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Path of Peril

“Looks like us little ranchers are going to sink or swim over a cattle drive,” Jason Burns said.

“Yeah,” came a mixed chorus accompanied by bobbing heads.

“I know the colonel asked you, as well as several of us, Sam, so will you take our cattle up that western trail to Nebraska for us?”

The other men had Sam cornered and were playing on his conscience by acting as if he was their only chance for success—a weighty load on the back of a man in the midst of a feud. Sam had his own troubles to worry about. Besides, bad memories of his last, ill-fated drive still haunted him. Over and over, he saw those two boys dying on their backs in the dust of Front Street in Dodge City. . . .
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THE IMMORTAL COWBOY

This is respectfully dedicated to the “American Cowboy.” His was the saga sparked by the turmoil that followed the Civil War, and the passing of more than a century has by no means diminished the flame.

 

True, the old days and the old ways are but treasured memories, and the old trails have grown dim with the ravages of time, but the spirit of the cowboy lives on.

 

In my travels—to Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, Colorado, Wyoming, New Mexico, and Arizona—I always find something that reminds me of the Old West. While I am walking these plains and mountains for the first time, there is this feeling that a part of me is eternal, that I have known these old trails before. I believe it is the undying spirit of the frontier calling, allowing me, through the mind’s eye, to step back into time. What is the appeal of the Old West of the American frontier?

 

It has been epitomized by some as the dark and bloody period in American history. Its heroes—Crockett, Bowie, Hickok, Earp—have been reviled and criticized. Yet the Old West lives on, larger than life.

 

It has become a symbol of freedom, when there was always another mountain to climb and another river to cross; when a dispute between two men was settled not with expensive lawyers, but with fists, knives, or guns. Barbaric? Maybe. But some things never change. When the cowboy rode into the pages of American history, he left behind a legacy that lives within the hearts of us all.

—Ralph Compton






Chapter 1

In a cloud of dust, slapping the road flour off his clothing with his goatskin gloves, he headed for the bat-wing doors of the Tiger Hole Saloon. One more cold beer before all the ice melted. Marty O’Brien usually ran out of the cold stuff by midsummer. From then on, his customers drank warm brew. On Sam Ketchem’s last trip to Frio Springs, the supply of cold had still not all evaporated.

After a wave to some familiar faces sitting around at tables in midmorning, Sam stepped up to the long bar and ordered a cool one. The burly red-faced owner, Marty, nodded and put a large glass mug under the tap to draw him one. Sam tucked his gloves in his gun belt and hitched his .44 around on his hip to be more comfortable. Mouth watering, he wet his sun-cracked lips in anticipation of the delivery coming toward him.

“There you are, Ketchem! You no-good sum bitch!” someone shouted from behind him.

Sam turned, looked mildly toward the doors and blocking the bright glare from outside stood Harry Wagner. Broad-shouldered as a bear and dispositioned  like a sore-pawed one, he waded inside the Tiger Hole.

“I don’t know what’s got your tail over the dash, Wagner, but you better spill it out.” If that bully thought for one minute Sam was backing down from him, he had another think coming.

“I’m talking about you cutting my bull, Ketchem.” The big man came like a bulldog down beside the bar, with his elbows at his side and his fists clenched.

“I don’t recall cutting any bull that didn’t need it recent like. Which one was yours?”

“A red pinto longhorn.”

Sam shook his head, deep in recall. “Don’t remember doing that one, but last spring at roundup, everyone agreed the longhorns had to go. Any bull on the range wasn’t at least half white face or durham was to be cut.”

“Well, by Gawd, I never agreed to that.”

“Your brothers were there representing you. They agreed to it.”

Wagner was standing so close, Sam could smell his sour body odor and see the curly black hair on his chest between the lacing on his faded blue shirt.

“Boys, I ain’t having any trouble in here,” Marty said.

“You ain’t having any trouble in here. I’m going to kick his ass for cutting my bull.” Wagner flashed his tobacco-stained teeth and roared.

Sam threw up his right arm in time and blocked the first blow, but Wagner’s second one knocked the wind out of him. Staggered backward, he tried to recover his breath and defend himself. No time. Wagner closed in  on him with hard blows. Lefts and rights were coming at him like a battering ram.

A surge of knuckles hit the side of Sam’s face, and his head bounced off the rim of the bar. The last thing he could recall seeing was Marty O’Brien in his white apron coming over the top of the bar, billy club in hand, to end the fight.

“You coming around?” Marty asked, looking him in the eye.

A shake of his head didn’t clear the fuzzy vision, so Sam closed his eye lids and wished his body didn’t hurt so bad. Sprawled in a chair, he knew he was surrounded by concerned faces.

“Where did he go?” he managed to ask.

“I put him out the door with me club. Guess he’s long gone, the worthless piece of shit.”

Good. Sam rubbed the back of his neck and tried to piece things together in his mind. He’d come to Frio Springs for a few supplies and a cold draft beer or two. Whatever had come over the eldest of the Wagner boys to set in on him, he wasn’t certain about. But castrating some cull bull, even if he had done it, wasn’t the real cause. Harry Wagner had something else on his mind. Sam couldn’t recall doing anything to any of the Wagners to make the man that mad at him, but somewhere out there something festered. From here on, he’d have to keep an eye open for all of them.

This incident might be the start of a Texas feud. Didn’t take much to start one, but they never ended nice. Folks got shot in the back and innocent ones, too. He’d have to speak to his brothers, Tom and Earl, and warn them about it.

“Here’s chunk of ice,” Marty said, handing Sam the piece wrapped in a bar cloth. “Put it on the right side of your face. He really worked you over. Sorry I didn’t move fast enough to stop him.”

“Hey, you sprung over that bar like a kid.”

“Well, I was a wee bit angry at him for causing trouble in a respectable place like mine.”

The half dozen friends standing around in the half circle laughed and clapped the bartender on the back.

“You going to be all right? Might ought to have Doc Sharp look at you,” Oscar Mott, a silver haired rancher, said, looking Sam over.

“Aw, I’ll be fine.”

“Next time, you better watch out for that bully. Someone sure needs to teach him a lesson,” Oscar said, and the others agreed.

The cold compress held tight to his sore cheek, Sam nodded. There wouldn’t ever be any next time. He’d put a couple of bullet holes in Wagner’s worthless carcass before the other man got in close enough to even swing a fist.

Marty went to the bar and brought back a bottle of bonded whiskey and a glass for him. “Drink some. It’s the best medicine I’ve got in the place.”

“What the hell was the ruckus about?” Everyone looked around to see who’d come in. Dressed in a boiled white shirt and a shoestring tie, and with galluses holding up his high-waisted pin-striped pants, the law in Frio came striding across the bar room. Whit Stuart served as the town marshal and deputy sheriff. With his wavy black hair and trimmed mustache, he cut a fancy figure with the womenfolk in the county—those on both sides of the street.

“Fine time for you to finally get here,” Mott grumbled. “Fight’s all ready over, and one man was near beat to death.”

“Who did this to you?” Stuart asked.

“Harry Wagner, out of the blue,” Sam said.

The lawman took a seat. “Want to swear out a warrant?”

Sam shook his head. “Wouldn’t be worth it.”

The lawman slapped his palms on the table, ready to get up. “All right, if you won’t swear out a warrant, there is nothing I can do here.”

“You could keep riffraff like that run out of town,” Mott said.

“Mr. Mott, if Sam Ketchem won’t swear out a warrant against the man, there ain’t a blessed thing I can do about it.”

“Do you have to wait till a stray dog bites someone to shoot him?”

“No, the city council gave me the power to do that beforehand. But not on the rest.”

“Wouldn’t hurt anyone one damn bit to shoot him and a few more like him.”

“Good day, gentlemen. You require my services, call me.” Stuart straightened his tie and strode out of the Tiger Hole.

“Now that fancy Dan is some lawman. Bet he’s going off on a picnic with Etta Faye Ralston,” Bobby Barstow said and went to the front window to see. “Sure enough, boys, she’s sitting out there in the buckboard under her little umbrella all set to go on a picnic. Why, that old maid must be thirty years old.”

“And she ain’t getting hitched to no one. Not even to our well-dressed, supposed legal protection,” Mott put in.

“No, she might get some sweat dropped on her,”  Marty said. “Try some of that whiskey, son. It’ll make you forget the pain anyway.”

Sam still couldn’t clear all of his vision. In the end, he downed the glass Marty had poured for him; then he settled down in the chair, trying for a comfortable place. “I’ll be fine, boys. But I would like that cold beer I came in here for in the first place.”

“Coming up.” Marty threw the bar rag over his shoulder.

“You shipping your cattle next spring with the colonel?” Mott asked, scrapping a chair up close to him.

“I hope to,” Sam said. “I sure can’t afford these railroad-car charges. They wanted twenty-two dollars a head to ship mine from San Anton to the Kansas City Stock Yards.”

“And you pay the same whether they die or get there.”

“And they might not even be worth that when I get them there.”

“Right. These railroads springing up all over ain’t been all that big a deal for ranchers. High-priced bandits is what I call them.”

Sam agreed. “ ’Course with the Dodge City market closed, the colonel’s going to have to take them around through Colorado and up.”

“They say there’s a good market for heifers and cows up north there, too,” Mott said.

“Yeah, they’ve opened lots of that grass north of there for grazing. But the colonel ain’t said yet if he’s taking the stock, has he? Mixing steers and cows coming in heat can sure be a headache on the trail.”

“Yeah, and you generally lose several from being rode to death by them steers.”

“Right, it’s a pain. What were you thinking of sending?” Sam winced at a new pain in his side.

“I’ve got over three hundred Durham-cross heifers coming twos that are open. If they’d bring thirty bucks up there, I could be out of debt,” Mott said.

“Be nice to say that. Out of debt, I mean.”

“I’m not getting any younger. Be sixty-seven this fall. Maude and I only got one daughter. Silva’s up at Fort Worth with her man. So we ain’t got anyone to look after us. If I was out of debt, that old place of ours ought to bring in enough to get us by.”

“I savvy that,” Sam said.

“I plan on sending my steers up there with him,” Carl Brunner said, joining them. “What’ve you got, Sam?” Brunner was a man in his forties. A saddle-tanned face with a white forehead when he pushed the felt hat on the back of his head. His blue eyes were crinkled in the corners from squinting against too much sun.

“Two fifty or so two-year-old steers.”

“How many could he drive up there?” Carl asked.

“Fifteen hundred would be a big herd for that far. It can get awful dry out there and finding enough water for even that large a herd could be the kicker.”

“Why don’t you make a drive?” Mott asked. “You been up and down the trail a dozen times.”

“Let the colonel do it.” Sam shook his pain-filled head to dismiss their asking. “I’m simply burned-out on trail drives. I went to Abilene when I was fifteen with Gus Price. Then later with Mark Stinger and Hall Brett to Wichita, Dodge and then Nebraska with the Carp brothers. It’s a long, dusty road up there and even a drier one coming back. I grew up on the deck  of a mustang chousing steer tails, trying to sleep in a wet bedroll, plus eating gritty frijoles and fighting flies over the title to the rest of my grub.”

“Well, you’d sure have my cattle to drive if you wanted them,” Mott said.

“Thanks, but besides that, I’m too sore to drive anything anywhere,” Sam said.

“What did you come to town for anyway?” Carl asked.

“This mug of cold beer. In another thirty days, all that ice he’s got out back there in his shed’ll be gone.”

“Hmm.” Mott snuffed out his nose. “Folks up north cut that stuff out of rivers and sell it to us rebs. No wonder we lost the damn war.”

Carl frowned in disbelief at the older man’s comment. “What else did you come after?”

“I needed some baking powder. Ten pounds of shingle nails. Raul and his sons are coming to roof the newly completed horse shed next week. What else? Guess that and this beer’s all I needed.” The beating from Wagner had been thrown in no doubt for good measure.

The longer Sam thought about what he still considered an unprovoked attack, the madder he became. He had no recollection of ever cutting a pinto in recent months. Harry had his facts twisted. He’d have more than that if he ever came at Sam again.

“I’ll go get that stuff for you,” Carl said. “Have to go get some new nippers. Mine broke and I need to shoe some horses. Just rest awhile. No trouble. See you boys later.” The rancher went out to a chorus of goodbyes.

“I need to get home too,” Mott said. “Got all my business done.”

Sam thanked him. The longer he sat there, the stiffer he would get. Maybe he should climb on Sorely and head back for his own pea patch. He’d declined Marty’s offer of another cold beer. He was ready to get up and go when Carl returned with his things.

In a few minutes, Carl stuck his head in the doors. “It’s all tied on your saddle. You take care now.”

“Thanks.” The effort to get up hinted that his ride home would be one from hell.

“You sure you can make it?” Marty asked.

“I’ll be fine once I get in the saddle.” Sam waved away any offer of help.

Outside in the sun, he checked the cinch. Then he grimaced from the effort to tighten it and redid the latigos.

Reins in his hand, left boot in the stirrup, he swung his leg over the pony’s back. A cold chill ran down his jaw and he closed his eyes as arrows shot into his body when he settled in the seat. Trying to ignore the sharpness, he reined Sorely around.

There is a short moment when nine hundred pounds of cowpony feels like a boiling volcano. That’s in those last few seconds before he bucks. Why a seven-year-old gelding, broke to death, ever decides that he’s had enough, no one will ever know—’cause horses ain’t telling.

“Whoa—Sorr—lee!” Too late.

Cranking and kicking over Sam’s back, the show was on. The two were scattering the town’s dog population, who retaliated by falling in on his high-flying heels to bite and bark at this belligerent invader of their siesta.

Instead of slowing down, the red horse began to buck higher and wider. He crashed into a row of  horses at the Silver Moon Café hitch rail, and the impact about shook Sam out of the saddle. He recovered in time to see that the other horses had all stampeded, snapping their reins before they left in a cloud of dust.

For a short while, Sorely danced his frog hop on the board walk; then he cut back across the street in high-flying fashion and sent two ladies screaming for cover inside a saddlery. But when the winged gelding sideswiped a buckboard team, Sam took flight and landed in the dust.

With pained eyes, seated on his butt, he could make out Sorely standing hip shot clear down by the pens.  Damn that horse. He would have to act up on a day like this one.




Chapter 2

The last glimpse of twilight bathed the Texas hill country, when Sam sent Sorely off the ridge. The summer-night bugs sizzled and the first evening star shone in the western sky. Every step, the gelding took descending the ridge shook Sam’s too sore body. Sam wanted to climb off, lie down beside the wagon tracks and sleep for a month. Maybe he would wake up feeling well again. He owed that Harry Wagner for the beating. Maybe he’d work Wagner over with a double tree.

Somewhere down on Lost Horse Creek, a coyote yipped and another answered. Then a third, more mournful voiced one answered them. When Sorely reached the small stream, Sam allowed him to drink his fill, then booted the horse on to his outfit. The night was light enough to make out the figures and forms of his place when he rode up to the corral. A moon was coming up when he dropped heavily from the saddle.

One hand on the horse to steady himself, he fought the wet leather latigos loose and eventually dropped the saddle, pads and all, on the ground. No strength left, he pulled the bridle off Sorely’s head and let him  go. Shaking his own weary head, Sam headed for the small frame house. Walking was no better than riding. He paused at the porch post, using it for support. In the morning, he’d feel better. Lots of things needed to get done—shinglers would be there in a few days to put a roof on his new horse shed.

Supper? He dismissed the notion as too much trouble and fell across the bed. In minutes, exhaustion swept him away into troubled sleep. In the middle of the night, he awoke, sat up in bed and remembered every blow Wagner had hit him with. Suddenly he realized something was out there in the night. His hand felt for the Colt still in his holster. Sore swollen fingers closed around the walnut stocks. He hefted the Colt in his fist.

A horse snorted. Pained, he stood and then made his way across the smooth wood floor to the open door. His ears strained for any sound. Then he heard someone mounting a horse.

“Get out of here,” someone said. Then riders fled in the night.

Sam tried to see them as they raced away, but they were a blur in the starlight. What the hell had they been up to? He walked on tender soles to the corral and saw a piece of white paper. Looking all around to be certain there was no one there, he lit a match and checked the note.

 

Get out of kounty! Last warning!

 

They’d get a warning all right: buckshot in their backsides, if they ever came back. Better find him a watchdog. Those Mexicans down on the Lee ranch had lots of dogs. One or two of theirs should be enough. Get  him one mean enough that he’d bite someone. What was going on? He and his brothers, and their father before that, had been running cattle in that section of the hill country for years.

He stepped on a stick that made his foot sore and he hobbled on to the house. Next thing, he had better learn all he could about the Wagners. Never had had a cross word with any of them until the day before. He yawned and moved his sore body back inside after brushing off his soles with his hand. What were they up to anyway?

He drew himself bathwater the next morning. Couldn’t carry two full buckets from the tank to the house, so he half filled them. Heating water on the stove to raise the temperature of the rest, he was on his knees, stoking wood to the range.

“You be home, Mr. Ketchem?” a familiar voice shouted. It was Abraham, the black who worked for the colonel.

“Yeah, Abe, what can I do for you?”

“My Gawd, Mr. Ketchem, what’s done got ahold of you?” His brown eyes turned to saucers. Dressed in loose fitting pants and an oftenmended shirt, the thirty-some-year-old man held his battered straw hat in his hand.

“Harry Wagner and I had an altercation yesterday.”

“How bad him look?”

“I think he looks lots better than I do. What do you need?”

“Well, sah, the colonel, he ain’t been feeling so good lately and he asked if you’d drop by and see him.”

“Right away?”

“If’n you ain’t got lots to do.”

“I could come over in a couple of hours. What’s wrong? I saw him two weeks ago, and he looked fine.”

“He had him a spell or two after that. They done had Doc Sharp look at him. You know how the colonel hates doctors.”

“What did he say?”

“Never told me nothing. But I’s worried about him.” The look on his walnut-shaded face was one of deep concern.

“I’ll ride over in a few hours. Hope I don’t scare him.”

Abe shook his head. “You do look pretty bad. Bet you hurt a lot.”

Sam nodded. “You tell the colonel I’m coming.”

“I’s sure he be mighty pleased, sah.”

From the doorway, Sam watched the former slave ride off. He could hardly believe anything serious was wrong with the man. Colonel Ishaid T. Brant served as the leader of the ranchers up and down the Frio. His cattle drives over the years had helped make most folks landowners. A ten-dollar steer in Kansas bought ten acres of land back home in the Lone Star State. The ex-Confederate officer also had rebuilt his own fortune and holdings, but not at the sake of others. Sought after for his sound advice and strong counsel, Brant was the patriarch of the land.

What was wrong? Sam stripped off his clothes and poured the heated water. It would not be the warmest bath he ever managed to take, but haste sounded like his obligation. He soon learned the truth about the water temperature and shivers ran down the back of his arms, but he disregarded them and set to lathering.

After bathing, he found that one-eyed shaving proved to be a difficult task, but he looked at his  swollen left eye and laughed. One more thing he owed that Harry Wagner for. He sloshed soap off the razor in a pan of hot water.

He brushed down his brown hair. As he put on his best collarless white shirt and canvas pants, all movements reminded him how much he still hurt. Galluses up and vest buttoned, he slapped on his weather-beaten felt hat, then sat in a chair and pulled on his boots.

Spurs strapped on, he wondered more about the colonel’s request. The man had never summoned him to his house except in times of an emergency, like when a band of Comanche had stolen some horses. Sam, along with five others, ran them down in a running gunfight and recovered all but two head. The other incident was when he and some others caught the Cripes brothers blotching brands—justice was swift in that case.

Disregarding his pain, he went to the pen and caught the big dun horse. He decided Sorely might want to buck again and his body was in no condition to contest with him. He slipped the bridle on Rob and led him out to saddle him. The chore was not done without his wincing. Even throwing his leg over the cantle wasn’t easy. At last seated, he let the arrows in his jaw subside before he put on his thin roping gloves.

Reins in his hand, he nudged Rob out into a trot and headed for the colonel’s. On the way, he swung by his brother Tom’s. Karen, Tom’s wife, came out, drying her hands on a sack towel and blinked in shock at him.

“Who—what?”

“I guess Tom’s. Oh, don’t fuss. Harry Wagner had his tail over his shoulder yesterday about someone  cutting a pinto bull of his. I wanted Tom to know and have him tell Earl. I got a gut feeling them Wagners are stirred up about something.”

“None of you have done anything.” The willowy-figured woman in her early thirties had always been the beauty of the county—the one whom boys saved every dime they could get their hands on for months to buy her box supper at a charity auction.

The night Tom bought her basket, it took all the money the three brothers could scrape up. But sitting his horse and looking at the blue-eyed woman with their two fine children on her skirt in the doorway, he felt Tom’d sure not wasted their money that night.

“I don’t know. It may be isolated, but tell him to keep his eyes open. They’re bullies and like to jump you alone.”

“They want a feud?”

He chewed on his lower lip, then shook his head. “Dumber things have happened. Christy and Mark, you help your mother today. I forgot to get any candy yesterday, but I will next time.”

“We will. Thanks anyway, Uncle Sam.”

“I need to ride over and see what the colonel’s got on his mind. Abe rode over this morning and said he wanted to see me.”

“Hmm, about the drive next spring?”

“Maybe. I’ll let you know when I get back. Tell Tom to watch out.”

“He’ll get word to Earl. You get well. You look a mess.”

“I’ll be fine.” He touched his hat and rode on.

Two hours later, Sam rode up the bottoms toward the Brant place. The colonel’s herd of seed stock was behind the rail fences in the grassy field. The big Hereford herd sire, King Arthur, raised his head and bawled at the whole world. He had been imported from England by ship, and they’d brought him and four heifers by cart from the Gulf Coast. Other female herd additions had come down the Mississippi from Illinois and Ohio and up the Red River to Shreveport.

Sam always enjoyed seeing the white-and-red calves bucking and playing. The cattle business was in his blood. King Arthur’s progeny and the other breeders’ Durham/Shorthorn infusion of seed stock was fast changing the scene of hill country cattle from the black-brown marked longhorns to cattle with lots of meat under their hides. Getting them by the tick fever had been the hardest part to establishing any other breeds besides Coronado’s strays in south central Texas. The colonel managed—but not without losses.

Sam dismounted at the rack, removed his spurs and hung them on his saddle horn. Then he decided to do the same with his gun belt. He sure didn’t want to appear impolite to Thelma Brant. She’d have him stuffed with lemon cookies in no time. Gloves off, he started up the walk to the two-story house. Freshly whitewashed, it shone in the midday sun.

“Abe told me you’d be here before lunch,” Thelma said, coming out on the porch. The white-haired lady stood erect and proper as always with a mild look on her still smooth face—the picture of a colonel’s wife in a fine dress despite the time of day. She’d gotten herself ready for company, and hat in hand, he hugged her.

“You do look as bad as Abraham said you would.” She shook her head, guiding him toward the door. “Whatever came over that boy to do that to you?”

“I have no idea.”

She stopped and paused; then, her brown eyes looking troubled, she spoke. “Doc Sharp says it’s his heart. Of course, he’ll act like it’s nothing.”

“Anything they can do for him?”

“Give him a new one, but that’s impossible.”

“I see.”

“Ishaid trusts you. That’s why he asked you over on such short notice.”

How long did he have to live with this condition? A million questions flew through Sam’s brain, until he saw the colonel seated in his high-backed leather chair, wrapped in a light quilt despite the day’s heat.

“Morning, Sam.”

Absently, Sam handed Thelma his hat and started across the polished floor toward the man.

“By jove, he did pound you to a pulp. How is one-eyed vision?” A cough cut the colonel off short and he shook his head in disgust. “We both are in bad shape. Have a chair.”

“Sure. How are you feeling?” Sam pulled up the high-backed kitchen chair sitting by him.

“Let’s not be like two old maids and talk about our aches and pains. I need some help.”

“Fine. That suits me. What do you need?”

“You know I’ve carried lots of debt through the years to establish this place. Well, I’d have it all cleared out next year if cattle prices will hold. But I didn’t need Doc to tell me, I’ll never make the drive.”

“That sounds serious.”

“That’s why I sent for you. I want you to take all our cattle to Nebraska next spring. Everyone up and down the river needs to sell.”

“Aw, surely you’ll be up and around and over this spell by then.”

The colonel shook his head with a serious stare in his eyes. They weren’t the usual sparkling blue—the fiery-deep denim color like the day when they had hanged the cattle rustlers or the times he was shouting orders to the crew when Red River crossings went from bad to worse. There was a dullness in them that stabbed Sam in the heart. Colonel Brant would never swim his horse over at Doane’s Store again.

“I know you still blame yourself for the death of those three Langham boys. A storm stampeded those cattle—you didn’t. Could have been you or I on any other drive.”

“I would have taken their place.” Sam clasped his fingers together in his lap and squeezed them.

“I would have taken the place of my soldiers killed in Mississippi, too. But I couldn’t. You are the best man for the job.” Then Brant threw his fist up to his mouth to cut off a debilitating coughing fit.

“I’ve swore off ever going up there again.”

Brant nodded and cleared his throat. “I’ve sworn off lots of things, but this one is sure important to everyone.”

“If you knew how many nights I stared at the ceiling, you won’t ask me to do this.”

“We’ve all got our own hell. But we have to put them behind us.”

Thelma arrived with two tall glasses of yellow lemonade and a platter of her famous cookies. She set the tray on the stand. “Be good for that cough,” she said softly to her husband and then nodded to Sam. “Cookies are for you.”

“Well?” Brant asked when she left the room.

“Colonel, I’ve never turned you down before, but I couldn’t stomach asking young boys to ride off to their  deaths. To face mothers who know about the incident and say that I’d look after their sons for the next six months.”

“Rivers got Pete and who else?”

“Howard Pike.”

“But that shootout could have happened in Frio Springs.”

“Nelson and Biars weren’t gunfighters. Hell, they weren’t even dry behind the ears.” Sam felt trapped by his own conscience being divided in half by the request: on one side, what he owed the colonel and his deep-rooted regrets; on the other, his own feelings of inadequacy. “I left San Anton that spring with over a dozen boys and came back with half of them.” Sam didn’t ever want to recall the clothes whipping on the line like runaway horses in the wind and him telling Ty Nelson’s fifteen-year-old wife, with his baby son in her arms, that their child’s daddy wouldn’t be coming home.

“Sam, you can find the strength inside yourself to go on after that. That’s why I’m asking this favor of you.”

“Colonel, there’re demons out there on that trail that I can’t whip.”

Brant’s reply was broken up by his cough again. Sam waited and noticed how the once robust man had overnight shrunken away.

“We’ve got some time to think on it. Think hard on it. What this drive means to folks around us. Your leadership is a lot greater than you give yourself credit for. Now watch out for those dumb Wagners.”

“There won’t be a next time.”

“Think on my request and drop back by. I’m kinda tired now. I might take a nap.”

“What about your lemonade?”

Brant wrinkled his nose. “Whiskey would be a lot better. Get some of those cookies or she’ll be hurt.”

“I’ll think on this drive business. Maybe I can find you a good man.”

“The man good enough for me is right here drinking her pee juice.” The colonel chuckled until his coughing cut him off. “Dang stuff will have you up all night. Runs right through me.”

After a short chat with Thelma, Sam tightened up the girth and rode Rob back toward the house. His mind and conscience held a tug of war over what he should do next. Neither side winning, he remained in confusion.

Donner’s Branch was a spring-fed course that except in dry seasons maintained a stream of water from the big springs at its source under Hales’ Bluffs. When Sam dropped off on the Lone Deer Schoolhouse Road above where it crossed the creek, he could see a buggy and someone under an umbrella on the spring seat stopped in the ford.

What was Etta Faye Ralston doing out there? All his life, Etta Faye had been the beauty no one could touch. Growing up, she kept boys at a distance and she always wore the finest dresses to school. With her chin stuck out and her head high, she must have—Sam always figured—been coached by her mother every day that she was a lady, despite those nasty farm boys who put toads in her apron pocket and lizards in her lunch pail. Why she could honest to God shiver and make disgusting noise like no other female he’d ever known about things she found repulsive.

He reined up Rob short of her and the big horse  lowered his head and snorted in the road dust. He removed his hat and wiped his sweaty face on his sleeve.

“Howdy, ma’am.”

“Good day, Samuel.” She acted preoccupied with her driving horse, who had finished getting a drink.

“Nice day,” Sam said, looking at the cloudless sky. “What brings you out here?”

“The school board asked me if I would be the teacher out here at the school for the next session. There are several students out here that apparently cannot get into Frio Springs to attend classes.”

“Etta Faye, have you ever taught school?”

“I am fully accredited as a qualified teacher by the Texas State Teachers’ Board.”

So there. He’d done it again, gone and affronted that woman. Why, she fluffed up on that seat like a setting hen guarding a nest full of eggs. And she would’ve pecked him if he’d got close enough. He dropped his gaze to the saddle horn. Looking at that fine, ripe figure wasting away was a bitter disappointment to him, but he sure didn’t know how to break through the guard she kept up.

“As I recall you never liked toads, lizards and snotty-nosed kids. How in the Sam Hill are you going to tolerate a roomful of them?”

“Well, you know I consider a good education as important for each individual child and I have been taught the skills for that purpose.”

“But Etta Faye where will you board?”

“Mrs. Fancher has agreed to board me for the session.”

He nodded in approval. The widow woman on Stony Creek over the hill—that might work. But still—

“I shall drive Chelsea out of the branch now,” she said and clucked to the dish-faced mare who came on the road next to him. “You may not know, but I taught school last year for two weeks while Miss Ches ter was ill.”

He shook his head amazed at the notion. “No, I didn’t know that.”

“I’m sorry that you of all people obviously have such a low opinion of my professional skills.”

“Did I say that?”

“No. But I can certainly tell by the tone of your voice and the demeanor of our conversation that you do not feel like I would be adequate for this position.”

“Lord, Lord, Etta Faye. Hold on. Why I think you’d be overqualified for every thing, but handling the real things.”

“Real things?”

“A dead mouse in your desk drawer.”

Unfazed by his words, she smiled in her condescending way. “Samuel Ketchem, I might surprise you.”

He nodded. You will if you last. Maybe she would. He hated to underestimate her. Besides, having her in the community for three months to look at wasn’t so bad either. There would be social events, pie suppers and dances. He could hope against hope that under her icy exterior was a real woman to go with the body.

“When it gets cooler, they usually have a dance up here.” He nodded toward the schoolhouse on the knoll. “I’d be pleased if you’d save me one.”

“Why, Samuel Ketchem, I would be honored to dance with you.”

Really? “Thanks and, Etta Faye, my friends call me Sam.”

She looked at him with her sharp blue eyes and pursed her lips before she spoke. “Samuel, someday you will be a man of great respect in this county. And I find Sam too ordinary for the lofty place you will hold with your peers.”

He couldn’t hold back his amusement and snickered out his nose. “Well, I sure hope that lofty part ain’t when they hang me.”

She gathered the reins to her mare in her white-gloved hands. “You will see, Samuel. You will see. Oh, there are some repairs that need to be completed on the schoolhouse.”

“If you have a list made up, I’d get some of the folks up here to pitch in and get them done.”

“I don’t have it with me, but if you would be so kind as to drop by my father’s house next time you are in town, I shall have one ready.”

“Fine. I’ll drop by.”

“Very good. You look to be healing from the altercation you had.”

He rubbed the sore side of his face. “I’ll live.”

She reined up the mare, who acted anxious to go on. “I am sure you will. In fact, I think you should consider getting into politics.”

“For now I have enough to do.”

Her head rose, with that superior look on her handsome face, and she smiled like she knew a lot more than he did. “We shall see. Oh, and thank you so much for your help on the schoolhouse repairs. Get up, Chelsea.”

He removed his hat and beat it on his leg as he watched her drive away. Even thinking about her might be a waste of his time. With dandies like the town law and others courting her, what chance did a  two-bit rancher have with her? Besides she’d had enough marriage proposals from lovesick men to fill a big steamer trunk, and she’d turned them all down. Etta Faye might make an old maid schoolteacher, but—he stuck the hat back on his head and booted Rob across the ford—she sure would never make a rancher’s wife.
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