bald man with a lump on his head. Caleb Ross laughed on seeing the rock with the smaller rock on top, and reckoned that Tom’s description was apt.
 
         ‘Up ahead the road should fork, Belle,’ Ross said to his horse, with whom he had had many conversations on the long and lonely trails he had ridden since Bridie’s death.
 
         About a half-mile on it was as Tom had said. An off-shoot trail to the right would take him directly to Ghost Creek. As he rode along, happy as a bee collecting pollen, Ross took in the rich pasture he was passing through.
 
         ‘Cow country sure enough, Tom,’ was his opinion of the flat countryside that ran to black-faced hills to the east which would, in winter, give shelter from storms.
         
 
         The hills had stands of timber with bare stretches in between. Ross figured that the bare stretches were where homesteaders and ranchers had cut the lumber to build their houses. But there was plenty left, if Tom Watson had not already taken his share. The baring of the hills bothered him though. Without the controlling impediment that the trees would have provided, winter rains would flow swiftly off the hills, and if Tom had not already done so, the digging of drains and water-runs would be an immediate priority. The pattern of the felling suggested that if Ghost Creek was close by, Ghost Creek could be in line for most of the wash off the hills. Which meant that the early settlers in the area had cut lumber from parts of the hill from where the rains would not cascade down on their properties. Flooded pasture could very well be their lot for long stretches of winter and spring, if the drains and water-runs were not ready to trap and direct the flow.
 
         Caleb Ross was not too worried. Tom Watson was above all else a planner. And he’d have long before now seen the danger from the denuded hills.
 
         Rounding a bend in the trail, Ross saw a creek. The sun slanting through the willows covering its banks shimmered on the water, making the creek look like a stream of sparkling diamonds. He drew rein to let the mare drink and cool herself, before climbing the far bank from where, if Tom Watson’s outlined ambitions had been fulfilled, he should be able to see his cabin.
         
 
         Cresting the rise out of the creek he was looking into a bowl-shaped basin, at the southern end of which stood a sturdy cabin built back against a hill which, in winter, warmed by a wood-burning stove would be cozy, protected as it was by the hill and the curved shape of the landscape.
 
         ‘El Dorado sure enough,’ Caleb Ross told the mare. ‘Tom,’ he hailed as he got closer to the cabin. ‘You home? It’s Caleb Ross.’
 
         There was no response. He hailed again and got the same result. He dismounted and hitched his horse to the rail outside the cabin.
 
         ‘Tom?’ he called, before pushing in the cabin door.
 
         Caleb Ross stood stock-still in the open door. Well, that was what a man with any sense did when he was looking down the barrels of a primed shotgun.
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