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    The Last Indian Fight 

    in Kerr County


    
       

          In later times, Burkett Wayland liked to say he was in the last great Indian battle of Kerr County, Texas. It happened before he was born. 
    


    
         It started one day while his father, Matthew Wayland, then not much past twenty, was breaking a new field for fall wheat planting, just east of a small log cabin on one of the creeks tributary to the Guadalupe River. The quiet of autumn morning was broken by a fluttering of wings as a covey of quail flushed beyond a heavy stand of oak timber past the field. Startled, Matthew jerked on the reins and quickly laid his plow over on its side in the newly broken sod. His bay horse raised its head and pointed its ears toward the sound. 
    


    
         Matthew caught a deep breath and held it. He thought he heard a crackling of brush. He reached back for the rifle slung over his shoulder and quickly unhitched the horse. Standing behind it for protection, he watched and listened another moment or two, then jumped up bareback and beat his heels against the horse’s ribs, moving in a long trot for the cabin in the clearing below. 
    


    
         He wanted to believe ragged old Burk Kennemer was coming for a visit from his little place three miles down the creek, but the trapper usually rode in the open where Matthew could see him coming, not through the brush. 
    


    
         Matthew had not been marking the calendar in his almanac, but he had not needed to. The cooling nights, the curing of the grass to a rich brown, had told him all too well that this was September, the month of the Comanche moon. This was the time of year—their ponies strong from the summer grass—that the warrior Comanches could be expected to ride down from the high plains. Before winter they liked to make a final grand raid through the rough limestone hills of old hunting grounds west of San Antonio, then retire with stolen horses and mules—and sometimes captives and scalps—back to sanctuary far to the north. They had done it every year since the first settlers had pushed into the broken hill country. Though the military was beginning to press in upon their hideaways, all the old settlers had been warning Matthew to expect them again as the September moon went full, aiding the Comanches in their nighttime prowling. 
    


    
         Rachal opened the roughhewn cabin door and looked at her young husband in surprise, for normally he would plow until she called him in for dinner at noon. He was trying to finish breaking the ground and dry-sow the wheat before fall rains began.  
    


    
         She looked as if she should still be in school somewhere instead of trying to make a home in the wilderness; she was barely eighteen. “What is it, Matthew?” 
    


    
         “I don’t know,” he said tightly. “Get back inside.” 
    


    
         He slid from the horse and turned it sideways to shield him. He held the rifle ready. It was always loaded. 
    


    
         A horseman broke out of the timber and moved toward the cabin. Matthew let go a long-held breath as he recognized Burk Kennemer. Relief turned to anger for the scare. He walked out to meet the trapper, trying to keep the edginess from his voice, but he could not control the flush of color that warmed his face. 
    


    
         He noted that the old man brought no meat with him. It was Kennemer’s habit, when he came visiting, to fetch along a freshly killed deer, or sometimes a wild turkey, or occasionally a ham out of his smokehouse, and to stay to eat some of it cooked by Rachal’s skillful hands. He ran a lot of hogs in the timber, fattening them on the oak mast. He was much more of a bagman and trapper than a farmer. Plow handles did not fit his hands, Kennemer claimed. He was of the restless breed that moved westward ahead of the farmers, and left when they crowded him.  
    


    
         Kennemer had a tentative half smile. “Glad I wasn’t a Comanche. You’d’ve shot me dead.” 
    


    
         ‘‘I’d’ve tried,” Matthew said, his heart still thumping. He lifted a shaky hand to show what Kennemer had done to him. “What did you come sneaking in like an Indian for?” 
    


    
         Kennemer’s smile was gone. “For good reason. That little girl inside the cabin?” 
    


    
         Matthew nodded. Kennemer said, “You’d better keep her there.” 
    


    
         As if she had heard the conversation, Rachal Wayland opened the door and stepped outside, shading her eyes with one hand. Kennemer’s gray-bearded face lighted at sight of her. Matthew did not know if Burk had ever had a wife of his own; he had never mentioned one. Rachal shouted, “Come on up, Mr. Kennemer. I’ll be fixing us some dinner.”  
    


    
         He took off his excuse of a hat and shouted back, for he was still at some distance from the cabin. “Can’t right now, girl. Got to be traveling. Next time maybe.” He cut his gaze to Matthew’s little log shed and corrals. “Where’s your other horse?” 
    


    
         “Grazing out yonder someplace. Him and the milk cow both.” 
    


    
         “Better fetch him in,” Kennemer said grimly. “Better put him and this one in the pen closest to the cabin if you don’t want to lose them. And stay close to the cabin yourself, or you may lose more than the horses.” 
    


    
         Matthew felt the dread chill him again. “Comanches?”  
    


    
         “Don’t know. Could be. Fritz Dieterle come by my place while ago and told me he found tracks where a bunch of horses crossed the Guadalupe during the night. Could’ve been cowboys, or a bunch of hunters looking to lay in some winter meat. But it could’ve been Comanches. The horses wasn’t shod.” 
    


    
         Matthew could read the trapper’s thoughts. Kennemer was reasonably sure it had not been cowboys or hunters. Kennemer said, “I come to warn you, and now I’m going west to warn that bunch of German farmers out on the forks. They may want to fort-up at the best house.” 
    


    
         Matthew’s thoughts were racing ahead. He had been over to the German settlement twice since he and Rachal had arrived here late last winter, in time to break out their first field for spring planting. Burk Kennemer had told him the Germans—come west from the older settlements around Neu Braunfels and Fredericksburg—had been here long enough to give him sound advice about farming this shallow-soil land. And perhaps they might, if he could have understood them. They had seemed friendly enough, but they spoke no English, and he knew nothing of German. Efforts at communication had led him nowhere but back here, his shoulders slumped in frustration. He had counted Burk Kennemer as his only neighbor—the only one he could talk with. 
    


    
         “Maybe I ought to send Rachal with you,” Matthew said. “It would be safer for her there, all those folks around her.” 
    


    
      Kennemer considered that for only a moment. “Too risky traveling by daylight, one man and one girl. Even if you was to come along, two men and a girl wouldn’t be no match if they jumped us.” 
    


    
         “You’re even less of a match, traveling by yourself.” 
    


    
         Kennemer patted the shoulder of his long-legged brown horse. “No offense, boy, but old Deercatcher here can run circles around them two of yours, and anything them Indians is liable to have. He’ll take care of me, long as I’m by myself. You’ve got a good strong cabin there. You and that girl’ll be better off inside it than out in the open with me.” He frowned. “If it’ll make you feel safer, I’ll be back before dark. I’ll stay here with you, and we can fort-up together.” 
    


    
         That helped, but it was not enough. Matthew looked at the cabin, which he and Kennemer and the broken-English-speaking German named Dieterle had put up after he finished planting his spring crops. Until then, he and Rachal had lived in their wagon, or around and beneath it. “I wish she wasn’t here, Burk. All of a sudden I wish I’d never brought her here.” 
    


    
         The trapper frowned. “Neither one of you belongs here. You’re both just shirttail young’uns, not old enough to take care of yourselves.”
    


    
         Matthew remembered that the old man had told him as much, several times. A pretty little girl like Rachal should not be out here in a place like this, working like a mule, exposed to the dangers of the thinly settled frontier. But Matthew had never heard a word of complaint from her, not since they had started west from the piney-woods country in the biting cold of a wet winter, barely a month married. She always spoke of this as our place, our home. 
    


    
         He said, “It seemed all right, till now. All of a sudden I realize what I’ve brought her to. I want to get her out of here, Burk.” 
    


    
      The trapper slowly filled an evil black pipe while he pondered and twisted his furrowed face. “Then we’ll go tonight. It’ll be safer traveling in the dark because I’ve been here long enough to know this country better than them Indians do. We’ll make Fredericksburg by daylight. But one thing you’ve got to make up your mind to, Matthew. You’ve got to leave her there, or go back to the old home with her yourself. You’ve got no business bringing her here again to this kind of danger.” 
    


    
         “She’s got no home back yonder to go to. This is the only home she’s got, or me either.” 
    


    
         Kennemer’s face went almost angry. “I buried a woman once in a place about like this. I wouldn’t want to help bury that girl of yours. Adios, Matthew. See you before dark.” He circled Deercatcher around the cabin and disappeared into a motte of live-oak timber. 
    


    
      Rachal stood in the doorway, puzzled. She had not intruded on the conversation. Now she came out onto the foot-packed open ground. “What was the matter with Mr. Kennemer? Why couldn’t he stay?” 
    


    
         He wished he could keep it from her. “Horsetracks on the Guadalupe. He thinks it was Indians.” 
    


    
         Matthew watched her closely, seeing the sudden clutch of fear in her eyes before she firmly put it away. “What does he think we ought to do?” she asked, seeming calmer than he thought she should. 
    


    
         “Slip away from here tonight, go to Fredericksburg.” 
    


    
         “For how long, Matthew?” 
    


    
         He did not answer her. She said, “We can’t go far. There’s the milk cow, for one thing. She’s got to be milked.” 
    


    
         The cow had not entered his mind. “Forget her. The main thing is to have you safe.” 
    


    
         “We’re going to need that milk cow.” 
    


    
         Impatiently he exploded, “Will you grow up, and forget that damned cow? I’m taking you out of here.” 
    


    
      She shrank back in surprise at his sharpness, a little of hurt in her eyes. They had not once quarreled, not until now. “I’m sorry, Rachal. I didn’t go to blow up at you that way.” 
    


    
         She hid her eyes from him. “You’re thinking we might just give up this place and never come back ...”  She wasn’t asking him; she was telling him what was in his mind. 
    


    
         “That’s what Burk thinks we ought to do.” 
    


    
         “He’s an old man, and we’re young. And this isn’t his home. He hasn’t even got a home, just that old rough cabin, and those dogs and hogs ... He’s probably moved twenty times in his life. But we’re not like that, Matthew. We’re the kind of people who put down roots and grow where we are.” 
    


    
         Matthew looked away. “I’ll go fetch the dun horse. You bolt the door.”
    


    
         Riding away, he kept looking back at the cabin in regret. He knew he loved this place where they had started their lives together. Rachal loved it too, though he found it difficult to understand why. Life had its shortcomings back in east Texas, but her upbringing there had been easy compared to the privations she endured here. When she needed water she carried it in a heavy oaken bucket from the creek, fully seventy-five yards. He would have built the cabin nearer the water, but Burk had advised that once in a while heavy rains made that creek rise up on its hind legs and roar like an angry bear. 
    


    
         She worked her garden with a heavy-handled hoe, and when Matthew was busy in the field from dawn to dark she chopped her own wood from the pile of dead oak behind the cabin. She cooked over an ill-designed open fireplace that did not draw as it should. And, as much as anything, she put up with a deadening loneliness. Offhand, he could not remember that she had seen another woman since late in the spring, except for a German girl who stopped by once on her way to the forks. They had been unable to talk to each other. Even so, Rachal had glowed for a couple of days, refreshed by seeing someone besides her husband and the unwashed Burk Kennemer. 
    


    
         The cabin was as yet small, just a single room which was kitchen, sleeping quarters and sitting room combined. It had been in Matthew’s mind, when he had nothing else to do this coming winter, to start work on a second section that would become a bedroom. He would build a roof and an open dug run between that part and the original, in keeping with Texas pioneer tradition, with a sleeping area over the dog run for the children who were sure to come with God’s own time and blessings. He and Rachal had talked much of their plans, of the additional land he would break out to augment the potential income from their dozen or so beef critters scattered along the creek. He had forcefully put the dangers out of his mind, knowing they were there but choosing not to dwell upon them. 
    


    
         He remembered now the warnings from Rachal’s uncle and aunt, who had brought her up after her own father was killed by a falling tree and her mother was taken by one of the periodic fever epidemics. They had warned of the many perils a couple would face on the edge of the settled lands, perils which youth and love and enthusiasm had made to appear small, far away in distance and time, until today. Now, his eyes nervously searching the edge of the oak timber for anything amiss, fear rose up in him. It was a primeval, choking fear of a kind he had never known, and a sense of shame for having so thoughtlessly brought Rachal to this sort of jeopardy.  
    


    
         He found the dun horse grazing by the creek, near a few of the speckled beef cows which a farmer at the old home had given him in lieu of wages for two years of backbreaking work. He had bartered for the old wagon and the plow and a few other necessary tools. Whatever else he had, he and Rachal had built with their hands. For Texans, cash money was in short supply. 
    


    
         He thought about rounding up the cows and corraling them by the cabin, but they were scattered. He saw too much risk in the time it might take him to find them all, as well as the exposure to any Comanches hidden in the timber. From what he had heard, the Indians were much less interested in cattle than in horses. Cows were slow. Once the raiders were ready to start north, they would want speed to carry them to sanctuary. Matthew pitched a rawhide reata loop around the dun’s neck and led the animal back in a long trot. He had been beyond sight of the cabin for a while, and he prickled with anxiety. He breathed a sigh of relief when he broke into the open. The smoke from the chimney was a welcome sight. 
    


    
         He turned the horses into the pole corral and closed the gate, then poured shelled corn into a crude wooden trough. They eagerly set to crunching the grain with their strong teeth, a sound he had always enjoyed when he could restrain himself from thinking how much that corn would be worth in the settlements. The horses were blissfully unaware of the problems that beset their owners. Matthew wondered how content they would be if they fell into Indian hands and were driven or ridden the many long, hard days north into that mysterious hidden country. It would serve them right! 
    


    
         Still, he realized how helpless he and Rachal would be without them. He could not afford to lose the horses. 
    


    
         Rachal slid the heavy oak bar from the door and let him into the cabin. He immediately replaced the bolt while she went back to stirring a pot of stew hanging on an iron rod inside the fireplace. He avoided her eyes, for the tension stretched tightly between them. 
    


    
         “See anything?” she asked, knowing he would have come running. 
    


    
         He shook his head. “Not apt to, until night. If they’re here, that’s when they’ll come for the horses.” 
    


    
      “And find us gone?” Her voice almost accused him. 
    


    
         He nodded. “Burk said he’ll be back before dark. He’ll help us find our way to Fredericksburg.” 
    


    
         Firelight touched her face. He saw a reflection of tears. She said, “They’ll destroy this place.” 
    


    
         “Better this place than you. I’ve known it from the start, I guess, and just wouldn’t admit it. I shouldn’t have brought you here.” 
    


    
         “I came willingly. I’ve been happy here. So have you.” 
    


    
         “We just kept dancing and forgot that the piper had to be paid.” 
    


    
      A silence fell between them, heavy and unbridgeable. When the stew was done they sat at the roughhewn table and ate without talking. Matthew got up restlessly from time to time to look out the front and back windows. These had no glass. They were like small doors in the walls. They could be closed and bolted shut. Each had a loophole which he could see out of, or fire though. Those, he remembered, had been cut at Burk Kennemer’s insistence. From the first, Matthew realized now, Burk had been trying to sober him, even to scare him away. Matthew had always put him off with a shrug or a laugh. Now he remembered what Burk had said today about having buried a woman in a place like this. He thought he understood the trapper, and the man’s fears, in a way he had not before. 
    


    
         The heavy silence went unrelieved. After eating what he could of the stew, his stomach knotted, he went outside and took a long look around, cradling the rifle. He fetched a shovel and began to throw dirt onto the roof to make it more difficult for the Indians to set it afire. It occurred to him how futile this labor was if they were going to abandon the place anyway, but he kept swinging the shovel, trying to work off the tension. 
    


    
         The afternoon dragged. He spent most of it outside, pacing, watching. In particular he kept looking to the west, anticipating Burk Kennemer’s return. Now that he had made up his mind to it, he could hardly wait for darkness, to give them a chance to escape this place. The only thing which came from that direction—or any other— was the brindle milk cow, drifting toward the shed at her own slow place and in her own good time for the evening milking and the grain she knew awaited her. Matthew owned no watch, but he doubted that a watch kept better time than that cow, her udder swinging in rhythm with her slow and measured steps. Like the horses, she had no awareness of anything except her daily routine, of feeding and milking and grazing. Observing her patient pace, Matthew could almost assure himself that this day was like all others, that he had no reason for fear. 
    


    
         He milked the cow, though he intended to leave the milk unused in the cabin, for it was habit with him as well as with the cow. The sun was dropping rapidly when he carried the bucket of milk to Rachal. Her eyes asked him, though she did not speak. 
    


    
         He shook his head. “No sign of anything out there. Not of Burk, either.” 
    


    
         Before sundown he saddled the dun horse for Rachal, making ready. He would ride the plow horse bareback. He climbed up onto his pole fence, trying to shade his eyes from the sinking sun while he studied the hills and the open valley to the west. All his earlier fears were with him, and a new one as well. 
    


    
         Where is he? He wouldn’t just have left us here. Not Old Burk. 
    


    
         Once he thought he heard a sound in the edge of the timber. He turned quickly and saw a flash of movement, nothing more. It was a feeling as much as something actually seen. It could have been anything, a deer, perhaps, or even one of his cows. It could have been. 
    


    
         He remained outside until the sun was gone, and until the last golden remnant faded into twilight over the timbered hills that stretched into the distance like a succession of blue monuments. The autumn chill set him to shivering, but he held out against going for his coat. When the night was full dark, he knew it was time. 
    


    
         He called softly at the cabin door. Rachal lifted the bar. He said, “The moon’ll rise directly. We’d better get started.” 
    


    
         “Without Burk? Are you really sure, Matthew?” 
    


    
         “If they’re around, they’ll be here. Out yonder, in the dark, we’ve got a chance.” 
    


    
         She came out, wrapped for the night chill, carrying his second rifle, handing him his coat. Quietly they walked to the corral, where he opened the gate, untied the horses and gave her a lift up into the saddle. The stirrups were too long for her, and her skirts were in the way, but he knew she could ride. He threw himself up onto the plow horse, and they moved away from the cabin in a walk, keeping to the grass as much as possible to muffle the sound of the hoofs. As quickly as he could, he pulled into the timber, where the darkness was even more complete. For the first miles, at least, he felt that he knew the way better than any Indian who might not come here once in several years. 
    


    
         It was his thought to swing first by Burk’s cabin. There was always a chance the old man had changed his mind about things... 
    


    
         He had held onto this thought since late afternoon. Maybe Burk had found the tracks were not made by Indians after all, and he had chosen to let the young folks have the benefit of a good, healthy scare. 
    


    
         Deep inside, Matthew knew that was a vain hope. It was not Burk’s way. He might have let Matthew sweat blood, but he would not do this to Rachal. 
    


    
         They both saw the fire at the same time, and heard the distant barking of the dogs. Rachal made a tiny gasp and clutched his arm. 
    


    
         Burk’s cabin was burning. 
    


    
         They reined up and huddled together for a minute, both coming dangerously close to giving in to their fears and riding away in a blind run. Matthew gripped the rawhide reins so tightly that they seemed to cut into his hands. “Easy, Rachal,” he whispered. 
    


    
         Then he could hear horses moving through the timber, and the crisp night air carried voices to him. 
    


    
         “They’re coming at us, Matthew,” Rachal said tightly. “They’ll catch us out here.” 
    


    
         He had no way of knowing if they had been seen, or heard. A night bird called to the left of him. Another answered, somewhere to the right. At least, they sounded like night birds. 
    


    
         “We’ve got to run for it, Rachal!” 
    


    
         “We can’t run all the way to Fredericksburg. Even if we could find it. They’ll catch us.” 
    


    
         He saw only one answer. “Back to the cabin! If we can get inside, they’ll have to come in there to get us.” 
    


    
      He had no spurs; a farmer did not need them. He beat his heels against the horse’s sides and led the way through the timber in a run. He did not have to look behind him to know Rachal was keeping up with him. Somehow the horses had caught the fever of their fear. 
    


    
         “Keep low, Rachal,” he said. “Don’t let the low limbs knock you down.” He found a trail that he knew and shortly burst out into the open. He saw no reason for remaining in the timber now, for the Indians surely knew where they were. The timber would only slow their running. He leaned out over the horse’s neck and kept thumping his heels against its ribs. He glanced back to be sure he was not outpacing Rachal. 
    


    
         Off to the right he thought he saw figures moving, vague shapes against the blackness. The moon was just beginning to rise, and he could not be sure. Ahead, sensed more than seen, was the clearing. Evidently the Indians had not been there yet, or the place would be in flames as Burk’s cabin had been. 
    


    
         He could see the shape of the cabin now. “Right up to the door, Rachal!”
    


    
         He jumped to the ground, letting his eyes sweep the yard and what he could see of the corrals. “Don’t get down,” he shouted. “Let me look inside first.” 
    


    
         The door was closed, as they had left it. He pushed it open and stepped quickly inside, the rifle ready. The dying embers in the fireplace showed him he was alone. “It’s all right. Get down quick, and into the cabin!” 
    


    
         She slid down and fell, and he helped her to her feet. She pointed and made a cry. Several figures were moving rapidly toward the shed. Matthew fired the rifle in their general direction and gave Rachal a push toward the door. She resisted stubbornly. “The horses,” she said. “Let’s get the horses into the cabin.” 
    


    
         She led her dun through the door, though it did not much want to go into that dark and unaccustomed place. 
    


    
         Matthew would have to admit later—though he had no time for such thoughts now—that she was keeping her head better than he was. He would have let the horses go, and the Indians would surely have taken them. The plow horse was gentler and entered the cabin with less resistance, though it made a nervous sound in its nose at sight of the glowing coals. 
    


    
         Matthew heard something plunk into the logs as he pushed the door shut behind him and dropped the bar solidly into place. He heard a horse race up to the cabin and felt the jarring weight of a man’s body hurled against the door, trying to break through. Matthew pushed his own strength upon the bar, bracing it. A chill ran through him, and he shuddered at the realization that only the meager thickness of that door lay between him and an intruder who intended to kill him. He heard the grunting of a man in strain, and he imagined he could feel the hot breath. His hair bristled. 
    


    
         Rachal opened the front-window loophole and fired her rifle. 
    


    
         Thunder seemed to rock the cabin. It threw the horses into a panic that made them more dangerous, for the moment, than those Indians outside. One of them slammed against Matthew and pressed him to the wall so hard that he thought all his ribs were crushed. But that was the last time an Indian tried the door. Matthew could hear the man running, getting clear of Rachal’s rifle. 
    


    
         A gunshot sounded from out in the night. A bullet struck the wall but did not break through between the logs. Periodically Matthew would hear a shot, first from one direction, then from another. After the first three or four, he was sure. 
    


    
         “They’ve just got one gun. We’ve got two.” 
    


    
         The horses calmed, after a time. So did Matthew. He threw ashes over the coals to dim their glow, which had made it difficult for him to see out into the night. The moon was up, throwing a silvery light across the yard. 
    


    
         “I’ll watch out front,” he said. “You watch the back.” 
    


    
         All his life he had heard that Indians did not like to fight at night because of a fear that their souls would wander lost if they died in the darkness. He had no idea if the stories held any truth. He knew that Indians were skillful horse thieves, in darkness or light, and that he and Rachal had frustrated these by bringing their mounts into the cabin. 
    


    
         Burk had said the Indians on these September raids were more intent on acquiring horses than on taking scalps, though they had no prejudice against the latter. He had said Indians did not like to take heavy risks in going against a well-fortified position, that they were likely to probe the defenses and, if they found them strong, withdraw in search of an easier target. 
    


    
         But they had a strong incentive for breaking into this cabin. 
    


    
         He suggested, “They might leave if we turn the horses out.” 
    


    
         “And what do we do afoot?” Rachal’s voice was not a schoolgirl’s. It was strong, defiant. “If they want these horses, let them come through that door and pay for them. These horses are ours!” 
    


    
         Her determination surprised him, and shamed him a little. He held silent a while, listening, watching for movement. “I suppose those Indians feel like they’ve got a right here. They figure this land belongs to them.” 
    


    
         “Not if they just come once a year. We’ve come here to stay.” 
    


    
         “I wish we hadn’t. I wish I hadn’t brought you.” 
    


    
         “Don’t say that. I’ve always been glad that you did. I’ve loved this place from the time we first got here and lived in the wagon, because it was ours. It is ours. When this trouble is over it will stay ours. We’ve earned the right to it.” 
    


    
         He fired seldom, and only when he thought he had a good target, for shots inside the cabin set the horses to plunging and threshing. 
    


    
      He heard a cow bawl in fear and agony. Later, far beyond the shed, he could see a fire building. Eventually he caught the aroma of meat, roasting. 
    


    
         “They’ve killed the milk cow,” he declared. 
    


    
         Rachal said, “We’ll need another one, then. For the baby.” 
    


    
         That was the first she had spoken of it, though he had had reason lately to suspect. “I shouldn’t have put you through that ride tonight.” 
    


    
         “That didn’t hurt me. I’m not so far along yet. That’s one reason we’ve got to keep the horses. We may need to trade the dun for a milk cow.’’ 
    


    
         They watched through the long hours, he at the front window, she at the rear. The Indians had satisfied their hunger, and they were quiet, sleeping perhaps, waiting for dawn to storm the cabin without danger to their immortal souls. Matthew was tired, and his legs were cramped from the long vigil, but he felt no sleepiness. He thought once that Rachal had fallen asleep, and he made no move to awaken her. If trouble came from that side, he thought he would probably hear it. 
    


    
         She was not asleep. She said, “I hear a rooster way off somewhere. Burk’s, I suppose. Be daylight soon.” 
    


    
         “They’ll hit us then. They’ll want to overrun us in a hurry.” 
    


    
         “It’s up to us to fool them. You and me together, Matthew, we’ve always been able to do whatever we set our minds to.” 
    


    
         They came as he expected, charging horseback out of the rising sun, relying on the blazing light to blind the eyes of the defenders. But with Rachal’s determined shouts ringing in his ears, he triggered the rifle at darting figures dimly seen through the golden haze. Rachal fired rapidly at those horsemen who ran past the cabin and came into her field of view on the back side. The two horses just trembled and leaned against one another. 
    


    
         One bold, quick charge and the attack was over. The Comanches swept on around, having tested the defense and found it unyielding. They pulled away, regrouping to the east as if considering another try. 
    


    
         “We done it, Rachal!” Matthew shouted. “We held them off.” 
    


    
         He could see her now in the growing daylight, her hair stringing down, her face smudged with black, her eyes watering from the sting of the gunpowder. He had never seen her look so good. 
    


    
         She said triumphantly, “I tried to tell you we could do it. You and me, we can do anything.” 
    


    
      He thought the Indians might try again, but they began pulling away. He could see now that they had a considerable number of horses and mules, taken from other settlers. They drove those before them, splashing across the creek and moving north in a run. 
    


    
         “They’re leaving,” he said, not quite believing. 
    


    
         “Some more on this side,” Rachal warned. 
    


    
         “You’d better come over here and look.” Through the loophole in her window, out of the west, he saw a dozen or more horsemen loping toward the cabin. For a minute he thought he and Rachal would have to fight again. Strangely, the thought brought him no particular fear. 
    


    
         We can handle it. Together, we can do anything. 
    


    
         Rachal said, “Those are white men.” 
    


    
         They threw their arms around each other and cried. 
    


    
         They were outside the cabin, the two of them, when the horsemen circled warily around it, rifles ready for a fight. The men were strangers, except the leader. Matthew remembered him from up at the forks. Excitedly the man spoke in a language Matthew knew was German. Then half the men were talking at once. They looked Rachal and Matthew over carefully, making sure neither was hurt. 
    


    
      The words were strange, but the expressions were universal. They were of relief and joy at finding the young couple alive and on their feet. 
    


    
         The door was open. The bay plow horse stuck its head out experimentally, nervously surveying the crowd, then breaking into a run to get clear of the oppressive cabin. The dun horse followed, pitching in relief to be outdoors. The German rescuers stared in amazement for a moment, then laughed as they realized how the Waylands had saved their horses. 
    


    
         One made a sweeping motion as if holding a broom, and Rachal laughed with him. It was going to take a lot of work to clean up that cabin. 
    


    
         The spokesman said something to Matthew, and Matthew caught the name of Burk Kennemer. The man made a motion of drawing a bow, and of an arrow striking him in the shoulder. 
    


    
         “Dead?” Matthew asked worriedly. 
    


    
         The man shook his head. “Nein, nicht tod. Not dead.” By the motions, Matthew perceived that the wounded Burk had made it to the German settlement to give warning, and that the men had ridden through the night to get here. 
    


    
         Rachal came up and put her arm around Matthew, leaning against him. She said, “Matthew, do you think we killed any of those Indians?” 
    


    
         “I don’t know that we did.” 
    


    
         “I hope we didn’t. I’d hate to know all my life that there is blood on this ground.” 
    


    
         Some of the men seemed to be thinking about leaving. Matthew said, “You-all pen your horses, and we’ll have breakfast directly.” He realized they did not understand his words, so he pantomimed and put the idea across. He made a circle, shaking hands with each man individually, telling him thanks, knowing each followed his meaning whether the words were understood or not. 
    


    
         “Rachal,” he said, “these people are our neighbors. Somehow we’ve got to learn to understand each other.” 
    


    
         She nodded. “At least enough that you can trade one of them out of another milk cow. For the baby.” 
    


    
         When the baby came, late the following spring, they named it Burkett Kennemer, after the man who had brought them warning, and had sent them help. 
    


    
         That was the last time the Comanches ever penetrated so deeply into the hill country, for the military pressure was growing strongly. 
    


    
      And all of his life Burkett Kennemer Wayland was able to say, without taking sinful advantage of the truth, that he had been present at the last great Indian fight in Kerr County.
    

  


  
    


    
      AFTERWORD

      By Steven Anderson Law


      
         

           Nobody understood the Western story, or wrote it, better than Elmer Kelton.  He’s won more Western literary awards than any other Western author, and the Western Writers of America voted him Best Western Author of All-Time.  But awards do not measure the success of a writer more than their fan base, and Elmer Kelton’s readers continue to be loyal and growing. I have worked as Elmer’s Web publicist for over a decade, and the traffic to his site, as well as books sales, are as much as ten-fold to that of other Western authors.
      


      
           Elmer arrived on the scene of Western literature in its golden years, in the 1950’s, writing for the pulp magazines, then rising in the ranks of commercial fiction. For over fifty years he survived the downward trend of shrinking Western lists, making his final home with Tor/Forge where he continued to deliver his classic style.  Even at his death in 2009, all of Elmer Kelton’s novels remained in print and made the transition to eBook formats.
      


      
           Elmer also understood the need for an increased awareness of Western literature. He was one of the lucky ones who continued to be published in a time when many Western writers were either switching genres, self publishing, or not writing at all. For this reason he supported the efforts of ReadWest, an organization I started in 1998, to create an online, comprehensive source of information about Western literature.  Most commercial publishers no longer had a “Westerns” list, and any books related to Western topics were scattered and difficult to locate.  It was my belief, as was others, that the Western was not declining in popularity, but, more precisely, it was difficult for publishers to package and reach the markets as they did with other genres, such as romance, mysteries and others. It was easier to abandon the Western rather than create a new business system. 
      


      
           The Western, America's own unique genre, has demonstrated more crossover potential and mainstream appeal than any other genre.  While many in the publishing community argue the definition of a Western, segmenting the category by geography, time period and subject matter, ReadWest, now ReadWest Foundation, Inc. (www.readwestfoundation.org) recognized the diversity of the genre and created a central location for all readers of Western literature regardless of sub-category. 
      


      
           The story in this publication, “The Last Indian Fight in Kerr County,” came to me from Elmer Kelton in a letter dated July 29, 1999, as a response to my request for a short story to include in an anthology, which ReadWest could use to raise money for its cause.  Elmer delivered the story demonstrating his support for ReadWest, yet, as the publishing market has shown, it was difficult to find a publisher willing to take on the project.  Now, with the even playing field of electronic publishing and print on demand distribution, ReadWest has partnered with Goldminds Publishing, LLC, to bring this story into the online marketplace. 
      


      
           Honoring Elmer’s wish, all profits from the sale of this story will be donated to the ReadWest Foundation, Inc., a nonprofit organization, which will use the funds to finance its annual reader conference and marketing drives for Western literature.
      


      
           I hope you enjoyed this story, and in honor of Elmer Kelton, I appreciate your support of the ReadWest Foundation and its cause.
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