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This
      is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents
      either
      are the product of the author’s imagination, or are used
      factiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or
      dead, events
      or localities is purely coincidental.  
    
  


  

    

      
Some
      of the language used in this book will be offensive to our
      modern
      minds but it was indicative of the contemporary attitudes at
      the time
      this book was set. The opinions expressed by the characters
      herein
      are not indicative of those held by the author or
      publisher.
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The
    road to the ferry was deeply rutted and had clearly been taken
    by a
    great number of animals since the rain had begun - that was
    evident
    by the thousands of hoof-prints. Big John had figured it'd be
    easier
    going once he got past the saloon but it wasn't - the mud was
    everywhere and it lead all the way to the river.
  



 





  

    
There
    couldn't have been a soul alive who'd have argued that Big Red
    didn't
    live up to its name at times like these. The river was raging
    so loud
    you could hear the rush of the water and it was bumping huge
    trees
    around as if they were little more than small sticks that
    youngsters
    had tossed into a stream. The thought of crossing the maelstrom
    sent
    a shiver through his bones but John wasn't one for backing out
    of an
    agreement - he weren't no first cousin to Moses Rose. No
    sir.
  



 





  

    
Even
    though he'd selected the biggest stallion in the remuda, John's
    muscular bulk made him reckon he'd likely have to sit down in
    shifts.
    Still, he was there now and all he had to do was to wait for
    the
    ferryman to come back across.
  



 





  

    
The
    ferry was little more than a flat-bottomed boat with ramps on
    both
    ends that were lifted up and locked in place just before the
    vessel
    cast off. Two simple timber gin frames - one on either side of
    the
    river - supported a rope above the surface of the broiling
    water and
    the ferryman pulled on this with all the force that he could
    muster.
    It would've been tough work under normal circumstances but, in
    these
    conditions, it could only have been truly Herculean.  The whole
    thing
    looked highly precarious and Big John was privately dreading
    the
    crossing.
  



 





  

    
He
    remembered the ferry's operator from the previous year's drive.
    The
    man was a grumpy old son-of-a-bitch who came across like he was
    missing a couple of buttons off his shirt. It wasn't going to
    make
    the crossing any smoother but the alternative of riding his
    horse
    into the river and swimming would like be the last damn-fool
    thing he
    ever did.
  



 





  

    
What
    was the ferryman's name? Heaton? That was it - Henry Heaton.
    He'd
    lost a leg in the war - or so he claimed - and so they called
    him
    Stumpy. Short in the leg and short on temper - that was him.
    Ferry
    work was grueling, and although he only had one leg, he was a
    powerful brute of a man who made even Big John look as big as
    the
    little end of nothing.
  



 





  

    
Stumpy
    was half-way across on the back-leg to the Salt Creek side so
    John
    wouldn't have long to wait. He was also obviously working today
    -
    something he was prone to deciding against if the mood took
    him. John
    had had a load of that with him the previous year when he'd
    been kept
    waiting for hours while Stumpy complained about his backache,
    the
    price of coffee beans, and the weather.
  



 





  

    
The
    rain was starting to let up albeit slightly. It was one of the
    worst
    aspects of life on the trail, living and sleeping in wet gear.
    Not
    only that, it could cause a whole variety of ailments as well
    as
    ruining supplies.
  




  

    
While
    waiting, Big John ran his eyes over a rough board on which
    someone -
    presumably Stumpy - had scrawled his prices. The bit that
    interested
    Big John was, of course, how much it was going to cost for him
    to go
    across now and how much for his wagon later. 
  




 





  

    
The
    sign read 'horse and rider - 25 cents' and 'wagon with two
    horses -
    50 cents'. It was a sizeable increase on the previous year's
    rates
    but there wasn't exactly much competition - leastways not
    within
    miles of Salt Creek.
  



 





  

    
A
    few minutes later and the ferry arrived. It had carried over an
    Indian - a tall muscular feller with a feather in his hair. He
    had a
    heavily lined face that looked like tanned hide and he carried
    a
    ferocious-looking spear that he was using as a walking stick.
    Behind
    him, he had a saddle-less paint stallion on which he had lashed
    his
    bedroll. He looked tough and more than capable of looking out
    for
    himself but there was something placid about him that suggested
    to
    Big John that he was not a threat.
  



 





  

    
"And
    don't be coming back, neither. I don't like carryin' Indians on
    my
    ferry," Stumpy was complaining although, if the Indian
    understood or cared, he displayed no outward sign of having
    done so.
    Big John shook his head in disgust; presumably the man had paid
    for
    the crossing and he seemed peaceable enough - there weren't no
    need
    to be haranguing him.
  



 





  

    
The
    Indian and his horse stepped nimbly off the ferry and, in one
    swift
    graceful movement, the man was mounted and riding off. There
    was
    no-one else on the ferry so Big John approached Stumpy.
  




  

    
"I'd
    like a return crossing. Just off to the stores and I'll be
    right
    back. Won't keep you waiting more than a few moments."
  




  

    
"It'll
    cost you," Stumpy grumbled. "River's a bitch today."
  




  

    
"The
    sign," Big John pointed at the rude wooden board, "the sign
    says 25 cents each way. How about I give you 40 cents for the
    return
    trip?"
  



 





  

    
Stumpy
    sneered. "For forty cents you can float across on that board if
    the mood takes you. I ain't budging for that kind of money. You
    want
    to go across, it'll cost you 3 dollars each way but, hey, I'm a
    good
    Christian feller, I'll only charge you five bucks for the
    return."
  



 





  

    
It
    was daylight robbery. The man, for all his protestations about
    being
    decent, was as crooked as a barrel of fish hooks.
  




  

    
"I
    can't pay that. I need the money to pay the deposit for the
    supplies
    at the trading post. How about we settle on a dollar for the
    return?"
  



 





  

    
"Think
    I'll go and make me some coffee and stop for a bite to eat
    seeing as
    I ain't got any paying passengers to transport."
  




  

    
"But
    I need to get to the trading post and back before sundown. Look
    a
    dollar is a lot of money for a crossing."
  



 





  

    
"Tell
    you what," Stumpy said grinning, "why don't you put that
    dollar of your'n down here and swim across? When you come back
    I'll
    put a dollar of my own alongside it and you can have both." He
    roared with laughter at his own joke while John found himself
    getting
    madder than a rattler on a griddle.
  



 





  

    
There
    was no point talking to the man: he clearly wasn't to be
    reasoned
    with and that was an end to it. While Big John hated being
    defeated,
    there was no sense in just arguing endlessly. 
  




 





  

    
He'd
    seen before what Stumpy could be like when the mood took him -
    the
    man clearly relished an idle hour spent debating the relative
    values
    of crossing now as opposed to at some unspecified time later.
    He
    couldn't afford five bucks nor did he want to start a precedent
    -
    next time it might well be double that and so on.
  



 





  

    
Not
    wanting to waste more time and deciding that, if he hurried, he
    could
    have a quick sample of the pleasures on offer at either the
    saloon or
    the hotel he'd passed, he turned around and rode back to Salt
    Creek.
    Behind him, he could have sworn he heard Stumpy's cackling
    taunts.
  



 





  

    
He
    was busy contemplating what he'd like to do to Stumpy -
    something
    which might possibly involve a burdizzo and a long whip - when
    he
    passed between two bluffs. They couldn't have been more than
    about
    ten feet high but plenty tall enough to hide the two varmints
    who
    were lying in wait - one on either side of the track.
  



 





  

    
As
    Big John passed through the gap, he heard the click of a
    revolver.
    The sound was just enough to jerk him from his reverie and into
    action. He instantly leaped from his horse and darted for cover
    behind a large boulder. As he did, a shot was loosed, catching
    him in
    the shoulder. He yelped in agony as the searing heat of the
    shot was
    swiftly replaced by a viciously sharp pain.
  



 





  

    
He
    guessed the varmints'd figure he was at least winged and would
    bide
    their time a bit to let him weaken. His favored right arm had
    been
    hit so with great difficulty and wincing with the pain, he drew
    his
    own piece and cocked the trigger. 
  




 





  

    
A
    few minutes passed with nothing much happening save for a loud
    whooshing sound passing above his head - maybe it was a large
    bird
    that had got scared off. Just after that, a man with a strange
    accent
    called out to him from behind one of the bluffs.
  



 





  

    
"Put
    your gun down," the voice said.
  




  

    
"Come
    out and get me, bushwacker. If y'ain't too yeller, that is.
    Let's
    face this man to man and be done with it." Big John didn't
    fancy
    his chances - what with his poorly shoulder - but time wasn't
    on his
    side. He was losing a lot of blood and by nightfall he'd either
    be
    with help or beyond caring.
  



 





  

    
"I'm
    not a bushwhacker ..." there was a short delay "... but he
    was," the voice called out and lobbed an object in Big John's
    general direction. Big John instantly pointed his piece at it
    but
    lowered his gun as soon as he saw what it was. The object in
    question
    was the head of the slimy critter who'd come into camp a week
    back,
    supposedly looking for stray cattle. 
  




 





  

    
The
    head had been severed quite expertly from its neck, and given
    the
    look of pure surprise on his face, the man had not seen his
    executioner coming until it was too late.
  



 





  

    
"There
    were two of you," Big John said feeling a cold chill coming
    into
    him. That was not a good sign.
  




  

    
"I
    told you, I'm not a bushwhacker. If I wanted to kill you, you
    would
    be dead - just like our friend here. Now, I can go and bring
    back
    another head to stare at while you die or I can help you
    survive. Put
    down your piece."
  



 





  

    
Big
    John thought for a moment. Something was strange about this but
    what
    was the likelihood that one bushwhacker would decide to kill
    the
    other bushwhacker before they'd robbed him? "I don't know who
    you are, pardner," he said feebly.
  



 





  

    
"I'm
    just someone who don't like bushwhackers. I'm also someone who
    can
    get you back to town."
  




  

    
"I
    guess if I had to die staring at a face," he looked again at
    the
    dead bushwhacker, "I'd be fixing to find something a whole lot
    purtier." He lowered and let slip his revolver which was
    already
    weighing a ton.
  



 





  

    
A
    few seconds later, the Indian he'd seen on the ferry sprang
    from
    behind one of the bluffs. Big John noticed that he was unarmed
    save
    for a large bloodstained knife that was tucked into his
    belt.
  




  

    
"You
    were on the ferry," Big John said, struggling hard not to lose
    consciousness.
  




  

    
The
    Indian didn't answer. Instead he tore open Big John's blood
    soaked
    shirt, ripped a sleeve off, removed a bundle of herbs and
    grasses
    from his pack, stuffed the bundle firmly against the wound and
    bound
    it tightly with the shirtsleeve.
  



 





  

    
"We
    need to get you to a medicine man," he said eventually,
    admiring
    his work.
  




  

    
"There
    were two of them. What happened to the other one?" John
    asked.
  




  

    
"He
    got bad back problems which reminds me. Must collect
    spear."
  



 





  

    
The
    Indian helped John on his horse, collected his own pinto and
    strode
    off in search of the other outlaw. A few moments later, he was
    back
    and wiping the blood off the spear's point.
  




  

    
"Why
    didn't you shoot him with an arrow? Wouldn't that have been
    easier?"
    John asked.
  




  

    
The
    last thing John heard before he fell unconscious was the big
    Indian
    telling him how he never was any good with arrows.
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"I'm
    coming with you, Ma, and that's an end to it," Pat insisted.
    Over the previous days he'd begun to feel much better and had
    even
    started walking around and assuming some of his old duties on
    the
    ranch. The kicking he'd received was still causing him a good
    deal of
    pain but he was definitely on the mend.
  





  

    
Rose
    folded her arms across her chest and stood firm. "Don't you be
    issuin' me with no ultimatums, Patrick Doyle. 'Tweren't no
    more'n a
    single week ago that the very idea of you fixin' to saddle up
    was as
    dumb as a dead burro - and that's truly dumb. Now there y'all
    are,
    wantin' to be riding into town to go bandying sharp words with
    our
    elected sheriff." Although admittedly Rose didn't like the idea
    of riding into town alone, she didn't want to watch Pat
    squaring up
    to Brad or, worse still, his father. Those were two battles
    which he
    just couldn't win - injuries or no injuries.
  





  

    
"I
    need to come, Ma. What happened to me can be settled man to man
     if I
    can ever get him alone but look what he did to Matilde - and
    Caitlyn,
    too."
  




  

    
"Pat,
    I don't need you to be inflamin' the situation none. It's
    likely to
    get hotter 'n a goat's butt in a pepper patch as it is."
  





  

    
"But
    you weren't there, Ma. You be showing up on your own and it's
    only
    going to be your word against his boy's. You need to be taking
    myself
    or Caitlyn or Matilde with you and I'm thinking that I'm to be
    your
    best bet of the three of us. Am I making a good case for
    myself, Ma?"
  




  

    
Rose
    put her hands on her hips and laughed loudly. "I'm reckonin'
    that you should've become one of them lawyer fellows, Patrick
    Doyle.
    You'd more'n be able to plum talk our rooster out of its tail
    feathers with that silver tongue of yours."
  




  

    
Pat
    grinned. "Maybe I should take up card sharping," he teased.
    He knew how she hated such games.
  




  

    
Rose
    shrugged off his deliberate taunt. "If'n you do come, an' I
    ain't entirely decided that I'm sound of mind to even be
    thinking of
    such a thing, you be sure to hold that smooth tongue of your'n
    right
    back where it's supposed to be and let me do all the talking.
    We
    clear on that one?"
  




  

    
"Of
    course, Ma," Pat replied although Rose couldn't help but think
    that his words were said a little too quickly.
  





  

    
*
    * *
  





  

    
Over
    supper, Rose had informed the others of her decision to go and
    see
    the sheriff. Caitlyn had been fairly neutral, Emma Mae dead
    against
    it, while Henry, desperate to see something - anything -
    happen, had
    been very much in favor. Matilde had said little and seemed to
    shrink
    away into herself.
  





  

    
Now
    they were pulling up outside of the sheriff's office, Rose felt
    decidedly less confident. How she wished that The Colonel were
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