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Chapter 1



PA CAME DOWN to the breaks along the Cowhouse where I was rousting out some steers that had taken to the brush because of the heel-flies.

“Come up to the house, boy. Tap has come home and he is talking of the western lands.”

So I gathered my rope to a coil and slung it on the pommel of my saddle, and stepping up to the leather, I followed Pa up through the trees and out on the open grass.

Folks were standing in the breezeway of our Texas house, and others were grouped around in bunches, listening to Tap Henry or talking among themselves.

It was not a new thing, for there had been argument and discussion going on for weeks. We all knew that something must be done, and westward the land was empty.

Tap Henry was a tall man of twenty-seven or -eight and we had been boys together, although he was a good six to seven years older than me. A hard, reckless man with a taste for wild country and wilder living, he was a top hand in any man’s outfit, and a good man with a gun.

You couldn’t miss Tap Henry. He was well over six feet tall and weighed a compact one hundred and ninety. He wore a freshly laundered blue shield-style shirt with a row of buttons down each side, shotgun chaps, and Spanish boots with big California spurs.

He still packed that pearl-handled six-shooter he had taken off a man he had killed, and he was handsome as ever in that hard, flashy way of his. He was our friend and, in a sense, he was my brother.

Our eyes met across the heads of the others as I rode up, and his were cold and measuring. It was a look I had seen in his eyes before, but never directed at me. It was the way he looked when he saw a possible antagonist. Recognition came suddenly to his eyes.

“Danny! Dan, boy!” He strode through the crowd that had gathered to hear his talk of the lands to the west, and thrust out a hand. “Well, I’ll be forever damned! You’ve grown up!”

Stepping down from the saddle, I met his grip with one of my own, remembering how Tap prided himself on his strength. For a moment I matched him, grip for grip, then let him have the better of it, for he was a proud man and I liked him, and I had nothing to prove.

It surprised me that we stood eye to eye, for he had always seemed very tall, and I believe it surprised him too.

Almost involuntarily, his eyes dropped to my belt, but I was wearing no gun. My rifle was in my saddle-boot and my knife was in its sheath.

“We’re going west, Danny!” His hand on my shoulder, we walked back to where Pa now stood with Aaron Stark and Tim Foley. “I’ve scouted the land, and there is grass enough, and more!”

Pa glanced curiously from one to the other of us, and from the shadow of the breezeway Zebony Lambert watched us, a strange light in his green eyes. Zeb’s long brown hair lay about his shoulders, as carefully combed as a woman’s, his eyes level and hard under the flat brim of his Spanish hat.

Zebony Lambert was my friend, but I do not think he had many friends, for he was a solitary, self-keeping sort of man little given to talk. Of medium height, his extraordinarily broad shoulders made him seem shorter, and they were well set off by the short Spanish jacket he wore, and the buckskin, bell-bottomed breeches.

Lambert and Tap had never met until now, and it worried me a little, for both were strong men, and Tap was inclined toward arrogance.

“Is it true, then?” I asked Pa. “Is it decided?”

“Aye…we’re going west, Dan.”

Tim Foley was our neighbor who ran a few cows of his own, but occasionally worked for us. A square-built man with a square, honest face. “And high time,” he said, “for there is little grass and we have those about us who like us not at all.”

“How far is it, then?”

“Six hundred miles or less. Right across Texas and into New Mexico. If we do not go on, it will be less.”

Pa looked at me. More and more he was paying mind to my judgment, and listening to what I had to say. He was still the boss…I knew that and he knew it, but he had respect for my judgment, which had grown since he had been leaving the cattle business to me.

“How many head, Dan? What can we muster?” Pa put the question and I caught a surprised look from Tap, for he remembered me as a boy, and a boy only.

“Fifteen hundred at least, and I’d say a bit more than that. Tim will have a good three hundred head under his own brand, and Aaron nearly as many. When all are rounded up and the breaks swept clean, I would say close to three thousand head.”

“It is a big herd, and we will be short of men,” Pa commented thoughtfully.

“There will be three wagons, and the horse herd,” I added.

“Wagons?” Tap objected. “I hadn’t planned on wagons.”

“We have our families,” Tim said, “and there are tools we must take.”

There began a discussion of what to take, of trail problems and men, and I leaned against the corral rail, listening without paying much attention. In every such venture there is always more talk than is necessary, with everybody having his say, but I knew that when all was said, much of it would be left to me, and I would do as seemed best to me.

There is no point in such endless discussion, except that men become familiar with their problems. Long ago, when the first discussion of such a move began, I had also begun thinking of it, and had made some plans I thought necessary. Lambert, a thoughtful man, had contributed a few pointed and common-sense suggestions.

We could muster barely a dozen men, far too few for the task that lay ahead. Once the herd was trailbroke, four to five men might keep it moving without much trouble, but until then it would be a fight. Some of these old mossyhorns had grown up there on the Cowhouse and they had no wish to leave home. 

There would be the usual human problems too, even though the people who would be accompanying our move would all be known to us. And once away from the settlements, there would be Comanches.

It was a risk, a big risk. We were chancing everything.

We might have fought it out where we were, but Pa was no hand for a fight, although he had courage enough for two men, and had seen his share of fighting in the Mexican War and with Indians. He had grown up in the Five Counties and knew what feuding meant. It was Tap who had suggested going west, and Pa fell in with it.

But there was risk connected with everything, and we were hard men bred to a hard life in a hard land, and the lives that we lived were lonely, yet rich with the voice of our singing, and with tales told of an evening by the campfire.

What pleasures we had were created by ourselves or born of the land, our clothing was made by our own hands, our houses and corrals, also. Those who rode beside us knew the measure of our strength as we knew theirs, and each knew the courage of the other.

In that country a man saddled his own broncs and fought his own battles, and the measure of his manhood was that he did what needed to be done, and did it well, and without shirking.

Me? I, Dan Killoe, was born in a claim cabin on Cowhouse Creek with the roar of buffalo guns filling the room as Pa and my Uncle Fred beat off an Indian attack. I let out my first yell in a room filled with gunsmoke, and when Ma died I was nursed by a Mexican woman whose father died fighting with the Texans at the Alamo.

When I was six, Pa met Tap’s Ma on a trip to Fort Worth, and married her, bringing her west to live with us, and they brought Tap along.

She was a pretty woman, as I recall, and good enough to us boys, but she wasn’t cut out for frontier life, and finally she cut and run with some no-account drifter, leaving Tap to live with us.

Tap always pulled his weight, and more. He took to cow country like he was born to it, and we got along. He was thirteen and doing a man’s work and proud of it, for the difference between a man and a boy is the willingness to do a man’s work and take a man’s responsibility.

Being older than me, he was always the leader, no matter what we were doing, and a few times when we had a chance to attend school, he took up for me when I might have taken a beating from bigger boys.

When Tap pulled out the first time he was seventeen and I was a bit more than ten. He was gone most of a year, working for some outfit over in the Big Thicket.

The next time I saw him he was wearing a pistol, and we heard rumors he had killed a man over near Caddo Lake.

When he was at home he worked like all get-out, but he soon had the name of being a good man to let alone. Pa said nothing much to him, only dropping a comment now and then, and Tap always listened, or seemed to. But he was gone most of the time after that, and each time he came back he was bigger, tougher, and more sure of himself.

It had been three years since we had last seen Tap, but now he was back, and at the right time, too. Trouble was building along the Cowhouse and neighbors were crowding in, and it was time we moved west and laid claim to land.

We would be leaving mighty little on the Cowhouse. When Pa moved into the country a body couldn’t live there at all without neighbors and they bunched up for protection. Some died and some were killed, some drifted and some sold out, but the country changed and the people, and now it was building into a fight for range.

Some of the newcomers had no cattle, and from time to time they would kill a beef of ours. Pa was no one to keep a man’s youngsters from food, so he allowed it. The trouble was, they turned from killing a beef for food to driving them off and selling them, and trouble was cropping up.

A couple of times I’d caught men with our brand on some steers they were driving, and I drove them back, but twice shots had been fired at me.

The old crop that worked hard and fought hard for their homes were gone. This new lot seemed to figure they could live off what we had worked for, and it was developing into trouble. What we wanted was land that belonged to us—land with boundaries and lines drawn plain and clear; but due to the way everybody had started out on the Cowhouse, that wasn’t true here.

There was talk of moving west, and then Tap rode in, fresh from that country.

Pa was a farmer at heart, more interested in crops than cattle, and of late I’d taken to running the cattle business.

“It is a bad trip, I’ll not lie about that,” Tap was saying. “But the time of year is right, and if we start soon there will be grass and water.”

“And when we get there?” Foley asked.

“The best grass you ever saw, and water too. We can stop on the Pecos in New Mexico, or we can go on to Colorado.”

“What would you suggest?” Foley was a shrewd man, and he was keeping a close watch on Tap as he questioned him.

“The Pecos country. Near Bosque Redondo.”

Karen Foley came to stand beside me, her eyes watching Tap. “Isn’t he exciting?” she said. “I’m glad he will be with us.”

For the first time I felt a twinge of jealousy, but it was a small twinge, for I liked and admired Tap Henry myself, and I knew what she meant.

Tap was different. He had come riding back into our lives wearing better clothes than we could afford, riding a fine chestnut gelding with a beautifully hand-tooled saddle, the first one I had ever seen. Moreover, he carried himself with a kind of style.

He had a hard, sure way about him and he walked and moved with an assurance we did not have. You felt there was no uncertainty about Tap Henry, that he knew what he wanted and knew how to get it. Only faintly, and with a twinge of guilt, did I think that perhaps he cared too little for the feelings or interests of others. Nevertheless, I could think of no better man on a trip of the kind we were planning.

Karen was another thing, for Karen and I had been walking out together, talking a little, and a couple of times we had taken rides together. We had no understanding or anything like it, but she was the prettiest girl anywhere around, and for a girl out on the Texas plains she got herself up mighty well.

She was the oldest of Tim Foley’s three children. The other two were boys, fourteen and ten.

It was plain she was taken by Tap Henry, and one thing I knew about Tap was that he was no man to take lightly where women were concerned. He had a way with them, and they took to him.

Pa turned around. “Come over here, Dan. We want your advice.”

Tap laughed as I walked up, and clapped a hand on my shoulder in that way he had. “What’s the matter, Killoe? You taking advice from kids now?”

“Dan knows more about cattle than anybody I ever knew,” Pa said quietly, “and this won’t be his first trail drive.”

“You?” Tap was surprised. “A trail drive?”

“Uh-huh. I took a herd through Baxter Springs last year. Took them through to Illinois and sold them.”

“Baxter Springs?” Tap chuckled. “Lost half your herd, I’ll bet. I know that crowd around Baxter Springs.”

“They didn’t cut Dan’s herd,” Foley said, “and they didn’t turn him aside. Dan took them on through and sold out for a good price.”

“Good!” Tap squeezed my shoulder. “We’ll make a team, won’t we, boy? Man, it’s good to be back!”

He glanced over toward the corral where Karen was standing. All of a sudden he said, “Well, you understand what’s needed here. When you are ready for the trail, I’ll take over.”

He walked away from us and went over to where Karen stood by the rail. Tim Foley glanced after him, but his face revealed nothing. Nevertheless, I knew Tim well enough to know he disapproved.

Foley turned and went into the house and the others drifted away, leaving Pa and me standing there together.

“Well,” Pa said, “Tap’s back. What do you think of him?”

“We’re lucky to have him. He knows the waterholes, and he’s a good hand. Believe me, Pa, before this drive is over we’ll need every man.”

“Yes, that we will.” He seemed about to say something more, but he did not.

Pa was a canny man and not given to unnecessary talk, and I knew that if he had something on his mind he would say it soon enough. Something was bothering him, however, but all he said a minute later was, “Do you remember Elsie?”

Elsie Henry had been Tap’s mother, and I did remember her. She was the only mother I’d ever had, but somehow she never seemed like a mother…more like somebody who came to stay for a while and then went away. Yet she was good to Tap and me and, looking back on it, I knew she had done a lot of thinking before she broke loose and ran off.

“Yes, I remember her.”

“She wasn’t cut out for this life. She should not have come west.”

“I often wondered why she did. She was a pretty woman with a taste for pretty clothes and fancy living. Seems to me she would have been happier back east.”

“Character,” Pa said, “is the thing, whether it’s horses, dogs, or men. Or women, for that matter.”

He walked off without saying anything more, and I took my horse to the corral and stripped off the outfit and hung it up. All the time I was thinking of what Pa had said, and wondering what lay back of it. Pa had a way of saying things that left a lot unsaid, and I was wondering just how far he wanted that comment to go.

But with the trip coming up, there was very little time for thinking of that. Or of anything else.

It was spring…hot and dry. There had been some good winter rains, and there should be water along the trail to Horsehead Crossing on the Pecos. 

Squatting on my heels near the corral, I gave thought to that. Karen and Tap had wandered off somewhere, but right now I was thinking about horses. We would need a cavvy of fifty or sixty head, and with all the horses we could round up between us, including those belonging to Tim Foley and Aaron Stark, we would be short about twenty head.

Two of the wagons needed working on and there was harness to mend. Also, we must get a lot of lead for bullets, and cast enough at least to get us started in case of Comanche trouble. And we would need some additional barrels for carrying water.

Zebony Lambert strolled over and dropped to his heels beside me. He was smoking tobacco wrapped in paper, a habit some of the Texans were picking up from the Mexicans. Most of us smoked cigars, when we smoked.

“So that’s Tap Henry.”

He spoke in a peculiarly flat tone, and I glanced around at him. When Zeb spoke in that voice I knew he was either unimpressed or disapproving, and I wanted them to like each other.

“We spent a lot of time together as boys, Zeb. He’s my half brother, stepbrother…whatever they call it.”

“Heard that.”

“When his Ma ran off, Pa let him stay on. Treated him like another son.”

Zeb looked across the yard to where Tap was laughing and talking with Karen.

“Did he ever see his mother again?”

“No. Not that I know of.”

“He fancies that gun, doesn’t he?”

“That he does…and he’s good with it, too.”

Zeb finished his cigarette, then pushed it into the dirt. “If you need help,” he said, “I stand ready. You’ll need more horses.”

“You see any wild stuff?”

“Over on the Leon River. You want to try for them?” Zeb was the best wild-horse hunter anywhere around. The trouble was there was so little time. If we wanted to travel when there was water to be found we should be starting now. We should have started two weeks ago.

Zebony Lambert never worked for any man. Often he would pitch in and help out, and he was a top hand, but he would never take pay. Nobody understood that about him, but nobody asked questions in Texas. A man’s business and his notions were his own private affair.

“Maybe we can swap with Tom Sandy. There’s a lot of young stuff down in the breaks, too young for a trail herd.”

“He’ll throw in with you if you ask him.”

“Sandy?” I could not believe it. “He’s got him a good outfit. Why should he move?”

“Rose.”

Well, that made a kind of sense. Still, any man who would leave a place like he had for Rose would leave any other place for her, and would in the end wind up with nothing. Rose was a mighty pretty woman and she kept a good house, but she couldn’t keep her eyes off other men. Worst of all, she had what it took to keep their eyes on her, and she knew it.

“She’ll get somebody killed.”

“She’ll get Tom killed.”

Zeb got up. “I’ll ride by about sunup. Help you with that young stuff.” He paused. “I’ll bring the dogs.”

Zebony Lambert had worked cattle over in the Big Thicket and had a bunch of the best cattle-working dogs a man ever did see, and in brush country a dog is worth three cowhands.

He went to his horse and stepped into the saddle. I never tired of watching him do it. The way he went into the leather was so smooth, so effortless, that you just couldn’t believe it. Zeb had worked with me a lot, and I never knew a better coordinated man, or one who handled himself with greater ease.

He walked his horse around the corral so he would not have to pass Tap Henry, and just as he turned the horse Tap looked up.

It was plain to him that Lambert was deliberately avoiding him, for around the corral was the long way. Tap laid his eyes on Zeb and watched him ride off, stepping around Karen to keep his eyes on him.

The smell of cooking came from the house, where Mrs. Foley was starting supper.

Karen and Tap were talking when I approached the house. He was talking low and in a mighty persuasive tone, and she was laughing and shaking her head, but I could see she was taken with him, and it got under my skin. After all, Karen was my girl—or so everybody sort of figured.

Tap looked up. “You know, Karen, I can’t believe Danny’s grown up. He used to follow me around like a sucking calf.” 

She laughed, and I felt my face getting red. “I didn’t follow you everywhere, Tap,” I replied. “I didn’t follow you over the Brazos that time.”

He looked like I’d slapped him across the mouth, but before he could say something mean, Karen put a hand on his sleeve. “You two are old friends…even brothers. Now, don’t you go and get into any argument.”

“You’re right, Karen,” I said, and walked by them into the house.

Mrs. Foley glanced up when I came in, and then her eyes went past me to Tap and Karen. “Your brother is quite handsome,” she said, and the way she said it carried more meaning than the words themselves.

For three days then we worked sunup to sundown, with Tap Henry, Zeb Lambert, and Aaron Stark working the breaks for young stuff. Pa rode over to have a talk with Tom Sandy about a swap, and Tim Foley worked on the wagons, with his boys to help. 

Lambert’s dogs did the work of a dozen hands in getting those steers out of the brush and out of the overhang caves along the Cowhouse which gave the creek its name.

Jim Poor, Ben Cole, and Ira Tilton returned from delivering a small herd to San Antonio and fell in with us, and the work began to move faster.

Every time I had the chance I asked Tap questions about that route west. The one drive I’d made, the one up through Kansas and Missouri into Illinois, had taught me a good deal about cattle, but that was a sight better country than what we were heading into now.

The corn grinding was one of the biggest jobs, and the steadiest. We had a cornmill fixed to a post and two cranks on it. That mill would hold something around a peck of corn, but the corn had to go through two grindings to be right for bread-baking. We ground it once, then tightened the mill and ran it through again, grinding it still finer.

We wanted as much corn ground as possible before the trip started, for we might not be able to use the grinder on the road without more trouble than we could afford. Between grinding the corn and jerking beef, there was work a-plenty for everyone.

None of us, back in those days, wore store-bought clothes. It was homespun or buckskin, and for the most part the men dressed their own skins and made their own clothes, with fringe on the sleeves and pants legs to drain the rain off faster. Eastern folks usually thought that fringe was purely ornamental, which was not true.

For homespun clothes of either cotton or wool, the stuff was carded and spun by hand, and if it was cotton, the seeds were picked out by hand. Every man made his own moccasins or boots, repaired what tools or weapons he had, and in some cases made them from the raw material.

Down among the trees along the Cowhouse the air was stifling. It was a twisty creek, with the high banks under which the cattle took shelter, and it was hot, hard work, with scarcely room to build a loop. 

A big brindle steer cut out of the trees ahead of me, and went through them, running like a deer, with me and that steeldust gelding right after him. Ducking a heavy branch that would have torn my head off, I took a smaller one smack across the face, making my eyes water. The steer lunged into a six-foot wall of brush and that steeldust right after him. Head down, I went through, feeling the branches and thorns tearing at my chaps. The steer broke into the open and I took after him, built a loop, and dropped it over his horns.

That old steeldust sat right back on his haunches and we busted that steer tail-over-teakettle and laid him down hard. He came up fighting. He was big, standing over sixteen hands…and he was mad…and he weighed an easy eighteen hundred.

He put his head down and came for me and that steeldust, but that bronc of mine turned on a dime and we busted Mr. Steer right back into the dust again.

He got up, dazed but glaring around, ready for a fight with anything on earth, but before he could locate a target I started off through the brush at a dead run and when that rope jerked him by the horns he had no choice but to come after us.

Once out in the open again and close to the herd, I shook loose my loop and hazed him into the herd. 

It was heat, dust, sweat, charging horses, fighting steers, and man-killing labor. One by one we worked them out of the brush and up onto the plain where they could be bunched. Except for a few cantankerous old mossyhorns, they were usually content as long as they were with others of their kind in the herd.

That tough old brindle tried to make it back to the brush, back to his home on the Cowhouse, but we busted him often enough to make a believer of him.

Tap, like I said, was a top hand. He fell into the routine and worked as hard as any of us.

We rolled out of our soogans before there was light in the sky, and when the first gray showed we were heading for the brush. We wore down three or four horses a day, but there are no replacements for the men on a cow outfit.

Breakfast was usually beef and beans, the same as lunch, or sometimes if the women were in the notion, we had griddle cakes and sorghum…corn squeezings, we called it.

Morning of the third day broke with a lowering gray sky, but we didn’t see that until later. We had two days of brutal labor behind us, and more stretching ahead. Usually, I slept inside. Pa and me occupied one side of the Texas, Tim Foley and his family the other side; but with Stark’s wife and kids, we gave up our beds to them and slept outside with the hands.

Rolling out of my soogan that third morning, it took me only a minute to put on my hat—a cowhand always puts on his hat first—and then my boots and buckskin pants.

The women had been up and we could hear dishes a-rattling around inside. Tap crawled out of his blankets and walked to the well, where he hauled up a bucket of water and washed. I followed him. He looked sour and mean, like he always did come daybreak. With me it was otherwise—I always felt great in the morning, but I had sense enough to keep still about it.

We went up to the house and Mrs. Foley and Karen filled our plates. That morning it was a healthy slab of beef and a big plate of beans and some fried onions.

Like always, I had my bridle with me and I stuck the bit under my jacket to warm it up a mite. Of a frosty morning I usually warmed it over a fire enough to make it easy for a horse to take, and while it wasn’t too cold this morning, I wanted that bronc of mine to be in a good mood.

Not that he would be…or ever was.

We sat on the steps or squatted around on the ground against the wall, eating in silence. Karen came out with the big pot and refilled our cups, and took a mite longer over Tap’s cup.

None of us was talking very much, but Zebony moved over beside me when he had finished eating and began to make one of those cigarettes of his.

“You been over to the Leon?”

“No.”

“You and me…we take a pasear over there. What do you say?”

“There’s plenty of work right here,” I said. “I don’t see—”

“I do,” Tap interrupted. “I know what he means.”

Zeb touched a delicate tongue-tip to his thin paper. “Do you think,” he said to me, “they will let you drive your cattle away?”

“They belong to us.”

“Sure—there are mighty few that don’t. Those others…the newcomers…they have no cattle, and they have been living on yours. By now they know you are planning a drive, and are cleaning out the breaks.”

“So?”

“Dan, what’s got into you?” Tap asked irritably. “They’ll rustle every steer they can, and fight you for the others. How many men have we got?”

“Now? Nine or ten.”

“And how many of them? There must be thirty.”

“Closer to forty,” Zeb said. “There’s tracks over on the Leon. They are bunching your cows faster than you are, and driving them north into the wild country.”

“I reckon we’d best go after them,” I said.

Tap got up. “I reckon we had,” he said dryly. “And if you ever carried a short gun, you’d better carry one when you go after them.”

It made sense. This lot who had squatted around us had brought nothing into the country except some beat-up horses and wagon outfits. Not more than two or three had so much as a milk cow…and they had been getting fat on our beef, eating it, which Pa never minded much, and even selling it. And not one of them had done a tap of work. They had come over from the east and south somewhere—a bedraggled bunch of poor whites and the like.

That did not make them easy. Some of that outfit had come down from Missouri and Arkansas, and some were from the Five Counties, where there had been fighting for years. Pa was easy-going and generous, and they had spotted it right off.

“Don’t tell Pa,” I said. “He’s no hand with a gun.”

Tap glanced at me briefly as if to say, “And I suppose you are?” But I paid him no mind.

Tim Foley saw us bunched up and he walked over. That man never missed a thing. He minded his own affairs, but he kept an ear to the ground. “You boys be careful,” was all he said.

The sun was staining the sky with rose when we moved out from the place. As we rode away, I told Ben Cole to keep the rest of them in the bottoms of the Cowhouse and to keep busy. They knew something was up, but they offered no comment, and we trailed it off to the west, then swung north.

“You know who it is?” I asked Zeb. 

“That Holt outfit, Mack, Billy, and Webb—all that crowd who ride with them.”

Tough men, and mean men. Dirty, unshaven, thieves and killers all of them. A time or two I’d seen them around.

“Webb,” I commented, “is left-handed.”

Tap looked around at me. “Now that,” he said, “is a good thing to know.”

“Carries his gun on the right side, butt first, and he draws with either hand.”

We picked up their trail in a coulee near the Leon River and we took it easy. They were driving some twenty head, and there were two men. Following the trail was no trick, because they had made no attempt to hide it. In fact, they seemed to be inviting trouble, and realizing how the odds figured out, they might have had that in mind.

We walked our horses up every slope and looked around before we crossed the ridges or hills. We kept to low ground when we could and just managed to keep the trail in sight.

If we moved our cattle out of this country the rest of that ragtag and bobtail would have to move out or starve to death. Cattle were plentiful in most parts of Texas and it wasn’t until later that folks began to watch their beef. For a long time, when a man needed beef he went out and killed one, just as he had buffalo, and nobody paid it no mind.

In those days cattle were good for their hides and tallow, and there was no other market. A few drives had been made to Louisiana, to Shreveport, and over into Alabama, but cattle were a drug on the market. However, this far west the wild cattle had begun to thin out, and fewer were to be found.

This was the frontier, and west of us there was nothing but wide, unsettled country. In those days the settler furthest west in Texas was a farmer who was about four miles west of Fort Belknap, and that was away off north of us, and a little west.

Cattle liked the country further east or along the river bottoms where the grass was thick. Zeb Lambert told me he had seen a few over on the Colorado, west of us, but they were strays that had somehow found their way there. Nobody lived in that country.

The coolness remained in the morning, clouds were heavy, and there was a dampness as of coming rain. Despite the work we had to do, we hoped for it. Rain in this country meant not only water in the water-holes and basins, but it meant grass on the range. In a few days our lives would depend on both.

Zeb Lambert pulled up. “Dan,” he said, “look here.”

We both stopped and looked at the trail. Two riders had come in from the east and joined the two we were trailing. The grass was pushed down by their horses’ hoofs and had not straightened up—they could have joined them only minutes before.

Tap Henry looked at those tracks. “It could be accident,” he said.

“What do you mean?” I asked him.

“Or it could be that somebody told them we were riding this way.”

Zebony said nothing, but he started building himself one of those cigarettes he set so much store by.

“Who would do a thing like that?” I asked. “None of our crowd.”

“When you’ve lived as long as me,” Tap said shortly, “you won’t trust anybody. We were following two men…now two more come in out of nowhere.”

We rode on, more cautiously now. Tap was too suspicious. None of our folks would carry word to that bunch of no-account squatters. Yet there were four of them now, and only three of us. We did not mind the odds, but it set a man to thinking. If they were tipped off that we were moving against them there might be more of them coming.

Tap suddenly turned his head and saw Zeb cutting off over the rise.

“Now what’s got into him?” he demanded.

“He’ll be hunting sign. Zeb could track a coon over the cap-rock in the dark of the moon.”

“Will he stand?”

“He’ll stand. He’s a fighter, Tap. You never saw a better.”

Tap looked after him, but made no comment. Tap was riding tall in the saddle this morning, head up and alert, ready for trouble. And Tap Henry was a man who had seen trouble. There had been times before he left us when he had to face up to a difficulty, and no telling how many times since then.

Suddenly, we smelled smoke.

Almost at the same moment we saw our cattle. There must have been three hundred head bunched there, and four men were sitting around the fire. Only one of them got to his feet as we approached.

“Watch it, Tap,” I said, “there’s more of them.”

The hollow where they were was long, maybe a quarter of a mile, and there were willows and cottonwood along the creek, and here and there some mesquite. Those willows shielded the creek from view. No telling what else they might hide.

The remuda was staked out close by. My eyes went to the staked-out horses. “Tap,” I said, “five of those horses are showing sweat.”

Webb Holt was there, and Bud Caldwell, and a long, lean man named Tuttle. The fourth man had a shock of uncombed blond hair that curled over his shirt collar, and a chin that somehow did not quite track with his face. He had a sour, mean look about him.

“Those cows are showing our brand,” I said mildly. “We’re taking them back.”

“Are you now?” Webb Holt asked insolently.

“And we’re serving notice. No more beef—not even one.”

“You folks come it mighty big around here,” Webb commented. “Where’d you get the right to all these cattle? They run loose until you came along.”

“Not here they didn’t. There were no cattle here until my father drove them in, and the rest came by natural increase. Since then we’ve ridden herd on them, nursed them, dragged them out of bogs, and fought the heel-flies and varmints.

“You folks came in here with nothing and you’ve made no attempt to get anything. We’d see no man go hungry, least of all when he has young ones, so we’ve let you have beef to eat. Now you’re stealing.”

“Do tell?” Holt tucked his thumbs behind his belt. “Well, let me tell you something. You folks want to leave out of here, you can. But you’re taking no cows.”

“If you’re counting on that man back in the brush,” I said, “you’d best forget him. He won’t be able to help you none.”

Holt’s eyes flickered, and Bud Caldwell touched his tongue to his lips. The blond man never turned a hair. He kept looking at Tap Henry like he’d seen him some place before.

“I don’t know what you’re figuring on,” I said, “but in your place I’d just saddle up and ride out. And what other cattle of ours you have, I’d drive back.”

“Now why would we do that?” Holt asked, recovering some of his confidence. “We got the cows. You got nothing. You haven’t even got the men.”

“The kind we’ve got,” Tap said, “we don’t need many.”

Holt’s eyes shifted. “I don’t know you,” he said. 

Tap jerked his head. “I’m Dan’s stepbrother, you might say, and I’ve got a shooting interest in that stock.”

“I know him,” the blond man said suddenly. “That’s Tap Henry. I knew him over on the Nueces.”

“So?”

“He’s a gunfighter, Webb.”

Webb Holt centered his attention on Tap. He was wary now. Bud Caldwell moved a little to one side, spreading them out. My Patterson revolving rifle lay across my saddle, my hand across the action, and as he moved, I let the muzzle follow him…it seemed to make him nervous.

Tap kept his eyes on Holt. We knew there was a man out there in the brush, but we—at least I did—depended on Zeb to take care of him. It was a lot of depending, yet a man can do only so much, and we had four men there in front of us.

“You’re going to have a choice to make,” Tap said, “any minute now. If you make the right choice, you live.”

Webb Holt’s tongue touched his lips. He knew he was looking right down the muzzle of Tap’s gun, and if Tap was faster then he was, Webb was dead. I had let my horse back up a mite so I could keep both Bud and that blond man under my eyes.

“You can catch up your horses and ride out,” I said. “You can start any time you’re of a mind to.”

Suddenly Zebony Lambert was standing on the edge of the brush. “You boys can open the ball any time you like,” he said. “There’s nobody out there in the brush to worry about.”

You could see them start to sweat. It was three to four now, and my rifle was laid right on one of them. Bud was a tough enough man, but he wasn’t going to play the hero. Not on this fine spring morning. Until a few minutes ago he had been complaining the weather was mighty miserable; now any kind of a morning was a fine morning.

“You kill that man?” Holt demanded.

“He didn’t make an issue of it,” Zeb replied.

Nobody said anything for about a minute, and it was a long minute. Then I stepped my horse up, holding that rifle muzzle on Caldwell.

“Case you’re interested,” I said, casually, “this here is a Patterson revolving rifle and she shoots five shots.…56 caliber.”

“Webb…?” Bud Caldwell was kind of nervous. That Patterson was pointed right at his stomach and the range was less than twenty feet.

“All right,” Webb Holt replied, “we can wait. We got forty men, and we want these cows. You folks take ’em along now—you won’t keep them.”

“Webb?” Tap’s voice had an edge to it that raised the hair on the back of my neck. “You and me, Webb. Those others are out of it.”

“Now see here!” Webb Holt’s face was touched with pallor.

“Forty, you said.” Tap was very quiet. “I say thirty-nine, Webb. Just thirty-nine.”

Bud Caldwell reached for the sky with both hands and the thin man backed up so fast he fell over a log and he just lay there, his arms outspread.

The blond man stood solid where he was. “He called it,” he said loudly. “It’s them two.”

Webb Holt stood with his feet spread, his right side toward Tap Henry. His gun butt was on his right hip, the butt end to the fore and canted a mite.

“Look,” he said, “we don’t need to—” He grabbed iron and Tap shot him twice through the chest.

“Lucky you warned me about that left hand,” Tap said. “I might have made a mistake.”

We rounded up those cattle and drove them home, and nobody said anything, at any time.

Me, I was thinking about those other thirty-nine men, and most particularly about Holt’s two brothers.

It was time we pulled out, and pulled out fast.


Chapter 2



WE WERE THERE when the country was young and wild, and we knew the smell of gunsmoke and buffalo-chip fires. Some were there because they chose the free, wild way, and some were born to it, and knew no other.

To live with danger was a way of life, but we did not think of it as danger, merely as part of all that we must face in the natural order of living. There was no bravado in our carrying of guns, for a man could no more live without a gun in the Texas of the 1850s than he could live without a horse, or without food.

We learned to live like the Indians, for the Indians had been there first and knew the way of the land. We could not look to anyone for help, we must help ourselves; we could not look to anyone for food, we must find our food and prepare it ourselves.

Now there was no more time. Westward the land was open, westward lay our hopes, westward was our refuge. Those were years when half the world grew up with the knowledge that if everything went wrong they could always go west, and the West was foremost in the thinking of all men. It was the answer to unemployment, to bankruptcy, to adventure, to loneliness, to the broken-hearted. It was everybody’s promised land. 

We pointed the cattle west into the empty land, and the brindle steer took the lead. He had no idea where he was going, but he intended to be the first one there. Three thousand five hundred head of mixed stuff, with Tap Henry and Pa away out there in front, leading the herd.

The wagons took the flank on the side away from the dust. Tim Foley’s boy was driving a wagon, and his wife drove another. Aaron Stark’s wife was driving a third, and Frank Kelsey was driving Tom Sandy’s big wagon.

Tom and Rose Sandy were coming with us. Zeb Lambert had been right about Sandy, for when he heard of our move he promptly closed a deal on an offer for his ranch, sold all his stock but the remuda and some three hundred head of selected breeding stock, and threw in with us.

He brought two hands with him. Kelsey had been with him ever since Tom Sandy had come to Texas riding a sore-backed mule, and the other hand was Zeno Yearly, a tall Tennessean.

Tilton, Cole, and Poor rode one flank, and two of Pa’s other hands, Milo Dodge and Freeman Squires, the other.

We had been making our gather before Tap Henry returned, so getting on the road was no problem. Above all, speed was essential. Now that we had determined to leave, there was no sense in delaying and awaiting an attack, if it came.

We started before sunup, and those first few miles we kept them moving at a trot. We hoped that if we could keep them busy thinking about keeping up they would have less time to worry about where they were going.

We had two scouts out, Tim Foley away on the left, and Aaron Stark to the north, watching for any of the Holt crowd.

Zebony Lambert and me, we ate the dust of the drag, hazing the stragglers back into the herd, changing the minds of any that took a notion to bolt and run for their old home on the Cowhouse.

We made camp fifteen miles out that first night, bedding them down on about six acres in a bottom where the grass was good and there was water from a small stream that flowed toward the Leon River.

Ben Cole and Jim Poor took the first guard, riding around the herd in opposite directions. The rest of us headed for the chuck wagon where the women folks had prepared a meal.

From now on, the routine would vary little unless we headed into trouble. We would be lucky to make more than fifteen miles a day with the herd, and most of the time it would be closer to twelve. We were short of horses, having about five horses per man, when a drive of that kind could use anywhere up to eight or nine per man.

A herd of that size would spread out for a mile along a stream when watering, and when bunched for the night would browse a good bit; when actually bedded down they would use a good six acres. After they had fed they would sleep, and about midnight, as if by some secret order, they would rise, stretch, usually browse a little, and finally go back to sleep. Maybe a couple of hours later they would get up again, stretch, and then go back to sleep. Some of them might browse a mite during that second stretch. But by dawn they were all up and ready to move. In ordinary weather two men could keep guard over that many cattle. If there was a storm brewing it might take every hand. 

Going to the fire with my cup and a tin plate in my hand, I could hear Ben Cole singing them to sleep. Singing was not just a way of keeping himself company; partly it was that the sound of a human voice—most cowpunchers sounded somewhat less than human when they sang—had a quieting effect. Also, it served notice to the cattle that the shadow they saw out there was a man, and therefore all right.

Karen filled my plate and cup. “You riding all right, Karen?”

She nodded, and her eyes went beyond me to where Tap was sitting. “He’s a good man,” I said dryly.

Her chin came up defensively. “I like him.” Then, she added, “After all, he is your brother.”

Taking my grub, I walked over and dropped to the ground where Tap was sitting. “How you coming, kid?” he asked.

After that we ate in silence, and I expect all of us were thinking about what lay behind us as much as about what lay ahead. There were long, dry miles before us, but the season was early, and our chances were good. At least as far as Horsehead Crossing on the Pecos.

When I had cleaned the Patterson, I turned in and stretched out. Nothing better than turning in after a hard day’s work. I slept a little away from the rest of them so I could listen better, never wanting anything to come between me and the night.

The clouds had drifted off and the sky was clear. Somewhere over on the bluffs a coyote was talking it up, and from time to time a bird called in the night.

Next thing I knew a hand was shaking me and it was Ira Tilton. He and Stark had relieved Ben Cole and Jim Poor on first guard.

Rolling out, I put my hat on and slid into my boots. Tilton still stood there, chewing tobacco. He started to say something, then turned and walked off toward the fire, which was burned down to coals.

Hitching my chaps, I took the Patterson and went to the fire. Tap, who was sharing my night guard, was already squatting there, cupping his hands around the warm cup, and sipping coffee. He glanced up at me, but said nothing, and neither did I.

Tom Sandy had taken on the job of wrangling horses, and he was up and had a grulla caught up for me. Of a right, a hand usually caught up his own mounts, but Tom was not sleeping much these days. Seemed to me Tom should worry less and spend more time in bed, with problems like his.

 The night was cold. Glancing at the Dipper, I saw it was after three in the morning. I swallowed another belt of black, scalding coffee and went over to that grulla and stepped into the saddle.

He unwound in a tight circle, crow-hopped a few times, and then we started off for the herd, both of us feeling better for the workout.

Tilton had little to say. “Quiet,” he said, “quiet so far,” and he rode off.

He was a puzzling man in a lot of ways. He had worked for us upwards of three years and I knew him hardly better than when he first came. Not that that was unusual. Folks those days said little about their personal affairs, and many a man in Texas had come there because the climate was not healthy where he came from. 

In Texas you did not ask questions about a man’s past—that was his business. A man was judged by what he was and how he did what there was to do, and if he had been in trouble elsewhere, nobody paid it any mind. And that went for the law, too, where there was law. The law left you alone, no matter how badly you might be wanted elsewhere, so long as you stayed out of trouble where you were.

As far as that goes, there were several men working for Pa who might have had shady pasts, but they did their work and rode for the brand, and we expected nothing else.

That coyote off on the ridge was talking to the stars. And he was a coyote, too, not an Indian. Once you’ve heard them both, a body can tell the difference. Only a human voice echoes to any extent, and next to the human the coyote or wolf, but an owl or a quail will not echo at all.

Off across the herd I could hear Tap singing low. He had a good voice, and he was singing “Brennan on the Moor,” an old song from the old country about an Irish highwayman. Circling wide, I drew up and listened.

The coyote was still…listening to Tap, most likely…the stars were bright. There was no other sound, only the rustling of the water in the stream nearby.

A big steer stood up and stretched, then another and another. A faint breeze stirred and the big steer lifted his head sharply. Now, a man who trusts to his own hearing only is a fool…you learn not only to look and listen, but to watch the reactions of animals and of birds, for they will often tell you things you would never sense otherwise.

Something was moving out there. That steer faced around, walking a step or two toward the north. My Patterson lifted a mite and I eased back on the hammer. The click was loud in the night, and that big steer flipped an ear at me, but kept his eyes where they were.

Tap was across the herd from me, but he was coming around, walking his horse. The herd was uneasy, so, risking revealing myself to whatever was out there, I commenced talking to them, speaking low and confidently, working my horse in nearer to them.

And I walked my horse toward the trouble.

The big steer kind of ducked his head, and I could almost see his nostrils flare as he moved up a step. He was full of fight, but his attitude puzzled me.

Cattle did not like the smell of Indians, and were apt to get skittish if they came around…maybe it was the wild smell, or the use of skins so many of them wore, but the herd did not act like they would if Indians were out there.

They would not get excited if a white man was approaching, nor were they as nervous as if it was a bear or a cat. In those days grizzlies often were found down on the plains in Texas, in the Edwards Plateau country, and there were a good many lions around.

Walking that grulla ahead, I eased my rifle forward in my hand, then listened.

The big steer had kept abreast of me. He was not frightened, but full of fight. Nevertheless, he liked the company.

And then I heard it.

Straining my ears into the darkness at the edge of the bottom where the cattle were, I heard a faint dragging sound.

It stopped, but after several minutes it began again.

Suddenly, Tap was beside me. “What is it, Dan?” he whispered close to my ear.

“Something dragging. Cover me, Tap. I’m going into the brush for a look.”

He caught the reins of my grulla when I passed them to him. “Careful, kid. Might be an Indian.”

On cat feet, I went into the brush. All my life I’d lived in wild country, and this was second nature to me. Over the years I’d become like any cat, and could move in the night and through the brush making no sound.

A few feet, and then I listened again. Squatting down, I peered under the brush, but it was too dark to see anything. And then I heard that faint dragging sound again, and a panting…a gasping for breath.

Lifting the Patterson, I put the muzzle on the spot and spoke in a low, conversational voice. “You’re covered with a five-shot Patterson. If you’re in trouble, tell me. Start anything and you get all five shots.”

There was a sort of grunt, almost as if somebody tried to speak and couldn’t, and then there was no more sound at all.

I eased through the brush and found a long sort of aisle among the willows. There was a faint gray light there, for it was getting on to four o’clock, and lying on the grass was something black.

“Speak up,” I said, just loud enough.

No reply. Suddenly there was a faint stirring beside me and a low growl. It was one of Zeb Lambert’s dogs.

“Careful, boy.” I whispered it to him, but he was going forward, sniffing and whining.

It was no animal. I knew that. Cautiously I went forward, and suddenly I stood over a dim figure. It was a man, and he was badly hurt.

“Tap?” I called, keeping my voice down. “It’s a man, and he’s in bad shape!”

“I’ll get Milo,” he said quickly.

Milo Dodge was a cowhand who’d had a good bit of experience with wounds and such, and one of the best men in any kind of sickness or injury that I’d ever known. On the frontier we were mighty scarce on doctors. In fact, here I was pushing twenty-three and I’d never even seen one, although there was one down to Austin, and I think they had a doctor or two in San Antonio. When sickness came, or wounds, we naturally cared for our own, and had nowhere else to turn.

Seemed like only a minute or two until Milo and Tap were back there, and meanwhile I’d put together a mite of fire to give us light.

The injured man was a Mexican, a slim handsome man with a fine black mustache, but you never did see a man more torn up than he was. His fancy shirt and jacket were soaked with blood and his pants all the way to his knees were covered with blood and soaked with it. He’d dragged himself a long distance, you could see that, but he had a knife in his hand, gripped so hard we couldn’t get it loose.

Milo indicated the ripped and torn sleeves of the wounded man’s jacket. “Wolves been at him.” He pointed at the lacerated condition of the man’s wrists. “He fought them with the knife. Must have had one hell of a time.”

“I’ll get back to the cattle,” Tap said. “You help Milo. Free Squires is out at the herd.” 

The Mexican stirred and muttered as we cut away his bloody clothing. As we examined him, the story became clear.

Somewhere, several days ago, he had been shot and had fallen from his horse. Obviously his horse had stampeded with him and dragged him at a dead run over the rough country. Somehow the Mexican had held onto his gun long enough to shoot his horse…which was one reason guns were carried, for a man never knew when he might be thrown from one of the half-broken wild horses.

Then he had probably started to crawl, and the wolves had smelled blood and had come after him. He must have used up what ammunition he had, and sometime later they had grown brave enough to rush in on him and he had fought them off with a knife.

“He wants to live,” Milo said dryly; “this one really put up a fight.”

“I wonder who shot him?”

Milo glanced at me. “I was wondering about that. My bet is that he came from the west.”

We heated water and bathed his wounds and his body. The bullet wound and the drag wounds were several days old and some of them were festering. The teeth marks had all come later.

The bullet had gone all the way through him and was pressed against the skin of his back. Milo made a slit with his Bowie knife and took the bullet out. Then he made a poultice of ground maize and bound it on both bullet holes.

It was broad daylight by the time the wounds were dressed, and one of the wagons had pulled alongside to receive the wounded man.

We were the last to move out, for the cattle had already started, and the wagons had all gone but the one into which we loaded the Mexican, bedding him down in the wagon on a mattress Tim Foley had found he could spare.

The day was clear and bright. The cattle had moved off at a good pace with only a few of them striving to turn back.

Lingering behind, I watched them trail off, and then rode my horse up to the highest bluff and looked off across the country. As far as I could see, the grass moved lightly under the wind, and there was nothing else. In the distance a black object moved out of a draw and started into the plain, then another followed…buffalo.

Searching the plain, I thought I could see the track that must have been made by the Mexican, for grass that is damp does not immediately straighten up when pressed down, and this track had been made, in part at least, during the night.

Holding the Patterson rifle in my right hand, I rode down the slope and scouted the vague track I had seen. Even when I was on the ground and close to the track, it was scarcely visible, nevertheless I found it.

There was blood on the grass.

As I walked the horse along, I saw so much mute evidence of the man’s courage that I felt hatred swell within me for whoever had done this to him. Yet I knew that there were many men in Texas, some of them close to me, who believed any Indian or Mexican was fair game.

Whoever the man was, he had come a long way, and he had come with courage, and for that I had only respect. Courage and bravery are words too often used, too little considered. It is one thing to speak them, another thing to live them. It is never easy to face hardship, suffering, pain, and torture. It is always easier to die, simply to give up, to surrender and let the pain die with you. To fight is to keep pain alive, even to intensify it. And this requires a kind of courage for which I had only admiration.

And that Mexican, crawling alone and in darkness, had come a long way, and against fearful odds. I thought of him out there in the darkness, stalked by wolves, close to death, yet fighting back, stabbing, thrusting, fighting with the knife clutched desperately in his fist. This was a man I wanted for a friend, for of his kind there were too few.

Dipping into the coulee, I rode my horse up the other side and followed the herd.

What was it that drove the man on? Was it simply the will to live? To survive in spite of everything? Or was there some other reason? Was it hatred of those who had shot him from the saddle? The desire to live and seek revenge? Or something else?

When I rejoined the herd Pa was working the drag with Zeb.

“Milo says he’s in bad shape,” Pa said. “Did you see anything?”

“Only that he crawled a long way last night,” I said.

The cattle were strung out in a long column, all of half a mile from point to drag. Moving up behind them with Pa, we started bunching them a little more, but keeping them at a good pace. What we wanted now was distance between us and the Cowhouse; and also the faster we got into dry country, the better.

Yet they were settling down, and fewer of them were trying to make a break for their home on the Cowhouse. Nor was there any sign of the Holt crowd or any of that renegade bunch. When nightfall came we had another fifteen miles behind us, and we bedded them down in the shelter of a bluff near the Colorado.

Through dust and rain we made our way westward, and by night the cattle grazed on the shortgrass plains and watered from the Colorado River of Texas. Each day with the sun’s rising we were in the saddle, and we did not stop until shadows were falling across the land.

The rains were few. Brief showers that served only to settle the dust, but left no pools along the way. The river water ran slack, and Tap’s face was drawn with worry when he saw it, but he said nothing, and neither did Pa.

But we had staked everything on this westward move, and all of us knew what lay ahead, and we had all heard of the eighty miles of dry country across which we must take the herd.

It was a hard, grueling business. Alkali dust whitened our faces, dusted over our clothing and our horses. Sweat streaked furrows through the dust, turning our faces into weird masks. Throughout the day the children dropped from the slow-moving wagons to gather buffalo chips for the nighttime fires. These were carried in a hammock of cowhide slung beneath each wagon.

Our trek had taken us north further than we might need to go, because we wished to strike a known trail sooner, a trail where the difficulties, being known, could be calculated upon and planned for.

We reached that trail below Fort Phantom Hill, and turned south and west again.

We were followed…we saw their dust by day, sensed the restlessness of our horses by night, and we knew they were near.

We did not know whether they were Comanches prowling to steal ponies and take scalps, or whether they were the renegades from the banks of the Brazos and the Cowhouse.

Tap Henry killed a buffalo, and the meat was a welcome thing. Later he killed an antelope, and reported Indian sign. The further we went, the wilder the country became. We were striking for Horsehead Crossing on the Pecos, used by the Comanches on their raids into Mexico. Named, it was said, for the skulls of the horses that died there after the wild runs up out of Mexico.

Occasionally we found tracks. The old idea that an Indian always rode an unshod horse and a white man a shod one did not hold true, for Indians often stole shod horses from ranches, and the white man often enough rode an unshod pony.

Cracked mud in the bottom of water-holes worried us. The river still had water, but it ran shallow. There had been few rains and this was spring—what would it be like in a few weeks more with the sun baking the land?

There was almost a feeling of doom hanging over us that quieted our songs and stilled our voices. The herd was our all. On this move we had staked our futures, perhaps our lives.

Off in the front was Tap, usually riding with Pa, guiding our way through the wild, dry country. At night we heard the wolves. By day occasionally we saw them slinking along, watching for a chance to pull down a calf.

We carried our guns across our saddle-bows, and we rode high in the saddle, ready for trouble. Tempers grew short; we avoided each other, each man guarding himself against the hot words that could come too easily under the circumstances.

Karen ignored me. Before Tap returned we had walked out together, danced together, gone riding together. Now I hardly saw her; every moment she could spare she was with Tap.

On this day she was driving the Foley wagon and, breaking away from the herd, I rode over to her. She kept her eyes on the road ahead.

“I haven’t seen much of you lately,” I said.

Her chin went up. “I’ve been busy.”

“I noticed that.”

“I don’t belong to you. I don’t have to answer to you.”

“No, ma’am, you surely don’t. And Tap’s a good man. One of the best.”

She turned and looked right straight at me. “I am going to marry him.”

Marry Tap? Somehow I couldn’t see it. Tap was a drifting man…or that was how I thought of him.

“Didn’t take you long to make up your mind,” I commented. “You haven’t known him a week.”

“That’s neither here nor there.” Her temper flared suddenly. “He’s a man! A real man! That’s more than most people can say! He’s more of a man than you’ll ever be!”

There did not seem reason to be mad about it, except that she was expecting criticism and was all wound up for it.

“Maybe,” I agreed. “Tap’s a good man,” I said again, “no question about it. Of course, it depends on what makes a man. If I was a woman I’d give a lot of thought to that. Now, Tap is a man’s man…he’s strong, he’s regular, he does his work.”

“So?”

“He’s like a lot of men, he doesn’t like to stay hitched. I don’t think he will change.”

“You’ll see.” But her tone was less positive, and I wondered if she had given it any thought at all. Many a time when a girl gets herself involved with romance she is so busy being in love she doesn’t realize what it can lead to. They are all in a rosy sort of glow until suddenly they find out the man they love was great to be in love with, but hell to be married to.

Well, I just drifted off, feeling a sort of ache inside me, and angry with myself for it. Seems to me folks are foolish about other people. Karen and I had walked out together, and folks had come to think of her as my girl, but as a matter of fact, we were scarcely more than good friends. Only now that it seemed I’d lost her, I was sore about it. Not that I could ever claim I’d had a serious thought about her, or her about me.

Moving over to the drag, I hazed a laggard steer back into the bunch, and ate dust in silence, feeling mean as a grizzly with a sore tooth.

Yet through it all there was a thread of sanity, and I knew that while there had been nothing between Karen and me but conversation, Tap was all wrong for her. Karen and me had known each other quite a spell, and she knew the others around. Tap Henry was different: he was a stranger who came riding into camp with a fancy outfit and a lot of stories. It was no wonder she was finding something in him that she had been looking for.

Truth to tell, all folks dream, old and young, and they picture in their minds the girl or man they would like to love and marry. They dream great dreams and most of them settle for much less. Many a time a man and wife lie sleeping in the same bed, dreaming dreams that are miles apart and have nothing in common.

Only Tap Henry was a drifter—yet maybe not. Maybe Karen was the answer to his dream, too, and maybe he was going to settle down. It seemed unlikely, but it was none of my business.

Milo Dodge rode back to the drag. “Talked to that Spanish man. He wants to see you.”

“Me?”

“You found him. You fetched us to him.”

“Where’s he from?”

“He won’t say. Except he kept asking me about a man with a spider scar on his cheek, a big, dark man with a deep indentation in his cheek and little scars radiating out from it, like a spider’s legs.”

We made camp on Antelope Creek where the water was clear and sweet. Large oaks and pecan trees grew along the banks, and the place we found to locate was a big open meadow of some thirty or forty acres. The cattle scattered along the creek to drink, then wandered back into the meadow to feed.

Pa came back to where I was sitting my horse in the shade of a big pecan. “Good country,” he said. “It tempts a man.”

“It does,” I said, “and it might be a good thing to hold up here another day and let the cattle fatten up and drink their fill. From now on, according to Tap, the country gets drier and drier.” 

Tap rode up to join us, and Zeb Lambert followed. The wagons were bunching in a rough circle near the bank of the stream. A faint breeze stirred the leaves of the trees. Tap glanced across the Concho at the bluffs beyond the river. Close to where we sat, the Antelope joined the Concho, and the Concho itself pointed our way west.

“I don’t like those bluffs,” Tap commented, “but we’re just as safe here as anywhere, I guess.”

Pa told him what we were thinking, and he agreed. We couldn’t have chosen a better place to stop, for we had some shelter here from any wind that might blow up, there was good water, and there was grass. The youngsters were already rousing around in the leaves and finding a few pecans left over from the previous fall.

Switching saddles to a line-back dun, I rode over to the wagon where the Mexican was riding. He was propped up a little, and he had some color in his face.

“I’m Dan Killoe,” I said.

He held out a slender brown hand and smiled; his teeth were very white. “Gracias, amigo. You have save my life, I think. I could go no further.”

“You’d crawled a fair piece. I don’t see how you did it.”

He shrugged. “It was water I needed, and a place to hide.” He grew serious. “Señor, I must warn you. By sheltering me you will make the enemy…even many enemies.”

“A man who makes tracks in this world makes enemies also,” I said. “I figure a few more won’t matter.”

“These are very bad…malo. They are the Comancheros.” 

“I’ve heard of them. Some of your people who trade with the Comanches, is that it?”

“Si…and we do not approve, señor. They found me in their country and they shot at me. I escaped, and they pursued…I killed one Comanchero, and one Comanche. Then they hit me. I fell, they caught me with a rope and dragged me. I got out my knife and cut the rope and I took that man’s horse from him and rode…they pursued again. My horse was killed, but they did not catch me.”

This Mexican was something of a man. In my mind’s eye I could see that drag and that chase. The only way he could get that horse was to kill its rider, and after that horse was killed he had dragged himself a far piece.

“You rest easy,” I told him. “Comanchero or Comanche, nobody is going to bother you.”

“They will come for me.” He hitched himself to a better position. “You give me a horse and I shall ride. There is no need to risk.”

“Let them come.” I got down on the ground. “The Good Book says that man is born to trouble. Well, I don’t figure on going against the Bible. What trouble comes, we will handle as we can, but nobody in my family ever drove a wounded man from his door, and we aren’t about to.”

That line-back dun was a running horse. He was also a horse with bottom. Leaving off the work that had to be done, I started for the Concho, and Zeb Lambert fell in alongside me.

This was Indian country, and we were expecting them. We scouted along the river for some distance, mainly hunting tracks, or signs of travel, but we found none. 

Across the river we skirted the foot of the bluffs, found a faint trail up, and climbed to the top.

The wind was free up there, and a man could see for a long distance. We sat our horses, looking over the country. Zeb’s brown hair blew in the wind when he turned his head to look.

The country away from the river was barren, and promised little. But no matter how we searched the country around we saw no movement, nor any tracks. Finally we circled back to camp.

They were out there somewhere, we were sure of it. But where?

The fires were ablaze when we rode in, and there was the good smell of coffee and of steaks broiling. Ben Cole and Freeman Squires had taken the first guard and were already with the cattle.

The herd was still feeding, relishing the fine, rich grass of the meadow. A few head had returned to the creek to drink again. Somewhere out on the plains a quail called.

Tap Henry came over to where I stood with Pa. “We’d best double the guard tonight,” he said. “I’ve got a feeling.”

“We’ve been lucky so far. The way I see it,” Pa said, “that outfit back on the Brazos decided to let us get far enough out so they can blame it on Comanches.”

Tap looked around at me. “Who’s your Mexican friend?” 

“He had trouble with the Comancheros. Says the man after him had a spider scar on his cheek.”

Tap gave me an odd look. “Maybe we’d better give him the horse,” he said, and then he got up and walked away.

“Now, what’s the matter with him?” Pa asked.

It was unlike Tap to say such a thing, or to shy from trouble with anybody. “He must know something we don’t,” I said. “I’m getting curious about that man with the scar.”

We ate, and I caught myself a little shut-eye, spreading my soogan under a pecan tree and lying half awake, half asleep, listening to the bustle around the camp.

All too soon, Zebony came to call me. He was pulling on his boots and, sitting there beside me, he said, “It’s quiet out there…too quiet. You better come loaded for bear.”

Milo Dodge was at the fire, and so was Aaron Stark. They were drinking coffee, and Stark had his Sharps repeater beside him.

Stamping my feet into my boots, I walked over to the fire. Once I had got to sleep I’d slept sound…so sound it worried me, for I did not like to get into the habit of sleeping so soundly I could not be awakened by the slightest move.

The coffee was strong, and hot as hell. Pa came to the fire and handed me a cold biscuit, which I ate with my coffee.

“You boys be careful, now. I never knew Tap to be jumpy, but he surely is tonight.”

Tom Sandy had the line-back dun ready for me, and when I stepped into the saddle I glanced over at Tap’s bed. The bed was there, but Tap was not.

“You seen Tap?”

Tom turned away. “No, I haven’t!” he said, almost snapping the words at me.

Once we were away from the firelight, the night was dark, for the area was partly shielded by the bluffs and the trees. We rode out together, the four of us, scattering to places about the herd. 

At such a time all the little noises of the night become intensely clear, and sounds which one has always known are suddenly strange and mysterious. But the ears of men accustomed to the wilderness and the nighttime silences and sounds choose from among the many small noises those which are a warning.

A bird rustling among the leaves, a small animal in the grass, a branch rubbing against another, the grunts and gasps and breathing of the cattle, the click of horns accidentally touching—all these are familiar.

We scattered out, circled, and then fell into pairs. As always, I rode with Zebony.

It was very still. Some of the usual noises we did not hear, and this in itself warned us that something was out there, for the small animals and birds become apprehensive at strange movements among them.

“What do you think, Zeb?”

“They’ll try to get close.”

Milo Dodge and Stark rode up from the other side. “Milo,” I whispered, “Zeb and me, we’re going to move out into the edge of the trees. We’ll try to meet them before they get to us.”

“All right,” he said, and watched when I pointed out where we would be.

We never got the chance. There was one brief instant of warning, a rushing in the grass, and then they came with the black loom of the bluff behind them so that we could catch no outline at which to shoot.

They came charging, but in silence, and then the first shot was fired. 

It was my shot, fired blindly into the blackness, as much as a warning to the camp as anything.

There was an instant burst of firing in reply, and I heard a heavy fall somewhere near me, and the grunt of a man hitting the ground. A spot of white…a man riding a paint horse showed, and I fired again.

The horse swerved sharply and then we were all firing. The surprise had been mutual. They came unexpectedly from the night, but they charged when all four of us were almost together, and our fire smashed them back, caused them to swerve. Shouting and yelling, they bore down on the herd.

The cattle lunged to their feet and stampeded down the valley and away from camp.

Catching the momentary outline of a man against the sky, I fired again, and then again. Hastily I reloaded and started after them. But as suddenly as it had happened it was over. The attackers were gone and the herd was gone.

Zeb came riding up out of the night. “Dan! Dan?”

“Yeah…somebody’s down.”

There was a rush of horsemen from camp, and Pa yelled out, “Dan? Are you all right?”

Zeno Yearling spoke from nearby. “Here he is. I think it’s Aaron.”

Pa struck a light. Aaron was down, all right. He was shot through the chest and he was dead.

“They’ll pay for this,” Pa said. “By the Lord Harry, they’ll pay!”

We circled warily, hunting for other men who were down. We found two of theirs. One was a man named Streeter, a hanger-on who had drifted to the Cowhouse country from over on the Nueces after trouble with the Rangers. The other man we had seen around, but did not know.

“Two for one,” Tap said.

“Two, hell!” Pa exploded. “I wouldn’t swap Stark for ten of them! He was a good man.”

“We’ll wait until daylight,” I said, “then go hunting.”

We rode back to camp with Aaron across a saddle. Nobody was feeling very good about it, and I didn’t envy Pa, who would have to tell his widow.

There was no talking around the fire. Picking up some sticks, I built the flames up. We checked around, but nobody else had been hurt.

“Two doesn’t seem right,” Zeb said. “I know we hit more of them. They came right at us, close range.”

Karen and Mrs. Foley were at the fire, making coffee. Taking the Patterson, I cleaned it carefully, checked the loads, and reloaded. Then I went out and looked the line-back dun over to see if he’d picked up any scratches. He looked fit and ready, and I knew him for a tough little horse.

The day broke slowly, a gray morning with a black line of trees that slowly took on shape and became distinct. With the first light, we saddled up again.

Tim Foley, despite his arguments, was forced to stay behind with the wagons, and Frank Kelsey stayed with him.

“You’d better stay, Tom,” Pa said. “We’ve lost one married man already.”

“Be damned if I will!” Sandy replied testily. He hesitated. “We should leave another man. Suppose they come back?”

“Free”—Pa looked over at Squires—“you stay. You stood guard last night.”

“Now, look here!” Squires protested.

“As a favor,” Pa said. “Will you stay?”

Freeman Squires shrugged and walked away. The rest of us mounted up and moved out.

The trail was broad enough, for they had followed the herd into the night, and the herd had taken off into the broad, empty lands to the south.

This was Lipan country, but the Lipans, of late, had been friendly to the white man.

We rode swiftly into the growing light, a tight bunch of armed horsemen, grim-faced and bitter with the loss of Aaron Stark and our cattle. No longer were we simply hard-working, hard-riding men, no longer quiet men intent on our own affairs. For riding after lawless men was not simply for revenge or recovery of property; it was necessary if there was to be law, and here there was no law except what right-thinking men made for themselves. 

The brown grass of autumn caught the golden light of morning, and the dark lines of trees that marked the Concho fell behind. Our group loosened, spread out a little to see the tracks better. Among the many cattle tracks we searched for those of riders.

Away off on the flank, I suddenly came upon the tracks of a lone rider whose mount had a magnificent stride. Drawing up, I checked those tracks again.

It was a big horse—far larger and with a better gait than our cow ponies—and it carried a light burden, for the tracks indicated the weight upon the horse must be small.

The tracks came from the northwest, which did not fit with those we followed, unless they were being joined by some scout sent on ahead. Yet why would such a scout be sent? And who among the renegades who followed the Holts could possibly have such a horse?

The tracks had been made the night before, or late the previous afternoon, and I followed them, but kept my own party in sight.

Suddenly the tracks veered sharply west, and I drew rein, looking in that direction.

There was a clump of black on the prairie…mesquite? Cautiously, rifle ready, I walked the dun toward it. The size grew…it was a clump of trees and brush almost filling a hollow in the plain.

The edge broke sharply off in a ledge of rock, and the tops of the trees barely lifted above its edge. The tracks I followed led to the edge and disappeared into the copse. Warily, I followed.

Then I heard running water, a trickle of water falling into a pool. A wind stirred the leaves, then was still.

My horse, ears pricked, walked into a narrow trail where my stirrups brushed the leaves on either side. After some thirty yards of this, there was a sudden hollow under the arching branches of the live oaks, and an open space some fifty feet in diameter, a pool a dozen feet across, and a magnificent black horse that whinnied gently and pricked his ears at my dun. There was coffee on a fire, and bacon frying, and then a voice spoke, “Stand where you are, señor, or I shall put a bullet where your breakfast is.”

My hands lifted cautiously. There was no mistaking the ominous click of the cocking gun…but the voice was a woman’s voice.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Lamo_9780553899313_epub_001_r1.png
KiLLOE

Louis CAmour

BANTAM BOOKS






OEBPS/images/Lamo_9780553899313_epub_cvi_r1.jpg





