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Praise for  THE RATTLESNAKE SEASON

“Very rarely . . . a novel comes along that fulfills all the expectations of the genre while rising to the level of a classic. Larry D. Sweazy’s The Rattlesnake Season combines the slam-bang action of a good Western with the sensitivity of style and depth of character that used to be the hallmark of literary fiction . . . Josiah Wolfe is an American original created by an American original, and the fact that this is the first title in a series catapults this debut novel into the rarefied category of a newly discovered planet.”

—Loren D. Estleman, Spur Award-winning author of  
The Branch and the Scaffold

 

“Raw, wild, and all too human, The Rattlesnake Season is a thundering testament to just how good the Western novel can be. There’s a new Ranger in the town of Old West fiction, folks, and his name is Larry D. Sweazy.”

—Johnny D. Boggs, Spur Award-winning author of  
Doubtful Canon

 

“There’s a new fresh voice in the pages of Western fiction . . . His powerful authentic voice rings steel tough . . . and after you finish his novel, your dentist may have to extract the Texas sand from behind your molars . . . A must read for the Western fan.”

—Dusty Richards, Spur Award-winning author of  
The Sundown Chaser

 

“Larry Sweazy’s novel is a fast paced, hard to put down book, chock-full of unforgettable characters you will be glad you met. It’s what people these days like to call a page-turner.”

—Robert J. Conley, author of Mountain Windsong  
and vice president of Western Writers of America

 

“Larry Sweazy is a writer that does his homework and research and combining that with his story telling will have a good career.”

—Don Coldsmith, author of The Spanish Bit series
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To Rose: For believing all along
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

It has been argued that there is no other American law enforcement agency as legendary as the Texas Rangers. That argument weighed heavily on my mind as I wrote this book. I have created a fictional character, and at times placed him in a fictional setting, among real people. In doing so, it is my hope that I have captured the essence of the Texas Rangers, and Texas of the 1870s. Hopefully, I have helped tilt the argument further in favor of the Rangers. I have the utmost respect for the Rangers, past and present.

For historical works concerning the Texas Rangers, the following books served me well, and might be of interest:  Lone Star Justice: The First Century of the Texas Rangers, by Robert M. Utley (Berkley 2002); The Texas Rangers: Wearing the Cinco Peso, 1821-1900, by Mike Cox (Forge 2008); Six Years with the Texas Rangers, 1875-1881, by James B. Gillet (Bison Books 1976); and A Private in the Texas Rangers: A. T. Miller of Company B, Frontier Battalion , by John Miller Morris (Texas A&M Press 2001).
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July 1872

The midwife, a short, rotund Mexican woman, who went by the name of Ofelia, stood over Lily’s lifeless body and shook her head. “She is dead, señor.”

There was no blood, no struggle. Lily did not have the strength to bear a child. She had battled for days between the labor of childbirth and the onset of influenza. She lay flat on the bed, her belly protruding, beads of sweat still on her forehead. A bowl of steaming hot water sat next to the bed, and the room was filled with an odd sour odor.

Josiah Wolfe could barely breathe. He staggered to the bed, past Ofelia’s helper, a scrawny young thing with saucer-shaped brown eyes, rimmed with tears, that the midwife referred to as niña, girl, and never by name.

Lily’s skin was still warm to the touch.

He closed his wife’s dull eyes and kissed her forehead without fear of contracting the sickness. Life was too painful. He was willing to die that very moment himself, willing to join his wife in the land of heaven, even though he  was not much of a believer. Not now. Redemption and resurrection seemed to be nothing more than a folktale. The sickness had shown no mercy, a devil that could not be fought. Where was God’s hand in all of this? Josiah had wondered more than once, especially after the preacher man from Tyler had refused to come to the house out of fear for his own health and well-being.

Josiah Wolfe had never felt so empty, or so angry, in his entire life. It seemed that death was everywhere he looked. He ran out of the house yelling, screaming, venting his rage into the darkness of the night.

A coyote answered back, mocking him.

He fell to the ground in a bundle of tears and spit, and began to pound the dirt. He didn’t know how long he was there, how long it was before someone laid a hand on his shoulder. It was only minutes, but seemed like eternity.

“The baby lives, señor, but we do not have much time.” Ofelia stood over him, staring down with the eyes of a sad mother. “I cannot reach the feet.”

Josiah caught his breath, filled his lungs, but he could not speak. Everything seemed so hopeless—even the suggestion that life somehow still existed did not, could not, touch his heart.

“I will need a butchering knife to save the baby,” Ofelia said. “Can you get it for me?”

Ofelia’s voice sounded like it was coming out of a well, even though the wind had whipped up, pelting his face with dry Texas dirt. In a stupor, he pulled himself up, staggered to the barn, and found his skinning knife. Ofelia grabbed the knife from his hand and disappeared back into the pine cabin that once held his dreams and love, but now only held the lifeless body of his one and only Lily.

By the time he returned to his marriage bed, there was blood everywhere.

The niña could not take the sight of Ofelia cutting open Lily’s belly—she had run from the foul-smelling room in a panic when she saw the midwife’s intent. Josiah could barely stand the sight himself. He stopped and hunkered in the corner, his eyes glazed with tears, his stomach in tatters.

Candles flickered on the table next to the bed, and Ofelia muttered under her breath as she slit Lily’s pure white skin. It took Josiah a minute to realize that the woman was praying. “Perdoneme, Dios . . .” Forgive me, God.

After making a long cut down the center of the stomach, Ofelia motioned for Josiah to come to her. “I will need your help, señor.”

Josiah’s knees and hands were trembling. He could not look at Lily’s lifeless face, or bring himself to speak. The words I can’t were stuck in his throat.

“Pronto, señor.”

Ofelia shook her head with frustration and mumbled a curse word under her breath. The knife tumbled to the floor. Josiah had never seen so much blood in his life. He wanted to scream at the Mexican woman and make her stop—but he knew she was doing the right thing. The baby deserved a chance to live. Lily would want him to fight, to do whatever was necessary to save their child.

Slowly, Josiah made his way to the side of the bed.

Ofelia took his hands gently into hers and guided them to Lily’s belly. “I am sorry, señor, this must be done to save your baby. You must pull back the skin with all your strength.”

Josiah took a deep breath, fighting back the bile that was rising from the depths of his throat.

In a swift motion, Ofelia thrust her hands deep inside Lily, tussled and turned her arms, and just as quickly, pulled a nearly lifeless baby up and out of the body. She placed the baby, all covered in blood and dark blue as a stormy summer sky, on the bed and cut the cord.

Josiah staggered back as Ofelia swatted the baby on the behind. Nothing happened. It looked dead. She swatted again. And again nothing. Finally, she blew into the baby’s mucus-covered mouth and smacked the baby on the back, just between the shoulder blades. The baby coughed and heaved, and began to cry.

“You have a son, señor. You have a son.”






CHAPTER 1
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May 1874

Josiah Wolfe sat atop his Appaloosa stallion, Clipper, and watched a rooter skunk push through a dry creek, searching for anything that moved or anything that held the slightest hint of green.

The skunk, black with a broad white stripe down its back and a nose that looked like it ought to be on a hog, didn’t see the four-foot-long diamondback rattlesnake sunning itself on the bright side of a big boulder a few yards ahead of it.

Wolfe rubbed the butt of his gun, a .45 single-action Peacemaker, then thought better of interfering. He’d wait it out, see what happened next, though his betting side told him not to count out the skunk.

He gently edged the stallion back up the trail so he’d be downwind when all hell broke loose.

The snake hissed and wiggled its tail, setting its alarm in motion, but that didn’t seem to deter the hognose. In the blink of an eye the skunk recoiled and without warning  jumped straight at the snake, capturing it just behind the eyes with a determined set of iron jaws.

There was no time for the snake to spit or smell the foul stink that escaped from the skunk’s defensive gland. Without so much as a shiver, the reptile succumbed with no chance of a fair fight, its head smashed flatter than a john nycake. The rattle quickly subsided, a tiny echo in the wind, like the last bell ringing on a funeral coach.

Josiah had little use for snakes or skunks, and even less for their human counterparts.

If it wasn’t for one such critter, Charlie Langdon, he’d be home right now, readying the hard ground for planting even though the dry north winds had yet to stop blowing.

Winter had been slow to let go, and spring was hesitant to come on fully—not that winter was much of a worry in East Texas, not like in the Dakotas, but the wind still raged cold and fierce at times, and the leaves still fell off the trees.

Once in a blue moon, snowflakes fell from the sky on Christmas. But spring was near . . . The smell of renewal was in the air, and honestly, Josiah Wolfe wished more than anything that he was back home to welcome it, instead of being on the trail to bring a killer to justice.

Josiah watched the skunk drag the snake off, probably to a den nearby loaded with babies whose hungry mouths and eyes had yet to see the light of day.

He had been on and off the trail since the day he had become a lawman within the confines of Seerville, the town where he’d been born and raised. Like his father before him, Josiah had worn the marshal’s badge. Life was fine until the town up and died, when the railroad curved and went through Tyler instead. There wasn’t much left to marshal after nearly everyone moved on or was foreclosed on.  But Josiah had the deed to the family homestead, and pulling up stakes was something he wouldn’t consider—not with all his kin buried on the back forty.

He wasn’t much of a farmer, and his land wasn’t real hospitable to much of anything of use, since most of it was floodplain and swamp, but he made do with what he had.

When the opportunity to become a Ranger came his way, he’d leapt at the chance. Josiah had listened to tales about the Rangers since he was a little boy, peering from behind the cupboard when he should have been tucked in bed, as his father and his deputies gathered around the fire and sipped whiskey.

The heroics of the Texas Rangers in the Cherokee War in 1839, and the Battle of Plum Creek, when more than a thousand Comanche warriors were faced down, were seared into Josiah’s memory. Not long ago, after Reconstruction, the Rangers had fallen out of favor, replaced by the Texas State Police—a halfhearted unit, formed by then Governor Davis, that was never afforded the respect of the Rangers.

The Rangers still existed during that time, but they weren’t funded very well, or at all, and mostly disappeared. But word went out that the newly elected Democrats, and specifically the new governor, Richard Coke, in Austin had recommissioned the Rangers, giving them more stature and power, and a healthy budget.

Six companies, consisting of seventy-five men each, were quickly being assembled. Now that this Frontier Battalion was being formed, the Rangers would be responsible for the whole state, and not just for responding to the Indian troubles in the West.

Josiah had ridden in a posse with Captain Hiram Fikes in the years since Reconstruction took hold, and when  Fikes heard that Seerville no longer needed a marshal, he’d sent word to Josiah that he would be a welcome addition to the company of former Rangers who were to cover East Texas.

Josiah would be an official Ranger—which seemed odd, considering their lack of real organization in the recent past. He’d be on the dockets, something more than a side-kick to Captain Fikes, helping out when he was called on by the shadowy group of men who had called themselves Rangers during the years after the War Between the States.

He would be a member of Company B, since he lived near Tyler. Headquarters were eventually going to be in Garland, over one hundred miles from home, but since the companies were still forming, they had all been called to a camp along the Red River. There was a task to complete first, before making that trek: Bring in Charlie Langdon.

Luckily, the Rangers could live just about anywhere they chose—as long they didn’t mind being away from home for long stretches at a time.

Josiah didn’t mind traveling so much when he was younger.

When he first joined up with Captain Fikes, life was pretty much an adventure. He had a pretty wife, Lily, whom he’d been in love with all his life, and three fine-looking daughters. The money he made with Captain Fikes wasn’t much, if there was any at all, but it helped keep a couple of cows in the barn, and between that and his hunting skills, there was always meat on the table for his family.

Sometimes, riding with Captain Fikes and the other Rangers took him away for months at a time, but when Josiah returned home it was always to a hero’s welcome.

Lily always made a big to-do when he entered the pine cabin, and the girls giggled and clapped like he was the  King of England or somebody equally important, returning from a great exploit or conquest. He liked that word then, “conquest.” It made him feel important.

Lily loved books, and filled the girls’ heads with a multitude of story ideas.

Several seasons passed, and they all got lulled into a comfortable rhythm—until the influenza struck. First, the fevers took Fiona, the youngest. After weeks of battling the sickness, the poor little thing slipped away in her mother’s arms. And then, like a wild boar rampaging carelessly through the small cabin, the fevers took his other two daughters, Claire and Mavis, only days apart.

For the first time in years, Josiah and Lily were left alone, their emotions and hope all but drained out of them. They pretty much wanted to die, too—but they held on, fought off the flu with tonics and sheer determination for one simple reason: Lily was pregnant, and the baby was nearly due to birth.

Wolfe shook his head . . . tried to force the thought of Lily from his mind as he brought the horse back up to pace, leaving the stink of the skunk behind him, heading toward his new life as a Texas Ranger—and leaving his young son behind.

Traveling was not such a welcome adventure these days, but it was a relief not to look up on the hill and see a row of graves that had yet to settle into the ground.

 

 

There was no escaping the loneliness on the trail. Even the birds were silent. Somewhere in the distance he heard a growl and a yelp, and figured it was the skunk celebrating the snake kill with its brood.

The ridge Wolfe had been riding on flattened out, and  he spotted a few puddles of water up ahead in what used to be a creek. It had been a good while since he’d watered Clipper.

He glanced up at the sun and figured he’d be in San Antonio by nightfall, even with a stop.

It didn’t take long to venture down to the water.

Vultures soared overhead, and he could hear the first frogs of spring croaking for a mate. The grasses were still tender, their tips still a little brown. Bluebonnets, red buck-eye, and paintbrush were slowly setting into bloom, coloring the dull landscape in all the colors of the rainbow. The fragrance from the wildflowers was overwhelming.

Lily had loved spring.

The Appaloosa took to the water like it had been trudging through a desert for days. Wolfe hadn’t ridden the horse hard, but he had kept up a steady, headlong gait, stopping only to relieve himself and watch the skunk do away with the snake. It had been a good while since he’d asked Clipper to make such a long trail ride. The horse was a bit out of shape.

With the sun beaming down from a cloudless sky, the air was beginning to warm.

Josiah Wolfe propped himself against a boulder the size of a good bull and closed his eyes, with the thought of resting.

It was as if he were snakebit himself.

Memory gripped him, and the image of Ofelia standing over Lily’s body with the skinning knife flooded lifelike through every corner of his mind. It was like it had just happened. He could still smell the blood.

Josiah opened his eyes quickly and tried to think of something else, tried to force away the image of Lily lying dead on their marriage bed. Even thinking of Lyle, smiling  and laughing, his eyes just like Lily’s, did little to relieve his mood.

He mounted Clipper and headed toward San Antonio.

The thought of Charlie Langdon, the man the Rangers were to bring in, dangling from the end of a rope, didn’t bring him out of this funk, either, as Josiah let his mind wander back to the present.

Charlie was a low-down scoundrel if ever there was one. For a time, Charlie had been his deputy in Seerville, after the two of them had fought together in the war, but Josiah caught on pretty quickly that Charlie was the kind of man that liked to walk on both sides of the law, and couldn’t cast away the confederate demons who urged him to steal, and kill.

Charlie Langdon made things up as he went, twisted the law so it suited whatever con he was knee-deep in at the time. And that’s what got Charlie in trouble. After Wolfe fired him, Charlie left Seerville, and went on a cheating and robbing spree that claimed four innocent lives in Tyler over the next two years—and then Charlie disappeared.

Josiah had no authority in Tyler, so Charlie’s crimes were out of his jurisdiction, but he would have given anything to have gone after the double-crossing snake at the time.

Some said Charlie went to Indian Territory and was hiding out in the canyons, while others just hoped he was dead. Neither was right. Charlie had changed his name and gotten another badge pinned on his chest. But skunks can’t change their stripes any more than a rattlesnake can sneak up quietly on a man, and before long, Charlie was walking on both sides of the law again. It was his bad luck to come up against a small group of men finishing up a fight with a band of Kiowas, the Texas Rangers—most notably, Captain Hiram Fikes.

Fikes had sent word to Wolfe and told him Charlie Langdon was in custody. If Josiah wanted the charge, he could come to San Antonio and take Langdon back to Tyler for sentencing for the four previous killings. Once he delivered Langdon to the jail in Tyler, he would have little time to head back to the camp along the Red River for indoctrination into the formal ranks of the Rangers.

In Captain Fikes’s eyes, Josiah was still a Ranger. Now, with the changes being made in Austin, his past experience as a Ranger was needed even more. It was a hard decision, leaving Lyle with Ofelia, but Josiah felt he had no choice. He needed a new future, for himself and for Lyle. And he knew the citizens in and around Tyler were beating the drum to see Charlie Langdon hang. But that wasn’t Josiah’s immediate concern.

His main concern was returning home to his son as soon as possible.

 

 

The rest of the ride was uneventful. It was dusk when he rode into San Antonio. The liveliness of the town shocked his system. City life always did.

After Lily’s death, he stayed as close to home as possible. The silence of his land, of Seerville, which was now nothing more than a ghost town, host to only a few Mexican squatters, including Ofelia, was comforting. He had never been one for the pleasantries of society—manners and conversation were Lily’s gift—so he did not miss being around people on a daily basis. But he did mind the loneliness more than he’d thought he would.

Oddly, the noise of the streets, of wagons and horses coming to and fro, piano music banging out of the saloons,  was a tad bit comforting to Wolfe. His dull mood did not  lighten, but for the first time in a long while, he began to think about the pleasure of a bath and shave.

He found a livery near the jail and stabled his horse. Most people paid him no mind. Wolfe was just another face in the crowd, since the Rangers didn’t wear a badge. The organization was more akin to a brotherhood, and though it wasn’t a secret society, it felt like it at times . . . though recently, with Governor Coke installed in Austin, after President Grant refused to oust him, the Rangers were out in the open, a welcome sight to most Texans. Many of the Rangers were war heroes, and they operated on the legend of their name, like Hiram Fikes.

Josiah hadn’t been with the organization long enough for people to recognize him—he had no legend attached to his name. Not yet thirty-four, in comparison to Fikes he felt he was still green behind the ears, and had become more tepid and reclusive since Lily’s death. But he had a strong interest in seeing justice served.

It only took a little asking around, and Josiah found out the whereabouts of Captain Hiram Fikes. He was playing poker in the Silver Dollar Saloon, two doors down from the jail.

“Pull up a chair, Wolfe.” Fikes was a short and skinny man with a head full of solid white hair, barely taller, it seemed, than a whiskey barrel. His skin was leathery and wrinkled, and from a distance he looked like a stiff wind could blow him straight away into Indian Territory.

More than a few brash and arrogant outlaws had underestimated the captain and found themselves six feet under without the chance to beg for forgiveness. The captain was one of the best shots Josiah Wolfe had ever met. It was as if the new model Winchester Fikes carried was an extension of his arm instead of a weapon all to itself.

“Just checking in, Captain. I’ll take my leave if you don’t mind. I’d like to get the trail dust off my neck.”

Fikes shook his head no, pointed insistently to the chair, puffed heavily on the cigar that dangled from the corner of his mouth, and said nothing further to explain his command.

The other three men at the table looked impatient. It was the captain’s turn to deal, and by the size of the chip stacks, it looked like he was cleaning out some deep pockets.

The music and laughter seemed foreign to Josiah. He tried not to stare at the two painted women standing next to the piano, or at the picture of a naked woman over the bar. It had been a long time since he’d been in a room with women, even the lowly kind, and it stirred a deep longing inside him that almost made him blush.

Aside from going into town, Ofelia was the only woman he came into contact with these days . . . and not once had Josiah let his mind wander to the fence of desire since the day he buried Lily next to his three girls.

“I’ve been waiting for you, Wolfe, and we haven’t got much time.” Fikes shuffled the cards like a professional dealer, a smile growing on his face as he turned his attention back to the game. “I know you might be wondering why I had you ride all this way, other than that Charlie Langdon has a history with you.”

“I was, sir, but I’m glad to fulfill the request. It came at a good time.”

Fikes flopped out five cards to each man, then stared up at Josiah, the smile gone from his face.

“It’s time for you to decide if you want to keep Rangering. The last couple of years have been tough for you, but it’s time to realize there’s people that still count on you, Wolfe. There’s going to be more Rangers now than ever,  and you’ve been around me long enough not to be considered a greenhorn. I’ll need you one hundred percent. There’s a lot at stake. The legislators in Austin are wasting no time in setting up the companies, and Governor Coke’s going to want quick results to prove we’re worth the money.”

“I understand, Captain.”

“I hope you do. There’s trouble brewing up your way, and I’m gonna need every man I can count on to keep a spark from turning into a wildfire. Ain’t none of the men I got are as familiar with that country up there as you. Some are going to be mighty disappointed because they signed up to fight with Comanche in the counties out west. They might not have their heads where they need to be, thinking an outlaw ain’t near as dangerous as a redskin. They’re going to need a strong hand, a strong aim, these new recruits, not a man with calluses from a plow.”

Wolfe understood the tone, the underlying meaning of the words just spoken. Captain Hiram Fikes wasn’t sure he could trust him in his current state of mind because he hadn’t fully committed to Rangering. He was still in mourning for his family, his demeanor was as black as widow’s weeds, and Fikes was telling him to snap out of it, or go home and be a farmer.

Josiah couldn’t blame the captain. You had to trust the man you picked to cover your back. He knew right then that the request to escort Charlie Langdon back to Tyler was a show of faith as much as anything else. There were other Rangers Fikes could have called on to make the trip.

“I don’t mean to be anything else other than a Texas Ranger, Captain.”

“Good. That’s what I was hoping to hear. There’s a room for you at the hotel across the street.”

“The Menger is a little out of my league, Captain. I was planning on staying down by the livery.”

“You let me worry about the hotel room this time around. You’ve had a long ride. Feders and Elliot are keeping an eye on Charlie Langdon for now, and I’d just as soon he not see you until he needs to. He’s got men all over town, and I hear he might try to bust out of jail. He’s got a grudge against you a mile long, and I figure he’s marked you with his boys. I’d rather you be at my side than at the smoking end of the barrel of one of those scoundrels.”






CHAPTER 2
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Josiah left the captain at the Silver Dollar, the big pile of gambling chips getting bigger. He didn’t bother to introduce himself to Fikes’s card mates. Their identities were none of his business, and they looked like locals—but for all he knew, they could have been fellow Rangers that he did not know. Everything was changing pretty fast since Governor Coke took office. In any case, Captain Hiram Fikes was the last man in Texas who needed looking after.

Josiah paused, and thought it was a little odd that the captain was wasting away the night while his men were standing guard outside the local jail, but he figured even an old Ranger needed to blow off steam.

He made note of Feders and Elliot, one on the roof, one by the door, both about as inconspicuous as that skunk on the trail. He’d met Feders, a lanky true Texan like himself, before and ridden with him briefly on one of the early sojourns with Captain Fikes. He didn’t know Elliot at all. He was a new recruit. But they were both Rangers, and he was  glad to see them, glad to know Fikes wasn’t just relying on the locals to keep an eye on Charlie Langdon.

If Charlie Langdon did have a gang in town, they knew there were Rangers to contend with, too, and might think twice about busting Charlie out. Neither Feders nor Elliot noticed Josiah; they looked bored, none too concerned about Charlie Langdon, or much else for that matter. But for all he knew, that could have been a ruse.

Josiah, on the other hand, was aware of every sound, of every man, woman, and child bustling about, and unsure of who was who since the captain told him he might be a marked man.

Having to think about the safety of his own person was enough to give any man pause, but Josiah instantly thought of Lyle, and what would happen to his young son if Langdon’s men carried out their intent.

Lyle would be an orphan—plain and simple. The boy would more than likely be pulled from the small pine cabin that had always been his home, out of Ofelia’s arms, and taken to the county orphanage. It was a thought Josiah could barely stand to consider, so he pushed the thought away and refused to consider it any further.

He headed quickly to the Menger Hotel, and stopped once he stepped inside the grand lobby.

It was a magnificent sight, three storeys of opulence—white tiled floors, with intricate geometric designs that looked like a sharp-edged number eight repeated over and over again, and ivory pillars, gilded with gold leaf paint, that held up a mezzanine and another floor. Plants of the like he had never seen before were scattered about the lobby, tall and jungle-like, as big as trees, but fragile-looking, adding to the expensive airs the hotel decorators had successfully put on.

It would have been the highlight of his life if he could have brought Lily to a place like the Menger Hotel, all fine and fancy, just the two of them, holding each other’s hand like they did when they were courting.

But that was not to be, and Josiah knew it.

His heart ached for Lily every day, and he still forced himself to think of her as living and walking on the earth, bustling about at home, taking care of the girls and Lyle, while he was away. He knew it was a lie to himself, but the matters of love, and of the future, were subjects he’d desperately tried to avoid, until lately. He kept telling himself that he had a job to do, a son to look after—that was enough for any man to worry about.

But for a brief moment, he allowed himself a glimpse into the past, into his imagination, and watched Lily, dressed in her Sunday best, stroll across the lobby floor of the Menger Hotel, like a queen.

He shook his head, cleared his mind, and made his way to the registration desk.

The clientele of the Menger Hotel was more apt to be businessmen and formal ladies than a Ranger fresh off the trail.

Josiah immediately felt self-conscious, and almost decided to head down to the flophouse by the livery, but he just couldn’t bring himself to leave. He didn’t want to insult Captain Fikes by declining his generosity.

Fresh pomade glistened in the hair of the mousy-looking man who stood behind the registration desk. There was not a speck of dust on his dark blue double-breasted uniform. Gold buttons tinkled on the little man’s sleeves as the clerk lifted a pen, a look of disdain rising on his face.

“May I offer some direction, sir?”

“A room is all I need at the moment.”

The clerk hesitated. “We are full up. You may want to check the other hotels for your needs, sir.”

Josiah stiffened, knew he was being looked down on, and he didn’t take too kindly to the man’s attitude. “I’m with Captain Fikes. He said there was a room reserved in my name.”

The clerk’s eyebrows arched with immediate recognition. “My apologies. Name, sir?”

“Wolfe. Josiah Wolfe.”

The man ran the pen down a piece of paper in a fancy big book that looked more like a ledger than a guest book, and nodded.

“That’ll be room 210. We usually ask our guests to check their weapons at the desk, but I understand that you’re a Ranger.” The man looked over his shoulder, then leaned in and whispered, “I voted against that snake Ed mund Davis in hopes he’d be run out of the state. In all that commotion, we’ve all been wondering where the Rangers were.” The clerk smiled and squared his shoulders. “Welcome to the Menger Hotel, sir. I hope your stay is a pleasant one.”

Josiah smirked, even though he didn’t mean to, and took the key. He was more than a little uncomfortable with public discussions about politics, but the recent fracas in Austin obviously had everyone talking.

The election of Richard Coke was a good thing for the Rangers, and Josiah was more than enthused about the formation of the Frontier Battalion, but his political views were privately held. Even though he agreed with the clerk, he wasn’t about to let on to a stranger that he was happy to see Governor Coke take office.

Davis’s loss signaled the end of Reconstruction, and  honestly, Josiah hoped the final curtain was about to fall on the War Between the States.

Those scars needed healing, just like his own, though he wouldn’t admit that the war had scarred him . . . but it had had an affect on every man who picked up a weapon and left home to fight for a cause he believed in. Or, like him, fought because it was a duty to his family and to his state.

The only strong feeling Josiah had about slavery was simple: A man was a man, regardless of his skin color, and how he lived was more important than where he lived. One man owning another had always seemed odd to him, and his family had never had the wealth to engage in such an idea, so it had never been an issue of true consideration for them, never mattered one way or the other. Folks had been forced to take a public stand on something private.

Some men still carried a torch for the Confederacy, but Josiah wasn’t in that crowd. And neither, obviously, was Governor Richard Coke.

Josiah made quick arrangements for a bath, then headed up the ornate staircase in search of his room. It had been a long time since he’d made the trip to San Antonio, so he was a tad bit saddle sore, and could still taste the trail grit between his teeth. He had a fresh set of clothes wrapped in his bedroll and was anxious to soak in a tub of hot, steaming water and get the stubble shaved from his face.

The room Captain Fikes had reserved for him was easy enough to find.

It was like walking into a palace suite. A brass bed with fresh linens took up only part of the room. A sitting chair, upholstered in thick red material that looked soft as a short-haired cat, sat regally in the corner. A writing desk and chair sat next to the bed. A pitcher with chunks of ice in it  sat in a porcelain bowl with designs glazed onto it that looked like the lobby floor. A large hand-carved mirror was centered above the bowl and pitcher, reflecting a version of Josiah, and the room, back at him.

Josiah favored his father, tall, lanky, a head full of hair the color of summer wheat, and eyes the color of blueberries. He had always walked in the shadow of his father, from his gait, to his quiet beliefs, to his perception of good old right and wrong. But he was more similar in looks than any other way he could think of.

He did not recognize himself so much anymore. His face had gone gaunt, sunk in with grief, his eyes trail-worn, and his skin looked like it lacked elasticity, or the properties that exhibited a good diet—and that would be true. Since Lily’s death, he had taken little pleasure in food. It was only sustenance, something to burn in the fires of the daily chores.

Josiah decided a bath and a bit of rest in a fancy hotel would do him some good.

There was a hint of lavender in the air. The room was almost too pretty to step foot in, to muck up with his filth. Josiah was glad the window looked out over the street. He could see Feders in his spot on the roof, his Winchester propped against the false front of the dry goods store, in the direction of the jail. The Alamo was out of view, but at only a scant twenty or so steps from the Menger, it was always on the mind of even the least reverent Texans when they visited San Antonio.

Evening was coming fast as the sun set in the west, the sky on the horizon a deep red, with pink fingers reaching into the gray sky over the hotel. Josiah was still tense, but starting to relax. He dropped his bedroll on the floor, left the beauty of the room, and headed for the bath.

An attendant, a wiry old Mexican with hair as white as a roll of fresh cotton, nodded. “Señor Wolfe?”

Josiah returned the nod, and the Mexican jangled a ring of brass skeleton keys, found the lock, and opened the door to the bath.

Steam met Josiah as he walked into the small room. A tub full of hot, vaporous water sat in the middle of the room. It was a welcome sight. Just the stay in the hotel almost made the long trip worth it.

“I will be right outside if there is anything you need,” the Mexican attendant said in English, but with a thick Spanish accent. “Here is soap, fresh towels, and a variety of sundries that are gifts of the hotel. You will need a shave afterward?”

Josiah took a deep breath. “Yes, sí,” he said. Using Spanish came unnaturally to him, even though Ofelia chattered away constantly at home and he understood more of the language than he cared to admit. “Thank you.”

The Mexican stared at Josiah expectantly, and it took him a moment to realize that the man was waiting for a tip. He handed him a single bit, then waited for him to leave before he deposited his Peacemaker and Bowie knife, a gift from his father when he went off to war so long ago, on a shelf within reach of the tub. But the Mexican did not leave.

“For the shave, señor?”

Josiah handed the man another coin. This time the old Mexican smiled and hurried off, firmly closing the door behind him.

The sole window in the tiny room was barely cracked open. Josiah could hear piano music from across the street. Wagons were still coming and going, but not as frequently now that evening had set in. A horse whinnied, then trotted  away on the hard dirt road. Voices were dim, mostly male, and unthreatening.

He disrobed, glad to get the dirty clothes off his skin, and climbed into the tub, gently at first, then fully, deciding to get the shock of the hot water over with as quickly as possible.

It did not take him too long to relax. Josiah rested his head against the rim of the tub, closed his eyes, and fell asleep before the tips of his fingers began to prune.

 

 

A loud blast woke Josiah out of his deep sleep.

Water lapped over the side of the tub as he jumped up, reaching for his gun. It was gone from the shelf, as was his knife.

Panicked, he immediately sought to dry himself, peering out the side of the window as he did.

Smoke roiled from the front of the jail. Feders was still in his spot, the Winchester aimed tensely at the heavy wood door of the adobe building, but Elliot was nowhere to be seen.

The door to the jail was standing wide open, and Josiah could see two men standing just inside, the light too dim to tell much of what was going on. It was not quite dark, the light of the day gasping gray, fading quickly from the sky as night quickly approached.

Elliot walked out of the alley and across the street, holding a blazing torch with one hand, his six-shooter in the other.

Josiah could see inside the door now. Captain Fikes just under the arch, the barrel of his gun pressed against Charlie Langdon’s temple. He could see the glitter off the pearl handles of the captain’s gun in the light of Elliot’s torch. It  was the first time he’d seen Charlie Langdon in years. The sight made his stomach tumble, tie up in knots, and it was impossible to restrain the distaste he felt.

There was a group of men, across the street, engaged in a scrap of some kind, and Josiah figured it was Langdon’s men going at it with some of his fellow Rangers and the local deputies. He was anxious to join the fight, and a little relieved to see that the captain had Charlie in his grasp.

Shouts rose from the crowd, from the mob, a mix of definable noise, punches being landed. No horses or wagons were running through the street now. The only evening commerce in San Antonio was blood, explosives, and anger. Everything else had come to a full stop.

Obviously, Fikes had been right about the jailbreak attempt, and the card playing was likely a ruse, along with Feders and Elliot’s coy attempt at boredom, to convince Langdon’s men that the captain didn’t take the job of overseeing the outlaw too seriously. Bad choice on their part, not to see through Captain Fikes’s wiliness and trap setting.

For a second, Josiah almost smiled—until he remembered that his own gun and knife were missing, and he was standing naked and unarmed in a hotel bath without any way to signal for reinforcements if they were needed.

He quickly gathered up his clothes, put on his pants, made sure he had not overlooked his weapons, then cracked open the door of the bath, slightly—and came face-to-face with the barrel of his own gun.
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