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​CHAPTER 1
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Captain David Stevens studied the way ahead with something approaching despair. The troopers rode along a track rutted by wagon wheels in mud and rain, then hardened by the sun into treacherous runnels that could snap a horse’s leg if ridden too fast or without enough care. The wagon trains had passed by months ago, but the prairie had not yet started to reclaim the ground. 

What the hell are we doing here? The homesteaders don’t want us, the enemy is as elusive as a weasel and the folk back east don’t care as long as there’s no fuss made. I signed up to fight, to be a warrior. There’s little honor in this babysitting.

They were a long ride away from their home fort, in territory that was claimed by both farmers and hostiles. Their tour of duty had been extended, first from three months, then six, and was now up to nearly nine. It had been a while since any of them had got a long spell of rest, never mind a good night’s sleep. Strain and tiredness showed on the men’s faces, and Stevens knew that they should be back in the relative safety of the barracks enjoying a well-deserved beer and a weekend’s furlough. But just yesterday a scout had reported something strange going on in the badlands to their west and Stevens had been ordered to investigate.

Here I am ... investigating.

The wind blew grit in whirling vortices, spattering it against their hats like gunshot. They crested a small hill and looked down over a flat expanse of land that was little more than dry dust and withered scrub. It seemed to be devoid of any signs of life bigger than a gopher. But something moved; there was a patch, less than a mile away that swirled and danced, a huge dust devil, Stevens thought. He peered, having to shade his eyes from the sun, struggling to focus. The area of whirling dust seemed almost solid... and was getting more so all the time, rushing across the plain towards them at some speed.

“Hell’s teeth, Cap,” Sammy Brown said as it came closer still to their position. “What is that?” 

Stevens had no answer. Whatever it was, it was still coming on fast. He stared at a wall of blackness—a deep, pitch black vortex that spun, counterclockwise, now only a one hundred yards away straight in front of them. Now he could hear it, a high whine that shook his whole body and left a heavy, full feeling in his stomach. The hairs on his arms stood on end, as if he’d got too close to an electrical storm.

Tornado?

But he knew in his gut that this was no natural phenomenon. It didn’t just look wrong. It felt wrong. Stevens didn’t want to have anything to do with it. A higher whine seemed to rise from the vortex, like a far-off choir. His mount reared, threatening to dump him on his backside in the dirt, and it needed all his skill to settle the animal. By the time he had managed to do so, the screaming vortex was almost on top of them.

“Back off, now,” he shouted. 

The troop didn’t need a second telling. As one they wheeled their mounts to the right, heading for the trail they had just climbed. But it was already too late. The blackness engulfed them, falling on them like a wave against a beach. 

Stevens could no longer tell which way was up. He felt the horse buck beneath him, but there was no feel of hard ground under its hooves, no sense of movement beyond a giddy, spinning, turmoil. He heard a scream that was cut off as quickly as it came. 

Everything went dark.
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The horse reared violently below him and this time Stevens took a tumble. He hit solid ground and rolled away quickly, well aware how much damage the weight of a falling animal could do to a man’s body. Someone screamed behind him, and he heard the unmistakable crack of bones breaking, but he couldn’t move to turn as the vortex sucked them deeper inside. Once, as a boy, Stevens had dived off a ledge into the foaming water beneath a waterfall; youthful bravado overcoming all fear until it was almost too late. Then he’d been lost in a dizzying wall of noise, rushing water and tugging currents. The vortex that now had them in its grip felt similar ... but much colder, and he had no youthful arrogance to quell a growing panic in his gut. There was a sensation of speed, wind whistling in his ears, as if they flew in the air at vertiginous velocity.

Then, as quickly as it had come, the vortex was gone. Everything fell deathly quiet. The troop came to a grinding halt in a flurry of bodies, sand and dust. At first Stevens did not realize the ordeal was over. But when the dust settled, they looked out onto an empty landscape of baked dirt and scrub. Stars twinkled overhead. 

It’s night. Just how long were we inside that funnel?

What in the blazes just happened?

A moan from behind reminded him that he did not have time for rumination. He pushed himself to his feet and looked round. All six of them had been unhorsed, and his men looked like they had, to a man, taken a tumble down a rock-face. Wide, frightened eyes looked up at him from every dirt-encrusted face.

They look to me for leadership. 

Greg Chalmers had an egg-sized bruise on his forehead, Jimmy Scott rubbed gingerly at a mashed, bloody nose, and Ewan McLeod held one arm in the crook of the other, inspecting it for a fracture. 

Dick Jones had got the worst of it. He lay draped over the broken body of his dead horse, twisted at such an angle that Stevens knew before he bent down that the man’s neck was broken. The dull, lifeless stare only confirmed it. Stevens checked for a pulse to make sure, but rarely had he seen anyone who was more gone.

He stood and looked around. The rest of the men looked like they’d survived, but all of the horses were either dead or past saving. 

“Cap?” Chalmers said. “What just happened?”

“I don’t rightly know,” Stevens replied. “What I do know is that we need to get moving. Get the men on their feet. We’re moving out in five.”

He bent to check on his own horse. They’d been together for two years now, through bloody tours and long nights under the stars. There would be no more campaigns. Its left leg was broken in two places, white splinters of bone piercing through the skin. The beast nuzzled weakly at his hand as he stroked, just in front of its ear. 

“Goodbye, old friend,” he whispered. He took out his pistol, taking care to do so out of the animal’s sight, and cocked it. The horse didn’t flinch as he brought the weapon round slowly, pulled the trigger and put a bullet just above its eyes. 

He had to wipe away tears before he stood and turned back to the men. 

“If any of you want me to do what has to be done, just ask. But make it quick. We’re moving out.”

Three shots rang out in the next minute, and if a couple of the men looked as distraught as if they’d just lost a friend, Stevens chose not to notice. There was no time for weakness, no time for grief. That would come later. For now, the living was what mattered. He holstered his pistol and retrieved his bedroll, ammunition, water bottle and rifle from where they were attached to his saddle.

“Heads up, boys. It’s time to get moving. Bring as much as you think you can carry on a long walk—but no saddles. They, and everything else, will have to stay here until we can come back. We’re going to be moving fast. McLeod...you get first turn at carrying the rations and the cooking gear. If you need anyone to carry anything else for you in the meantime, just say.”

“What happened, Cap?” Chalmers asked again. “What was that bloody wall of wind. And why is it dark? And ...”

“Didn’t you hear me?” Stevens said, and this time the note of command in his voice was unmistakable. “Move out. We won’t find any answers sitting on our hind ends here.” 

“What about Jones?” McLeod asked from the back. “We can’t just leave him. The birds and coyotes will get him and...”

“We leave him,” Stevens said. McLeod looked like he might want to make something of it, but backed down when he looked in Stevens’ eyes. Stevens softened his voice. “We’ll come back and do right by him later; I promise you that. But for now, we need to get moving, get the lie of the land.”

At another time there might have been grumbling at that, even a hint of mutiny, but Stevens could see that they were all rattled by the experience, and like him, all of the men had more questions than answers. They did what they were trained to do in this kind of situation; they followed their orders, and trusted their officer. 

I just wish I had some orders of my own I could trust.

He led the troop out into the quiet night.
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The sky overhead was filled with stars and the Milky Way stretched across from horizon to horizon. They hadn’t gone far ... less than a hundred yards, before Stevens got a cold feeling in the pit of his stomach.

The stars are not right.

His pappy had taught him his stars at the same time as he’d been taught to hunt; how not to get lost in a strange place at night, and how to find his way home from just about anywhere.

Apart from here.

He wasn’t about to bring it to the attention of the men, but something was off—way off. Several well- known marker stars were not where he’d expect them to be. And he clearly remembered a crescent moon the night before, but a full smiling face hung above the horizon off to his east.

We’re not anywhere I have ever been before. Maybe we’re not anywhere where anyone has ever been.

He might even have thought he was inside a dream, a delusion brought about by a blow to the head taken during the freak windstorm. But he knew reality when he smelled, felt and tasted it. And Dick Jones was dead ... Stevens had seen enough of that to know it when he saw it. But something was wrong in this place. Something was far wrong.

That feeling was confirmed by a new sound in the night—the dull thwup of wings beating. The sound passed almost directly over Stevens’ head, and for a split second he caught a glimpse of a blacker shape blotting out stars as it passed. It looked large, too big to be a raven or a buzzard. 

Vulture?

A shriek pierced the silence seconds later. It sounded like nothing less than a man in mortal agony, and came from back where they had left their dead.

“It’s Jones. He’s still alive,” McLeod shouted, and broke into a run before anyone could stop him.

Stevens looked at the remaining men. They stared at him, waiting on an order. He sighed.

“Well, don’t just stand there. Get after him.”
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They arrived only seconds behind McLeod and at first Stevens did not understand what he was looking at.

A tall figure loomed over the carcasses of the horses, darker than the night itself. There was something misshapen about it, as if its back were hunched. It bent over Dick Jones’s body, like a carrion crow about to feed. 

The trooper’s head lay at an alarming angle, lolling like a broken doll. That wasn’t the worst thing. Jones’s mouth opened and he screamed, the sound running through the still night like the wind. The tall figure laughed. It was a cruel thing with no humor in it, a sound that sent a shiver all the way up Stevens’ spine and made his legs feel like jelly.

McLeod raised his rifle.

“Let him be,” he shouted. The anger and fear in his voice brought out the native Scottish accent he’d been raised with. “This is your only warning.”

The dark figure turned and straightened, allowing them to see the full size and shape of it. Stevens forgot to breathe. The hump opened out into a pair of wings, so large that he could no longer see any stars behind them. Instead of a face there was only a deep pool of blackness; the laughter seemed to come from somewhere deep and far away within that darkness. 

The thing drew itself up to its full height, standing some ten feet tall. It lifted Jones in one arm, as easily as Stevens might have picked up a small child.

“Put him down,” McLeod shouted. He fired a warning shot over the thing’s head.

The black wings beat, twice, and suddenly it took flight, heading up into the sky above them.

“No!” McLeod shouted. 

He fired two quick shots after it. The creature faltered, almost stalled until the wings spread to their full extent and it swooped into a banking turn. But the effort had loosened its grip on the trooper.

Jones’s body fell with a dull thud at McLeod’s feet.

Overhead the black wings thwupped twice. The creature picked up speed and was soon lost in the night.

Then all was silent.
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“Bloody hell,” McLeod whispered, looking down at the body at his feet. The troopers all started speaking at the same time, asking shouted questions to which Stevens had no answer.

Not yet, anyway.

He bent to check on Jones. 

The trooper was as dead as any man he’d ever seen.

Then again, he was dead when I checked him earlier.

Brown came and stood beside him.

“What was that thing, Cap? Ain’t never seen nothing like it.”

“Are we in Hell, Cap?” Chalmers said. “Are we dead?”

Stevens didn’t want to think about it. To do so would open doors to fears he was afraid to give rein to lest they sent him screaming. The others were less reticent. A babble of voices rose in speculation and Stevens was dismayed at just how much rank fear he heard voiced.

He silenced them with a shout.

“Quiet. The plan hasn’t changed. We’re moving out, headed East to find the trail. Chalmers ... you’re on point. Brown and I will bring up the rear. Move it.”

McLeod couldn’t take his eyes from Jones’ body.

“We can’t leave him here, Cap. Not again.”

Stevens started to walk away.

“He’s not going anywhere. And I’m not hanging around to wait for that winged booger to come back. Now move, trooper. That’s an order.”

Their training took over again. As a unit, the men moved out.
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They walked for nearly an hour before Brown mentioned something that Stevens had already noticed, but had been keeping quiet about. If he’d mentioned it, it would only have spooked the men, and the troop was already on the edge of hysteria after their encounter with the winged thing.

Demon.

Stevens gave it a name in his mind. It didn’t make things any easier. He’d had a religious upbringing as a lad, but he’d thought his spell in the army had burned any notion of a better place beyond out of him. Blood and dust was the end of things; then the worms got you. At least that’s what he’d come to believe over the last few years. Now it seemed he might have to re-evaluate that personal philosophy. 

That don’t mean I have to be happy about it.

“Where’s the trail, Cap?” Brown whispered. “We should have reached it twenty minutes ago.”

Stevens had been trying not to think about that. What with the stars being out of position, a winged demon torturing an already-dead man, and the fact that there seemed to be no other living thing apart from him and his men out here, he was storing up a lot of things he’d rather not think about. He was saved from answering this one by a call from Chalmers up ahead.

“We’ve got something here, Cap. A building of some kind.”

Stevens joined Chalmers on a ridge above a narrow valley. Moonlight lit the whole length of it. On the valley floor, in what looked to be a long-dry riverbed, sat a squat white building of little more than four stone walls and a makeshift roof. There were no lights visible. Alongside the building and arching over what little roof there was, stood a skeletal tree that looked dry and long dead.

“Do we go down, Cap?” Chalmers asked.

Something tells me that’s exactly what we’re supposed to do.

“It’ll be dawn soon enough,” Stevens said. “And we can’t walk far in the heat of the day. That looks a good place to hole up and take stock. Take point again, Chalmers. We’ll be right behind you.”

They followed Chalmers down a narrow deer trail. The ground underfoot was dry and loose, and at every step they sent small avalanches of dirt and pebbles down the hill ahead of them. Stevens winced at every sound, expecting at any second for someone ... or something ... to emerge from the building and confront them. But when they reached the valley floor several minutes later, there had been no movement from inside. 

“We’ve been all over this country many times,” Brown said. “How come we ain’t never come across this afore now?”

“Quiet,” Stevens whispered. The men knew a command when they heard one. Stevens approached the building and stood close to the door. There was no noise from within. He waved Chalmers forward. The man gingerly opened the warped wooden door and slipped inside. They heard him moving around, then he cried out.

“Cap. Get in here. You need to see this.”

He left McLeod and Scott on guard and, with Brown right behind him, went inside. He thought he was prepared for any eventuality. 

He was wrong.

Chalmers stood just inside the door. His face was pale, eyes wide with shock and, something else ... something that looked like awe. Stevens saw why when he looked down.

An angel lay spread-eagled on the floor at his feet.

At first he took it for another of the winged things they’d seen earlier. But where that other had been dark, this one was light, almost luminescent. Its body was smooth, wrinkle-free, as if molded from the finest white porcelain. The body itself was over eight feet long, but thin, almost skeletal. Ribs showed through paper-thin flesh. The wings, long-feathered like those of an eagle, lay beneath it. It ... or he, for the gender was also obvious in his nakedness, had taken a blow to the head. Blood matted the blond hair and pooled both on the wing feathers and through to the dirt floor beneath them.

“Is it ... is he ... dead?” Chalmers whispered. 

Stevens bent to check. He knelt there for several seconds, almost afraid to touch the body, knowing that if he did so, and it was indeed real, that he would have to start thinking about many of the things he had been putting off since their arrival in this place.

“Cap?” Chalmers said, and that was enough to get him moving. He stretched out a hand. Even before he touched the flesh he felt the heat coming off the body.

A pulse beat rapidly at the angel’s neck, feathery and erratic. It was breathing, fast and shallow, like someone in the grip of a fever. That was confirmed when he put a hand on the prone figure’s brow.

He’s burning up.

He checked the eyes and found they were rolled up in their sockets, only white showing.

“Cap? Is he alive?” Chalmers asked again.

“He’s alive,” Stevens said, and stood, unsure what to do next.

“What is it, Cap?” Chalmers whispered, looking down at the figure on the floor.

Brown laughed bitterly.

“What does it look like? Ain’t you never seen an angel afore?”

Chalmers turned angrily, and it might have come to blows if a frightened call hadn’t come from outside.

“Cap. We’ve got trouble.”
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​CHAPTER 2
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“She’s drier than a Texas hoor,” Paddy Doyle said as he rode out of the ravine and spat a wad of tobacco on the dust that was all that remained of the riverbed.

Joe Clancy’s heart sank. They had driven a hundred thirsty steers for thirty miles in baking heat in the hope of fresh water. Now the beasts were exhausted, dehydrated, and looking to be worthless dead meat in short order. The steers had walked just about as far as they were going to. Joe had already had to shoot one and leave it in the dust behind them. 

And we’ll be shooting a lot more if we don’t get them watered ... and soon.

Joe looked back up the ravine from where Doyle had come. The shadows inside might offer some respite from the sun, but from here they looked dark and uninviting. Down on the valley floor there looked to be only gravel and dust. Higher up on the slopes some wispy scrub clung to what little soil there was to be had. Everything looked baked dry as if it had been through a kiln.

I know how it feels.

“Any fodder to be had?” he asked, more in hope than judgment. 

Doyle spat again. Joe would have joined him if he felt he could spare the water.

“Only some tough grass,” the Irishman said. “And that ain’t gonna last long. These critters are hungry. There’s dust, rock and maybe some shade to be had afore we head back, but that’s about it. I’m sorry, boss. I wish I could tell you something different. I know how important this is.”

“The perfect end to the summer,” Joe said. “May as well shoot myself now and be done with it.”

The fact that Doyle didn’t disagree only depressed Joe further. 

“I’ll go and have another look, Pa,” Tommy said from behind him, patting his horse’s neck. “If there’s any water at all to be sniffed out, Champ here will find it.”

Before Joe could nay-say him the youth rode off into the mouth of the ravine, the horse kicking up dust in a cloud behind him.

“He ain’t gonna find nothing,” Doyle said. “I done told you all there is to tell.”

Joe nodded.

“Give the lad his head. It’s his first time out with us,” Joe replied. “He just wants to do everything right.”

Doyle spat again but said no more. He didn’t have to. By rights they should have left the lad at home. He wasn’t turned sixteen yet, and was small for his age. Two days on horseback and a long night spent on watch duty were going to be tough even on experienced men like Joe and Doyle, never mind a boy. But Tommy could talk the back legs off a mule, and over the past month had steadily worn Joe down, despite Jessie’s protestations. She wasn’t ready for Tommy to be a man, not yet. But an extra hand was always useful on the trail, and the lad would have to learn sometime. Besides, Joe was starting to feel his age, and the sooner he could get the boy to carry some of the load, the more his old bones would thank him in the lean years to come.

“I won’t let you down, Pa,” the boy had said. That wasn’t what worried Joe. The boy had filled his young head with notions of freedom and open spaces; nights spent under the stars by a fire and tall stories told among men. What worried Joe was that he might let the boy down, and that once the lad got a taste of what the trail was like in reality, then that would be the end of that. The thought filled him with dread. 

I’ll be old afore I know it.... And then who’ll run the ranch?

For now he was just glad to have the boy here, and if the lad wanted to search for water, well, then, let him search. What harm could it do?

Harm had been a word big in Jessie’s mind when she’d seen them off. To her, Tommy was the baby, something to be coddled and protected at all costs. Joe had a more pragmatic approach, but even he had got a hitch in his chest early on the trip when Joe’s old horse had reared and threatened to send the boy tumbling. But Tommy had been on horseback nearly as long as he’d been walking, and he had got the horse calmed down quickly. So far, everything else had gone to plan, and Tommy had managed the long ride to get to the ravine with no noticeable problems. But the boy had the night to come yet, then there would be another long day in the saddle on the return journey. He was about to learn what it really took to be a ranch hand on a struggling cattle farm. Jessie wanted the boy to stay at home forever, forever her little man. Joe knew better. Boys grew up. Boys left aging parents to run ranches until the ranches ran them into the ground. He couldn’t in all honesty say he was looking forward to the prospect.

But it’s life. It’s all there is.

He knew that the day wasn’t too far off when Tommy would lift his head and look to the horizon. If he wanted to try to tie the lad to the ranch work, he was going to have to do it soon. But for now Joe gave him his head. 

The lad’s horse, Champ, had always had a nose for water, and if they ever needed it, now was the time. The sun had beat down on them all day and Joe felt like a bit of dried beef; hard and leathery and all dried out, just muscle and bone left, and even that threatening to cook away until nothing was left but tiredness and old age. 

And if we don’t get these steers into shade, there’ll be nothing left of any of us come the winter. 

Doyle and Joe got the cattle moving again and drove them towards the ravine where at least they might find some shade. It seemed to Joe that the sun had been beating on his head for years now, when in fact it was just two months. But here on the open range, two months was more than enough for ground to bake, grass to die and watering holes to turn to dust. Joe had lost a third of his herd already this season, the weak and young succumbing to heat and dehydration. If he lost a third more then that would be all she wrote... the bank would foreclose on the ranch and the family would be sent on the road to Christ knows where.

Ain’t gonna happen. Not if there’s anything at all to be done. 

This drive to the ravine was his final chance of some kind of survival. With the last big market of the year coming up in town on Saturday he needed to sell as many healthy steers as he could muster, just to break even on the season. On the trail he’d started to hope for a mite more than that; for enough coin to buy Jessie a new dress so she wouldn’t feel so out at place at Church, and for maybe an extra bottle or two of whisky, just to see him through the winter. Even those small comforts were beginning to seem like a forlorn dream.

He looked over at Doyle. The lanky Irishman had been with him for three years now. He might be taciturn to the point of silence, but he knew how to handle the steers better than any man Joe had ever met. More than that, Jessie and Tommy liked him, and he’d become a friend, a member of the family. 

How do I tell him that he won’t have a job by the end of the day? How can I send him on that long hard road that I’m not willing to walk for myself?

That thought kept him busy until they arrived in the mouth of the ravine. The steers became skittish and nervous as they reached the shade provided by the high cliffs.

I don’t blame them, Joe thought. There’s something right queer about this place. I just can’t figure out what.

The steers tried to turn away left, then, when Joe gave them a nudge, started to go right. A ripple seemed to run through the herd, as if, as one, they had decided on a course of action. Joe thought they were going to have a stampede on their hands. Three of the older beasts refused point blank to go any further until Doyle gave them a hefty slap on the flank with the palm of his hand. Even then they went reluctantly, and if Joe hadn’t been at the rear stopping them, they might have turned and run at any moment. 

Joe moved up as close as he dared to the rear of the group. If they turned now, he was likely to get caught in the crush. The further into the mouth of the ravine they were herded, the more skittish the beasts became. Doyle quickly moved into position and herded them closer together. With Joe doing any extra persuading required they eventually got the whole herd into the mouth of the gully. Once there the animals started foraging for any scraps of vegetation they could find. They still didn’t look quite calm to Joe’s eye, but at least they no longer seemed intent on bolting.

It was already much cooler here than it had been out on the prairie. Joe felt a chill in his bones.

It’ll be dusk soon. Time’s a wasting.

“Up here, Pa,” a voice shouted. Joe looked up from the herd. Tommy was some way ahead of them, having ridden up a steep rocky slope. His mount, Champ, tugged insistently at the ground with a foreleg. “Champ done found something.” 

Tommy’s excited shout echoed around them, seeming to call back from out of the deeper shadows under the sides of the ravine. The cleft in the hills ran away from them, deep into the distance where a shimmering heat haze made the cliff look like a curtain of dark water. The echoes faded to what sounded like a hoarse whisper before dying away completely. Every steer lifted its head at the same time, cocked to one side, listening. A fresh ripple ran through the herd and Joe felt a new chill run down his spine. Suddenly he wanted nothing to do with this place. 

It just feels wrong. I can’t put my finger on it, but there’s something hinky here.

“Come on down from there, lad. We need to make camp.”

“But, Pa ... Champ done found something.”

“I said, come down, lad. It can wait.”

But Tommy was insistent; and Champ even more so. The horse kicked and stamped at the ground, getting ever more frenzied, kicking up swirls of dust that danced down the slope in the breeze.

Doyle rode over alongside Joe. 

“He ain’t gonna find nothing,” the Irishman said, but now he seemed less convinced than before. ‘If there’s any water here I’ll eat my hat.”

Joe clapped him on the shoulder.

“Best get it soaked in water, it makes for easier chewing that way,” he said. “For as sure as eggs is eggs, that horse has found something.”

Up on the slope, Tommy whooped and hollered, and broke into a wide grin.

“I telled you, Pa, Champ done found us some water. Didn’t I tell you?”

The horse whinnied in reply and attacked the ground with increasing fury. 

“Best calm that steed down, boy,” Doyle said. “Else you’re liable to get thrown.”

But Tommy was already dismounting. He took an iron skillet from his pack and, using it like a spade, started to dig. More dust and pebbles flew in the air. Both boy and horse seemed to be enjoying themselves.

“Fool of a boy is looking to get himself kicked in the head,” Doyle said. “Might knock some sense into him.”

Joe took that with good humor ... he knew that Doyle would lay down his life for the lad if need be, because, much as Joe and Jessie thought of Doyle as family, it was obvious that Doyle felt the same way about them. To prove the point, Doyle was already getting down off his own horse. He climbed the slope to join the boy and, using his rifle butt, helped Tommy in the digging, both of them ignoring Champ’s flailing hooves.

Joe was about to join them himself when Doyle let out a yell and pulled Tommy to one side. Both of them fell in the dirt in a tumble of flailing limbs.

“What’d you go and do that for?” Tommy shouted as he sat up. 

A second later a plume of water shot high into the air as if pressure had suddenly been released. Just as quickly, the spout fell in on itself then started to bubble violently out of the rock. A trickle at first, then an ever-growing stream ran down the slope towards Joe. 

Water puddled underneath the cattle. The air got even cooler fast. A fine spray fell all around. When Joe licked his lips he found that his mustache was damp—and the liquid accumulated there tasted sharp, almost metallic. There was an acrid tang to it that seemed familiar but he couldn’t quite identify it. He did know one thing; the taste of it reminded him of mornings throwing up the effects of too much liquor. 

I ain’t gonna be drinking any of that. Not anytime soon.

The steers were taking to it readily enough though, lapping happily at the deepening pool around them. Water started to flow over the edge of the first puddle, finding the path of least resistance and starting its journey down the dry riverbed. It soaked into the parched earth at first but quickly saturated the hard-packed dirt. 

As if the soil itself is slaking its thirst.

Soon water flowed in a steady stream out of the ravine, heading off to the south towards the Clancy ranch and the town beyond. Up on the rocky slope Tommy and Doyle clutched each other in a hug, bouncing up and down, dancing like excited babies.

For the first time in a month Joe cracked a smile.

*
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Joe was still in good spirits when they finally settled down for the night. 

Doyle got a fire going and made some beef hash and coffee that managed to ease some of the stiffness of the long horseback ride from Joe’s bones. Tommy meanwhile kept up a constant flow of excited chatter.

“I done told you, Pa. Champ is the champ. We done found water ... I done found water. Does this mean I get to go to the saloon with you on Saturday? Does it, Pa? I think I’m ready to do some fucking.”

Normally this would have earned the lad a rebuke, sometimes even a slap, but Joe’s good spirits extended far enough to allow him some leeway tonight.

The boy might just have saved the ranch.

Eventually the day caught up with Tommy and, almost mid-sentence, his head started to drop and the flow of chatter slowed. Minutes later the boy was fast asleep. Joe covered him with a blanket and loaded some fresh wood on the fire. By the time he turned back, Doyle too was close to nodding off.

“We had a good day,” the Irishman said.

Joe smiled in reply.

“That we did, my friend. And may there be many more of the same.”

In all truth there had not been too many good days in the years since Doyle had walked out to the ranch—a good ten miles from town—in search of a bed and a job. 

Joe remembered the night well. Tommy was little more than a toddler, and had a bruised foot from where a steer had stood
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